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The Grand Banks is an area that is frequented
by large numbers of seabirds, representing a
variety of species. Large populations are
found in this area in both summer and winter,
and come from the Arctic, northern Europe,
and the south Atlantic, as well as from
colonies along the Newfoundland Coast. One
of the species found in the area of the Terra
Nova Field is the Leach’s Storm-Petrel
(Oceanodroma leucorhoa).
The Bird:
Leach’s Storm-Petrels are small seabirds, not
much bigger than a Robin. They have
relatively long wings and are excellent fliers.
Leach’s Storm-Petrels are dark brown in
colour and show a conspicuous white patch
at the base of the tail. In the hand, you can
easily notice a small tube at the top of their
bill, and you will also notice that the birds have a peculiar, not unpleasant smell (although
some Newfoundlanders call these birds “Stink Birds”). Storm-Petrels are easy prey for
gulls and other predators, and so to protect themselves from predation, Leach’s StormPetrels are only active at night when on land at the breeding colonies.
Nesting Habitat:
Leach’s Storm-Petrels are distributed widely in the northern hemisphere, however, their
major centres of distribution are Alaska and Newfoundland. The bird breeds on offshore
islands, often in colonies numbering tens or hundreds of thousands of pairs, even millions
at one colony in Newfoundland. The nest is a chamber, sometimes lined with a some
grass, located at the end of a narrow tunnel dug in the topsoil.. Depending on the colony,
burrows may be under conifer or raspberry thickets or open grassland.

Reproduction:
In Newfoundland, Leach’s Storm-Petrels lay their single egg in May and June. The egg is
incubated by both parents alternately, sometimes for stretches exceeding 48 hours. The
egg is incubated for 41-42 days, which is a long time for such a small egg. The peak
hatching period is in the last half of July. The young petrel remains in the tunnel for about
63-70 days. Once breeding is over in late-August or early September, the birds disperse
from the colonies and migrate to their wintering grounds in the Atlantic. September is the
most important period for migration of Storm-Petrels to the offshore areas such as near
the Terra Nova field.
Populations:
Canada alone supports more than 5 million pairs of Leach's Storm-Petrels. Most of them
are found in Newfoundland. The Leach’s Storm-Petrel colony located on Baccalieu Island
is the largest known colony of this species.
Nesting sites for Leach’s Storm-Petrels are found along the southeast coast of
Newfoundland. These are - i) Witless Bay Islands (780,00 nesting pairs), ii) Iron Island
(10,000 nesting pairs), iii) Corbin Island (100,000 nesting pairs), iv) Middle Lawn Island
(26,000 nesting pairs), v) Baccalieu Island (3,336,000 nesting pairs), vi) Green Island
(72,000 nesting pairs), and vii) St. Pierre Grand Columbier (100,000 nesting pairs).
Feeding Habits:
Leach’s Storm-Petrels feed at the sea surface, seizing prey in flight. Prey usually consists
of myctophid fish and amphipods. The chick is fed planktonic crustaceans, drops of
stomach oil from the adult bird, and small fish taken far out at sea. Storm-Petrels feed far
out from the colony and it would be reasonable to assume that birds nesting in eastern
Newfoundland can be found feeding around the Terra Nova site.
The Problem:
As identified in the C-NOPB Decision 97-02, seabirds such as Leach’s Storm-Petrels are
attracted to lights on offshore platforms and vessels. Experience has shown that StormPetrels may be confused by lights from ships and oil rigs, particularly on foggy nights, and
will crash into lighted areas such as decks and portholes. Fortunately, this type of accident
does not often result in mortality, however, once on deck the bird will sometimes seek a
dark corner in which to hide, and can become fouled with oil or other contaminants on
deck.
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Period of Concern:
Leach’s Storm-Petrels are in the Terra Nova area from about May until October and birds
could be attracted to lights at any time throughout this period. The period of greatest risk
of attraction to lights on vessels appears to be at the end of the breeding season when
adults and newly fledged chicks are dispersing from the colonies and migrating to their
offshore wintering grounds. September is the most important period for migration of
storm-petrels to the offshore areas. Past experience suggests that any foggy night in
September could be problematic and may result in hundreds or even thousands of birds
colliding with the vessel.
The Mitigation:
On nights when storm-petrels are colliding with the vessel, the following steps should be
taken to ensure that as many birds as possible are safely returned to their natural habitat.
•

•

•
•

•

•
•

All decks of the vessel should be patrolled as often as is needed to ensure that birds are
picked up and boxed (see below) as soon as possible after they have collided with the
vessel. After collision, birds will often “freeze” below lights on deck or seek dark areas
underneath machinery and the like.
Birds should be collected by hand and gently placed in small cardboard boxes. Care should
be taken not to overcrowd the birds and a maximum of 10-15 birds should be placed in
each box, depending upon its size. The birds are very easy to pick up as they are poor
walkers and will not fly up off the deck so long as the area is well-lit. They will make a
squealing sound as they are picked up- this is of no concern and is a natural reaction to be
handled (the birds probably think they have been captured to be eaten!).
When the birds are placed in the box the cover should be put in place and the birds left to
recover in a dark, cool, quiet place for about 5-10 minutes. The birds initially will be quite
active in the box but will soon settle down.
Following the recovery period, the box containing the birds should be brought to the bow
of the boat or to some other area of the vessel that has minimal (if any) lighting. The cover
should be opened and each bird individually removed by hand. The release is usually
accomplished by letting the bird drop over the side of the vessel. There is no need to
throw the bird up in the air at release time. If the birds are released at a well-lit part of the
vessel they usually fly back towards the vessel and collide again.
If any of the birds are wet when they are captured (i.e. they drop into water on the deck)
then they should be placed in a cardboard box and let dry. Once the bird is dry it can be
released as per the previous instruction. Also, temporarily injured birds should be left for
longer to recover in the cardboard box before release.
Any birds contaminated with oil should be kept in a separate box and not mixed with clean
birds. Contact Canadian Wildlife Service at (709) 772-5585 in NL or (902) 426-1900 in
NS for instructions on how to deal with contaminated birds.
In the event that some birds are captured near dawn and are not fully recovered before
daylight, they should be kept until the next night for release. Storm-Petrels should not be
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•

released in daylight as at this time they are very vulnerable to predation by gulls. Birds
should be kept in the cardboard box in a cool, quiet place for the day, and do not need to
be fed.
Someone should be given the responsibility of maintaining a tally of birds that have been
captured and released, and those that were found dead on deck. These notes should be
kept with other information about the conditions on the night of the incident (moonlight,
fog, weather), date, time, etc). THIS IS A VERY IMPORTANT PART OF THE
EXERCISE AS IT IS THE ONLY WAY WE CAN LEARN MORE ABOUT THESE
EVENTS.
Handling Instructions:
•
•
•
•

Leach’s Storm-Petrels are small, gentle birds and should be handled with care at all
times.
It is recommended that the person handling the birds should wear thin rubber gloves or
clean, cotton work gloves. The purpose of the gloves is to protect both the StormPetrel and the worker.
As mentioned Storm-Petrel’s have a strong odor that will stick to the handler’s hands.
Washing with soap and water will remove most of the smell.
Handling Leach’s Storm-Petrels does not pose a health hazard to the worker, however
some birds may have parasites on their feathers, such as feather lice. These parasites
do not present any risk to humans, however, as a precaution we recommend wearing
cotton work gloves or thin rubber gloves while handling birds and washing of hands
afterwards.

Wilson’s Storm Petrels:
A relative of the Leach’s Storm-Petrel is the Wilson’s Storm-Petrel. They breed in the
south Atlantic and Antarctica and migrate north in our spring to spend the summer in
Newfoundland waters. This species is very numerous on the Grand Banks in the summer,
and shares the same nocturnal habits as the Leach’s Storm-Petrel. Thus it is possible that
Wilson’s Storm-Petrels may also be attracted to the lights of a vessel at night. The two
species are very similar and should be handled in the same way as described above for our
Leach’s Storm-Petrel.
Permits:
A permit to handle storm-petrels issued by the Canadian Wildlife Service will be held on
board the vessel to cover personnel involved in bird collision incidents.
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