‘WATCH THE BIRDIE’ - MONITORING MINGULAY YIELDS SURPRISES

On 14 June this year, a party from the SNH Western Isles Area visited Mingulay to carry out seabird monitoring. The colonies of Mingulay & Berneray are nationally important and are home to the largest colonies of razorbills in the UK. The visit, unfortunately limited to one day, was part of SNH’s Site Condition Monitoring programme for designated sites. Additionally, SNH, the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and National Trust for Scotland (NTS) have also been looking at ways of improving monitoring of these important colonies in light of worrying trends reported at other colonies in the UK, so the 2006 visit was useful to have as a comparison with the last count in 2003.

Thankfully, the weather behaved, with the overcast morning giving way to a glorious sunny afternoon, while the calm seas allowed a spectacular trip through the natural arch and round the stacks on the way back.

Counting seabird colonies seems daunting and there is no magic secret – you just select your cliff, sit down (safely) where you can get a good view, and start counting each species (1,2,3 etc.!). Mingulay was really too large for our team to count comfortably in a day so we divided the island into sections, and based on our last whole island count in 2003, counted the areas with the main colonies for the main species, fulmar, shag, guillemot, razorbill and kittiwake. We also took notes on some of the other species present including puffins and great skuas or bonxies.

Our results were interesting and not entirely expected. All the main species showed some decline on the 2003 figures, but this varied between species. However, what was really intriguing was that some species had redistributed themselves since 2003. We also found that it was a late breeding season (presumably due to the cold windy weather in spring) with a number of birds, especially kittiwakes, still nest building or just occupying ledges and not breeding.

Results of Mingulay Monitoring in 2006 

Species
Year
Count
% change since 2003

Fulmar
2006
5345*
- 24.3

Shag
2006
110
- 29.5

Guillemot
2006
6507
- 42

Razorbill
2006
8304
- 12

Kittiwake
2006
1548
- 37.8

*Fulmar in 2006 contains an undercount on Dun Mingulay due to viewing into strong sun! - decline adjusted for this. 

From these sample counts the population of the island was estimated as follows:


2006
2003

Fulmar
8778
11626

Shag
245
347

Guillemot
9565
16512

Razorbill
12505
14201

Kittiwake
1828
2939

The figures do suggest a worrying decline and that Mingulay is being affected in the same ways that other colonies have been. However, due to the redistribution of birds and the late breeding season, the apparent declines need to be treated cautiously. The redistribution of birds may well have meant we missed concentrations of some species, and the late season meant that some birds which may have bred hadn’t yet settled. For example in one section razorbills had doubled their numbers, yet in others they had declined; and two kittiwake colonies were all but abandoned, yet others had remained more or less stable. Additionally, although no detailed counts were made it was clear that puffins had increased greatly since 2003 in the south-west of the island and in the colony at the north end of Mingulay Bay.

Despite this confused picture Mingulay remains a very important seabird colony, with the partial count of razorbills in 2006 being larger than the whole island Mingulay razorbill total in the last national census count  by JNCC in 1998. Clearly there is still much to learn about the seabirds on Mingulay and Berneray. Unlike, for instance St Kilda and Canna, which have sections counted annually for a national seabird monitoring programme, Mingulay and Berneray have received relatively little attention in terms of detailed monitoring, therefore we don’t really have an idea of how successfully the birds are breeding as the young wouldn’t be leaving the cliffs until July or August. Establishing such a study in the future would be useful in trying to make sense of the changes found between the periodic surveys that have been carried out on Mingulay and Berneray, and to allow the declines noted in 2006 to be put into context.

Finally, thanks go to the boatmen John MacDougal and Donald MacLeod for making the visit possible, and to NTS as owners for allowing the survey to take place.

Andrew Stevenson SNH


