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The Pitcairn Islands are a UK Overseas Territory comprising four islands (Oeno, 
Pitcairn, Henderson and Ducie) spanning >600 km in eastern Polynesia, in the South Pacific 
Ocean. Oeno and Ducie are low coral atolls, Henderson is a large raised coral island, and 
Pitcairn is volcanic in origin (Spencer 1995).

The islands’ avifauna have received considerable scientific attention, mainly focused 
on Henderson Island, beginning in the early 20th century (North 1908, Ogilvie-Grant 1913), 
followed by the Whitney South Seas Expedition (Murphy 1924, Murphy & Mathews 1929). 
There was some work in the late 1980s on Henderson’s landbirds (Graves 1992). The Sir 
Peter Scott Memorial Expedition in 1991–92 stationed researchers on Henderson Island 
for more than a year, and thoroughly studied the birds (Brooke 1995a,b, Brooke & Jones 
1995, Imber et al. 1995, Jones et al. 1995, Trevelyan 1995). This was followed in the early 21st 
century by studies into the effect of introduced Pacific Rats Rattus exulans on Henderson’s 
native fauna (Brooke et al. 2011, Amos et al. 2016, Oppel et al. 2016, Bond et al. 2019b), and of 
the abundance of various species (Oppel et al. 2017, Bond et al. 2019a). There are far fewer 
studies of the avifauna of Pitcairn (Williams 1960, Schofield & Bond 2016), Oeno (Brooke 
et al. 2018) and Ducie, although all were reviewed by Brooke (1995b) and Bourne & David 
(1983).

Ducie and Oeno possess no endemic species of birds, whilst Pitcairn is home to the 
endemic Pitcairn Reed Warbler Acrocephalus vaughani (Brooke 1995b), and Henderson 
supports five endemic species—Henderson Petrel Pterodroma atrata, Henderson Crake 
Zapornia atra, Henderson Fruit Dove Ptilinopus insularis, Henderson Lorikeet Vini stepheni 
and Henderson Reed Warbler Acrocephalus taiti (Graves 1992, Brooke 1995b, Oppel et al. 
2017, Bond et al. 2019a). The avifauna of the group as a whole has been described largely in 
three works (Williams 1960, Brooke 1995b, Thibault & Cibois 2017), and one review (Bourne 
& David 1983).

Of the 41 species recorded from the islands (Williams 1960, Bourne & David 1983, 
Brooke 1995b), a handful are vagrants or possible breeders, and could become established 
as breeding populations in the Pitcairn Islands, based on range and suitable habitat—
Wedge-tailed Shearwater Ardenna pacifica, White-tailed Tropicbird Phaethon lepturus and 
Brown Booby Sula leucogaster.

Here we summarise records of Brown Booby across the island group and add three 
additional sightings from 2015–19.

Previous records
Williams (1960) described Brown Booby as the rarest of the sulids in the island group 

and mentioned two records. The first he observed himself: two birds at the north-western 
end of Pitcairn ‘between (Down) Rope and St Paul’s (Pool)’ on 21 October 1956, and in 
relation to which he explicitly eliminated the possibility of dark-phase Red-footed Booby 
Sula sula, which also occurs in the group (Brooke 1995b). The other is a second-hand report 
from Pastor L. Hawkes, who ostensibly observed an individual at Henderson Island in 
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January 1957, but no further details are given. The Henderson record was repeated by 
Bourne & David (1983) and Fosberg et al. (1983).

During the Sir Peter Scott Commemorative Expedition in 1991–92, Brown Booby was 
not recorded on Henderson, or during any of the short visits to Oeno or Ducie (Brooke 
1995b), with reference being made only to the earlier records of Williams (1960).

In their landmark work on the avifauna of eastern Polynesia, Thibault & Cibois (2017) 
described the extensive range of Brown Booby through the Line, Cook, Society, Tuamotu, 
and Marquesas archipelagos, and highlighted vagrant records from Rapa Nui (Flores et al. 
2013) and the 1957 record from Henderson, but did not mention the bird observed directly 
by Williams on Pitcairn in 1956. They also included a report of a single at Oeno in 2014 
(Scott 2014).

Recent records
In August–November 2015, as part of a Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

(BirdLife in the UK) expedition to Henderson (Lavers et al. 2016), a single female Brown 
Booby was observed at North Beach regularly in September and November 2015 (Fig. 1).

During a birding tour, ‘a couple’ of Brown Boobies were observed at Pitcairn during 
the period 3–17 October 2017 (Morris & Beaman 2017). Unfortunately, no other details were 
noted at the time (M. Beaman pers. comm.).

During a three-week expedition to Henderson Island, including three days at Pitcairn, 
in June 2019, an adult female Brown Booby was observed soaring over North Beach, 
Henderson Island, on 10, 13, 16, 17 and 18 June 2019 (Fig. 2). Despite spending considerable 
time (12 days) on East Beach, Henderson Island, and on Pitcairn (three days), no others 
were seen.

Figure 1 (left). Adult female Brown Booby Sula leucogaster, North Beach, Henderson Island, 20 September 
2015 (N. Duffield & S. Havery)
Figure 2 (right). Adult female Brown Booby Sula leucogaster, North Beach, Henderson Island, 19 June 2019 
(A. L. Bond)
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In the South Pacific Ocean, Brown Boobies breed throughout French Polynesia, 
although in the Gambier Islands they are recorded only in small numbers at Manui, in 
the south-east of the group, where no more than 15 nests were recorded annually from 
the 1990s to 2010 (Thibault & Bretagnolle 2001, Waugh et al. 2015), Kamaka (Ghestemme 
2016) and Motu Teiku (Thibault & Cibois 2017), all of which are uninhabited. Brown 
Boobies are not historically common in eastern Polynesia, and are largely absent from the 
archaeological remains and early accounts of the islands (Thibault & Cibois 2012). They are 
much more common in northern Polynesia (Line, Marquesas, and Society Islands), and the 
northern Tuamotus, with the largest colony at Malden Island, in the Line Islands, which was 
home to 2,000 pairs in 1988 (Kepler et al. 1994), but most others are declining significantly 
or represented by just tens of breeding pairs (Thibault & Cibois 2017). Their high sensitivity 
to human disturbance often restricts colonies to uninhabited islets or inaccessible cliffs 
(Thibault & Cibois 2017).

Henderson is also home to breeding Masked Sula dactylatra and Red-footed Boobies, 
with 50 and 100–200 pairs estimated, respectively (Brooke 1995b), and boobies often breed 
sympatrically (Nelson 2005). To date, there is no evidence of breeding Brown Boobies in the 
Pitcairn Islands, however. This could be because of relatively high disturbance from human 
habitation, introduced mammals, and the islands’ isolation (Brooke 1995b, Amos et al. 2016).
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