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Introduction

The Mauritius fody (Foudia rubra) is a small passerine bird, endemic to Mauritius
and classified as Critically Endangered by the IUCN in 2002 before conservation
efforts started. The species were once found all over Mauritius but now only
persists in upland and intermediate forest. The area where they are found in
relative abundance consists of an upland forest which contains patches of
degraded and invaded endemic forest as well as a Cryptomeria japonica
plantation. Surveys done every 10 years showed an important decline (Safford,
1997) in the population of Mauritius fody which prompted the need for action
before it became too late. The population of fodies was studied and the main
threat identified: nest predation by mammalian predators (introduced black rats
(Rattus rattus), feral cats (Felis catus) and crab-eating macaques (Macaca
fascicularis). Different options were considered
but the one chosen which could mitigate this
threat was to create a new subpopulation in a
predator free area (island or mainland island).
For this, different sites were identified but Ile
aux Aigrettes (IAA) was chosen as the most
suitable as it had a restored native forest and
was free of mammalian predators.

Goals
Goal 1: Reduce the risk of extinction.
Goal 2: Set up a second self-sustaining
subpopulations (that breed on their own and
require minimal management).
Goal 3: Downlist the Mauritius fody from
Critically Endangered to Endangered then
vulnerable in the IUCN Red List.
Goal 4: Learn more about the species.
Goal 5: Design and refine management
methods adapted to the Mauritius fody.
Mauritius fody
© Vikash Tatayah
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Release site - Ile aux Aigrettes © Vikash Tatayah

Success Indicators
Indicator 1: Increase in the number of Mauritius fody in Mauritius.
Indicator 2: Mauritius fody downlisted.
Indicator 3: The creation of at least one additional self-sustaining
subpopulation.
Indicator 4: Improved knowledge on biology and ecology of the species.
Indicator 5: Adapted management methods for the Mauritius fody.

Project Summary

Implementation: The focus of this project was the reintroduction of the
Mauritius fody in suitable areas to create new subpopulations which would lead to
a reduced risk of extinction (Safford & et al., 1998). To achieve that, potential
areas for reintroduction were investigated. The main threat identified was
predation by introduced mammalian predators, the site had to either have
extensive predator control or no predators at all. IAA was identified as the most
suitable site since rats and cats were eradicated from this islet. IAA is a small islet
of 25 ha, 660 m away from the mainland, where continuous efforts have been
made to restore the forest since 1985. IAA has a lowland coastal endemic forest
which stands at around 10 m high and due to shallow soils might never exceed
this height greatly. IAA, being close to the mainland, has been naturally invaded
by introduced birds such as the Madagascar fody (Foudia madagascariensis), red
-whiskered bulbul (Pycnonotus jocosus) and Indian mynah birds (Acridotheres
tristis). As the Mauritius fody has natural predators which are endemic birds
therefore know how to defend against other birds, and that nest predation by
introduced birds on the mainland was not frequently witnessed, the risk of failure
because of the presence of introduced birds on IAA was predicted to be minimal.
However, to avoid bringing new pathogens to IAA, all the birds reintroduced were
screened for disease prior to translocation and were de-wormed.
Since 2001, Mauritius fody pairs were monitored to understand the species better
and facilitate the decision making process. A first trial was made in 2002 to try
harvesting chicks from wild nests then hand-rearing them. The trial being a
success, chicks were harvested from nests in Pigeon Wood, Black River Gorges
National Park and brought to the Gerald Durrell Endemic Wildlife Sanctuary for
hand-rearing in bigger numbers. To maximize the number of Mauritius fody
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harvested as not many nests reached chick stage, eggs were also harvested on
the third day. In parallel, four pairs of hand reared birds were used for captivebreeding. In total, 52 chicks and 21 eggs were harvested from the wild population
and captive-breeding produced 32 fledglings. The 93 resulting juveniles and
adults (captive-breeding pairs) were released on IAA over a period of three years.
The hand rearing and captive-breeding programs were stopped in 2006 after the
Mauritius fodies on IAA bred successfully for two consecutive seasons
(Cristinacce & et al., 2009).
The Mauritius fodies were released on the island using a soft-release technique.
The birds were brought to the island and kept in an aviary for habituation between
7 - 12 days before release. This helped them to get used to their new
environment and to be calmer and less stressed when released afterwards. It also
encouraged them to come back to the aviaries for supplemental feeding once
released.
Post-release monitoring: Since release on the island, the survival, breeding
activity, territoriality, and feeding ecology of the fody population has been
monitored closely and is ongoing (Ferrière et al., 2016). The results of this
monitoring shows that the Mauritius fody population is continuously growing and
has now reached 258 birds with an extra 87 birds which have been seen in the
last year but not the last month (and therefore are not assumed dead yet), adding
to a total of 345 Mauritius fodies (MWF, 2017). The Mauritius fodies occupy the
whole island and territories have become smaller in recent years to make space
for the recruitment of new breeding pairs to the population. All individuals are
ringed as chicks in their nest or as fledglings when they come to get supplemental
food at the aviary. On the mainland sites, Mauritius fodies were believed to be
monogamous but data from breeding monitoring on IAA shows that the Mauritius
fodies can be polygamous. Mauritius fody males were observed building nests
with more than one female sometimes simultaneously but females seem to only
have one male at a time. This could be due to the strong bias between male and
female numbers (there are a lot more females than males on IAA). Opportunistic
feeding observations data has shown that they are a very adaptable species,
eating mainly invertebrates but also nectar and fruits from a wide range of plant
species when available. Monitoring health and survival has also proven its worth
after pox outbreaks on IAA which resolved themselves naturally but could have
been fatal to the population if its spread was not mitigated quickly. As a result of
the creation of this self sustaining subpopulation, the Mauritius fody was
downlisted to Endangered in 2009.

Major difficulties faced
Finding a suitable site to create a new subpopulation proved challenging and
IAA was the only choice available at the time.
Bringing Mauritius fodies to a new habitat and had to use a soft release
technique to make sure it would not be a problem.
This was the first time passerines were hand-reared in Mauritius and the
techniques had to be designed and tested, thankfully experts from zoos made
it possible with minimal difficulties.
Nest predation by introduced bird species were documented on IAA but even
with that pressure, the number of birds on the island is growing.
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There was a risk of hybridization with the Madagascar fody but thankfully only
one case of hybridization was found and it did not happen again.

Major lessons learned
A population of birds can increase very quickly even when only one limiting
factor is addressed.
It is possible to sustain a population of birds with only minimal management,
the Mauritius fodies are only fed twice a week and the population is still
increasing.
Having a (relatively) closed system (an island) facilitates research and makes
it easier to learn about a species and its breeding.
Monitoring at least survival and breeding is important to detect and resolve
problems quickly for example in case of disease outbreak.
It is important to look at the whole system and risks before translocating birds.

Success of project
Highly Successful

Successful

Partially Successful

Failure

√
Reason(s) for success/failure:
The project has had a clear vision and goal which did not change over time.
Research was done on the species before any action was taken which
permitted the correct identification then removal of the limiting factor.
The relatively high number of released birds through captive-breeding and
hand rearing gave the population a good head start to overcome predation and
competition with introduced birds.
The Mauritius fody is a very adaptable species which reproduces quickly and
productively.
The dedication and motivation of the staff and volunteers were fundamental to
the success of the project.
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