
MARCH,1986

FIRST BREEDING RECORD OF THE FLESHY-FOOTED
SHEARWATER IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA

A.C. ROBINSON, A. SPIERS AND S.A. PARKER

13

In South Australia the Fleshy-footed Shear
water Puffinus carneipes has been recorded in
seas over the Continental Shelf, west to Elliston
and the Investigator Group. It is the com
monest shearwater in inshore waters north of
Kangaroo Island during the summer, there
largely replacing the Short-tailed Shearwater P.
tenuirostris, which forages further out to sea
(Serventy 1939, Parker & Cox 1978, Parker et
al. 1979). However, although P. tenuirostris is
known to breed in South Australia in large

numbers and on at least twenty islands, no local
breeding of P. carneipes has so far been
reported. This has given rise to speculation that
the large numbers of P. carneipes seen regularly
in South Australian waters during the breeding
season are long-range foragers from the
Western Australian colonies. Individuals band
ed on Lord Howe 1. have been found as far
afield in the breeding months as the eastern
coast of Australia (McKean 1963, see also Gib
son & Sefton 1958).
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In November 1982, during a survey con
ducted by the South Australian National Parks
and Wildlife Service, ACR, P. Canty and C.
Chapman visited Smith 1., a small island of 3.6
ha between Thistle 1. and the south-eastern tip
of Eyre Peninsula. Most of the island, ca 2 ha,
was capped by deep white sand carrying a
shrub-layer of Atriplex cinerea, Rhagodia can
dolleana, Enchylaena tomentosa, Tetragonia
implexicoma, Zygophyllum apiculatum and
Muehlenbeckia gunni. This sand was
honeycombed with shearwater burrows, at a
density of ca 250/ha. Most burrows in
vestigated contained incubating P. tenuirostris,
but towards the end of the team's stay on the
island one burrow, larger and deeper than those
previously sampled, was found to contain an
adult P. carneipes incubating a fresh egg (both
now in the South Australian Museum,
B 36922-3). In the same area, two feathered
skeletons of adult P. carneipes were also found,
amongst the shrubs (B 36924-5). Because the
presence of P. carneipes was detected late in the
stay, there was little opportunity to estimate its
ratio to P. tenuirostris. It was noted, however,
that about a third of the sandy area contained
the larger burrows characteristic of P. carneipes
(but see below).

To date, Smith 1. is the only known breeding
site of P. carneipes in South Australia (Parker
et al. 1979). If the majority (if not all) of the
large numbers of this species occurring in South
Australia in the breeding season are of local
origin, however, it seems inescapable that other
colonies remain to be discovered in the region.
However, the large deep burrows alone are not
an infallible indication of its presence. During
aerial surveys of Golden 1. and Perforated 1. in
the Whidbey Group off the Coffin Bay Penin
sula, such large burrows were noted, by the size
of the castings, amongst the smaller burrows
characteristic of P. tenuirostris. But when some
of these large burrows were dug out (on Golden
1. by AS and B. Arnold in Jan. 1981, and on
Perforated 1. by AS, SAP, F. Vickery and T.D.
Morgan in Jan. 1982), they were found to be
occupied by breeding P. tenuirostris. In these
instances, the latter species must either have
dug a larger burrow than usual, or moved into a
burrow made by P. carneipes.

Hindwood (1945) recognized two subspecies
in P. carneipes: P. c. carneipes, breeding in
Western Australia, and P. c. hullianus
breeding in New Zealand and on Lord Howe 1.,
allegedly differing from the nominate
subspecies by its more robust bill and longer
wing. The ranges of wing-length given by Hind
wood (307-325 vs 305-336mm) overlap too
broadly to be of much value in identifying
skins, and all we can say in this regard is that
none of the 15 South Australian skins in the
South Australian Museum has a wing exceeding
325mm. Moreover, we could detect no marked
differences in bill-size in samples from Western
Australia and Lord Howe 1. At this time,
therefore, no comment on the subspecific rela
tionships of the Eyre Peninsula population
seems possible, though it may be, should better
criteria eventually be found.
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