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some species, body-moult also in winter quarters; in others, at breeding grounds. (5) In some species of high
latitudes, rapid moult completed in summer when they breed; some begin moult long before breeding fin-
ished.

The history of the classification of the Order is very confused, as is seen by comparing Timmermann’s (1965)
discussion of their Mallophagan parasites with that by Klemm (1969) of their leg muscles and that by Harper
(1978) of their proteins, but it is now widely agreed that the Order is best divided into four families: Diomedeidae
or large to huge aerial albatrosses; Procellariidae or medium-sized, mainly aerial but sometimes aquatic, petrels,
shearwaters and prions; Hydrobatidae or small to tiny, aerial storm-petrels; and Pelecanoididae or small aquatic
diving-petrels.
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Family DIOMEDEIDAE albatrosses

The albatrosses are a small group of some 13-16 large petrels with long wings adapted for gliding flight and with
long powerful beaks adapted for seizing prey at the surface; nine species breed in our region and one other has been
recorded as a vagrant. Because they are so large, they must breed in the open, where they walk well for petrels. Most
s. species build substantial conical nests but n. ones, breeding in warm climates, make only scrapes. Young birds in
some species have a drab plumage but adults of many species develop bolder markings with brightly coloured
stripes on the bill, used in social displays when breeding. Three distinct groups occur in the Southern Ocean but
the distinction between two is blurred by intermediate forms that occur in North Pacific:

(1) The great albatrosses are huge, long-winged, long- and pale-billed, short-tailed birds that glide round the
world in Southern Ocean. Until recently, there were thought to be two species: the more pelagic Wandering
Albatross D. exulans breeding on most of the subantarctic islands, which is dark with a white underwing when
young, becoming more or less white with dark wing-tips when adult; and the more coastal Royal Albatross D.
epomophora, breeding round NZ, which resembles the extreme white adult Wanderer throughout its life but has a
dark cutting-edge to the upper mandible. A few birds breeding in extreme immature exulans-type of plumage on Ile
Amsterdam in the Indian Ocean have recently been described as a third species D. amsterdamensis but there is
continuing debate whether this is justified owing to the occurrence of similar populations in South Atlantic and
round NZ (Bourne 1989).

(2) The medium-sized albatrosses Diomedea (Thalassarche), often called mollymawks, are a compact group of
white-bodied, dark-backed species with brightly marked bills in adults, all five species being found in our region.
They consist of two comparatively coastal species, the Black-browed Albatross melanophrys with main breeding
colonies round South America, and the Shy cauta with 3-4 rather well-defined subspecies, sometimes treated as
separate species, breeding in A’asia. There are also three pelagic species: Grey-headed chrysostoma to the south,
Yellow-nosed chlororhynchus in subtropical South Atlantic and Indian Oceans, and Buller’s bulleri in equivalent
parts of South Pacific.

The differences between Groups (1) and (2) are rather marked and they would doubtless be treated as distinct
genera if it were not that four other albatrosses with intermediate characters breed in North Pacific: Black-footed
nigripes with plumage resembling that of sooty albatrosses, though shape differs; Laysan immutabilis with plumage
like that of the medium-sized albatrosses (Group 2); Short-tailed albatrus with a sequence of plumages rather like
those of Wanderer, though smaller; and the Waved irrorata with dark plumage except for pale head, neck and
underwing. Because it is hard to make any clear distinction between these birds they are normally all included in an
unusually wide genus Diomedea.

(3) The sooty albatrosses Phoebetria. Two extremely aerial, highly pelagic and rather aggressive or predatory
species with fairly small bills with a groove along the lower mandible; long wings; long pointed tails; and dark
plumage; nest on steep places and have vocal aerial displays.
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General characters are: body, short and broad; head, large; neck, short. Wing, long and narrow, folded in
three almost equal parts, 11 primaries, p10 longest, p11 minute; up to about 40 secondaries, diastataxic. Tail, short
and square in Diomedea, longer and wedge-shaped in Phoebetria, 12 feathers. Bill, heavy and composed of several
horny plates; hooked; nostrils in tubes on either side. Legs, strong; three front toes joined by web; hind toe absent
or vestigial. Qil gland, feathered. Sexes similar; male larger on average. Plumage mainly white except in Phoebetria,
in which it is dark grey. Juveniles and immatures generally separable but mostly not very different from adults
except in D. exulans and D. albatrus; fully adult plumage attained only after several years. Stance upright and able to
walk much better than most other Procellariiformes. Swim and rest on sea buoyantly with head held high. Feed
mostly on fish and squid by surface-seizing or shallow diving, but sooty albatrosses also take birds. Follow ships for
scavenging.

Fig. 1 Dorsal view of base of bill of small Diomedea

Fig. 1a Black-browed Albatross D. melanoprys Fig. 1d Yellow-nosed Albatross, D. chlorohynchos, subspecies bassi
Fig. 1b Grey-headed Albatross D. chrysostoma Fig. le Shy Albatross D. cauta

Fig. 1c¢ Yellow-nosed Albatross, D. chlorohynchos, subspecies Fig. If Buller’s Albatross D. bulleri

chlorohynchos

Long-lasting monogamous pair-bond. Breed colonially, pairs often returning to same site. Defend small nest-
territories. Perform spectacular agonistic and sexual displays at nest in Diomedea; vocal aerial displays in Phoebetria.
Eggs, white, minutely spotted reddish. Clutch-size; one; no replacement laying. Incubation by both sexes in long
alternate spells. Incubation period, 2 or more months. Nestling, semi-altricial, nidicolous; hatched in down.
Brooded for a short time after hatching; then left alone in nest, parents returning only to feed chick by incomplete
regurgitation. Nestling period long, up to 12 months, and so in some species successful adults cannot breed
annually. Young independent on fledging. Maturity reached only after several years. Some populations were
reduced in the past, notably by egg-collecting, but there appear to be few threats now except that some great
albatrosses are caught by long-line fishing.
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Diomedea nigripes Black-footed Albatross

Diomedea nigripes Audubon, 1849, Ornith. Biog. 5: 327 — Pacific Ocean, 30°44’N, 146°W.

One specimen collected Dusky Sound, NZ, July 1884 by A.
Reischek and held in Reischek collection in Vienna Museum
(Mathews 1930; NZCL; Oliver). Apparently the only record
ever made in s. hemisphere, though in Vienna Museum
another specimen is labelled New Holland (Oliver). A mostly
blackish-brown albatross with diagnostic white patch round
base of bill and below eye. Range across North Pacific Ocean,
from coastal waters of Taiwan and China in W to w. coast of

North America and Baja California in E; N of c. 15°N to Ber-
ing Sea. Breed on Tori Shima, Izu Is, off Japan and on islands
of Hawaiian Chain from Kure to Kaula; formerly bred on
islands of the Bonin, Volcano, Mariana and Marshall Is and on
Johnston 1.

REFERENCES
Mathews, G.M. 1930. Bull. Br. Orn. Club 51: 29.



