
PaCSWG5 Inf  08  

Agenda Item 7.2 

‘This paper is presented for consideration by ACAP and may contain unpublished data, analyses, and/or 
conclusions subject to change.  Data in this paper shall not be cited or used for purposes other than the work of the 
ACAP Secretariat, ACAP Meeting of the Parties, ACAP Advisory Committee or their subsidiary Working Groups 
without the permission of the original data holders.’   

 

Fifth Meeting of the Population and Conservation 

Status Working Group 

Florianópolis, Brazil, 9 - 10 May 2019 

 

Research to determine the fate of young 

black petrels  

Southern Seabirds Solutions Trust 

 

 

Attachment: Southern Seabirds Solutions Trust.  Undated. Research to determine the fate 

of young black petrels.  Final Report.  Prepared for the Auckland Zoo Charitable Trust. 

 

SUMMARY   

Black petrels only breed in New Zealand and, prior to human settlement, formed large 

colonies in the forested ranges of the North Island and top of the South Island.  Black 

petrels were victims of introduced rats, cats, pigs and stoats.  All mainland colonies 

disappeared.  Two colonies survived, the biggest on Great Barrier Island and the other on 

Little Barrier Island.  Black Petrels are Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List, with only 2700 

breeding pairs remaining. 

Despite regular searches at the colony on Great Barrier Island, very few banded fledglings 

are recorded there following their first migration across the Pacific Ocean.  This research 

aimed to find out where the fledglings travelled on their maiden flight in the hope this would 

shed light on the risks for these birds at sea.  This report was produced for the project 

sponsor. 

Fourteen fledgling black petrels at Great Barrier Island, New Zealand were tracked using 

Telonics satellite transmitting tags in May 2018. Once at sea they all immediately began a 

long flight across the Pacific Ocean. Four of the devices stopped sending signals during 

the crossing, either because the battery failed, the device fell off, or the young bird died. 

The other devices kept transmitting, some well beyond the expected lifetime of the battery. 

Most of the birds did a left turn north, roughly around the same position, and made their 

way to the seas to the west of the Galapagos Islands. Three birds continued travelling into 

near shore waters of Ecuador, Colombia and Panama. The final transmitter stopped 

sending signals on the 25th of August, five weeks beyond the expected life of the battery. 
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THREATS


T h e s e  d a y s  t h e  m a i n  t h r e a t  t o
b l a c k  p e t r e l s  i s  a t  s e a ,  w h e r e
t h e y  a r e  a c c i d e n t a l l y  c a u g h t  b y
c o m m e r c i a l  a n d  r e c r e a t i o n a l
f i s h e r s .  I n  N e w  Z e a l a n d ,  s t e p s
a r e  b e i n g  t a k e n  t o  r e d u c e  t h e
r i s k  f r o m  f i s h i n g  t o  b l a c k
p e t r e l s .   
 
H o w e v e r ,  y o u n g  b i r d s  a n d
a d u l t s  s p e n d  a  l a r g e  p a r t  o f
t h e i r  l i v e s  o u t s i d e  N e w
Z e a l a n d .  A n d  d e s p i t e  r e g u l a r
s e a r c h e s  a t  t h e  c o l o n y ,  v e r y
f e w  o f  t h e  b a n d e d  y o u n g
f l e d g l i n g s  h a v e  b e e n  r e c o r d e d
b a c k  a t  t h e  c o l o n y  f u l l y  g r o w n
i n t o  b r e e d i n g  a d u l t s .     
 
S o  t h i s  r e s e a r c h  a i m e d  t o  f i n d
o u t  w h e r e  y o u n g  b i r d s  t r a v e l e d
o n  t h e i r  m a i d e n  f l i g h t  f r o m  t h e
c o l o n y  o n  G r e a t  B a r r i e r  I s l a n d .
W e  h o p e d  t h i s  w o u l d  s h e d  l i g h t
o n  t h e  r i s k s  f o r  t h e s e  b i r d s  a t
s e a .    
 


Photos :  Programmes are  in  place to  reduce the r isk  to  
black petrels  f rom commercia l  and recreat ional  
f i sh ing  in  New Zealand 
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WHY WE CARE ABOUT
BLACK PETRELS 


B l a c k  p e t r e l s  o n l y  b r e e d  i n
N e w  Z e a l a n d ,  a n d  p r i o r  t o
h u m a n  s e t t l e m e n t ,  f o r m e d
l a r g e  b r e e d i n g  c o l o n i e s  i n  t h e
f o r e s t e d  r a n g e s  o f  t h e  N o r t h
I s l a n d  a n d  t o p  o f  t h e  S o u t h
I s l a n d .    
 
W h e n  r a t s ,  c a t s ,  p i g s ,  a n d
s t o a t s    s p r e a d  t h r o u g h  o u r
f o r e s t s ,  b l a c k  p e t r e l s  w e r e
h e l p l e s s  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  a t t a c k ,
a n d  t h e  m a i n l a n d  c o l o n i e s  h a v e
a l l  d i s a p p e a r e d .  L u c k i l y  t w o
c o l o n i e s  s u r v i v e d ,   t h e  b i g g e s t
o n    G r e a t  B a r r i e r  I s l a n d ,  a n d
t h e  o t h e r  o n  L i t t l e  B a r r i e r
I s l a n d  s u r v i v e d .    B l a c k  p e t r e l s
a r e  V u l n e r a b l e  o n  t h e  I U C N
R e d  L i s t ,  w i t h  o n l y  2 , 7 0 0
b r e e d i n g  p a i r s  l e f t .  
 
 


Photo :  An adult  b lack petrel ,  a f fect ionately  dubbed 
' the bogan bi rd '  by  the Pr ime Minister  Jac inda 
Adern .  She helped researchers  on Great  Barr ier  
I s land in  2014.  
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TRACKING YOUNG 
BLACK PETRELS


A u c k l a n d  Z o o  C h a r i t a b l e  T r u s t
g e n e r o u s l y  f u n d e d  S o u t h e r n
S e a b i r d  S o l u t i o n s  t o  p l a c e
s a t e l l i t e  t r a c k i n g  d e v i c e s  o n
f o r t e e n  y o u n g  b l a c k  p e t r e l s .
T h i s  w o r k  w a s  c a r r i e d  o u t  b y
W i l d l i f e  M a n a g e m e n t
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  L t d ,  w i t h  t h e
a s s i s t a n c e  o f  S o u t h e r n  S e a b i r d
S o l u t i o n s  T r u s t  p e r s o n n e l .     
 
O u r  e x p e c t a t i o n  w a s  t h a t  t h e
b a t t e r i e s  i n  t h e  d e v i c e s  w o u l d
l a s t  a r o u n d  s i x  w e e k s ,  l o n g
e n o u g h  t o  s h o w  u s  w h e r e  t h e
y o u n g  b i r d s  t r a v e l l e d  i n  t h e i r
f i r s t  f e w  w e e k s  a t  s e a .    
 
T h e  t r a n s m i t t e r s  w e r e  a t t a c h e d
t o  t h e  f e a t h e r s  o n  t h e  b a c k  o f
b i g  h e a l t h y  c h i c k s  i n  M a y .  O n c e
t h e  b i r d s  m o u l t e d ,  t h e
t r a n s m i t t e r s  w o u l d  f a l l  o f f .
T h i s  w o r k  w a s  a p p r o v e d  b y  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f  C o n s e r v a t i o n ' s
A n i m a l  E t h i c s  C o m m i t t e e .    
 
 


Photo :  Researcher  Nikk i  McArthur  who works  
for  Wi ldl i fe  Management  Internat ional  Ltd  at  
the hut  on Great  Barr ier  I s land,  readying the 
t racking devices  before  they are  deployed on 
the young bi rds .  
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The young black petrels all safely left Great Barrier Island. One crash landed in the


forest further down the slope from the breeding colony. The bird waited until the


next evening and found a high point to climb and took off again, making it out to sea.


 


Once at sea they all immediately began a long flight across the Pacific Ocean. Four


of the devices stopped sending signals during the crossing, either because the


battery failed, the device fell off, or the young bird died.  The other devices kept


transmitting, some well beyond the expected lifetime of the battery. Incredibly,


most of the birds did a left turn north, roughly around the same position, and made


their way to the seas to the west of the Galapagos Islands. Three birds continued


travelling into near shore waters of Ecuador, Colombia and Panama.  The final


transmitter stopped sending signals on the 25th of August, five weeks beyond the


expected life of the battery. 


 


 


 


WHAT WE LEARNT 
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The map below shows concentrations of activity among the fourteen  birds - the redder the
area on the map, the larger the concentration of location fixes we’ve received from that area.
This could indicate areas where the young birds spent time feeding. The high seas to the
south and west of the Galapagos Islands seem important, as well as an area further south on
route.   
 
 
 


ACTIVITY HOTSPOTS
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If we assume the behaviour of the fourteen


tracked individuals is fairly typical of fledging


 black petrels, it seems likely that young birds


leave the NZ EEZ fairly quickly, rather than


staying in and around the Gulf feeding for an


extended period of time, before heading off


on their migration.  


 


We also found out that the majority of them


make it across the Pacific, which is new


information . Four devices failed mid way,


which could mean a proportion of birds


didn't make it, but we don't know this for


sure. 


 


Even though the birds left the island on


different days and would have been well out


of sight of each other on their migration, they


followed a surprisingly similar route. Clearly


there is some cue they are using to make the


 journey.  What we don't know is whether it


is an inherent knowledge they have, or some


environmental cue they use.  


 


 


Photo: Six weeks later, this fluffy chick tucked up safely in a burrow will
find its way across the Pacific Ocean to the waters off the Galapagos
Islands.


HOW DO THEY FIND THEIR 
WAY?
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BLACK PETRELS AND FISHING VESSEL OVERLAP 
 
The fact that the young birds left the NZ EEZ fairly quickly suggests the risk of them becoming
caught by NZ commercial and recreational fishers at this stage in their life cycle is probably
short lived.  
 
The map below produced from the Global Fishing Watch website  shows fishing activity over a
three month period in 2017; the whiter the area on the map, the greater the fishing activity.    
 
Once they left our zone, the young black petrels' migration route across the Pacific overlaps
with high fishing activity (red oblong circle). This route presents a risk to the birds, as these
vessels are primarily longline vessels.  The fishing activity offshore from the Galapagos Islands
is a mix of longliners and squid jiggers.  
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In the past, adult black petrels have been tracked using another type of device by Wildlife


Management International (see below). These maps suggest the adults may feed closer to


shore than the young birds. More  tracking would increase our confidence in this, but it


could mean the different age classes of black petrels feed in different areas of ocean and


face different levels of risk from fishing. 


 


 


 


 


 


COMPARING YOUNG BIRDS' DESTINATION TO ADULTS 
 
 


Maps showing concentrations of activity of tracked adult male (blue), female (red) and both combined (green) black
petrels.  Wildlife Management International Ltd.
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During the 2-3 months that the young black petrels


 were tracked, they travelled a total distance of


172,616 km. This is  roughly 4.5 times the


circumference of the planet.   


 


Each bird travelled an average of 12,329 km


(distances ranged from 5,912 km to 15,881 km). 


 


 


SOME STATS 
 
 


Stuff story


https://www.stuff.co.nz/science/104901919/blac


k-petrels-amazing-migration-from-hauraki-gulf-


to-south-america 


 


Dominion Post ran a story with images on June


25th  


 


Hauraki Gulf Journal


 http://gulfjournal.org.nz/article/black-petrels-


epic-oe-to-galapogos-islands/ 


 


Social media 


Southern Seabird Solutions  has run regular


facebook posts on the young birds' journeys. Now


we have the final results  we will add a story  to


our website  and acknowledge the Auckland Zoo


Charitable Trust 


 


Public talk -  To be hosted by the Ornithological


Society of NZ, Auckland on 6th Nov. 


 


Field trips - During the field season the pupils of


 Okiwi School (Great Barrier Island), and a


representative of the Sir Peter Black Trust visited


the colony and learnt about the tracking project. 


PUBLICITY 
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NEXT STEPS


The researchers who undertook the tracking work
on behalf of Southern Seabird Solutions plan to
write the results up for formal publication in a
science journal. The Auckland Zoo Charitable
Trust will be acknowledged as the funder of this
important work. We will make sure the Trust
receives a copy of the publication. 
 
Now we know the region the young birds migrate
to, the next step will be to find out more about
their overlap with fishing fleets in Ecuador and on
the high seas. Southern Seabird Solutions hopes to
work with Department of Conservation, Wildlife
Management International and an on-the-ground
partner in Ecuador to set up a project to achieve
this. 
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THANK YOU! 
 
 


On behalf of Southern Seabird Solutions, and Wildlife Management
International Ltd, we'd like to thank Penny Whiting, and the Board of the


Auckland Zoo Charitable Trust for supporting this research. 





