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INTRODUCTION

The Crab Plover Dromas ardeola is a specialized predator 
of crabs on intertidal flats (De Sanctis et al. 2005, Fasola et 
al. 1996, Hockey et al. 1996). It is the only species in the 
family Dromadidae and is unique among waders in several 
regards. It is the only wader world-wide that breeds under-
ground (in burrows more than two metres long) and it also 
breeds in colonies, a rare behaviour in waders (Cramp & 
Simmons 1983). Although the species is not considered to 
be threatened, species such as Crab Plovers that are natu-
rally rare and congregate at stages in their life-histories are 
predisposed to local, regional or global extinction (Aspinall 
& Hockey 1997). Further causes for concern include the fact 
that large concentrations of Crab Plovers occur near to oil 
production sites (a potential cause of environmental damage 
and pollution) and also the destruction and degradation of 
coastal habitat through development (including tourism and 
land reclamation projects). Due to their small population size, 
low reproductive rate and specialised habitat requirements, 
the species could take a considerable time to recover from a 
catastrophic event. 

A large part of the known Crab Plover breeding range falls 
within the Persian Gulf where political turmoil has limited 
safe access for research. Furthermore, the global whereabouts 
of breeding Crab Plovers are still largely unknown and until 
more information becomes available the only options for 
monitoring trends in this species are at their key wintering 
sites (Aspinall & Hockey 1997). 

The aim of this study is to provide population estimates 
for Crab Plovers on Aldabra. Seasonal occurrence, relative 
abundance and annual changes in numbers of all migratory 
waders, including Crab Plovers, on Aldabra based on monthly 
counts along a 2,500 m stretch of coastline during 2003–2007 
are provided elsewhere (Pistorius & Taylor 2008). Previously 
published reports on Crab Plovers at Aldabra have relied on 
opportunistic sightings around the atoll and have noted that 
groups of up to 100 individuals were regularly seen with no 
population estimate being ventured (Penny 1971). 

METHODS

Study area
Aldabra (9°24'S, 46°20'E), which belongs to the Seychelles 
and was declared a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1982, is 
a large raised atoll about 34 km long with a maximum width 
of 14.5 km. It has a land area of 155 km2 and a lagoon area of 
224 km2. It is situated about 650 kilometres east of the African 
coast, 420 km north-west of Madagascar and 1,150 km south-
west of Mahé in the Seychelles (Fig. 1). Aldabra’s monthly 
mean maximum (December) and minimum (August) tem-
peratures were reported at 31°C and 22°C respectively in 
the late 1970s (Stoddart & Mole 1977). It receives an aver-
age annual rainfall of 1,100 mm (Stoddart 1983), although 
in recent years (2000–2007) the average has been 896 mm 
(Aldabra Station meteorological records). The atoll consists 
of four main islands around a central lagoon containing sev-
eral smaller islands. The Research Station is based on Picard 
at the north-westerly end of the atoll (Fig. 1). 

For the purpose of obtaining a population estimate of 
Crab Plovers at Aldabra, the study area comprised all the 
important high-tide roosting sites around the atoll, including 
Île Moustique and Settlement beach. Île Moustique is situated 
at the western end of the lagoon and is surrounded by shallow 
sand flats, particularly to the south. Depending on tidal fluc-
tuation, Crab Plovers here either roost on a small sand patch 
and underneath a dense canopy of mangrove trees Bruguiera 
gymnorhiza on the eastern end of the island (during spring 
tides when this is the only area not submerged), on relatively 
high-lying sand flats to the south, or on a large sandy area 
surrounded by mangrove in the middle of this small island. 
Settlement Beach makes up about half of the atoll’s beach 
area and stretches 1,850 m northwards from the Research 
Station with Crab Plovers roosting along the length of this 
beach. Other roosting sites of importance include beaches on 
the south coast between Dune D’Messe and Dune Jean-Louis, 
champignon outcrops to the west of Île Michel situated in the 
eastern end of the lagoon and a sand flat (La Gigi) on Picard 
bordering the northern-most of the west channels.
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We present population counts of Crab Plovers wintering on the Aldabra atoll in the Indian Ocean during 
two consecutive wintering seasons (2006/2007 and 2007/2008). We estimate the Crab Plover population at 
3,000–3,800 individuals, which is 4–6% of the global population, making Aldabra a wintering area of inter
national importance according to criteria laid down by the RAMSAR Convention on Wetlands. Aldabra provides 
an ideal location for continued monitoring of population numbers as well as recruitment in Crab Plovers because 
of the limited anthropogenic disturbance and existing research infrastructure. 


