





The Sacred Ibis, Threskiornis aethiopica abbotti, a bird whose fear-
less and incurable inquisitive young had the curious habit of poking into
the shoes of visitors, live in breeding colonies near water. There are
presumably about a thousand of these birds on the atoll at present. Ap-
parently they are not as friendly as they once were, indiscriminate shoot-
ing of the roosting birds having made them shy.

Further from the shore is the beautiful and cautions Midnight Blue
and Pale Gray Pigeon, Alectroenas sganzini Minor. This exotic bird
never is found on the ground but lives on whatever fruit there is to be
found in the low woods. A corresponding seed eating ground bird of the
sparse Aldabra woodland is the Turtle Dove, Streptopelia picturata alda-
brana. This bird commonly lives in small flocks. Other relatively com-
mon land birds are a White-eye, a Bulbul, a Sunbird, and the Drongo,
Dicrurus aldabranus—all of which as their names indicate, are endemic
as subspecies on Aldabra, their closest relations living on the Comoros
Islands and on Madagascar. Mention must also be made of the Aldabra
Fody or Weaver, Foudia adalbrana, the brilliant male with its bright
scarlet head and breast corresponding with equally bright yellow rump
and thighs, the female dingy in comparison giving an overall dim yellow-
ish appearance. A kestral, Falco newtoni aldabranus, that lives mostly
on the small green endemic lizards, is one of the less common birds of
the atoll. Apparently there is a small breeding colony of the kestrals in
the coconut palms along the west coast ol the atoll.

The birds of Aldabra, as has been indicated above, are in many
cases members of large series of related forms living on other islands--
including Madagascar—in the western Indian Ocean. This makes them
unusually important to evolutionists, ecologists and zoogeographists be-
cause of the unusual opportunity presently available in the undisturbed
environments of Aldabra to study the adaptive significances of these
differences. Opportunities such as this to study evolutionary changes in
a large natural, unaltered, isolated habitat becomes increasingly rare as
the world becomes older and the population of man increases virtually
unabated. Oceanic Islands lend themselves particularly well for the
study of evolution, especially as provider of a haven for species which
for one ecological reason or another has declined on the mainland or
other islands.

Not as much is known about the sea birds of the Atoll. The frigate
birds, already mentioned, occupy the most important breeding colony
of the island. As the name indicates, the Greater Frigate bird, Fregata
minor aldabrensis, is an endemic Aldabra subspecies. The Grey and the
Little Green Herons also nest on the island and also are endemic sub-
species.

Aldabra first became well know for its tortoises, and when at the
end of the last century the Mauritius government planned to put settle-
ments on the island, Charles Darwin was one of many well known scient-
ists who protested vehemently. When Aldabra became part of the Brit-
ish Colony of the Seychelles the tortoises were given protection which
apparently has worked more because of good luck than by enforcement.
Now it seems that Great Britain and the United States are threatening
hoth the tortoises and the future of Aldabra as a unique environment.
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Not only will the delicate balance of the ecology of the island be upset
but this contemplated incursion will be an immediate danger to thc
survival of many plants and animals. For example the clearing of land
for runways, and the cutting of the sparse woodland for fuel and build-
ing materials would mean a loss of the relatively few larger trees on
which much of the wildlife depends for shelter, food and breeding
sites.

Nearby Assumption Island is a good example of what happens when
man takes over an unspoiled environment. This island was [airly recently
exploited for its phosphate rock and guano deposit. This human enter-
prise reduced the island to a barren desert, and in the process exter-
minated all the resident seabirds (including several rare forms now ex-
tinct because of this treatment) and destroyed all species of the land birds
except two.

It is felt that the worst threat to Aldabra is the destruction of its
unique environment and the desecration of all facets of the island ecol-
ogy by introduced plants and animals, brought in accidentally or as pets
in ships and planes, and by pesticides and herbicides. Thus many species
which could never normally have reached Aldabra would eventually
destroy and then replace endemic forms turning the island into a collec-
tion of mixed assemblage of species characteristic of inhabited islands
in that part of the world. The uniqueness and scientific value of Al-
dabra would quietly and quickly forever fade. The finishing touches
would be provided by rubbish dumps, food stores, sewage disposal, and
cultivated gardens—hosts to man’s retinue of civilization camp followers:
the rats, mice, insect pcsts—which together with feral dogs, cats, birds,
sheep and goats would finish off the pitiful remnant of what was once
a proud and flourishing ecological paradise.

As John Walsh so well states it, “the Aldabra issue has aroused
scientists in Britain more than any recent attempt to preserve an eco-
system. The conservationists now are trying not only to save Aldabra,
as the Galapages were spared, but to drive home the point that there
is no established mechanism by which the scientific community is con-
sulted when such government decisions affecting science are made. So,
as important as an Aldabra preserved is to Science, even more is at
stake than whether the atoll in the 1970's is to be the home of the Flight-
less Rail or the F-111.

If you wish to protest the proposed rape of Aldabra it would be
best to communicate your feeling in the matter with one or more of the
following: Mr. Thomas L. Kimball, National Wildlife Federation, 1412-
16th St., N.W., Washington, D.C.; Dr. Dael Wollle, Editor Science, 1515
Mass. Ave.,, N.W., Washington, D.C.; Secretary, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C.; Senators Fred R. Harris, Abraham Ribicoff, John L.
McClellan, and Edmund S. Muskie, Senate Office Bldg., Washington 25,

D.C.
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