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Island biogeography has been one of the primary driving forces behind the development of the 

theory of evolution. It was Charles Darwin who was struck by differences in bird populations on the 

Galapagos islands, and in recent years a great deal of research has been conducted on the finches of 

those islands. However, when Darwin returned from his travels, he spent a great many years 

considering and refining his ideas. He seemed reluctant to present them to the scientific community. 

It appears it was correspondence with Alfred Russell Wallace (working near to Sulawesi, in an area 

that now bears his name) that prompted Darwin to present his work to the Linnaean Society in 

London. Wallace had been fascinated by the small, but clear, differences he had seen between the 

island populations of Indonesia. Although the terms “island biogeography” and “allopatric 

speciation” were not coined until much later, it is clear that both Darwin and Wallace understood 

these concepts. 

 

Indonesia is a perfect country for studying island biogeography, as it is comprised of somewhere in 

excess of 17,000 islands. Several new vertebrate species have been reported from Indonesia in 

recent years, and at least two new bird species from islands just off Sulawesi. Clearly the islands of 

Indonesia have yet to reveal all of their secrets. Indeed, work by Operation Wallacea teams has 

revealed new bird populations on Kabaena, the Wakatobi islands and mainland Sulawesi. An ongoing 

research partnership between Trinity College in Dublin and Haluoleo University in Kendari (SE 

Sulawesi) is continuing to make further discoveries. While the distance between the islands of Buton 

and Sulawesi is rather small, some species (e.g. white-eyes) show a remarkable reluctance to cross 

even the shortest oceanic barriers. 

 

The aim of this project is to gather behavioural data on a number of avian populations, namely 

Lemon-bellied White-eyes, Olive-backed Sunbirds and Grey-sided Flowerpeckers, on the Wakatobi 

islands (also known as the Tukang Besi islands) which lie a significant distance off the coast of south-

east Sulawesi. These remote islands are greatly understudied but in recent years a significant 

amount of genetic and morphometric data has been collected on the aforementioned species. These 

data suggest complex competitive interactions between the three species. There is clear evidence 

that some island populations have diverged, or are currently diverging, from their island neighbours. 

There is real potential for the description of numerous new species and/or subspecies among these 

populations. This project will gather data on the behaviour of these populations to help us 

understand how the populations are diverging and the causes of such divergence. These studies will 

allow us to gain a better understanding of evolutionary patterns and processes, using the 

archipelago as a living evolutionary laboratory. 

 

The Wakatobi islands are remote and greatly understudied. Students will be travelling by boat to 

each of the main islands (Wangi-wangi, Kaledupa, Tomia and Binongko) and some of their smaller 

satellite islands. Transects will be established in selected habitat types on each island. Students will 

walk these transects every morning and evening while on each island. Data on species density, 

relative abundance, flocking and foraging behaviour, diet, habitat composition, habitat use, 

acoustics and competitive interactions with other species will be gathered while walking these 

transects. Notes will also be taken on local geography as features other than oceanic barriers can 

serve to isolate populations. These data will allow us to identify niches for each island population, 

the presence or absence of potential competitors and to determine the important competitive 



interactions. Additional information on plumage, social behaviour and breeding will be collected 

where possible.  

 

While the Lemon-bellied White-eye is a known generalist feeder, the Olive-backed Sunbird is a 

specialised nectar feeder (that may feed on invertebrates at times) and the Grey-sided Flowerpecker 

is a nectar "robber", as well as a known frugivore and insectivore. Therefore, taking this potential for 

competition into account, detailed descriptions will be taken of potential and actual nectar sources. 

A record of all bird species encountered will be maintained, to build up a more complete picture of 

the Wakatobi avifauna. As this area has been poorly studied, opportunities for new discoveries 

remain. 
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