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with a species who’s entire breeding ecology 
is built around not being seen? 
Not an easy task, that’s for sure.

There are standardized methods that can be 
employed to estimate numbers, however. 
And, in 2018 and 2019, staff from the 
Maine Coastal Islands National Wildlife 
Refuge, National Audubon Society, and 
Biodiversity Research Institute, set out to do 
just that at the known colonies in Maine. So, 
let me take you on a storm-petrel survey… 
although you probably won’t see a bird as it’s 
all carried out in daylight.

First, you have to get there, and landing 
on remote island colonies is not always 
straightforward. 

Once you are there, you establish regularly 
spaced, parallel transects running east-west 
across the colonies. Following these transect 
lines is not always straightforward either, 
and you spend most of your time clawing 
and pushing your way through dense 
undergrowth and climbing over fallen trees. 

You have to keep track of your progress, 
however, because along the way, you stop 
every 50 meters and measure out a 3 m 
radius plot in which you have to find 
and count all of the storm-petrel burrow 
entrances – which are just tiny holes in the 
ground, usually hidden under roots and logs. 

In the end, this gives you a count of 
burrows, not birds. To get closer to the 
number of birds using the colony, you 
have to estimate how many of the burrows 
are likely to be occupied. You do that by 
‘grubbing’ – shoving your arm down a subset 
of burrows to see if you can tell if they’re 
being used or not. Sometime you’ll feel a 
small egg, or maybe even the soft, warm 
feathers of an incubating bird, or a fuzzball 
of a chick. This works best if you have highly 
flexible, boneless arms! 

A Shot in the Dark from Page 1

So, interestingly, our results suggest that the 
declining trends seen in Atlantic Canada’s 
Leach’s Storm-Petrel population may not be 
mirrored in the peripheral colonies in the 
Gulf of Maine. But, in the end, it’s all just a 
shot in the dark!

Iain Stenhouse is Co-Director of the Center for 
Waterbird Studies and Director of the Marine 
Bird Program at the Biodiversity Research 
Insitute, headquartered in Portland, Maine. 
(Say THAT three times fast.) His petrel-
grubbing scientific skills are enhanced by the 
wicked hand-eye coordination he has developed 
as an artist and musician. 

* IUCN The International Union for 
Conservation of Nature Red List of Threatened 
Species, founded in 1964, is the world’s 
most comprehensive inventory of the global 
conservation status of plant and animal species. It 
uses quantitative criteria to evaluate the extinction 
risk of thousands of species.

But, armed with a burrow density and 
an occupancy rate, you can ultimately 
calculate an estimate of the island’s breeding 
population. It’s a messy process, but the best 
we’ve got under the circumstances.

Of six colonies we have surveyed, the 
breeding storm-petrel population at one had 
declined (due to the presence of mammalian 
predators), two effectively remained stable, 
and three had increased significantly. The 
current estimate indicates over 53,000 
mature individuals breeding on the two 
largest colonies in Maine, more than double 
the previous estimate of around 20,000 
mature individuals reported in the 1990s. 

Despite this apparent increase, the quality 
of breeding habitat on Great Duck Island 
appears to have declined over the long term, 
due to the intense grazing of Snowshoe 
Hares, introduced to this island in the 
1950s.
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