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ABSTRACT 

 
During February 1991, most of Adams Island was searched for 
Wandering Albatross nests. About 4,050 nests were in use, with adult 
albatross on eggs. Thirty-one chicks from the previous season still had 
not fledged. A large number of breeding albatross was also present. 
Recommendations for future counts are made.  

 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
Wandering Albatross are a circumpolar species which breeds largely on South Georgia 
and Gough Islands in the South Atlantic, Prince Edward, Crozet and Kerguelen Islands in 
the South Indian Ocean, and Antipodes Island and Adams Island in New Zealand's 
subantarctic region. A number of subspecies have been recognised, including one 
confined to the Auckland Island group (Robertson and Warham in press).  
 
There is growing evidence of a significant albatross by-catch by the southern blue-fin tuna 
long-line fishery in the New Zealand region. Wandering Albatross appear to be one of the 
most commonly caught species, and population declines have been noted at many of 
their southern ocean breeding localities outside New Zealand (Weimerskirch & Jouventin 
1987).  
 
While Wandering Albatross population estimates in 1973 showed that Adams Island 
supported a large proportion of the total world population of this species, no accurate 
counts have been carried out there. Without a succession of yearly counts of breeding 
pairs on Adams Island, we have little idea how the fisheries by-catch has affected this 
population.  
 
During the 1972/73 breeding season, Robertson (1975) estimated that there were 7,000 
breeding albatross pairs on Adams Island, less than 500 pairs on other islands of the 
Auckland group, and that 13,500 breeding pairs used the archipelago over a two year 
period. No other assessments of this population were made until a chick count on Adams 
Island in November 1989 found at least 1,000 chicks (Buckingham et al. 1991). Though 
this 1989 count was extensive, the two densest areas of albatross nests on Adams Island 
(Astrolabe Basin -Mount Dick and Lake Turbott - Fly Harbour) were only briefly searched.  
 
In 1991, concerns were raised at the scale of the albatross by-catch. This prompted the 
Department of Conservation to send a team of four people to establish baseline counts 
for future regular monitoring of the Wandering Albatross population on Adams Island. 
The authors were on Adams Island from 5-25 February 1991, largely working from a 
campsite at Magnetic Bay, but also spending four days fly camping south-west of Fly 
Harbour, and one night above Amherst Stream.  
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METHODS  
 
Census  
 
Wandering Albatross nest on the open tussock slopes above the forest and scrub zone 
and almost all of this habitat on Adams Island was searched for Wandering Albatross nests 
between 23 February 1991.  
 
A lack of time and dense fog prevented adequate searches of the tussock slopes between 
Fairchilds Garden and Fall Bay at the western end of Adams Island. However, only 12 
chicks were present here in 1989.  
 
Most of the Wandering Albatross population were breeding on the south-facing slopes of 
Adams Island (Figure 1) with the largest proportion of nests being found between Fly 
Harbour and Lake Turbott; and between Amherst Rock and Astrolabe Point. Here the 
nests were often impossible to see from vantage points due to the undulating terrain. In 
these two areas we worked as a team, walking four abreast either up and down the slope, 
or along the contours of the hill. We spaced ourselves 50-100 metres apart, within 
earshot of the observer on either side. The observer adjacent to uncounted territory 
marked the area counted by tying strips of brightly coloured tape to tussocks on the outer 
edge of the beat. On the next sweep this observer would take the beat immediately 
adjacent to his/her last one and retrieve all the tape, thus ensuring the team proceeded 
parallel to the previous sweep. Meanwhile, another observer would take the 'outer' beat 
and tie more tape marking the new edge of counted territory. Each observer zig-zagged 
across the slope within their defined beat. Where a nest occurred on a boundary between 
observers, the observers decided who would count it by calling to each other. All 
incubating albatross on nests were counted, and about 60% of these birds were checked 
for leg bands. In addition, non-breeding albatross on the ground were counted and about 
the same proportion checked for bands.  
 
For the remainder of the island we worked either in pairs or singly, zig-zagging down 
wide ridges and counting albatross as we went, or using binoculars from vantage points. 
In some areas nests were counted by scanning with binoculars from an adjacent ridge.  
 
Banding Study  
 
To help determine causes of any gross changes in the Wandering Albatross population on 
Adams Island which we may detect, a banded study population was established. 
Recoveries of banded birds at their nests in subsequent years will enable estimates of 
mortality rates to be made.  
 
On the slopes just west of Amherst Stream (from NZMS 260/886-745 to 882-744) 108 
active nests were marked with small, individually numbered metal tags, covered with red 
plastic tape. Tags were attached to wire and stuck in the ground just out of pecking-reach 
of a sitting bird, generally in an area of low vegetation. The angle of the tag was recorded 
from the nest. Numbered metal bands were placed on the left leg of the breeding adults, 
their bill depth measured and the plumage of some birds described (Appendix 1). After 
nine days, during which time most birds had swapped incubation duties, several more 
visits were made to the study area to band the remaining birds. We managed to band both 
partners on 90 nests. Two of the 108 nests marked failed between visits.  
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Previous Year's Breeding Success  
 
For some areas we also attempted to measure the breeding success of the previous year. 
On the slopes west of Amherst Stream, we walked seven transects with three observers 
spaced 20-30 metres apart, counting all nests between us and all those within about five 
metres of the people on the outside beats. We recorded active nests (and very recently 
failed nests), and those that had been used the previous breeding season. With the 
previous season nests, we noted whether or not a check had fledged successfully. Where 
a chick had been successfully reared, the nest site showed signs of recent heavy use with 
much trampled and dead vegetation and many albatross droppings.  
 
 
RESULTS  
 
Census  
 
We counted a total of 4,000 nests: 1,056 were in the Astrolabe-Amherst block; 2,475 in 
the Fly Harbour-Lake Turbott block; and only 469 on all other spurs combined (Figure 2 
and Appendix 2). There were probably about 50 nests at the western end of the island in 
the area we were unable to count.  
 
Throughout our stay all nesting adults were incubating eggs. Thirty-one unfledged chicks 
from the previous season were observed, and 3,013 birds were counted on the ground, 
but off nests. In addition, many birds were seen flying above the colony.  
 
Amongst the 3,000 (approximately) birds checked for bands, we found six birds which 
had been banded in Australian waters and 22 birds banded in New Zealand territory.  
 
Previous Year's Breeding Success  
 
We compared the number of active nests in 1991 with the number of nests from the 
previous year where obviously a chick had successfully fledged. Assuming that the same 
number of birds breed each year (though they probably don't), the average breeding 
success rate in the 1990 season for birds in part of the block was 64%. We attempted this 
very rough estimate in case census of the albatross population was not possible.  
 
 
DISCUSSION  
 
This is the first attempt to systematically count all the Wandering Albatross nesting on 
Adams Island in any one year. Our count of approximately 4,050 breeding pairs is not 
comparable with earlier, less comprehensive surveys. Robertson's (1975) estimate of 
7,000 breeding pairs in 1972/3 was not based on a systematic count, and Buckingham et 
al. ‘s count of 1,000 nearly fledged chicks, missed important parts of the population and 
was done at a different stage of the breeding cycle.  
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Furthermore, as Wandering Albatross are biennial breeders, the number of birds nesting 
on Adams Island will vary from year to year, depending on breeding success the previous 
year. Population monitoring of such species should be based on counts repeated two 
years in succession at similar stages of the breeding cycle.  
 
Two consecutive whole island counts would give a good idea of the size of the Adams 
Island Wandering Albatross population. However, if insufficient time or personnel are 
available, future counts of Adams Island albatross should concentrate on the area 
between Rock and Astrolabe Point. This area contains the greatest concentration of 
nesting albatrosses - about quarter of the total population, and it is relatively accessible.  
 
The accuracy of adult mortality assessments in the banded study population will be 
affected by our ability to relocate banded birds on their nests in future. Only 20% of 
Wandering Albatross at other breeding locations used the same nest in successive 
seasons; the remainder re-nested up to 23 metres away, and a very small percentage re-
nested at distant sites (Voison 1968; Hunter 1984 cited in Marchant & Higgins 1990). 
Where banded birds are not recovered at marked nests, searches of nearby nests will also 
have to be carried out.  
 
From rough estimates of breeding success in the previous year, it appeared that about 
64% of nests successfully fledged young in the 1989/1990 season. This is within the 
normal range of breeding success found in other study colonies (Weimerskirch & 
Jouventin, 1987). This figure is only a very rough guide, however, as the calculation relies 
on the assumption that the same number of birds breed each year - and they probably 
don't.  
 
Wandering Albatross have a low reproductive rate, high survival and delayed sexual 
maturity. They are particularly sensitive to decreases in adult survivorship and a decrease 
of only 1 % in the normal (94-96% in stable populations) could have a dramatic effect on 
the species (Weimerskirch & Jouventin,1987). Small drops in survivorship on Adams 
Island will be difficult to detect given that normal survivorship varies on average by 2% 
(with considerable seasonal variation) and that a few birds will move nest site. However, 
any large changes in adult survival due to fishing, or other factors, should be detectable.  
 
In 1991, it took 48 person-days to cover almost all the albatross breeding grounds on 
Adams Island. Six (33%) of the 18 days spent on the island were lost to bad weather, with 
dense mist making counts impossible. Plans for future trips should probably incorporate 
even more 'down' time, as February 1991 was the 'finest' (everything is relative!) for 20 
years (Martin pers. comm.).  
 
The pristine nature of Adams Island makes it important to limit party size and camp sites 
to the minimum compatible with safety and the collection of important conservation 
management data. Previous parties have all camped on the same site at Magnetic Bay and 
a track of sorts has been marked from the eastern end of the beach through the forest and 
scrub to the shorter tussock. Unfortunately the Magnetic Bay camp site involves a 2,000 
foot climb every morning before dropping down on the southern side of the island to 
begin the days transects in the main albatross breeding grounds. Though we fly-camped 
for short periods on the southern side, it is extremely exposed and difficult to camp in 
during many weather conditions.  
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It is important that this population monitoring of Wandering Albatross on Adams Island 
should continue in some form. If an expedition was to visit Adams Island during the 
summer of 1992 and 1993, it would contribute greatly to our knowledge of Wandering 
Albatross if the whole of Adams Island could be re-counted. This is a big task and would 
need a team of four fit people based there for two or three weeks. However, if the whole 
island cannot be counted, at least the area between Amherst Rock and Astrolabe Point 
should be recounted, and the 'study colony' re-checked for banded birds. As before, the 
party should be based at Magnetic Bay, with provision for fly camping if weather permits.  
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