' Spending most of their lives on the ocean and only
seen fleetingly near land, storm-petrels can be an
ID headache. Bob Flood looks at the differences
between the three species most likely to be seen in
British waters and a potential vagrant.

torm-petrels are hand-sized sea-
sprites that live almost their entire
ves over the open ocean, beyond
£ the horizon of any headland. They
are almost perfectly adapted for a pelagic
lifestyle, with the ocean providing for most
of their needs. They come to land only to
breed, choosing remote islands and other
inaccessible locations.

Colony visits are made after dark to
avoid predators such as gulls and birds of
prey. For these reasons storm-petrels are
normally difficult to catch up with and,
not surprisingly, inexperienced seabirders
find themselves caught cold in any chance
encounter with a storm-petrel and may
struggle to make a sound identification.

Species distribution

Two species of storm-petrel breed around
Britain and Ireland — European and
Leach’s. European breeds in the west from
Scilly up the west coast of Ireland to the
Scottish islands (70,000-250,000 pairs).
Leach’s breed in small numbers on the
Stags of Broadhaven off the west coast

of Ireland and on several of the Scottish
islands (48,000 pairs). There are large
colonies of European (150,000-400,000
pairs) with smaller numbers of Leach’s
(10,000 pairs) on the Faroe Islands and
colonies of Europeans (50,000-100,000
pairs) and Leach’s (80,000-150,000
pairs) in Iceland.
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Breeding activity mainly occurs between
May and September. Thereafter both species
migrate south for the winter, and this is
when breeders from the Faroes and Iceland
might pass through British and Irish waters.

A reliable way to see and to get to grips
with Buropean Storm-petrels is to join an
organised pelagic trip out of Scilly or off
the west coast of Ireland; these typically run
in July and August (see page 18). Wildlife
cruises out of the Scottish isles could yield
either storm-petrel. You might also get lucky
on a ferry crossing near to breeding colonies.

Storm-petrels on passage, mainly in
September and October, may be seen
from land during autumn gales, when
powerful onshore winds push them close
to shore. The Lancashire coastline is classic
for Leach’s wrecks during north-westerly
autumn gales, but it may be seen in smaller
numbers anywhere around Britain and
Ireland given strong onshore winds.

Leach’s may be seen very late in the
season, even into the New Year, with late
birds thought to originate from the huge
colonies in Newfoundland and Nova Scotia.
European Storm-petrels are mainly all gone
by the end of October and are much scarcer
than Leach’s off the eastern coastline.

Identification

Storm-petrel identification is challenging.
Both European and Leach’s Storm-petrels
fit the same basic description: smallish,

Key featured species

« European Storm-petrsl Hydrobates pelagicus
* Leach’s Storm-petrel Oceanodroma leucorhoa
« Wilson's Storm-petrel Oceanites oceanicus

« Madeiran Storm-petrel Oceanodroma castro
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overall brown-black, with a white rump
patch. At a distance or with brief views

it might be difficult to note anything
more than that. But given better views,
what features should we check to separate
European from Leach’s? Experience has
led us to concentrate on flight behaviour,
size and structure, and plumage.

Flight action
Storm-petrel flight involves travelling,
foraging and feeding. Storm-petrels
observed from shore are typically on
passage and in travelling flight, while
those seen during pelagic trips are mainly
foraging over and feeding on chum put
out to attract them near to the boat.
European and Leach’s Storm-petrels
exhibit very different travelling, foraging
and feeding actions.

European Storm-petrel in travelling
flight is rather bat-like — flight is purposeful
and direct, continually flapping its wings
with fast, shallow, fluttering wing-beats. It
sometimes makes short glides, occasionally
shears in strong wind, and makes surprisingly
good headway in very strong wind.
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