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SHORT NOTE

First records of eastern cattle egret (Bubulcus
ibis coromandus) in the Solomon Islands
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The cattle egret (Bubulcus ibis) is a medium-sized
heron that has greatly expanded its global range
over the last century and is now found on six
continents (Ahmed 2011; Scofield 2013). While
some authorities split cattle egret into two species
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), Birds New Zealand
recognises three sub-species of which the eastern
cattle egret (B. i. coromandus) of Asia and Australia
is the sub-species found in New Zealand and the
Pacific Islands (Checklist Committee OSNZ 2022).
Within the South-West Pacific region, cattle egrets
began appearing in both New Zealand and the
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island of New Guinea as non-breeding migrants
from the 1960s onwards (Gill et al. 2010; Pratt &
Beehler 2015). The species has not established a
breeding population in New Zealand to date, but
has recently been discovered breeding in Papua
New Guinea (Dutson 2019). Elsewhere in the
region, cattle egrets have been recorded as vagrants
in the Bismarck Archipelago, Manus Island,
New Caledonia, Fiji, and some of the Micronesian
island groups (Dutson & Wattling 2007; Dutson
2011; van Perlo 2011; Tarburton 2021).

Recent reviews of the Solomon Islands avifauna
by Doughty et. al (1999) and Tarburton (2021) did
not include cattle egret, but Dutson (2011) added
the species on the basis of an undated report of a
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vagrant reported from Guadalcanal. This record
is a single individual observed and photographed
amongst cattle by a Birdquest tour group at the
Betikama Wetlands (09°26.40’S, 160°02.06’E) east of
Honiara, Guadalcanal on or around 5 October 2009
(Dutson in litt. February 2023). This sighting was
listed in the company’s trip report (van Beirs 2009),
with the annotation that “A nice patch of marsh
held an Eastern Cattle Egret (probably a first for the
islands!), I am not aware of any previous records in
the Solomon Islands.”

There appear to be no further records of cattle
egretin the Solomon Islands until 28 April 2014 when
SCB observed a single cattle egret in flight close to
the entrance of the Seventh Day Adventist College
near Betikama Wetlands. Three months later on 9
July 2014, at least one cattle egret (precise number
not specified) was reported at Betikama Wetlands
by a visiting overseas birder (Hottola 2014). On 19
October 2014 SCB observed three cattle egrets at
the same location. These were feeding in a receding
water-lily swamp, with two great egrets (Ardea alba)
and purple swamphens (Porphyrio melanotus). A
few months later from 26 February to 4 March 2015
we surveyed wetland birds in the lowlands east and
west of Honiara (Crossland et al. 2016). We actively
searched for egret species on various grassland,
wetland, coastal, and riverine habitats to ascertain
whether any more were present in the wider area.
Our only cattle egret sighting was of two birds on 26
February 2015, flushed from the roadside and flying
into trees near Betikama Adventist College. Habitat
in the immediate environs comprised pasture
and market gardens, with the Betikama Wetlands
approximately 800 m to the south.

Subsequent reports of cattle egret in and around
Betikama Wetlands included three on 5 July 2015
(Van Beirs 2015; Petersson 2015), three on 6-7 July
2017 (Davies 2017a; 2017b), and eight observed
in the non-specific “Honiara city and hills” eBird
hotspot on 12 July 2018 (Perrins 2018). To date
there appear to be no records from other parts of
Guadalcanal, nor from any other island in the
Solomons chain, including Bougainville (Hadden
1981, 2004; Tarburton 2021). While residing in
Choiseul Province for two years SCB never recorded
cattle egrets on visits to the north and south coast of
Choiseul or from monthly wetland counts on Taro
Island.

The records of cattle egret in the Solomon
Islands from 2009 to the present, suggest the
occurrence of a single bird at Betikama Wetlands
on Guadalcanal in 2009 (fate unknown), then three
birds at the same location from 2014-2017, followed
by the arrival of more birds to a maximum of 8 in
July 2018. There have been no subsequent reports,
but COVID-19 travel restrictions since early 2020
likely means that numbers of visiting ornithologists
are few. The cluster of sightings at just one site,

Betikama Wetlands, seems coincidental, but it is
probably an artefact of very limited open grassland
habitat in the country, the relatively large size and
intactness of Betikama compared to other wetlands
on Guadalcanal (Scott 1993; Butcher ef al. 2018), and
strong observer bias to this fairly easily accessible
site close to the country’s only sizable city and
international airport (Dutson 2011; Hotolla 2014).
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