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Hawai’i has 6 native resident waterbirds

All 6 species are Endangered Species

• The Nene is largely terrestrial

• The Laysan Duck is found only in the Northwest Islands

 ‘Alae ‘Ula, Hawaiian Gallinule (Gallinula galeata
sandvicensis) ~300 birds (but likely undercount)

 Ae‘o, Hawaiian Stilt (Himantopus mexicanus knudseni)  
~ 1,500 individuals

 ‘Alae Ke‘oke‘o, Hawaiian Coot (Fulica alai)                        
~ 2,000 individuals

 Koloa, Hawaiian Duck (Anas wyvilliana) ~ 2,200 
individuals
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All species face a number of threats including loss of 
wetland habitat



Distribution of waterbirds from winter 
surveys, 1999-2003, Ni’ihau and Kaua’i



Distribution of waterbirds from winter 
surveys, 1999-2003, Oahu



Distribution of waterbirds from winter 
surveys, 1999-2003, Maui



Distribution of waterbirds from winter 
surveys, 1999-2003, Hawai’i



‘Alae ‘Ula, Hawaiian Gallinule (Gallinula galeata sandvicensis)

Habitat: 
• Freshwater marshes, taro patches and other agricultural 

fields, edges of water courses, reservoirs
• Prefer lowland freshwater habitats; appears to prefer 

freshwater
• Typically nest in standing freshwater less than 60 cm (24 

inch). Prefer dense stands of emergent vegetation near open 
water

Nesting: 
• Nests are placed in dense emergent vegetation over shallow 

water
• Breeding can be year round, but peak is March through 

August. Water levels can influence nesting

Diet: 
• Algae, other aquatic plant material, aquatic insects, snails, 

and mollusks



Ae‘o, Hawaiian Stilt (Himantopus mexicanus knudseni)

Habitat: 
• A variety of aquatic habitats, primarily coastal, likely limited by 

water depth (<24 cm [9 inch]) and low vegetation cover
• Freshwater sites include managed wetlands, irrigation ditches, 

reservoirs, taro patches, sewage ponds, and marshes
• Saltwater and brackish-water feeding habitat consists of inshore 

reefs, tidal flats, coastal ponds, and estuaries. Ephemeral ponds 
and flooded areas can provide temporary attractants.

Nesting: 
• Nests on open ground interspersed with low vegetation, nest 

being a simple scrape on the ground

Diet: 
• Opportunistic feeders, eat a wide variety of invertebrates and 

other aquatic organisms from shallow water and mudflats. May 
require water depths of 13 centimeters [5 inches] or less for 
optimal foraging. 



‘Alae Ke‘oke‘o, Hawaiian Coot (Fulica alai)

Habitat: 
• Prefers coastal wetlands with suitable emergent plant growth 

interspersed with open water
• Hawaiian coots forage in water less than 30 centimeters (12 

inches) deep, but can dive in water up to 120 centimeters (48 
inches) deep

• Hawaiian coots prefer freshwater wetlands, but will use 
brackish wetlands, and rarely, saline habitats. 

Nesting: 
• Constructs floating nests of aquatic vegetation in open water, 

or semi-floating nests anchored to emergent vegetation or in 
clumps of wetland vegetation. 

Diet: 
• Generalists, feeding near the surface of the water, diving, or 

foraging in mud or sand; also graze on upland grassy sites 
adjacent to wetlands. Food items include seeds and leaves of 
aquatic plants, various aquatic and terrestrial invertebrate, 
tadpoles, and small fish



Koloa, Hawaiian Duck (Anas wyvilliana)

Habitat: 
• Freshwater marshes, flooded grasslands and agricultural fields, 

coastal ponds, mountain streams and pools, and forest 
swamplands

• Upland riverine habitats may be very important to Koloa for 
breeding, although some pairs find suitable nesting habitat in 
lowland wetlands. 

Nesting: 
• Nests are on the ground near water, but little else is known of 

specific nesting habits.

Diet: 
• Opportunistic feeders, consuming  snails, insect larvae, 

earthworms, tadpoles, crayfish, fish, aquatic invertebrates, grass 
seeds, rice, green algae, and seeds

• Feed in water typically less than 24 cm (9.4 inches) deep



Water requirements of different waterbird species

A) Water depth

B) Salinity

C) Vegetation
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Key features of wetland habitat for wetland birds

1) Diverse habitat

 Multiple water levels for feeding

 Emergent vegetation near water for food and protection

 Safe areas: 

• Deeper water for ducks and coots

• Open areas for stilts

• Dense vegetation for gallinules



Key features of wetland habitat for wetland birds

1) Diverse habitat
2) Multiple wetlands

 Increases habitat diversity

 Buffers changes in any one wetland

 Allows for larger population sizes through metapopulation dynamics



Key features of wetland habitat for wetland birds

1) Diverse habitat
2) Multiple wetlands
3) Management

 Wetlands require continuous management to ensure safe and productive 
habitat for waterbirds

1) Control of invasive weeds (California grass, pickleweed, water 
hyacinth, Indian fleabane, and mangrove) which outcompete native 
species and smothers open water, exposed mudflats and shallows

2) Control of predators (cats, mongoose, dogs, rats) which can 
substantial decrease reproduction



Key threats to wetland birds’ habitat

1) Urbanization: Many wetlands are in coastal areas where development is 
highest

• Threats include habitat loss, changing hydrology, more predators

2) Climate change: Sea level rise and changing precipitation patterns will 
affect wetlands in predictable and unpredictable ways

3) Management resources: Wetlands are conservation reliant resources

• Need to develop long-term effective conservation strategies to 
manage wetlands for the high diversity of plants and animals 
dependent on them


