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SUMMARY

This paper reviews all published sight records of the Royal
Albatross Diomedea epomophora at sea and also records new
sightings from the African sector of the Southern Ocean in an
endeavour to establish how these records correlate with present
knowledge of the species' pelagic distribution. There are 13
sight records for the African sector of the Southern Ocean, of
which eight are attributable to D. e. sanfordi and two to D. e.

epomophora. Ten records are for winter months (June to
August). Birds have been recorded either in the Trade Wind
Belt mostly near Gough Island, or immediately off the South
African coast associated with trawlers. The Royal Albatross is

circumpolar in its pelagic distribution and may undergo a
circumpolar migration.

INTRODUCTION

The Royal Albatross Diomedea epomophora consists of two
subspecies, both of which breed only in the New Zealand sector
of the Southern Ocean. The southern subspecies D. e. epomophora
breeds at Auckland and Campbell 1Islands and the northern
subspecies D. e. sanfordi breeds at the Chatham Islands and
Taiaroa Head, Otago Peninsula, South Island, New Zealand
(Sserventy et al. 1971). No evidence supports the presumption
in Murphy (1936) that the Royal Albatross breeds in Tierra del
Fuego.

Both subspecies breed biennially, returning to their colonies in

October. Egg laying occurs in November and December with
departure of fledglings from colonies in September (Richdale
1950). Young birds breed at about eight years old (Richdale

1952) and birds can live to 55 years of age (Robertson 1980).
The total population is approximately 16 000 pairs (Robertson
1975).

The pelagic distribution of the Royal Albatross in the southern
Atlantic and Indian Oceans is not well known (Harrison 1983).
Watson et aql. (1971) stated that "there are no confirmed
records for Africa or the Indian Ocean". Robertson & Kinsky
(1972) mapped the species from c¢. 58E in the Indian Ocean to the
Australian coast, based on six ringing recoveries, but did not
record the species off Africa. Watson et al. (1971) suggested
that, like the Wandering Albatross D. exulans, the Royal
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Albatross probably has a circumpolar pelagic distribution,
although they gave no records for the southeastern Atlantic and
the Indian Oceans.

Harrison (1979, 1983) has published criteria to separate Royal
from Wandering Albatrosses at sea, and it is only now becoming
appreciated that it 1is also possible to separate nominate
epomophora from Wandering Albatrosses at sea. With such
advances in field identification it is not surprising that
confusion had occurred in the past with observers either
recording birds as "great albatrosses", or misidentifying the
two species.

METHODS

A literature search for at-sea records of Royal Albatrosses in
the African sector and elsewhere in the Southern Ocean was made
using an albatross bibliography (FitzPatrick Institute
unpublished ms). Unpublished sightings from trawlers off the
African coast and research cruises on board the R.S. Africana
and M.V. S. A. Agulhas off the African coast and in the Southern
Ocean between 1980 and 1984 have been collated. All at-sea
records, including those of birds collected at sea, have been
mapped (Fig. 1).

Results and discussion are presented by oceans, taking into
account historical records and information from ringing
recoveries made on land. The latter are not given in Fig. 1.
Several at-sea sight records without co-ordinates (e. g. Chapman
1982) have not been mapped.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Pacific Ocean distribution

New Zealand Sector

Murphy (1936) stated that Royal Albatrosses are known from
Campbell 1Island eastwards and northwards to the Chatham and the
Kermadec Islands and are also common off the coasts of the South

Island, New Zealand. Fleming (1950) gave only three definite
sightings: 1 Jul 1948, c¢. 41 158,179 48E (near Wellington, New
Zealand); 7 Dec 1948, 36 26S,160 54W one epomophora; and 11

Dec 1948, 40S,178 54W one sanfordi, off the east coast of
North Island, New Zealand.

Secker (1969), in observations from 1944 to 1968, recorded one
to two epomophora on crossings of the Cook Strait in April, May,
September and October, with one record for August. He recorded
sanfordi 1in Wellington Harbour, New Zealand in November and
December 1955. Norris (1965) recorded one bird on 22 November
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Figure 1

The pelagic distribution of the Royal Albatross
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1962 near Otago Harbour (45 438,170 50E) with others around
Taiaroa Head, near Dunedin. Bartle (1974) recorded moderate
numbers of both subspecies in the Cook Strait from mid-February
to mid-May 1966 between 40S - 44S, with epomophora outnumbering
sanfordi by six to one. He stated that his numbers seemed high
compared with those of Norris (1965) and Secker (1969) and that
both those observers may have confused Royal with Wandering
Albatrosses.

Jenkins (1981) recorded epomophora north to East Cape (398),

south to 528 and a few off the west coast of South Island. He
recorded fewer sanfordi from 38S to 51S with a cencentration
near East Cape. None was recorded off the west coast of South
Island. Wandering Albatrosses were recorded more frequently than
were either subspecies of the Royal Albatross. Robertson &
Jenkins (1981) reported that epomophora was more numerous than
the Wandering Albatross east and south of New Zealand. Very

few sanfordi were recorded. Clark (1983) recorded sanfordi in
small numbers 1in March 1983 from East Cape to the Chatham
Islands. As the Chathams were approached, the numbers increased
to 11 birds seen at one time. Robertson & Kinsky (1972) recorded
31 ringing recoveries of birds around New Zealand away from
their breeding sites.

Vooren (1973) recorded the Royal Albatross as "common" at the
Pukaki Rise during December 1970. The same author (1977)
recorded both Royal and Wandering Albatrosses from 29 October to
1 November 1975 at 42 15S,170 40E, but did not state which
subspecies was involved.

Australian Sector

The first Australian record is of a Royal Albatross caught on 17
July 1960 at Bellambi, New South Wales (34 20S, 150 50E) (Gibson
& Sefton 1962). The second record for this sector, and the third
record for Australia, was one seen on 25 October 1969 off Sydney
Heads, New South Wales (Rogers 1970). Serventy et al., (1971)
recorded the Royal Albatross as an occasional straggler to
southern Australia on both the eastern and western coasts. From
the southeast coast of Australia, Robertson & Kinsky (1972)
recorded nine recoveries of birds ringed in New Zealand.

Cox (1977) recorded a sanfordi from Newland Head, South
Australia on 7 August 1976 and quoted Carter as saying that more
Royal Albatrosses were recorded off southeastern Australia in
1976 than in previous years. Cox (1977) also quoted another
record by McKean off Green Cape, New South Wales on 19 June
1976.

Since the sight records of the mid 1970's, the species has been
identified more frequently off the southern and eastern coasts
of Australia and Blakers et al. (1984) map the species as
occurring off southeastern Australia and Tasmania. Barton
(1979) recorded 15 adult Royal Albatrosses (12 epomophora and

146




three sanfordi) over 30 km offshore between September 1976 and
March 1978 off southeastern New South Wales (¢. 37S, 150E).

Brothers (1978) recorded about 11 Royal Albatrosses off the
southern and western coasts of Tasmania in early February 1978.
Carter (1981) reported three birds (1 April), 5 - 10 birds (21
April), 12-30 birds (25 April), 20~100 birds (7 May), 20-30
birds (8 May) and 20-100 birds (9 May) south of the Tasman
Peninsula between 43 30S to 44S and 147 30E to 148E in 1979.

Johnstone & Kerry (1976) reported one sighting southwest of
Tasmania, and Jones (1983) recorded 27 on the shelf south of
Tasman Island, and 13 adults (of both races) southwest of Port
Arthur. The same author (1985) recorded c¢. 120 throughout the
year off Tasmania with epomophora three times more numerous than
sanfordi; and off Port Arthur on 8 September 1985 epomophora
again predominated over sanford<.

Barton (1980) recorded one bird near the Gascoyne Seamount (g¢.
157E) at the end of 1979 or in early January 1980. Parker et

al. (1979) give records of one bird on 7 August 1976 and two on
15 September 1977 off South Australia. Close (1982) recorded
one sanfordi south of Port Fairy, South Australia on 17 July
1979, one off Port Fairy on 11 May 1980, two sanfordi and one
epomophora off Port McDonnell, southeastern South Australia, on
29 August 1981 and one of each subspecies off Beachport, South
Australia on 5 August 1981. Chapman (1982) recorded one bird
at 42 308, 150 0OlW on 2 July 1980 and several between Wellington
and Cape Horn in March 1981.

Central Pacific Sector

Robertson (1972) reported a Royal Albatross ringed as a chick on
Campbell 1Island on 23 May 1970 and recovered in the Pacific
Ocean at 21 42s, 140 38W at Tematangi, Tuamoto Archipelago,
about the middle of 1971. This is the most northerly central
Pacific record published. Wood (1923) recorded a concentration
of 15-20 birds at 22 058, 177 27E (c¢. 190 km south of Viti Levu)
and correlated this northern range with air temperature. This
record appears to have been overlooked by later observers.

South American Sector

Szijj (1967), on a voyage from New Zealand to Valparaiso in the
southern winter (29 July - 19 September 1964), reported birds
near New Zealand: two on the third day out (46 41S, 172 17W);:
one on the sixth day out (50 0lS, 159 52W); and one which
followed the ship for four days from 49 20S, 111 48W to 43 13S,
97 42W to within 1 600 km off the Chilean coast. He stated that
all South American records must have been of birds that had
crossed the Pacific Ocean from Australia to South America. He
explained why so few were recorded from this part of the Pacific
by the difficulty of identification and the scarcity of ships in
winter.
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The first proof that Royal Albatrosses reach South American
waters came from a specimen of epomophora, ringed as a chick on
Campbell 1Island in 1943, and recovered at El Tabo, Santiago
Province, Chile in March or April 1944 (Sorensen. 1954).
Richdale (1965) reported a sanfordi recaptured in the
nonbreeding season off South America which returned successfully
to New Zealand to breed. Robertson & Kinsky (1972) recorded
30 recoveries of ringed Royal Albatrosses on the western -coast
of South America.

Johnson (1965) stated that, although at first only Wandering
Albatrosses were recorded off the west of South America, the
work of Beck, Mathews and Murphy helped to prove that both Royal
Albatrosses and Wandering Albatrosses occur. He considered that
the Wandering Albatross avoids entering bays and harbours and
that most albatrosses in Chilean harbours were in fact Royal
Albatrosses, these being frequent from Arica to Cape Horn. He
thought early sight records to be unreliable and that sight
records were probably influenced by the suggestion that Royal
Albatrosses bred in Tierra del Fuego (Murphy 1936), an idea that
has persisted until recently (e.g. Schauensee 1971).

Clark et g¢l. (1984) recorded single birds seen frequently
offshore from Guafo Island during September and October 1983.
Clark (1986) reported both subspecies in small numbers between
110w and 85\ and 428 to 54S. Jehl (1973) recorded Royal
Albatrosses mostly within 16 km of the Chilean coast in May with
a maximum of eight out of 12 large albatrosses at the mouth of

the Golfo de Trinidad on 22 May (508). Oon 9 June 1970, off
Chiloe 1Island (41S), he saw six Royal Albatrosses and one
Wandering Albatross, and northwards from 428, Wandering
Albatrosses became less numerous whereas Royal Albatrosses were
present in similar numbers all along the coast. He found Royal
Albatrosses north to under 30S, which seems to agree with
Johnson's (1965) observations. De Villers & Terschuren (1978)

recorded three definite and two probable Royal Albatrosses in
January 1976 at the southern end of the Golfo de Corcovado,
Chile. They only saw one definite Wandering Albatross. Harris
(1973), 1in a review of Galapagos birds, mentioned an albatross
seen off Punta, fractionally north of the Equator, on 17 July
1948 that was probably a Wandering or Royal Albatross.

Atlantic Ocean distribution

South American Sector

Royal Albatrosses have been recorded on both coasts of South
America. Murphy (1936) stated that Royal Albatrosses are common

in the South Atlantic close to the continental shore. He cited
a record of sanfordi, which he considered to be a genuine
migrant from New Zealand. Dabbene (1926) recorded about 20

collected from one fishing boat around 358, 53W, between May and
September in one season, with others from Cape Horn and Rio del
Plata. Woods (1975) stated that Royal Albatrosses occurred as
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far north as 23S off the Brazilian coast, as well as off Uruguay
and in the western South Atlantic. However, these records were
not properly referenced.

From recoveries of birds ringed in New Zealand, Robertson &
Kinsky (1972) noted 45 recovered in the southwestern Atlantic
Ocean, some of them being sanfordi. Thus it seems that the
southwestern Atlantic Ocean is an important foraging area for
Royal Albatrosses, especially in winter.

Olrog (1948, 1950) recorded hundreds of Royal Albatrosses in
Bahia de Yendegaia, Beagle Channel and at Bahia Inutil but gave
no further details. Humphrey et al. (1970) gave sight records
from the Beagle Channel in January, February and March and
mentioned others near Tierra del Fuego. Harris & Batchelor
(1980) recorded one bird off Cape Horn on 4 February 1977, and
P. Harrison (in I1<tt. 1985) stated that south of Cape Horn the
most abundant whitebacked albatross was the Royal and not the
Wandering Albatross.

The exact status of the Royal Albatross off southern South
America is not entirely clear, partly because of the presumption

that the species breeds in Tierra del Fuego (Murphy 1936). The
present status of the Royal Albatross 1in the southwestern
Atlantic Ocean 1is also somewhat confusing. Although earlier

writers (e.g. Murphy 1936) stated that Royal Albatrosses are not
uncommon in the southwestern Atlantic Ocean, many subsequent
workers (Cooke & Mills 1972, Tickell & Woods 1972, Brown et
al. 1975, Linkowski & Rembiszewski 1978, Jehl et al. 1979,
Thurston 1982) recorded birds merely as "DZiomedea spp.".

Recently published observations are by Jehl (1974), who observed
birds over the Argentinian continental shelf in winter (June-
August), and estimated that only 20 % of large albatrosses seen
were Royal Albatrosses. He gave no specific totals of either
species, but on 29 July 1972 at 39 225, 55 22W he saw four
Royal Albatrosses and 20 Wandering Albatrosses with probably
other Royal Albatrosses later in the day. Jehl (1974) thus
questions the view of Dabbene (in Murphy 1936) that the Royal
Albatross 1is in fact the most abundant large albatross off
Argentina in winter. His observations supported the idea that
the Wandering Albatross was more numerous. Chapman (1982)
recorded one bird near the Falkland Islands in March 1981 and
Bourne & Curtis (1985) recorded the Royal Albatross as normally
the most common great albatross over the shelf around the
Falkland Islands, and being seen out to sea to 47 36S, 50 13W on
3 October 1984.

African Sector

The first record of a Royal Albatross in the southeastern
Atlantic Ocean was of a sanford? seen from a ship on 17 July
1970 at 32 428, 16 46E (Bourne & Dixon 1975). This bird was
attracted to a fishing vessel along with ¢, 2 000 mollymawks and
smaller petrels.
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Between 1980 and 1984, nine more Royal Albatrosses (six
sanfordi, one epomophora, two unidentified to subspecies) have
been recorded from the African sector of the southern Atlantic
Ocean. (Table 1, Fig. 1). These records fall into two distinct
categories: birds in the Trade Wind Belt, mostly near Gough
Island; and birds immediately off the South African coast,
mostly associated with trawlers.

Most Royal Albatrosses seen in the Trade wind Belt ignored the
observation ships (none of which was trawling), whereas birds
seen off the South African coast were attending vessels,
especially trawlers, which fit behavioural traits observed off
New Zealand (P. Harrison pers. comm.).

Within a ten-~day period in July 1983, four sanfordi were

recorded (Table 1). Observations of two individuals in July
1984 suggest that the species is regular in small numbers in
winter off South Africa. A single record of epomophora on the

South African trawling grounds has been made (Table 1).

Indian Ocean distribution

African Sector

There are three records from the African sector of the 1Indian
Ocean: two of sanfordi and one of epomophora (Table 1). One
record is from the South African continental shelf and two from
farther south (Table 1).

Australian Sector

The second Royal Albatross recorded for Australia was a bird
found dead at Ledge Point, West Australia (318, 115E), on 5
March 1966. The bird had been ringed as a chick on Campbell
Island in September of the previous year (serventy et al. 1971).

Robertson & Kinsky (1972) referred to six ringed birds recovered

at sea in the eastern Indian Ocean west of Australia. Although
localities were not given, they mapped the species' distribution
in this region as far west as c¢. 58E. Other sightings are of

several adults off western Australia at 34 56S, 114 49E on 4
June 1979 (Chapman 1981).

CONCLUSIONS

The rather few records of Royal Albatrosses at sea may be partly
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TABLE 1

ROYAL ALBATROSSES RECORDED IN THE AFRICAN SECTOR OF THE SOUTHERN OCEAN

*

Date Location Co-ordinates Remarks Subspecies Source
ATLANTIC OCEAN
17 Jul 1970 70 km west of Cape 32 428, 16 46E seen following a trawler Bourne & Dixon
Columbine (1975)
July 1980 West of Cape Town position uncertain seen from a trawler J.C. Sinclair
(pers. comm.}
10 Nov 1980 Near Gough Island 342 48s, 7 27W From M.V. S.A. Agulhas, S. Keith
observation time 45 min {(in Litt,)
19 Jan 1983 South of Gough 44 235, 9 58W From M.V. S.A. Agulhas, pers. obs.
Island observation time 2 min
6 Jul 1983 West of Gough 38 438, 15 39W From M.V. S.4. Agulhas, pers. obs.,
Island observation time 2 min
7 Jul 1983 ¢. 180 km WSW 30 208, 15 58E From R.S. Africana. Sinclair
Hondeklipbaai observation time 2,5 h et al. (1984),
B. Rose
(pers. comm.)
12 Jul 1983 ¢. 140 km W 30 428, 15 26E From R.S8. Africana, Sinclair
Hondeklipbaai observation time 5 h et al. (1984),
B. Rose
(pers. comm.)
15 Jul 1983 West of Gough 39 08s, 26 32w From M.V. S.4. Agulhas. P. Harrison
Island observation time 2 min (pers. comm.)
24 Jul 1984 Off Hondeklipbaai 30 31s, 15 31E From R.S. Africana, Sinclair
observation time 20 min et al. (1986),
P.G. Ryan
(pers. comm.)
27 Jul 1984 Agulhas Bank 35 208, 18 508 From R.S. Africana, Sinclair
observation time 2 min et al. (1986),
P.G. Ryan
(pers. comm.)
INDIAN OCEAN
10 Jun 1982 ¢. 200 km SSE Cape 36 208, 20 21E Bird circled a Japanese sinclair
Agulhas trawler et al. (1984),
B. Rose,
(pers. comm.)
18 Dec 1978 Marion Island 46 528, 37 51E Seen flying over land and Sinclair (1981)
sea
27 Aug 1984 43 478, 32 55E From M.V. S.A4. Agulhas, Sinclair et al,
observation time 1 h (1986), P.G. Ryan
(pers comm)
*
E = gpomophora, 8 = sanfordi

151




explained by the difficulty in distinguishing this species from
the Wandering Albatross, especially at a distance, and by
differences between the two species in ship-following behaviour.
Sightings may also be affected by the difference in population
size. The Wandering Albatross has a world population of e.
36 000 pairs breeding on scattered sub-Antarctic islands around
the Southern Hemisphere whereas the Royal Albatross has a world
~population of ¢. 16 000 pairs which breed only in the New
Zealand sector (Robertson 1975). Thus fewer sightings of Royal
Albatrosses are likely than of Wandering Albatrosses in the open
ocean. However, with increasing observer experience Royal
Albatrosses will probably be recorded at sea more frequently.

Ringing recoveries (Robertson & Kinsky 1972) and the increasing
number of records of birds at sea, especially in the African
sector of the Southern Ocean (Fig. 1), confirm the suggestion of
Watson et al. (1971) that the Royal Albatross has a circumpolar
distribution. It seems possible that the species undergoes a
circumpolar migration as suggested by Robertson & Kinsky (1972).
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