
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

 

Black-browed Albatross – Thalassarche melanophrys 

Description 

The Black-browed Albatross is the most common albatross seen in southern Australian 
waters for most of the year. Black-browed albatross are mostly white with yellowish-orange 
webbed feet, grey highlights and a bright yellow and pink beak. The back, upper wings and 
tail are black. The underwing is white with broad black margins, especially the leading edge. 
The face is white, with a small black brow over a dark eye. The conspicuous black eyebrow 
gives them their name. This species is also called the Black-browed Mollymawk. Of the 24 
albatross species, the black-browed albatross is one of the smallest. The adult bird is 80–95 
cm in length, with a wingspan of 210–250 cm and weighs 3–5 kg.  

Threats 

• Long-line fishing operations, particularly threaten the species 
• Disturbance to nesting colonies by predators (in particular introduced species) 
• Pollution from plastics, oil and chemicals 

Distribution 

The Black-browed Albatross is circumpolar in distribution, occurring widely in the southern 
oceans, including around South America, New Zealand, Australia, South Africa and 
Antarctica. In Australian waters, the Black-browed Albatross occurs along the east coast from 
Stradbroke Island in Queensland, along the entire south coast of the continent to Western 
Australia. The Black-browed Albatross inhabits Antarctic, sub-Antarctic and subtropical 
marine waters and can tolerate water temperatures of between 0°C and 24°C. Although 
generally pelagic or ocean going, the species also occurs in continental shelf waters and is 
often seen from the land. The islands of Australia and New Zealand provide breeding 
habitat. They also breed on subantarctic and Antarctic islands between 46° and 56°S, such as 
Iles Kerguelen, Heard Island and the McDonald Islands, and Macquarie Island. The Falkland 
Islands hold over 85% of the global population of black-browed albatross (estimated at 680 
000 pairs), and are the most important breeding locality in the world for this species. Black-
browed albatross are long-lived birds, living 30 years or more, and have a strong bond to 
their colony of birth. 

 



Breeding 

Black-browed albatross generally have the same breeding partner each season. They nest on 
terraces on top of coastal tussock-clad cliffs or steep slopes up to 300 m above sea level. 
This species forms colonies with as many as 100,000 nests. Breeding colonies occasionally 
contain other species such as the Grey-headed Albatross. Birds are territorial while nesting 
and will aggressively peck other birds if they come too close. The nest is a solid pillar of mud 
and guano (droppings) with some tussock grass and seaweed incorporated, and is re-used 
annually. A single egg is laid in early October and incubated for 65-72 days by both parents. 
Chicks are covered with pale grey down, and are fed by both parents. Both parents guard 
and feed their young for 4-5 months when the young fledges and becomes independent. 
After breeding, the fledgling and adults leave breeding colonies between mid-March and 
early April. Young reach breeding age at approximately 11 years 

Food  

Black-browed albatross fly fairly low and take food from the sea surface or just below, 
occasionally plunging from heights of up to nine metres. They eat mostly krill and fish, with 
some cephalopods (squid and octopus), salps and jellyfish. Birds may travel long distances to 
find food – foraging trips can take several days and extend hundreds of kilometres. They 
settle on the water near fishing boats in anticipation of food. 

Useful References; 

Birdlife Australia 
http://www.birdlife.org.au/bird-profile/black-browed-albatross 

	
Australian Antarctic Division 
http://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/wildlife/animals/flying-birds/black-browed-
albatross 
 
Birds in Backyards 
http://www.birdsinbackyards.net/species/Thalassarche-melanophris 
 
Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels 
https://www.acap.aq/en/resources/acap-species2/238-black-browed-albatross/file  
 
Department of Environment and Energy 
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=66472  
 
Australian Bird and Bat Banding Scheme 
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/biodiversity/abbbs/abbbs-
search.pl?taxon_id=66472  
 
 


