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Guillemot chicks leave their breeding ledges weeks before they can fly.  The half-grown jumplings fling themselves from the vertical cliffs, aiming to reach the sea, sometimes hundreds of feet below.  Immediately the chick seems to be at home on the sea and invariably its first reaction is to dive beneath the surface.

Yesterday evening, a small group gathered on the cliff tops at St Abb’s Head to witness this brilliant spectacle.  After two days of impenetrable fog and a timely high tide, conditions looked perfect for a mass departure.  We weren’t disappointed.  As the daylight faded, the Guillemot colony buzzed with activity.  Chicks were leaping from all parts of the cliffs, some arcing straight to the sea, others plummeting down the cliff face, taking a few bounces on the way.  Some adults flew down with their chicks, others gathered on the sea waiting for a successful rendezvous.

Heartening though it was to see this successful exodus, all is not as it should be in the Guillemot colony.  Many remaining chicks are being left unattended by their parents, a sign that food is hard to come by and both parents have to be away fishing, perhaps having to travel a considerable distance.  These chicks are easy prey to large gulls and there are fresh corpses on the ledges.

Elsewhere in the colony the other cliff nesting species are making steady progress and numbers are around the same as last year.  It is another late breeding season – Kittiwakes, for example, still have very small chicks and the earliest ones won’t fledge until the beginning of August.  Worryingly there is little sign of feeding activity close to the colony and if birds are forced to travel longer distances to find sufficient prey for their young, the likelihood of a successful outcome is reduced.

We will continue to record the seasons’ progress as our contribution to the national Seabird Monitoring Programme

