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This presentation 

• Seabirds – a brief introduction

• North or South of the Equator?

• Identification guide – how to use it

• Species keys

• Guidelines on handling

• Removing hooks from live birds

• Taking photos

• Recording & verification
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Seabirds – a brief introduction

3



4

Seabirds of the Pacific Ocean

Status

Seabirds are the most threatened 
group of birds in the world.

Diversity

Seabirds of the Pacific are a 
diverse group. 

Albatrosses, petrels, shearwaters, 
storm petrels, frigatebirds, 
boobies, terns, noddies. 

Species that breed in the region, 
species that migrate huge 
distances post-breeding – south to 
north, north to south

Seabird characteristics

What sets seabirds apart are the 
special adaptions they have for lives 
at sea.

Feed on marine species (fish, krill, 
squid)
Can drink saltwater (salt excretion 
ability)
Float on seawater (waterproof 
plumage)
Colonial nesting is normal
Life history (small clutches, lengthy 
breeding, delayed maturity)
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Equator

30°N

30°S

Where you are in the ocean counts!
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Equator

30°N

30°S

Time of the year is also important!

Northern species migrating south

Southern species migrating 

north across the Equator
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Bycatch

Certain species are susceptible to being caught

Most seabirds are natural opportunists -
scavenging natural food, as well as finding 
live prey

Fishing vessels are attractive as a source of 
food

Seabirds most at risk from fisheries:

• Albatrosses

• Petrels

• Shearwaters

Other fisheries-related threats include: 
Deck-strike, attraction to lights 
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Seabirds – identification

8
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SPC Seabird Identification Guide

In preparation 

Scheduled to be completed in 2020. 
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How to use the guide

ACAP ID guide provides an example for this workshop

10
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A bird is caught

What are the steps to making an accurate ID?

1. Look at the bird’s size – very big, big, 
medium sized or small?

2. Look at the nostrils on the bill – albatross, 
petrel, shearwater or something else?

3. Check the bill shape and colour

4. Consult the relevant key – e.g. 
albatrosses, petrel 

5. Check the description of the species. 
The bird in this photograph is a big bird

It was caught south of the Equator 

The bird in this photograph is a very small bird 
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Steps to making an ID

Nostrils

Go to albatross key

Useful additional 

info – bill guide
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Steps to making an ID

Consult the appropriate key

In this case – the albatross key

Which one?e?
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Steps to making an ID

More 

detailed 

information

You can see 

there two 

closely 

related 

species
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A bird is caught

What are the steps to making an accurate ID?

You are north of the Equator

The bird in the photograph is a big bird

Nostrils on the side of the bill 
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Steps to making an ID

Consult the appropriate key

In this case – the albatross key

Which one?
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The only all dark albatross north of the Equator
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Two dark albatrosses south of the Equator

The sooty albatross generally 
not found in Pacific Ocean

The light-mantled albatross 
would very rarely get above 
30°S.



19

Using the keys are very important

And mostly straightforward.

The ACAP guide has two 
further keys for albatrosses to 
further separate some 
species and age groups

One is to help separate the 
great albatrosses. 

Both keys focus on the bills of 
the birds.  
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Using the keys are very important

The second one is for  
juvenile/immature 
smaller Thalassarche
albatrosses of the 
southern hemisphere.
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A bird is caught

What are the steps to making an accurate ID?

This is a medium sized all dark-bird.

Nostrils are on top of the bill

Bill is pale with a darkish tip
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Steps to making an ID

Consult the appropriate key

In this case – the petrel key

Which one?

There are two possibilities.
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Steps to making an ID

Need to measure bill

In this case – bill is <44mm

The ID is Black Petrel 

The bill of the close relative, the Westland 
Petrel is longer. 
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Birds in poor condition

Sometimes the birds are so damaged

In these cases, start with the bill if the head 
is still attached.

The bird is large so likely an albatross.

The bill is grey with a yellow tip.
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Steps to making an ID

Consult the appropriate key

In this case – the albatross key

Which one?
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Steps to making an ID

Look at the distribution maps
Two choices – often indistinguishable
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Handling a live bird
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Handling different sized birds

• Immobilise first then try to remove hook

• Large and medium-sized birds require two people 

• Exposed hooks in bills or neck can be snipped off. Flatten the 
barbs with pliers or cut off barbs with snips if pulling hook back 
through the tissue.

• If the hook is swallowed, cut the line as close to the mouth as 
possible. Do not try and pull hook out from inside the bird.

• Untangle and cut away any line caught around the bird’s wings, 
body or legs.
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Safe release

If the bird is exhausted or waterlogged If possible, 
place in a ventilated box or bin in a quiet, dry, 
shaded place to recover for an hour or two. 
Otherwise, contain bird in a quiet dry area, away 
from oil. The bird is ready for release when the 
feathers are dry, bird is alert and able to stand.

If the bird is strong and mostly dry, release it onto 
the water (but clear of the vessel) immediately 
after hook removal. Having again first grabbed 
the bill, lift and slowly lower the bird onto the 
water letting go of the bill last.

Where birds cannot be lowered directly onto 
water, lift and release the bird from the side of 
the vessel into the wind letting go of the bill at 
the same time. The bird may remain on the water 
for some time after release.
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Taking photos
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Examples of photos
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Recording & verification

• Use species codes (FAO codes)

• Get follow-up verification of bycatch IDs 
through photographs

This is a Buller’s Albatross >

Species code: DIB

• Where ID is uncertain and no FAO code 
is provided, record the scientific name 
and/or common name.

• Date, time, location, fishing method, 
nature of interaction, all steps taken to 
make ID, species code/common name/ 
scientific name, other observations
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Seabird species groups and key seabird species

ALBATROSSES
 WANDERING ALBATROSS
 ANTIPODEAN/GIBSON'S ALBATROSS

 CAMPBELL ALBATROSS
 BLACK-BROWED ALBATROSS
 WHITE-CAPPED ALBATROSS
 SHY ALBATROSS
 SALVIN'S ALBATROSS
 YELLOW-NOSED ALBATROSS
 BULLER'S ALBATROSS
 GREY-HEADED ALBATROSS
 CHATHAM ALBATROSS
 BLACK-FOOTED ALBATROSS
 LAYSAN ALBATROSS
 SHORT-TAILED ALBATROSS

SHEARWATERS
 WEDGE-TAILED SHEARWATER
 SOOTY SHEARWATER
 SHORT-TAILED SHEARWATER
 FLESH-FOOTED SHEARWATER
 BULLER'S SHEARWATER
 STREAKED SHEARWATER

PETRELS
 NORTHERN GIANT PETREL
 SOUTHERN GIANT PETREL

 WHITE-CHINNED PETREL
 BLACK PETREL
 WESTLAND PETREL
 GREY PETREL
 GREY-FACED PETREL
 GREAT-WINGED PETREL
 TAHITI PETREL
 BECK’S PETREL
 CAPE PETREL

OTHER SEABIRDS - FRIGATEBIRDS & BOOBIES
 GREAT FRIGATEBIRD
 LESSER FRIGATEBIRD
 BROWN BOOBY
 RED-FOOTED BOOBY
 MASKED BOOBY

OTHER SEABIRD GROUPS – STORM PETRELS

Not covered in detail but will be mentioned in the key
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Ngā mihi nui, thank you


