St Kilda Seabird work 2008

Summary

· Puffin productivity - unfortunately, due to the lateness of the puffin season on St Kilda this year combined with adverse weather at the required monitoring time, it proved impossible to gain accurate productivity values.

· Puffling patrols – a total of 19 pufflings was found, with an average weight of 213g, suggesting a below-average year for productivity on Dun. 

· Leach’s petrel phenology/productivity study – productivity was found to be reasonably high (approximately 0.64 young per egg laid), suggesting that there are no major problems in food supply for Leach’s petrel on St Kilda. Information was also gathered on the timing of breeding events, showing that egg laying occurs between late May and late June, hatching between early July and early August and fledging between early September and mid October. Fledging periods were found to be slightly shorter than the current literature states. The implications of the presence of non-breeders in burrows during the period recommended for tape playback surveys are discussed.

· Leach’s petrel nest boxes – results were disappointing this year, with only 2 out of 25 nest boxes showing any signs of activity, and there were no breeding attempts.  

· Kittiwake population – kittiwake numbers appeared to continue their rapid decline, with a whole archipelago boat-based count finding a reduction in numbers of 37% over the last two years (1516 AON in 2006, 957 AON in 2008). However, the count was carried out late in the season, so these figures should be taken as a minimum and are likely to represent an underestimate of true breeding numbers. It was clear nonetheless that 2008 was an extremely bad year for kittiwakes on St Kilda, with a late breeding season, many birds abandoning nests early or not even attempting to nest, and productivity was exceptionally low (0.01 fledged young per AON).

· Guillemot feeding studies – this year saw a much improved situation with guillemots in terms of quality of fish being brought back. No pipefish were observed at all in the study colony and a total of 55% of the diet was of nutritious sand eels, with the remainder made up mainly of clupeids and gadoids. In contrast to colonies elsewhere on the West Coast, most of the guillemot chicks appeared to fledge successfully.

· Manx shearwater population plots – the four fixed plots set up in the gullies above Carn Mor in 2007 were resurveyed and showed a large increase in response rate. However, this was thought to be likely to be due to the timing of the survey rather than to a large increase in nesting birds.  A future surveying programme for Manx shearwaters is discussed in light of the change in JNCC’s recommended surveying technique.

· Village Bay fulmar nesting – a total of 30 AOS (29 in 2007) was found within the Head Dyke. 

· Phenology – guillemots appeared to have a first egg-laying date somewhat later than in 2007, but the exact date was not pinpointed due to being on Mingulay at the appropriate time period.

· Manx shearwater/Leach’s petrel patrols - a total of 17 fledgling Manx shearwaters, 5 Leach’s petrels and 1 storm petrel were found this year, all after 22 September when all the outside lights around the MOD facility were turned on to attract petrels in for Will Miles’ PhD studies.

· Oystercatchers - a total of 10 territories were mapped, similar to the last 3 years, but breeding success continues to be poor.

· Arctic skuas – two pairs nested this year, both in the An Lag area, but only one pair successfully fledged a chick. An additional territory was also set up but no nesting behaviour observed.

