e/
N3¢ NEMOURIA
Occasional Papers of the Delaware Museum of Natural History

NUMBER 9 JanNuary 9, 1973

SOUTH SULU ARCHIPELAGO BIRDS
AN ExXpPEDITION REPORT

John E. duPont
and
Dioscoro S. Rabor*

INTRODUCTION

The Delaware Museum of Natural History and Mindanao State
University Expedition to the south Sulu islands (see Itinerary, Table 1)
recorded 147 species of birds, 33 of which represent range extensions,
including the first Philippine records of Hemiprocne longipennis har-
terti, Caprimulgus macrurus salvadorii, Halcyon coromanda rufa, and
one unidentified Rhinomyias, with the senior author being responsible
for the taxonomic accounts, The junior author is responsible for the
ecological accounts. The latter led the field party and has also contrib-
uted many heretofore unpublished field notes about Philippine birds.
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Table 1: Itinerary of the

Sulu Archipelago Biological Expedition

Sept. 20, 1971

Sept. 21

Sept. 29

Sept. 30

Oct. 1 to Dec. 24

Oct. 9 to 14
Oct. 12 to 21
Oct. 23 to 27

Oct. 28

Oct. 28 to Nov. 24
Nov. 20

Nov. 21

Nov. 21 to 22
Nov. 23

Nov. 24 to 29
Nov. 30

Dec. 1 to 28

Dec. 24

Dec. 26
Jan. 3, 1972

Departure from Mindanao State University, Marawi City,
for Sanga Sanga Island, where the main headquarters
of the expedition party was to be established.

Arrival in Dumaguete City. Final preparations for ex-
pedition completed, including acquisition of more
trained personnel, regular members of previous bio-
logical expeditions, and much-needed supplies.

Arrival in Jolo, Sulu. Conferences with provincial offi-
cials concerning operations on various islands; acquisi-
tion of necessary identification papers; departure for
Bongao Municipality, Bongao Island, Tawitawi Group.

Arrival in Bongao. Expedition party immediately pro-
ceeds to Barrio Pag-asinan, Sanga Sanga Island, Tawi-
tawi Group; main camp and headquarters established.

Sanga Sanga Island: collections and studies of Philippine
terrestrial vertebrates, especially birds and mammals.

Bongao Island, Tawitawi Group: collections and studies.
Simunul Island, Tawitawi Group: collections and studies.

Eastern localities of Sanga Sanga Island: collections and
studies.

Departure of main party for Sibutu Island, Sibutu Group;
established main headquarters at Tandu Banak.

Sibutu Island: collections and studies.

Omapoy Island, Sibutu Group: collections and studies.

Sipangkot Island, Sibutu Group: collections and studies.
Tumindao Island, Sibutu Group: collections and studies.

Saluag and Sikulan Islands, Sibutu Group: collections
and studies. Short field work on southernmost tip of
Sibutu Island, opposite Saluag Island.

Sanga Sanga Island: collections and studies in the locali-
ties not yet worked.

Departure of main collecting party for Batu Batu, on the
southern half of Tawitawi Island.

Southern part of Tawitawi Island, including areas
around Balimbing: collections and studies.

Departure for main headquarters in Barrio Pag-asinan,
on Sanga Sanga Island.

Departure for Mindanao State University.

Arrival at Mindanao State University.
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THE SULU ARCHIPELAGO
Geographic, Physiographic, and Geologic Features

The Sulu Archipelago is comprised of some 400 islands of varying
sizes and shapes located between 4°30” and 5°20’ north latitude and
119°25” and 121°52’ east longitude. It is bounded by the Sulu and Min-
danao Seas on the west and north and by the Celebes Sea on the
east and south.

The islands fall into seven island groups, namely:

(1) Samales Group or Tongkil (Tongquil)-Balanguingui Group,
including the main islands of Tongkil, Balanguingui, Bucutua, Bulan,
Bangalao, Simisa, Tatalan, and many islets;

(2) Jolo Group, including the main islands of Jolo, Pata, Cabucan,
Capual, Bubuan, Pangasinan, Kamawi, Dongdong, Patian, and many islets;

(8) Pangutaran Group, including the main islands of Pangutaran,
Panducan, North Ubian, Kulassein, Usada, and many islets;

(4) Tapul Group or Siasi-Tapul Group, including the main islands
of Tapul, Siasi, Lugus, Lapac (Lapak), Cabinga-an, and many islets;

(5) Tawitawi (Tawi Tawi) Group, including the main islands of
Tawitawi, Sanga Sanga, Tandubatu, Baliungan, Bongao, Simunul, Bela-
tan (Bellatan, Bilatan), Tandubas, Secubun (Sikubung), Latuan, Manta-
buan, Manuk Manka, and many islets;

(6) Sibutu Group, including the main islands of Sibutu, Tumindao
(Tomindao), Omapoy (Omapui), Sipangkot, and the islets of Sikulan
(Siculan), Saluag, and several others; and

(7) Cagayan Sulu Group, including the main island of Cagayan
Sulu and several nearby islets such as Pamelikan, Mandah, and Muligi.

The last-named island group is situated quite apart from the other
main groups of islands comprising the Sulu Archipelago, being located
between the Jolo Group and Palawan Island, but quite a distance from
either, and being surrounded by the Sulu Sea.

A typical islet in the Sulu Archipelago is a raised, perfectly flat
coral shelf just above sea level. Very rarely there may be one or two low
elevations that could be called hills; these are found {requently near the
center. Seen from the air, the islets appear more numerous than shown
on maps of the region. Many of the formations that appear as islands
and islets are actually still in the process of being built up by the coral
polyps and may actually be 1 meter or more below the sea surface. Even
during the lowest tides of the year, these numerous islets are never
fully exposed above sea level.

Tawitawi Island has a number of high mountains, such as Mt.
Sibangkai (533 meters, P.C.G.S. Chart No. 2552). Smith (1924) consid-

ered the main mountain mass on Tawitawi as possibly “. . .volcanic
but old.”



4 NEMOURIA No. 9

Figure 1: Coast of Sibutu Island, showing irregular terrain.

Figure 2: Tide flat of Tumindao Island, Sibutu Group, showing mangrove
swamp and low tide flats.

In Smith’s studies (1924) of the geologic features of the Sulu Archi-
pelago, he wrote: “The striking feature about this little archipelago is of
course the multitude of islets with innumerable little bays and propor-

tionately great length of coast line. . . .In the Sulu Archipelago volcan-
ism has played a very prominent role and for the most part is of more
recent date than that in Mindanao. . . .Jolo Island, as far as I could see,

is almost entirely blanketed by volcanic material, either basalt, tuff, or
loose ash. . . .On Tawitawi the signs of recent volcanism are not so pro-

nounced, and from what I have seen this island is largely made up of
sedimentaries. . . . Tawitawi Mountain may be volcanic but old. . . .Siasi
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and Lapac Islands are, as far as known, covered with a mantle of vol-
canic material weathered to a considerable depth. Bongao Island, at the
extreme southwest end of Tawitawi, is made up largely of tilted beds of
sandstones and conglomerate.” Bongao Peak (300 meters) is at present
already cultivated at its base and for about 100 meters up its slope. The
top and higher elevations of the peak are still covered with a good
growth of remnant forest vegetation, although it is no longer as exten-
sive as the original forest vegetation that covered this area 30 or 40 years
ago. Merrill (in Smith, 1924) noted that “. . .the long narrow island of
Sibutu is merely a raised coral shelf just above sea level and is perfectly
flat except for one hill in the center.” Sibutu Hill (187 meters) is still
covered with dense forest vegetation, especially close to and at the top.

Smith (1924) briefly summarized the geologic history of the Sulu
Archipelago as follows: “A submarine bank, which may represent a
mountain or an upthrust fault block, rose out of the sea, with alternate
periods of submergence and elevation. Corals grew upon this platform,
and at several points volcanic flows and fragmental material, such as
tuff, were spread over the country. The period of greatest activity was
probably in the Pliocene and Pleistocene. At this time there may have
been a continuous land bridge between Mindanao and Borneo by way
of the Sulu Islands. Then followed disruption due to subsidences, as
indicated by atolls, and the bridge was broken. Volcanic activity in some
quarters certainly continued until recently. The weathering of the vol-
canic formation has produced a heavy, ferruginous deposit not unlike
the laterite of India.”

There are a few more or less perfect atolls in the Sulu Archipelago,
some of them with large lagoons in the center and others with only shal-
low depressions. Atolls are not common in the Philippines, but a few
crater lakes are found on Jolo Island and on Cagayan Sulu.

Jolo is the largest island (624 sq. km.), followed in size by Tawitawi
and Sibutu. Some of the other large islands are Siasi, Tapul, Lugus,
Lapac, Bongao, Sanga Sanga, and Simunul. The rest of the islands and
islets are small.

There is a lack of knowledge about the real distribution of the var-
ious forms of animals and plants in the Sulu region. This is especially
true concerning the terrestrial vertebrates. The presence of shallow seas
among the numerous islands and islets should not normally make it dif-
ficult for the natural dispersion of plants and animals. After all, the
islands and islets, especially those that belong to a particular island
group, are generally close to one another. The fact is, however, that
there are quite a few terrestrial vertebrates, including birds, that have a
very restricted distribution. It is possible that the restricted distribution
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may be the secondary effect of the radically changed ecological condi-
tions on most of the islands. Fifty or more years ago, when most of the
islands were still covered with original vegetation and were not yet dis-
turbed by man, these vertebrate forms might have been widely distrib-
uted; but, with the changed ecosystems, some of the forms must have
become extinct.

Ecologic and Biologic Features

Varying degrees of destruction have been wrought by man on the
vegetation of the numerous islands of the Sulu Archipelago. All the
larger islands, such as Jolo, Tawitawi, Sibutu, Sanga Sanga, Bongao,
and many others, have their original vegetation covers already very
much modified from what they must have been originally.

In spite of these varying degrees of destruction, the following orig-
inal vegetation types can still be identified, especially on the larger
islands: mangrove forest; beach forest; dipterocarp forest; modified
dipterocarp-molave forest; and scrub forest, which is quite common on
the tops and sides of hills and mountains.

Mangrove Forest Type. On the larger islands of the Sulu Archipelago
there are still extensive areas of mangrove forests thriving. Generally,
these areas are more extensive than on other islands of the Philippines.
They occur in the swampy areas off the shores, along the coasts, and
well inside the islands where there are freshwater streams of some size
coming from the interior and draining into the sea. In many of these

Table 2: Dominant Plant Species
Occurring in Mangrove Swamps

LocAL NAME SPECIES Famiry
Bakauan-lalaki Rhizophora candelaria DC. RHIZOPHORACEAE
Bakauan-babae R. mucronata Lam. L

Tangal, Tungog Ceriops tagal (Perr.) ”
Malatangal C. Roxburghiana Arn. 2

Busain Bruguiera conjugata (Linn.) v

Langarai B. parviflora (Roxb.) 7
Pototan-lalaki B. cylindrica (Linn.) w

Pototan B.sexangula (Lour.) ”

Pagatpat Sonneratia caseolaris (Linn.) SONNERATIACEAE
Pedada S. acida Linn. @

Api-api Avicennia officinalis Linn. VERBENACEAE
Nipa Nypa fruticans Wiirmb. PALMAE
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swamps the mangrove trees have attained much larger sizes than those
on most of the other islands in the Philippines. The plant species listed
in Table 2 are the dominant forms and occur most frequently in man-
grove swamps, especially on the larger islands. Table 3 shows the plant
species found in the drier areas of mangrove swamps, frequently
in large numbers.

Beach Forest Type. Beach forests thrive close to the coastal areas, begin-
ning with the zone along the shoreline about 5 meters from the highest
tide level and extending well into the interior of the islands, but never
in elevations of more than about 2 to 3 meters above sea level. In the
higher elevations and in places that are moist or even well watered,
where the soil is not sandy-rocky, the ecological conditions no longer
favor the development of a typical beach forest.

Beach forests are still found extensively along many coastal areas of
the Sulu islands, both large and small. On many islands, however, like
on most of .the islands in other parts of the Philippines, the native
inhabitants have totally cleared the original beach forest areas and
planted them to coconuts (Cocos nucifera Linn.) and other crops.

Table 3: Plant Species Occurring
in Drier Areas of Mangrove Swamps

LocAL NAME SPECIES FamiLy
Tabau Lumnitzera littorea (Jack) COMBRETACEAE
Dungon-late Heritiera litioralis Dryand. STERCULIACEAE
Tabigi Xvylocarpus granatum Koenig MELIACEAE
Piagao X. moluccensis (Lam.) ’”
Gapas-gapas Cumingia philippinensis Vidal BOMBACACEAE
Anibong Oncosperma tigillaria (Jack) PALMAE
Balatbat Licuala spinosa Wirmb. @
Tigbau Acanthus ebracteatus Vahl ACANTHACEAE
Diliuariu A. ilicifolius Linn. ’”
Buta-buta Excoecaria agallocha Linn. EUPHORBIACEAE
Lagolo Acrostichum aureum Linn. POLYPODIACEAE
Sapinit Caesalpinia nuga (Linn.) LEGUMINOSAE
Calumbibit,

Balugbog C. crista Linn. ”
Orchid,

Manan-aw Cymbidium spp. ORCHIDACEAE
Orchid,

Manan-aw Dendrobium spp. &
Banghai Hydnophytum formicarum Jack RUBIACEAE

Banghai

Myrmecodia echinata Gaudich.

r”
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Table 4 lists plant species that occur frequently in the beach forests
of the numerous islands. Several plant species that are found in the
drier portions of the mangrove swamps also thrive frequently in
beach forests.
Dipterocarp Forest Type. On the larger islands, especially Jolo, Tawi-
tawi, and Sibutu, there are still good-sized areas of remnant original
dipterocarp forest. These remnant patches are frequently found in the
interior regions of these islands and grow on the sides and tops of hills
and low mountains. In general, however, the inhabitants have already
cleared most of the areas that were originally covered with dense
growths of original dipterocarp forests. The largest and most intact
areas of dipterocarp forests, many of which have not yet been touched
by man, are found in the northern half of Tawitawi Island. Those in
the southern half of this island, especially the areas close to the Batu
Batu area, have been logged and eventually cleared fully, then planted
to various crops, including rice (Oryza sativa Linn.), corn (Zea mays
Linn.), cassava (Manihot wutilissima Pohl)), and camote or sweet potato
(Ipomoea batatas Linn.). Other minor crops are also planted in these
cleared areas.

Table 4: Plant Species
Occurring in Beach Forests

LOCAL NAME SPECIES FAMILY
Botong Barringtonia asiatica (Linn.) LECYTHIDACEAE
Putat B.racemosa (Linn.) ”
Sapinit Caesalpinia nuga (Linn.) LEGUMINOSAE
Calumbibit,

Balugbog C. crista Linn. 2
Talisai Terminalia catappa Linn. COMBRETACEAE
Labusei (Sulu) Ochrosia littoralis Merr. APOCYNACEAE
Katang-katang Ipomoea pes-caprae (Linn.) CONVOLVULACEAE
Lagunding-dagat  Vitex trifolia Linn. VERBENACEAE
Tiwi Dolichandrone spathacea (Linn.) BIGNONIACEAE
Balibago Hibiscus tiliaceus Linn. MALVACEAE
Banago Thespesia populnea (Linn.) “
Diliuariu Acanthus ilicifolius Linn. ACANTHACEAE
Pandan Pandanus tectorius Solander PANDANACEAE
Pandan Pandanus spp. ”
Balatbat Licuala spinosa Wiirmb. PALMAE
Tikog Fimbristylis ferruginea (Linn.) CYPERACEAE
Bitaog, Palo maria

de la playa Calophyllum inophyllum Linn. GUTTIFERAE
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The plant species listed in Tables ba and 5b are frequently found
in the remnant patches of original dipterocarp forests on the larger
islands. The vegetation follows the three-story type of forest, with the
tall dipterocarps forming the dominant forms in the tallest story.

In the interior regions of Sibutu Island there arve still a few patches
of remnant original dipterocarp forests of varying sizes. None of these
patches is really extensive enough to approach closely the state of the
original dipterocarp forests that must have covered this island orig-
inally. The greater parts of the well vegetated areas on this island are
covered with second growth, modified dipterocarp-molave type and

Table 5a: Important Dipterocarp Species
Found in the Sulu Archipelago*

OFFICIAL LocaL

COMMON NAME COMMON NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME
Mindanao Palosapis Baligan Anisoptera mindanensis Foxw.
Malahagakhak Balau Dipterocarpus affinis Brandis
Basilan Apitong Hagakhak D. bastlanicus Foxw.
Apitong Balau, Apitong D. grandiflorus Blanco
Hasselt’s Panau Balau D. hasseltii Blume
Broad-winged Apitong Balau D. speciosus Brandis
Panau Montalina D. vernicifluus Blanco
Manggachapui Oliva, Sagil Hopea acuminata Merrill
Basilan Yakal Dalindingan, Sagil H. basilanica Foxw.
Magasusu Ganon, Magususu H. mindanensis Foxw.
Gisok-gisok Gisok-gisok H. philippinensis Dyer
Almon Kalingtig, Malakayan Shorea almon Foxw.
Guijo Kloang, Gisok S. guiso (Blanco)
Kalunti Kalunti S. kalunii Merrill
Yakal Yakal S. astylosa Foxw.
Mayapis Balakbalakan, Malakayan S.squamata (Turcz.)
Red Lauan Kulian, Tampalasha S. negrosensis Foxw.
Malaanonang Bahai S. polita Vidal
Tangile Lauan Colorado S. polysperma (Blanco)
Malayakal Takpang, Gisoktakpang, S.seminis (De Vriese)

Yakal-batu
Tiaong Malakayan S. agsaboensis Foxw.
White Lauan Malakayan Parashorea plicata Brandis
Mindanao Lauan Malakayan-colorado, Pentacme mindanensis Foxw.
Malakayan-blanco

Narig Tampasak, Tapitong Vatica manggachapot Blanco
Tawi Tawi Narig Tampasak V. papuana Dyer
Narig Lutub, Tapasuk V. blancoana Merrill

*Data from the Forest Research Division, Burcau of Forest Development, Republic of
the Philippines.
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scrub forests. Most of the areas along the coasts and even extending
deep into the interior have already been planted to coconuts and other
food crops, including cassava, camote or sweet potato, corn, and a little
rice, both the lowland wet varieties and the upland types.

In many places on Sibutu the tall first-story species of dipterocarps
have already been cut down by the inhabitants and utilized in building
their houses and boats.

Inside the small patches of remnant original dipterocarp forests,
the soil forming the forest floor is composed mainly of decaying plant
and plant products or of humus. These deep humus deposits must have
been laid down and formed from thousands of years of decaying forest
trees and other vegetable matter. This type of soil at one time formed
the forest floor of the various vegetation types, including even the beach
forest areas along the coasts and the various original forest types that
were found in the deeper parts of the island. Even the forests on the
hillsides and hilltops had floors of humus. Presently, the soil that forms
the floor of forests on the top and sides of the highest elevation of the
island is still mainly humus. In other places, as the original dense forest
covers were gradually cut down or thinned out by the settlers, much of
the forest floor became exposed and then suffered the erosive actions of
water, winds, and other factors that gradually swept it away layer by
layer, leaving only coral sand and rocks, of which the island was orig-
inally composed. During the last 40 years or so, after the protective for-

Table 5b: Plant Species
Occurring in Dipterocarp Forests

Group SPECIES FamiLy
Vines:
Rattan Calamus spp. PALMAE
Climbing bamboo Schizostachyum spp. GRAMINEAE
Climbing pandan Freycinetia spp. and Pandanus spp. PANDANACEAE
Amlong Pothos spp. ARACEAE
Epiphytes:
Dapo Phalaenopsis spp. and numerous ORCHIDACEAE
other species with nonshowy
flowers
Ground coverings:
Rattan Calamus spp. PALMAE
Fern Dryopteris spp., Nephrolepis spp., POLYPODIACEAEL

Athyrium spp., and others
Herb Many species URTICACEAE



































































































































































