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A summary of breeding seabirds on Skokholm in 2017. 
 Total  

(2016-2013 in parenthesis) 
Productivity  
(2016-2013 in parenthesis) 

Fulmar 213 aia (194, 179, 179, 170) 0.45 (0.57, 0.47, 0.53, 0.34) 
Manx Shearwater 295 responses in 8000m2 (297, 269, 241, 263) 0.80 (0.68, 0.68, 0.63, 0.75) 
Storm Petrel 89 transect responses (76, 87, 82, 91) 0.50 (0.58, 0.55, 0.69, -) 
Puffin 7800 adults (6692, 6665, 5070, 4834) 0.80 (0.73, 0.75, 0.74, 0.73) 
Razorbill 2491 aol (2242, 2382, 2052, 2294) 0.40 (0.39, 0.21, 0.40, 0.66) 
Guillemot 4038 aol (3949, 3603, 3512, 3466) - (-, -, -, 0.55-0.61)  
Lesser Black-backed Gull 1123 aia (1397, 1486, 1565, 1476) 0.38 (0.23, 0.15, 0.30, 0.16) 
Lesser Black-backed x Larus hybrid 0 pairs (1, 1, 2, 2) 0 (0, 0, 0, -) 
Herring Gull 302 nests (322, 289, 300, 263) 0.70 (0.86, 0.66, 0.70, 0.72) 
Great Black-backed Gull 93 nests (93, 83, 84, 74) 1.54 (1.38, 1.66, 0.93, 1.80) 

 

Fulmar Fulmarus glacialis  Aderyn-drycin y Graig 
Fairly Common Breeder first bred in 1967 
3 pulli trapped 
1936-1976: 34 trapped 
 

A minimum of 101 were already on ledges when staff returned to the Island on 12th March. However 
the majority of counts during the remainder of the month were low, including just 11 on the 24th, a 
single on the 26th and eight on the 29th. There were March highs of 139 on the 13th, 99 on the 17th 
and 137 on the 20th, totals which failed to suggest that it would go on to be a record year. April saw 
regular departures from the cliffs, with lows of between 30 and 54 noted on five dates but three-
figure counts logged on eight dates. Following a 1st May total of 99, there was the usual prelaying 
exodus with 11 days when counts ranged between 56 (on the 2nd) and nine (on the 5th). Numbers 
then increased slowly, with 84 on the 13th and 14th, 94 on the 18th and 120 on the 23rd. The first eggs 
were seen on 19th May, one day later than the first of last year and two days earlier than the first of 
2015; the first egg of 2014, following prolonged and severe winter storms, was on the 28th.   
 

The six study plots counted annually since 2006 were visited on ten dates between 29th May and 12th 
June. Up until this season only three of these plots have contained Fulmars, however an apparently 
incubating bird occupied a niche in the top third of the North Gully auk colony for five dates from 1st 
June. Although the number of apparently incubating adults was not quite as consistent between 
visits as in the previous two years, with a range of six compared with five in 2016 and four in 2015, 
this was still the third tightest spread to date. The mean of 29 was two up on the previous three 
years and the most recorded since the plots were instigated, although this was not due to an 
increase at every plot; the number of apparently incubating birds at Guillemot Cliff remained at five 
for a fourth successive year, whilst there were two extra pairs at Little Bay (where the number of 
sites had declined at a rate of one a year since 2013) and one fewer at Middlerock (where the 
number of sites had increased at a rate of one a year since 2013).  
 

The whole Island totals (apparently incubating adults), mean plot totals, range of totals over the 
ten study plot visits and the percentage of the Island total made up of study plot birds. 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Island 119 116 118 128 136 170 179 179 194 213 

Plots 19 20 20 19 20 25 27 27 27 29 

Range (16-25) (16-27) (17-24) (16-22) (16-25) (22-28) (23-29) (26-29) (25-29) (26-31) 

Plot % 16.0 17.2 17.0 14.8 14.7 14.7 15.1 15.1 13.9 13.6 
 

The whole Island count of apparently incubating adults (aia) undertaken between 28th May and 2nd 
June yielded an average of 213aia, an increase of 9.8% on the 194 logged in 2016 and the highest 
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total yet recorded on Skokholm. The largest increase was observed around Hog Bay where there 
were seven extra nest sites this year. There were five additional sites around North Gully and three 
extras were mapped at the Bluffs and Little Bay Point. Numbers around the Neck remained stable 
and there was breeding in Crab Bay for the first time in at least five years (an attempt which went on 
to fail). The only decline was noted between Purple Cove and Twinlet, with this drop in numbers at 
least in part attributable to early failures before the survey period (failures brought about by 
aggressive interactions between adjacent pairs).  
 
The total number of apparently incubating Fulmar recorded on Skokholm since breeding began in 

1967 and the number within the study plots since 2006. 

 
 

The distribution of apparently incubating Fulmar 2013-2017. 
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The 2017 whole Island count includes approximately 40 pairs which would be difficult or impossible 
to see from the Island itself (birds seen from a boat north of North Gully, near Wreck Cove, on the 
Little Neck and in hidden crevices between Smiths Bay and Little Bay Point). The drop in numbers 
observed between 2006 and 2012 may perhaps thus be linked to a lack of boat access, although the 
study plots broadly mirrored the dip in the Island total. The proportion of the Island total made up of 
study plot birds dropped to 13.6% this year (from a high of 17.2% in 2009); this was the lowest 
recorded since the plots were begun and perhaps an indication that they are not, due to a lack of 
space for expansion, representative of the Island as a whole.  
 

 
 
It is likely that the increase in Fulmar numbers will affect other species; the previous two years saw 
both adult and young Herring Gulls oiled by nesting Fulmars, on 15th June this season a Razorbill and 
its chick were evicted from a ledge by prospecting birds and a bedraggled juvenile Peregrine 
between the 18th and 22nd July was seemingly also oiled. More intraspecific interactions were noted 
this year; incubating birds at both Middlerock and North Gully were oiled by aggressive neighbours 
and in both cases the egg was lost. Additionally an adult was heavily oiled at Little Bay.  
 
On 20th May 58 incubating adults were selected for productivity monitoring (eight at Twinlet, seven 
at North Gully, 22 around Little Bay Point, five at Rat Bay and 16 ŀǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ .ŀȅύΤ ōƛǊŘǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƎƎǎ 
or those apparently incubating for ten consecutive days from this date were included in the sample 
(thus more birds were initially monitored but were soon found not to be incubating). Of these four 
failed at early egg stage (eggs were broken in three of these cases, at least twice due to aggressive 
interactions with other Fulmars), a further five definitely failed at egg stage, 21 failed at the 
egg/small chick stage and two failed having definitely produced a chick (with one chick going missing 
after 13 days and the other after 14 days); there were none of the failures at large chick stage seen 
in 2014 and 2015. Thus 26 (44.83%) of the monitored attempts produced a fledgling; a productivity 
estimate of 0.45 fledglings per pair is 21.1% down on the 0.57 logged in 2016 but 4.7% up on the 
post 1972 average of 0.43. Despite such average productivity, the increase in the Island population 
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leads to a predicted 95 Skokholm fledglings in 2017, equalling that predicted in 2014 and only 
previously exceeded by the 111 predicted last year. tƻƻǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ .ŀȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ нлмо 
ŀƴŘ нлмр ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΤ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ .ŀȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛvity in 2013 was 0.06 
(compared with an overall figure of 0.34), in 2014 it was 0.33 (compared with 0.53 overall) and in 
2015 it was 0.18 (compared with 0.47 overall), however last season saw 0.54 fledglings per pair 
(virtually identical to the overall value of 0.57). This year again saw below average productivity at 
tŜǘŜǊΩǎ .ŀȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ лΦом ŦƭŜŘƎƭƛƴƎǎ ǇŜǊ ǇŀƛǊΤ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŜŀǊ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǇŀƴŎȅ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǳƴŎƭŜŀǊΦ   
 

 
 

Fulmar productivity (total number of fledged chicks per monitored pair) for each year that it has 
been calculated between 1972 and 2017. The 1972-2017 mean is 0.43 chicks per pair. 

 
 

As was the case last year, the first two fledglings departed their nest ledges on 22nd August (20th 
August in 2015, 23rd August in 2014 and 25th August in 2013). All of the study chicks departed over 
the following 12 days (seven fewer days than last year), with 38.5% having fledged by 24th August 
(38.7% by the 28th last year), 50.0% by 29th August, 80.8% by 1st September (64.5% by 30th August 
last year) and 96.2% by 2nd September (80.6% by the 3rd in 2016). The last study chick fledged on 3rd 
September, five days earlier than the last of 2016 and seven days earlier than the last of 2015. The 
number of birds around the cliffs dropped rapidly as the fledglings departed, with 63 logged on 6th 
September (when only a single fledgling was seen on the cliffs), 34 the following day (the first date 
when the cliffs were apparently empty), a late peak of 45 close in on the 11th and only single figure 
counts from the 14th to the 23rd. Despite considerable seawatching effort there were no further birds 
logged until 24 on 25th October. Seven were in Broad Sound on 28thOctober and 11 were close in on 
the 31st but did not land. There were daily counts in November until the departure of staff on the 9th, 
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all of which were below 14 with the exception of 116 on a calm 6th (when 33 birds were back on 
ledges, four days before the first autumn landing of 2016), 54 on the 7th (when only seven birds 
came ashore) and 73 on the 8th (when at least 30 birds were ashore).  
 
Manx Shearwater Puffinus puffinus  Aderyn Drycin Manaw 
Very Abundant Breeder a 2012-2013 census estimated approximately 63980 pairs (46184 in 1998) 
1248 trapped (including 135 pulli), 655 retrapped, 1 control 
1936-1976: 169,895 trapped, 2011-2016: 6810 trapped, 2690 retrapped, 15 controls 
 
One calling near the Lighthouse after dark on 19th March was six days earlier than the first to be 
logged last year, one day earlier than the first of 2015 and five days earlier than in 2014. The first to 
be eaten by a Great Black-backed Gull was noted the following day and it was not until the 26th 
onwards that birds were obvious each night. Numbers increased quickly but, as in the previous two 
years, seawatching during a remarkably calm April produced some surprisingly small counts, with 
highs of just 1100 on the 9th and, with a stiff south-southeasterly wind, 6143 on the 30th. May was 
for the most part calm, with maximum raft counts of 4476 on the 10th and 4000 on the 11th and 14th, 
whilst the largest counts in what was also a settled June came on the few days of stronger winds, 
with a minimum of 10000 on the 6th, 16000 on the 10th, 10500 on the 11th and 7500 on the 30th. July 
was another predominantly calm month, with the highest counts coinciding with stiffer winds during 
the last six days; a minimum of 43000 were logged on the 26th, 20000 on the 27th, 28000 on the 28th 
and 36900 on the 30th, the former being the highest July count and the second highest daycount of 
the last five years. Moderate southwesterlies in August produced 11 five-figure daycounts and highs 
of 35050 on the 3rd, 36230 on the 9th, 42021 on the 11th and 26000 on the 21st.  
 

 
 
A Manx Shearwater ringing transect was established in 2013. It was defined as the track between 
the Observatory and the Lighthouse and the length of a landing net to either side; ringers were not 
to deviate from the track. The aim was to see whether, by ringing birds on the surface in this defined 
area, the retrap data could be interpreted to provide large sample size estimates of adult survival 
and the recruitment of juveniles to the breeding population. This is still a project in its infancy which 
is producing a substantial amount of data, but here follows a brief summary of the results so far. Of 
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the 3200 adult birds ringed along the transect between 2013 and 2015, 731 (22.84%) were 
retrapped in a subsequent year. Unsurprisingly the proportion of birds retrapped increases with 
cohorts ringed longer ago, for example 291 (33.26%) of the 875 adults ringed in 2013 have been 
found in later years (including 12 seen during this season but in no other). Of the 3200 adults ringed, 
67 (2.09%) have been found dead, primarily the result of Great Black-backed Gull predation; this 
proportion again increases with older rings, with 29 (3.31%) of 2013 ringed adults having been found 
predated. There were 991 fledglings ringed along the transect during the same period, only 30 
(3.03%) of which have been encountered subsequently (including 6.34% of 2013 ringed youngsters). 
An adult found on the surface on the night of 3rd July was surprisingly in the process of laying an egg. 
 

Three areas of study burrows, that is to say natural burrows where a paving slab covers a manmade 
access point to the nest chamber, were established in 2012 and 2013 with all birds encountered 
within the burrows ringed. Of 287 breeding adults bearing rings in 2016, 238 were found this year 
(82.93%). This figure is not an accurate estimate of adult survival as there was no searching for 
marked birds in neighbouring non-study burrows, thus it may well be revised upwards when birds 
are discovered in future years; for example 82.27% of 2013 adults were encountered in 2014 but we 
now know that at least 87.94% of birds were alive. Additionally there is a large discrepancy in return 
rates depending on the breeding success of the previous year; of 177 birds successful with their 
2016 breeding attempt, 158 returned in 2017 (89.27%), whereas only 62 unsuccessful birds returned 
(71.26%). Indeed, of 44 birds which went missing in 2017, 25 (56.82%) had either failed with their 
breeding attempt in 2016 or had been found without an egg in a burrow in which they had 
previously bred; given that this failure rate is significantly higher than the 32.26% observed overall in 
2016, it could perhaps be concluded that some of the missing birds have not perished, but rather 
opted for more suitable nesting sites. The study burrows perhaps thus give a better insight into 
burrow fidelity and show an interesting correlation with the stability of the colony; in the fragile 
Lighthouse colony 36 (44.4%) marked birds were in the same burrow this year as that in which they 
bred in 2013, whereas in the more stable Crab Bay and Quarry Track colonies 31 (77.5%) and 11 
(61.1%) were still present respectively. The fragile nature of the Lighthouse colony, along with the 
high density of burrowing birds, sees the structure of the breeding tunnels change annually and 
clearly some lose their suitability as nest sites. Considerable damage caused by the 2017 Storm 
Ophelia to burrows in the Lighthouse Study Plot is likely to result in an even higher proportion of 
birds moving nest site in 2018. Ringed as a chick in 2013, FB42748 was seemingly paired and very 
close to its natal burrow; this was the first of our study chicks to be found back in the study burrows. 
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The study burrows also facilitate an accurate assessment of breeding success on Skokholm. There 
were 128 burrows at the Lighthouse occupied by a pair which produced an egg, eight burrows 
contained an egg along the Quarry Track and 23 pairs produced an egg inland of Crab Bay. There 
were thus 159 burrows this year from which productivity could be assessed. Of these 11 definitely 
failed at egg stage and 15 failed at egg or very small chick stage (but neither eggs nor dead chicks 
were found). Six pairs failed with chicks which were yet to put on any significant primary growth. For 
a chick to be assumed to be of fledging size it was required to reach a wing length in excess of 
200mm (although not ready to fledge, we have shown that chicks larger than this size may swap to a 
different burrow and therefore go undetected). There were 127 chicks which reached this size in 
2017. Productivity was thus 0.80 fledging sized chicks per breeding pair (79.87% of pairs produced a 
fledging sized chick). This is a 17.6% increase on the 0.68 logged last year, is 12.7% up on the five 
year average of 0.71 ±se 0.02 and is the highest productivity recorded for many years. It should be 
noted that this is the number of chicks which attained fledging size and does not reflect the number 
of fledglings which are lost to Great Black-backed Gull (and to a lesser extent corvid) predation as 
they exercise their flight muscles and make their first flights (see below). Having said that, only two 
of the 135 fledglings ringed in the study plots were found predated (with a third bird found dead due 
to puffinosis).  
 
In 1999 nine study areas, each a circle of 1000 square metres, were established to allow a 
reasonable subset of the Skokholm Manx Shearwater population to be monitored from year to year. 
Two of these plots were discontinued, one in 2006 and one in 2007, as the survey work was 
disturbing the Lesser Black-backed Gull colonies. New plots were established in 2006 and 2015 to 
maintain a good sample area, however only seven plots have been sampled for a full 18 years. On 
each annual visit the number of burrows within the area is counted, along with the number of 
burrows from which a response is elicited when the call of a male bird is played down them. The 
standard correction factor (1.98) is then used to estimate the population within the area (see the 
2013 and 2014 Seabird Reports for checking of the correction factor).  
 

The total number of burrows, responses and the corrected population estimate for the 7000 
square metres sampled annually since 1999. 

 
 

The crash from 2007 numbers was previously attributed to the collapse of many burrows in the 
more fragile areas of Skokholm, particularly near the Lighthouse which was at one time the densest 
area of breeding Manx Shearwaters on the Planet (Smith et al., 2001). Although this may certainly 
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have played a role, it seems unlikely that it would be a major factor as there are considerably more 
burrows than pairs and the number of burrows appears to fluctuate independently of the number of 
tape playback responses. The eighth sample plot, begun in 2006, shows nicely the apparent lack of 
connectivity between the number of burrows and the apparent number of breeding pairs (see graph 
below). This may be attributable to the number of burrows frequently being altered by Rabbits, the 
weather, in some areas by Puffins and perhaps most markedly in some places, the digging of non-
breeding Manx Shearwaters, particularly later in the season.  
 

The total number of burrows, responses and the corrected population estimate for the 1000 
square metre plot sampled annually since 2006. 

 
 

Although the number of birds in the 2006 plot (which lies to the south of North Pond) has seemingly 
declined since its introduction, this drop has apparently stabilised. The overall number of responses 
across 8000 square metres was just two down on last year and otherwise the highest since 2008. 
This was the result of a drop of between three and 11 responses in five plots (the largest decline 
being along the Quarry Track) and an increase of between four and 12 at three plots (the largest 
increase coming at Horse Bottom). It would appear that the Skokholm breeding population can still 
be cautiously regarded as stable, although the observed variance in the percentage of birds which 
respond to the playback on a given day highlights both the degree of error in these numbers and the 
importance of continued monitoring (see Brown and Eagle, 2013 and 2014). Further evidence for a 
stable population comes from the adult ringing programme, with an overall return rate this year of 
82.93% compared with 81.27% in 2016, 77.34% in 2015 and 82.27% in 2014. However a decline in 
the number of shearwater corpses found in recent years may suggest otherwise (see below).  
 

The estimated number of pairs in the 8000 square metres sampled since 2006. 
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
869 954 620 525 499 495 501 521 477 533 588 585 

 
This season saw the final analysis of the 2012-2013 whole Island census data. Although this will be 
reported upon elsewhere, the result is included here for easy future reference. A total of 63980 
breeding pairs was estimated, with a standard error of 8134 and 95% confidence limits putting the 
actual total somewhere between 48037 and 79923 pairs (Perrins, pers. comm.). Even the lowest 
extreme is up on the 1998 estimate of 46184, although different methodologies were used for each 
survey.  
 
In the period between 1957 and 1997 the number of dead Manx Shearwaters located on Skokholm 
was recorded in the daily census log. The corpses were either stored or thrown into the sea to 

31

79
57

36 37 31 30 49 24 22 28 24

61

156

113

71 73
61 59

97

48
44

55 48

252 261
285

303 313 357

215
241

288

253

288 286

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Responses

Population

Burrows



   

10 | S k o k h o l m  S e a b i r d  R e p o r t  2 0 1 7 
 

ensure that birds were not counted more than once. The practice was stopped in 1997 as it was felt 
that the removal of the corpses would be impacting the specialist community of species evolved to 
exploit this food source. However, with a Great Black-backed Gull population more than twice the 
size it was when the counting was stopped, the study was begun again in 2014. To limit the impact 
on the scavenging community, the birds were left in situ but their wings were painted with stock 
marker so that they were not double counted. This year, as in the previous two, corpses were 
marked by neatly slicing the flight feathers of both wings with a pair of scissors.  
 

The number of Manx Shearwater corpses found between 1957 and 1983 from Gynn (1984) plus 
data from 1984 to 1991 and 2014 to 2017. The number of Great Black-backed Gull breeding pairs is 

also included for each year. 
 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 

Corpses 2465 1886 924 1354 1089 640 688 1059 857 946 
GBBGU 27 30 30 10 12 5 7 12 8 10 
 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 
Corpses 816 841 829 304 606 1350 1082 869 1051 1266 
GBBGU 10 3 14 11 16 12 12 7 7 7 
 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 
Corpses 1913 1820 1153 1024 1080 1479 1373 1316 1571 1068 
GBBGU 6 10 10 10 11 16 11 14 11 10 
 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 2014 2015 2016 2017  
Corpses 1759 1760 1694 1915 2703 4272 4123 3782 3449  
GBBGU 11 12 15 16 20 84 83 93 93  

 
As might be expected with a larger Great Black-backed Gull breeding population, the number of 
corpses marked over the last four years has been the most ever. However the average number of 
corpses per pair has been lower than in all years except 1959 and 1970. One possible explanation for 
this reduction in kills per pair is that the breeding gulls were routinely disturbed between 1949 and 
1985 which, although reducing the number of breeding pairs, probably inflated the non-breeding 
flock which would still be taking shearwaters.  

 
The number of Manx Shearwater corpses found during each week from 25th March until 27th 

October. 

 
There was a decline in the number of dead Manx Shearwaters located this season, despite the 
record equalling number of breeding Great Black-backed Gulls. This was primarily due to a significant 
drop in the number of adult birds located; in 2014 there were 2931 dead adults marked, in 2015 
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