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News	

Laysan	 Albatross,	 aged	 66,	 returns	 to	 breed	
for	another	year	

A	 female	 Laysan	 Albatross	 Phoebastria	 immutabilis,	 widely	
known	by	the	name	Wisdom,	has	returned	again	to	breed	on	
Midway	 Atoll	 at	 the	 age	 of	 66	 years,	 making	 it	 the	 oldest	
recorded	 breeding	 bird.	Wisdom	 was	 first	 ringed	 in	 1956	 on	
Midway	 and	 has	 raised	 at	 least	 30	 chicks	 over	 the	 last	 6	
decades.	 Midway	 Atoll	 National	 Wildlife	 Refuge	 is	 located	
1,900	 km	 northwest	 of	 Honolulu,	 Hawaii	 and	 is	managed	 by	
the	US	Fish	&	Wildlife	Services.	Midway	is	home	to	almost	70%	
of	the	world’s	population	of	Laysan	Albatross,	as	well	as	~40%	
of	the	world’s	Black-footed	Albatross.	The	bird	was	sighted	on	3	
December	 incubating	 an	 egg.	 Given	 the	 extraordinarily	 long	
breeding	 cycles	 of	 albatross,	 they	 do	 not	 always	 breed	 every	
year,	yet	Wisdom	and	her	mate	are	breeding	again	after	successfully	fledging	a	chick	only	in	July	of	last	year!	The	single	egg	of	a	
Laysan	Albatross	is	incubated	for	~65	days	and	the	chick	fledges	at	5-6	months	old.	Fledged	juveniles	will	subsequently	spend	3-5	
years	at	sea,	without	coming	back	to	land	and	will	not	breed	for	the	first	time	until	6-8	years	old.	You	can	follow	progress	of	the	
nesting	attempt	here	or	via	the	Twitter	page	of	the	US	Fish	&	Wildlife	Services	Pacific	Region.		

Source:	US	Fish	&	Wildlife	Services		

New	Zealand	earthquake	devastates	shearwater	colony	

On	14	November,	a	7.8-magnitude	earthquake	struck	New	Zealand’s	South	Island,	causing	hundreds	of	subsequent	aftershocks	
and	landslides.	The	result	of	which	has	devastated	one	of	the	two	remaining	colonies	of	Hutton’s	Shearwater	Puffinus	huttoni,	
both	situated	in	the	mountains	surrounding	the	town	of	Kaikoura,	which	was	at	the	centre	of	the	quake.	A	helicopter	survey	of	
Kowhai	River,	which	supports	~106,000	pairs	of	Hutton’s	Shearwater,	revealed	that	much,	if	not	all,	of	the	site	had	been	buried	
in	rubble.	The	earthquake	struck	at	 the	peak	of	 the	breeding	season,	suggesting	that	thousands	of	 incubating	birds	may	have	
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Wisdom,	a	Laysan	Albatross	aged	66	yr,	incubating	an	
egg	on	Midway	Atoll.	Photo:	US	FWS.	



	
2	

been	buried	in	their	burrows.	It	is	thought	that	up	to	a	quarter	of	the	world’s	population	of	Hutton’s	Shearwaters	may	have	been	
lost.	The	species	is	considered	‘At	Risk	-	Declining’,	following	the	decimation	of	many	colonies	by	non-native	predators,	leaving	
only	the	two	colonies	high	in	the	mountains	out	of	reach.	Although	overall	numbers	are	high,	the	total	area	of	suitable	breeding	
habitat	is	low,	putting	them	at	risk	from	catastrophic	events	such	as	earthquakes.	On	a	positive	note,	the	other	colony	appears	
to	have	been	left	unharmed,	along	with	Kaikoura’s	main	colony	of	Little	Penguins.	

Sources:	Audobon,	The	Hutton’s	Shearwater	Charitable	Trust.	

Updates	to	IUCN’s	Red	List	

A	comprehensive	review	of	the	IUCN	(International	Union	for	the	Conservation	of	Nature)	Red	List	of	Threatened	Species	has	
recently	been	undertaken.	As	the	international	authority	for	birds,	BirdLife	 International	were	responsible	for	evaluating	all	of	
the	world’s	bird	species	-	now	amounting	to	over	11,000	-	against	 the	Red	List	categories	and	criteria	 in	order	to	assess	their	
extinction	risk.	Seabirds	remain	the	most	threatened	bird	group,	with	declines	being	driven	by	various	anthropogenic	pressures	
including	(though	not	exhaustively)	fisheries	bycatch,	pollution,	overfishing,	invasive	species,	development	and	climate	change.		

Of	Britain’s	 only	 two	 remaining	Critically	 Endangered	 bird	 species,	 one	of	 them	 is	 a	 seabird,	 the	Tristan	Albatross	Diomedea	
dabbenena.	The	Tristan	Albatross	breeds	on	Gough	Island,	in	the	Tristan	da	Cunha	archipelago	in	the	South	Atlantic.	Here,	every	
year,	hundreds	of	thousands	of	albatross	chicks	are	being	eaten	alive	by	non-native	invasive	mice,	which	were	introduced	in	the	
late	1800s.	Despite	 their	 large	 size,	 the	chicks	are	unable	 to	 retaliate	and	defend	 themselves;	 the	mice	nibble	away	until	 the	
chick	 eventually	 collapses,	 usually	 after	 a	 few	 days.	 Hope	 comes,	 however,	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 Gough	 Island	 Restoration	
Programme	 led	by	the	RSPB	 in	partnership	with	Tristan	da	Cunha	and	the	UK	government.	The	programme	aims	to	eradicate	
mice	 from	 Gough	 Island	 and	 hopes	 to	 begin	 baiting	 in	 the	 southern	 winter	 of	 2019.	 This	 is	 a	 huge	 logistical	 and	 financial	
challenge,	however,	and	the	RSPB	needs	to	raise	over	£7.6	million	if	the	project	is	to	be	a	success.	You	can	read	more	about	the	
RSPB’s	 Restoration	 Programme	 here	 and	 look	 back	 to	 SGN	 132,	 in	 which	 Derren	 Fox	 recently	 shared	 his	 experiences	 of	
undertaking	research	on	Gough	Island.	

One	of	the	important	achievements	of	The	Red	List	is	to	help	to	determine	conservation	priorities	and	make	a	stronger	case	for	
action.	The	recent	uplisting	of	several	sea-ducks,	including	Long-tailed	Duck	Clangula	hyemalis	(uplisted	from	Least	Concern	to	
Vulnerable	 in	 2012)	 and	 Common	 Eider	 Somateria	 mollissima	 (uplisted	 from	 Least	 Concern	 to	 Near	 Threatened	 in	 2015),	
highlighted	the	issue	of	bycatch	of	diving	seabirds	in	gillnets	in	the	Baltic	Sea.	In	SGN	129,	we	reported	on	the	implementation	of	
a	European	Seabird	Task	Force,	who	were	setting	out	to	test	mitigation	measures	to	reduce	seabird	bycatch.	In	Lithuania,	with	
funding	from	Fondation	Segré,	the	Seabird	Task	Force	has	been	trialling	the	use	of	fishing	nets	equipped	with	black-and-white	
striped	 panels,	 designed	 to	 increase	 visibility	 of	 nets	 in	 the	 murky	 waters	 and	 deter	 diving	 seabirds.	 While	 more	 data	 are	
needed,	 preliminary	 analyses	 suggest	 that	 the	modified	nets	 reduce	bycatch	by	one	 third.	 Based	on	 these	promising	 results,	
trials	 have	 now	 been	 rolled	 out	 to	 other	 locations	 across	 the	 globe,	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 reducing	 seabird	 bycatch	 in	 fisheries.	
Another	method,	 in	which	 LED	 lights	 are	 situated	along	 the	 tops	of	 nets,	 is	 to	be	 trialled	 this	winter	by	 the	National	Marine	
Fisheries	Research	Institute	in	Poland.	You	can	read	more	about	the	Task	Force	here.	

Adapted	from	an	article	in	BirdLife:	The	Magazine.		

UK	Beached	Bird	Survey	2016	

The	report	from	2016’s	UK	Beached	Bird	Survey	has	recently	been	published	by	the	RSPB.	The	UK	Beached	Bird	Survey	started	in	
1991;	since	then,	volunteers	have	covered	58,400	km	of	coastline,	while	recording	dead	seabirds.	Data	collected	by	the	Survey	
are	used	to	monitor	trends	in	winter	mortality	and	to	try	to	understand	the	causes	of	mortality.	The	last	survey	was	carried	out	
over	the	weekend	of	27-28	February	2016,	during	which	over	550	volunteers	walked	a	total	of	1,991	km	of	coastline.	A	total	of	
645	dead	seabirds	and	318	wings	or	incomplete	corpses	were	recorded.	This	amounted	to	a	density	of	0.32	corpses	km-1,	which	
represents	an	 increase,	compared	with	2015,	when	the	 lowest-ever	density	of	0.08	corpses	km-1	was	recorded.	However,	 the	
density	was	still	well	below	the	long-term	average.	Of	those	corpses	recorded,	3.1%	were	oiled	to	some	extent.	

The	next	Beached	Bird	Survey	will	take	place	over	the	weekend	of	25-26	February	2017.		

Source:	The	UK	Beached	Bird	Survey	2016	(Andrew	Stanbury,	RSPB).	

The	RSPB	is	currently	recruiting	volunteers	for	the	Beached	Bird	Survey	in	south-west	England;	see	here	for	further	details.	
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Does	seabird	poo	help	cool	the	Arctic?	

Every	summer,	tens	of	millions	of	seabirds	deposit	vast	amounts	of	guano	across	the	Arctic	region.	It	has	recently	been	shown	
that	 the	 huge	 amounts	 of	 ammonia	 released	 from	 the	 guano	 into	 the	 atmosphere	 interact	 with	 sulphuric	 acid	 and	 water,	
contributing	to	the	creation	of	clouds.	Clouds	play	a	complicated	role	in	climate:	during	the	day,	they	can	reflect	sunlight	back	
into	space,	thus	having	a	cooling	effect,	while	at	night	they	act	as	insulating	blankets.	Yet,	researchers	found	that	the	low-lying	
clouds	loaded	with	ammonia	originating	from	guano	reflect	incoming	sunlight	and	thus	have	a	cooling	effect	across	the	Arctic.	
However,	it	must	be	emphasised	that	this	is	far	from	sufficient	to	counter	the	rapid	warming	that	Earth	has	been	experiencing	
over	the	last	century	and	that	temperatures	in	the	Artic	are	rising	much	faster	than	anywhere	else	on	Earth!	

Sources:	 Science	 News.	 The	 original	 research	was	 published	 in	Nature	 Communications	 and	 the	 full	 paper	 is	 available	 Open	
Access.		

Seabird	Group	grants	–	deadline	28	February	

The	current	call	for	Seabird	Group	grants	closes	on	28	February,	so	hurry	and	get	your	application	in!	The	Seabird	Group	awards	
small	grants	(up	to	£500)	to	support	seabird	research,	monitoring	and	conservation	projects	in	two	funding	rounds	per	year.	In	
our	 last	 round	 of	 funding,	 three	 proposals	 were	 successful.	 Grants	 were	 awarded	 to	 support	 an	 aerial	 survey	 of	 Common	
Guillemots	 and	Northern	 Fulmars	 on	 Sula	 Sgeir,	 UK	 (Stuart	 Murray);	 a	 baseline	 study	 of	 the	 population	 size	 and	 foraging	
distribution	of	Sooty	Shearwaters	from	the	Falkland	Islands	(Ewan	Wakefield);	and,	a	study	of	repeatability	of	migration	routes	
and	wintering	areas	of	Arctic	Terns	nesting	on	the	Farne	Islands,	UK	(Chris	Redfern).	You	can	find	more	information	on	grants	
our	website,	 including	application	guidelines	and	forms,	along	with	reports	 from	previously	 funded	projects.	Although	priority	
will	be	given	to	projects	that	do	not	have	any	existing	funding,	applications	from	any	individual	or	group	are	welcomed,	including	
students.	 Applications	 require	 a	 description	 of	 the	 project	 (maximum	 of	 800	 words)	 and	 budget.	 Successful	 applicants	 are	
recommended	to	submit	a	manuscript	for	consideration	for	publication	in	our	journal,	Seabird,	and/or	contribute	an	article	for	
the	 newsletter.	 Enquiries	 and	 completed	 applications	 should	 be	 sent	 to	 the	 secretary,	 Holly	 Kirk	
(secretary@seabirdgroup.org.uk).		

We	look	forward	to	reporting	back,	in	the	near	future,	from	our	grant	recipients	on	the	progress	and	outcomes	of	their	projects.	

An	Arctic	Tern	Sterna	paradisaea	
bearing	a	geolocator	on	a	leg	ring.	
This	individual	(03)	was	tagged	on	
Inner	Farne	in	2015	and	
recaptured	(using	a	hand	net)	in	
exactly	the	same	place	in	July	
2016.	The	initial	tagging	project	
was	supported	by	the	BBC	and	
Migrate	Technology	and	was	
featured	on	the	popular	
television	show,	Springwatch.	
Supported	by	a	grant	from	the	
Seabird	Group,	Chris	Redfern	and	
colleagues	plan	to	recapture	
tagged	birds	in	2017	to	
investigate	consistency	in	
migratory	behaviour	and	choice	
of	wintering	areas.			

Photo:	Chris	Redfern.		
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The	British	Ecological	Society	Annual	Meeting	through	the	eyes	of	a	seabird	ecologist		

Nina	O’Hanlon,	University	of	Highlands	and	Islands	

Late	last	year,	the	British	Ecological	Society	(BES)	Annual	Meeting	was	held	in	Liverpool,	UK	over	11-14	December.	It	was	a	huge	
conference	with	over	1200	attendees	and	a	staggering	800	talks	covering	a	broad	range	of	ecological	topics	across	12	parallel	
sessions	—	 including	many	of	 interest	 to	a	 seabird	ecologist!	The	diversity	of	 talks	provided	 the	perfect	opportunity	 to	glean	
information	 about	 different	 techniques	 and	 concepts	 from	 other	 species	 groups	 and	 habitats	 —	 something	 that	 you	 don’t	
always	get	at	more	specialised	conferences.	

All	 four	 plenary	 speakers	 gave	 inspirational	 presentations.	 First	 off	 was	 marine	 biologist	 Daniel	 Pauly	 (University	 of	 British	
Columbia,	 Canada),	 who	 discussed	 ‘The	 ecology	 of	 fishing	 down	 the	 marine	 food	 web’,	 emphasising	 the	 importance	 of	
conserving	large	marine	species	and	not	eating	anything	older	than	your	grandmother!	These	wise	words	were	in	relation	to	the	
Orange	 Roughy	 Hoplostethus	 atlanticus fishery,	 and	 the	 non-sustainability	 of	 catching	 slow-growing	 species.	 Anne	 Chao	
(National	 Tsing	 Hua	 University,	 China)	 discussed	 the	 importance	 of	 standardising	 samples	 so	 that	 biodiversity	 indices	 are	
comparable,	 managing	 brilliantly	 to	 be	 both	 entertaining	 and	 understandable	 whilst	 talking	maths	 and	 statistical	 modelling.	
During	the	final	morning,	plenary	Alison	Hester	(James	Hutton	Institute,	New	Zealand)	managed	to	cover	12	Months	in	Ecology	
in	 30	 minutes,	 highlighting	 the	 highs	 and	 lows	 of	 2016.	 Wrapping	 up	 the	 conference,	 Hugh	 Possingham	 (The	 Nature	
Conservancy)	used	his	honed	storytelling	skills	to	deliver	a	tale	about	timing,	resilience,	and	collaborative	effort	to	achieve	what	
may	seem	impossible	and	to	remain	vigilant	during	shifting	political	tides!	 

It	was	great	to	catch	up	with	so	many	other	seabird	ecologists	over	the	course	of	the	meeting,	and	to	see	that	seabird	research	
was	so	well	represented!	Seabird	talks	covered	a	broad	range	of	themes,	from	behaviour,	global	change	and	population	ecology	
to	 theoretical	 interdisciplinary	and	computational	 ecology.	 There	was	also	 strong	 seabird	 representation	over	 the	 two	poster	
sessions	 in	 the	macroecology,	 conservation	 science,	 behavioural	 ecology	 and	 global	 change	 ecology	 themes,	 including	 using	
CCTV	to	monitor	gulls,	estimating	Manx	Shearwater	populations	with	playback	and	a	global	meta-analysis	of	seabird	breeding	
phenology.	

Running	alongside	the	traditional	oral	
presentations,	 there	 were	 several	
Thematic	 Topic	 sessions,	 which	
provided	 an	 in-depth	 forum	 on	
specific	 topics.	 This	 year’s	 Thematic	
Topics	 included	 a	 session	 on	 the	
‘Responses	of	marine	vertebrates	 to	
environmental	change’,	organised	by	
the	Seabird	Ecology	Group	University	
of	 Liverpool	 (SEGUL)	and	 the	Seabird	
Special	 Interest	 Group	 from	 the	
University	 of	 Glasgow.	 Talks	 and	
discussions	in	this	session	focused	on	
marine	 vertebrates	 -	 sharks,	
pinnipeds,	 cetaceans	 and	 seabirds	 -	
with	 the	 aim	 of	 connecting	
researchers	working	on	different	taxa	
and	 aspects	 of	 the	 marine	
environment.	 Paul	 Thompson	
(University	of	Aberdeen,	UK)	started	with	an	excellent	overview,	emphasising	the	many	research	successes	achieved,	especially	
notable	 in	 the	 advances	 in	 tracking	 capabilities	 and	 the	 extensive	 long-term	 seabird	 data	we	 currently	 have,	 though	 he	 also	
acknowledged	that	 there	are	many	challenges	 to	overcome.	Paul	highlighted	that	we	often	know	very	 little	about	 the	drivers	
behind	changes	in	seabird	populations;	therefore,	collecting	data	on	potential	drivers	should	be	a	future	research	priority.	Alice	
Carravieri	 (CNRS,	 France	 –	 Centre	 National	 de	 la	 Recherche	 Scientifique	 aka	 French	 National	 Centre	 for	 Scientific	 Research)	
spoke	 about	 the	 threat	 of	 marine	 pollution	 to	 seabirds,	 and	 how	 levels	 of	 contaminants	 -	 specifically	 mercury	 and	 POPs	
(persistent	organic	pollutants)	 -	 vary	depending	on	 the	species	and	are	 largely	driven	by	 their	prey.	Sarah	Burthe	 (Centre	 for	
Ecology	 &	 Hydrology,	 UK)	 discussed	 European	 Shag	 survival	 and	 severe	 weather	 events:	 using	 re-sightings	 of	 colour-ringed	

During	a	session	dedicated	to	the	‘Responses	of	marine	vertebrates	to	
environmental	change’,	Paul	Thompson	(University	of	Aberdeen)	explained	that,	
while	data	on	abundance	and	population	trends	are	vital,	there	is	a	big	gap	in	our	
understanding	of	the	drivers	behind	these	trends.	Photo:	Nina	O’Hanlon.		



	
5	

Shags,	she	determined	that	survival	was	influenced	by	where	they	choose	to	over-winter.	Alex	Sansom	(RSPB,	UK)	finished	the	
session	by	discussing	why	we	care	about	the	interactions	between	seabirds	and	renewable	energy	installations.	She	highlighted	
how	seabird	 tracking	and	modelling	are	 vital	 to	 inform	 the	appropriate	 location	of	wind	 farms	 through	 looking	at	 the	 spatial	
overlap	of	seabird	habitat	use	and	proposed	installation	locations.	 

In	addition	to	all	of	the	amazing	science	being	discussed,	there	was	also	a	busy	social	schedule	for	attendees.	Many	of	the	BES	
Special	 Interest	 Groups	 held	 social	 events,	 with	 several	 relevant	 to	 anyone	with	 an	 interest	 in	 seabirds,	 such	 as	 the	 Animal	
Ecophysiology	and	Quantitative	Ecology	Groups,	and	the	newly	 formed	Movement	Ecology	Group.	Of	course,	 the	Gala	dinner	
was	another	great	opportunity	to	meet	other	ecologists,	discussing	work	over	fine	dining.	Then,	at	the	after	party,	what	could	be	
better	than	dancing	the	night	away	to	highlights	of	Planet	Earth	II!	

If	 you	 are	 on	 Twitter,	 you	 can	 find	 out	 more	 through	 the	 conference	hashtag	#BES2016.	 For	 more	 about	 the	 Responses	 of	
Marine	Vertebrates	 to	Environmental	Change	Thematic	Topic	session,	check	out	#BESMarineChange	and	 the	SEGUL	Storify	at	
https://storify.com/SEG_UL/marineenvchange.	

Best	practice	guidelines	for	biosecurity	of	seabird	islands	

Vivienne	Booth,	Assistant	Newsletter	Editor/RSPB	

Rapid	detection	and	action	against	newly	arriving	invasive	species	is	one	of	the	most	effective	conservation	measures	we	have	
for	seabird	islands.	Threats	can	arise	through	the	arrival	of	a	wide	range	of	new	species,	but	the	biggest	risks	are	from	mammals,	
and	rodents	arguably	present	the	greatest	risk	of	all.	The	chances	of	rats	or	mice	reaching	an	island	through	natural	or	human-
assisted	means	are	high,	chances	of	early	detection	without	specific	monitoring	are	low,	impacts	are	significant,	and	removal	is	
both	difficult	and	expensive.	

Every	island	is	different:	a	unique	combination	of	ecology,	physical	features,	human	activity,	and	proximity	to	risk	species.	So,	for	
every	island,	the	risks	and	prevention	measures	need	to	be	independently	assessed.	Inadvertent	introduction	of	rodents	is	most	
likely	 through	 transportation	 of	 bulk	 goods,	 such	 as	 animal	 fodder	 or	 stored	 cargo	 and	 overnight	 mooring	 of	 large	 boats.	
Shipwrecks,	although	relatively	uncommon,	are	also	high	risk	events.	However,	simple	measures	can	significantly	reduce	the	risk	

of	 rodent	 incursion:	 using	 rodent-proof	 containers,	 minimising	
storage	time,	checking	for	signs	of	rodent	activity,	repacking	bags	
before	 travel,	 and	 avoiding	 landing	 at	 night.	Monitoring	 is	 a	 key	
part	of	biosecurity:	choosing	the	appropriate	methods	for	the	risk	
species,	 positioning	 them	 correctly	 and	 checking	 them	 regularly	
will	 increase	 the	 chances	 of	 detection;	 this	 will	 enable	 a	 rapid	
response	and	 reduce	 the	 likelihood	of	needing	an	expensive	and	
time-consuming	island-wide	eradication	project.	

Sophie	 Thomas	 and	 Karen	 Varnham	 of	 the	 RSPB	 Seabird	 Island	
Restoration	 Project	 have	 recently	 completed	 a	 project	 to	 review	
the	current	knowledge	of	rodent	eradication	and	biosecurity	from	
around	 the	 world,	 creating	 a	 toolkit	 tailored	 to	 the	 legal,	 social	
and	environmental	 context	 in	 the	UK.	Reviewed	by	 international	
experts,	 this	 document	 consists	 of	 an	 overview,	 annexes	 and	 a	
selection	 of	 worked	 examples,	 and	 is	 intended	 as	 a	 guide	 to	
planning	 and	 carrying	 out	 ground-based	 rat	 eradication	 projects	
on	UK	 islands.	 The	 report	will	 be	 available	 soon	on	 the	GB	Non-
native	 Species	 Secretariat	 website	 and	 the	 full	 reference	 is:	
Thomas,	S.,	Varnham,	K.	&	Havery	S.	2016.	Current	recommended	
procedures	 for	 UK	 (bait	 station)	 rodent	 eradication	 projects.	
(Version	 3.0)	 Royal	 Society	 for	 the	 Protection	 of	 Birds,	 Sandy,	
Bedfordshire.		

Much	of	this	material	is	also	relevant	to	island	biosecurity,	and,	as	
part	of	the	Shiants	LIFE	project	(a	partnership	project	between	the	
RSPB,	Scottish	Natural	Heritage	and	the	Nicolson	family),	this	has	

Checking	a	bait	station	on	Inchmickery.		

Photo:	Karen	Varnham.	
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been	compiled	to	 form	an	 Island	Biosecurity	Manual;	 the	manual	offers	a	useful	guide	to	help	those	working	on	or	managing	
islands	 to	 detect	 the	 early	 warning	 signs	 of	 the	 presence	 of	 rats	 and	 other	 invasive	 species	 and	 prevent	 them	 becoming	
established.	This	 includes	biosecurity	planning,	 incursion	prevention	and	 response,	 rodent	 surveillance	and	 identification,	and	
trapping	and	sampling	methods.	

A	copy	of	the	Island	Biosecurity	Manual	can	be	obtained	by	contacting	Karen	Varnham:	karen.varnham@rspb.org.uk		

Seabirds	and	plastics:	some	answers	and	further	questions	

Jennifer	Grigg	

Plastic	pollution	in	the	marine	environment	is	a	well-documented	problem,	and	is	having	devastating	effects	on	the	seabirds	and	
hundreds	 of	 other	 marine	 species	 that	 occupy	 our	 oceans.	 It	 is	 estimated	 that	 up	 to	 90%	 of	 seabirds	 have	 plastic	 in	 their	
stomachs	(Wilcox	et	al.	2015).	While	the	problem	is	not	new,	recent	research	published	in	Science	Advances	(Savoca	et	al.	2016)	
has	provided	a	new	insight	into	the	mechanisms	that	are	driving	so	many	seabirds	to	ingest	plastic	debris.	

Matthew	Savoca	and	colleagues	recently	demonstrated	that	not	only	visual	cues,	whereby	seabirds	visually	mistake	plastic	for	
prey,	but	also	olfactory	cues	may	lead	seabirds	to	consume	plastic	debris.	In	a	process	known	as	biofouling,	plastic	debris	in	the	
ocean	 can	 easily	 become	 coated	 in	 biota	 that	 produce	 dimethyl	 sulphide	 (DMS),	 a	 substance	 that	 is	 produced	 during	 the	
breakdown	of	marine	algae	and	used	by	some	seabirds	as	a	foraging	cue.	The	result	is	that	plastic	acquires	the	same	chemical	
profile	that	attracts	seabirds	to	productive	foraging	areas	and	that	is	thought	to	lead	to	consumption	of	plastic.	This	research	has	
provided	a	fascinating	insight	into	an	issue	that	affects	seabirds	on	a	global	scale.	However,	just	as	important	as	the	explanation	
itself	are	the	new	questions	and	avenues	for	further	research	that	are	presented	as	a	result	of	these	findings.	

One	 challenge	 faced	 by	 those	 studying	 the	 effects	 of	 plastic	 pollution	 is	 to	 determine	 if	 there	 are	 associations	 between	
vulnerability	 to	plastic	debris	and	different	behaviours	or	 life-history	 stages	 that	would	warrant	a	more	 targeted	approach	 to	

monitoring	 and	 research.	 Savoca	 and	 colleagues	
demonstrated	that	species	that	use	DMS	to	help	locate	
prey,	 such	 as	 the	 Procellariiformes	 (albatrosses,	
shearwaters,	 and	petrels),	may	be	more	 vulnerable	 to	
plastic	pollution	than	others,	thus	highlighting	the	need	
to	target	monitoring	to	those	species.	The	findings	also	
have	 wider	 implications	 beyond	 seabird	 research:	
marine	mammals,	turtles	and	marine	fishes	also	appear	
to	use	DMS	when	foraging;	thus,	investigating	whether	
a	 similar	 pattern	 may	 be	 occurring	 in	 these	 species	
could	 reveal	 if	 they	 too	may	 be	 falling	 into	 the	 same	
sensory	 trap	 as	 the	 procellariiform	 seabirds	
investigated	in	Savoca’s	study.	

While	 plastic	 pollution	 remains	 a	 growing	 problem,	
Gabrielle	Nevitt,	one	of	the	study’s	co-authors,	explains	
that	“once	you	have	a	better	idea	of	how	a	mechanism	
might	 work,	 you’re	 in	 a	 better	 position	 to	 potentially	
mediate	that.”	As	well	as	attempting	to	prevent	waste	
plastics	 from	 entering	 our	 water	 systems,	 these	

findings	suggest	that	creating	plastics	with	anti-fouling	properties	may	help	mediate	the	effects	of	plastic	debris	building	up	in	
the	marine	environment.	 It	 is	 clear	 that	plastic	pollution	 is	not	going	away	overnight;	however,	 the	more	we	understand	 the	
problem,	the	more	effectively	we	can	attempt	to	mitigate	its	effects	on	seabirds	and	other	marine	species.	

References:	
Wilcox	 C.,	 Van	 Sebille	 E.	 &	 Hardesty	 B.D.	 2015.	 Threat	 of	 plastic	 pollution	 to	 seabirds	 is	 global,	 pervasive,	 and	

increasing.	Proceedings	of	the	National	Academy	of	Sciences	112:11899-11904.	
Savoca	M.S.,	Wohlfeil	M.E.,	 Ebeler	 S.E.	&	Nevitt	G.A.	 2016.	Marine	plastic	 debris	 emits	 a	 keystone	 infochemical	 for	 olfactory	

foraging	seabirds.	Science	Advances	2:p.e1600395.	

Editor:	Both	of	these	papers	are	published	as	Open	Access,	so	are	free	for	everyone	to	read!	Just	follow	the	links	above.	

The	unaltered	stomach	contents	of	a	dead	albatross	chick,	
photographed	at	Midway	Atoll	National	Wildlife	Refuge	in	
September	2009,	include	plastic	marine	debris	fed	to	the	chick	by	its	
parents.	Photo:	Chris	Jordan	(via	USFWS).	
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Paper	reviews	

Soriano-Redondo,	A.	et	al.	2016.	Relative	abundance	and	distribution	of	fisheries	influence	risk	
of	seabird	bycatch.	Scientific	Reports	6:37373.	DOI:10.1038/srep37373	(published	Open	Access) 

The	 landing	obligation,	which	 is	part	of	 the	Common	Fisheries	Policy	reform,	will	gradually	reduce	discards	between	now	and	
2019.	Here,	the	authors	investigate	the	interactions	of	seabirds	with	trawlers	(responsible	for	65%	of	discards	in	the	area)	and	
longliners.	GPS	tracking	data	from	Scopoli’s	Shearwaters	Calonectris	diomedea	and	VMS	(Vessel	Monitoring	System)	tracking	of	
vessels	showed	that	the	number	of	 interactions	between	birds	and	 longliners	 increased	as	the	number	of	trawlers	decreased.	
This	finding	was	supported	by	data	from	observers	on	board	longliners	and	bycatch	data	collected	from	a	longliner	over	a	13-
year	 period	 (during	which	 the	majority	 of	 bycatch	 occurred	 at	 times	when	 trawlers	were	 not	 operating).	 The	 importance	 of	
bycatch	mitigation	measures	on	longliners	will	therefore	only	increase	as	the	discards	ban	is	implemented.	

Waggitt,	 J.J.	 et	 al.	 2016.	 Quantifying	 pursuit-diving	 seabirds’	 association	 with	 fine-scale	
physical	 features	 in	tidal	stream	environments.	Journal	of	Applied	Ecology	53:1653–1666.	DOI:	
10.1111/1365-2664.12646	

Tidal	stream	turbine	arrays	are	suited	to	areas	of	fast	horizontal	currents,	over	30	m	deep,	and	with	relatively	hard	and	smooth	
seabed.	Here,	the	authors	examine	the	physical	characteristics	of	foraging	areas	used	by	four	species	(Atlantic	Puffin	Fratercula	
arctica,	Black	Guillemot	Cepphus	 grylle,	Common	Guillemot	Uria	 aalge,	 and	European	 Shag	Phalacrocorax	 aristotelis)	 in	 the	
breeding	and	non-breeding	season	(black	guillemot	and	shag).	The	Alcidae	locations	correlated	with	horizontal	current	speed	(in	
the	breeding	season:	fast	currents	for	Puffin	and	Common	Guillemot,	slow	for	Black	Guillemot;	in	the	non-breeding	season:	fast	
for	Black	Guillemot)	and	high	turbulence	(Puffin	and	Black	Guillemot),	whereas	downward	vertical	currents	corresponded	with	
the	location	of	Shags.	It	is	speculated	that	variation	in	feeding	strategies	may	explain	this	difference.	Puffins,	which	showed	the	
strongest	 relationship	 with	 fast	 horizontal	 currents,	 were	 identified	 as	 the	 most	 vulnerable	 to	 interactions	 with	 any	 array	
installation.		

Upcoming	conferences	

This	year	looks	to	be	a	busy	year	for	conferences	that	are	likely	to	be	of	interest	to	many	seabirders!	The	conference	year	kicks	
off	 with	 the	 Pacific	 Seabird	 Group’s	 44th	 Annual	Meeting	 during	 22-25	 February	 in	 Tacoma,	Washington,	 USA.	 As	 usual,	 the	
Pacific	Seabird	Group	have	compiled	a	fascinating	and	diverse	programme	and	we	look	forward	to	following	the	conference	on	
Twitter	at	@PacificSeabirds	and	via	the	hashtag	#PSG2017.	Please	read	on	for	details	of	upcoming	conferences	during	2017	and	
take	note	of	the	rapidly	approaching	deadlines	for	submission	for	some	of	them!	

3rd	World	Seabird	Twitter	Conference,	12-14	April	2017	

Following	 the	 great	 success	 of	 the	 previous	 two	 Twitter	 conferences,	 the	
World	 Seabird	 Union	 has	 opened	 abstract	 submission	 for	 participation	 in	
the	3rd	World	Seabird	Twitter	Conference	(WSTC3).	Following	the	format	of	
previous	 years,	 each	 participant	 communicates	 their	 work	 relating	 to	
research	 or	 conservation	 in	 a	 series	 of	 six	 tweets,	 each	 consisting	 of	 no	
more	than	140	characters	(or	 less	 if	 images	and	figures	are	used),	during	a	
scheduled	slot	of	14	minutes.	Communicating	clearly	and	succinctly	is	a	key	
skill	 to	 master	 in	 any	 line	 of	 work.	 The	 rest	 of	 the	 world	 can	 follow	 the	
presentations	 from	 the	 comfort	of	your	home,	office	or	even	 field	 site	 via	
the	 hashtag	 #WSTC3.	 A	 new	 addition	 this	 year	 is	 live	 video	Q&A	 sessions	
with	 presenters.	 If	 hashtags	 and	 tweets	 are	 all	 gobbledygook	 to	 you,	 ask	
someone	to	give	you	a	crash	course	 in	Twitter:	 it’s	a	great	way	of	keeping	
up-to-date	with	seabird	conservation,	 research	and	monitoring	around	the	
world.	Full	guidelines	for	participation	can	be	found	here	and	abstracts	can	
be	submitted	here,	but	hurry	-	submission	closes	on	10	February!	Keep	an	
eye	on	the	WSU’s	website	or	Twitter	account	for	announcement	of	further	details.		
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Island	Invasives	Conference,	10-14	July	2017,	Dundee,	UK	

Island	Invasives	2017	is	jointly	hosted	by	the	University	of	Dundee	and	the	
South	 Georgia	 Heritage	 Trust	 and	 will	 be	 the	 third	 in	 a	 series	 of	
international	 conferences	 focussed	 on	 invasive	 alien	 species	 on	 islands,	
their	 impact	 and	 management.	 Awareness	 of	 the	 damaging	 impact	 of	
invasive	 species	 is	 growing	 rapidly,	 just	 as	 the	 problem	 itself	 is	 growing.	
Island	 flora	 and	 fauna	 tend	 to	 be	 particularly	 vulnerable	 to	 invasive	 alien	
species,	and	many	insular	endemics	have	been	driven	to	extinction	by	these	
invaders.	But,	by	their	very	nature,	islands	may	also	offer	the	possibility	of	
long-term	 refuge	 and	 security,	 if	 alien	 species	 can	 be	 eradicated	 or	
effectively	 controlled.	 Over	 recent	 decades,	 the	 management	 and	 even	
eradication	 of	 island	 invasives	 has	 developed	 from	 a	 concept	 born	 of	
desperation	to	small	scale	experimentation,	to	medium	scale	trials,	to	large	
scale	operations	where	success	is	almost	expected.	The	scale	of	response	is	
increasing	 to	 meet	 the	 escalating	 challenge.	 Progress	 is	 made	 largely	 by	
learning	 from	 the	 lessons	 and	 experience	 of	 earlier	 operations,	 good	 and	
bad.	 For	 this,	 there	 is	 no	 substitute	 for	 face-to-face	 discussion,	 the	 discovery	 of	 new	 approaches	 from	 posters	 and	 spoken	
presentations,	and	access	to	the	best	people	in	the	business,	all	gathered	in	one	place.	

Seven	of	the	world’s	 foremost	specialists	 in	their	respective	fields	are	coming	to	Dundee	to	present	keynote	talks	on	subjects	
ranging	from	island	biosecurity	to	eradication	problems,	methodology	and	outcomes,	to	invasive	plants	and	international	policy.	
Keynote	speakers	include	Elizabeth	(Biz)	Bell,	Colin	Clubbe,	Steve	Cranwell,	Piero	Genovesi,	Brad	Keitt,	Euan	Kennedy	and	James	
Russell.	 Interested	participants	are	now	 invited	 to	 submit	abstracts	 for	oral	and	poster	presentations	on	any	 topic	 relating	 to	
invasive	alien	species	on	 islands;	 the	deadline	 for	submission	 is	28	February.	Early	bird	registration	 fees	are	available	until	30	
April	(£220	–	student/unemployed,	£330	–	employed).	

See	the	website	for	more	details:	www.islandinvasives2017.com	and	follow	@islandinvasives	on	Twitter	for	updates,	 including	
details	of	a	30%	discount	being	offered	by	Flybe	to	participants	flying	between	London	Stansted	and	Dundee.	

The	Waterbird	Society’s	Annual	Conference,	8-12	August	2017,	Reykjavik,	Iceland	

The	Waterbird	 Society	 is	 hosting	 its	 2017	 Annual	 Conference	 and	General	Meeting	 at	 the	University	 of	 Iceland	 in	 Reykjavik,	
Iceland	 from	 8-12	 August	 2017.	The	 conference	will	 include	 a	 number	 of	 symposia	 and	workshops	which	will	 be	 announced	
soon.	A	call	for	oral	and	poster	presentations	is	also	expected	shortly.	There	will	be	a	number	of	field	trips	before	and	after	the	
meeting	sponsored	by	The	Waterbird	Society	and	available	at	a	very	good	price.	The	organisers	recognise	that	August	may	not	
be	an	ideal	time	for	some	seabird	researchers,	but	the	dates	were	chosen	due	to	significantly	lower	costs	during	the	University’s	
summer	holidays.	They	encourage	researchers	 to	consider	breaking	 fieldwork	 for	 just	a	 few	days	and	believe	you	will	be	well	
rewarded	with	 some	amazing	 field	 trips,	 available	at	 excellent	prices.	 Further	details	 of	 the	 conference	programme	and	 field	
trips	can	be	found	on	the	conference	website:	https://waterbirds.org/annual-meeting.			

11th	European	Ornithologists’	Union	Conference,	18-22	August	2017,	Turku,	Finland	

Every	 second	 year,	 the	 European	 Ornithologists’	 Union	 (EOU)	 convenes	 an	 international	 conference	 where	 the	 latest	
ornithological	 science	 is	discussed.	The	University	of	Turku	 in	Finland	 is	hosting	 the	11th	EOU	conference	between	18	and	22	
August.	The	scientific	programme	comprises	six	plenary	talks,	10	symposia,	20	general	oral	sessions	and	two	poster	sessions.	Of	
the	plenary	speakers,	no	 less	than	three	of	 them	have	worked	extensively	with	seabirds:	Henri	Weimerskirch	 (CNRS,	France),	
Pat	Monaghan	(University	of	Glasgow)	and	Jane	Reid	(University	of	Aberdeen).	Abstract	submission	–	for	both	oral	and	poster	
presentations	 -	 is	 now	 open	 until	 28	 February	 and	 registration	 will	 open	 on	 1	 March.	 A	 number	 of	 mid-conference	 field	
excursions	 have	 been	 organised	 in	 conjunction	with	 BirdLife	 Finland.	 Those	 interested	 in	 exhibiting	 or	 sponsoring	 the	 event	
should	contact	loc-eou@utu.fi.	Further	information	can	be	found	on	the	conference	website.	
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Overland	passage	of	Northern	Gannets	in	South	Argyll,	Scotland	

Eddie	Maguire	(msbowarden@gmail.com),	Iomhar	MacMillan,	Rab	Morton	and	Charlie	Robertson		

Introduction	

During	early	August	2016,	Machrihanish	Seabird	Observatory	(MSBO)	wardens	Eddie	Maguire	and	Iomhar	McMillan	suspected	
that	many	adult	Northern	Gannets	Morus	bassanus	arriving	over	Machrihanish	Bay	from	the	east	had	almost	certainly	crossed	
over	the	Kintyre	peninsula	from	Campbeltown	Loch.	Passage	of	small	numbers	crossing	over	from	the	Clyde	to	the	Atlantic	had	
already	been	established	(Maguire,	2015),	however,	additional	observations	at	Campbeltown	Harbour	would	clarify	how	often	
this	occurred	and	how	many	birds	were	involved.	

The	 MSBO	 warden	 Eddie	 Maguire	 arranged	 coordinated	 surveillance	 at	 Campbeltown.	 Rab	 Morton	 (RM)	 volunteered	 and	
Charlie	 Robertson	 (CR)	 was	 also	 recruited	 to	 the	 project.	 Surveillance	 at	 Campbeltown	 involved	 watching	 the	 behaviour	 of	
Gannets	that	were	over	the	 loch	and	 logging	the	times	of	all	overland	crossings.	Almost	 immediately,	both	observers	became	
aware	that	high-flying	Gannets	were	the	ones	to	watch	and	were	far	more	likely	to	cross	over	the	peninsula.	Many	of	these	high-
fliers	would	initially	set	off	for	the	east	as	if	leaving	the	loch	for	the	Kilbrannan	Sound.	However,	they	were	watched	returning	
over	the	harbour,	although	at	considerably	greater	height,	and	they	continued	flying	west	over	the	town	for	Machrihanish	Bay.	
Utilising	this	previously	unrecorded	behaviour,	both	observers	were	soon	able	to	predict,	with	some	certainty,	when	a	Gannet	
was	about	to	cross	overland.	In	addition,	observers	determined	that	absence	of	shoaling	fish	in	Campbeltown	Loch	was	perhaps	
a	trigger	that	persuaded	birds	to	set	off	8	km	overland	for	the	west,	although	other	visual	factors,	including	the	topography	or	
the	sight	of	plunge-diving	Gannets	off	Machrihanish	(Atlantic)	may	also	be	a	stimulus.	

Satellite	tracking	results	from	various	Gannet	colonies	around	Britain	suggest	these	birds	are	almost	certainly	breeding	adults	on	
foraging	expeditions	from	the	Ailsa	Craig	colony	31	km	ESE	of	Campbeltown	Loch.	Surveillance	at	Machrihanish	was	dependant	
on	mobile	 phone	 contact	 with	 observers	 at	 Campbeltown	 Harbour.	 CR	 and	 RM	 promptly	 informed	MSBO	 wardens	 when	 a	
Gannet	set	off	high	for	the	west.	Primed	with	a	known	departure	time,	the	wardens	on	the	Atlantic	coast	of	Kintyre	successfully	
timed	 many	 birds	 arriving	 over	 Machrihanish	 Bay:	 e.g.	 on	 15	 October	 CR	 contacted	 MSBO	 from	 Campbeltown	 Harbour	 at	
11:24hrs	 and	 announced	 that	 an	 adult	Gannet	had	 just	 set	 off	 for	 the	west	 high	over	 the	 town.	MSBO	wardens	 located	 this	
individual	arriving	over	the	sand	dunes	at	Machrihanish	Bay	at	11:33	hrs.	This	bird	had	taken	around	9	minutes	to	fly	8	km	west	
over	the	Kintyre	peninsula.	Gannets	certainly	lose	height	during	the	crossing	although	many	can	still	be	>150	m	ASL	when	they	
arrive	over	the	bay.	

Results	

During	August	to	October	2016	a	total	of	286	adult	Gannets	crossed	overland	from	the	head	of	Campbeltown	Loch	(Clyde)	to	
Machrihanish	Bay	(Atlantic)	on	53	days	of	observation	(Table	1).	Birds	were	seen	crossing	Kintyre	on	all	days	when	observations	
were	carried	out	in	August	(17	days)	and	September	(25	days).	The	reduction	in	overland	passage	of	adults	at	Campbeltown	in	
October	 is	 consistent	with	 the	main	 fledging	 period	 on	 Ailsa	 Craig	which	 occurs	 during	mid-late	 September	 (Forrester	 et	 al.	
2007);	with	the	fledging	of	 juveniles,	adults	are	no	 longer	required	to	provision	the	young,	and	birds	commence	dispersing	to	
wintering	grounds	south	of	the	breeding	colony.	

On	23	September,	an	adult	was	noted	gaining	such	great	height	over	the	head	of	the	 loch	that	 it	was	almost	a	dot	 in	the	sky	
before	setting	off	for	the	west,	and	on	7	October	four	singles	were	flying	so	high	to	the	west	that	they	were	described	as	being	
‘virtually	in	the	gods’	by	the	observer	(CR).	

Discussion	

So	far,	this	research	has	revealed	that	only	adult	Gannets	fly	west	over	the	narrowest	part	of	the	Kintyre	peninsula,	a	distance	of	
8	km,	usually	at	great	height,	far	more	frequently	and	in	far	greater	numbers	than	was	previously	documented	(Maguire,	2015).	
Two	additional	aspects	of	the	initial	observations	have	been	confirmed	by	these	more	detailed	studies.	Only	adult	birds	made	
the	overland	crossing	and	no	 juveniles	 (1st	 calendar	year)	or	 sub-adult	birds	were	noted	suggesting	 that	 this	 regular	overland	
passage	 may	 be	 something	 which	 is	 ‘learnt’	 rather	 than	 an	 innate	 characteristic	 of	 Gannets	 (although	 see	 below	 regarding	
migrating	birds).	It	is	also	notable	that	no	passage	from	west	to	east	has	been	noted,	suggesting	that	the	birds	crossing	to	the	
west	at	Campbeltown	have	recently	dispersed	on	foraging	expeditions	from	the	breeding	colony	on	Ailsa	Craig.	
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Adult	Gannets	starting	out	on	a	foraging	expedition	from	Ailsa	are	likely	to	be	at	minimal	weight,	 look	streamlined,	and	as	we	
now	know,	have	the	ability	to	cross	Kintyre	from	east	to	west.	Conversely,	birds	that	have	been	foraging	successfully	over	the	
Atlantic	may	 be	 too	 heavy	 to	 cross	 land.	 Personal	 observations	 by	 Eddie	Maguire	 over	many	 years	 has	 revealed	 that	 flocks	
travelling	south	off	MSBO	on	the	return	trip	to	Ailsa	are	not	streamlined;	 they	have	distended	rear	ends	and	 look	bloated.	 In	
view	 of	 the	 additional	weight	 (in	 fish	 prey),	 these	 heavily-laden	 birds	 are	 carrying	 they	 do	 not	 appear	 to	 have	 the	 ability	 to	
commit	to	an	8-km	overland	crossing	and	therefore	rely	on	dynamic	soaring	(wave	power)	to	return	to	the	colony.	

Other	observations	of	overland	passage	in	the	UK	have	tended	to	relate	to	birds	moving	between	the	west	and	east	coasts	of	
Britain	and	probably	relate	to	migrating	birds	rather	than	the	overland	foraging	strategy	that	has	been	observed	passing	over	
Kintyre.	Bob	Furness	recovered	geolocators	from	50	adult	Gannets	breeding	on	Bass	Rock	over	several	seasons	and	one	of	those	
shows	a	bird	migration	overland	(pers.	comm.).	The	tracks	were	determined	by	a	combination	of	sea-surface	temperature	(SST)	
and	light	intensity	data,	which	for	seabirds	in	European	waters	gives	much	more	accurate	location	estimates	than	just	using	light	
intensity	 alone,	 because	 SST	 patterns	 are	 very	 strong	 in	 European	 waters.	 The	 one	 bird	 that	 clearly	 flew	 overland	 was	 an	
individual	that	wintered	off	West	Africa	and	was	unusually	late	returning	north	in	spring.	It	flew	past	Cornwall,	through	the	Irish	
Sea,	 then	overland	 to	 the	Bass,	apparently	 from	 the	Clyde	 to	 the	Forth,	although	 the	exact	point	of	 crossing	 is	 impossible	 to	
identify	from	the	tracking	data.	But	 it	certainly	crossed	from	the	northern	Irish	Sea	to	the	Forth	rather	than	going	all	 the	way	
around	the	coast.	

David	Jardine	noted	an	adult	Gannet	appearing	out	of	dense	fog	 in	September	over	Kielder	village,	Northumberland,	mid-way	
between	the	North	Sea	and	the	Solway	Firth,	suggesting	that	this	overland	passage	was	a	result	of	weather	conditions	rather	
than	a	regular	migration	route	(pers.	comm.).	However,	Taylor	(1977)	describes	five	instances	of	birds,	mainly	juveniles,	but	also	
of	 an	 adult,	 heading	 inland	 south	 west	 from	 the	 upper	 reaches	 of	 the	 Firth	 of	 Forth	 towards	 the	 Clyde	 in	 late	 August	 and	
September.	One	was	also	seen	flying	west	over	Glasgow	(Bernie	Zonfrillo,	pers.	comm.)	

So	 far,	 observations	 of	 migration	 across	 Scotland	 is	 insignificant	 compared	 to	 our	 current	 understanding	 of	 the	 remarkable	
number	of	birds	(286	birds	on	52	dates	of	observation)	that	crossed	8	km	overland	at	Campbeltown	during	August	to	October	to	
gain	access	to	foraging	grounds	in	the	Atlantic:	more	Gannets	were	verified	crossing	South	Kintyre	in	a	single	day	in	August	2016	
(19)	than	have	ever	been	established	crossing	Scotland.	The	adult	that	recently	crossed	from	the	North	Irish	Sea	to	the	Bass	Rock	
(geolocator)	 is	the	only	verified	crossing	and	around	15	others	are	presumed	to	have	crossed	over	many	years.	However,	 it	 is	

Northern	Gannets	Morus	bassanus	passing	Machrihanish.	Photo:	Eddie	Maguire.	
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important	 to	note	 that	 the	 finding	 in	 South	Kintyre	 relates	 to	Gannets	 regularly	 commuting	across	 land	as	part	of	 a	 foraging	
strategy,	rather	than	migration.	Gannets	leaving	the	Clyde	for	the	Atlantic	attain	great	height	before	committing	to	the	overland	
crossing.	This	was	a	significant	discovery.	

The	frequency	of	the	crossings	at	Campbeltown	lends	credence	to	the	likelihood	that	other	short	overland	passage	routes	may	
await	 discovery	 in	 Argyll.	 Therefore,	 as	 Gannets	 are	 often	 seen	 high	 up	 over	 sea	 lochs	 (Ap	 Rheinallt	 et	 al.	 2007),	 similar	
observations	 in	 locations	such	as	upper	Loch	Fyne,	West	Loch	Tarbert	and	Loch	Gilp	may	prove	 instructive.	 It	 is	 important	 to	
note	 that	 foraging	birds	at	 the	head	of	Campbeltown	Loch	cross	overland	only	when	they	 fail	 to	 find	accessible	shoaling	 fish.	
Surely	this	is	the	prime	time	to	watch	for	highflyers	that	may	cross	overland	at	other	sea	lochs	in	Argyll?	

At	present,	verified	overland	passage	by	adult	Gannets	to	access	foraging	grounds	is	confined	exclusively	to	South	Kintyre;	the	
birds	usually	depart	overland	at	great	height,	far	more	frequently,	and	in	far	greater	numbers	than	was	previously	documented	
(Maguire,	2015).	It	would	also	be	interesting	to	confirm	if	this	overland	passage	has	been	noted	in	other	parts	of	the	British	Isles	
with	 similar	 coastlines	adjacent	 to	Gannet	 colonies	 (e.g.	 Shetland).	 This	project	was	a	marathon	enterprise	and	an	 important	
local	study	that	delivered	a	unique	contribution	to	Scottish	ornithology.	During	2017	the	project	will	be	extended	with	regular	
coordinated	surveillance	from	March	to	October	at	both	Campbeltown	and	MSBO.	
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Mouse	eating	bait,	Mars	Bay,	Ascension	Island:	wax	blocks	containing	poison	are	placed	around	the	
Sooty	Tern	Onychoprion	fuscatus	colony	when	it	looks	like	the	birds	are	going	to	return;	the	time	of	
arrival	of	the	colony	is	rather	erratic,	probably	due	to	variation	in	local	food	availability. 
Photo:	Vivienne	Booth.	
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