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First shearwater breeding on Canna since 1997

A Manx shearwater has been bred on the island of Canna for the first time in nearly ten years after a project to eradicate the island’s population of rats, which had been killing the seabirds.

Formerly, Canna’s shearwater colony numbered around 1500 pairs but depredations by a large population of brown rats had reduced the colony to the verge of extinction in the 1990s. Shearwaters are particularly vulnerable to attack by rats because they nest down burrows and when the parents leave the nest to fetch food the chicks are easy prey to rats.

In order to address the decline in shearwaters and other species of seabird on the island of Canna (in the Inner Hebrides), the National Trust for Scotland, which owns and manages Canna, has been attempting to eradicate all of the rats from the island. The first phase of this programme, which was funded by the EU LIFE-Nature programme and Scottish Natural Heritage, took place last winter (2005/06) and virtually all of the estimated 7000 rats were eradicated.

Richard Luxmoore, Head of Nature Conservation for the National Trust for Scotland said ‘We were confident that this project would be successful in the long term because we expected shearwaters from the neighbouring island of Rum to recolonise the island; however attracting a nesting pair back to the island in the first year was beyond our wildest dreams.’

Several of the other seabird species, such as shags and razorbills, which had been reduced but not driven to extinction, had shown signs of recovery in June, with breeding numbers up and more chicks successfully raised. However, it was feared that the recovery of the shearwaters would take longer as there were believed to be none left on the island to start breeding. Shearwaters are difficult to study as, in addition to nesting underground, they only return to the island under cover of darkness. 

Observations earlier in the summer had picked up the distinctive calls of shearwaters at their former colony but it was only earlier this month that successful breeding was confirmed. Andrew Ramsay of the Highland Ringing Group checked the burrows for chicks and was delighted when he found one. The chick was weighed and a ring attached to its leg so that it can be traced should it return to the island in future. Mr Ramsay stated “We were ecstatic when we found a chick, the first to be produced in this colony for 9 years”

Manx shearwaters are very restricted in distribution with 70-90% of the world’s population nesting in the United Kingdom. The main colonies are on the islands of Rum (Inner Hebrides), Skomer and Skokholm (Wales), but these, like the Canna colony, are vulnerable to predation from introduced mammals. The Rum colony is believed already to be influenced by rats, which are found on the island. It is therefore particularly important for the Canna colony to be restored to its former size to safeguard the future of the species.
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