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The Flightless Cormorant Phalacrocorax harrisi is endemic to 
the Galápagos Islands, Ecuador (Harris 1973). This species is 
morphologically and behaviorally unique among extant species of 
cormorants (Phalacrocoracidae) because of its flightlessness and 
sequential polyandrous mating system (Valle 1994, Kennedy et 
al. 2009, Valle 2009). The IUCN listed the Flightless Cormorant 
as endangered (EN) until 2010, but changed its listing in 2011 to 
vulnerable (VU) “because evidence suggests that the population 
is stabilizing and the recorded fluctuations during the last three 
decades have not been extreme” (IUCN 2011). However, its small 
population size, with numbers fluctuating between 700 and 1 900 
individuals during the last three decades (Jiménez-Uzcátegui 2010) 
as well as its restricted distribution range around Fernandina and the 
Isabela islands (except the southern and southeastern parts) make 
the species vulnerable to the impact of recurrent El Niño events 
(Valle & Coulter 1987, Valle 1995), increases in pathogens (Travis 
et al. 2006, Merkel et al. 2007, Deem et al. 2010) and introduced 
predators, such as rats Rattus spp. and feral cats Felis catus, that 
prey especially on chicks and juveniles (Valle 1986, 1995).

Of 38 species of cormorants worldwide (Johnsgard 1993), the 
oldest longevity records for the two species genetically closest to 
the Flightless Cormorant are 22.6 years for the Double-crested 
Cormorant P. auritus, and 11.9 years for the Neotropic Cormorant 
P. brasilianus (Lutmerding & Love 2011). These two species 
are considered of least concern (LC) because they have a large 
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distributional range with large and increasing populations of mature 
individuals (IUCN 2011).

On 8 April 2006, the monitoring team of one of us (FHV) captured 
a female Flightless Cormorant Phalacrocorax harrisi that was at 
least 17.2 years old at Zone 4 (0°19'S, 91°23'W) on the northeastern 
coast of Fernandina Island, Galapagos Archipelago, Ecuador. This 
cormorant had a metal ring No. 100-029 and had been banded as 
an adult by one of us (CAV) on 10 July 1990 on South Colony, 
approximately 3 km southwest of Punta Espinosa, Fernandina 
Island (Valle 1994); this indicated an actual banded age of 15.9 
years. At the time of banding, this bird was sexually mature, 
therefore at least 17 months old (Valle 1994, 1995, Larrea 2007). 
This finding establishes the longest life span ever recorded for a 
Flightless Cormorant. We also provide four additional longevity 
records for this species based on birds banded by one of us (CAV) 
between 1989 and 1991 (Table 1).

At present, we are unable to assess whether ages of more than 10 
years for Flightless Cormorant are the exception or the norm in 
their population. As these records were established between 1989 
and 2006 (Table 1), we conclude that these individuals are survivors 
of the last strong El Niño-famine event in 1997–1998. Like many 
seabird species, Flightless Cormorants have low reproductive 
levels and depends directly on food availability, which, in turn, 
depends on oceanographic conditions (Harris 1979, Tindle 1984, 

TABLE 1 
Longevity records of Flightless Cormorants Phalacrocorax harrisi, Galápagos Islands

Identification Banding Re-capture Age (years)

Pit-tag Band No. Sexa Date Ageb Breeding 
Status

Locality Coordinates Date
Breeding 

Status
Locality Coordinates Banded Estimated

53812301 100029 F 10-Jul- 
1990

A Courtship South 
Colony

0°17'12.08'S 
91°25'5.58'W

08-Apr- 
2006

Incubation 
eggs

Zone 4 0°19'45.30'S 
91°23'41.64'W

15.9 17.2

53512101 100035 F 26-Jul- 
1990

A Nesting 
chicks 

Espinoza 0°15'50.61'S 
91°26'40.52'W

02-Oct- 
2003

Solitary Serrano 0°17'12.08'S 
91°25'5.58'W

13.3 14.8

42023011 100060 F 21-Nov- 
1991

J Solitary Valle 0°15'38.55'S 
91°27'34.27'W

08-Apr- 
2006

Solitary Valle 0°15'38.55'S 
91°27'34.27'W

14.5 14.7

53380633 100043 M 28-Jul- 
1990

A Nest 
building

South 
Colony

0°17'12.08'S 
91°25'5.58'W

26-Aug- 
2003

Solitary Serrano 0°17'12.08'S 
91°25'5.58'W

13.1 14.6

42045262 100130 M 29-Jun- 
1989

A Nesting 
juvenile

Valle 0°15'38.55'S 
91°27'34.27'W

22-Apr- 
2001

Solitary Escondida 0°15'45.25'S 
91°28'7.21'W

11.1 12.6

a	 F: Female, M: Male
b	 A: Adult, J: Juvenile
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Valle 1994). Hence, the protection of adult cormorants surviving 
El Niño events should be top priority, as they have the potential 
to reproduce and restore the diminished populations immediately 
after such extreme climatic events. These records also reinforce the 
importance of preventing cumulative increases in adult mortality 
from disease, predation, entanglement in fishing gear and other 
anthropogenic threats. Therefore, we recommend maximizing 
survival of adult cormorants as a protection measure to achieve 
long-term conservation goals for the species.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We thank the Galápagos National Park Service and the Charles 
Darwin Foundation. We wish to thank the donors at that time 
including, among others, Princeton University, National Geographic, 
Swarovski & Co., Darwin Initiative, Galápagos Conservancy, 
SeaWorld & Busch Gardens Conservation Fund and the Swiss 
Friends of Galapagos Organization (FOGO). We are grateful to 
P. Piedrahita who captured the oldest cormorant, as well as to C. 
Larrea, S. Naranjo and F. Gil, collaborators and volunteers who 
worked in the Cormorant and Penguin Program. We thank C. 
Nelson Gallardo for grammar correction on an earlier version and 
for the commentaries from the referees in this manuscript. This is 
contribution number 2051 of the Charles Darwin Foundation for the 
Galápagos Islands.

REFERENCES

Deem, S.L., Merkel, J., Ballweber, L., Vargas, F.H., 
Cruz, M. & Parker, P.G. 2010. Exposure to Toxoplasma 
gondii in Galápagos Penguins (Spheniscus mendiculus) and 
Flightless Cormorants (Phalacrocorax harrisi) in the Galápagos 
Islands, Ecuador. Journal of Wildlife Diseases 46: 1005–1011.

Harris, M.P. 1973. The Galápagos Avifauna. Condor 75: 265–
278.

Harris, M.P. 1979. Population dynamics of the Flightless 
Cormorant Nannopterum harrisi. Ibis 121: 135–146. 

IUCN. 2011. IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Version 
2010.3. www.iucnredlist.org, accessed 1 June 2011.

Jiménez-Uzcátegui, G. 2010. Monitoreo del Pingüino de 
Galápagos y Cormorán no volador 2010. Puerto Ayora, Ecuador: 
Informe técnico para la Fundación Charles Darwin y Parque 
Nacional Galápagos. 

Johnsgard, P.A. 1993. Cormorants, darters, and pelicans of the 
world. Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press. 

Kennedy, M., Valle, C.A. & Spencer, H.G. 2009. The 
phylogenetic position of the Galápagos Cormorant. Molecular 
Phylogenetics and Evolution 53: 94–98.

Larrea, C. 2007. Movimiento, dispersión y éxito reproductivo 
del cormorán no volador Phalacrocorax harrisi en las islas 
Galápagos. [BSc biology thesis]. Pontificia Universidad Católica 
del Ecuador, Quito, Ecuador. 

Lutmerding, J.A. &. Love, A.S. 2011. Longevity records 
of North American birds. Version 2011.2. Laurel, Maryland: 
Patuxent Wildlife Research Center, Bird Banding Laboratory. 
http://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbl/longevity/longevity_main.cfm, 
accessed 24 November 2011. 

Merkel, J., Jones, H.I, Whiteman, N.K., Gottdenker, 
N., Vargas, F.H., Travis, E.K., Miller, R.E. & Parker, 
P.G. 2007. Microfilariae in Galápagos Penguins (Spheniscus 
mendiculus) and Flightless Cormorants (Phalacrocorax harrisi): 
Genetics, morphology and prevalence. Journal of Parasitology 
93: 495–503.

TINDLE, r.w. 1984. The evolution of breeding strategies in the 
Flightless Cormorant (Nannopterum harrisi) of the Galapagos 
Islands. Proceedings of the Linnean Society of London 21: 
157–164.

Travis, E.K., Vargas, F.H., Merkel, J, Gottdenker, 
N, Miller, R.E. & Parker, P.G. 2006. Hematology, 
serum chemistry and serology of the Flightless Cormorant 
(Phalacrocorax harrisi) in the Galápagos Islands, Ecuador. 
Journal of Wildlife Diseases 42: 133–141.

Valle, C.A. 2009. The Flightless Cormorant: the evolution 
of female rule. In: De Roy, T. (Ed.). Galápagos: preserving 
Darwin’s legacy. New Zealand: D. Bateman, Ltd. pp. 162–169.

Valle, C.A. 1995. Effective population size and demography of the 
rare Flightless Galápagos Cormorant. Ecological Applications 5: 
601–617.

Valle, C.A. 1994. The ecology and evolution of sequential 
polyandry in Galápagos Cormorants (Compsohalieus 
[Nannopterum] harrisi). [PhD thesis]. Princeton University, 
Princeton, NJ. 

Valle, C.A. 1986. Status of the Galápagos Penguin and Flightless 
Cormorant. Noticias de Galápagos 43: 16–17.

Valle, C.A. & Coulter, M.C. 1987. Present status of the 
Flightless Cormorant, Galápagos Penguin and Greater Flamingo 
populations in the Galápagos Islands, Ecuador, after the 1982–
1983 El Niño. Condor 89: 276–281.


