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Dear megapoders 
 

It has already been a year ago that you received the last issue of the Megapode Newsletter. We apologize for the 
long delay. Last years’ newsletter was the last issue which was distributed as a printed copy. Now, 17 years after the 
foundation of the Megapode Specialist Group and the publication of the first Megapode Newsletter, the Megapode 
Specialist Group has changed its logo and the way in which we hope to stay in touch with you: we have the pleasure 
of offering you the first electronic Megapode Newsletter. Our new logo, the head of the endangered Maleo 
Macrocephalon maleo, was especially made for this purpose based on skins and colour photographs by Bas 
Blankevoort, scientific illustrator of the National Museum of Natural History, Naturalis, Leiden. It replaces the black-
and-white logo which was made in 1986 by Dirk Moerbeek. 

We hope that this new step forward will stimulate our members to contribute to future issues, e.g. by sending 
short notes for publication in the newsletter or even offering reports for electronic distribution to all our colleagues, 
just like we did last February with the “Vanuatu Megapode Report”. As you will notice in this issue, photos are 
welcome as well. It will give additional opportunities to tell our story.  

The editors of the Megapode Newsletter hope to return to a frequency of two newsletters a year, one in April and 
one in October, but that depends on you: without your input, your requests, your contributions, we have less to say. 
Use this opportunity to show your work and results to other megapoders.  

In this issue Iwein Mauro and Kees Moeliker et al. will update you on Bruijn’s Brush-turkey Aepypodius bruijnii. 
Darryl Jones reports on succcessful cohabitation between Australian Brush-turkeys Alectura lathami and man. Gillian 
Baker will tell you of her planned megapode DNA studies and K. Sivakumar of his long-term monitoring of the 
Nicobar Megapode Megapodius nicobariensis. A survey by Dick Watling on two small islands in Tonga where the 
Polynesian Megapode Megapodius pritchardii was reintroduced in the early 1990’s has just been completed. The first 
results are included in this newsletter. Finally, the Amsterdam Zoo Artis was so kind to allow us to add to this 
newsletter a photo of a newly hatched chick of the Wattled Brush-turkey Aepypodius arfakianus: a rare event in 
captivity. 
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Viable population of Bruijn's Brush-turkey Aepypodius bruijnii discovered 

 
Iwein Mauro 

 
After a very successful opportunistic visit to Waigeo Island, Papua province, Indonesia in May 2002, which 

resulted in the first field observations ever of the endemic and rare Bruijn's Brush-turkey Aepypodius bruijnii and 
discovery of its nest mound, Belgian birder Iwein Mauro returned to Waigeo in October 2002. During an extensive 
two-month survey, sponsored by The Netherlands Foundation for International Nature Protection (Van Tienhoven 
Foundation), Mauro discovered an incredible 28 incubation mounds in a relatively small area and frequently observed 
the species there. Hence at long last the existence of a viable population has been brought to light, enabling down-to-
earth assessment of population size and conservation status of this nearly mythical species. Mauro, who is still in 
Indonesia, will further report in the October issue of the Megapode Newsletter. 

The surveys executed by Mauro are under the auspices of the Megapode Specialist Group. Full results will be 
published in scientific and conservation journals. For further information you can contact René W.R.J. Dekker at 
dekker@naturalis. nnm.nl 

 
A new, a forgotten and a lost specimen of Bruijn's Brush-turkey 

Aepypodius bruijnii 
 

C.W. Moeliker, C.J. Heij, J.N.J. Post & E.J.O. Kompanje 
 

Natuurmuseum Rotterdam, P.O. Box 23452, 3001 KL  Rotterdam, the Netherlands. e-mail: 
natuurmuseum@nmr.nl 

 
Two months after Iwein Mauro announced his sensational observations of Bruijn’s Brush-turkey working at a 

mound on the highest mountain of Waigeo (Mauro 2002), the sought-after bird raised its head again. On 12 
August 2002, the Sorong based Indonesian Kris Tindige, chairman of the Papua Bird Club, was presented a 
living Bruijn’s Brush-turkey that was incidentally trapped about three weeks earlier in a snare placed by a local 
hunter in hill forest in the south of Waigeo. The bird - in reasonable condition, but with a broken leg - was kept 
out of the pot by Tindige, and a close-up of its head featured as the first-ever photograph of a living individual of 
the species. The picture (Fig. 1), taken by Tindige, was published in the Dutch newspaper NRC-Handelsblad 
(Moeliker 2002a), Dutch Birding (Moeliker 2002b), Straatgras (Moeliker 2002c) and OBC Bulletin (Anonymus 
2002). Despite the care of the Tindige family, the Brush-turkey lost its broken leg, died a few days later and was 
preserved in a freezer. 

 
Figure 1. Bruijn’s Brush-turkey Aepypodius bruijnii, female; the first photograph of a living bird of this species, 
12 August 2002. (photo © Kris Tindige). 
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The Natuurmuseum Rotterdam, already in possession of the complete head (Fig. 2) and some skeletal 

material of the specimen that proved the species’ ongoing existence on Waigeo (Anonymus 2001; Post 2001; 
Heij & Post 2001), decided to secure the first specimen in-the-flesh available for science. In October 2002, Heij 
(CJH) and Moeliker (CWM) mounted the ‘Waigeo Expedition 2002’, travelled to Sorong to study and preserve 
the bird, and subsequently made it to Waigeo to find out more about its provenance (Moeliker & Heij 2002). 
Here we present information on this specimen and - following a surprising discovery in the literature - an up-to-
date overview of all known specimens of Aepypodius bruijnii kept in zoological collections. 

 
Figure 2. Bruijn’s Brush-turkey Aepypodius bruijnii, female, complete head preserved in alcohol, collection 
Natuurmuseum Rotterdam, NMR 9989-01605. (photo © Hans van Middelkoop). 

 

 
 

The new specimen 
 
Careful attention by Papua Bird Club members had prevented the bird from decay, and in Sorong on 5 

October 2002 it was handed over in a deep-frozen state to CJH and CWM. They took the following notes and 
measurements of the defrosted specimen:  

 
GENERAL STRUCTURE: complete specimen with the left leg missing just below the tibio-tarsal joint, apparently due to a severe 
inflammation of a wound caused by the snare (incomplete tarsometatarsus [length 90 mm, proximal joint missing] and four 
phalanxes present as clean bones). Right tibio-tarsal joint rather flattened posteriorly, probably due to sitting on one (healthy) 
leg while in captivity. Thighs thick and fleshy, feathered down to tibio-tarsal joint. Plumage damaged, apparently due to 
struggle while hanging in the snare and subsequent stay in captivity: longest (central) tail feathers heavily worn, outer webs of 
outer primaries abraded or even missing, tips of most primaries missing or heavily worn. Right wing moulting: outer six worn 
primaries (P10 [outermost] - P5) present, others (P4 - P1) shed, and new ones just emerging; outer secondaries (S1 
[outermost] - S5) shed, others present, new ones just emerging; no moult in left wing. BARE PARTS (names of colours 
beginning with a Capital are after Smithe 1975): iris brown (Amber), orbital ring grey (Olive-Grey); tarsus Dark Grayish 
Brown in front, gradually merging into a dull yellowish green on the upper three frontal scutes, the tibio-tarsal joint and the 
rear (of the tarsus); toes Dark Grayish Brown, claws Dark Grayish Brown, lighter towards the tip and silver-grey (Pearl Grey) 
below; culmen blackish-grey (Olive), darkest at the sides, tip silver-grey (Pearl Grey); lower mandible blackish-grey (Olive) 
on the sides, cutting edge, tip and underside silver-grey (Pearl Grey); palatum and tongue yellowish (Straw Yellow); nostril 
round, diameter 3.6 mm; ear opening oval, 4.0 x 2.7 mm; (bare) skin of head and neck Pink, sparsely covered below the eye, 
around the ear, on the chin, throat and hindneck, with grey thin hair-like bristles; on the forehead, crown, nape and especially 
just above the eye the bristles are blackish, more numerous and have a feather structure; on the forehead and centrally on the 
crown an emerging (?) ‘comb’ of pink papillae runs over a length of 42 mm; at both ends of the ‘comb’ the papillae are more 
numerous, fleshy and 4-5 mm high, in between they are more wart-like, tiny and structured in a single (4 mm wide) dense 
row; an (emerging?) inconspicuous wart-like thickening of the skin (grown with two rows of thin hair-like bristles) runs 
horizontally in a wide U-shape on the nape; down the foreneck at 64 mm below the base of the lower mandible the skin 
loosens and at a distance of 86 mm from the base of the lower mandible a small wattle emerges, coloured more reddish 
(Geranium Pink), 11 mm long and 8 mm wide (at the base); wattle sparsely covered with thin hair-like bristles. 
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MEASUREMENTS: weight 920 g; tarsus 97.9 mm; mid-toe 59.4 mm; mid-claw 20.5 mm; total head-length 76.6 mm; exposed 
culmen 28.8 mm; bill to nostril 21.6 mm; total bill-height at nostril (bill depth) 19.1 mm; height upper mandible at nostril 12.6 
mm; wings incomplete, not measurable; tail worn, shortest outer feather 93.0 mm, longest (T5) 146.0 mm. PLUMAGE: 
upperparts, wings and tail Dusky Brown (woolly underlying feathers of rump and back Dark Greyish Brown); upper 
tailcoverts Dusky Brown, with broad reddish chestnut (Maroon) edges; chest dark grey (Blackish Neutral Grey), tinged olive 
with some centrally located feathers edged Chestnut; remainder of underparts gradually becoming lighter grey (Glaucous 80), 
feathers on the lower breast faintly edged Chestnut; thighs darker (Glaucous/Blackish Neutral Grey). ECTOPARASITES: at least 
200 relatively large ‘feather lice’ fell down from between the plumage while the bird was being examined, all were collected 
and preserved in 70% alcohol; nits are only present on the upper surface of the greater under wing-coverts, neatly cemented in 
rows left and right of the shaft. 
 
Figure 3. Bruijn’s Brush-turkey Aepypodius bruijnii, study skin, collection Natuurmuseum Rotterdam, NMR 
9989-01606; left: ventral view, right: dorsal view. (photo © C.W. Moeliker). 

 
 

 
 
Blood samples were taken and the specimen was injected with and completely soaked in 70% alcohol. Before 

being dissected and prepared as a skin, both MRI and three-dimensional CT scans of the complete specimen were 
made at the Erasmus Medical Center, Rotterdam, revealing anatomical and osteological data that need further 
study. The specimen is kept in the collection of the Natuurmuseum Rotterdam, catalogue number NMR 9989-
01606. It is preserved as a skin with both wings spread (Fig. 3), together with cleaned (incomplete) post-cranial 
skeleton (skull, left tarsometatarsus, all left phalanxes, radius, ulna, carpal and metacarpal bones remain in the 
skin), and all internal soft parts preserved in 70% alcohol. Dissection revealed a completely ossified skull (having 
a low but clearly visible bony comb), a well-developed ovary (17 x 8 mm, not in breeding-condition), no internal 
pathology, no subcutaneous fat and no fat between the organs; stomach empty (besides some sandy debris), crop 
filled with small cubes of coconut (fed during stay in captivity). Ectoparasites (feather lice) are being studied by 
Eberhard Mey and a first look at the material yielded a single species of Lipeuroides (Phthiraptera: Ischnocera, 
Philopteridae s.l.) a genus hitherto not known from Aepypodius bruijnii (E. Mey in litt. 25 January & 23 March 
2003).  

On 7 October 2002 CJH and CWM reached Waigeo where - in the village of Mumes, situated in the south of 
the island on the eastern bank of the mouth of Mayalibit Bay (for a map see Post 2001 or Heij & Post 2001) - 
they met Domi Kotem, the man who had trapped the bird. Like many other local inhabitants, he grows some 
vegetables and catches (coral) fish and forest birds for his own consumption. Kotem had trapped the Brush-
turkey in an area where he normally only caught Dusky Megapodes Megapodius freycinet and Western Crowned 
Pigeons Goura cristata. In the 25 years he has lived in the south of Waigeo, he recalls having trapped about five 
Bruijn’s Brush-Turkey’s. Next day, Kotem guided CWM and CJH to the site where the bird was trapped (Fig. 4), 
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located at about 3 km east of Mumes1 and 1500 m inland from the beach in the foothills at an altitude of c. 80-
100 m (GPS coordinates 00° 20’ 60’’ S, 130° 58’ 83’’ E). The snare (a thin blue nylon rope) was still there, 
attached to the top of a sapling. The area has a surface of calcareous soil, (sharp) weathered limestone rock(s) and 
the vegetation consists of rather dry mature (but disturbed) forest with scattered old trees (height c. 40 m), open 
canopy, and undergrowth of young trees and numerous saplings. Mounds of Megapodius freycinet were common.  

 
Figure 4. The site near Mumes, south Waigeo where Aepypodius bruijnii was trapped. (photo © Waigeo 
Expedition 2002). 

 

 
 
The habitat where Bruijn’s Brush-turkey was trapped differs considerably from the (breeding) habitat as 

discovered by Iwein Mauro. CJH and CWM visited that area on Mount Nook on 9 and 10 October. Up there, the 
forest floor has outcrops of consolidated rock (no limestone) and the habitat is undisturbed, lush, moist and 
resembles cloud-forest. The three locations where Bruijn’s Brush-turkey has been encountered in recent years 
(Yenbekaki, Mumes and Nook) are all situated east of Mayalibit Bay, lie c. 30-50 km apart and represent three 
different habitat types. Both recent specimens are females, obtained outside the known breeding habitat in 
disturbed forest. 

 
The forgotten specimen 

 
While browsing through some old megapode literature, we came across Shufeldt (1919) which, among others, 

gives a detailed account of the megapodes present in the collection of the United States National Museum, 
Washington. In that publication, our eye was caught by a nice photograph of a right tarsus and foot of A. bruijnii, 
and further reading revealed that - to our surprise - the leg belongs to a specimen housed in the USNM-collection: 
[we cite Shufeldt (1919)] “… of these two [species of Aepypodius] the National Museum has but the first 
represented in a skin; it is a fairly good specimen. No. 146,767 (sex ?) – Waigiou. Museum Boucard. Coll., 
Bruijn.”. In recent literature (Jones et al. 1995; Voisin et al. 2000), this museum is not known to hold any 
specimen of A. bruijnii. The skin is however still present in the Smithsonian Institution, National Museum of 
Natural History, Division of Birds, Washington. Gary R. Graves, Christopher Milenski and Brian K. Schmidt 
kindly provided us with label data, measurements and pictures from which we distilled the following details:  

 
 

                                                           
1 Earlier reports (Moeliker 2002abc) mentioned Warsambin as location, but this proved to be wrong. 
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Catalogue number USNM 146767, entered in the USNM catalogue August 14, 1895. The specimen is a skin (with the left leg 
missing) bearing an original Museum Boucard label with ‘Aepypodius bruijni’ [sic!], ‘Bruijn’ and ‘Waigiou’ written on it in 
black ink. Sex and date of collection not noted on the label. On a new label the following note is written: ‘ulna and leg 
removed (to skel. coll’n) May 1986 J P Angle’. Measurements: wing right (flat) 304 mm; wing left (flat) 310 mm; head length 
(from tip of bill till outermost part of skull) 78.2 mm; exposed culmen 32.3 mm; nostril to bill tip (from distal end of nostril) 
22.3 mm; tarsus (right) 102.5 mm; middle toe (right) without nail 60.3 mm; nail middle toe right 24.5 mm; tail 137.4 mm. 
Clean bones: tibiotarsus 150.9 mm; tarsometatarsus 108.6 mm; ulna c. 82.0 mm (based on picture). Wattles: one ventrally 
near the furculum, two dorsally on neck where bare skin meets feathers. 

 
The Museum Boucard label is exactly the same as the one attached to the skin kept in the collection of the 

Zoologisches Museum und Institut, Hamburg (ZMH 42423). The label itself, the written information and the 
handwriting are identical, including the (usual) misspelling bruijni. The date of entry in the USNM catalogue is 
in accordance with what is known about the history of the Boucard collection: Adolphe Boucard, natural history 
dealer and plumassier, one of the great accumulators of 19th century bird collections, retired from business in 
1894 and disposed the bulk of his private collection to MNHM-Paris and USNM-Washington (Mearns & Mearns 
1998). The bones, skilfully taken from a wing and the left leg by Phil Angle, former manager of the USNM bird 
collection, were (at that time) the first skeletal material available for the species. 

The first who gave an overview of the numbers and whereabouts of museum specimens of Aepypodius 
bruijnii was Meyer de Schauensee (1940). He had traced 12 specimens: two in Paris, one in London (now Tring), 
seven in New York, one in the Turati collection in Italy and one in Philadelphia, but he apparently overlooked the 
one ‘next door’ in Washington. Jones et al. (1995) added the museums of Leiden, Frankfurt, Hamburg and 
Dresden (each with one specimen) to the list, but erroneously reduced the number in New York to six. So by the 
end of the 20th century there were 15 specimens known to science. Recently, Voisin et al. (2000) discovered an 
astonishing six overlooked mounted specimens in the Paris collection and, shortly after, Dekker (2000) reported 
on a mounted specimen on display in the public galleries of The Walter Rothschild Zoological Museum in Tring. 
Since October 2001, this specimen is kept (next door) in the bird collection of The Natural History Museum, 
Tring (Mark Adams in litt. 22 April 2002). The (incomplete) specimen that proved the species’ on-going 
existence on Waigeo in 2001 (Heij & Post 2001) is kept in the Natuurmuseum Rotterdam (Fig. 2), as is the 
complete specimen described in this paper (Fig. 3). At the moment, including the forgotten USNM specimen, 
there are 26 museum specimens of Aepypodius bruijnii known to science. They are all listed in Table 1. 

 
The lost specimen 

 
In the past four years we have examined all specimens of Aepypodius bruijnii ourselves, or studied pictures, 

x-ray images, label data and measurements, all kindly supplied by the curators in charge. Only one specimen, 
from the Turati collection kept in Milan, remained a mystery for a long time. However, on 11 March 2003 
Giorgio Chiozzi, curator of birds at the Museo Civico di Storia Naturale in Milan e-mailed us the following: “… 
the specimen existed. It is listed in Turati’s catalogue under the name Epipodius bruynii (sic!) (cat. no. 19644). It 
came from Papua (Waigiou). I have no information about the collector. Unfortunately this specimen was 
destroyed together with nearly 20,000 others in the fire following an RAF air raid over Milan in August 1943.” 
So now we end up with 25 existing specimens. Who will locate the next? 
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Table 1.  Overview of all known specimens of Aepypodius bruijnii kept in zoological collections, with remarks 
on available data. [examined = specimen studied and measured by authors; pictures = photographs, label data and 
measurements received; label = label data and measurements received; x-rayed = x-ray pictures taken for further 
study; scanned = MRI and CT scans taken for further study]. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

collection and catalogue nr.  preserved as   status  remarks 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

MNHN C.G. 1880-1551 *  skin, previously mounted  present  examined, x-rayed 

MNHN C.G. 1880-1553  skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

MNHN C.G. 1886-12   mount    present  examined, x-rayed 

MNHN C.G. 1887-416   mount    present  examined 

MNHN C.G. 1887-417   mount    present  examined 

MNHN C.G. 1999-3023  skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

MNHN C.G. 1999-3024  skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

MNHN C.G. 1999-3025  skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

AMNH 539405   skin    present  examined 

AMNH 539406   skin    present  examined 

AMNH 539407   skin    present  examined 

AMNH 539408   skin    present  examined 

AMNH 539409   skin    present  examined 

AMNH 539410   skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

AMNH 539411   skin    present  examined 

BMNH 1888.4.3.1   skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

BMNH 1996.41.3517   mount    present  pictures, x-rayed 

USNM 146767   skin, tarsus, tibia, ulna  present  pictures 

SMTD 8228/9000   mount    present  label, x-rayed 

ZMH 42423    skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

RMNH cat.nr.1   skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

SMF 27576    skin    present  label, x-rayed 

MCSN / TURATI 19644  unknown    lost  G. Chiozzi in litt. 

ANSP 140581   skin    present  examined, x-rayed 

NMR 9989-01605   head, bones of wings and legs  present  examined, scanned 

NMR 9989-01606   skin, post-cranial skeleton,  present  examined, scanned 

     all internal soft parts, blood 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

MNHN = Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle, Paris; AMHN = American Museum of Natural History, New 
York; BMNH = The Natural History Museum, Tring; USNM = Smithsonian Institution, National Museum of 
Natural History, Washington; SMTD = Staatliches Museum für Tierkunde, Dresden; ZMH = Zoologisches 
Museum und Institut, Hamburg; RMNH = National Museum of Natural History/Naturalis, Leiden; SMF = 
Forschungsinstitut Senckenberg, Frankfurt; MCSN = Museo Civico di Storia Naturale (Turati collection), Milan; 
ANSP = Academy of Natural Sciences, Philadelphia; NMR = Natuurmuseum Rotterdam; * = type specimen. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Successful synanthropy in an Australian megapode 
 

Darryl Jones 
 

Australian School of Environmental Studies, Griffith University, Nathan, Australia. E-mail: 
d.jones@griffith.edu.au 

 
 

Despite a century of hunting pressure and habitat destruction, the Australian brush-turkey remains one of the 
most abundant and secure of all megapodes. In southern Queensland, Australia, the species is virtually ubiquitous 
in rainforest patches and is well-known in the suburbs of Brisbane, the largest city in the state. Indeed, its 
presence in suburbia has lead to a remarkable human-wildlife conflict, with many householders complaining to 
the wildlife authorities about the loss of valuable plantings and the destruction of entire houseyards as male 
brush-turkeys construct their mounds during the months of August and November. 

To gain some idea of the distribution of the species in the Brisbane area, a study was conducted in 1989-90. 
Jones and Everding (1991) found the species to be present in 39 suburbs, mainly those clustered around the 
largest area of forest, Brisbane Forest Park. In the decade since this time, anecdotal observations have suggested 
that the species may have increased its presence within the city. To assess this, Birds Queensland (the largest 
ornithological organization in the state) initiated a survey aimed at determining the current distribution of the 
Australian brush-turkey with Brisbane.  

Data was collected by Birds Queensland members and the general public and reported by dedicated telephone 
line or email to a central collation point. Information was obtained on the number of birds sighted, the presence 
of juveniles or wattled males, and the presence of incubation mounds. Locations were identified as accurately as 
possible in terms of street addresses as well GSP data which was obtained either on-site or remotely via a 
Geoscan program of Brisbane. 

In the eight month period August 2002 – March 2003, a total 228 separate sightings of brush-turkeys were 
made from with the Brisbane area. This compares to about 110 reports for the earlier period. The distribution of 
these sightings was also far greater than the earlier study; breeding birds were no longer concentrated only around 
Brisbane Forest Park but were found throughout most areas, including some relatively far from large forest 
remnants.  
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These results indicate that the species appears to have very successfully adapted to living with humans in the 
suburban environment, a process known as synanthropy. Typically, synanthropic birds tend to be generalist 
foragers and scavengers (such as corvids, pigeons, sparrows and starlings) or species able to successfully exploit 
particular features of the urban landscape (such as thrushes and swallows)(Marzluff et al. 2001). The Australian 
brush-turkey appears to belong to the latter group: its reproduction requires the construction of a ‘compost heap’ 
of material suitable for the generation of heat. Many householders in Brisbane enhance the sub-tropical nature of 
the region and fill their gardens with a variety of rainforest species. This practice appears to have greatly 
favoured the brush-turkey. 

These findings are, nonetheless, surprising in that Jones & Everding (1991) predicted that the enormous 
predation pressure on hatchlings (from domestic cats and dogs as well as urban foxes etc) would seriously 
constrain the spread of the species in this human-dominated. The question of how these apparently extremely 
vulnerable young birds are surviving remains to be investigated. 
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Monitoring the Nicobar Megapode Megapodius nicobariensis 
 

Phase I: Current status and conservation of the Nicobar Megapode Megapodius nicobariensis 
 

K. Sivakumar 
 

Wildlife Institute of India, P.O. Box # 18, Chandrabani, Dehradun – 248001, India.  
e-mail: ksivakumar@wii.gov.in 

 
Summary of the proposed study 

 
The Nicobar Megapode Megapodius nicobariensis, endemic to the Nicobar islands, is considered vulnerable. 

Although its distribution, status and ecology are generally known, information on population trends are essential for 
understanding its survival. Hence, a long term study for the next 30 years has been proposed to the Government of 
India. The first phase of six months will document the current status and identify permanent sample sites for long-
term monitoring. During this phase, forest officials will be trained to monitor the populations and their habitat. This 
phase has been approved by the Training, Research and Academic Council (TRAC) of the Wildlife Institute of India. 
It will be initiated by the end of 2003. The results will help to identify permanent sites for long-term monitoring. The 
final output will be used to prepare a long-term conservation plan for the Nicobar Megapode.  

 
Introduction 

 
The Nicobar Megapode, endemic to the Nicobar Islands, is considered vulnerable by habitat destruction 

(Sankaran, 1995; Dekker et al. 2000). The last systematic survey was carried out between 1992 and 1994 (Sankaran, 
1995). After a detailed study of the ecology of the species it was understood that information on population trends is 
essential for the long-term conservation of the species (Sivakumar, 2000). Hence, this study is proposed with the 
following objectives. 

  
Objectives 

 
Phase I: (6 months: approved) 
1. To study the current status of the Nicobar Megapode 
2. To identify permanent sample sites for long-term monitoring  
3. Training forest officials to monitor populations and habitat of the Nicobar Megapode 
 
Phase II: 
1. Long-term monitoring of populations and habitat of the Nicobar Megapode 
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Methods 
 
The study period is scheduled for the next 30 years, starting with phase I lasting six months. The first phase was 

recently approved by the Training, Research and Academic Council (TRAC) of the Wildlife Institute of India. During 
phase I field surveys will be conducted, starting December 2003 and lasting until March 2004. Data analysis and 
report writing will be in April and May 2004. After 2004, monitoring will be executed one month per year. During 
this month, the first 10 days will be spent on field surveys by forest officials. The next 10 days the data will be 
gathered and transferred to the headquarters in Port Blair and Campbell Bay. The last 10 days will be used for data 
analysis and interpretation by forest high officials including the Chief Wildlife Warden of Andaman & Nicobar 
Islands. As my previous study on the breeding biology of the Nicobar Megapode revealed that the peak period of egg-
laying is between February and March, this period will be used for continuous monitoring the permanent sample 
sites. All mounds in these sites will be geo-referenced and changes in habitat will be plotted in the remote-sensed 
maps using GIS.  

As mounds are stationary, inanimate and represent breeding, the best way to estimate and monitor the populations 
is by assessing the number of active mounds. The coastline of 16 islands where the species is present will be surveyed 
for mounds following previous survey methods (Sankaran, 1995) which will make the results of this study 
comparable with the data collected in the early 1990’s. Line transects will vary in length between 0.5 and 2 km 
depending upon size of the islands. The census will be executed by three observers walking at a distance of 20 m, 40 
m and 60 m parallel to the seashore. Some transects will be in the interior of the islands to check for megapode 
mounds there. To estimate the total number of active mounds, the coastline of each island will be divided into 
segments based on similarity of habitat. While counting the mounds, information on human impact on the habitat will 
be collected. Type of habitat, size of the island and level of anthropogenic disturbance will be considered while 
selecting the permanent sampling sites. 

 
Alternative method 

 
If yearly monitoring will not be approved by TRAC, sites might be monitored once every three years as they 

suggested. This will depend on the result of phase I. 
 

Expected output 
 

Phase I: 
1. Current status of the Nicobar Megapode 
2. Locations of permanent sites from where continuous monitoring will take place 
3. Trained forest staff for Nicobar Megapode population monitoring 
Phase II: 
Long term conservation plan for the Nicobar Megapode. 
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Megapode Genetics Project Proposal  
 

Gillian  C Baker 
 

Dept. of Biodiversity and Conservation Biology. University of the Western Cape, Private Bag X17, Bellville, 7535, 
Cape Town, South Africa. Tel:  ++27 21 9593544. e-mail: gbaker@uwc.ac.za 

 
For the past nine years I have worked in the field of molecular biology and have conducted my megapode 

conservation fieldwork during holidays and sabbaticals. I have now finally been offered the opportunity to combine 
my passion for megapodes with my expertise in the laboratory. I am managing the molecular zoology laboratory at 
the University for the Western Cape and am able to begin answering some of the many questions about megapodes 
that can be addressed using molecular methods. Currently I am addressing two questions, as pilot studies: 
 
• Can megapode eggshell membranes be used reliably as a source of DNA for population studies?  
• Are any of the molecular population markers designed for other galliforms applicable for amplification of 
megapode DNA. 
 

During 2003-2004, I shall be embarking on my primary research project on Maleo Macrocephalon maleo 
conservation genetics (see below). I am also keen to develop a research group to work on wider aspects of megapode 
genetics and have the possibility of recruiting students to conduct further molecular megapode studies. I am eager to 
hear from other megapode researchers who have specific questions that they would like answered using molecular 
methods and look forward to successful collaborations with other members of the MSG. I would also be happy to 
hear from anyone who has comments on my proposed studies or would like to be involved in my work. 
 

Primary Project for 2003 – 2004: Do nesting grounds have discrete populations of Maleos using them  
and does the Maleo exhibit nesting site philopatry? 

 
Background and Justification 

Of the 142 Maleo nesting grounds reported in Sulawesi, 48 have already been abandoned and a further 51 are 
severely threatened. One of the primary reasons for nesting ground abandonment is habitat disturbance, both at the 
nesting ground itself and along the corridors linking foraging habitat to nesting grounds. Maleos are weak flyers and, 
especially when gravid, rely on movement between trees rather than flying long distances over open areas. As nesting 
grounds become more isolated from each other gene flow between populations may decline until they become 
genetically unviable. Radio-tracking and classical tagging studies have been attempted in the past to ascertain the 
movements of both adult Maleo and their chicks. These studies have been unsuccessful due to the poor durability of 
tags and the terrain over which birds must be tracked. Maleo are a relatively long-lived species (three decades in 
captivity), and are thought to take several years to reach reproductive maturity. It is thus logistically difficult to 
follow the behaviour of chicks that are tagged upon hatching. Molecular methods have been used elsewhere to infer 
the behaviour of animal populations. For example, using maternally inherited mitochondrial DNA markers and 
biparentally inherited nuclear markers researchers have been able to conclude that female turtles exhibit nesting site 
philopatry, and gene flow between populations at different nesting grounds is mediated by males that do not return to 
the nesting ground at which they hatched. A study of mitochondrial and nuclear markers in Maleo would provide 
information on their nesting behaviour and the extent of gene flow between populations. If Maleos do exhibit nesting 
site philopatry it would be possible to move eggs from endangered nesting grounds to safe areas and gene flow could 
be mediated by transferring eggs between nesting grounds. In order to conduct a molecular study DNA or protein 
samples are required. Traditionally blood or tissue samples were required. In recent years however successful studies 
have been conducted using non-invasive sampling methods, such as collection of urine, faeces, moulted feathers and 
eggshell membranes. Communal nesting grounds are an excellent source of Maleo eggshell membranes and may be 
used as a source of DNA. Eggshell membranes have been collected from two nesting grounds by Martin Christy of 
WCS during his MSc research on Maleo in North Sulawesi. Members of another Indonesian NGO (PALS) are also 
working at Maleo nesting grounds and may be able to provide samples from other nesting grounds. At present, 
molecular markers are available for other galliforms, but none have been used or tested on Maleo. Testing of known 
markers and development of new markers will thus form an integral part of this project. 
 

Request for molecular material 
 
In order to conduct my research I will need access to the following material: 
• Genomic DNA from Macrocephalon maleo 
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• Reliable avian-specific primers that amplify approx 300bp to check positive amplification of megapode DNA 
from eggshells. 
• Mitochondrial D-loop primers specific to Aves or preferably Galliformes. 
• Microsatellite, RAPD, AFLP primers designed for other galliformes that may amplify megapode DNA. 
 
If anybody can donate aliquots or can provide primer sequences for any of the above I would be most grateful.  
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Polynesian Megapode Megapodius pritchardii status survey 
on Late and Fonualei 

 
René Dekker 

 
The Polynesian Megapode Megapodius pritchardii is the rarest of all 22 megapode species (Megapodiidae, 

Galliformes, Aves). With an estimated 188-235 pairs in 1991-1993 restricted to the tiny volcanic island of Niuafo’ou, 
Kingdom of Tonga, it is listed as critically endangered (B1 + 2e: IUCN-criteria) in the Megapode Action Plan 2000-
2004 (for more information see p. 17-18; 24-25) and in various publications by BirdLife International. From 1991 to 
1993, 60 eggs were buried at volcanically heated sites on Late, and an additional 35 eggs and chicks were transferred 
to Fonualei, both uninhabited and rarely visited by humans. Surveys in 1995, 1996, and 1997 claimed that the re-
introduction to these islands (where according to the fossil record the species occurred in pre-human times) was 
successful, but no written evidence was published. 

Dick Watling, conservation expert for the region and living in Fiji, will bring short visits to the small islands of 
Late and Fonualei in March 2003 to survey both for the presence of Polynesian Megapodes. His findings will prove 
whether or not new populations of this critically endangered species have indeed been established and thus whether or 
not re-introduction is a useful tool in the conservation of this species. If it turns out to be successful, it might also 
downgrade the species status from critically endangered to endangered as their numbers will not only be higher than 
estimated for Niuafo’ou alone, but even more important, their distribution will be expanded to two or three islands 
instead of one. Also, when the re-introduction turns out to have been successful (this was the first ever re-introduction 
of megapodes by means of eggs and/or chicks alone – not by transferring adults) it could be expanded for this species 
as well as for other endangered megapodes as described in the Megapode Action Plan 2000-2004. 

 Watling will visit Late (3 days) and Fonualei (2 days) and, with the use of play-back recordings, estimate 
the density of Polynesian Megapodes on these islands. The use of play-back territorial calls did work extremely well 
when Dekker visited Niuafo’ou in 2001, with birds strongly reacting, coming close towards the recorder. It is also of 
great interest to see whether these birds, which hatched or were released as chicks on Late and Fonualei, and therefore 
never experienced human presence (other than the chicks who were handled shortly after hatching), are as shy as their 
parents on the island of Niuafo’ou. We hope to report on Watling’s expedition in the next issue of the Megapode 
Newsletter. 

 
 
STOP PRESS: Dick Watling, who just returned from Fonualei and Late, reported Polynesian Megapodes to be 
common on Fonualei, but seemingly absent on Late (he indicated that his stay there was perhaps too short; a return 
trip is planned for 2004). These results prove that the translocation of eggs to Fonualei by Dieter Rinke and the Brehm 
Fund in the early 1990’s has been very successful indeed. Re-assessment by BirdLife International of the conservation 
status of the species based on this new information resulted in it being downlisted from Critically Endangered to 
Endangered. Dick Watling’s full report will be in the October issue of the Megapode Newsletter. 
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Successful hatching of a Wattled Brush-turkey Aepypodius arfakianus 
in the Amsterdam Zoo Artis 

 
René Dekker 

 
On June 21st, 2002, a chick of the Wattled Brush-turkey Aepypodius arfakianus hatched from a mound in an 

aviary of the Amsterdam Zoo Artis. After years of unsuccessful attempts, this was the first Aepypodius chick ever to 
hatch in Amsterdam. Unfortunately, none of the remaining eggs hatched. After successful breeding of this species in 
the Rotterdam Zoo, The Netherlands, in the 1980’s (Anon, 1986. Dieren, 3: 106-108), in Vogelpark Walsrode, 
Germany (Kloska & Nicolai, 1988. J. f. Orn. 129: 185-204), and in Mallorca, Spain, this constitutes the fourth record 
of successful breeding in captivity of the Wattled Brush-turkey. As pictures of Aepypodius arfakianus chicks are very 
rare, Artis allowed us to publish a picture here, for which the Megapode Specialist Group is extremely grateful. 

 
Aepypodius arfakianus, Artis Zoo, Amsterdam 26 June 2002. Age 5 days. Photo © Artis/Goos van der Sijde. 
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