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7.0 MARINE BIRDS 

This section describes the presence, distribution, and seasonal abundance of marine-related birds in 
association with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Emphases are given to summarizing the 
occurrences of marine birds in association with offshore waters, but information on the nearshore and 
coastal environment is also provided. Desktop review of existing literature provides an overview for each 
category of marine birds in the sections below. More specific information on harvesting and environmental 
observation follows the overview and comes from IK studies, both from previous studies and studies done 
specifically for the SEA Update. For many parts of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, there is strong 
IK on the distribution of various species; however, there may be geographic bias of the observations 
towards more populated areas of the coast related to concentration of hunting and travel by community 
members. Therefore, a lack of mapped data should not be inferred to mean a lack of species presence. In 
addition, the IK included within this SEA Update does not represent the total land usage or knowledge 
held by Indigenous groups with respect to the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Descriptions of bird SAR 
are provided in Section 7.1.7. 

7.1 APPROACH AND KEY INFORMATION SOURCES 

Information on the seasonal distribution and abundance of marine birds in association with the waters of 
the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area was obtained from the Atlas of Seabirds at Sea in Eastern Canada 
2006-2016 (Bolduc et al. 2018). The atlas provides maps and datasets representing seabirds at-sea 
densities in eastern Canada. Data were collected using ships of opportunity surveys and therefore spatial 
and seasonal coverage varies considerably. Densities are computed using distance sampling to adjust for 
variation in detection rates among observers and survey conditions. Densities are displayed in hexagonal 
cells that represent an area of 100 km2 and are available for three seasons: spring migration and 
breeding (April to July), fall migration (August to November), and winter (December to March). Species 
were either mapped individually or combined into guilds or taxonomic groups depending on their 
abundance and distribution in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Individually mapped species include 
dovekie (Alle alle), northern fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis), northern gannet (Morus bassanus), and black-
legged kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla). Guilds and taxonomic groups were used to convey patterns for other 
species and included cormorants, gulls (i.e., other than black-legged kittiwake), skuas and jaegers, 
phalaropes, murres, other alcids (i.e., other than dovekie and murres), shearwaters, storm-petrels, terns, 
and waterfowl. Information on the spatial distribution and timing of survey effort is also integrated into the 
figures.  

General seasonal seabird densities (i.e., all species combined) were available in Fifield et al. (2017). 
Using a density surface model developed for the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, data from the 
Seabirds and Sea Program (2006-2014) were used to model estimates of seabird densities in areas 
where local-scale spatial information is limited due to a lack of survey coverage.   

Data were obtained from the ECCC-CWS colonial waterbird database as well as from an aerial survey 
conducted by ECCC-CWS not yet entered in the database (gulls and terns) on the most recent population 
estimates for marine bird colonies within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (ECCC 2018a). These 
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data contained information on seabird nesting colonies from thousands of locations along the coast of 
Labrador; separate datasets were provided for “vulnerable” and “less vulnerable” bird colonies, 
representing their relative sensitivity to oil and gas activities. Information on the relative size of colonies 
was integrated into figures showing at-sea observations (i.e., Atlas of Seabirds at Sea data) so that those 
observations could be interpreted in relation to the location of breeding sites. Data are illustrated in the 
ECCC-CWS hexagonal standard, with the exception of shorebirds, waterfowl, and marine and landbirds 
SAR, as ECCC-CWS does not provide these data in that format.  

Colonial waterbird data obtained from the Canadian Wildlife Service (ECCC 2018a) were used to identify 
relatively important colonies, including those locations that not only host large numbers of individuals, but 
also important proportions of populations. For this purpose, a colony importance index (CII) was 
calculated that approximates the proportion of the total potential Eastern Canadian breeding population 
that is represented at each colony location. Two CII indices were derived following the general approach 
described by ECCC (2018b) whereas the total count of a species at a colony was divided by the total 
population of that species. Both a regional and SEA-specific CII were calculated using the potential total 
Eastern Canadian breeding population of that species, and total population of that species within colonies 
of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, respectively. Data for the potential total Eastern Canadian 
breeding population for a particular species are based on that reported by ECCC (2018b) and is derived 
using the sum of maximum total counts for species within colonies since 1960, across known colony sites 
in Eastern Canada. Since data for individual colonies were based on the most recent estimates (ECCC 
2018a) and not the maximum historic count (i.e., as is used for the total regional population), the Regional 
CII would be an underrepresentation of the proportion of the regional population represented at individual 
colony sites. Conversely, the population counts used for the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (individual 
colonies and totals) were based on the latest population census for particular colonies. Additional 
information sources were used to inform the discussion of marine birds within the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area (including SAR), including: 

• Information on Important Bird Areas (Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada 2018) 
• SAR sightings from the eBird database (eBird 2018a, 2018b) 
• Data from the Atlantic Canada Shorebird Survey (ACSS) / Program for Regional and International 

Shorebird Monitoring (PRISM) (Bird Studies Canada 2018) 
• Status reports, management plans, and recovery strategies available from COSEWIC 
• EA reports from offshore developments within the Atlantic region 
• Scientific literature  
• Publicly-available IK studies 
• NunatuKavut Community Council Labrador Shelf Offshore Area Strategic Environmental Assessment 

Update Traditional Knowledge Study (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019) 
• Nunatsiavut Government IK unpublished data (Nunatsiavut Government 2018) 

7.2 OVERVIEW OF MARINE-RELATED BIRDS 

The waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are highly productive and support a diversity of 
marine birds year-round. The diversity and distribution of marine birds in the area is influenced by its 
northern latitude, the oceanic effects of the Labrador Current, and the topography of the coastline. Cold 
waters of the Labrador Current flow from the Arctic Ocean south along the coast of Labrador; this current 
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has a major influence on oceanographic and ecosystem conditions on the Atlantic Canadian shelf. The 
coastline of the northern part of the region supports a mountainous topography and is dissected by deep 
fords; the more southern coast is lower, rocky, and includes many inlets and islands (Lock et al. 1994). 
The Churchill River is the dominant river system in Labrador and drains into the Atlantic Ocean on the 
western edge of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, along with many other swift-flowing rivers. The 
greater part of the Labrador coast is steep and rocky, with few well-developed estuaries, or sandy or 
muddy beaches (Lock et al. 1994). Much of the coastline is ice-bound until early summer but several 
inshore areas in southern Labrador may remain open year-round and are important areas for wintering 
seabirds and waterfowl. The offshore environment of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is 
characterized by a broad continental slope that supports several important fishing banks, including 
Saglek, Nain, and Hamilton Inlet Banks (Lock et al. 1994). 

Numerous marine birds occur in association with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area including pelagic 
seabirds, neritic seabirds, waterfowl, and shorebirds (Table 7.1); SAR species are listed in Section 7.7. 
These birds use the Labrador coast and offshore waters for a variety of purposes, including breeding, 
overwintering, or as a migratory or moulting stopover. The thousands of islands off the eastern coast of 
Labrador provide breeding habitat to many seabirds, including alcids, gulls and terns, coastal waterfowl, 
and shorebirds. Several of these species are at the limits of their ranges in the waters off Labrador. 
Razorbill (Alca torda), common murre (Uria aalge), Leach's storm-petrel (Oceanodroma leucorhoa), and 
Atlantic puffin (Fratercula arctica) are at their northern limits, while colonies of thick-billed murre (Uria 

lomvia) and glaucous gull (Larus hyperboreus) are at their southern range limits. Millions of seabirds and 
shorebirds use the Labrador coast on migration from the Arctic and Greenland. Spring migration is a time 
of high sensitivity because birds are obtaining breeding condition and are concentrated in high numbers, 
especially along ice edges. Although areas of the shelf are used, the shelf edge and Hawke Channel 
have been noted as supporting notably high densities of pelagic seabirds; areas around colonies will also 
have high densities during the breeding season. Some marine birds overwinter in waters off the Atlantic 
coast whereas others migrate to more southern regions, or elsewhere. Additionally, landbirds (i.e., those 
with principally terrestrial life cycles) may occur in the marine environment during migration and can occur 
in coastal areas during the breeding season. Marine birds are an important source of food within Labrador 
(DFO 2021); with murres, geese, eiders and other waterfowl commonly being hunted, and the collection 
of eggs being practiced when in season (Natcher et. al. 2011, 2012).  

Table 7.1 Birds Associated within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Seabirds 
Northern fulmar Fulmarus glacialis 

Cory's shearwater Calonectris diomedea 

Great shearwater Puffinus gravis 

Sooty shearwater Puffinus griseus 

Manx shearwater Puffinus puffinus 

Leach's storm-Petrel Oceanodroma leucorhoa 

Northern gannet Morus bassanus 

Great cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo 
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Table 7.1 Birds Associated within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Double-crested cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus 

Wilson's phalarope Phalaropus tricolor 

Red phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius 

Red-necked phalarope Phalaropus lobatus 

Pomarine jaeger Stercorarius pomarinus 

Parasitic jaeger Stercorarius parasiticus 

Long-tailed jaeger Stercorarius longicaudus 

Great skua Stercorarius skua 

South Polar skua Stercorarius maccormicki 

Laughing gull Leucophaeus atricilla 

Black-headed gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus 

Ring-billed gull Larus delawarensis 

Herring gull Larus argentatus 

Thayer's gull Larus thayeri 

Iceland gull Larus glaucoides 

Lesser black-backed gull Larus fuscus 

Glaucous gull Larus hyperboreus 

Great black-backed gull Larus marinus 

Black-legged kittiwake Rissa tridactyla 

Sabine's gull Xema sabini 

Caspian tern Hydroprogne caspia 

Common tern Sterna hirundo 

Arctic tern Sterna paradisaea 

Dovekie Alle alle 

Common murre Uria aalge 

Thick-billed murre Uria lomvia 

Razorbill Alca torda 

Black guillemot Cepphus grylle 

Atlantic puffin Fratercula arctica 

Waterfowl (including loons) 
Red-throated loon Gavia stellata 

Common loon Gavia immer 

Canada goose Branta canadensis 

Green-winged teal Anas crecca 

American black duck  Anas rubripes 

Common eider Somateria mollissima 

King eider Somateria spectabilis 

Long-tailed duck Clangula hyemalis 

Surf scoter Melanitta perspicillata 
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Table 7.1 Birds Associated within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Scientific Name 
White-winged scoter Melanitta fusca 

Black scoter Melanitta nigra 

Common goldeneye Bucephala clangula 

Hooded merganser Lophodytes cucullatus 

Common merganser Mergus merganser 

Red-breasted merganser Mergus serrator 

Shorebirds 
Black-bellied plover Pluvialis squatarola 

American golden-plover Pluvialis dominica 

Semipalmated plover Charadrius semipalmatus 

Greater yellowlegs Tringa melanoleuca 

Lesser yellowlegs Tringa flavipes 

Solitary sandpiper Tringa solitaria 

Spotted sandpiper Actitis macularius 

Whimbrel Numenius sp. 

Ruddy turnstone Arenaria interpres 

Sanderling Calidris alba 

Semipalmated sandpiper Calidris pusilla 

Western sandpiper Calidris mauri 

Least sandpiper Calidris minutilla 

White-rumped sandpiper Calidris fuscicollis 

Pectoral sandpiper Calidris melanotos 

Purple sandpiper Calidris maritima 

Dunlin Calidris alpina 

Short-billed dowitcher Limnodromus griseus 

Landbirds  

Peregrine falcon Falco peregrinus 

Short-eared owl Asio flammeus 

Olive-sided flycatcher Contopus cooperi 

Bank swallow Riparia riparia 

Gray-cheeked thrush Catharus minimus 

Rusty blackbird Euphagus carolinus 

Northern wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe 

Note: this list excludes rare transients / vagrants. SAR and SOCC are listed in Table 7.5. 

Common observed bird species in the Nain area of Labrador include eider ducks, gulls, guillemots, 
merganser's, old squaws, loons, pintails, harlequin ducks and American goldeneyes. Most species of 
migratory birds of importance to Inuit, with the exception of Canada goose, have been reported to be 
decreasing in abundance in or around Nain over the past 20 years (as of 1997), or have moved to outside 
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islands, inaccessible to hunters (Williamson and LIA 1997). Species include eider ducks, black ducks, the 
various species of scoters, guillemot, murres, and dovekies. Threats identified by Inuit participants include 
human disturbance (e.g., hunting, speed boats increasing accessibility to eggs and birds, and human 
presence from surveyors and mineral exploration); natural predation (e.g., sea gulls reported being more 
aggressive and taking more eggs and young birds); food scarcity (e.g., the disappearance of capelin, cod, 
sculpin, and other marine species); and weather (e.g., sudden late autumn / early winter storms and 
freeze-up) (Williamson and LIA 1997). In relation to another development project, Innu Nation expressed 
concerns regarding potential changes in shoreline habitat and decrease in shorebird abundance, and the 
NunatuKavut Community Council noted the potential for effects on traditional lifestyle as a result of loss of 
bird habitat and decline in bird populations (Nalcor Energy 2010). 

Spring bird / egg harvest and conservation guidelines have been developed by the NunatuKavut 
Community Council to protect migratory and domestic birds and gull eggs and encourage a traditional 
lifestyle in a sustainable and responsible manner. The bird hunt opens April 11, and closes May 27 for 
Upper Lake Melville, and May 20 for other areas. Quotas for geese are three per household maximum; 
and other birds are 15 per household (with a maximum of 5 eiders). Endangered, threatened or protected 
species shall not be harvested (e.g., Harlequin ducks). For gull egging, the opening date is April 11, 
closing date is June 10, with 24 eggs per household maximum. Under no circumstances are nesting 
areas of a species to be disturbed while hunting (NunatuKavut Community Council 2021). Hunting and 
egging are not permitted in protected areas, such as Table Bay or St. Peter's Bay areas (between White 
Point and Long Point) or at Salt Pond in Muddy Bay (Cartwright Area) (NunatuKavut Community Council 
2021).  

Nunatsiavut Government expressed concerns about the spring hunt putting pressure on nesting birds and 
diminishing marine food sources placing pressure on marine birds in general (Nunatsiavut Government 
2018). Nunatsiavut Government commented that more education about conservation and more 
enforcement may be needed for the spring goose hunt (Nunatsiavut Government 2018). Goose Brook 
was identified as an important bird nesting / breeding area (species not specified) (Nunatsiavut 
Government 2018); information about this area, as well as several other important bird nesting / breeding 
areas within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, is provided in Section 7.8. 

Regarding abundances, the NunatuKavut Community Council observed an increase in birds in general, in 
some locations in southern Labrador, while other locations bird populations seem to have decreased due 
to hunting pressure (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). The NunatuKavut Community Council 
indicated that the spring hunt is putting pressure on bird populations and more strict protection policies 
may help restore populations, as other recent environmental protection has resulted in higher 
abundances of birds. Observations regarding migration patterns for a variety of birds varied across and 
within areas, with reports of some birds arriving early and/or late or leaving early and/or late, depending 
on the location, while at some locations no change in migration patterns were observed (NunatuKavut 
Community Council 2019). 

In the following sections, the seasonal distribution and abundance of marine birds are either discussed 
individually or combined into guilds or taxonomic groups depending on their abundance and distribution 
within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Figures showing the seasonal distribution and abundance of 
marine birds are provided and include observations at sea and at breeding colonies. For this assessment, 
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marine-related birds are arranged into four groups: 1) seabirds (including both pelagic and neritic 
species), 2) waterfowl (including loons), 3) shorebirds, and 4) landbirds. Information on breeding ecology 
and feeding strategy is also discussed for each of these groups. NunatuKavut Community Council (2019) 
observations and Nunatsiavut Government observations reported in Nunatsiavut Government (2018) are 
also used to describe abundances and migrations times of birds and are grouped as noted above, with 
the exception of a few reports of general observations described above.  

7.3 SEABIRDS 

7.3.1 Overview 

There are approximately 40 seabird species that occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, 
including both pelagic and neritic species (Table 7.1). Seabird SAR that occur within the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area include the endangered ivory gull (Pagophila eburnea), the threatened Ross's gull 
(Rhodostethia rosea), and the red-necked phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus), which is listed as a species of 
special concern by COSEWIC. Additional information on these species is provided in Section 7.7.1. Data 
on the relative seasonal abundance of seabirds in the waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are 
provided in Table 7.2. 

Table 7.2 Range in Seasonal Seabird Densities (birds/km²) in the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area 

Common Name 

Spring – Summer Fall Winter 
Range in 

Mean 
Density 

Range in CV 
Range in 

Mean 
Density 

Range in CV 
Range in 

Mean 
Density 

Range in CV  

Northern fulmar 0-166.6 1.6-119.6 0-151.7 1.6-139.7 1.64-26.92 4.5-54.6 

Shearwaters 
(all) 0-15.1 2.4-140.8 0-21.7 2.9-161.4 - - 

Great 
shearwater 0-15.5 287-140.8 0-21.8 3.3-161.4 - - 

Sooty 
shearwater 0-9.9 29.8-99.9 0-5.1 9.1-161.6 - - 

Manx 
shearwater 0-0.1 52.3-100.3 0-0.2 74.0-111.9 - - 

Storm-petrels 
(all) 0-7.0 2.2-116.4 0-3.8 3.6-161.4 - - 

Wilson's storm-
petrel 0-3.9 37.4-99.5 0-0.2 98.9-106.0 - - 

Leach's storm-
petrel 0-7.0 2.7-116.5 0-2.1 4.6 – 114.0 - - 

Northern gannet 0-0.4 4.4-121.1 0-1.5 95.8-100.8 - - 

Phalaropes (all) 0-13.5 17.3-110.2 0-2.2 79.5-111.2 - - 

Red phalarope 0-10.0 46.1-110.7 0-0.5 92.7-92.7 - - 

Red-necked 
phalarope 0-11.2 39.3-101.5 0-1.3 74.1-110.0 - - 
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Table 7.2 Range in Seasonal Seabird Densities (birds/km²) in the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area 

Common Name 

Spring – Summer Fall Winter 
Range in 

Mean 
Density 

Range in CV 
Range in 

Mean 
Density 

Range in CV 
Range in 

Mean 
Density 

Range in CV  

Jaegers (all) 0-0.7 8.6-97.1 0-1.2 7.4-133.4 - - 

Parasitic jaeger 0-0.3 10.4-105.4 0-1.1 12.6-104.6 - - 

Pomarine jaeger 0-0.2 64.6-101.1 0-1.1 49.8-133.9 - - 

Long-tailed 
jaeger 0-0.4 10.4-102.4 0-0.5 11.9-97.4 - - 

Skuas 0-0.1 94.2-94.2 0-0.6 57.0-105.0 0-0.4 52.2-52.2 

Great skua 0-0.04 93.6-93.6 0-0.4 56.0-104.4 0-0.4 52.2-52.2 

South polar skua - - 0-0.1 69.9-105.6 - - 

Gulls (all) 0-6.4 2.2-169.9 0-33.9 1.7-141.4 0-22.6 3.0-64.5 

Ring-billed gull - - 0-0.8 14.7-14.7 - - 

Great black-
backed gull 0-1.3 5.9-110.5 0-2.8 35.0-117.0 0-0.9 7.4-77.2 

Glaucous gull 0-3.9 8.0-115.2 0-23.1 26.4-149.0 0-11.7 6.3-126.3 

Herring gull 0-3.4 3.5-118.1 0-6.6 21.9-142.6 - - 

Iceland gull 0-1.4 43.8-108.2 0-5.9 40.5-116.4 0-4.6 12.9-57.5 

Lesser black-
backed gull 0-0.1 76.8-76.8 - - - - 

Black-legged 
kittiwake 0-4.5 3.8-169.9 0-21.5 2.6-141.4 0-12.3 4.1-64.6 

Terns (all) 0-0.8 88.9-103.0 0-0.8 79.6-133.5 - - 

Arctic Tern 0-0.2 93.2-102.8 0-1.1 94.4-135.2 - - 

Alcids (all) 0-113.4 1.6-169.8 0-107.0 1.4-91.3 0-31.6 2.4-26.9 

Dovekie 0-11.7 3.4-169.9 0-108.8 2.0-113.3 0-31.4 3.6-38.1 

Murres (all) 0-45.7 2.1-169.9 0-41.5 2.4-114.6 0-9.8 3.6-53.1 

Common murre 0-23.6 3.2-120.8 0-4.7 31.5-112.8 0-0.5 9.2-100.4 

Thick-billed 
murre 0-8.3 3.4-169.9 0-42.4 2.8-114.6 0-10.6 4.4-153.1 

Razorbill 0-4.5 8.1-106.2 0-1.1 56.4-111.5 - - 

Black guillemot 0-3.2 14.8-104.9 0-3.5 42.3-111.4 - - 

Atlantic puffin 0-24.3 23.7-109.0 0-5.2 4.7-118.3 0-0.9 40.9-56.2 
Notes: 
Seasonal dates are April – July (Spring / Summer), August – November (Fall) and December – March (Winter). 
Range in mean density is the range across 100 km2 hexagonal survey units in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 
CV = Coefficient of Variation (% of mean density) across survey units. 
Data source: Bolduc et al. 2018. 
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Pelagic seabirds feed and rest at sea but come to land to breed, usually on rocky cliffs and islands; they 
include fulmars, shearwaters, storm-petrels, phalaropes, jaegers, skuas, murres and other alcids, and 
some gulls. Pelagic alcids, including murres, Atlantic puffin, and razorbill, breed along the Labrador coast 
and non-breeding seabirds can be found in the waters off Labrador throughout the year. Large numbers 
of great and sooty shearwaters (Puffinus gravis and P. griseus) migrate from the sub-Antarctic through 
the North Atlantic during the summer months. In contrast, the winter seabird fauna consists mainly of 
Arctic breeding birds. Dovekies and northern fulmars can be found wintering in ice-free waters throughout 
the Atlantic, along with other pelagic seabirds.  

Neritic seabirds typically feed in shallow coastal waters and return to land to rest at night. Neritic species 
such as terns, most gulls, black guillemot, and cormorants occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area and breed along the Labrador coast. Whereas pelagic species may occur throughout the Labrador 
Shelf SEA Update Area, most neritic seabirds are more commonly found in coastal waters and are 
infrequent visitors of the offshore environment. The presence of these species is highest in summer, as 
some species, including terns, migrate to more southern areas for the winter.  

The diversity of seabirds in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area peaks during the spring and summer 
when northern hemisphere breeders have returned to their breeding grounds and southern hemisphere 
breeders have returned from their winter breeding grounds to spend the summer in more northern waters. 
Population estimates in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area estimate nearly 3 million seabirds occur in 
the region during spring and over 6 million seabirds during summer (Fifield et al. 2017). Predicted seabird 
densities are, however, lowest during the spring (9.0 birds/km2) and summer (15.3 birds/km2). However, 
the continental shelf break is particularly important during summer, where maximum densities of 
approximately 70 birds/km2 were predicted. Data indicate that dovkie are particularly common in the 
Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during spring and summer, with other common species being alcids, 
murres, black-legged kittiwake, and gulls (Table 7.2). The thousands of islands off the eastern coast of 
Labrador provide breeding habitat for many seabirds during spring and summer months, particularly for 
alcids, gulls, and terns. The offshore distribution of birds that breed along the Labrador coast become 
restricted as they become central-place foragers while attending nests and chicks; at-sea observations in 
the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are not necessarily indicative of species’ abundance within the 
broader region at this time.  

The Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area supports high numbers of seabirds during the fall and winter when 
over 15 million and 5 million seabirds, respectively, are estimated to occur in the region (Fifield et al., 
2017). Predicted densities are highest during fall (33.9 birds/km2), with the highest densities of seabirds 
occurring throughout the Labrador Shelf and exceeding 50-75 birds/km2 in some areas. During winter, the 
highest densities of seabirds (>25 birds/km2) are concentrated along the continental shelf break (Fifield et 
al. 2017). Data obtained for the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area indicate that the most encountered 
species during fall are northern fulmar, dovekie, murres, black-legged kittiwake, gulls, and shearwaters 
(Table 7.2). This is consistent with a study carried out by Fifield et al. (2016) which undertook vessel-
based and aerial surveys within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in 2013 and 2014. The results from 
vessel-based observation surveys indicated that dovekie, northern fulmar, black-legged kittiwake, and 
murre were the most common seabird species observed. Results from the aerial surveys found that 
northern fulmar, common eider, and large alcid species were most common species observed. The 
species and abundances of seabirds observed in offshore waters during fall reflect the departure of adults 
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and newly fledged young from local seabird colony sites, migrating species, and an influx of wintering 
species. Seabirds present in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during the winter include those that 
migrate to the region from more northern latitudes (subarctic of eastern Canada and from Greenland) and 
the presence of year-round residents. Data obtained indicate that relatively abundant species in the area 
during winter are northern fulmar, dovekie, black-legged kittiwake, murres, and gulls. The distribution of 
non-breeding seabirds in the offshore environment reflects several factors; for example, there is a strong 
relationship between seabird distribution and water masses, primarily through temperature and/or salinity 
profiles (Balance et al. 2001). Physical gradients (e.g., shelves) are often sites of elevated seabird 
abundance, especially seasonally. Gradients influence nutrient levels and primary production, which in 
turn concentrates zooplankton and fish, and consequently attracts higher trophic level organisms like 
seabirds. The distribution of seabirds is associated with physical marine features that affect the 
abundance or availability of prey, such as large-scale regimes that affect temperature and primary 
production and small-scale features that affect prey dispersion (Balance et al. 2001).  

The primary diet for seabirds in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area includes fishes, crustaceans, 
cephalopods, copepods, amphipods and offal (Table 7.3). Fish is an important food sources for seabirds 
in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Whereas some species are generalists in their diet, others have 
more specialized feeding habits. For example, gulls have an especially varied diet of aquatic and 
terrestrial vertebrates and invertebrates, plant matter, and the eggs and young of other birds, whereas 
alcids are more specialized on diving for fish. Different species occupy different foraging niches in the 
marine ecosystem, both in strategy and habitat. Foraging strategies of seabirds in the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area (Table 7.3) include: plunge diving, using flight-like movements below the surface, 
pursuit diving, dipping or surface feeding; kleptoparasitism (i.e., stealing food from other animals); 
scavenging, and surface plunging. Whereas many seabird species take prey within 0.5 m of the sea 
surface (Balance et al. 2001), others such as gannets and some alcids descend to much greater depths.  

Table 7.3 Foraging Strategy and Diet for Select Seabirds 

Species (Group) Foraging Strategy1 Diet 
Procellariiformes 
Northern fulmar D Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal 
Sooty shearwater D, PP Fish, squid, crustaceans, offal 
Leach’s storm-petrel D Fish, amphipods 
Wilson’s storm-petrel D Fish, amphipods 
Pelecaniformes 
Double-crested cormorant PD Fish, squid 
Great cormorant PD Fish, squid 
Northern gannet AP Fish, squid 
Charadriiformes 
Black-legged kittiwake D Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal 
Glaucous gull D, SC Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal 
Great black-backed gull D, SC Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal, eggs, chicks, birds 
Herring gull D, SC Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal, eggs, chicks, birds 
Ring-billed gull D, SC Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal 
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Table 7.3 Foraging Strategy and Diet for Select Seabirds 

Species (Group) Foraging Strategy1 Diet 
Iceland gull D, SC Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal  
Ivory gull D, SC Fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, offal 
Long-tailed jaeger D, K, SC Fish, invertebrates, offal, vertebrates, chicks 
Parasitic jaeger D, K, SC Fish, crustaceans, invertebrates, offal, vertebrates, chicks 
Pomarine jaeger K, SC Fish, birds, vertebrates, chicks 
Great skua K, SC Fish, vertebrates, chicks 
Red-necked phalarope D Copepods, invertebrates, crustaceans 
Terns D, SP Fish, crustaceans 
Atlantic puffin PD Fish, invertebrates 
Black guillemot PD Fish, invertebrates 
Dovekie PD Amphipods, copepods 
Common murre PD Fish, invertebrates 
Thick-billed murre PD Fish, invertebrates 
Razorbill PD Fish, invertebrates 
Source: Adapted from SEM (2008) 
1 Foraging Strategy: D - Dipping (Surface Foraging); SP - Surface Plunging; PP - Pursuit Plunging; AP - Aerial Dive Plunging; K - 
Kleptoparasitism; PD - Pursuit Diving; SC -Scavenging 

Seabirds benefit from interactions with other organisms in the ecosystem while obtaining food. 
Subsurface predators like cetaceans and pinnipeds frequently force prey to the surface where seabirds 
can take advantage of them (i.e., forage fish). Seabirds can also benefit by eating injured or disoriented 
prey from subsurface predators, or from the leftover scraps (Balance et al. 2001). Forage fish are 
important staples in the diets of most of the seabirds in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (Table 7.3) 
due to their abundance and tendency to swim in large schools. Forage fish are an important link in the 
marine food web, and fluctuations in their availability can be responsible for dramatic, within-season 
changes in the breeding conditions of certain bird species (Suryan et al. 2002). Capelin are especially 
known to be a key forage species for birds like the Atlantic puffin and black-legged kittiwake (Carscadden 
et al. 2002).  

Seabirds also benefit from inter-specific and intra-specific interactions. Most seabirds take advantage of 
clumped prey by feeding in multispecies flocks (Balance et al. 2001), which has several advantages: 
diving birds drive prey to the surface for the dipping surface feeders; jaegers and skuas take advantage 
by stealing prey from other seabirds in the flock; and flocks are highly visible allowing other seabirds to 
easily locate prey patches. However, congregation can have negative consequences for a population 
should large-scale disturbances occur in an area of congregation (e.g., a colony). Conversely, many 
seabirds within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are harvested by humans. For example, a total of 
2,999 gull (great black-backed gull, herring gull), 1,903 tern (common tern, Arctic tern), and 1,079 black 
guillemot eggs were reportedly harvested by Nunatsiavut communities in 2007 (Natcher et al. 2012). 
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7.3.2 Northern Fulmars 

Northern fulmars are present in waters off Labrador year-round (Figure 7-1) where they forage on the 
surface. They spend most of the year out at sea and do not breed in abundance within the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area. Data indicate that two small colonies (five and six pairs each) occur in association with 
the Gannet Islands in southern Labrador (ECCC 2018a); they have also been known to breed on the 
Herring Islands. Large colonies of northern fulmar are located in the Arctic. Data indicate that they are 
amongst the most abundant species encountered throughout the year and obtain their highest average 
density within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in fall (Table 7.2).  

High densities during fall likely reflect the presence of moulting, sub-adult non-breeders from European 
colonies (Huettmann and Diamond 2000); many of these birds do not arrive until September or October 
(Moulton et al. 2006, Holst and Mactavish 2014). The Labrador Sea is a key wintering area for fulmars; 
high numbers from nesting colonies in the Canadian Arctic, Greenland, and Europe winter in the 
Northwest Atlantic from the Labrador Sea to New England (Huettmann and Diamond 2000, Mallory et al. 
2008). Although abundant during spring and summer months, many of the northern fulmars leave the 
area for more northern nesting colonies by June (Moulton et al. 2006, Holst and Mactavish 2014). 

7.3.3 Shearwaters 

Shearwaters are common summer and fall visitors to the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area but most 
spend the winter months in the southern hemisphere, where they breed. Data indicate that they are 
distributed throughout much of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during spring - summer and fall 
(Figure 7-2). Great shearwater account for the majority of shearwater observations in the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area, although sooty shearwaters are also relatively abundant (Table 7.2). Most of the 
world’s population of great shearwater and large numbers of sooty shearwater migrate to Atlantic 
Canadian waters to moult and feed during summer months after completion of nesting in the southern 
hemisphere (Lock et al. 1994; Huettmann and Diamond 2000). Other species of shearwater that have 
been observed on the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area include Cory's shearwater (Calonectris 

diomedea) and Manx shearwater (Puffinus puffinus); both of these species breed in the northern 
hemisphere, and the Burin Peninsula of the Newfoundland coast supports the only confirmed nesting 
colony of Manx shearwater in North American (Roul 2010). 

Shearwaters are dynamic soarers and spend most of their time on the wing near the sea surface during 
migration and breeding. However, tracking of sooty shearwaters shows that they spend most of their time 
on the water during their residence in the Northwest Atlantic, making them more vulnerable to oil pollution 
at this time of the year (Hedd et al. 2012). While at sea, shearwaters forage by pursuit plunging to capture 
fish, squid, and offal (ExxonMobil Canada Ltd. 2017) and are known to be important consumers of fish in 
northern Atlantic waters (Hedd et al. 2012).  
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Figure 7-1 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Northern Fulmars 
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Figure 7-2 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Shearwaters  
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7.3.4 Storm-Petrels 

Storm-petrels occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area from spring until late fall (Figure 7-3). 
Peak densities are reached in summer (Table 7.2) when Leach’s storm-petrels return to their breeding 
colonies and there is an influx of Wilson’s storm-petrels (Oceanites oceanicus) from their breeding 
grounds in the southern hemisphere to the North Atlantic. The breeding range of the Leach’s storm-petrel 
in the western North Atlantic is centered on Newfoundland where millions of pairs nest, but small 
breeding colonies have been recorded on islands off Labrador, including Bird Island, the Gannet Islands, 
and Northeast Groswater Bay (Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada 2018). Leach’s storm-petrels 
feed by picking food items from the surface. During the nesting season they commute from nesting 
colonies across the continental shelf to forage in deeper waters (Pollet et al. 2014) for lower mesopelagic 
crustaceans and small fish that migrate to the surface at night (Steele and Montevecchi 1994). The diet of 
Wilson’s storm-petrel’s while in the Northern Hemisphere is poorly known but likely includes crustaceans, 
small fish, molluscs, other invertebrates, and fish oil, which it picks from the surface (Brooke 2004).  

7.3.5 Northern Gannet 

Northern gannets occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area from spring to fall (Figure 7-4) and 
are a pelagic species that spends most of its time in waters of the continental shelf (Garthe et al. 2007a, 
Fifield et al. 2014). Although they do not breed within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, large gannet 
colonies occur in Newfoundland and they may travel over 200 km from breeding sites to forage (Garthe et 
al. 2007b). Adults arrive at their colonies in mid-March and are followed a few weeks later by subadults. 
Whereas juveniles migrate southward in September, adults and older immature birds may travel north 
from the colonies to feed along the Labrador Coast before southward migration (SEM 2008). The highest 
densities of gannets are observed within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during fall (Table 7.1). The 
NunatuKavut Community Council observed an increase in gannets in some bays along the coast of 
southern Labrador, where they were not often observed in the past (NunatuKavut Community Council 
2019). Similarly, further north, Nunatsiavut Government observed an increase in gannets near Hopedale 
(Nunatsiavut Government 2018). Most individuals winter along the Atlantic coast of the US and Gulf of 
Mexico (Fifield et al. 2014). Northern gannets feed by plunge diving from a height of 10 to 40 m above the 
surface and descend to depths of 15 m; flocks of up to a thousand gannets may congregate over shoals 
of fish (herring, mackerel and capelin), and invertebrates such as squid (Mowbray 2002). The 
NunatuKavut Community Council reported a sighting of a black booby (which is closely related to 
gannets) further north in Labrador than typically observed (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 
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Figure 7-3 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Storm-Petrels 
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Figure 7-4 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Northern Gannets  
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7.3.6 Cormorants 

Cormorants are typically restricted to coastal environments, with only infrequent offshore observations of 
few individuals being recorded within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (Figure 7-5). Both double-
crested cormorants (Phalacrocorax auritus) and great cormorants (P. carbo) occur within the region. 
Several cormorant colonies are located along the Labrador coast in association with Watch & Chain 
Islands (north and south), Gull Island (Lab. S), and Crossbones Island (ECCC 2018a). Cormorants arrive 
at their breeding colonies within the general region as early as late February (Hatch et al. 2000 and Dorr 
et al. 2014), with most double-crested cormorants migrating southward between late August and mid-
October (Hatch et al. 2000; Dorr et al. 2014). Great cormorant is known to winter along the coast of 
southern Labrador. The NunatuKavut Community Council observed an increase in cormorants and 
expressed concern about the damage they are causing on other birds and fish, noting decreasing 
population of other birds and ducks and destruction of small fish, sculpins, and small rock cods 
(NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). Similarly, Nunatsiavut Government (2018) observed an 
increase in the cormorant population, particularly on the islands below Indian Island.  

7.3.7 Phalaropes 

Phalaropes typically forage on the surface of the sea in areas where upwelling brings plankton to the 
surface. They use the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during migration between their Arctic tundra 
nesting grounds and more southerly wintering areas in the tropics and sub-tropics and occur in the area 
between May and October. During these times, they may occur throughout much of the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area (Figure 7-6). Data indicate that phalaropes are most common during spring – summer 
when densities within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area average 1.46 birds / km² but have been 
observed in some areas at 13.5 birds/km² (Bolduc et al. 2018). The majority of phalaropes recorded are 
red phalaropes (Phalaropus fulicarius), although small numbers of red-necked phalarope (P. lobatus) 
have also been encountered during spring and fall. Red-necked phalarope is designated a species of 
special concern and is further discussed in Section 7.7.1.2). 
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Figure 7-5 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Cormorants 
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Figure 7-6 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Phalaropes  
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7.3.8 Jaegers and Skuas 

Jaegers (Figure 7-7) and skuas (Figure 7-8) occur in the SEA Study Area from spring to fall, where they 
may be encountered throughout the offshore environment. Two species of skua and three species of 
jaeger occur regularly in Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, none of which breed in the region. During the 
pelagic part of their annual cycle, skuas and jaegers obtain a large part of their diet through 
kleptoparasitism (piracy on other seabirds) (Wiley and Lee 1998, 1999, 2000).  

Jaegers (Figure 7-7) are present in offshore waters of the region during their spring and fall migration to 
and from their Arctic nesting sites. The majority of jaeger records within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area are of pomarine jaegars (Stercorarius pomarinus), with lesser amounts of parasitic (S. parasiticus) 
and long-tailed jaegers (S. longicaudus) also being present (Table 7.2).  

The majority of skua (Figure 7-8) records in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are of great skua 
(Stercorarius skua) with south polar skua (S. maccormicki) also frequenting the waters during migration. 
Great skua nest on islands in the northeast Atlantic but are known to overwinter in waters of eastern 
Canada (Magnusdottir et al. 2012). Conversely, south polar skuas travel from nesting areas in the South 
Atlantic to spend the boreal summer in the offshore waters of the Northwest Atlantic. 

7.3.9 Gulls 

Gulls are amongst the most abundant marine-related birds present in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area and include both pelagic and neritic species. Gulls that breed along the Labrador coast include 
black-legged kittiwake, great black-backed gull (Larus marinus), herring gull (L. agentatus), ring-billed gull 
(L. delawarensis), glaucous gull (L. hyperboreus), and small numbers of black-headed gull 
(Chroicocephalus ridibundus (ECCC 2018a; Chaulk et al. 2004). Iceland gull (L. glaucoides) and ivory gull 
(Pagophila eburnea) also regularly occur; these species do not nest in Labrador but travel down from 
Arctic breeding grounds. Other species that occur (albeit infrequently and / or in low numbers) include 
laughing gull (Leucophaeus atricilla), Thayer's gull (Larus thayeri), Iceland gull (Larus glaucoides), lesser 
black-backed gull (Larus fuscus), Ross's gull (Rhodostethia rosea), and Sabine's gull (Xema sabini). Gulls 
feed primarily by picking food from the surface or plunge-diving from a short height.  

The NunatuKavut Community Council observed stable and/or increased abundances of gulls (species not 
specified) in many locations throughout southern Labrador, but also indicated decreases in gulls and 
gulls’ eggs in some locations. They have identified the increase in cormorants and decrease in food 
source / fishing activity (bait) as contributing factors to the decline (NunatuKavut Community Council 
2019). The NunatuKavut Community Council also commented on the migration patterns in some 
locations and indicated that gulls arrived early in 2019 (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019).  
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Figure 7-7 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Jaegers 
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Figure 7-8 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Skuas  
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7.3.9.1 Black-legged Kittiwake 

Black-legged kittiwakes are a mid-sized gull that spend the majority of their time in offshore waters except 
during the breeding season when they come ashore to nest. They are amongst the most abundant 
species within waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area and occur throughout the year (Figure 7-9). 
They nest on cliffs and small colonies of less than 100 individuals are present at the Gannet Islands, Red 
Island, and Quaker Hat (ECCC 2018a). Although they breed in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, 
their numbers are quite small relative to the remainder of their North American range; approximately 
100,000 pairs have been recorded in areas of Nunavut and off Newfoundland/Quebec, although many 
colonies are undergoing unexplained declines in the number of breeding individuals (Frederiksen et al. 
2012). Although primarily a pelagic species, kittiwakes are restricted to inshore waters during the nesting 
period from April to August, with the exception of small numbers of immature, non-breeding birds (Lock et 
al. 1994). An estimated 80% of the 4.5 million adult kittiwakes in the Atlantic winter from the shelf edges 
off Newfoundland and offshore areas extending to the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and the Labrador Sea 
(Frederiksen et al. 2012); these birds include those from the nesting colonies in Europe except those in 
the Barents Sea. 

7.3.9.2 Other Gulls 

Other gulls within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area include those that breed in the area and others 
that occur primarily during migration or for overwintering. Glaucous gull and herring gulls are the most 
abundant gulls recorded in offshore waters of the SEA Update (Table 7.2), but great black-backed gull 
and Iceland gull are also relatively common (Table 7.2). Hundreds of gull breeding sites occur along the 
eastern Labrador coast (Figure 7-10), including approximately 96 glaucous gull colonies, 378 herring gull 
colonies, 670 great black-backed gull colonies, and five ring-billed gull colonies (ECCC 2018a). While 
many of these colonies are relatively small (i.e., several to tens of individuals), several support hundreds 
of individuals (ECCC 2018a). Evidence of nesting black-headed gull was obtained in 2012, with one pair 
of adults observed in a tern colony on Edwards Island in Lake Melville (Chaulk et al. 2004); this location is 
located just outside the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Nunatsiavut Government (2018) observed that 
the black-backed gull are the first marine birds to lay eggs (in the snow in late spring). Although gulls are 
most abundant in association with coastal areas, they may occur in the offshore environment. For 
example, most great black-backed gulls move at least 50 km offshore following nesting (Good 1998) 
where they have been observed to gather in large flocks at offshore production and drilling platforms 
(Baillie et al. 2005, Burke et al. 2012) where they forage at night for prey attracted to the surface by light 
from electrical lighting and flares on the platforms (Burke et al. 2005, Montevecchi 2006). Gulls are also 
common in waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during winter, with the most abundant species 
during this season being glaucous gull, Iceland gull, and great-black backed gull (Table 7.2). The 
seasonal distribution and nesting areas of gulls is shown in Figure 7-10, created using ECCC databases 
and IK data from the NunatuKavut Community Council (2019) and Nunatsiavut Government (2018).  

 



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Marine Birds  
July 2021 

 7-25 

.  

Figure 7-9 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Black-legged Kittiwakes 
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Figure 7-10 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Other Gulls 
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Additional information on the seasonal occurrence of gulls that do not breed in the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area is summarized below: 

• Thayer’s gull breed in the Canadian high Arctic (Allard et al. 2010); this species commonly winters 
along parts of the Pacific Coast but is occasionally observed along the Atlantic.  

• Some Sabine’s gulls that nest in the Canadian Arctic depart their colonies and migrate through the 
Labrador Sea well offshore (Davis et al. 2016).  

• Lesser black-backed gulls are common in the northeast Atlantic where they breed but are an 
uncommon but regular visitor to eastern North America and may be encountered in both coastal and 
offshore areas during migration and winter (Moulton et al. 2006, Abgrall et al. 2008, Hauser et al. 
2010, Jones et al. 2012, Mactavish et al. 2012, Jones and Lang 2013, Holst and Mactavish 2014).  

• Ivory gull breed in the high Arctic but is strongly associated with pack ice outside of the breeding 
season and occurs in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during winter and early spring (Gilg et al. 
2010, Spencer et al. 2016). Ivory gull is considered a SAR and is discussed in more detail in Section 
7.7.1. 

• Ross’s gulls that nest in the Canadian Arctic winter from the Labrador Sea to Orphan Basin (Maftei et 
al. 2015) and may occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during this time. This species is 
considered a SAR and is discussed in more detail in Section 7.7.1.  

• Laughing gulls breed in more southerly regions and are rare vagrant to the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area, occurring less than annually in Atlantic Canadian waters (Moulton et al. 2006, 
Mactavish et al. 2016).  

7.3.10 Terns 

Terns occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area from spring to fall (Figure 7-11) during which time 
they may be encountered in the offshore and coastal environments. Common tern (Sterna hirundo) and 
Arctic tern (S. paradisaea) colonies are known to regularly occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, 
and there are also occasional records of the Caspian tern (S. caspia) (Chaulk et al. 2004). Data from 
ECCC sources indicate that there are approximately 41 tern colonies along eastern Labrador; these 
range in size from one to approximately 500 pairs (Figure 7-11).  

The NunatuKavut Community Council observed a decrease in abundances of Arctic tern and describe 
warming temperatures as one of the causes affecting tern populations (NunatuKavut Community Council 
2019). Nunatsiavut Government observed a decrease in Arctic terns near Postville, noting a shift to inland 
locations and sightings have been reported near Nain in the past two years (Nunatsiavut Government 
2018).  

Terns may be expected to arrive in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during May from their more 
southern wintering grounds and stay in the area until September. During this time, they would be most 
frequently encountered in proximity to coastal features and in the vicinity of their breeding colonies. Arctic 
terns are the most likely tern species to occur in offshore waters as they forage far from land whereas 
common terns are largely restricted to coastal areas (Erskine 1992). Both these species feed primarily by 
plunge-diving (Hatch 2002; Nisbet et al. 2017). 
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7.3.11 Alcids 

Alcids, including common and thick-billed murre, dovekie, razorbill, black guillemot, and Atlantic puffin, 
are common in the waters off Labrador. As a group, they are distributed throughout the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area in association with both coastal features and more offshore waters (Figures 7-12 to 7-
14). They occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area throughout the year but obtain their greatest 
densities in fall when they are amongst the most abundant pelagic birds in the region (Table 7.2). 
Dovekie, common murre, thick-billed murre, and Atlantic puffin are amongst the most abundant alcids in 
the offshore waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Black guillemots are also common in the 
region but because they are largely restricted to coastal areas, they are not as frequently encountered in 
the offshore environment. Dovekie, thick-billed murres, common murres, razorbills, Atlantic puffins, and 
black guillemots overwinter in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. During winter, dovekie is amongst 
the most abundant species observed in the offshore environment. The NunatuKavut Community Council 
observed a decline in thick-billed murres (referred to as “turrs” in Labrador) in southern Labrador in recent 
years. 

Alcid colonies are located along the extent of the eastern Labrador coast, with particularly large mixed 
colonies associated with the Gannet Clusters, Outer Gannet Island, Herring Islands, Bird Island, and 
North Green Island. Additional detail on the character of important seabird colonies is available in Section 
7.8 and summarized below for individual alcid species (data from ECCC 2018a): 

• Common murres are known to nest at 14 sites within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Colony 
size ranges from several to over 27,000 individuals with the largest colonies being associated with 
Outer Gannet Island and the Gannet Clusters. Other large colonies (i.e., more than 1,000 individuals) 
occur on the Herring Islands, Little Bird Island, and Quaker Hat. 

• Thick-billed murres are known to nest at eight sites within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 
Although breeding colonies are not abundant, support several hundred or more individuals with 
relatively large colonies (i.e., more than 1,000 individuals) occurring in association with The Castle, 
Kidlit Islands, Gannet Clusters, and Pyramid Islands.  

• Atlantic puffins are known to nest at 18 sites within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Colony 
sizes range from several individuals to tens of thousands of pairs. The Gannet Clusters supports the 
largest of these colonies, with approximately 70,000 individuals. Other large colonies (i.e., more than 
1,000 individuals) are associated with the Herring Islands, Bird Island, North Green Island, and Outer 
Gannet Island, Nunaksuk Island, Roundhill Island, Kidlit Islands, Quaker Hat, and Puffin Islands 
(ECCC 2018a). 

• Black guillemots are known to nest at 132 sites within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Whereas 
the majority of these consist of fewer than 100 individuals, the largest is approximately 1,200 
individuals. An aerial survey of the Labrador coast in 2006 found black guillemot to be the most 
abundant species (Chaulk 2012).  
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Figure 7-11 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Murres 
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Figure 7-12 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Dovekies 
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Figure 7-13 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Other Alcids (Razorbill, 
Guillemot, Puffin) 
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• The Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area features the highest concentrations of razorbills in North 
America (Chapdelaine et al. 2001). Razorbills are known to nest at 22 sites within the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area. Colony size ranges from several to almost 30,000 individuals, with the largest 
being associated with the Gannet Clusters which supports the largest breeding colony in eastern 
North America with recent estimates of over 14,000 pairs (ECCC 2018a). Other relatively large 
razorbill colonies (i.e., supporting over 1000 individuals) are found at the Herring Islands, Bird Island, 
North Green Island, and Outer Gannet Island. 

• Dovekies do not nest within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. This species nests in the high 
Arctic and do not breed in Canada in significant numbers.  

Breeding activities for these species occur in spring and summer, with alcids arriving at nesting colonies 
from May to early June and abandoning them by late August (SEM 2008). Colonies are located on cliffs 
and islands, where the young are provisioned until fledged. Nesting substrate varies amongst the alcids. 
Guillemots and razorbills usually nest under or between boulders or scree (Butler and Buckley 2002; 
Lavers et al. 2009), while the Atlantic puffin prefers to burrow in turf-covered slopes (Nettleship 1972). 
Common and thick-billed murres do not construct nests but lay their egg on the bare rock of a cliff ledge. 
Atlantic puffins typically fledge in August (Nettleship 1972), at which time they can fly, are independent of 
parents (Harris and Birkhead 1985), and disperse out to sea far from the colonies. Razorbills fledge 
earlier in the summer and although flightless at the time, they maintain a coastal affinity and are 
accompanied by one parent (typically the male) that cares for the chick for several weeks (Harris and 
Birkhead 1985). In addition to some species having flightless young, auks are flightless during a moulting 
period, which may last more than a month, and occurs at sea during late winter for Atlantic puffins (Harris 
1984) and in early fall for razorbills (Bédard 1985; Freethy 1987).  

Alcids forage primarily in coastal waters during the breeding season but are associated with the pelagic 
environment at other times of the year. Alcids capture prey by pursuit diving, feeding on small fish (e.g., 
capelin and sand lance) and invertebrates. Dovekies primarily eat copepods (Montevecchi and 
Stenhouse 2002) whereas the other alcids primarily consume fish. Alcids use their wings for propulsion 
during pursuit diving; their wings are short to maximize efficiency underwater which makes them relatively 
inefficient for aerial flight. As a result, alcids spend a larger proportion of their time on the sea surface 
compared with more aerial seabirds and are therefore considered relatively vulnerable to oil pollution 
(Fifield et al. 2009, Lock et. al. 1994). They are especially vulnerable during the fall moulting period, when 
they are left flightless for several weeks (Rodewald 2015). 
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7.4 WATERFOWL 

Waterfowl may be broadly categorized as dabbling ducks (primarily inland breeders) and diving ducks 
(most of which are considered “sea ducks” as they spend much of the non-breeding season at sea). 
Although loons are technically not waterfowl, they have similar life histories and are therefore included 
here for this assessment. There are approximately 17 species of waterfowl and loons that regularly occur 
in association with coastal waters the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (Table 7.1), including harlequin 
duck (Historonicus historonicus) and barrows goldeneye (Bucephala islandica), both of which are 
designated as Special Concern under SARA and as Vulnerable under the NL ESA. Waterfowl and loons 
are relatively vulnerable to oil pollution because (like alcids) they spend a great deal of time feeding or 
resting on or under the surface of the water. Waterfowl are strongly associated with coastal environments 
and generally only occur in offshore waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in small abundance 
(Figure 7-15). 

Data indicate that the common eider (Somateria mollissima) is the most abundant species of waterfowl 
observed within waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. An aerial survey of the Labrador coast in 
2006 found common eiders to account for 88% of flock / colony observations. The common eider travels 
and feeds in flocks numbering from tens to thousands; it is considered vulnerable to large-scale 
disturbances because of its flock size. There are seven subspecies of common eiders and the Labrador 
coast is considered a zone of interbreeding for the northern borealis and the southern dresseri 
subspecies (Chaulk et al. 2005). These birds exhibit traits of each subspecies, such as late nesting which 
is typical of the borealis subspecies, and large clutch sizes, which are typical of the dresseri subspecies 
(Robertson et al. 2001). Eider numbers are believed to have suffered declines in the past due to 
overhunting (Goudie 1989). Ship-based observational data indicate that common eiders are observed in 
greatest abundance in waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during fall months (ECCC 2017a); 
observations at this time of year would reflect both adults and their young.  

Eiders generally nest on coastal islands where fresh water is available and raise their broods in coastal 
waters. Data indicate that common eiders are known to breed at 178 locations within the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area (ECCC 2018a). Whereas many of these sites support one to tens of pairs, hundreds of 
pairs of eiders are known to nest in association with Double Island, Green Island (Groswater Bay), Catos 
Island, North Carey Island, Pottles Bay, and South Duck Island (ECCC 2018a). Near Nain, eider ducks 
nest on the islands of the bay, especially in the Sangmijok area. Umiakovikuluk Island was once an 
important nesting area for eider ducks and gulls but has been taken over by Arctic terns, however, some 
reports indicate that the Arctic terns are now also gone from the island (Williamson and LIA 1997). An 
eider duck nesting area was also identified from Smokey to Shippuk, as well as around Mason's Island, 
and up around Jimmy Gil's Tickle. Eider nest estimates are known to be variable from year to year and 
among sites; Chaulk et al. (2005) found significant differences in nest densities among archipelagos and 
across years. The number of nests on the coast of Labrador has shown strong positive trends since the 
early 1990s. Chaulk et al. (2005) found nest densities to be highest around Nain, second highest in St. 
Peter’s Bay, third around Hopedale and lowest near Makkovik.  
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Figure 7-14 Seasonal Distribution and Relative Abundance of Waterfowl 
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Data on the distribution of other waterfowl in coastal Labrador are currently lacking but an aerial survey of 
the Labrador coast in 2006 found surf scoter (Melanitta perspicillata) to be the second-most abundant 
species, after common eider (Chaulk 2012). This same survey also encountered over one thousand 
unidentified ducks considered to primarily be a mix of common golden-eye (Bucephala clangula) and red-
breasted merganser (Mergus serrator); American black duck (Anas rubripes) and Canada goose (Branta 

canadensis) were also occasionally encountered during this survey (Chaulk 2012). Data (ECCC 2017a) 
indicate that other relatively common species include other scoters, red-throated loon (Gavia stellata), 
common loon (G. immer), and long-tailed duck (Clangula hyemalis). These and other waterfowl species 
(other than eiders) found in association with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area generally nest near 
fresh water. Outside of the breeding season, sea ducks are typically found on coastal waters, over reefs, 
and banks where benthic prey are accessible. During the non-breeding season, dabbling ducks forage in 
fresh water or sheltered coastal waters such as bays, salt marshes and estuaries. Canada goose and 
some other species are attracted to deltaic / estuary areas as staging areas during their spring migration; 
in these areas they rely on shallow, open, fast-flowing water for foraging when they arrive in early spring. 
Canada goose has been identified as a species of concern by hunters who use the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area, with Goose Brook and Tom Luscombe Brook known as fall staging areas. The 'Gooselands' 
at the mouth of Reid Brook (near Nain), is also a major staging area for geese, and a nesting area for 
geese and black ducks (Williamson and LIA 1997). Another breeding area for ducks and geese is 
George's Bay inside the West Bay area, and there are many geese and birds found in Snook's Cove and 
between Harp Lake and Adlatok River. Other waterfowl that use the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area as 
a staging area during migration (either from more northerly or southerly areas or after moving from inland 
freshwater areas to open coastal waters for winter) include American black duck, harlequin duck, scoters, 
long-tailed duck, common goldeneye, barrow’s goldeneye, mergansers and loons. 

The NunatuKavut Community Council observations regarding waterfowl abundances varied, depending 
on the specific region within southern Labrador, with reports of both decreases and increases in ducks 
and geese in general, an increase in eider ducks (especially young), and a change in geese distribution in 
some locations. Increases in mallards and lesser Canada goose were also observed, and identified the 
spring hunt, and predation of young ducks by gulls and cormorants, as contributing factors to the 
declining populations of ducks in some locations (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). A sighting of a 
northern shoveler (Spatula clypeata), two great blue herons (Ardea herodias), and an American coot 
(Fulica americana), were reported, which are not common in Labrador. The NunatuKavut Community 
Council also identified eider duck nesting areas, including an area historically used by gulls, and an area 
designated as protected in St. Peter’s Bay in the 1970s or 1980s that remains a good breeding ground 
(also listed in Table 7.6). Migration pattern changes were observed, depending on the specific location, 
with some areas experiencing early arrival / departure of ducks and geese in recent years and other 
locations experiencing later arrivals / departures, or no change from previous years. The NunatuKavut 
Community Council also made observations about the quality of ducks, stating that in many cases they 
were of good quality, but also reported that in the spring of 2019, black ducks in some locations had 
worms, which deterred some hunters from harvesting them (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 

Nunatsiavut Government observations regarding waterfowl abundances typically indicate stable or 
declining populations for ducks in general, and decreased abundances of geese in recent years, with 
reports of a 50% decrease resulting from increased hunting pressure (Nunatsiavut Government 2018). 
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The egg harvest was also identified as a source of pressure on waterfowl populations. Nunatsiavut 
Government commented on migration patterns, noting that geese often get blown off course by storms, 
which disrupts their migration patterns, causing changes over time and observed higher concentrations of 
migrating geese inland. It was also observed that geese arrived later than usual in 2019 but when they do 
arrive in early spring they tend to first occupy the Kingurutik area because of the open leads (polynyas) 
and the sand bars, while other areas (e.g., islands and other bays) are still frozen over. When the snow 
melts the geese tend to fly to the open leads, open marshes and small ponds. Nunatsiavut Government 
also noted that the geese in this area do not travel north to Baffin Island or Ungava Bay. Additionally, 
different species of geese have been migrating to the area (e.g., speckled goose, lesser Canada goose, 
brant goose and snow goose), with greater Canada goose not as common as they once were and lesser 
Canada goose being the primary species (Nunatsiavut Government 2018).   

Waterfowl and loons have varied diets, depending on their niche (Table 7.4). Some species, such as 
common eider, harlequin duck, and scoters, will usually dive to the bottom to forage on mollusks and 
crustaceans. Others that specialize in catching fish, like the mergansers and the loon species, will dive 
under the surface and chase their prey. 

Table 7.4 Foraging Strategy and Diet for Select Waterfowl and Loons 

Species (Group) Foraging 
Strategy Diet 

Order Anseriformes (Ducks and Geese) 
Canada goose Grazing Grasses, sedges, grains and berries 

American black duck  Dabbling Aquatic insects, crustaceans, mollusks, and fish 

Green-winged teal Dabbling Aquatic insects, seeds of grasses and sedges 

Common eider Diving  Mollusks, crustaceans, echinoderms 

King eider Diving  Mollusks, crustaceans, echinoderms 

Harlequin duck Diving Mollusks, crustaceans, barnacles, fish roe 

White-winged scoter Diving  Mollusks, crustaceans, insects 

Black scoter Diving  Mollusks, crustaceans 

Surf scoter Diving Mollusks, crustaceans 

Long-tailed duck Diving Mollusks, crustaceans 

Barrow’s goldeneye Diving Insects, mollusks, crustaceans 

Common goldeneye Diving Insects, mollusks, crustaceans 

Red-breasted merganser Pursuit diving Fish, crustaceans 

Common merganser Pursuit diving Fish, crustaceans 

Hooded merganser Pursuit diving Fish, aquatic insects, crustaceans 

Order Gaviiformes (Loons) 
Red-throated loon Pursuit diving Fish, crustaceans, mollusks, insects 

Common loon Pursuit diving Fish, crustaceans, leeches 
Source: Adapted from SEM 2008 
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The 2007 Nunatsiavut Inuit Migratory Bird Harvest Study found that the harvest of migratory birds by 
Labrador communities represents an important component of their overall subsistence harvest. During 
2006-2007, 5,468 waterfowl were reportedly harvested in Nunatsiavut, including 2,142 common eider, 
1,098 Canada goose, 1,065 American black duck, 596 surf scoter, 494 black scoter, and 73 white-winged 
scoter (Natcher et al. 2011). Common eider eggs are also regularly harvested by Nunatsiavut 
communities, with a total or 3,365 harvested in 2007 (Natcher et al. 2012). 

7.5 SHOREBIRDS 

Shorebirds are primarily present in the Labrador Shelf Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during their 
migration in spring and fall, although some species breed in the area during summer. There are 
approximately 22 species of shorebirds associated with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area and 
associate coastlines (not including phalaropes which are discussed in Section 7.3.7), including the 
Endangered red knot (Calidris canutus rufa), Eskimo curlew (Numenius borealis), and piping plover 
(Charadrius melodus melodus), as well as the buff-breasted sandpiper (Tryngites subruficollis), a species 
considered of Special Concern. Data obtained from Bird Studies Canada (2018) indicate that relatively-
frequently recorded shorebirds (in decreasing order of number of records) are greater yellowlegs (Tringa 

melanoleuca), semipalmated plover (Charadrius semipalmatus), spotted sandpiper (Actitis macularius), 
white-rumped sandpiper (Calidris fuscicollis), semipalmated sandpiper (Calidris pusilla), least sandpiper 
(Calidris minutilla), and whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus). 

Of shorebird abundances in general, the NunatuKavut Community Council observed a decrease in many 
locations throughout southern Labrador, often in areas of high hunting pressure; however, some areas 
are reported to host stable or increasing populations (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 

Many shorebirds nest in wetland or upland habitats, using coastal stopover sites for feeding and resting 
during migration. Some of the shorebird species that breed in Labrador use the interior tundra ponds or 
the various rivers and lakes for breeding purposes. For example, least sandpiper breeds in tundra and 
bogs, and spotted sandpiper prefers freshwater ponds and creeks for breeding habitat but may also use 
the coast for breeding and migration. The semipalmated plover is a species known to breed in Labrador 
in exposed gravel areas or grassy-tundra areas away from the coastline; greater yellowlegs breeds in a 
variety of shallow water habitats including lagoons and shallow bays; and solitary sandpiper (Tringa 

solitaria) prefers fresh water for breeding but may use the coast for migration. Red-necked phalarope is 
also known to occur on the Labrador coast in breeding season.  

Most shorebirds forage along coastal beaches, exposed mud flats, or salt marshes during migration, with 
high concentrations of birds often being found associated with sites that provide an abundant food 
source. The exception is purple sandpipers (Calidris maritima) that primarily use rocky shorelines during 
migration and overwintering. Some areas within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area that are known to 
support important migrating stopover and possible breeding sites include Porcupine Strand (both North 
and South), Sandwich Bay and the Cartwright area, and Table Bay south east to Rocky Bay (SEM 2008). 
Stopover sites can be crucial to the survival of shorebird species as they provide important energy 
reserves that are necessary for undertaking long, uninterrupted flights. Of exception to these coastal 
associations, phalaropes (Phalaropus spp.), typically forage on the surface of the sea in areas where 
upwelling brings plankton to the surface and are therefore often offshore. Some species of Arctic-nesting 
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shorebirds (plovers and sandpipers) undertake trans-oceanic flights during fall migration from eastern 
North America to South America (Williams and Williams 1978, Richardson 1979), so some passage 
offshore through the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area may be expected.  

Shorebirds vary in their foraging strategies, from pecking, probing, routing (manipulation of seaweed or 
stones by "bulldozing" or turning), plunging (head and neck enter water), sweeping (side to side 
movements of bill introduced in water), walking and stopping to obtain their invertebrate prey (Barbosa 
and Moreno 1999).  

7.6 LANDBIRDS 

Many species of landbirds may occur in proximity to coastal areas of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area. Although not generally associated with the marine environment, some landbird species are known 
to regularly migrate along coastal areas, or over water. For example, many species of raptors and 
songbirds are associated with coastal habitats. Landbird species that breed in Labrador or more northern 
regions (e.g., Nunavut, Greenland, or Arctic Canada) and migrate over marine waters have potential to be 
blown off course and seek refuge on vessels in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. For example, the 
Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe), a landbird likely to be encountered in the Labrador offshore, 
breed in Arctic Canada and migrate over the open ocean to northern Africa to overwinter (Peckford and 
Whitaker 2005). Furthermore, nocturnally migrating species may be attracted to artificial lighting on 
vessels, especially when fog or rain sets in after the night’s nocturnal migration has begun (Gauthreaux 
and Belser 2006). Landbird species are most likely to occur in association with the waters of the Labrador 
Shelf SEA Update Area during their fall migraton (July to November). At least six species of landbirds that 
are considered SAR occur within Labrador and have potential to occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area during their migration; these are discussed further in Section 7.7.4. Note that landbird data 
for Labrador is available through information collected by the Institute for Environmental Monitoring and 
Research. 

The NunatuKavut Community Council observed an increase in raptors (bald eagles and horned owls) in 
recent years throughout southern Labrador; and varied songbird abundances, depending on the specific 
region of southern Labrador, with specific mention of increased abundances of crows and robins and 
early and late arrival (migration) of robins (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019).  

Snowy owl and horned owl are common in the Nain district and populations fluctuate with population 
cycles of mice and lemmings. Sightings of golden eagles, common hawks, osprey, goshawk and the 
northern hawk owl are not uncommon (Williamson and LIA 1997). Partridge, including willow ptarmigan, 
rock ptarmigan, and spruce partridge, as well as songbirds, such as sparrows, robins, jays, chickadees, 
and white-winged crossbills, are also commonly reported (Williamson and LIA 1997).  

Nunatsiavut Government observed a substantial increase in partridge abundance in some locations 
around Nain, however, decreases have also been reported and attributed to over hunting (Nunatsiavut 
Government 2018). An increased abundance of predatory birds, such as eagles, which feed on young 
birds and eggs, have also been reported in recent years (Nunatsiavut Government 2018). 
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7.7 SPECIES AT RISK 

A number of SAR are known to occur in association with waters off Labrador for breeding, migration, and 
overwintering purposes (Table 7.5). Of these species, three are associated with the pelagic environment 
and have potential to occur within the offshore components of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area: ivory 
gull, red-necked phalarope, and Ross’s gull. Ivory gull and red-necked phalarope are encountered 
relatively frequently in offshore waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area compared to other marine 
SAR, the remaining of which are associated with coastal areas and/or are infrequent visitors/vagrants to 
the region.  

Table 7.5 Species at Risk with Potential to Occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area 

Common Name COSEWIC SARA (Schedule 1) NL ESA 

Seabirds 
Leach’s storm-petrel Threatened   

Red-necked phalarope Special Concern Special Concern   

Ross's gull Threatened Threatened   

Ivory gull Endangered Endangered Endangered 

Waterfowl 
Harlequin duck - Eastern pop. Special Concern Special Concern Vulnerable 

Barrow's goldeneye - Eastern pop. Special Concern Special Concern Vulnerable 

Shorebirds 
Piping plover melodus ssp. Endangered Endangered Endangered 

Eskimo curlew Endangered Endangered Endangered 

Red knot rufa ssp. Endangered Endangered Endangered 

Buff-breasted sandpiper Special Concern Special Concern   

Landbirds 
Peregrine falcon - anatum/tundrius Not at Risk Special Concern Vulnerable 

Short-eared owl Special Concern Special Concern Vulnerable 

Olive-sided flycatcher Special Concern Threatened Threatened 

Bank swallow Threatened Threatened   

Gray-cheeked thrush minimus ssp.     Threatened 

Rusty blackbird Special Concern Special Concern Vulnerable 

Marine bird SAR with strong affinities to coastal habitats and nearshore waters include harlequin duck, 
Barrows goldeneye, piping plover, red knot, and buff-breasted sandpiper. Although the Eskimo curlew 
once bred in large numbers in the Arctic and passed through NL on its migration to the South American 
wintering grounds in the fall, there have been no confirmed sightings of the Eskimo curlew since 1963 
and it is therefore considered to possibly be extinct (COSEWIC 2009). In addition, three landbird SAR 
have been identified that have potential to migrate over offshore waters during nighttime: peregrine falcon 
(Falco peregrinus anatum/tundrius), short-eared owl (Asio flammeus), and Newfoundland gray-cheeked 



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Marine Birds  
July 2021 

 7-41 

thrush (Catharus minimus minimus). Additional landbird SAR are present in eastern Labrador but are not 
expected to interact with offshore activities because they do not migrate over offshore waters, or they 
migrate during the day and are therefore unlikely to be vulnerable to disorientation from marine artificial 
lighting. These species include olive-sided flycatcher (Contopus cooperi), bank swallow (Riparia riparia), 
and rusty blackbird (Euphagus carolinus). Information on the regional importance, abundance, and 
distribution of marine bird SAR is provided in the following sections, along with other key information on 
habitat requirements, general life history, and recovery strategies. The Eskimo curlew is not discussed 
further. The locations of recorded observations of SAR within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is 
provided in Figure 7-16 (marine bird SAR) and Figure 7-17 (landbirds). 

7.7.1 Seabirds  

7.7.1.1 Leach’s Storm-Petrel  

Leach’s storm petrel was recently (November 2020) assessed as Threatened by COSEWIC due to 
observed declines in individuals and colonies of this long-lived pelagic seabird (COSEWIC 2021). This 
species nests in underground borrows on offshore islands under conifer, raspberry thickets or open 
grassland (Williams and Chardine n.d.), with birds often flying hundreds of kilometers to forage on fish 
(COSEWIC 2021). The Seabird Foraging Zone in the Southern Labrador Sea, covering portions of the 
southeastern Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (Section 8.1.3.2), has been identified as potentially 
supporting large aggregations of this species. Colony sizes can be quite large, with at least one colony in 
Newfoundland waters supporting millions of birds. Leach’s storm petrels forage from the sea surface on 
primarily fish and amphipods. A single egg is laid in May or June and in the fall (August – September) 
birds leave from one of the more than 80 breeding colonies in eastern Canada and migrate south to 
winter along equatorial waters in the Atlantic Ocean. Based on the seasonal distribution of storm-petrels 
in general (Figure 7-3) and known migration patterns and dates, this species is most likely to occur in the 
Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (southern half) during the spring and breeding periods (April to July) 
and to a lesser extent during fall migration. 

7.7.1.2 Red-Necked Phalarope 

The red-necked phalarope is a member of the shorebird family, but they are functionally much more like 
seabirds. Phalaropes are generally pelagic outside of the breeding season and spend up to nine months 
of the year at sea (Rubega et al. 2000). This species breeds in the low Arctic or subarctic regions of 
Canada and Alaska, where they build nests near freshwater lakes, ponds, or marshes. In the fall, red-
neck phalaropes depart from their breeding grounds and migrate southward to their tropical wintering 
grounds off the coast of South America (Rubega et al. 2000). Red-necked phalaropes forage mostly while 
swimming and feed on insects, crustaceans and molluscs. They are known for their unusual behaviour of 
spinning in circles on shallow water, likely to stir it up and bring food to the surface (Elphick et al. 2001). 
This species also breeds terrestrially in Labrador, which can include coastal areas. Red necked-
phalaropes are most likely to occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during spring and fall 
migration, at which time they may occur throughout its extent (Figure 7-16).  
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Figure 7-15 Marine Bird Species at Risk 
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Figure 7-16 Landbird Species at Risk
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Data (ECCC 2017a) indicate that red-necked phalaropes occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 
from May to October; recorded observations are most abundant in the month of August, followed by July 
and May.  

The red-necked phalarope is designated as a species of Special Concern by COSEWIC, which reflects 
declines in its population during the past 40 years at an important staging area in Atlantic Canada. They 
are also listed as Special Concern under SARA Schedule 1. Threats to this species include habitat 
degradation associated with climate change and exposure to oil and other pollutants during winter and 
migration when it gathers in large abundances where pollutants are concentrated by currents (COSEWIC 
2014). 

7.7.1.3 Ross’s Gull 

Ross’s gull is an Arctic-adapted gull that feeds on invertebrates and small fish. They breed in the 
Canadian Arctic, in Nunavut, and in Churchill, Manitoba. Breeding habitat is variable, and includes shrub 
tundra, marshy wetland, high Arctic tundra, and gravel reefs, and is typically near open water 
(Environment Canada 2007a). Ross’s gull are not common in Labrador; however, they may occasionally 
occur. Although winter distribution is not well known, it is likely that Ross’s gulls winter along the edge of 
pack ice (COSEWIC 2007a). In one study, Ross’s gulls nesting in the Canadian Arctic that have been 
tagged with geolocators and satellite transmitters have been tracked to a wintering area that reaches from 
the Labrador Sea to the Orphan Basin (Maftei et al. 2015). This indicates that this species may be 
expected to be occur in very small numbers in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. ECSAS data 
indicate one record (Figure 7-16) of four Ross’s gulls occurring in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, 
which were observed in May 2016.  

In 2001, COSEWIC designated Ross’s gull as Threatened because this species occurs in small numbers 
in very few locations in Canada. They are also listed as Threatened under SARA Schedule 1. In addition, 
changes in ice and snow patterns associated with climate change may alter breeding habitat for this 
species. Other threats to this species include human disturbance, and habitat 
degradation/loss/destruction (Environment Canada 2007a). The likelihood of human disturbance is 
greatest for individuals breeding in Churchill, as this area is frequented by tourists, including bird 
watchers. Other breeding areas are very remote. However, oil drilling and mining in remote northern 
areas may also impact Ross’s gull (Environment Canada 2007a).  

A recovery strategy for the Ross’s gull was completed in 2007, which identified the recovery goal of 
maintaining the current population level and the current and historical breeding locations (Environment 
Canada 2007a). There are two urgent short-term objectives, which include maintaining current distribution 
and number of pairs of Ross’s gull over five years; and to encourage further research and surveys of 
potential nesting areas, to identify previously unknown nesting areas. Other objectives are to protect 
breeding habitat, identify critical habitat, determine the significance of threats at breeding locations and 
implement management strategies (Environment Canada 2007a).  



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Marine Birds  
July 2021 

 7-45 

7.7.1.4 Ivory Gull 

Ivory gull are considered Endangered by COSEWIC and are listed the same under SARA Schedule 1 and 
the NL ESA. Ivory gull nest on flat terrain or on sheer cliffs in the high-Arctic from May to early June, and 
outside their breeding season they live near the edges of pack ice in the North Atlantic Ocean, particularly 
in the north Gulf, Davis Strait, the Labrador Sea, and the Strait of Belle Isle (COSEWIC 2006). Ivory gulls 
are known to occur within offshore waters off Labrador, including along the coastline that falls within the 
Labrador Inuit Settlement Area (LISA) Zone (Todd 1963 as cited in DFO 2021). Data obtained from the 
ECSAS Atlas (Bolduc et al. 2018) show records of ivory gulls throughout the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area (Figure 7-16), and throughout the year. As such, this species may interact with offshore activities. 
The pack ice offshore Labrador is considered to be important wintering habitat for ivory gulls (Spencer et 
al. 2016), but no breeding colonies are known to occur in Labrador (Environment Canada 2014).  

Until recently, the Canadian Arctic was considered to support 20% to 30% of the entire global breeding 
population of ivory gull and to contain colonies of global importance. Approximately 35,000 individuals 
were observed among the pack ice of the Labrador Sea in 1978 (Orr and Parsons 1982), representing the 
bulk of the world population. However, aerial surveys conducted during 2002–2005 suggest that the 
Canadian breeding population has declined and is now comprised of 500 to 600 individuals, representing 
an approximate 80% decline over the last 18 years (COSEWIC 2006). The NunatuKavut Community 
Council also observed a decline in southern Labrador in recent years; however, sightings of ivory gulls 
were noted (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). Confirmed threats to ivory gulls (in Canada and/or 
globally) include illegal shooting of adults for food, climate change that is altering ice conditions in the 
circumpolar Arctic, oiling at sea, and escalating diamond exploration and drilling activities at key breeding 
locations (COSEWIC 2006).  

The Recovery Strategy for the ivory gull (Environment Canada 2014) identifies the primary threats to this 
species as being illegal shooting (primarily during migration along west Greenland), predation at colonies 
on flat ground, and industrial activities near colonies. Additional potential threats include contaminants, 
activities (disturbance) by researchers, climate change, and oil pollution at sea (Environment Canada 
2014). Spencer et al. (2016) also identified climate change and energy production and mining activity as 
potential future threats. The long-term goal for the ivory gull in Canada is to maintain its national breeding 
distribution and to observe an increase to more than 1,000 birds. High priority approaches identified to 
address the threats to the survival and recovery of ivory gull include initiatives aimed at inventory and 
monitoring, research, habitat protection, population management, and enforcement. Population and 
distribution objectives outlined in the Recovery Strategy including maintaining the presence of wintering 
ivory gulls along the coast of Labrador (Environment Canada 2014). 

7.7.2 Waterfowl 

7.7.2.1 Harlequin Duck 

Harlequin ducks winter along rocky coastlines where they form pair bonds and in spring they fly inland to 
breed in fast-flowing rivers and streams. Four distinct breeding populations are present within the low 
Arctic: Pacific, Icelandic, Greenlandic, and eastern North American. In Eastern Canada, the breeding 
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range extends throughout a large portion of northern Quebec and Labrador, with isolated breeding ranges 
on the Northern Peninsula of Newfoundland, the northeast Gaspé Peninsula, and northern New 
Brunswick (Robertson and Goudie 1999). Harlequin ducks occur along the coastline of Labrador 
throughout the breeding season. Breeding occurs along shallow, fast-flowing rivers in sheltered areas. 
After nesting, harlequin ducks migrate to offshore areas where they moult. Important moulting sites in 
Labrador include Tumbledown Dick Island, the Stag Islands, Gannet Islands and St. Peter’s Bay 
(COSEWIC 2013a). Other harlequin ducks migrate from the Labrador coast to Greenland to moult 
(Chubbs et al. 2008). Those that breed and moult in Labrador then winter off Greenland (Russell and 
Fifield 2001). In 1994, 327 harlequin ducks, representing over 20% of the estimated eastern North 
American population, were observed along a 60 km stretch of coastline in Seven Islands Bay in northern 
Labrador. This is the largest concentration of harlequin ducks ever recorded in Labrador. The timing of 
the survey (early July) suggests that the birds were staging in premoult flocks, although it is thought that 
the birds likely moulted in this area (Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada 2018). Large numbers of 
harlequin ducks (moulting or pre-moulting) have also been observed in association with the coastline to 
the south of Nain, St. Peter Bay, the Gannett Islands, Tumbledown Dick Islands, and Stag Islands (Bird 
Studies Canada and Nature Canada 2018). A nesting area for harlequin ducks was reported around 
Halfway Brook on the north side. Southern migration takes them along the outside of Marshall Island right 
over the offshore area, while, during northern migration they follow the inside islands (SEM 2008). The 
NunatuKavut Community Council observed both increases and decreases in harlequin ducks depending 
on the specific location along the southern coast of Labrador (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019) 
and stable populations of harlequin duck in the Nain District (usually seen in the inner bays, along rivers 
and inland waters) have been reported by Inuit participants in Williamson and LIA (1997). Nunatsiavut 
Government (2018) have observed increases of harlequin ducks in the Nain area. 

In 1990, COSEWIC designated the eastern North American population of harlequin duck as Endangered 
due to declines during the 20th century. The eastern population of the species is currently rebounding 
and the COSEWIC designation was downgraded to Special Concern in 2001 to reflect this population 
increase. They are also listed as Special Concern under SARA Schedule 1 and Vulnerable under the NL 
ESA. A census of the breeding population has been considered impractical because harlequin ducks are 
dispersed over a wide area on fast-flowing rivers of northern Newfoundland, Labrador, and Quebec. 
Wintering population estimates are known because they tend to concentrate in traditional areas during 
this time. Based on the best available information, a conservative winter population estimate for eastern 
North America is 2,925 individuals. Primary Canadian wintering locations include the southern and 
eastern coasts of Nova Scotia (approximately 600 harlequin ducks), the Bay of Fundy (approximately 
300), and southern Newfoundland (approximately 450) (Thomas 2010). In winter, they are typically found 
close to shore where the surf breaks along exposed rocky headlands, reefs, and offshore islands. 
Harlequin duck dive to feed on small shellfish and shrimp-like animals among these churning waters.  

Threats to the eastern population of harlequin duck vary across its range, but they are generally 
considered to be susceptible to disturbance on their wintering, moulting, and breeding grounds 
(Environment Canada 2007b). This includes threats from interactions with fishing nets, aquaculture 
development, hunting activities, boats, and oil spills (Robertson and Goudie 1999; Thomas and Robert 
2001). Hunting is considered a major factor that led to the low population estimate in the 1980s (Goudie 
1990), but the legal hunt for this species has been closed in the Atlantic Flyway since 1990. While the 
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abundance of harlequin ducks is increasing at key wintering locations, loss due to hunting remains a 
concern. Logging and hydroelectric development are considered to pose threats to some breeding 
populations (Robertson and Goudie 1999). Harlequin ducks have been historically hunted on the seaward 
islands and the shores of many coastal bays; areas of importance for harlequin duck in the Labrador 
Shelf SEA Update Area include: White Bear Islands; Hare Islands; Winsor Harbour; Big River, Byron’s 
Bay; Hopedale to Davis Inlet; Island Harbour Bay; Tunungayualok Island; Mugford Bay to Cape Kiglapait; 
Okak Bay; Tasiuyak Bay; and Napartok Bay to Kangalaksiorvik Fjord (Brice-Bennett 1977). 

A harlequin duck federal Management Plan was completed in 2007 and had an initial goal of sustaining a 
population of 2,000 wintering individuals within eastern North America for at least three of five 
consecutive years (Environment Canada 2007b). The long-term goal was to achieve at least 3,000 
wintering individuals (with at least 1,000 adult females) for at least three of five consecutive years by 
2010. Although population levels are increasing at the four key wintering locations in eastern North 
America (Thomas and Robert 2001), the eastern North American wintering population has still not met 
the initial goal outlined in the recovery plan. The specific objectives include working with interested parties 
to clearly identify possible threats to the population and identify ways to reduce or eliminate these threats; 
accurately assess the population; identify habitats and areas that are important for breeding, moulting, 
wintering, and staging, and protect and manage these areas; further understand knowledge gaps; and, 
collaborate with Greenland in harlequin duck conservation efforts (Environment Canada 2007b). 

7.7.2.2 Barrow’s Goldeneye 

Barrow's goldeneye is a medium-sized diving duck that primarily breeds and winters in Canada, with 
wintering primarily occurring in the inner Gulf and the North Shore of Québec. In the Atlantic provinces, 
they occur most commonly in winter in open-water areas associated with flow constrictions or in thermal 
effluent discharge zones (Environment Canada, CWS – Atlantic Region, unpublished data; cited in 
Environment Canada 2013). Their winter diet consists of marine molluscs and crustaceans.  

Although the range of the eastern population is unknown, data indicate that breeding is exclusive to 
Canada with the only confirmed breeding records being from Quebec. Generally, Barrow’s goldeneye 
breed at high elevations on alkaline wetlands around freshwater lakes. The eastern North American 
population is approximately 6,800 individuals, the equivalent of 2,100 pairs (Robert et al. 2010). It has 
been suggested that Barrow’s goldeneye may breed in northern Labrador (COSEWIC 2000). 
Observational data from eBird (eBird 2018a) seem to support this, with several records of Barrow’s 
goldeneye occurring in/near the Torngat Mountains National Park in the month of July. It is also known 
that several moulting sites occur at a few coastal inlets in northern Labrador, which are used by adult 
males in the late summer and fall (COSEWIC 2000).  

Population trends for this species are unknown, but the Eastern population is considered to have declined 
in the 20th century and have potential to still be in decline (Environment Canada 2013). Barrow’s 
goldeneye is considered as Special Concern by COSEWIC and listed as the same under SARA Schedule 
1. Threats to this species include logging in its breeding grounds, fish stocking, oil spills (particularly in the 
St. Lawrence Estuary and the Gulf of St. Lawrence), hunting, and sediment contamination in areas where 
they congregate (Environment Canada 2013).  
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A Management Plan has been developed for the eastern population of Barrow’s goldeneye with the main 
objective to maintain and, if possible, increase its current population size and range. To achieve this 
objective, the management plan identifies the need to maintain the population at not less than 6,800 
individuals. Strategies and management activities identified to achieve the objective include actions 
aimed at the management, conservation and stewardship of the species and its habitat; research and 
monitoring of the species and its habitat; and outreach and communication (Environment Canada 2013).  

7.7.3 Shorebirds 

7.7.3.1 Piping Plover 

The piping plover (melodus subspecies) is considered Endangered by COSEWIC and listed the same 
under SARA Schedule 1 and the NL ESA. This is a migratory shorebird that nests in sand, gravel, or 
cobble, in open elevated areas of coastal beaches, barrier island sandspits, or peninsulas in marine 
coastal areas (Haig and Elliot-Smith 2004). Within Canada, the melodus subspecies breeds in New 
Brunswick, Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and Québec (Environment Canada 2012). 
The young hatch between late May and June onwards, depending on when nesting was initiated which 
may occur after the birds arrive until mid-July with nests only occasionally initiated after this time. 
Migration back to the wintering grounds begins in early to mid-July and by early September the bulk of the 
population has left Canada (Environment Canada 2012). Although piping plovers are not known to nest in 
Labrador, data from Bird Studies Canada (2018) indicate that there have been several sightings for this 
species in southern Labrador near Cartwright and Mary’s Harbour (Figure 7-16) during the period of fall 
migration in September 2012 and 2013. 

Threats to the piping plover include human disturbance, predation (egg, chick, and adult), habitat loss and 
degradation, and livestock disturbances. Additional threats that may directly affect the plovers include 
driving vehicles on beaches, pets, boats, oil spills, mosquito control, and hurricanes (Stucker and 
Cuthbert 2006).  

The short-term population objectives in the recovery plan are to “achieve and maintain a regional 
population of 255 pairs and an annual productivity of 1.65 chicks fledged per territorial pair” (Environment 
Canada 2012). Long-term objectives include an increase in the population to 310 pairs across Eastern 
Canada. Recovery strategy implementation will be measured annually against whether the population is 
maintained at 255 pairs and regional productivity target of 1.65 chicks fledged per territorial pair is 
achieved. Over three consecutive international censuses occurring every five years, recovery strategy 
implementation will be measured against whether the population is increased to 310 pairs and the 
population distribution is unchanged from the 1991 International Census (Environment Canada 2012). 
The recommended strategy to address threats to this species is to “ensure enough suitable habitat to 
meet population objectives, reduce predation, reduce human disturbance, reduce impacts of adverse 
weather conditions, reduce impacts of poorly understood mortality factors, address key knowledge gaps 
to recovery, and monitor the population” (Environment Canada 2012). 
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7.7.3.2 Red Knot 

The red knot (rufus subspecies) is a medium-sized shorebird. Its breeding range falls entirely within the 
central parts of the Canadian Arctic and overwinters in South America (COSEWIC 2007b). The red knot 
uses coastal areas with extensive sand flats during migration. Its migration path to and from Arctic 
breeding grounds may include coastal Labrador, but most of the migration likely takes place to the west of 
the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Observation records from eBird (2018a) do not occur along the 
coast of Labrador, indicating that the red knot is likely uncommon in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area.  

Based on surveys conducted in the wintering range in South America, the red knot rufus subspecies 
population in 2006 was estimated to be 18,000 to 20,000 birds, decreasing 73.4% since 1982. As such, 
this subspecies of the red knot is considered Endangered by COSEWIC and is listed the same under 
SARA Schedule 1 and the NL ESA. The principal threats to this species include deterioration of food 
resources during spring migration and habitat loss and degradation. The most important threat to the red 
knot is the dwindling supply of horseshoe crab eggs in Delaware Bay which is the most important food 
used during the final spring stopover. Various factors leading to decreased habitat availability during 
migration in eastern North America are also contributing threats to the population (COSEWIC 2007b).  

The recovery strategy for red knot (ECCC 2017b) sets the strategic direction to arrest or reverse the 
decline of the species. Important threats to red knot are identified as residential and commercial 
development, agriculture and aquaculture, energy production and mining, biological resource use, human 
intrusions and disturbance, modifications to natural systems (i.e., dams and water management, 
shoreline stabilization), invasive and other problematic species and genes, pollution, climate change and 
severe weather (ECCC 2017b). The short-term population objective for red knot rufa subspecies in 
Canada is to halt the national decline before 2025 and the long-term objective is to increase and then 
maintain the population at or above 1986 to 1990 levels (100,000 to 150,000 individuals) (ECCC 2017b). 
High priority approaches identified to address the threats to the survival and recovery of red knot include 
initiatives aimed at monitoring and research; habitat and species conservation and management; 
education and awareness; stewardship; and promoting conservation partnerships (ECCC 2017b).  

7.7.3.3 Buff-breasted Sandpiper 

The buff-breasted sandpiper breeds in tundra habitat of the Canadian Arctic. Although adult buff-breasted 
sandpipers migrate south to the wintering grounds through the interior of North American, juveniles often 
travel along the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. Migration north to the breeding grounds is concentrated 
through the central parts of the US and Canada, with a large proportion of the population passing through 
the prairie provinces (COSEWIC 2012). The buff-breasted sandpiper is considered rare in Labrador 
(COSEWIC 2012) but has the potential to irregularly occur along the coastline during migration. They are 
suspected of being a nocturnal migrant (McCarty et al. 2017).  

A global estimate of buff-breasted sandpiper population is 56,000 birds, with approximately 42,000 likely 
breeding in the Canadian Arctic (COSEWIC 2012). Its population has suffered severe declines because 
of hunting in the late 1800s and early 1900s; and by the 1920s, it was on the brink of extinction. Its 
abundance increased following a ban on hunting in North America, but numbers remain much lower than 
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historic levels. Although there is evidence for a population decline in recent decades, this species is 
difficult to monitor effectively and data necessary to estimate population trends are lacking (COSEWIC 
2012). 

Habitat loss, fragmentation and degradation are considered the primary threats to the buff-breasted 
sandpiper (COSEWIC 2012). Important breeding habitat overlaps with areas of mineral, coal, oil and gas 
development. Outside the breeding period it is primarily associated with grasslands, and loss and 
degradation of these habitats is a threat to both migrating and overwintering birds (COSEWIC 2012). The 
regular use of croplands by this species may expose it to agrochemicals and agricultural practices may 
decrease food habitat availability. The development of wind energy projects along the North American 
migratory route is also considered to have potential to adversely affect this species. Furthermore, climate 
change is expected to pose several threats to this species; including to juveniles migrating along the 
Atlantic coast where more frequent and intense storms could increase mortality (COSEWIC 2012).  

7.7.4 Landbirds that Migrate at Night Over Water 

7.7.4.1 Peregrine Falcon 

There are three subspecies of peregrine falcon found in Canada (anatum, tundrius and pealei), each of 
which has a distinct geographic distribution. However, only the anatum/tundrius subspecies occurs in 
Atlantic Canada. Its breeding range extends from the interior of Alaska and northern Canada up to 
southern Greenland, and across continental North American up to northern Mexico, including the 
Canadian territories and provinces except Prince Edward Island, Nunavut and the Island of 
Newfoundland (Government of Canada 2018). Peregrine falcons can be found in various habitat types 
including wetlands, sea coasts and meadows. Foraging areas are typically associated with coastal 
habitats. Most peregrine falcon nest on cliff ledges or crevices near good foraging areas, where nests are 
composed of scrapes in the substrate (COSEWIC 2007c). This species is largely terrestrial; however, it 
can occur offshore during migration (Kerlinger et al. 1983). Although raptors typically migrate diurnally, 
nocturnal movements of peregrine falcons have been documented (Russell 1991). Peregrine falcons 
breed along the coast of Labrador; the coastline to the south of Nain has been found to support relatively 
high densities of peregrine falcon (Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada 2018); and to the north of 
Nain (Tigalak), a positive identification was made by an Inuit participant in the winter of 1996-1997 
(Williamson and LIA 1997). 

The primary decline of the peregrine falcon was attributed to organochlorine pesticides (particularly 
dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane [DDT]), which causes reproductive failure (COSEWIC 2007c). Although 
many types of organochlorine pesticides, including DDT, are no longer used in Canada and the US, they 
continue to be used in the South American wintering range of the peregrine falcon. Between 1970 and 
2005, there was an increase in the population of peregrine falcons following the restriction of 
organochlorine pesticide use. Additionally, about 1,500 anatum peregrine falcons that were raised in 
captivity were released in Canada from 1975 to 2001 (Government of Canada 2018). By 2005, there was 
an estimated minimum population size of 696 mature individuals of the anatum subspecies in Canada 
(COSEWIC 2007c).  
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The management plan for the peregrine falcon identifies conservation activities and land use measures 
needed to ensure that it does not become Threatened or Endangered. The plan identifies the use of 
organochlorine pesticides and toxic chemicals as the main threat to this species and has as its objective 
to maintain a self-sustaining population of peregrine falcon throughout its Canadian range for the next 10 
years (ECCC 2017c). The broad strategies and conservation measures identified within the plan to 
achieve the objective are to “reduce threats and assess their relative impacts; conserve and, if possible, 
provide legal protection of the species’ nesting sites; improve the state of knowledge on northern 
populations of the species in Canada; encourage the participation of northern communities (aboriginal 
and non-aboriginal) in conservation activities carried out in northern areas”; and to “regularly assess the 
Canadian population trend and its productivity” (ECCC 2017c). Although currently listed as a species of 
Special Concern under Schedule 1 of SARA and as Vulnerable under the NL ESA, a recent assessment 
of the peregrine falcon by COSEWIC has determined that it is now considered Not at Risk (COSEWIC 
2018). 

7.7.4.2 Short-eared Owl 

Short-eared owls occur in Labrador during the breeding season, where they are active during both the 
day and at night. Short-eared owls occur in open areas with low vegetation, such as grasslands, prairie, 
marshes, or agricultural areas, where small prey mammals are common. They hunt low above the 
ground. Nests are built directly on the ground on dry areas with dead or matted down vegetation (Wiggins 
et al. 2006). Migratory routes are not well known for this species. However, it is known that they can cross 
water. In the Pacific, short-eared owls have landed on ships hundreds of kilometers from land (Wiggins et 
al. 2006).  

The management plan for the short-eared owl (ECCC 2018c) identifies threats to this species as being 
habitat loss and degradation, activities and events that result in increased mortality risk to individuals, 
nests and eggs (e.g., agriculture, urban / commercial development, energy production, mining), and 
climate change. As such, they are considered as a Special Concern by COSEWIC and listed the same 
under SARA Schedule 1, and as Vulnerable under the NL ESA. Habitat loss and degradation on its 
wintering grounds are considered the most important threats. Habitat loss and degradation on its 
breeding grounds in southern Canada, and pesticide use, are considered secondary threats (ECCC 
2018c). The short-term management objectives for the short-eared owl are to “stabilize or increase the 
population trend over the 2015-2025 period and maintain the area of occupancy at 1,500,000 km²” 
(ECCC 2018c). The long-term objective for this species is to “ensure a positive 10-year population trend 
starting in 2025, while promoting an increase in the area of occupancy, including the gradual 
recolonization of areas in the southern portion of the Canadian range”. General strategies identified to 
achieve the management objectives include conservation and management of the short-eared owl and its 
suitable habitat across its range; conducting surveys, monitoring and research on the species, its habitats 
and threats across its range; and promoting awareness and partnerships related to conservation priorities 
(ECCC 2018c). 
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7.7.4.3 Olive-sided flycatcher 

The olive-sided flycatcher is a medium-sized insectivore which breeds in scattered locations throughout 
most of forested Canada, including Labrador (COSEWIC 2007d). Olive-sided flycatchers are most often 
associated with edge habitats with open areas with edges, including forest openings, open wetlands, 
burned or harvested forest. This bird is often observed perching in tall trees or snags in these habitats, 
where they forage for flying insects (COSEWIC 2007d). Because olive-sided flycatchers migrate across 
land, they are not expected to occur offshore and are unlikely to occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area except for coastal areas.  

The causes of the decline of the olive-sided flycatcher is uncertain and their relative importance is likely to 
vary across the species’ range, but potential threats include reduced availability of insect prey, fire 
suppression, deforestation and land conversion in nonbreeding habitat, forest harvesting and silviculture, 
energy and mining exploration and extraction, and residential and commercial development (Environment 
Canada 2016). The short-term objective for this species in Canada is to halt the national population 
decline by 2025 and to ensure that it does not decline by more than 10% until that time. The long-term 
objective is for its national population to experience a positive trend in growth for the ten-year period 
following 2025 (Environment Canada 2016). A distribution objective of maintaining the current extent of 
occurrence in Canada has also been identified. High priority approaches identified to address the threats 
to the survival and recovery of the olive-sided flycatcher include initiatives aimed at monitoring and 
research, habitat and species conservation and management, law and policy, education and awareness, 
stewardship, and developing conservation partnerships (Environment Canada 2016). Olive-sided 
flycatcher are considered Special Concern by COSEWIC and are listed as Threatened under SARA 
Schedule 1 and the NL ESA. 

7.7.4.4 Bank Swallow 

Bank swallows may be expected to nest along the coastline and to forage over coastal environments of 
the southern half of Labrador. They breed in the Canadian provinces and territories, except Nunavut, and 
primarily winter in South America. Bank swallow nest in a variety of natural and artificial sites with vertical 
banks; including riverbanks, lake and ocean bluffs, aggregate pits, road cuts, and stock piles of soil 
(COSEWIC 2013b). Sand-silt substrates are preferred for excavating nest burrows and breeding sites 
tend to be somewhat ephemeral because of erosion (COSEWIC 2013b). Nesting areas are often located 
near open habitats that are used for aerial foraging and large wetlands are used as communal nocturnal 
roost sites during post-breeding, migration, and wintering periods (COSEWIC 2013b). Although bank 
swallows are also likely to occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during their migration, they are 
diurnal migrants (Garrison 1999) and therefore unlikely to be attracted to offshore activities at night. 

Bank swallows have experienced considerable long-term population declines and are designated as 
Threatened by COSEWIC and listed as the same under SARA Schedule 1. Over the last 40 years the 
Canadian population has experienced a loss of approximately 98% (COSEWIC 2013b). The reasons for 
declines are not well understood, but cumulative effects from several factors are considered likely. 
Threats that are contributing to the decline of this species include loss of breeding and foraging habitat, 
destruction of nests during aggregate excavation, collision with vehicles, effects of pesticide use on prey 
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abundance, and climate change (COSEWIC 2013b). Threats during migration and on their wintering 
grounds are largely unknown but may be important contributing factors (COSEWIC 2013b).  

7.7.4.5 Gray-cheeked Thrush 

The gray-cheeked thrush minimum subspecies is a migratory bird that breeds in boreal forest habitats. 
During the breeding season, this species occurs across North America and in northeastern Siberia; they 
winter in South America. Gray-cheeked thrush are found throughout Newfoundland where they breed in 
dense, low, coniferous woods. In Labrador, nesting sites primary occur in the valleys north of Hamilton 
Inlet, and above the treeline in the Torngat mountains. When nesting above the treeline, gray-cheeked 
thrush are typically found in willow and alder thickets (Endangered Species and Biodiversity Section 
2010). Although a landbird, gray-cheeked thrush has potential to occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area because it is a nocturnal migrant and may migrate over water.  

In Newfoundland, the status of the gray-cheeked thrush was changed from Vulnerable to Threatened in 
2015. It is not listed under SARA Schedule 1, nor has it been assessed by COSEWIC. According to data 
from the North American Breeding Bird Survey, this species has experienced a 95% decline in the past 
35 years. Threats include habitat loss and predation. Within Newfoundland, data indicate a decline of 
11.5% between 1968 and 2008. However, some of the routes were only surveyed sporadically. In 
addition, forest succession could influence population trends in this dataset (Endangered Species and 
Biodiversity Section 2010). The management plan for Newfoundland identified four goals: 1) complete 
research to close gaps in ecological knowledge of the gray-cheeked thrush; 2) define habitat 
requirements and availability; 3) develop mitigation strategies for threats; and 4) increase public 
engagement in conservation.  

7.7.4.6 Rusty Blackbird 

Rusty blackbirds are present in the provinces and territories in Canada during the breeding season, 
including Labrador. Suitable breeding habitat occurs in wet coniferous or mixedwood forests. Nests are 
typically built near open water in coniferous trees or shrubs, living or dead. Black spruce, red spruce and 
balsam fir are commonly used for nesting (Avery 2013). However, because they migrate diurnally (Baird 
and Nisbet 1960) they are unlikely to be attracted to lights associated with offshore activities.  

Known threats to the rusty blackbird occur primarily in their winter range and include habitat conversion 
and blackbird control programs in the US (Environment Canada 2015). Other potential threats to this 
species include the conversion of boreal wooded wetlands in its breeding and migratory range, forest 
clearing, changes to surface hydrology, pollution (i.e., mercury contamination) and wetland acidification, 
climate change and drying of wetlands, altered predator and competitor species relationships, disease, 
and parasites. As such, they are considered Special Concern by COSEWIC and are listed as the same 
under SARA Schedule 1; they are listed as Vulnerable under the NL ESA. Management objectives for the 
rusty blackbird are to stop the population decline and to then increase the population through a positive 
trend in growth for a ten-year period (Environment Canada 2015). General strategies identified to achieve 
the management objectives include addressing key knowledge gaps in population and habitat 
requirements, identifying and better understanding threats to rusty blackbird throughout its range, 
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facilitating stewardship and threat mitigation, and encouraging and participating in collaborative 
conservation initiatives (Environment Canada 2015). 

7.8 IMPORTANT AREAS 

The thousands of islands off the eastern coast of Labrador provide breeding habitat for many alcids, gulls, 
terns, coastal waterfowl, and other waterbirds. While breeding birds can be found along the extent of the 
coast, certain areas are of particular importance because they support a large abundance or proportion of 
birds in the region. Areas of particular importance to marine birds, including those areas designated as 
Important Bird Areas (IBAs) and vulnerable seabird colonies, are presented in Figure 7-18. In the offshore 
environment, concentrations of birds may be associated with areas with upwelling and where mixing of 
water regularly occurs because these sites provide relatively good potential feeding habitat, although 
there will be concentrations of birds where prey are predictable, abundant and available. 

IBAs are discrete areas that support specific groups of birds including threatened birds, large groups of 
birds, and birds restricted by range or by habitat (Birds Canada n.d.). IBAs are not legally protected but 
often overlap with areas that have been designated as protected areas by federal or provincial authorities 
and most have conservation plans written or in development (Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada 
2018). 

There are 14 IBAs present within or immediately adjacent to the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (Figure 
7-18; Table 7.6). Five of those IBAs partially overlap with existing protected areas, including Gannet 
Island Provincial Ecological Reserve (1), Akami-Uapishku - Kakkasuak - Mealy Mountains National Park 
Reserve of Canada (3) and Torngat Mountains National Park (1). The IBAs are scattered throughout the 
Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area but many are located in southern Labrador near Lake Melville. These 
areas have been designated as IBAs for a variety of reasons including the presence of regionally 
important concentrations of breeding colonial waterbirds, waterfowl, and habitat for SAR (Table 7.6).  

Coastal areas of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area contain colonies of marine birds considered 
“vulnerable” to offshore activities, including northern fulmar, double-crested cormorant, black-legged 
kittiwake, common murre, thick-billed murre, razorbill, black guillemot, Atlantic puffin, and common eider. 
In total, the eastern coast of Labrador supports over 300 colonies of vulnerable seabirds, distributed 
throughout its extent; these range in size from individual pairs to tens of thousands of pairs (ECCC 
2018a). Data indicate that there are at least 28 colonies of vulnerable seabirds that may be considered of 
relatively high regional importance within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (labelled as “Bird Colonies 
of Relative Importance” in Figure 7-18; Table 7.7).  
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Figure 7-17 Important Bird Areas and Vulnerable Seabird Colonies
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Table 7.6 Important Bird Areas 

Important Bird 
Area Site ID Size 

(km²) Status Importance 

Gannet Islands LB001 24.1 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Colonial Waterbirds / 
Seabird Concentrations, 
Nationally Significant: 
Threatened Species, 
Congregatory Species 

The site hosts the largest razorbill colony in 
eastern North America as well as large 
populations of Atlantic puffins and common 
murres. Other seabird species that breed on 
the islands include thick-billed murre, black 
guillemot, northern fulmar, black-legged 
kittiwake, great black-backed gull, and Leach's 
storm-petrel. Large flocks of moulting 
harlequin ducks are also present around the 
islands in summer. 

Seven Islands 
Bay 

LB003 76.4 Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Nationally Significant: 
Threatened Species 

Supports high concentrations of moulting 
harlequin ducks (largest concentration 
recorded in Labrador) and hundreds of pairs of 
common eiders. 

Offshore Islands 
Southeast of 
Nain 

LB005 51.8 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Colonial Waterbirds / 
Seabird Concentrations 

Large numbers of colonial seabirds were 
historically recorded on these islands, 
including Atlantic puffins, razorbills, and 
glaucous gulls. Other nesting seabirds that 
occur in large numbers include thick-billed 
murres, common murres, and black guillemots. 
Nesting great black-backed gulls, herring gulls 
are also present. A total of approximately 
24,000 pairs of nesting seabirds have been 
recorded on these islands.  

Nain Coastline LB006 139.2 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Nationally Significant: 
Threatened Species, 
Waterfowl Concentrations 

Contains hundreds of islands, islets and 
shoals. Aerial waterfowl surveys have resulted 
in the identification of one area in particular 
that supports large numbers of moulting 
scoters. Also supports pre-moulting harlequin 
ducks and a high density of nesting peregrine 
falcons. Hundreds of common eiders also nest 
throughout the area.  

Quaker Hat 
Island 

LB009 3.2 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species 

Quaker Hat Island contains a diverse 
assemblage of breeding seabirds, primarily 
alcids. Large numbers of breeding razorbills 
are present, as well as thick-billed murre, 
common murre and Atlantic puffins. 

Goose Brook LB011 21.6 Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species 

Supports globally significant concentrations of 
staging Canada goose in the spring and fall 
and is considered the most important staging 
area for this species in Labrador.  

Northeast 
Groswater Bay 

LB012 17 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Colonial Waterbirds / 
Seabird Concentrations, 
Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species 

Islands support large numbers of nesting 
colonial seabirds, including Atlantic puffin, 
razorbills, common murre, as well as smaller 
amounts of Leach’s storm-petrel, great black-
backed gull, herring gull, thick-billed murre, 
and black guillemot. In total, almost 28,000 
pairs of nesting seabirds have been estimated 
on these islands.  
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Table 7.6 Important Bird Areas 

Important Bird 
Area Site ID Size 

(km²) Status Importance 

South 
Groswater Bay 
Coastline 

LB013 46.1 Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species 

Supports significant concentrations of nesting, 
moulting and staging waterfowl. Large 
numbers of common eiders nest on the islands 
along this stretch of coastline, most of which 
are considered to be the dresseri subspecies. 
Large numbers of scoters have also been 
observed to utilize the area during the pre-
moulting season. 

Bird Island LB019 0.7 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Nationally Significant: 
Colonial Waterbird / 
Seabird Concentrations 

Supports a large colony of nesting seabirds. 
Particularly high numbers of Atlantic puffin and 
razorbills, large numbers of common murres 
are also present. Other nesting seabirds 
include great black-backed gull, Leach’s 
storm-petrel, and thick-billed murre. It has 
been estimated that this colony supports 
approximately 12,770 pairs of nesting 
seabirds.  

Cape Porcupine LB020 12.1 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Nationally Significant: 
Waterfowl Concentrations 

Cape Porcupine is a globally significant site for 
scoters which stage ii the area in high 
numbers during premoulting and moulting. The 
three species occur, but surf scoters make up 
the vast majority of the birds present.  

St. Peter Bay LB023 16.9 Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Nationally Significant: 
Threatened Species 

Harlequin ducks (have been observed in 
relatively large numbers around the inlets and 
islands of St. Peter Bay; the area is also a 
major moulting area for common eiders and 
also supports breeding eiders. 

Galvano Island LB024 4.4 Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species 

This site is significant for large numbers of 
breeding common eiders, ssp. borealis. 

Tumbledown 
Dick Islands 
and Stag 
Islands 

LB025 20.4 Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Nationally Significant: 
Threatened Species 

Supports large concentrations of moulting 
harlequin ducks and common eiders. 

The Backway LB026 21.2 Globally Significant: 
Congregatory Species, 
Waterfowl Concentrations 

Saltwater bay that forms the eastern end of 
Lake Melville; supports the largest 
concentrations of scoters recorded in eastern 
Canada, the majority of which are surf scoters. 
The large flocks of scoters seen at The 
Backway are considered to be an aggregation 
of smaller pre-moult flocks that occur around 
Groswater Bay in June and early July. 

Table Bay LB027 30.1 Continentally Significant: 
Congregatory Species 

The area supports large nesting colonies of 
common eider and is generally recognized as 
a zone of overlap between the northern 
borealis and more southern dresseri 
subspecies; the largest colonies occur on 
three unnamed islands. Large numbers of 
moulting scoters also use Table Bay and 
peregrine falcons nest in the area.  

Source: Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada (2018) 
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Table 7.7 Marine Bird Abundance (1997-2017) at Birds Colonies of Relative Importance 

Colony 
# Colony Name 

Estimated Colony Size (Total Individuals)1 

Northern 
fulmar 

Double-
crested 

cormorant 

Black-
legged 

kittiwake 
Common 

murre 
Thick-
billed 
murre 

Razor
bill 

Black 
guillemot 

Atlantic 
puffin 

Common 
eider Total 

1 Unknown 1             950     950 
2 Unknown 2             1,200     1,200 

3 North Carey Island, uni 
E of, LB                 544 544 

4 Pyramid Islands (2), 
LB         2,860         2,860 

5 The Barbican, LB         710         710 
6 The Castle, LB       94 3,770         3,864 
7 Kidlit Islands, LB       80 3,072 400   4,400   7,952 
8 Ukallik Island, LB           240   540   780 
9 Nunaksuk Island, LB       400   380   6,800   7,580 

10 Quaker Hat, LB       1,296 252 900   4,214   6,662 

11 Double Island, uni Islet 
#1 NW of, LB                 1,308 1,308 

12 Pottles Bay, uni Rock 
#1 in, LB                 522 522 

13 The Doughboy, uni e. 
of Pompey Island, LB       522   292   348 40 1,202 

14 Puffin Islands (Lab), 
LB           238   1,184 4 1,426 

15 North Green Island 
(Lab), LB       890   1,976   8,338 4 11,208 

16 Twin Islands, east, LB       2   588     30 620 
17 Twin Islands, west, LB       2   602 8   28 640 

18 Gull Island (Lab. S), 
LB   100               100 

19 Catos Island, uni SW 
of, LB                 566 566 

20 Herring Islands, LB       4,066 728 5,738   26,400   36,932 

21 Watch & Chain Islands 
(north and south), LB   350               350 
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Table 7.7 Marine Bird Abundance (1997-2017) at Birds Colonies of Relative Importance 

Colony 
# Colony Name 

Estimated Colony Size (Total Individuals)1 

Northern 
fulmar 

Double-
crested 

cormorant 

Black-
legged 

kittiwake 
Common 

murre 
Thick-
billed 
murre 

Razor
bill 

Black 
guillemot 

Atlantic 
puffin 

Common 
eider Total 

22 
Green Island 
(Groswater Bay, 
Labrador), LB 

                580 580 

23 Outer Gannet Island, 
LB 10   34 27,112 726 1,445 50 8,108   37,485 

24 Gannet Clusters, LB 12   66 19,610 2,966 28,658 445 69,224 55 121,036 

25 Bird Island (Lab. S), 
LB       6,300   3,060   16,200   25,560 

26 Little Bird Island (Lab. 
S), LB       1,450   600       2,050 

27 Roundhill Island, LB               6,000   6,000 
28 Red Island, LB     50             50 

1Approximate number of mature individuals; data available as number of pairs have been multiplied by a correction factor of two.  
Source: ECCC 2018a 
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Some of the colonies in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are of particularly high regional importance. 
For example, the Gannet Islands has the largest colony of razorbills in eastern North America with recent 
estimates of over 14,000 pairs (ECCC 2018a). In addition to colonies of “vulnerable” marine birds, the 
Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area also supports over one thousand colonies of “less-vulnerable” seabird 
colonies (i.e., gulls and terns), some of which support important portions of the regional populations of 
individual species. Additional information on the distribution and relative size of breeding colonies for 
individual species or groups is provided in Sections 7.3 for seabirds and Section 7.4 for waterfowl 
(common eider). Most of the seabirds in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are colonial nesters, 
sharing breeding space with others of their own species and often with other species. This increased 
density during breeding season makes some species especially vulnerable to large-scale disturbances. 
Egg-laying for these species occurs from mid-June to July, depending on the species. Incubation lasts 
from three to six weeks (depending on species) and eggs hatch in early summer. 

7.9 POTENTIAL EFFECTS - MARINE BIRDS 

As described in Sections 7.3 to 7.7, a number of marine bird species occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area, including seabirds, waterfowl, shorebirds, and other coastal species that occupy the region 
either permanently, or seasonally during specific life stages (e.g., nesting, breeding, migration). There are 
areas along the coastline of Labrador, within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, that have been 
identified as important habitat for marine bird species or serve an important ecological function. These 
areas are discussed in Section 7.8. 

The sections below provide a high-level description of potential effects on marine birds related to offshore 
oil and gas exploration and production activities that could occur in offshore waters of the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area. This includes interactions and effects associated with seismic surveys, exploration and 
production drilling, and production activities. Effects of potential accidents or malfunctions on marine birds 
are discussed separately in Accidental Events (Chapter 12). Pathways are identified for interactions with 
routine activities, and a general overview of known effects available through both existing scientific 
literature, public engagement sessions, and IK, where applicable, are summarized. This discussion 
supplements the information provided in the original SEA Report, highlighting new information regarding 
potential environmental effects that may have become available since that time. While effects are 
identified and discussed, a detailed assessment to determine significance of effects is not included. 
Detailed effects assessments and predictions of significance will be conducted during potential future 
Project-specific EAs, when project-specific information, such as components and location, is available to 
help guide the assessment.  

7.9.1 Potential Pathways 

Potential interactions between marine bird species and potential oil and gas activities, including seismic 
surveys, exploration and production drilling, and production activities, are related to the following 
pathways: 

• Potential attraction of marine and/or migratory bird species, particularly night-flying species, to oil and 
gas exploration or production installations (offshore or on-shore) and vessels, including their lights, 
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flares or other emissions. This interaction has the potential to result in injury or mortality, or changes 
in distribution of marine species through interactions such as strikes and collisions, incineration, and 
disorientation. 

• Bird attraction or disturbance resulting from other activities and equipment associated with oil and gas 
activities (such as drill rigs) and possible injury or mortality. 

• Potential disturbance of marine birds from the movement of vessels (including tankers) and/or aircraft 
related to offshore oil and gas activities. This may result in effects such as changes in behavior and 
distribution if vessels or aircraft operate in proximity to marine and migratory species, such as 
breeding colonies. 

• Potential injury or mortality to bird species from seismic or geophysical surveys. This would relate 
primarily to bird species that dive to feed. 

• Potential changes in the health and/or distribution of marine birds due to exposure to routine 
discharges from oil and gas activities, including deck drainage, grey or black water, produced water, 
and other regulated discharges. 

7.9.2 Overview of Effects 

Table 7.8 provides a summary of known environmental interactions and effects that have been 
documented through scientific literature and IK and stakeholder engagement. The magnitude and 
characteristics of these interactions and potential effects will depend on the specific project and its 
activities. For example, oil and gas activities with shorter timeframes, such as seismic surveys, will have a 
shorter period of interaction with marine bird species. Likewise, oil and gas activities such as production 
projects, which have a longer lifespan than exploration programs and can include more associated 
components and infrastructure, will likely have an increased potential for interaction, as aspects of the 
project (e.g., flaring and supply and servicing) will be carried out continuously and over a longer period. 
Therefore, project-specific EAs will carry out more detailed effects assessments to characterize potential 
effects, and their associated significance. 

 

.
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Table 7.8 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Birds, including Species at 
Risk  

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

Geophysical Surveys 
Sound source 
arrays 

• Injury or mortality 
• Disturbance or avoidance of 

an area 
• Behavioural changes 

• There is limited scientific literature regarding the effects of seismic surveys on marine bird species. 
However, temporary hearing impairment can occur in avifauna that are exposed to sound in air 
(Dooling and Therrien 2012)). Studies have found that avian species vary in their susceptibility to 
hearing damage due to in air sound exposure (Ryals et al. 1999). Evidence suggests that the 
underwater hearing of birds is poorer than in air, given that the middle ear constricts under the 
increased pressure associated with diving (Dooling and Therrien 2012). 

• Past studies by Turnpenny and Nedwell (1994) and Lacroix et al (2003) found little evidence of 
negative effects on marine birds from seismic source arrays. 

• Crowell (2016) measured hearing sensitivity in selected seabird species, including long-tailed duck 
and northern gannet. It was found that hearing sensitivity was greatest between 1,500 and 3,000 
Hz 

• Underwater hearing thresholds in great cormorant are similar to seals and toothed whales in the 1-
4 kHz frequency range (Hansen et al. 2016; Johansen et al. 2016). 

• Birds have the ability to regenerate sensory hair cells in the ear if they have been damaged 
(Dooling and Popper 2007). 

Vessel movement • Injury or mortality 
• Disturbance or avoidance of 

an area 

• Bird salvage logs from geophysical exploration vessels and support vessels have been recorded 
from 2003 to 2014 and show that approximately 1,029 birds were found on vessels. Approximately 
1,012 of these were marine bird species, and 994 individuals were identified as storm petrels 
(Davis et al. 2017). 

Exploration and Production Activity 
Presence and 
operation of 
offshore and 
onshore 
structures, 
including drilling, 
lights, and noise 

• Injury or mortality of 
marine bird species  

• Avoidance or attraction of 
marine birds to offshore 
and/or onshore structures 

• Behavioural changes 

• Attraction of nocturnally-active birds may result in direct mortality or injury through collisions with 
facility infrastructure, predation, or through stranding on the platform (i.e., birds are unable to 
return to the sea) (Baird 1990; Montevecchi et al. 1999; Wiese et al. 2000; Davis et al. 2017) 

• Bruinzeel and van Belle (2010) found that disoriented birds may fly continuously around artificial 
lights from platforms and vessels, depleting energy resources, delaying migration and/or foraging, 
and increasing susceptibility to predation and mortality. 

• Attraction to artificial lighting and related grounding seems to be common with species such as 
fulmarine and gadfly petrels, shearwaters, prions, storm-petrels, and diving-petrels. This behavior 
has been observed in more than 40 species (Imber 1975; Reed et al. 1985; Telfer et al. 1987; Le 
Corre et al. 2002; Black 2005; Montevecchi 2006; Rodríguez and Rodríguez 2009; Miles et al. 
2010; Rodríguez et al. 2015). 
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Table 7.8 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Birds, including Species at 
Risk  

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

• Attraction to artificial lighting has also been documented for Atlantic puffin in coastal areas, in 
proximity to nesting colonies in both Scotland and Newfoundland (Miles et al. 2010; Wilhelm et al. 
2013). 

• In the Canada-NL Offshore Area, strandings of Leach’s storm-petrels on drilling and production 
platforms and geophysical vessels increase substantially between September and October, when 
fledglings and adults abandon nesting colonies (Davis et al. 2017). 

• Many seabirds navigate using visual cues, and it is suggested that artificial lights can be mistaken 
for natural lights by seabirds (Poot et al. 2008) 

• Poot et al. (2008) and Davis et al. (2017) found that larger numbers of seabirds strand around 
artificial lighting when there is a low cloud ceiling and presence of fog or rain. Bruinzeel and van 
Belle (2010) found that the distance at which birds become disoriented ranges from 200 m in 
dense fog to 1,000 to 1,400 m in lighter fog to light rain, to up to 4.5 km in overcast skies with no 
celestial cues and otherwise good visibility 

• Marine bird strandings appear to peak when moonlight levels are lowest (Rodríguez and 
Rodríguez 2009; Miles et al. 2010; Wilhelm et al. 2013). 

• In general, white and red coloured lights have been associated with higher levels of mortality 
and/or injury to seabirds, while blue and green lights appear to result in less attraction 
(Gauthreaux and Belser 2006; Poot et al. 2008; Marquenie et al. 2013). However, a study by 
Salamolard et al. (2007) found that Barau’s Petrels were less attracted to red and yellow lights 
and more attracted to blue and green lights. 

• Seabird attraction to artificial light has been found to be related with lighting intensity. When 
platform lighting has been reduced from full illumination to only obstruction light, the number of 
birds observed circling a platform has been reduced (Marquenie and van de Laar 2004; 
Marquenie et al. 2013). 

• From 2003 to 2014, a total of 2,048 birds of 31 species were recorded in the bird salvage logs of 
five MODUs and three offshore production facilities on Jeanne d’Arc and Orphan Basins (Davis et 
al. 2017). Of those birds recovered, 1,986 were marine birds consisting of 11 species and the 
remainder were landbirds or shorebirds (20 species). Of the marine birds, 86% (1,706 individuals) 
were identified as Leach’s storm-petrels or unknown storm-petrel. 

• Strandings are seasonal, with approximately 95% of strandings occurring between 2003 to 2014 
happening between September and October (Davis et al. 2017). 

• Poot et al. (2008) showed that 30 kW of electric lighting affects migrating landbirds out to at least 
5 km, but greater distances cannot be ruled out (Poot et al. 2008; Hedd et al. 2011; Ronconi et al. 
2015). 
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Table 7.8 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Birds, including Species at 
Risk  

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

• AMEC (2011) looked at seabird densities near platforms off the Scotian Shelf. Observed 
densities of dovekie, northern fulmar, shearwaters, and storm-petrels were lower within 10 km of 
platforms compared to regions further away, suggesting some avoidance of platforms by certain 
species. 

• Baird (1990) observed that Atlantic puffins occurred at lower densities within 10 km of an offshore 
platform than farther away, suggesting some avoidance behaviour. 

• Offshore platforms have the potential to provide habitats for marine birds, and platform structures 
could be used as roosting and/or resting sites by gulls (Burke et al. 2012). They may also be 
used as hunting locations for predatory bird species (Russell 2005). 

• Diving thick-billed murres are attracted to underwater lights during the Arctic polar night, but 
dovekies are not, suggesting that some diving marine bird species could potentially be attracted 
to offshore platforms at night for foraging opportunities (Ostaszewska et al. 2017). 

Movement of 
support vessels, 
tankers, and 
aircraft 

• Injury or mortality  
• Avoidance or attraction to 

vessels and aircraft 

• The main interaction on marine birds would be the use of helicopters and potential disturbance 
from overflights on marine bird species 

• Helicopter sound can disturb nesting seabirds at colonies that may be within the helicopter transit 
route. This would depend on a number of factors (e.g., speed, altitude, number of flights) (Hoang 
2013) 

• Potential flushing of breeding birds from the nest in response to loud sounds can have negative 
effects on marine bird species, including predation of eggs and chicks and decreased incubation 
and brooding (Burger 1981; Brown 1990; Bolduc and Guillemette 2003; Beale 2007; Burger et al. 
2010) 

• Sound from helicopters may cause marine birds to avoid common habitats, and may alter 
migration paths, resulting in greater energy expenditure (Larkin 1996; Beale 2007) 

• Research has shown that overt behavioural responses to aircraft traffic, such as flushing, may 
occur at a distance of 366 m for common murres (Rojek et al. 2007), although, there is variability 
in behavioural responses between individuals 

• While support vessels are on safety stand-by they travel at very low speeds and vessel lighting at 
night attracts fish such as Atlantic saury to the surface, which in turn attracts great black-backed 
gull and other gull species (Davis et al. 2017). 

Vertical Seismic 
Profiling and other 
surveys 

• Injury or mortality • Discussion of geophysical surveys is provided above 
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Table 7.8 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Birds, including Species at 
Risk  

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

Well flow testing 
and flaring 

• Injury or mortality  
• Avoidance or attraction to 

MODU 
• Behavioural changes 

• In Atlantic Canada, nocturnal migrants, and nocturnally-active seabirds, such as Leach’s storm-
petrel, are the marine and migratory birds most at risk of attraction to flares. 

• The potential mortality resulting from interaction of marine bird species with flares is uncertain. 
Estimates rely on recovery of birds on platforms and vessels. It is not known how many birds are 
killed but not recovered due to scavenging, or birds landing in the ocean and not recovered 
(Bruinzeel et al. 2009; Ellis et al. 2013). 

• A preliminary study by Mactavish and Lang (2015) looked at attraction of birds to offshore flares 
through a series of nighttime observations in October to November of 2015. Results from 
observations showed that Leach’s storm-petrels, as well as small numbers of shorebirds and 
migrating landbirds, did approach the flares but no associated mortality was observed. 

• Various factors can influence the potential for marine bird interactions with flares including the time 
of year, location, height and weather conditions (Weir 1976; Wiese et al. 2001). 

• Risk of mortality due to artificial light sources such as flares may also be higher in the latter part of 
the night because most nocturnal migrants climb to their migrating height soon after takeoff and 
then undertake a gradual descent shortly after midnight (Weir 1976). 

Routine 
discharges 

• Injury or mortality  
• Avoidance or attraction to 

MODU 
• Behavioural changes 

• Small amounts of oil from produced water discharges could affect the structure and function of 
seabird feathers (O'Hara and Morandin 2010), which has the potential affect buoyancy of seabirds, 
and temperature regulation (i.e., hypothermia). Refer to Chapter 12 for a more detailed discussion 
of the effects of accidental hydrocarbon spills on marine birds.  
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7.9.3 Mitigation Measures for Marine Birds 

Table 7.9 provides a list of mitigation measures for marine birds that offshore oil and gas operators have 
implemented in past and current EAs for oil and gas project occurring in the Canada-NL Offshore Area, 
based on regulatory requirements and standard practice, and that can also be applied to potential oil and 
gas activities that could occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. These mitigation measures build 
off those already highlighted in the original SEA Report and are designed to reduce the potential for 
interaction and resulting environmental effects on marine birds from potential future offshore oil and gas 
activities that could occur in the region. Standard monitoring and follow-up commitments and non-
standard, or enhanced, mitigation measures are also considered in this section, following the table.  

Table 7.9 Summary of Standard Environmental Mitigation Measures for Marine 
Birds, Including Species at Risk  

Mitigation 

Applicability 

Geophysical 
Surveys 

Exploration and 
Production 

Drilling 

Oil and 
Gas 

Production 
Where technically and economically feasible1, avoid known 
SAR and/or sensitive species and areas and/or times in 
planning and conduct of oil and gas activities. This includes 
periods of time that could be used for migration or other 
important activities. Mitigation measures may include potential 
buffer zones and/or temporal avoidance for marine bird 
species. 

● ● ● 

Use a gradual “ramp-up” period prior to a geophysical survey or 
vertical seismic profiling, in consideration of the Statement of 
Canadian Practice with Respect to the Mitigation of Seismic 
Sound in the Marine Environment, to allow diving bird species 
to move away from the area if they are disturbed by the 
underwater sound levels associated with the sound source 
array. 

● ●  

Reduce the amount, intensity, duration, and frequency of 
artificial lighting to the extent technically and economically 
feasible1 without compromising safety. This may include 
methods such as avoiding use of unnecessary lighting, using 
strobe lights at night with minimum flashes per minute, shading, 
and directing lights towards the deck. 

● ● ● 

Reduce project-related vessel and aircraft traffic to the extent 
technically and economically feasible1 and use existing and 
common travel routes where possible. 

● ● ● 

Reduce project-related vessel transiting speeds where 
technically and economically feasible1. ● ● ● 

Avoid low-level aircraft operations where technically and 
economically feasible1, with specific conditions around 
distances and heights when in proximity to identified important 
areas for birds.  

 ● ● 
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Table 7.9 Summary of Standard Environmental Mitigation Measures for Marine 
Birds, Including Species at Risk  

Mitigation 

Applicability 

Geophysical 
Surveys 

Exploration and 
Production 

Drilling 

Oil and 
Gas 

Production 
Avoid established seabird colonies where technically and 
economically feasible1. Avoid operating project-related vessels 
or aircraft in proximity to known coastal seabird colonies, in 
accordance with the NL Seabird Ecological Reserve 
Regulations, 2015. 

● ● ● 

Work with ECCC-CWS to develop installation- and vessel-
specific survey protocols, as per the Guidance for developing 
systematic stranded bird survey protocols for vessels and 
platforms (ECCC 2021).  

● ● ● 

Obtain the appropriate handling permits from ECCC-CWS and 
implement protocols for the collection, release and 
documentation of marine birds that become stranded on 
offshore installations, in accordance with associated regulatory 
guidance and permit requirements (e.g., ECCC’s Guidance for 
developing systematic stranded bird survey protocols for 
vessels and platforms and Procedures for Handling and 
Documenting Stranded Birds Encountered on Offshore Atlantic 
Canada). 

● ● ● 

Conduct daily systematic searches on geophysical vessels, 
support vessels, and exploration and production platforms, for 
the presence of stranded migratory birds, following the most 
recent version of Environment and Climate Change Canada’s 
Procedures for Handling and Documenting Stranded Birds 
Encountered on Offshore Atlantic Canada.  

● ● ● 

Employ seabird observers (trained to ECCC-CWS standards) to 
conduct systematic searches for stranded migratory birds. 
Capture survey data using stranded bird datasheets (per 
ECCC-CWS standard) and submit datasheets to ECCC-CWS 
for entry into ECCC-CWS stranded bird database (to be 
finalized by April 2022). 

● ● ● 

During exploration and production operations, employ a trained 
(to ECCC-CWS standards) observer, whose primary 
responsibility is observing migratory seabirds, to undertake 
daily monitoring for the presence of migratory seabirds 
following the most recent version of ECCC’s Eastern Canada 
Seabirds at Sea (ECSAS) Standardized Protocols for Pelagic 
Seabird Surveys from Moving and Stationary Platforms. 
Capture data using ECSAS datasheets and the electronic MS 
Access ECSAS mobile database, per ECCC-CWS standards, 
and submit all ECSAS data to ECCC-CWS in MS Access 
ECSAS Mobile database file format. 

 ● ● 
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Table 7.9 Summary of Standard Environmental Mitigation Measures for Marine 
Birds, Including Species at Risk  

Mitigation 

Applicability 

Geophysical 
Surveys 

Exploration and 
Production 

Drilling 

Oil and 
Gas 

Production 
Collect migratory birds that come into contact with flares or 
collide with rig structures (see ECCC’s Guidance for developing 
systematic stranded bird survey protocols for vessels and 
platforms and Procedures for Handling and Documenting 
Stranded Birds Encountered on Offshore Atlantic Canada). A 
permit is required from ECCC-CWS to carry out this work and 
will be authorized prior to activities occurring. 

 ● ● 

Avoid or reduce flaring (frequency and duration) to the extent 
technically and economically feasible1, and use high efficiency 
burners where flaring is required.  

   

Use, when technically and economically feasible1, a drill pipe 
conveyed test assembly or similar technology rather than by 
conducting a formation flow test with flaring. 

 ● ● 

Flare as early as possible during daylight hours and limit the 
duration of flaring to the length of time required to characterize 
the well’s hydrocarbon potential. 

 ● ● 

Operate a water curtain barrier around the flare during flaring.  ● ● 

Notify the appropriate authorities (e.g., C-NLOPB and ECCC-
CWS) of any plans to flare at least 30 days before any day on 
which flaring is planned. Determine, in consultation with the 
appropriate authories, whether the flaring would occur during a 
period of migratory bird vulnerability and, if so, postpone the 
flaring or implement additional measures to reduce adverse 
effects on migratory birds. 

 ● ● 

Minimizing the number of flaring events during nighttime and 
poor weather conditions, as well as during seasonal periods of 
migratory birds vulnerability. 

 ● ● 

Having a trained seabird observer monitor and document 
migratory birds behaviour around the flare while flaring occurs 
and assess the effectiveness of water curtains and flare shields 
in mitigating interactions between migratory birds and flares. 

 ● ● 

Reduce environmental discharges and emissions from planned 
operations and activities to the extent technically and 
economically feasible1 and comply with relevant regulations 
and standards. 

● ● ● 

Treat operational discharges (such as sewage, deck drainage, 
bilge / cooling water, wash fluids, produced water, other waste) 
prior to release, in compliance with the OWTG and other 
applicable regulations and standards 

● ● ● 

Install and use oil-water separators to treat contained deck 
drainage, with collected oil stored and disposed of in 
accordance with applicable regulatory requirements. 

 ● ● 
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Table 7.9 Summary of Standard Environmental Mitigation Measures for Marine 
Birds, Including Species at Risk  

Mitigation 

Applicability 

Geophysical 
Surveys 

Exploration and 
Production 

Drilling 

Oil and 
Gas 

Production 
Water contaminated with hydrocarbons generated during flow 
testing can be atomized in the flare (using high efficiency 
burners) during well flow testing or shipped onshore for 
disposal. 

 ● ● 

Select and screen chemicals in accordance with the Offshore 
Chemical Selection Guidelines for Drilling and Production 
Activities on Frontier Lands. 

 ● ● 

Conduct appropriate handling, storage, transportation and 
onshore disposal of solid and hazardous wastes. ● ● ● 

Select non-toxic drilling fluids, including the use of WBMs, 
where technically and economically feasible1.   ● ● 

Return SBM-associated drill cuttings to the drill rig for 
treatment, in accordance with relevant guidelines and 
requirements, prior to their below surface discharge to the 
marine environment. 

 ● ● 

Dispose of spent or excess SBMs (that are not re-used) 
onshore at an approved facility and in accordance with 
applicable regulatory requirements. 

 ● ● 

Develop and implement spill prevention and response plans 
and procedures. These plans and procedures should be 
developed in liaison with Indigenous groups, reviewed and 
approved by the C-NLOPB, implemented on an ongoing basis 
or as required, and updated regularly. 

● ● ● 

Develop and implement other required plans and programs, 
including for physical environment monitoring; the suspension 
of operations in respect to adverse meteorological and 
oceanographic conditions; collision and hazard avoidance; ice 
management; well control; capping stack availability and 
deployment procedures; and environmental effects monitoring 
in the event of a spill. 

● ● ● 

Note: 
1  Technical and economic feasibility are determined by the Operator and reviewed by the C-NLOPB in consultation with expert 
departments, where and as applicable (e.g., DFO, ECCC, Transport Canada). 

While a list of standard mitigation measures has been provided in this report relating to environmental 
interactions with marine and migratory bird species, it does not assume that additional mitigation 
measures will not be needed or included within project-specific EAs. Additional project-specific mitigation 
measures are determined on a case-by case basis, through regulatory review of proposed programs in 
the offshore environment.  

Migratory birds in Canada, including marine species, are federally protected by law under the Migratory 

Birds Convention Act and its associated Migratory Birds Regulations. These pieces of legislation are 
administered by ECCC-CWS. This legislation prohibits the harming or killing of migratory birds, and the 
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disturbance or destruction of their nests and eggs. The harming, killing, disturbance or destruction of 
migratory birds as an unintentional consequence of human activities is known as “incidental take”. 
Incidental take has the potential to result in long-term consequences for migratory bird populations in 
Canada. There is no permit to allow for incidental take, and it is the responsibility of operators to manage 
offshore oil and gas activities in a way that complies with the Migratory Birds Convention Act and its 
Regulations. 

The recently completed Regional Assessment of Offshore Oil and Gas Exploratory Drilling East of 
Newfoundland and Labrador (Bangay et al. 2020) identified several standard monitoring and follow-up 
commitments/requirements that have been included in various project-specific EAs and/or EA approval 
conditions for offshore exploration drilling programs in the Canada-NL Offshore Area, including the 
following commitments/requirements that are of relevance to potential effects on marine birds: 

• Underwater Noise: For the first well in each EL, the operator must develop and implement, in 
consultation with DFO and the C-NLOPB, a follow-up program that describes how underwater noise 
levels will be monitored through field measurement during the drilling program, and the provision of 
that information prior to the start of the drilling program. 

• Marine and Migratory Birds: Prior to the start of a drilling program and in consultation with ECCC and 
the C-NLOPB, the operator must develop and implement a follow-up program for the duration of the 
drilling program that includes: 
− Daily monitoring for the presence of marine birds from the drilling installation using a trained 

observer following ECCC’s ECSAS standardized protocol for pelagic seabird surveys 
− Daily monitoring from the drilling installation and support vessels for the presence of stranded 

birds, with ECCC’s procedures for handling and documenting stranded birds being followed 

In addition to these standard follow-up commitments / requirements, the Regional Assessment Committee 
also recommended that operators undertaking exploratory drilling activity in the Eastern NL Regional 
Assessment Study Area be required to assign trained (to ECCC-CWS standards, once finalized) and 
experienced seabird observers on drill rigs and support vessels, whose primary responsibility is to make 
observations and collect seabird survey data during these activities. This would include Stranded Seabird 
Surveys developed and undertaken in collaboration with ECCC-CWS, as well as Stationary Platform 
Seabird Surveys and Moving Vessel Seabird Surveys according to established ECCC-CWS protocols. 
The information collected must also be recorded and reported according to data protocols and formats 
established by ECCC-CWS to help facilitate the integrity of the data and its incorporation and use in 
regional seabird datasets maintained by ECCC-CWS and others (Bangay et al. 2020). 

As described in the Regional Assessment (Bangay et al. 2020), information on required follow-up 
programs must be developed and submitted to the C-NLOPB prior to their implementation, including 
information on the methodology, location, frequency, timing and duration of monitoring associated with 
the follow-up program, as well as requirements for reporting on its results, including variation from EA 
effects predictions that would require the implementation of new or modified mitigation. The follow-up 
program is also updated as required in consultation with relevant authorities. In addition, within 90 days of 
the end of each calendar year of a multi-year drilling program, the operator must submit to the C-NLOPB 
and the IAAC a report outlining its activities to comply with the EA approval, any consultations undertaken 
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and an indication of how concerns were addressed, and the results of the follow-up and any additional 
mitigation requirements. 

In addition to the standard the mitigation measures identified in Table 7.9, the Regional Assessment 
Committee also recommended that several refinements and additions to the standard mitigation 
measures become general requirements for all future exploratory drilling projects in the Regional 
Assessment Study Area. Although the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is located outside of the 
Regional Assessment Study Area, the following proposed requirements that were recommended by the 
Regional Assessment Committee (Bangay et al. 2020) may eventually become broadly applicable to 
offshore oil and gas exploration and production activities within the Canada-NL Offshore Area (potentially 
including the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area):  

• The Eastern NL Regional Assessment Committee (the Committee) recommended that operators be 
required to demonstrate concrete, measurable steps to minimize light attraction effects on migratory 
birds, including the following (which include some measures covered in Table 7.9 above, along with 
several additional mitigation and monitoring requirements): 
− Reduce the amount of artificial lighting by adjusting the intensity, duration and frequency of the 

artificial lighting to the extent possible without compromising safety 
− Document any changes made to lighting regimes to allow for an evaluation of the effectiveness of 

the mitigation on light attraction 
− Support/conduct research to identify changes in light spectrum, type, and/or intensity that may 

further reduce attraction for storm-petrels and other seabirds 
− Notify the C-NLOPB at least 30 days in advance of non-emergency flaring to allow the Board to 

determine whether flaring would occur during a period of migratory bird vulnerability and 
determine how the operator plans to avoid adverse environmental effects on migratory birds 

− In order to reduce effects on birds and associated air emissions, limit flaring to the length of time 
required to characterize the wells' hydrocarbon potential and as necessary for the safety of the 
operation 

− Minimize the number of flaring events, to the extent feasible, during nighttime and poor weather 
conditions, as well as during seasonal periods of bird vulnerability 

− When flaring occurs, have a dedicated Seabird Observer monitor and document bird behaviour 
around the flare, and assess the effectiveness of flare shields and water curtains in mitigating 
flare- bird interactions, as applicable 

• In addition to observer-based monitoring (see above), the Committee recommended that operators 
should incorporate new technologies (e.g., radar, infrared imaging, high-definition aerial surveys, 
telemetry studies, etc.), as they become available, into their seabird monitoring programs to 
complement research on, and mitigation of, light attraction. Outcomes of this enhanced monitoring 
could include: 
− Greater ability to quantify the cause and effects of light attraction 
− Guidance on the development of mitigation strategies 
− Establishment of tools required for monitoring effectiveness of mitigation 
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• The Committee recommended that operators include general awareness regarding seabird 
strandings as part of their overall training / orientation programs for offshore workers. 

• The Committee recommended that ECCC-CWS develop, in consultation with industry, protocols for 
systematic surveys of stranded birds on offshore platforms and vessels, and work with operators to 
implement these protocols on offshore platforms and vessels. 

A number of the Committee’s recommendations summarized above are not currently standard practice 
and may therefore be considered enhanced mitigation measures in the context of present-day oil and gas 
activities in the Canada-NL Offshore Area (and the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area therein). However, 
these currently non-standard measures have the potential to become standard practices and/or 
mandatory requirements in the future through industry leadership and/or through incorporation into 
relevant guidelines, policies, regulations, and/or conditions of regulatory approval. 

7.9.4 Environmental Planning Considerations for Marine Birds 

7.9.4.1 Species at Risk 

As discussed in Section 7.7, there are species of seabird, waterfowl, shorebird, and landbirds designated 
as SAR or SOCC, that could be found within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area at certain times of the 
year. Those species listed under Schedule 1 of SARA have been granted legal protection by the 
Government of Canada. Mitigation measures put in place by operators, including the use of seabird 
observers on vessels and platforms, should take into consideration the SAR within the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area, and be able to distinguish these species during operations. 

7.9.4.2 Important Areas and Timing for Marine Birds 

As discussed in Section 7.8, a large number of marine birds use the Labrador coastline and the waters of 
the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during various life stages. The summer breeding season can bring 
out large numbers of marine bird species into offshore and coastal waters of Labrador, while the spring 
and fall can host bird species that may be migrating north or south, including SAR. 

The diversity of seabirds in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area peaks during the spring and summer 
when northern hemisphere breeders have returned to their breeding grounds and southern hemisphere 
breeders have returned from their winter breeding grounds to spend the summer in more northern waters. 
Common species include northern fulmar, murres, great shearwater, phalaropes, dovekie, and gulls. The 
islands off the coast of Labrador provide breeding habitat for many seabirds during spring and summer 
months, particularly for alcids, gulls, and terns.  

Likewise, waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area also support a rich assemblage of seabirds 
during fall and winter. Data obtained for the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area indicate that the most 
commonly encountered species during fall are northern fulmar, dovekie, murres, black-legged kittiwake, 
gulls, and shearwaters. The species and abundances of seabirds observed in offshore waters during fall 
reflect the departure of adults and newly fledged young from local seabird colony sites, migrating species, 
and an influx of wintering species. Seabirds present in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during the 
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winter include those that migrate to the region from more northern latitudes (subarctic of eastern Canada 
and from Greenland) and the presence of year-round residents.  

One of the potential interactions discussed above in Section 7.9.1 on marine birds is the attraction of bird 
species to artificial lights from vessels and platforms, and attraction to flaring for drilling and production 
activities. Bright lights related to oil and gas activity have the potential to attract night-flying migratory 
birds and seabirds. This can result in injury or mortality, and can also result in migratory birds being led off 
course of their migration path, resulting in a change in distribution and potential mortality. These 
interactions can be heightened during particular sensitive times of the year, including the spring (April 1st 
to June 1st) and fall (July 15th to October 30th) migration periods (essentially the ice-free season). 

Likewise, there are approximately 14 IBAs within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, and multiple 
seabird colony areas that have been described as sensitive or important at various times of the year, 
such as during nesting, moulting, and/or staging. Potential components of offshore oil and gas activity, 
such as helicopter and vessel traffic, may have the potential to interact with these areas or colonies if 
vessel or helicopter transit routes are in proximity to these areas. 

Therefore, potential environmental interactions can be addressed through project-specific planning and 
mitigation measures in accordance with applicable regulatory guidance. This planning should be done to 
aid oil and gas operations in avoiding sensitive areas for marine and/or migratory birds where interactions 
and potential environmental effects may be at a higher risk. As the sensitive time of year is essentially the 
ice-free season, oil and gas exploration activities would likely occur during this same time. As it would 
likely not be possible to avoid sensitive times of the year, operators may need to commit to looking into 
mitigation measures such as alternative platform lighting. Oil and gas operators can also contact the 
appropriate regulatory agencies, such as ECCC-CWS for relevant or updated mitigation and guidance, to 
further reduce the potential for interaction with marine bird species. 

7.10 DATA GAPS 

Some data gaps for marine birds include the lack of updated data regarding the spatial distribution of 
marine bird species along the coast of Labrador and within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, 
including identifying specific and sensitive habitats for marine birds (DFO 2021). While there are 
databases that do highlight spatial and temporal distribution of marine and migratory birds, such as the 
ECCC-CWS seabird colony database and Atlantic Canada Shorebird Survey datasets, there are still gaps 
in the temporal and spatial distribution of marine bird species throughout the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area. Bullet points below outline some of these data gaps. 

• Offshore seabird distribution. Existing datasets provide information on the relative distribution and 
abundance of seabirds at sea but understanding of offshore patterns of marine birds is compromised 
in some cases by low survey effort. For example, ECSAS survey effort within the southeastern corner 
of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area has been relatively minor.  

• Breeding colonial waterbirds. Although comprehensive data on the distribution and relative 
abundance of some colonial waterbird species are available, surveys are not likely to have accurately 
identified some colony sites. For example, although Leach’s storm-petrels are known to occur at 
several sites within southern Labrador (Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada 2018), colonial 
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waterbird data recently obtained from ECCC do not include population estimates for this species, 
which nests in burrows beneath the ground, and whose location and abundance are not effectively 
identified using air or boat-based survey techniques.  

• Coastal waterfowl. Comprehensive data on the distribution of waterfowl in coastal Labrador are 
currently lacking, but additional information on waterfowl that may be available through ECCC will be 
incorporated into future SEA Updates as available. For example, ECCC has indicated that information 
on the distribution and abundance of scoters along the Labrador coast has been acquired through 
aerial surveys, satellite telemetry and field work, and future access to this information will be 
provided.  

• Shorebirds. Information on the distribution and relative abundance of shorebirds within the Labrador 
Shelf SEA Update Area has been obtained from the ACSS / PRISM data sets but information from 
most parts of coastal Labrador is unavailable because of lack of survey effort, which reflects the 
remoteness of the area and low population density.  

• SAR. Information on SAR has been compiled using several sources, including government and 
citizen science (e.g., eBird) datasets. Although eBird records have served as an important data 
source, survey coverage is opportunistic and focused on more frequently visited areas of coastal 
Labrador. Petrels are the primary night-flying migratory birds and tracking studies north of Baccalieu 
Island have not been conducted. Correspondence with ECCC has indicated that although they have 
some old data on harlequin ducks, there is evidence that the situation for this species is changing as 
their numbers appear to be rapidly increasing. As a result, currently available data may be considered 
inaccurate and harlequin ducks may now be using more places than previously documented.  

While research on the potential effects on light attraction from artificial lighting and/or flaring from offshore 
oil and gas activities on marine and migratory birds have been undertaken, the relationship is still poorly 
understood. More research into this relationship, such as detection of bird collisions, and effectiveness of 
mitigation measures, would allow operators to better predict and manage issues that potential future oil 
and gas projects may face in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The ESRF has recently issued a call 
for proposals aimed at better understanding if and how seabirds, and Leach’s storm petrels in particular, 
are attracted to artificial lighting from offshore oil and gas activities. 
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