
 

 

 
 
 
 

 NEWS RELEASE 
 

Free-flying Millerbird Chick on Laysan Marks Giant  
Step Forward for Conservation of Species  

 
An endangered Millerbird chick has fledged – left the nest and is flying on its own – on Hawai‘i’s 
Laysan Island for the first time in nearly 100 years. This conservation milestone follows the recent 
historic reintroduction of the rare songbird to the island.  
 
Approximately 775 Millerbirds remain in existence. Until recently, all were confined to Nihoa 
Island, where they risked extinction from the potential for introduced predators, hurricanes, or other 
extreme events. In September 2011, 24 of the tiny songbirds were caught on Nihoa and released on 
Laysan Island, 650 miles away, in an effort to create a second population of Millerbirds and 
minimize the risk of extinction. Millerbirds historically occurred on Laysan but were extirpated 
sometime prior to 1923: a result of the devastation of the island’s vegetation by rabbits and other 
introduced grazing mammals. 
 
This bold reintroduction effort is a cooperative venture between the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(FWS) and American Bird Conservancy (ABC), resulting from many years of research and detailed 
planning by biologists and resource managers. Both Laysan and Nihoa Islands are within the 
Hawaiian Islands National Wildlife Refuge and Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument. 
 
Shortly after they arrived on Laysan last fall, the Millerbirds made several unsuccessful, out-of-
season breeding attempts. Now the birds are in their first proper breeding season, and it has resulted 
in this exciting news. Nest building activity was first observed on Valentine’s Day. The first 
complete nest of the season was discovered the last week of February, and the first eggs on March 
8. Since then, birds from a total of eight pairs have been seen carrying nest material, building nests, 
or exhibiting other breeding behavior. On March 19, two pairs were incubating eggs, and one pair 
was feeding a nestling – which has just now fledged. The chick is active and alert, and both parents 
have been observed feeding it.  
 
Because of the difficulty of accessing Nihoa, this breeding on Laysan is also the first opportunity to 
observe Millerbird reproduction from start to finish and collect behavioral and life-history data at all 
stages, marking a significant advance in the study of this endangered species. 
 
“This is another huge milestone in the effort to save the Millerbird from extinction. We still have a 
long way to go, but each victory like this is encouraging, and tells us that, so far, we, and the 
Millerbirds, are succeeding,” said George Wallace, ABC’s Vice President for Oceans and Islands.  
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“The early success of the Millerbird Translocation is very encouraging and we hope this first 
fledgling will be one of many Millerbirds to hatch and successfully reproduce on Laysan Island – 
bringing the species that much closer to recovery,” said Jeff Newman, acting field supervisor for the 
Pacific Islands Fish and Wildlife Office.  
 
At least 21 of the 24 translocated birds survived the winter storm season on Laysan. Three of the 
birds have not been seen for more than four months, but other “missing” birds have made dramatic 
reappearances after absences as long as 112 days, so it may be premature to assume that any of the 
birds have been lost. If they are not singing, Millerbirds can be mouse-like and stay hidden in dense 
vegetation, making them hard to find. 
 
Biologists have been stationed on Laysan Island for the first six months of post-release monitoring 
(see project updates at: http://www.fws.gov/pacificislands/nihoamillerbird.html and 
http://abcbirds.wordpress.com/). The new biologist had just arrived in time for this historic event, 
and will monitor the birds through the spring and summer. The goals of the monitoring are to track 
each of the Millerbirds to determine their survival through the spring and summer, their breeding 
success, and the progress of any chicks that hatch. Ultimately, the monitoring biologists hope to see 
the first generation of birds hatched on Laysan begin breeding on their own. 
 
At over 1,025 acres, Laysan is much larger than 155-acre Nihoa. Although the Millerbirds have 
mostly remained in the area surrounding the release site in the northern portion of the island, two 
birds have made treks to the far southern end of the island, nearly a mile away. One bird has made 
the round trip several times! 
 
The Millerbird, which weighs less than an ounce, is a lively, brown songbird that forages for insects 
among low shrubs and bunch-grasses. On Laysan, the Millerbird joins other endangered species, 
such as the Laysan Finch, Laysan Duck, Hawaiian monk seal, and several plant species, as well as 
millions of nesting seabirds.  
 
ABC and FWS are grateful for the support of the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation through 
their Hawai‘i Forest Bird Keystone Initiative, and the participation of the University of New 
Brunswick, University of Hawai‘i, Pacific Rim Conservation, the USGS National Wildlife Health 
Research Center, the Office of Hawaiian Affairs, and the Papahānaumokuākea Marine National 
Monument. The Marine National Monument is co-managed by FWS, the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration, and the State of Hawai‘i.   
 
To learn more about the Millerbird project, visit: www.papahanaumokuakea.gov/ and 
www.abcbirds.org/abcprograms/oceansandislands/hawaii.html.  Note: Project images can be 
downloaded from the following site: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/usfwspacific/sets/72157627685823012/detail/  
 



 

 

American Bird Conservancy (ABC) is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit membership organization whose mission is to conserve 
native birds and their habitats throughout the Americas. ABC acts by safeguarding the rarest species, conserving and 
restoring habitats, and reducing threats, while building capacity in the bird conservation movement. Visit us at 
www.abcbirds.org and on Facebook. 
 
The mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is working with others to conserve, protect, and enhance fish, 
wildlife, plants, and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. We are both a leader and trusted 
partner in fish and wildlife conservation, known for our scientific excellence, stewardship of lands and natural 
resources, dedicated professionals, and commitment to public service. For more information on our work and the people 
who make it happen, visit www.fws.gov. Connect with our Facebook page, follow our tweets, watch our YouTube 
Channel, and download photos from our Flickr page. 
 
 
Papahānaumokuākea is cooperatively managed to ensure ecological integrity and achieve strong, long-term protection 
and perpetuation of Northwestern Hawaiian Island ecosystems, Native Hawaiian culture, and heritage resources for 
current and future generations.  Three co-trustees - the Department of Commerce, Department of the Interior, and State 
of Hawai‘i - joined by the Office of Hawaiian Affairs, protect this special place. Papahānaumokuākea Marine National 
Monument was inscribed as the first mixed (natural and cultural) UNESCO World Heritage Site in the United States in 
July 2010.  For more information, please visit www.papahanaumokuakea.gov 
 


