Eaglehawk Neck Pelagic

24-Jan-11

A party of 14 organised by a group of herpetologists from Sydney gathered on the Pirates Bay jetty at the Tuna Club rooms at 7:00am with a light northerly breeze raising only a gentle swell. As soon as we rounded the entrance to the bay Shy albatross were visible along with the occasional gannet. The Kelp Gulls were seen to have one or two large young standing with their parents on some of the cliff ledges.  Others were on the wing.  The Little Hippolyte had its usual complement of Gannets and Black-faced Cormorants.   Short-tailed Shearwaters, Fluttering and Huttons Shearwaters were in evidence as were five Bullers Shearwaters.   This looked very promising.  On the Hippolyte itself there were five parties of Gannets separated from one-another raising the hope that perhaps a colony may become established.   A large number of photographs of the island were taken in high resolution hoping that perhaps one or more nests might be identified but a thorough search of these images has not revealed any.   The Black-faced Cormorants this year appeared to have distributed themselves circumferentially right around the periphery of the island rather than being concentrated along one coastline.   Kelp Gulls and Silver Gulls were noted as breeding on the island and a Swamp Harrier hunted over the vegetated areas on the summit.  There were 55 plus Fur Seals either hauled out on the rocks or lolling about in the waters round the island. 

The journey from the Hippolyte to the Shelf is normally very quiet but today things were quite different with birds present all the time making it difficult to know which direction to look in.   More Bullers Shearwaters, Common Diving Petrel, Fluttering and Huttons Shearwaters along with an odd Sooty Shearwater, a Bullers Albatross, the occasional White-faced Storm-Petrel and Fairy Prion plus a dark phase Arctic Jaeger heading away from us by the time it came to our attention.   It was about this time that the southerly struck along with heavy squalls of rain making sea conditions a little unpleasant with a nasty, short chop.   Numbers of birds increased with the worsening of the weather.    There was no gradual change, it was just whammo and we were into it.   Further to our south-west, a small yacht was being rescued by a maxi as it was guided into Fortesque Bay.   We continued out and commenced burleying for a short time just inside the drop-off.    Grey-backed Storm-Petrels, White-faced Storm-Petrels, Fairy Prions, Great-winged and White-chinned Petrels were now around the boat in good numbers.   Before we realized it, we were four nautical miles east of the Shelf with more Grey-backed Storm-Petrels visible in all directions than I had ever seen at one time.   The Storm-Petrels and Prions were taking no notice of the boat whatsoever, just doing their own thing.   By 10am it had become obvious that we would no longer be able to heave to and burly but had to chug along going slowly northward and heading very gradually back towards shore.   

For over two hours we were moving through an almost even distribution of Storm-Petrels and Prions with a minimum of 30 Grey-backs visible at any one time.   From this I calculate that we passed over 3,600 birds of this species, 1,200 Prions and about 600 White-faced Storm-Petrels.

The only Black-browed Albatross seen were immatures with up to 3 birds.   Of the Great Albatross, there was again a maximum of 3 in view at any one time and at least 7 different birds involved, all Wanderers; one Snowy form and the rest Gibson/Antipodean birds.   Three Pterodroma Petrel sightings of birds way in the distance and glimpsed only through pouring rain and spray sweeping across the boat which made more accurate identification impossible.   These birds were all heading north which is not the normal direction taken by Goulds Petrel as the majority of this species are seen heading south.   A single flash of wings amongst the milieu of Shearwaters allowed a very brief but positive identification of a Providence Petrel.

As we headed back, the waters very slowly calmed down as we gained some shelter from the cliffs to our south.   All remaining burly was slowly being tossed out over the stern, attracting large numbers of Shy Albatross with the odd Black-browed, one Bullers, Wanderers, the possible immature Southern Royal would not come within a bulls roar and so confirmation of its identity was not made.

Much to the relief of many on board, we headed in for shore early, disembarking at 2:30pm, happy with the day’s spectacle and the very large number, for these waters, of Bullers Shearwaters.

Counts from photographs of the numbers of the different species on The Hippolyte and The Little Hippolyte have been used in order to achieve more accurate assessments rather than using “guestimates”.

For further details in regard to species and their numbers, see the attached chart.

Numbers preceeded by “c” indicate that the numbers are approximations only.
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	Black-browed Albatross
	c4
	3

	Black-faced Cormorant
	c660
	c600

	Bullers Albatross
	2
	1

	Bullers Shearwater
	c20
	3

	Common Diving Petrel
	15
	4

	Crested Tern
	c40
	26

	Dolphin
	c5
	5

	Fairy Penguin
	3
	3

	Fairy Prion
	c1200
	c20 

	Fluttering Shearwater
	c25 
	4

	Fluttons Shearwater
	c20
	3

	Fur Seal
	c75
	c

	Pterodroma Petrels
	3
	1

	Gannet
	c275
	c240

	Giant Petrel
	1
	1

	Great Albatross
	1
	1

	Great-winged Petrel
	c15
	8

	Grey-backed Storm-Petrel
	c3600
	c50

	Huttons Shearwater
	8
	3

	Kelp Gull
	c75
	c40

	Northern Giant Petrel
	1
	1

	Pacific Gull
	14
	3

	Providence Petrel
	1
	1

	Short-tailed Shearwater
	1000,s
	100's

	Shy Albatross
	200+
	c60

	Silver Gull
	c510
	c460

	Sooty Shearwater
	2
	1

	Southern Giant Petrel
	1
	1

	Swamp Harrier
	1
	1

	Tree Martin
	c50
	c15

	Wandering Albatross
	7
	3

	White-chinned Petrel
	c25
	10+

	White-faced Storm-Petrel
	c600
	c15

	Wilsons Storm-petrel
	2
	1

	Yellow-nosed Albatross
	1
	1


