
 

Birds on island time: Study relates island
characteristics with the seasonal ebb and flow
of bird species
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Saint Helena's Plover. Credit: Rafael Armada, Macaulay Library, Cornell Lab of
Ornithology.

A new study examines how the geographic characteristics of the world's
islands influence seasonal variation in the number of bird species. The
study determines how seasonal species richness of birds is affected by
the size of the island, how isolated it is from the mainland and other
islands, and the latitude in which it lies. The study's findings are
published in the journal Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological
Sciences.

"We used 21 years of bird observations on 690 islands from the Cornell
Lab of Ornithology's eBird program," said lead author Frank La Sorte at
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the Cornell Lab. "In addition to resident bird species that occur year-
round on islands, islands can also host migratory bird species during the
breeding or non-breeding seasons, or as transients during migration."

Timing, island size, and location all matter.

Species numbers reached their highest levels on islands located in the
Northern Hemisphere at mid-latitudes during migration periods. The
story changes during the non-breeding season when the number of
species present on tropical islands peaks—reflecting the fact that the
majority of the world's migratory birds breed in the Northern
Hemisphere and head south in the autumn to winter in the tropics.

There is also a correlation between the size of an island and the number
of species present. The bigger the island, the more bird species. This was
especially pronounced for islands greater than 425 square miles in size.
Distance from the mainland pushed species numbers in the opposite
direction. Islands that occurred greater than 90 miles from the mainland
contained substantially fewer species.

"These findings emphasize the importance of evolutionary processes on
the largest islands and the unique ecology of the world's most remote
islands,",said La Sorte. "Overall, species richness was lowest across all
four seasons on the smallest, most remote islands and species richness
was highest across all four seasons on the largest islands located at
intermediate distances from the mainland."

There are many variations in these relationships, however. For example,
even though big islands typically contain more species of birds, if the
island is extremely remote, it would host fewer species, similar to
extremely remote small islands.

"Our findings show that islands play a pivotal role as stopover sites and
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as wintering grounds for the world's migratory birds," said La Sorte. "A
better understanding of the geographical relationships between migratory
birds and islands across seasons will improve our ability to practice
effective bird conservation in these unique places."

  More information: Seasonal species richness of birds on the world's
islands and its geographical correlates, Proceedings of the Royal Society
B: Biological Sciences (2022). DOI: 10.1098/rspb.2022.1105. 
rspb.royalsocietypublishing.or … .1098/rspb.2022.1105

Provided by Cornell University

Citation: Birds on island time: Study relates island characteristics with the seasonal ebb and flow
of bird species (2022, August 10) retrieved 29 April 2024 from 
https://phys.org/news/2022-08-birds-island-characteristics-seasonal-ebb.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://phys.org/tags/islands/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2022.1105
http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/lookup/doi/10.1098/rspb.2022.1105
https://phys.org/news/2022-08-birds-island-characteristics-seasonal-ebb.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

