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T HE RED-FOOTED BOOBY (SULA sula), a widespread, pantropical 
seabird, may today be the world's 

most abundant booby (Nelson 1978). 
The species occurs widely in the Carib- 
bean, breeding on many small islands 
near Belize, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin 
Islands (Clapp et al. 1982; A.O.U. 1983). 
However, it has rarely been observed in 
the Gulf of Mexico (Lowery and New- 
man 1954; Duncan and Havard 1980) 
and has not been known to nest there 

(Paynter 1955; Nelson 1978). 
While one of us (Tunnell) was con- 

ducting ecological studies of the mollusk 
fauna associated with the coral reefs 

around the Yucatfin Peninsula, several 
opportunities were taken to examine the 

seabird colonies on the islands. Late in 

the afternoon of January 28, 1986, and 
early the following morning, I found and 
photographed two nesting Red-footed 
Boobies on Isla Desertora (22ø30%1, 
89ø45•), Alacrfin Reef Complex, 
Campeche Bank, Mexico. Another nest 
and adult of the same species were pho- 
tographed on the island July 9, 1986. 
These observations represent the first 
nesting records of the Red-footed Booby 
in the Gulf of Mexico. This locality ex- 
tends the known breeding range of the 
species approximately 600 kilometers 
northeast of the northernmost Carib- 

bean colony, Half Moon Cay, which is 
situated 80 kilometers east of Belize 

City, belize (Verner 1961). 

Alacfftn Reef is located approxi- 
mately 100 kilometers north of Progreso 
Yucatfin, and is the largest of several 
coral reef complexes situated on the 
Campeche Bank to the north and west 
of the Yucafftn Peninsula (Kornicker et 
al. 1959; Bonet 1967; Logan 1969). The 
reef complex is about 23 kilometers long 
and 11 kilomeiers wide, with six emer- 
gent cays along the western and southern 
rim. Five of the sand-coral cays offer 
ideal nesting habitat for seabirds. Re- 
ports on the avian fauna of these islands 
have been published at intervals for 
nearly three centuries (Dampier 1699, 
Millspaugh 1916; Kornicker et al 1959; 
Bonet and Rzedowski 1962; Fosberg 
1962; Bonet 1967; Folk 1967; Logan 
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Figure 1. Alacrdn Reef and its location on the Campeche Bank off Yucatdn, Mexico. Detail map shows the location of lsla Desertora in relatton 
to the other islands in the reef 
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1969; Boswall 1978) but no account has 
•ncluded mention of Red-footed 
Boobaes. 

Isla Desertora is located on the lee- 

ward edge of the Alacrfin Reef platform 
and as approximately one-third the dis- 
tance (nine kilometers) from the south- 
ern end of the reef to the northern end. 

The aftand is bordered on the north by 
shallow, submerged sand flats. The ex- 
tensive shallow reef waters to the east 
and southeast contain extensive beds of 

seagrass (Thalassia testudinum) and 
scattered coral heads. To the south and 

southwest of the island lie the deeper 
waters over the continental shelf. 

The island is shaped like an elongated 
mangle, measuring approximately 700 
meters along an east-to-west axis and 
300 meters across the widest end (Folk 
1967) Gently to steeply sloping white 
sand beaches that range from ten to 15 
meters in width surround the low, cen- 
tral portion of the island. Most of the 
asland, which nowhere exceeds 2.5 me- 
ters an elevation, is covered by scattered 
low vegetation consisting mainly of 
grasses and succulent herbs interspersed 
with large barren sandy areas. The 
northeastern periphery and southwest- 
ern corner of the island are flanked by 
a dense hedge of 0.5-meter-high Tour- 
nefortia gnaphalodes bushes. 

The two Red-footed Booby nests 
found in January were situated atop the 
Tournefortia bushes on the northeastern 
edge of the island. The nests, which were 
samfiar in construction to those de- 

scribed by Verner (1961), were located 
approximately 50 meters from the 
shorelane and were about three meters 

apart. An adult attended the single egg 
an each nest during each visit to the site. 

The Red-footed Boobies shared the 

Tournefortia bushes with 122 Magnifi- 
c•ent Frigatebirds (Fregata magnificens) 
whach had arranged themselves into 
four distinct subcolonies. One of the 

subcolonies with 19 frigatebird nests was 
•n the same clump of Tournefortia as 
the Red-looted Booby nests but the 
nearest frigatebird nests were at least five 
meters away. Approximately 2000 
Masked Booby (Sula dactylatra) nests 
were scattered throughout the low veg- 
etaUon and open sandy areas on the 
center of the island. 

During a return visit to the island on 
July 9, 1986, another Red-footed Booby 
nest was found and photographed atop 
a one-meter-tall Tournefortia bush im- 
medmtely to the east of the previous nest 
localaty. This nest also contained a single 

egg and was continuously attended by 
an adult. No other nesting b•rds were 
found in the immediate vicinity, but 
there were 17 nests containing large 
Magnificient Frigatebird chicks and ap- 
proximately 1000 Masked Booby nests 
elsewhere on the island. 

As the only tree- and shrub-nesting 
sulid, the Red-footed Booby has a dis- 
tribution that is closely tied to the pres- 
ence of vegetation tall enough to support 
an elevated nest (Murphy 1936). Since 
Millspaugh (1916) found no Tournefor- 
tia bushes or any other shrubs on Isla 
Desertora during his survey of vegeta- 
tion in 1899, and 60 years later only a 
few scattered bushes were present (Bo- 
net and Rzedowski 1962; Fosberg 1962), 
we assume that the development of ex- 
tensive shrub habitat on the island has 

been fairly recent. Boswall (1978) did 
not find them on any island in the Ala- 
crfin Reef complex when he apparently 
was the last ornithologist to visit the reef 
in 1975. Consequently, the appearance 
of nesting Red-looted Boobies on Isla 
Desertora must have taken place within 
the last ten years. 

Red-looted Boobies are unusual be- 

cause they occur in several different 
color morphs (Nelson 1978). All of the 
individuals nesting on Isla Desertora in 
1986 were in adult plumage of the white 
morph which is the most common form 
throughout the species' range. The 
nesting of this booby in the Gulf of 
Mexico may increase the frequency of 
sightings of the species in Gulf waters 
and coastal habitats. 
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