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Australia’s Indian Ocean territory of Christmas Island is situated a little south of the 
equator, 360 kilometres south of the Indonesian island of Java.  The island has five 
endemic birds, marked * in the bird list, reason enough for a birder to want to visit the 
island.  If you make your visit between October to April, you greatly increase the chance 
of finding birds which are rarely seen elsewhere in Australia, marked # in the birdlist. 
There is even the chance of finding a new bird for Australia, marked ^ in the birdlist.
 
Bird Migration
The study of migration has always excited ornithologists and birders alike.  Of all aspects 
of birdlife, migration has always held a very special fascination.  Millions of birds now 
breed in areas that were ice-bound during the last glaciation, so the migration patterns we 
see today have evolved over no more than the last 15,000 years; the mere blink of an eye 
in evolutionary terms.  Yet despite their newness these patterns appear highly structured, 
the birds arrive at and leave predictable places at predictable times.

Why Do Birds Migrate?
The main landmass of the Palearctic region comprises some 25 million square kilometres, 
and supports substantial populations of breeding birds.  In winter, however, all this area is 
unsuitable for most insectivorous species and for many predatory and gramnivorous 
species.  Perhaps as many as 12 or 15 thousand million birds must leave this area every 
autumn for more southerly wintering grounds.  This great Palearctic migration system 
divides into two main parts.  From Europe and western Asia, most of the long-distance 
migrants fly southwest to Africa.  While almost all birds from the central Siberian Pateau 
and the Far East, migrate to winter in East or Southeast Asia.

Where are their main wintering grounds?  
Approximately 100 migratory species from the northern Palearctic regularly winter in 
Java and the Lesser Sunda Islands of Indonesia, of these 37 are waders.  It would appear 
that in southern Asia, conditions exist that make it a very suitable wintering area, making 
a longer southward migration unnecessary.  Southern Asia acts as an effective barrier 
against the spread of Palearctic migrants to New Guinea and Australia.  Almost all the 
waders get through, but of the 10 cuckoos, owls, swifts, and kingfishers which winter 
regularly in Java and the Lesser Sunda Islands, only Oriental Cuckoo, White-throated 
Needletail and Fork-tailed Swift, reach Australia. 
    
Rare Vagrants on Christmas Island 
During their southward migration a few individuals of the many millions of birds 
migrating south, ‘overshoot’ their normal wintering grounds.  This phenomenon is 
responsible for the arrival in Christmas Island of rare vagrants to the Australasian region. 



Such occurrences provide tremendous excitement for Australian birders fortunate enough 
to encounter them, and this is why a visit to Christmas Island during October to April is 
such an attractive proposition.     

The weather pattern for Christmas Island from Monday 2nd December to Monday 
9th December 2002 
On Christmas Island the northwest monsoon blows from December through to February, 
bringing frequent torrential downpours and cyclonic storms.  A low-pressure trough from 
the southeast, moved through the island at the beginning of the week.  It produced a huge 
monsoonal rain storm, which dropped a staggering 52 milliliters of rain on the island on 
the 2nd completely closing down the airport and delaying our arrival on the island until the 
3rd.  The storm trapped a good number of migrants on the island before a high-pressure 
system moved across the island, producing sunny days and light winds, allowing many of 
the migrant birds to move off the island.

Birds recorded 

Red-tailed Tropicbird  Phaethon rubricauda  An uncommon resident, mainly occurring 
in the northeast part of the island, where it nests on the sea cliffs.

White-tailed Tropicbird  Phaethon lepturus  Common and widespread throughout the 
island, the intensity of the apricot suffusion varies from bird to bird.

*Abbott’s Booby  Sula abbotti  Endemic to Christmas Island, it is the least common of 
the three species of boobies which occur on the island.  They were nesting in tall 
trees throughout the central plateau, others were observed flying over mature 
forests.

Red-footed Booby  Sula sula  Common and conspicuous throughout the entire island, 
much breeding was in evidence during out stay.

Brown Booby  Sula leucogaster  Common and widespread particularly in areas with a 
rocky coastline.

Little Black Cormorant  Phalacrocorax sulcirostris  One bird was present in Flying Fish 
Cove on the 5th.  This species is a rare visitor to the island; it is a fairly common 
breeding bird in Java.

*Christmas Island Frigatebird  Fregata andrewsi  This endemic is common and 
widespread throughout the island, but particularly so in the northeast.  We 
observed good numbers swooping down and drinking from a fountain at the resort 
complex.   

Great Frigatebird  Fregata minor  Large numbers of this species were present throughout 
the island, many breeding pairs were observed.

Lesser Frigatebird  Fregata ariel  An uncommon non-breeding visitor to the island, an 
immature bird was observed flying off Isabel Beach on the 7th and the 8th.

Great Egret  Ardea alba  A rare visitor to the island, a solitary bird was observed in 
grassland just inland from Isabel Beach on the 4th, 5th, 6th, 8th and 9th.  It is an 
uncommon breeding bird in Java; numbers increase during the northern winter, 
due to an influx of non-breeding birds from further north.



Intermediate Egret  Egretta intermedia  This species is also a rare visitor to the island, a 
pair of birds were observed together on the golf course, on the 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th and 
9th.  In Java, this species is a fairly common resident. 

White-faced Heron  Egretta novaehollandiae  Several birds present each day, mainly in 
open areas near the coast.  

Pacific Reef-Egret  Egretta sacra  Several birds observed during our time on the island, 
all sightings were of birds along the coast, most were of the grey morph but we 
did see a couple of white morph birds. 

Striated Heron  Butorides striatus  A rare visitor to the island, a solitary bird was 
observed in a small cove at the far side of the resort complex on the 4th.  This 
species breeds in small numbers in Java and at this time of year the population is 
swelled by Palearctic migrants from further north.

^Chinese Goshawk  Accipiter soloensis  An immature bird was observed in flight as it 
flew past the group at the nursery lookout at Environment Australia.  This is a 
new bird for Christmas Island and Australia.  It is a regular but uncommon 
Palearctic winter visitor throughout Indonesia.

Brown Goshawk  Accipiter fasciatus  Adults and an immature bird were seen very well 
during our week on the island.  The immature Chinese Goshawk is very different 
in appearance to the adult or immature of this species. 

Australian Kestrel  Falco cenchroides  Commonly observed throughout the island.
Red Junglefowl  Gallus gallus  A few birds present close to the resort complex.  
Baillon’s Crake  Porzana pusilla  A rare vagrant to Christmas Island, with only one other 

sighting recorded. It is a rare visitor to Java and other parts of Indonesia during 
the northern winter, when small numbers of birds presumably from further north 
in Asia, are present.      

Pacific Golden-Plover  Pluvialis fulva  A fairly regular winter visitor to Christmas Island, 
2 birds were present at the airport on the 9th. 

Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos  A regular winter visitor to Christmas Island, 1 or 
2 birds observed every day, mainly in Flying Fish Cove.  

#Red-necked Phalarope  Phalaropus lobatus  A new bird for Christmas Island, this 
species breeds in Arctic North America, Europe and Russia.  During the non-
breeding season it winters at sea in large flocks in three distinct areas.  Birds from 
Europe and western Russia winter in the Arabian Sea, birds from America winter 
off the coast of Ecuador and Peru and birds from the Siberian plateau and the 
Soviet Far East winter at sea in the southern Philippines, Lombok, Sumbawa, 
Timor, Sulawesi, the Moluccas and off the north coast of New Guinea.  One bird 
seen swimming around in the sea, just of Smith Point.  It was later chased by up 
to 12 Christmas Island Frigatebirds.  It performed amazing ariel maneuvers, as the 
frigate birds tried to snap it up with their bills.

Brown Noddy  Anous stolidus  A common breeding bird on the island, large numbers 
roosting on the conveyor support structure in Flying Fish Cove.

Emerald Dove  Chalcophaps indica  A common bird throughout all forested areas of the 
island.

*Christmas Island Imperial-Pigeon  Ducula whartoni  This endemic species is very 
common throughout the island.  



Oriental Cuckoo  Cuculus saturatus  A rare visitor to Christmas Island, a female, hepatic 
morph bird was observed at the rubbish tip on the 5th.   Small numbers breed in 
the Lesser Sunda Islands and two other races are widespread non-breeding 
visitors during the northern winter.   

*Christmas Island Hawk-Owl Ninox natalis 2 birds calling around the Research Station 
in the centre of the island, but none seen, despite several attempts and a total of 12 
hours spent searching for them.  

Glossy Swiftlet  Aerodramus esculenta  Common and widespread throughout the whole 
island.  

Fork-tailed Swift  Apus pacificus  A rare visitor to Christmas Island, 1 bird was observed 
along the coast at Rumah Tinghe on the 6th.  The Lesser Sundas are on the main 
migration route to and from Australia, the main wintering ground for this species. 
Small numbers also winter in Java and southern New Guinea.     

Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica  A regular winter visitor and passage migrant to 
Christmas Island, there were 5 birds together at the rubbish tip on the 4th, with 
only 2 remaining on the 5th.

Yellow Wagtail  Motacilla flava  An uncommon winter visitor and passage migrant to 
Christmas Island, there were 6 birds together at the rubbish tip on the 5th. 

#Island Thrush  Turdus poliocephalus  A very common breeding bird, throughout all 
forested areas. 

#Oriental Reed-Warbler  Acrocephalus orientalis   A new bird for Christmas Island, a 
solitary bird was observed amongst a large flock of Eurasian Tree Sparrows in a 
derelict garden at the Settlement on the 4th.  The bird was subsequently found on 
the 8th and 9th less than two hundred metres further along the coast, close to the 
Police Station.  On every occasion the bird was located in a tall weed, which 
colonises open areas forming dense thickets, it is known locally as Coffee Bush 
Leucaena leucocethala.  On the 9th the bird was located by its distinctive grating 
check call.    

*Christmas Island White-eye  Zosterops natalis  This endemic bird is abundant 
throughout the island.

Eurasian Tree Sparrow  Passer montanus  This species was introduced, or possibly self 
introduced to Christmas Island in the early 1980’s.  It is now a familiar bird, 
occurring in large flocks around the Settlement.  

#Java Sparrow  Padda oryzivora  Endemic to Java and Bali, where it is now perilously 
close to extinction.  It was introduced into Christmas Island from Java.  We 
observed a couple of individuals before finding a large flock feeding in a chicken 
coup, at the Settlement.

Mammals

Christmas Island Flying-Fox  Pteropus melanotus  This large fruit-eating bat is abundant 
throughout the island.

Murray’s Pipistrelle  Pipistrellus murrayi  This tiny insectivorous bat, weighs only 3 
grams.  Although endemic to the island it is uncommon and we only observed it 
on one occasion, flying close to street lamps, near the Settlement.  
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