Storm Petrels

Once, when sailing across Lyme Bay at dusk, | was (unusually) on the
tiller, and noticed some small birds flying behind us. | initially thought
they were House Martins — small dark birds with a white rump — but
why were they out at sea? Then the penny dropped — they were Storm
Petrels! | was very excited having never seen them before (and indeed,
having hardly ever seen them since). Storm Petrels indeed are not easy
birds to catch up with. To see Storm Petrels you need to be out on a
boat in an area where they are feeding, then you can try attracting
them with “chum?” (fish oil or innards or something suitably smelly) to
which they are greatly attracted - they have a superb sense of smell. Or
you can go somewhere where they breed (not easy — many of their
breeding sites are in very remote places) and try see them in the dark. Lucky visitors to Skokholm
may get a chance to see them illuminated with infra-red light on certain evenings. Storm Petrels, like
Manx Shearwaters, only come to their nest sites at night as they are very vulnerable to avian
predators such as Great Black-backed Gulls.

Storm Petrels breed only on offshore islands, preferring rocky scree slopes and boulder areas where
they can find small crevices and burrows to nest in. Sometimes you can smell their slightly musky,
fishy odour near their nest chamber but the best clue that they are present is their soft purring and
clicky song. On Skokholm they nest in the herringbone style walls, in the boulder scree in the bays
and especially in the “quarry” — a large boulder rockfall area on the north western corner of the
island

A little bigger than a sparrow, the Storm Petrel appears all black with a white rump. In flight it flutters
over the water, feeding with its wings held up in a 'V' with feet pattering across the waves. At sea, it
often feeds in flocks and will follow in the wake of ships, especially trawlers. Even though it is a tiny
bird it spends the bulk of its life at sea and is well able to winter ferocious storms.

But “our” Storm Petrel is only one of many — worldwide there are 28 species. We have just returned
from a seabird cruise where there was a chance of seeing 11 species, some of them very rare, and
whose nesting site is not known. We managed to see 6 species, including little known species such as
Tristram’s Storm Petrel and the recently re-discovered New Zealand Storm Petrel. They are hard to
identify at 100 metres or more from a rocking ship!

But one of the Storm Petrels which we were most pleased to see was Leach’s Storm Petrel. This bird
has a circumpolar distribution and actually breeds on remote islands off Scotland so it is a “British”
bird. It can sometimes be seen in a north-westerly gale off the Lancashire coast in the late autumn
but we have never fancied that as birding excursion! Well now we have seen Japanese Leach’s Storm
Petrels and that will have to do!
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