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Report 1

Waterfowl of the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve

One of the world’s last wilderness areas is located at the extreme southern tip of South America 
(Mittermeier et al., 2003; Rozzi et al., 2012). The Cape Horn archipelago, declared as a UNESCO Biosphere 
Reserve in 2006, is made up of hundreds of islands and islets and is one of the most pristine areas on 
the planet (Rozzi et al., 2006). In the protected area lots of the original vegetation is conserved, the 
human population is sparse and there is minimal human disturbance (Mittermeier et al., 2003; Rozzi 
et al., 2012). The reserve is known for its unique biodiversity and high endemism, where many of the 
species cannot be found anywhere else on the planet (Rozzi et al., 2012). Navarino Island is the main 
island in the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve (CHBR), and its coasts, wetlands and forests provide habitat 
for between 24 and 28 species of bird (Jara et al., 2019). 

Figure 1 Map of the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve (CHBR) at the extreme southern tip of Chile. Credit: 
Schüttler, Saavendra-Aracena & Jiménez (2018).

Waterfowl of the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve

In this pristine ecoregion, the most diverse and abundant group of vertebrates are birds (Rozzi et al., 
2006; Schuttler et al., 2009). The birds indicate the health of habitats and cycle nutrients, seeds and 
plants which are essential for functioning ecosystems. Waterfowl, also known as waterbirds, include 
ducks, geese, and swans. Many of these waterbirds tend of be found in pairs and loose groups. Some 
are ground nesting, creating nests and laying their eggs on the ground in shrubs, tall grasses, among 
bushes, and rocky outcrops near water (Schuttler et al., 2009). There are ground-nesting waterfowl 
resident and native to Navarino Island including the Flightless Steamer Duck (Tachyeres pteneres), Kelp 
Goose (Chloephaga hybrida) and Upland Goose (Chloephaga picta) (Schuttler et al., 2009).
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The Flightless Steamer Duck is typically found on rocky coasts and can be easily identified with its blue 
grey colour and distinct orange beak. The name “steamer” comes from the fact that they move through 
the water like a paddle steamer boat, using their wings (Kear, 2005). Charles Darwin (1832) identified 
the Falkland Steamer Duck, noting that “the sea is here tenanted by many curious birds, amongst the 
Steamer is remarkable: this [is] a large sort of goose, which is quite unable to fly but uses its wings to 
flapper along the water”. The Kelp Goose inhabits the rocky coasts and intertidal areas. This species of 
goose presents sexual dimorphism meaning that the male and female look different – the males are 
white, and the females are black with stripes on the breast. Darwin (1839) visited the Falkland Islands 
where he reported “the rock goose, so called from living exclusively on the sea-beach (Anas Antarctic), 
is common both here and on the west coast of America, as far north as Chile”. The Upland Goose also 
presents sexual dimorphism where the males have a white head, dark body with back feet, and the 
females have a brown head, black body, and yellow feet. Darwin (1832) noted that the Upland Goose 
has webbing between its toes. Darwin (1832) commented that the webbed feet had lost their original 
function and that it was a trait from its evolutionary history. Unlike the other birds the Upland Geese 
prefer costal and grasslands habitats (Couve & Vidal, 2003).

Figure 2 Flightless Steamer Ducks (Tachyeres pteneres). Credit: Julianna Deeke.
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Figure 3 Male and female Kelp Goose (Chloephaga hybrida). Credit: Mason Maron.

The threats to waterfowl 

Nearly half of the worlds bird species are now in decline (Birdlife International, 2022). Navarino Island 
is considered to be one of the world’s last wilderness areas, yet the birds in this protected area are 
challenged by many threats. These threats include climate change, invasive species, change in land 
use, tourism, and pollution (Quildrán et al., 2022; Ministry of Environment, 2023). In an interview with Dr 
Juan Rivero de Aguilar, Director of Omora Ethnobotanical Park on Navarino Island, he said “People that 
live in Puerto Williams (the main city on Navarino Island) many years ago would say that the population of 
birds were more abundant and more common, so know we know that there are some threats affecting 
the birds”. In the Action Plan for Shorebirds of Chile, using the International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature, Red List of Threatened Species categories, the Flightless Steamer Duck is classified as near 
threatened and the Kelp Goose as vulnerable (Ministry of Environment, 2023). 

The threat of invasive species

Biodiversity loss is occurring on islands at a much higher rate than anywhere else in the world (Spatz 
et al., 2017). Invasive species are the primary driver of island extinctions and the largest threat to 
waterfowl in the Cape Horn Region. Darwin commented on the tameness of the native species of the 
Galapagos Islands in the 1830s and linked this with the lack of predators on the island (Darwin, 1839, 
p. 398). Native fauna that evolves on islands without any predators typically lack behavioural and 
evolutionary adaptions to minimise predation. Some of these adaptations include nesting in colonies 
and above the ground, ability to fly and concealing their nests (Schuttler et al., 2009). The islands of 
the CHBR are geographically isolated and lack predators, meaning that invasive species are the biggest 
threats to native biodiversity (Spatz et al., 2022). Many of waterfowl are considered as ‘naïve prey’, 
exhibiting characteristics that make them vulnerable to predators (Diamond & Case, 1986; Schuttler 
et al., 2019). Therefore, invasive species in the CHBR, and particularly on remote islands can cause 
extensive population reductions and even local extinctions of native birds. 
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Figure 4 Illustration showing 86% of recorded extinctions linked to invasive species occurred on 
islands. Credit: The International Union for the Conservation of Nature Species Survival Commission 
(SSC) Invasive Specialist Group.  
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