
















2. Description and History of the Property

103

Laysan Duck
Papahänaumokuäkea Marine National 
Monument is home to one of the world’s rarest 
ducks, Anas laysanensis, commonly known as 
the Laysan Duck.  Having the most restricted 
range of any duck species worldwide, the 
remaining Laysan Ducks have been relegated 
to a single naturally occurring population on 
one island in the Northwest Hawaiian Islands.  
The species was extirpated from most other 

islands of the Hawaiian Archipelago after the arrival of the first humans approximately 
1,500 years ago.  Bones of the Laysan Duck have been found on the islands of Hawaiÿi, 
Maui, Molokaÿi, Oÿahu, Kauaÿi and Lisianski.  Total estimated population sizes on Laysan 
Island have ranged from seven to 688 adult birds in the past century, while a recent 
population estimate cites 459 adults.  Viability models for species with small populations 
and high isolation predict a high risk of extinction due to catastrophic, environmental, 
genetic, and/or demographic stochasticity.  As a result, the Laysan Duck is the subject of 
intensive active management, research and restoration actions.

The recovery of the Laysan Duck focuses on the following actions:  1) management to 
reduce risks to the Laysan Island population; 2) protection and enhancement of suitable 
habitat; and 3) actions to reduce or eliminate threats sufficient to allow successful 
reestablishment of additional wild populations.

Activities to increase the longevity of this species in recent years have focused 
on translocations to establish the species on additional islands and atolls within 
Papahänaumokuäkea.  Midway Atoll, part of the National Wildlife Refuge System, was 
chosen as the most promising site for initial translocations.  Eighteen months of extensive 
habitat restoration and modification were required to prepare for the arrival of the ducks.  
Refuge  staff and  volunteers excavated nine shallow freshwater seeps, removed non-
native plants, planted native vegetation to provide cover, forage and nesting habitat and 
constructed 16 holding aviaries to provide for a “soft-release” of the translocated ducks.  

Within three years, and while overcoming the challenges of working in the most remote 
island system in the world, these teams have successfully established breeding populations 
of Laysan Ducks on two different islands of Midway Atoll, and are now at work preparing 
for the translocation and establishment of a third population on yet another island.  The 
creation of additional breeding 
populations has greatly reduced the 
likelihood of extinction of the Laysan 
Duck, and the team’s continuing 
efforts toward further reintroducing 
the species, expanding its range and 
increasing its population size has set 
the species on the road to recovery.

An endangered Laysan Duck nurtures its newly hatched brood on Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge. 
The Laysan Duck, Anas laysanensis, is one of the rarest ducks in the world  (Photo: Jimmy Breeden)
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of this place through management-
driven research continues to benefit the 
understanding of ecosystem management 
and interpretation.

Overall, the most recent scientific 
expeditions to the NWHI are not unlike 
the voyages undertaken at the turn of 
the century. As in initial expeditions, 
the primary focus of research in recent 
and forthcoming expeditions is of 
comprehensive data collection, and 
with the technology now available, 
new discoveries.  To advance 
scientific understanding of the region, 
Papahänaumokuäkea is working toward 
synthesis of all the various data and 
modeling programs to allow an in-depth 
understanding of the area and the processes 
on which the health of the region depends.  
With the wealth of new information being 
collected each year, this information can 
be utilized to combine and synthesize the 
vast ranges of information from various 
agencies and institutions, and from them, 
develop a new management paradigm.

   Management in the modern era

Due to its remote location, the property 
has suffered relatively few major human 
perturbations. During the 19th and 20th 
centuries, the NWHI faced many extractive 
uses as Honolulu became an important port 
in the Pacific, and provided a convenient 
jumping-off point. Extractive activities 
included whaling, hunting of monk seals 
and birds, and fishing for shark, turtle, sea 
cucumbers, and pearl oysters. Terrestrially, 
several of the islands were leased for guano 
extraction, and feathers and albatross 
eggs were collected. The most significant 
activities of this nature occurred on Laysan 
and Lisianski Islands and Midway Atoll. All 
of these activities ceased by the early 20th 
century, when American President Theodore 
Roosevelt acknowledged the need to protect 
the region’s birds, setting aside the islets and 
reefs of the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands 
(except Midway Atoll) as the Hawaiian Islands 
Reservation. Since then, numerous efforts 
have been made to eradicate alien species, 
and to protect, preserve, maintain and, where 
appropriate, restore natural communities, 

including habitats, populations, native species, 
and ecological processes as a public trust for 
current and future generations.

The lands and the waters of 
Papahänaumokuäkea have always been 
remote, and therefore not heavily accessed. 
Thus, use of the natural resources of the 
property was historically minimal and 
sporadic. In recent years, human access 
to the property has been primarily limited 
to commercial fishing, conservation and 
management, and research activities. 
At times, longline, crustacean and 
bottomfish fisheries have operated in 
Papahänaumokuäkea. However, even 
before the designation of the National 
Monument, only the bottomfish fishery 
continued to operate under a limited-entry 
system. This fishery continues to operate in 
Papahänaumokuäkea, limited to no more 
than eight permitted vessels that are capped 
in terms of catch.  All commercial fishing will 
cease in 2011, as per terms of Presidential 
Proclamation 8031.

Current management strategies result 
in careful scrutiny of activities within 
the property, with particular attention 
to cumulative impacts. This oversight 
ensures that any potential negative 
human impact to the natural resources of 
Papahänaumokuäkea will be negligible.  

Management and conservation activities 
that take place within Papahänaumokuäkea 
Marine National Monument undergo 
the same rigorous review and permitting 
process as scientific activities. Examples of 
management and conservation activities 
include the continuation of a decade-long 
effort to remove marine debris from the 
coral reefs and beaches of the property, 
alien plant species removal projects on 
several islands, and restoration of native 
plant and animal species.

   Management in the Modern Era


