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Fregata magnificens (Magnificent Frigatebird) 
 
Family: Fregatidae (Frigatebirds) 
Order: Pelecaniformes (Pelicans and Allied Waterbirds) 
Class: Aves (Birds) 
 

 

Fig. 1. Magnificent frigatebird Fregrata magnificens displaying gular sac. 
[http://www.bna.birds.cornall.edu/bna/species 601 doi: 10.2173/bna 601 

downloaded 22 October 2011] 
 

TRAITS. The magnificent frigatebird or man-o-war bird is the most aerial of all seabirds, with a 
noticeably bowed wing and exquisite soaring and gliding agility. The adult males are 89-102 cm 
in length and 214-244 cm in width (Restall & Lentino 2006). These male birds are totally black 
except for a red inflatable gular sac on front chest as seen in Fig. 1. The male weighs 
approximately 1200 g while the females are 11-23% heavier than the males with a weight of 
1700 g (Diamond & Schreiber 2002). The females and juvenile males lack the red gular sac and 
instead are white-chested with red feet. When the bird is in flight it forms an observable shape in 
the form of a shallow W (Perrins 2003). It has a wingspan of 2 metres and its tail can be often 
seen in a fork shape (ffrench 2004). It usually takes off into the air, flapping its wings a few 
times until the wind is sufficient for gliding or soaring. The magnificent frigatebird glides 
frequently, uses straight flapping flight and thermals soars (Pennycuick 1983). Thermal soaring 
refers to the use of a hot rising column of air by the bird to attain an increase in altitude when 
soaring (John 2007).The feet of this bird are tiny and not completely webbed while its plumage 
lack waterproof properties. Its long beak is slightly curved at its tip forming a sharp hook. This 
bird is also found on the Galapagos Islands (Diamond & Schreiber 2002).  
 

http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/601/articles/species/601/biblio/bib059
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ECOLOGY. These diurnal birds are found mainly in coastal areas and are rarely ever seen far 
offshore and are quite abundant in the tropics. They do not usually roost on the water or flat 
areas as do other seabirds. This is due to their short legs and narrows wings which make it 
difficult to take flight from anywhere except a high point. As such they alight themselves on tall 
tree tops and cliffs which enable them to easily and quickly take flight when necessary. Sites 
with trade winds are often selected as the wind aids with flight across deep and shallow areas of 
the ocean. When breeding however the magnificent frigatebird prefers a habitat with plants such 
as mangroves as materials from these are used in the construction of their nests. Foraging 
behaviour occurs alone or on occasions in pairs or congregation where food is abundant (Restall 
2006). The diet of the magnificent frigatebird consists mainly of fish, which is sometimes 
obtained from other birds. They may also feed on eggs and chicks taken from the nest of other 
seabirds as well as turtle hatchlings and carrion from beaches. 
 
FORAGING BEHAVIOUR. They generally begin to leave roost at dawn and returns to roost 
around noon. These birds do not usually forage at dark but may return to roost at dark after long 
hours at sea. Flies effortlessly overhead in search of food which it obtains by a taking a swoop 
down the head snapping down and back for the bill to pluck a fish from the surface of the water 
as depicted in Fig. 2 (Perrins 2003). They usually forage over predatory fish where they drive 
smaller fish to the surface of the water therefore making them available to the birds. Its 
extraordinary vision combined with its high speed and agility allows it to descend quickly, 
catching its prey within minutes. These birds also gain food by facultative keloparsitism of other 
seabirds such as boobies as seen in Fig. 3, tropicbirds and shearwaters which is quite frequent 
among those who participate in mixed-species foraging aggregation. Facultative keloparasitism 
(food theft) is a form of foraging activity in which one seabird forces another to regurgitate its 
catch much like piracy hence its other name man-o-war bird (Schreiber & Burger 2002). This 
behaviour may often occur in groups of two or three birds which have proven to be more 
successful if food is to be obtained this way (Osorno et al. 1992). Kleptoparasitism tends to be 
quite valuable since the plumage has limited waterproof properties which in turn limit the depth 
form which food can be obtained. Piracy behaviour increases during the chick rearing period 
when food needs to be taken back to the nest. 
 
SEXUAL AND PARENTAL BEHAVIOUR. Being one of the birds with the distinctive sexual 
display the males congregate in groups of about 30 and inflate their red gular sac to attract a 
female (ffrench 2004). The male communal courtship activity is relatively noisy and vivid with 
little or no aggression occurring between males. They also vibrate their wings, bend back their 
heads, holds their bills vertically and clack it, erects its gular feathers and turn their heads from 
side to side in order to attain maximum exposure of their gular sac to potential female mates 
soaring overhead. When a female chooses her mate she lands by him and they both begin to 
stroke their heads together wrapping their necks around each other, vocalizing and nibbling at 
each other’s feather (Perrins 2003). The female may also clatter her bill and bend her neck round 
to nibble at male’s flanks, or stretch across to rub her bill or head along side of the male’s pouch 
as seen in Fig. 4 (Diamond & Schreiber 2002). Prior to laying the egg copulation behaviour is 
seen with forward and downward pointing of bills as well as the male being greeted briefly by 
the female several times during the day with each consecutive visit lasting longer (Diamond & 
Schreiber 2002). The intimate display however between birds after a mate is selected is desultory 
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and low-keyed which may be an indication of weak bonding. Males unsuccessful in gaining a 
mate usually move to another colony. 
  After successful mating, a single white egg is laid by the female. Twigs for nest building 
are collected by snapping them off while in flight or stolen from other birds. The nest is however 
built by the female who also guards against predators. The birds often encounter difficulty in 
acquiring twigs hence the nest are poorly built and frequently collapse beneath the chick which 
then survives on a small perch for weeks. However when the collection of twigs for nest building 
is proving to be too difficult an entire nest is sometimes stolen from a neighbouring bird. 
Incubation of the egg occurs via both parents both of who takes turns incubating on a shift basis 
of a few hours to one day per parent. The incubation period is approximately 6-8 weeks. An 
unusual behaviour observed in the colonies this species is that eggs are sometimes thrown from 
the nest and killed by unmated males (Perrins 2003). Some males also desert their colonies after 
about 100 days leaving the single female to raise the chick while he make another breeding 
attempt with a different female.  
  
JUVENILE BEHAVIOUR. After the egg is hatched young birds remain with their parents for 
about one year. Juveniles wait for long hours in the sun for the parent to return with food. Due to 
this they attain an energy efficient posture in which their heads hang down and they sit 
completely still. Upon arrival of the parent there is a bobbing of the heads and a loud screaming 
by juveniles until the parent opens its mouth. The juveniles then plunges their heads down the 
parents throat in order to recover the food. They are also gregarious when nesting and roosting 
and sometimes even when feeding (Diamond & Schreiber 2002). A group of two or more 
fledgling play together with sticks in which one picks up the stick and flies into the air while the 
other chases it in a “dog fight” until it falls. The pursuing bird then flies down in an attempt to 
catch the stick before it lands and the chase continues. This behaviour in fledglings may be 
associated with learning to fish.  
 
AGONISTIC BEHAVIOUR. May be observed in the form of aggression by bill-snapping and 
bill- jabbing usually in competition for perch site by displaying males. Female aggression may 
be seen as pecking and bill-jabbing in an attempt to dislodge another female, male or juveniles 
from perch. The jabbing of bills is also observed amongst juveniles for perch site and food. The 
magnificent frigatebirds are not particularly territorial with the only territory being poorly 
defended is the nest. The nest is defended by both males and females through lunges, bill-rattling 
and bill-snapping but serious fighting rarely ever occurs.   
 
SELF-MAINTENANCE. Head scratching is done by passing its foot over its wings while 
perched but is done with its foot directly below its wing when in flight. Bathing activity takes 
place by dunging into pools of freshwater. They sleep with their heads tucked back beneath its 
shoulders facing downwards (Cramps & Simmons 1997). Temperature regulation is also 
important and is done in various ways. The bird sits or lies on its tail with its wings fully 
extended at right angles to its body and rotated in such a manner that its underside faces upwards 
as shown in Fig. 5 (Diamond & Schreiber 2002). The bird also dissipates heat by fluttering it’s 
gular with drooped wing and raised scapulars. Orientation also takes place with respect to the 
direction of the sun and the wind in order to maximize heat loss on hot days.  
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Fig. 2.  Magnificent frigatebird feeding behaviour.                 

[http://www.bna.birds.cornall.edu/bna/species 601 /bna 601/behaviour, downloaded 22 October 2011] 

 

 

         Fig. 3. Magnificent frigatebird stealing a fish from a booby at sea. 
                                      [Dzuibak F. & C. http:// www. Arkive.org. Downloaded 23 October 2011] 

http://cdn2.arkive.org/media/88/8885648F-7B1E-4C68-9497-0C98D51F995A/Presentation.Large/Magnificent-frigatebird-fighting-over-fish-with-a-brown-pelican.jpg�
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Fig. 4. Female magnificent frigatebird rubbing male’s chest during courtship. 
                                   [Colla.P. http://www.OceanLight.com downloaded 23 October 2011] 
 
 

 
Fig. 5. The ‘sunning’ posture of a relaxed adult female magnificent frigatebird.  

[http://www.bna.birds.cornall.edu/bna/species 601 doi: 10.2173/bna 601/behaviour 
downloaded 22 October 2011] 
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