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We dge -ta i led Sh e arwole r

She6rw6lers 6l Rottrrr esl
Wes Bqncroft and Mark Garkaklis

JT is dusk on the
lwestem coast of
Rottnest Island. The
summer daylight is
fading and i t 's
blowing a gale. On
the horizon, out to
sea, the silhouettes
ofhundreds ofbirds
rapidly rise and drop
from view, as they
gl ide over the
ocean's contours.
While the whipping
ofthe sand- andsalt-
spray makes it
difficult to watch
them for long, it is
clear that these birds
are masters of the
wind. They're shearwaters, and they're coming home.

Every night, from mid-Augustuntil late April, flocks
of Wedge-tailed Shearwaters descend on their nesting
colonies on the south-westem headlands of Rottnest
Island. Having spent the day fishing at sea, diving and
pursuing their prey to depths of l0 m, they retum to their
nests under the cover of night. But unlike many birds
that are familiar to us, the shearwaters, often known as
muttonbirds, don't build stick-cup nests in trees, or even
scrapes on the ground. These birds are burrowers, and
they're really good at what they do.

Their nesting burrows are dug by both birds in the
monogamous pairs, and may reach depths in excess of
1.5 m below the soil surface, and lengths beyond 4 rn.
Burrows are 20 cm high by 27 cm wide and, more often
than not, curve to the left. On average, the birds shift

some 82 kg of soil
from their burrow.
All thiscanbedone
from scratch in six
days. No mean feat,
consider ing the
equivalent would
be two 70 kg
humans shifting
almost 15 tonnes of
soil between them!

So why all the
effort? Not
surprisingly, there
is method to this
digging madness.
Each year, pairs
raise only a single
offspring, a"nd it is
thought that by

keeping the chicks in burows they reduce the chance of
the young being taken by aerial predators. On Rottnest
Island, up to 20 Osprey (also known as Fish Eagles)
patrol the cliffs, beaches and ocean throughout the
daylight hours. With their chicks safely below ground,
parents need not worry about the Osprey and can spend
all day out at sea collecting dinner for them instead.

The life of the burrow-bound shearwater chick is,
however, a lonely one. After spending tkee months
digging or clearing bunows (birds will regularly reuse
the same burrow year after year), an adult pair will
incubate their single egg from late November. As soon
as the chick hatches in mid-January it is left alone, by
day, in the burrow. Both parents tend the chick, and at
least one of them will retum every one to four nights to
deliver a meal offish and squid. Even when the parents

continued on page 4
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do rctum, they don't spend long
with their chick in the burrow, often
preferring to sit on the surface and
wait for dawn. The adults depart
well before sunrise, so that they can
be at their preferred feeding ground
and ready to fish at first light.

Foralltheirtime alone, the chicks
do get fed well. At the end of the
season they can weigh more than
one and a half times as much as an
adult bird. There is a catch, though.
In late April the adult birds choose
not to retum to the colonies at all.
They leave the chick, alone again,
to use its reserves offat to complete
the last of its growth and juvenile
moult, before leaving the colony to
join the rest ofthe population at sea
for the winter.

Immature birds will spend three
or four years at sea before they will
begin to breed. Often the young
birds will retum to the site fiom
which they fledged, and in the case
of Rottnest Island, the colonies have
been expanding in size and rn
number. The number ofburrows on
the island has nearly doubled in the
last decade, with some 11 700
burrows now spread across six
d iscrete co lonies.  The f i rs t
record ing of  Wedge-ta i led
Shearwater nesting on Rottnest
Island was ofa single active burrow
made in 1889. By the mid-1950s
there were over 500 burrows, and
morethan2500 in 1982. One colony
increased 23-fold in burrownumber
in this period. Growth of thrs
magnitude has to almost certainly
have been driven by immigration of
birds from other areas, rather than
just the retum ofRottnest-bred birds.

Why the increase in population?
One might think that, like us, once
the shearwaters found the beauty of
Rottnest Island, they could not get
enough. and made sure that all their
friends and relatives paid the island
avisit. Insome sensethis is true, but
notjust for the shearwaters. Many
other seabird species of tropical
origin have expanded their breeding
range into southwestem Australia.
inc luding the Redla i led Tropic-

bird, Bridled Tem, Roseate Tem,
Common Noddy and Sooty Tem.
While we are only just beginning to
think lhat we understand. it appears
that ihese expansions are correlated
with an increase in the frequency of
El  Nino-Southern Osci l la t ion
(ENSO). The impacts of ENSO on
wealher pattems (and farming) are
well known, but its effects on
organisms are less well understood
(a l though probably no less
important). We do know that ENSO
alters oceanographic factors that, rn

tum, probably affect the availability
of food. It is thought that when
times became tough in northern
waters, the breeding seabirds may
have followed their food resources
southward. Once in the south, the
birds found Rottnest, and it wasn't
long before the romantic West End
sunsets had large numbers of
shearwaters nesting on its clifftops.

As a consequence of the
expanding shearwater colonies, the
amount of soil displacedbythe birds
has also increased. Soi l

Shearwatet colony on Rottnest, the white dats orc the spoil-piles atthe mouth afthe
burows. (ph: W. Boncrcft)

Wedge-tailed Shearwater (ph: W. Bancrafl)
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