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OCEANIC SIGHTINGS OF THE BLACK-BELLIED
STORM-PETREL AND OTHER SEABIRDS OFF

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

NEIL CHESHIRE

SOUTH AUSTRALIA
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Figure 1. Location of the one degree square
(stippled) in which observations were made.
The 200m depth contour defines the edge of the
Continental Shelf.
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BLACK-BROWED ALBATROSS Diomedea
melanophrys

The sub-adult birds seen had bills of pinkish
horn colour with a black tip to both mandibles
and their underwings were dusky with lighter
feathering along the centre. Some birds had
vestigial grey breast bands at the shoulder
region. The majority of the adult birds
recorded were of the Campbell Island
subspecies D.m. impavida with the
characteristic honey coloured iris, black area in
front of the eye more extensive and darker
underwing than in Dim. melanophrys. These
sightings along with those detailed by Close
(1982) indicate that this subspecies is a regular
visitor to seas off the South-East of South
Australia.

INTRODUCTION

NOTES ON SELECTED SPECIES

WANDERING ALBATROSS Diomedea
exulans

The stages of plumage referred to in Table 1
are those described by Harrison (1983).

The research vesselSprightly (43m ) was in the
one degree area centred at 40° 30' S, 139° 30' E
from 15 to 23 November 1984 gathering
meteorological and oceanographic data.
Seabirds seen from the ship were recorded by
the author during ten minute counts made at
various times each day. In all I made 47 counts
and their results are summarized in Table 1.

The centre of the area is 156 nautical miles
(289 km) SSW of Port MacDonnell (see Fig. 1).
The area extends 60 nautical miles (n.m.) x 45.6
n.m. average, (111 km x 84.5 km.). It is
adjacent to the south-eastern border of the area
covered by Cox (1976) in his comprehensive
review of Procellariiformes in South Australian
waters. Stations were worked at the four
corners and the centre of the area. The area can
be described as Oceanic Habitat sensu Gould et
al. (1982) with depths ranging from 4150 m to
5200 m. Sea surface temperatures ranged from
14.8°C in the north to 13.4°C in the south, and
surface salinity varied from 35.2°/ 00 to
34.7°/ 00.

During the counts the vessel was either
stopped or, on a few occasions, steaming at a
slow speed of ca three knots, (0.9 km/lO min).
Birds that remained in the area may have been
included in more than one count, and the
following species showed particular interest in
the vessel and galley refuse: - Wandering
Albatross Diomedea exulans, Black-browed
Albatross Diomedea melanophrys, White
chinned Petrel Procellaria aequinoctialis,
Wilson's Storm Petrel Oceanites oceanicus. The
Shy Albatross Diomedea cauta and the Black
bellied Storm-Petrel Fregetta tropica also
showed some attraction to the vessel.
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SHY ALBATROSS Diomedea cauta

All birds seen appeared to be of the nominate
subspecies. Most birds showed white areas in
the grey of the upper wing due to moult and
from these some individuals were recognized on
several occasions. Birds stayed in the general
area of the vessel for up to six hours; however,
there seemed to be a turnover from day to day.

YELLOW-NOSED ALBATROSS Diomedea
chlororhynchos

A single adult bird was seen. The bird
remains mostly in Continental Shelf habitat off
South Australia (see Parker et al. 1979).

SOOTY ALBATROSS Phoebetria fusca

A single adult bird was seen on 15 November
1984 but it showed no interest in the ship.

SOUTHERN GIANT-PETREL Macronectes
giganteus

The three birds seen were juveniles in black
plumage.

NORTHERN GIANT-PETREL Macronectes
halli

One juvenile was recorded. The other
sightings were of adult birds.

GREAT-WINGED PETREL Pterodroma
macroptera

All birds seen showed moulting primaries.
There was variation in the amount of grey
around the base of the bill with some birds
having mostly dark feathering.

SOFT-PLUMAGED PETREL Pterodroma
mollis

A single, medium-sized gadfly petrel was
seen on the 16 November 1984. The upperparts
appeared greyish-brown with darker primaries;
forehead and sides of face were whitish and a
dark area through the eye linked with the dark
crown and nape. The identification was
confirmed by the combination of dark
underwings and white underparts with a narrow
dark greyish band around the upper breast.

Unidentified gadly Petrel Pterodroma sp.

A small gadfly petrel was seen on 18
November 1984 very briefly as it flew amongst
the large swells. The impression gained was of a
bird with greyish-brown upperparts with a dark

M-shaped mark across the upperwings,
underparts including underwing white. The
bird was certainly a 'cookilaria' type and not a
prion Pachyptila sp,

WHITE-CHINNED PETREL Procellaria
aequinoctialis

The most common bird seen around the ship.
A large, well-built petrel with a fairly long tail
ending in a short wedge. Plumage appeared
blackish-brown, slightly lighter on primaries.
The stout bill was ivory coloured and at close
range the edges of the plates appeared as faint
dark lines. Also, a black area between the
nostrils and the maxillary unguis was observed.
Seen with the sun low in the evening sky, the
bill's colour appeared pale yellow. On several
birds that passed within 10 m of the ship the
white chin was seen when the birds were viewed
from below and behind with the aid of
binoculars. This white area was about a
thumbnail's size and at greater distances it was
indistinguishable from the ivory bill. The legs
appeared black and were barely distinguishable
from the plumage.

WILSON'S STORM-PETREL Oceanites
oceanicus

A maximum of three birds on 16 November
1984, single birds being seen on most other
days. At close range with the aid of binoculars,
the yellow webs could sometimes be seen when
the birds were hovering and foot-pattering with
legs dangling.

BLACK-BELLIED STORM-PETREL
Fregetta tropica

There are no previously published records of
this species off South Australia. It is a
circumpolar summer breeder dispersing
northward in the southern winter. The nearest
known breeding colonies to South Australia are
Iles Crozets and Kerguelen to the west and the
New Zealand sub-antarctic islands, Auckland,
Bounty and Antipodes to the southeast.
(Condon 1975). I have previously seen this
species between Stewart Island and the
Auckland Islands during January.

There were 16 sightings; two birds were seen
on three occasions. The species kept further
away from the ship than Wilson's Storm-Petrel
and in size there seemed little difference
between the two species. The upperparts
appeared black with faint greyish diagonal
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Total
November 1984 15th 16th 17th 18th 19th 20th 21st 22nd 23rd Count

Wandering Albatross Stage 2 2 1 1 1 8
Diomedea exulans 3 2 1 1 1 1 1 8

4 1 1 1 5
5 1 1 1 1 5
6, 1 1

Black-browed Albatross Ad. 1 1 4
Diomedea melanophrys Sub-ad. 2 2 3 4 2 2 3 45
D.m. impavida Ad. 2 1 1

,
2 10

Shy Albatross Ad. 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 25
Diomedea cauta Imm, 1 2 1 1 9

Yellow-nosed Albatross Ad. 1 1
Diomedea chlororhynchos

Sooty Albatross Ad.

I
1 1

Phoebetria fusca
Northern Giant-Petrel 2 1 1 9

Macronectes halli ISouthern Giant-Petrel 1 1 3
Macronectes giganteus

Cape Petrel 1 3 11
Daption capense

Great-winged Petrel
I

3 7 11 8 1 1 1 37
Pterodroma macroptera

IWhite-headed Petrel 1 1 1 1 1 1 8
Pterodroma lessoni ISoft-plumaged Petrel 1 1
Pterodroma mollis I

I
Unidentified gadfly petrel

I
I 1 1

Prion I 1 2 6
Pachyptila sp. I

White-chinned Petrel I 6 6 1 1 2 2 5 7 4 91
Procellaria aequinoctialis

Sooty Shearwater 1 2
Puffinus griseus

Short-tailed Shearwater 1 7 8
Puffinus tenuirostris

Wilson's Storm-Petrel 1 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 21
Oceanites oceanicus

Black-bellied Storm-Petrel 1 1 2 2 1 2 1 16
Fregetta tropica

Unidentified Tern 1 1 2

Number of 10 minute counts 2 6 8 4 8 4 4 6 5 47

Wind direction Var. NNE SSE ENE NW WNW WNW SW W

Wind Speed (knots) 10 25 10 30 25 20 40 30 25

TABLE 1. Maximum count for each species in any ten minute time period.
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marks across the greater coverts from the
carpal area towards the body. There was a
prominent white rump and the feet extended
slightly beyond the squarish, black tail. Bill and
head were black. The upper breast was black
with the black extending in a line to the black
undertail-coverts. The erratic zig-zagging flight
made the black belly-line difficult to see and on
some birds it was not detected and may have
been absent. The variation of this feature has
been documented by Kinghorn & Cayley (1922)
and Murphy & Snyder (1952). The chin colour
can also vary from white through to black:
compare photographs in Beck & Brown (1971)
and Harper & Kinsky (1978). The sides of the
lower breast, belly and flanks were white
extending as a white wedge on to the black
underwing. The white underwing area was
conspicuous to an observer at low level.

This species has probably been overlooked in
the past and an observer high up on a large ship
could mis-identify it as Wilson's Storm-Petrel.

TERN Sterna sp.
The two records were

Common/ Arctic type
hirundo/paradisaea respectively.

of distant
terns S.
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