SUMMARY OF SEABIRD WORK ON ST KILDA 2006
PUFFINS

A below average year, with only 57% of eggs turning into fledged chicks (in a good year this should be over 70%). However, this year was a marked improvement on 2005, when only 26% of burrows fledged chicks. Adult puffins seemed to be able to find considerably more silvery fish (mainly rockling) than last year, but as the season went on, more pipefish (which are nutritionally very poor) were brought back to chicks and some chicks seemed to be very underweight.

A total of 41 pufflings came into the lights of the Base this year, compared with only 10 last year. Weights were much higher (average weight of 235g compared to 198g in 2005), again a sign that birds were faring better this year.

KITTIWAKES

I carried out a total count of kittiwake nests on all the islands from the sea, the first time this has been done since 1999, and showed that kittiwake numbers continue to decline at a rapid rate, with a reduction in numbers of 61% over the last seven years (3886 nests in 1999, 1516 nests in 2006). Likely causes are food shortages.

LEACH’S PETRELS NESTBOXES

Results were very encouraging, with 9 out of 25 nest boxes showing some form of activity. One box had a nesting pair which laid an egg, but the unusually thin-walled egg was subsequently abandoned, possibly due to the birds being inexperienced first-time breeders. A further three boxes had nests built in them and regular visits from birds. It seems likely that these were pre-breeding birds “playing house”. 

STORM PETRELS IN THE VILLAGE

No drastic changes over the last few years, but there may have been a slight decline in breeding numbers since 2005. 

GUILLEMOT FEEDING STUDIES

Feeding studies on the guillemot colony at The Tunnel showed that birds were struggling to find nutritious food of the right size for their young. Pipefish or unsuitably large silver fish predominated in the diet, and this meant that chicks took an unusually long time to grow to the right size for fledging. This is a worrying indicator of a lack of health of the surrounding marine environment, which may help to explain the poor breeding success of a number of seabird species on St Kilda in recent years.

VILLAGE BAY FULMARS

A total of 35 nests were found within the Head Dyke. 

LARGE GULL POPULATION

In a survey of Hirta, I found a total of 2 great black-backed gull, 15 - 22 lesser black-backed and 7 – 9 herring gull nests. For the last two species, this is a slight increase on recent years.
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