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Article

The Ospreys of Rottnest Island - Part 2 of 2
by Graeme GUY

Category: Bird

Above: The male from the mainland nest passes close overhead

Ospreys live mostly on fish and they are well equipped for this pursuit. Their keen eyes are
more sensitive than humans, which allow them to detect fish in the water from great heights.
They have long powerful legs and feet armed with powerful talons, the front ones having the
unique capacity to turn backwards. The pads of their feet are covered with hundreds of sharp
spines, which are perfect for grasping slippery fish. The act of fishing is an awesome
spectacle. The osprey hovers at various heights from 50 to 150 metres of the surface of
water, gazing intently downwards. Suddenly the wings are folded and the bird plummets out
of the sky. An instant before it plunges into the water, the bird shoots its feet downwards.
The Osprey disappears in a plume of spray, but a few seconds later, more often than not. It
lifts off from the water grasping a wriggling fish in its powerful claws. Research has shown
that greater than 60% of the watery plunges are successful in grabbing fish. The strength
required to lift off from the water with a wriggling and heavy payload must be considerable
and require 100% fitness.

The first task facing the young Ospreys is to learn the difficult skill of fishing. Those that don't learn
quickly perish. Fishing is learned by watching adults dive for fish, and by many trial and error dives. It is
estimated that only about 60% of Ospreys that fledge survive the first year of life on their own.
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The female Osprey
flutters above Little
Salmon Bay in
search of fish.
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shared over the next
few hours

Not Just About Getting
Close
By YEO Wee Han

»Africa's Best
By John MILBANK

»Flash as Main Light
By Arthur MORRIS

»D-60 Review
By Aaron LEUNG

»Africa for Beginners
By John MILBANK

»A Whale of a Time
By Tony WU

»Singapore Botanic
Gardens
By Alex YAP

»Taking Scenics in
Nepal
By Dennis HO

»Photographing
Butterflies at Sentosa
Butterfly Park
By GAN Cheong Weei

»A Year Of Australian
Wildlife Photography
By Jim THOMSON
F.R.P.S. F.A.P.S.

»Ding Darling Wildlife
Refuge
By Graeme GUY

»Nikon 80-400 VR — a
versatile lens for
nature photography
By FONG Chee Wai

»Backyard of discovery
By John MILBANK

»Underwater
Photography
By POH Liong Kiat

»Shooting Herons
By FONG Chee Wai

»D-30 Dreams
By Graeme GUY

»Finding Reptiles and
Amphibians - a few
tips
By Nick BAKER

»Butterfly Shooting
By KHEW Sin Khoon

»Mandai Orchid
Gardens
By Alex YAP

»Tripod & Head for
Nature Photography
By Alan YEO

http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=1/29/2003
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=12/4/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=10/29/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=10/21/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=9/10/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=8/19/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=6/1/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=5/22/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=5/15/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/21/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/16/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/12/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=2/1/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=1/15/2002
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=10/20/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=9/10/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=8/8/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=4/30/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=2/17/2001
http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=1/5/2001


11/3/08 8:18 PM::::-=> WELCOME TO ASIA NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY SITE <=-::::

Page 3 of 5http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=3/17/2003

The chick squawks
in anticipation and
begs its mother for
a share of the fish.

The female shreds
the live fish and
feeds small pieces
to her offspring.

In the Southern spring of 2002 there were at least two pairs of Opreys nesting on Rottnest Island. One
pair was ensconced on a water-surrounded stack in the middle of Rocky Bay. A second pair was nesting
on the opposite side of the island. In the latter nest three eggs were laid in mid-September and were
being carefully incubated by the female with some assistance in feeding from her mate. In early
November there was one chick on the nest being constantly watched and nurtured by the female. What
the fate of the other eggs or the chicks was not known. The female will lay eggs on different days but
unlike other species will start the incubation process right away. This results in the first chick to hatch
being bigger than it's siblings. This is considered an adaptation to unpredictable food resources. In good
years all the chicks will survive. In lean years the oldest and strongest chick gets the majority of the
food and the others will starve to death; a blatant example of survival of the fittest.

The female Osprey was a doting mother and paid close attention to her single chick.

During a four-day observation period on the mainland nest the male was seen on the nest only twice
briefly and seemed to be enjoying a freewheeling existence. Twice he caught fish, flew to a foothold on
the craggy cliffs and consumed them by himself while fighting off several Silver Gulls. He flew by the
nest on a number of occasions as if he was keeping everything under surveillance but did not contribute
directly to feeding the chick. While not flying or consuming the Osprey male would sit scan the
surrounding sea from a few favorite perches adjacent to Parker Point. On one occasion he must have
strayed into the territory of a kestrel and was the subject of an intimidatory stoop.
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The male Osprey in one of his passes over the nest

The mainland pair may
not have been a typical
example of Osprey
offspring rearing.
Surveillance, with
powerful binoculars, of
the pair nesting on the
stack at Rock Bay
indicated closer
cooperation between the
male and female. The
male brought the
majority of the food to
the nest, stepping up his
activities as the offspring
got larger. It was the
female however who
passed the food to the
young. The two adults
communicated well to
each other and it
appeared the female
reminded the male it was
time to go and get more
fish. The fishing strike
rate for the Rocky Bay
Pair matched that of the
mainland pair with
greater that 3 out of 5
dives ending in success.
The spectacular mid-air
transfer of fish from male
to female was witnessed
on one occasion.

The female Ospreys were always very attentive to their chicks. They fussed around when on the nest
and seemed prompted to go fishing when the hungry chick started squawking in the late morning. If the
nest was unattended by adults the chicks were very cryptic. They lay very flat and still against the
bottom of the nest, assuring invisibility to any nearby birds of prey. Since Ospreys nest in the open and
not under a canopy of trees, it is important for the young to remain hidden, as they would be easy prey
for another bird.

The female caught one fish per day on the four consecutive days. She would suddenly leave the nest
around the middle of the day and hover above her favourite fishing grounds. The first two and the forth
day there were one or two sorties, a dive and a fish. On the third day there were around 12 sorties
from the nest and three dives before a fish was caught. The female was getting a bit frustrated before
the success and stooped on a passing Cormorant at one point. The fish that was finally caught was
large. After surfacing with her trophy the female stopped off at an adjacent rock to adjust her grip or
further subdue the fish prior to the gain in altitude to the nest. The aerial fish surfing prior to the arrival
back at the nest was a spectacular sight. The fish is always carried head first, supposedly to reduce
drag. The fish was not administered a coup de grace but was rather eaten to death. The female Osprey
ensured that the chick had its fill and the dining pleasure lasted two to three hours. The chick would
often shuffle across the nest with a full belly, have a sleep and later awaken and return for the second
course.

Another good catch. This fish was caught after a frustrating hour and three unsuccessful dives. The female Osprey had to
stop on a low rock to subdue and adjust her grip before ascending to the nest.

Ospreys are found on all the worlds' continents except the Antarctic. Those spending spring and summer
closer to the North Pole will migrate south for the Northern winter. The younger birds may stay in the
warmer climates for several seasons, honing their hunting skills before returning to the birthplace to find
a partner and complete the cycle of life. Rottnest Island has a Mediterranean climate and the climate
along the adjacent coast does not necessitate a major seasonal migration. Young Ospreys tagged on
Rottnest have been found dispersed for 100s of kilometers north and south along the mainland coast.

The Ospreys of Rottnest Island continue to flourish. It was a different story in the 1960's in the Northern
Hemisphere when overuse of the insecticide DDT had the Ospreys on the road to extinction.
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Persecution, especially egg theft resulted in a complete extinction of Ospreys in the United Kingdom
from 1916 to 1954. Recolonization occurred initially in Scotland and has only been successful with
intense surveillance of nesting sites by rangers. Decimation of fish stocks must also present an ongoing
problem in some areas of the world. As evening fell one day a pair of osprey were seen hovering over
Little Salmon Bay. They were probably returnees back to the island and were 'shopping' for a nesting
site to raise the next generation of this magnificent species of bird. With proper conservation and lack of
interference from the human species our grandchildren will also witness these birds plummeting into the
sea after fish.

~ End ~
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