The Status and Occurrence of Red-tailed Tropicbird (Phaethon rubricauda) in British Columbia.
By Rick Toochin and Jamie Fenneman.
Introduction and Distribution
The Red-tailed Tropicbird (Phaethon rubricauda) breeds on islands and atolls throughout the
Indian Ocean and across tropical regions of the central and southern Pacific Ocean including the
Hawaiian Islands (Schreiber and Schreiber 2009). It ranges more widely at sea when not
breeding, regularly ranging north in the Pacific Ocean to California and south to Australia
(Schreiber and Schreiber 2009). Populations of this species are generally large and stable, with
the Hawaiian breeding population alone estimated at 9,000-12,000 pairs (DOFAW 2005). The
total global breeding population is estimated at 17,000-21,000 pairs, most of which breed in
the tropical Pacific Ocean (DOFAW 2005). Although populations are large, this is an island
breeding species, and some colonies may be subject to declines due to introduced predators
(Schreiber and Schreiber 2009). Red-tailed Tropicbird is known in North America only from 30+
California records (Hamilton et al. 2007, Tietz and McCaskie 2014) and one specimen record
from Vancouver Island in British Columbia (Whittington 1992, Campbell et al. 2001). The
species has recently been found to occur regularly far offshore off southern California, with a
smaller number of records farther north to central California (Hamilton et al. 2007); it is
accidental off Humboldt County in northern California (Tietz and McCaskie 2014). An individual
sighted 227 nautical miles off the Oregon coast in August 2005 was slightly beyond the 200 mile
offshore limit and thus is not included on the state’s official bird list (Hamilton et al. 2007).
Although unrecorded within Oregon and Washington waters, both of these states have hosted
single vagrant Red-billed Tropicbirds (Phaethon aethereus) and, given these records, Red-billed
Tropicbird should be sought in coastal British Columbia during future El Niño events, especially
during future El Niño events (OFO 2012, Wahl et al. 2005, WBRC 2012).
Identification and Similar Species
The identification of the Red-tailed Tropicbird is covered in all North American field guides.
There are no other species in British Columbia that would cause any identification issues for
observers if this species were encountered. The following identification criteria are taken from
Schreiber and Schreiber 2009.
The Red-tailed Tropicbird resembles a large tern. The plumage is mainly white with a satiny
sheen, often suffused with varying degrees of pale pink. The sheen and the degree of pink may
fade with plumage wear. A black crescent extends around front of eye, the black eye line
continuing just past the eye. The flank feathers have black centers with white edges, and the
shafts of outer primaries are black. The bill is as long as the head and is a deep red to orangered or coral-red colour with a black tip that is serrated and slightly decurved. An interesting
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physical feature of the Red-tailed Tropicbird is that the external nostrils are fully open, unlike
most pelecaniformes. The middle two rectrix tail feathers are about as long as the body with
black feathers and a narrow red feather in the center. The central feather is wider toward the
base and white in colour. The feet are black distally, with the basal half and tarsi a light bluegray colour. The Red-tailed Tropicbird is 44–47 cm in length and is even larger at 80–102 cm
with full central rectrices. The adult birds are so distinctive looking that they are not easily
confused with other species at sea.
Immature birds are white with black bars and have spot-like markings over the entire plumage
except on the throat, belly and the inner 7 primaries. The central rectrices are not elongated in
shape. The bill is gray-black. The Immature birds may be confused with immature Red-billed
Tropicbird (Phaethon aethereus), but the eye-stripe is less extensive and the secondaries not
dusky below.
Occurrence and Documentation
Perhaps the most unexpected and remarkable bird occurrence in the province, the Red-tailed
Tropicbird is known in British Columbia only from a single heavily decomposed carcass that was
discovered along the Lupin Falls Trail in Strathcona Provincial Park, Vancouver Island, on June 5,
1992 (Whittington 1992, Toochin et al. 2013a). Although the carcass was discovered on the
forest floor of an old growth coniferous forest, the location was adjacent to Buttle Lake, which
is a very long and deep lake that has a history of attracting unusual marine waterbirds (e.g.,
Caspian Tern, Red Phalarope) (N. Hentze pers. comm.). The tropicbird remains were primarily
skeletal, with the exception of some remnant feathers which, fortunately, included the long,
red central tail feathers (Whittington 1992). The condition of the carcass suggests that the bird
had likely died weeks, or even months, prior to its discovery (Whittington 1992). The most likely
scenario to account for the location of its discovery is that the bird was captured on the lake in
April or May by one of the resident Bald Eagles and consumed at a feeding perch, with portions
of the carcass falling to the forest floor below the perch where they were subsequently
discovered (N. Hentze pers. comm.). The occurrence of Red-tailed Tropicbird in British
Columbia came during a year of warmer-than-usual waters off western Vancouver Island as a
result of El Niño (M. Meredith pers. comm.). Another vagrant species of warmer waters, the
Elegant Tern, was also found in unusually large numbers in the Pacific Northwest, including
British Columbia, during the same year (Toochin et al. 2013a, Toochin et al. 2013b). These
species are closely associated with warmer water currents and, with the influx of warm
southern waters during the 1992 El Niño event, these species apparently moved northwards
into areas where they do not normally occur (Hamilton et al. 2007). Such warm water events
occur at differing magnitudes several times each decade and regularly produce unusual
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southern seabirds (Hamilton et al. 2007). It is possible that this species could occur in British
Columbia in the future during another El Niño event.
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