
Little Shearwaters 
in Britain and Ireland 

P. C.James 

The Little Shearwater Puffinus assimilis occurs as a breeding species in 
the southern section of the eastern North Atlantic (Cramp & Simmons 

1977). Although it is supposed to lack a definite migration, it has become 
increasingly clear that the species is a regular visitor to British and Irish 
waters (Sharrock & Sharrock 1976; Wallace & Bourne 1981). This was 
dramatically emphasised in 1982, when a Little Shearwater was captured 
ashore at the large colony of Manx Shearwaters P. puffinus on Skomer 
Island, Dyfed, Wales (James & Alexander 1984). The following is an 
account of this exciting event, with some comment on its possible signifi
cance. 
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The night of 26th June began like any other that summer. At the time, I 
was a graduate student of the Edward Grey Institute, studying the vocal 
behaviour of nocturnal Procellariiformes (James 1984), and was working in 
a colony of Storm Petrels Hydrobates pelagicus. Just after midnight, I heard 
the call of a bird with which I was unfamiliar. My first impression was that 
it was an Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus, until I realised that it was 
coming from beneath the boulder slope a few metres away. Moving some 
rocks, I was able to see part of a shearwater. Satisfied for the moment that 
the bird was an aberrant Manx Shearwater, I returned to my work. 

Three nights later, the site was revisited, and again the calling was heard, 
quite distinct from that of the surrounding Manx Shearwaters. Fortu
nately, the bird was sitting at an entrance to the boulder pile, and was easily 
captured. Only then did I realise the full significance of the discovery. My 
first impression was that this was indeed a Little Shearwater, being about 
half the size of a Manx, with pale blue legs and feet. The bird was hastily 
photographed and returned to the boulder entrance, for fear of disturbing it 
further. Later that same night, the bird was heard calling in flight over the 
boulder slope. Its silhouette was clearly visible against the sky, and allowed 
its fluttering flight to be seen, an action quite different from that of the 
accompanying Manx Shearwaters. While the bird was in flight, the rocks 
were searched for others, but none was found. A small quantity of vegeta
tion had, however, been laid at the end of a burrow. 

The bird revisited the site over the next several nights, first calling in 
flight before landing and returning to the burrow, where it continued to 
call. It would periodically leave the burrow, and again call in flight, a 
behaviour now known to function as a sexual advertisement by Manx 
Shearwaters (James 1985). On the night of 1st July, I managed to obtain a 
tape recording of the bird in its burrow (fig. 1). Subsequent playback of this 
recording to the bird, either in flight or in the burrow, elicited a strong vocal 
response. That same night, similar habitat on the remainder of the island 
was thoroughly searched, and the recording played aloud, but no other 
Little Shearwaters were found. 

After much deliberation, it was decided that the bird should be 

Fig. 1. Sonagram of call of Little Shearwater Puffitms assimilis, D> fed. July 1981 
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recaptured, and a thorough field description taken. This was done on 7th 
July, when it was again photographed (plates 35 & 36) and also ringed. 
Another inspection of the burrow revealed that additional vegetation had 
been brought in. The field description follows: 
GENERAL SHAPE Very similar to Manx BARE PARTS Legs and feet: Upper leg surface 
Shearwater, but approximately half the size, pale blue on leading edge. Pale blue toes. 
Wings proportionately shorter than Manx. Black outer edge of leg and toes. Inner edge of 
Head proportionately larger, with steeper toes and leg pale blue. Under leg black with 
forehead. Eyes appeared larger in proportion flesh-coloured patch on mid-tarsal joint, 
compared with Manx. Upper webs paler blue with pink veining. 
PLUMAGE Head: Crown and nape black with Under webs black with flesh-coloured 
greyish sheen. Supercilium white. Lores patches. Bill: Upper mandible black. Lower 
dark. Chin, ear-coverts and throat white, mandible black with blue-grey at side of 
Sides of neck mottled grey and white. Back b a s e - S h a P e similar to Manx but more deli-
and rump: Black. Breast, belly and flanks: White. c a t e - EJ"'- B l a c k -
Tail: Uppertail-coverts black. Undertail- MEASUREMENTS Tarsus: 36.5 mm (from mid-
coverts white, longest feathers having small tarsal joint to distal end of tarso-metatarsus). 
areas of light grey. Tail feathers black above, Bill length: 25.2 mm (from dorsal edge of 
pale grey below. Tail slightly wedge-shaped, feathering to hook). Bill depth: 6.0 mm (at 
Wings: Upperwing black. Underwing: pri- gonys). Total head length: 64.0 mm (including 
maries and secondaries grey; all coverts bill). Wing: 175 mm (flattened chord). Tail: 
including axillaries white; leading edge 67 mm (from base of central feathers to their 
mottled grey. Moult: None noted. tips). 

The bird's white underwing and undertail-coverts identified its race as 
baroli, the Madeiran race of Little Shearwater (Cramp & Simmons 1977). 
All specimen records of the Little Shearwater in the United Kingdom have 
been of this race (Sharrock & Sharrock 1976). 

The bird remained at the island, visiting on most dark nights through to 
10th July, but it did not reappear during the August new moon. Because the 
individual was clearly prospecting, and not storm-driven, it was decided 
not to release immediately the news of its discovery. 

Much to my astonishment, a Little Shearwater appeared on Skomer the 
following year. Its call was first noted on 21 st June, this time from a location 
about 5 m from the previous one. The call was identical to that of the 1981 
bird, and the bird's ring number confirmed that the same individual had 
indeed returned. Again, it visited the colony on most nights during the new 
moon period up to 25th July, and did not reappear in August. It was not 
seen or heard in 1983, despite a complete search of the island. A second 
individual, identified as such by its voice, was, however, once heard calling 
in flight in another location on 3rd May*. 

Two years following the first Skomer capture, I had the good fortune to 
visit Great Salvage Island, some 200 km to the south of Madeira, and a 
breeding station of the Madeiran Little Shearwater. It felt somewhat odd to 
be at the possible birthplace of the Skomer bird. My research there showed 
that, like the Manx Shearwater (Brooke 1978) and Cory's Shearwater 
Calonectris diomedea (Ristow & Wink 1980), the Little Shearwater is sexually 
dimorphic in voice (James & Robertson 1985). The males have a clearer, 
higher-pitched call than the females, which possess a lower-pitched, more 
raspy call. It was thus established that the bird prospecting on Skomer was 

"This 'call-only' record has not been accepted by the Rarities Committee. EDS 
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a male, and that the second individual, heard in flight on 3rd May 1983, 
was a female. 

Since the Skomer observations have become more widely known, some 
people have wondered whether the old Skokholm Island records of 'runt' 
Manx Shearwaters (Perrins et al. 1965) were in fact Little Shearwaters. 
While this is possible, I personally doubt it. The 'runts' on the island were 

35 & 36. Little Shearwater Puffinus assimilis, Dyfed, July 1981 (C. M. Ptrrins) 
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found as a result of intensive ringing studies. The smaller size, combined 
with the blue legs and feet of a Little Shearwater, would probably not have 
escaped the attention of an experienced ringer. 

The occurrence of at least one prospecting Little Shearwater on Skomer 
raises the possibility that the species may be colonising islands farther north 
than its usual breeding range. While the likelihood of this happening is 
remote, it should not be entirely dismissed. For example, in 1977, a colony 
of Manx Shearwaters was found breeding for the first time in North 
America (Lien & Grimmer 1978). For several years prior to this discovery, 
they had been seen and heard in increasing numbers on and around the 
island in question. One captured ashore had even been ringed as a chick on 
Skokholm six years previously. This new Canadian colony is still 
apparently thriving (Storey & Lien 1985). The example illustrates that 
shearwaters are capable of long-distance colonisation, and this should be 
borne in mind when considering the likelihood of Little Shearwaters doing 
so. 

Examination of accepted Little Shearwater records published in British 
Birds over the last 25 years does not seem to indicate that the species is 
increasing around our coasts. It would be wrong, however, to place too 
much confidence on these as a true index of abundance owing to the 
unknown amount of effort put in by seawatchers over the years. The 
majority of Little Shearwater records occur in autumn, although there has 
been a recent trend for more summer records, possibly supporting the 
colonisation theory. Little Shearwater records also seem to go in cycles. For 
example, there were two records for the period 1958-60, then a gap of three 
years, followed by 26 records for the period 1964-68. This was again 
followed by a gap, this time of four years. Then, 23 records occurred in the 
period 1973-78, again followed by a lull. Whether these appearances reflect 
changing oceanographic features or variations in seawatching effort is 
unclear, although it is not likely to be entirely due to the latter. 

With the increased interest in seawatching, a challenge has been issued 
for more reliable small shearwater identification. This problem has been 
recently tackled in an excellent discussion by Curtis, Lassey & Wallace 
(1985). I can add no improvement to this treatise on birds-at-sea 
identification, but perhaps can offer some thoughts to the many people, 
especially ringers, who visit offshore islands around Britain and Ireland 
each year. 

The first point regards the habitat that the Skomer bird was found in. As 
at its breeding grounds farther south (Cramp & Simmons 1977; own 
observations), the bird chose rock piles as opposed to the usual turf habitat 
of Manx Shearwaters. In this respect, it is similar to our Storm Petrel, and, 
as previously mentioned, the Little Shearwater was located in the middle of 
a colony of these birds. Ringers of Storm Petrels should, therefore, take 
particular note. 

The second point concerns the timing of the Skomer bird's appearances. 
The Little Shearwater's breeding season in the south extends from 
February to May (Jouanin 1964). The Skomer visits coincided with the 
post-breeding arrival of Little Shearwaters at their breeding colonies. The 
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age composition of these birds has yet to be determined, but, based on 
captures of ringed birds on Great Salvage in 1983, they do include birds of 
breeding age (own observations). Breeding, if it is to occur on our coasts, 
could therefore take place earlier in the year, and, similarly, so could Little 
Shearwater visitation to potential nesting areas. 

The last point regards the call of the Little Shearwater. It is very 
distinctive, being quicker and higher-pitched than that of the Manx 
Shearwater. Visitors to islands with rock habitat should therefore listen 
carefully to the surrounding cacophony of Manx Shearwaters. They could 
be surprised by what they find. 
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