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Canna seabirds showing signs of recovery

Following the rat eradication campaign by the National Trust for Scotland on the island of Canna last winter, numbers of breeding seabirds are beginning to show signs of recovery. 

Monitoring carried out by the Highland Ringing Group has shown that the number of key species, especially shags, razorbills and Manx shearwaters, may have turned the corner and begun the long path to recovery.

Razorbills, which nest amongst boulders and are particularly vulnerable to rat predation, have shown a large increase from only 27 successful nests in 2005 to 273 in 2006. This has reversed a long-term decline, which saw numbers at colonies decline from 440 in1995. 

Shags were also particularly badly hit but, at one colony, numbers have increased from only 48 pairs in 2005 to 72 pairs in 2006. More importantly, the average number of chicks successfully reared increased from 0.7 per nest to 1.2. Formerly, Canna held one of the largest colonies of shags in Europe but the numbers had declined by over 40%. The first nests to suffer were those in accessible boulder fields around Garrisdale, the Nunnery and Lamasgor (areas of Canna), with the birds retreating to the more inaccessible ledges. Recovery in the boulder fields has been particularly noticeable.

Manx shearwaters had been wiped out from a colony previously estimated at 1500 pairs so that only a single pair could be found in a remote location in 2002. The use of tape recordings of shearwater calls has revealed that birds have returned to the some of the burrows in the former colony, last frequented in 1999, and that more birds may be prospecting around the island.

While it will take a long time for seabird numbers to build back up to their previous levels, it is encouraging to note that the long term decline has been halted and that numbers of vulnerable species have begun to increase once more.

Background: 

The Island of Canna is owned by the National Trust for Scotland. Research over a number of years has shown that a rise in the Brown rat population on the island, probably as a result of milder winters, had led to an increase in predation on the island’s seabirds which caused a steep decline in breeding numbers.

With funding from the European Commission’s LIFE Nature Programme and from Scottish Natural Heritage, a programme to eradicate all rats from the island was initiated. Over winter 2005/06 a team from Wildlife Management International Ltd (WMIL) a New Zealand firm, and volunteers, laid out poison in 4273 bait stations, covering the entire island.

The last known rat was detected and poisoned in mid February 2006.

Since then a monitoring grid of 1000 stations has been checked on a monthly basis. These stations contain ‘rat goodies’ ie. candles or soap or a wax block impregnated with cocoa. They are checked to see if there are any rat teeth marks that would indicate the continued presence of rats. So far none have been found to have been chewed by rats. Monitoring will continue for the next two years before we can definitively conclude that all of the rats have gone.

Part of the project involved removing a number of native wood mice, which may be unique to the island, so that poison put out for the rats would not harm them – this part of the project was conducted by the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland which took 154 mice to Edinburgh Zoo and Highland Wildlife Park to be bred in captivity. Some of these mice have now been returned to Canna.

For further information contact:

Bob Swann (Project administrator) 01862 894329

Abbie Patterson 07748 766795

John Hollingsworth 0131 243 9349

Notes to editor

The National Trust for Scotland is a charity dedicated to conserving and promoting Scotland’s natural and cultural heritage for present and future generations to enjoy. The Trust could not carry out this work without the support of its members, donors and partners. For more information on the Trust, its properties and its conservation work, please visit our website – www.nts.org.uk – or contact our Customer Service Centre on 0131 243 9300.
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