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SHORT NOTE

Further evidence in support of grey-backed storm petrels
(Garrodia nereis) breeding in Fiordland
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The grey-backed storm petrel (Garrodia nereis) is
a small seabird that breeds at many sites around
the Southern Ocean, including at the Chatham,
Antipodes, Auckland, and Campbell Islands in the
New Zealand region (Marchant & Higgins 1990;
Taylor 2000; Miskelly et al. 2020a). The possibility
that grey-backed storm petrels also breed in
Fiordland, in the south-west of mainland New
Zealand, was raised by Miskelly et al. (2017a), who
summarised records of at least 21 birds reported
between 1889 and 2016, including several recently
fledged juveniles unlikely to have travelled far from
their nests.

The three grey-backed storm petrels seen in
2016 and reported by Miskelly et al. (2017a) were
observed during a survey for burrow-nesting
seabirds on islands in Dusky Sound and associated
waterways. We have since returned to Fiordland to
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undertake similar boat-based surveys in Chalky and
Preservation Inlets (November 2017), Breaksea and
Dusky Sounds (December 2019), and Milford Sound
south to Dagg Sound (November 2020) (Miskelly et
al. 2017b, 2019, 2020b, and accepted ms, and have
searched for grey-backed storm petrels during
each survey. Land-based spot-lighting was also
undertaken by CMM at Lake Secretary on Secretary
Island 18 & 19 February 2020, at the southern end of
Coal Island, Preservation Inlet on 23 & 24 February
2020, and near the hut on Anchor Island, Dusky
Sound, 10-15 March 2021. Additionally, we report
other anecdotal Fiordland sightings since 2017.

The main method used to search for storm
petrels was spot-lighting from the flying bridge of
the Department of Conservation vessel Southern
Winds, using a large vessel-mounted search-light as
the main light source. Petrels as a group are highly
attracted to bright lights, particularly on dark or
misty nights, and this method has been used to
survey for storm petrels elsewhere in New Zealand
(Imber 1975a; Rayner et al. 2015; Rodriguez et al.
2017). Two hand-held 1,500 lumens spot-lights were



(Toowr ou ‘}sedI9A0 APUIM) TojemIeays £100s | punog Asn( ‘puers] Ioypuy  0Z00-0¢€Z  120T TeIN ST—HT

(uoowr ou 4sed19A0 ‘ApuIm) usss sjaxpad oN punog Asn(J ‘pue[s] I0PUY  Gz90-0¥S0 10T FeIN F1
(uoowr ou “Apnopd yred Apuim) sppnad papow § punog Asn(q ‘puels] Ioypuy  0100-0L€T 10T *eIN F1-€1
(uoowr ou “read “wed) udas sfpnad oN punog Asn( ‘puels] IoyPpuy  0200-0Z€Z 10T *eIN €1-C1
(uoowr ou “read “wed) udds sppnad oN punog Aysn( ‘puels IoYpuy  0€00-06€7 10T TN ZI-11
(uoowr ou “Tead “wred) usas spxRd ON punog Aysn(J ‘puelsy I0ypuy  0€00-0€€C  120C TN T1-01
enad pappow 1 /(1) sjpned wiioys pasoeq-£913 ¢ punog [npqno “wiry [[eH Jo pedsH  G1€¢-S1g  020T AON 91
uorxd pafig-peoiq | ‘exed woys paypeq-£a13 | NoaN morreN £q ‘punog 33e Jo ped] GIET-SITC  0TOT AON ST
spenad urioys payoeq-£218 g punog meyspeigq ‘0a0) ad1dwar]  GIEc-S1gc 0207 AON #1
1o1emIeays £100s T ‘[onad papjour | ‘sppxjad wiols paxpeq-£a18 ¢ puels] A1e3a109G Jsea-inos ‘Aeq 1o3ue[g  GIEC-SICC  020T AON €1
(1) 1on2d wwroys paxpeq-£o13 | punog sajrey) ‘spue[s] sutdye)  GIEC-G1TC  020C AON I
s1oyemiIeays £100s ¢ /(z) sfpnad uroys payoeq-£a18 / punog pIojiA ‘Aeg eyuy  00€z-002Z  020C AON 1T
spxad papjowr J9[U] UOHRAIISAL] ‘PURIS] [80D  GEET-SECT 00T 9°d VT
s1a1eMIeays £100s ¢ ‘sfonad papow ¢ J9[U] UOTJBAISSAIJ “PURIS] [€0D)  GZET-STCT 0207 9o €2
uoas spprad oN puers] A1e309109G ‘Oxe] A10}9109S  GHET-SHIC  020Z 924 61
uoss spanad oN puels] A1e30109g ‘oxe A1e1019G  G7ET-6GTTe  020C 9°d 8T
(suonrpuod uoow Jy311q) IjemIeays £300s | PUE[S] IOYPUY ‘DA0D) UodaydunNT  0000-00£C 6107 99 €1
(suonrpuod uoowr Jy311q) Usas sfe1Rd ON  PUB[S] UOHN[OSAY WIBYHIOU DA0D) SUIAIS  0000-00€Z  610C 29 1T
(suonrpuod uoows Jy3LIq) usas sprad ON punog easyearq “Moqier] yoeag 0000-00£Z  610Z 22 01
1onad urroys padeq-£a18 [ (1) s1aremreays A100s g ‘sporad papowr /391Ul A[eyD ‘Spue[s] INoqIet] eI [[ews  G100-SFEC  Z10T AON ST
uads sppajad oN 19ug Aq[eyD Mod YHON  0£67-66¢C  L10T AON €T

(1) vond swreyuy 1 /(1) uotrd pajiq-peoiq 1 ‘g) sjpaad Sutatp

uowrwod g /(1) sppmad wiroys paspeq-£a1d g /(1) s1eremreays £100s +0T ‘sppaad papjowr +01 1aqur ApeyD ‘puveisp Ayjeyd Aeg s1aeag  G000-95c  L10T AON €2-C¢

sfenad papow +0y 19[U] UORRAIBSAI] ©DA0D BMND  0SET-00€C  L10T AON 1T
spenad wioys paxpeq-£a18 g punog 8uoT ‘puels] A[UQ JO  OVET-SHIT  L10T AON 0T
1om2d wir03s papeq-4a18 1 ‘suorrd pajiq-peoiq ¢ ‘spprad pappow G ‘s1ajemieays A100s o¢ punog Asn(J ‘spuefs AUeA JO 31S9M 00€7—0T2Z  9T0T AON 0T
spexjed wioys paxypeq-£a13 wry 393pe[ 19M ‘PURSI MO PO 0TET-SITC  9T0T AON 61
spad papow +0g punog L{sn( MoqIeH puelsy I0PUY - 00€Z-00TC  9T0T AON LT
s1ajemIeays £100s g ‘suotid pa[[iq-peoiq og 0 punog Asn(] ‘Spuels] (89§ S1€T-STTC 9T0T AON ST
(3ySned 19) udas sparg uoredo ]  (y) duury, aeq

Shortnote

178

‘sasajuared ur umoys axe pamided sparg “(s1a4au vipoLivD) [p1d wrIols paxdeq-£a13
pue ‘(xtgpurin saplouvdafaJ) [pmad SUIATp uowrwod {(vastid vuuaplyy) yemreays A10os ‘(vpjosap J) uorrd onoreyuy ‘(vjvgie vjydhyong) uotxd payqiq-peoiq ‘(vivgoadxaut
pu104posa}J) o1d pafpowr :aram papIodar sawadsg 1707910 ‘Pueedz MIN ‘puelpior] ur suorssas Sunydi-jods Sunmp parmydes pue paa1asqo s[IRJ ‘L d[qeL



used to attempt to get birds to land on the deck or
nearby sea-surface, where they could then be caught
from a rigid-hull inflatable launched from the main
vessel. The same hand-held spot-lights were used
for land-based spotlighting on Secretary, Coal, and
Anchor Islands.

Spot-lighting surveys were mainly undertaken
near known or suspected petrel breeding sites
in 2016. On subsequent boat-based surveys we
sought to moor or anchor at widely-spaced sites,
and routinely undertook spot-lighting surveys
each night regardless of proximity to known petrel
breeding sites (Table 1). Bright moon conditions
and clear skies rendered spot-lighting largely futile
in December 2019 (see Rayner et al. 2015), and we
abandoned attempts from two additional sites in
Breaksea and Dusky Sounds during that week.

Grey-backed storm-petrels were the most
frequently recorded of six petrel species seen
during spot-lighting surveys, and were recorded at
11 of 21 sites (Fig. 1, Table 1). The number of storm
petrels recorded at each site was a conservative
minimum, as we treated any birds seen within 20
minutes of each other as likely to have been the
same individual, unless two or more birds were
observed simultaneously. The largest number of
individuals recorded at one site was seven at Anita
Bay, Milford Sound, on 11 November 2020, when
five storm petrels were visible at once while two
other captured birds were still being held.

Further to the five grey-backed storm petrels
captured during spot-lighting sessions (Fig. 2, Table
1), an additional bird was caught shortly before
dawn on 17 November 2020, when it flew into
the dark wheelhouse of the Southern Winds while
the vessel was at anchor at the head of Hall Arm,
Doubtful Sound (Table 2). The bird was apparently
attracted to the light of a laptop screen. All six birds
handled had unworn plumage, and four had downy
(or mostly downy) brood patches. However, the
birds captured off Chalky Island on 22 November
2017 and at Hall Arm on 17 November 2020 both
had bare brood patches, indicating that they were
incubating eggs or brooding young chicks at the
time of capture. Grey-backed storm petrels have
a prolonged and asynchronous breeding season
in New Zealand, with incubation and chick-
rearing extending from September to April (Imber
1985; Plant 1989; Marchant & Higgins 1990). The
November spot-lighting sessions occurred during
expected incubation and the start of hatching
(Miskelly et al. 2017a).

Several of the recent records of grey-backed
storm petrels in South Westland were a long way
from the open sea (Fig. 3), including Routeburn
Falls (36 km), Long Sound, off Preservation Inlet
(28 km, 32 km via water), the head of Hall Arm,
Doubtful Sound (27 km, 40 km via water), and the

Table 2. Grey-backed storm petrel records from Fiordland, New Zealand, 2017-2020.

Detail

Source
eBird

Location

Date

1landed on vessel during previous night

Head of Broughton Arm, Breaksea Sound

Off Only Island, Long Sound

17 Aug 2017
20 Nov 2017
22 Nov 2017
24 Nov 2017

2 seen during spot-lighting

Table 1

2 seen during spot-lighting, 1 (with bare brood patch) caught

Table 1

Sealers Bay, Chalky Island, Chalky Inlet

1 seen during spot-lighting
1 found stoat-killed

Table 1
1 seen at sea

Small Craft Harbour Islands, Chalky Inlet
Above Routeburn Falls, Routeburn Track

CMM pers. obs.
eBird
eBird

21 Dec 2018
28 Jan 2020

Off entrance to Thompson Sound

1 seen at sea

Off entrance to Nancy Sound

Anita Bay, Milford Sound

30 Jan 2020
11 Nov 2020
12 Nov 2020
13 Nov 2020
14 Nov 2020
15 Nov 2020
15 Nov 2020
16 Nov 2020
17 Nov 2020

7 seen during spot-lighting, 2 caught

Table 1

1 caught during spot-lighting

Table 1

Catherine Islands, Charles Sound

Shortnote

3 seen during spot-lighting

Table 1

Blanket Bay, south-east Secretary Island

2 seen during spot-lighting

Table 1

Precipice Cove, Bradshaw Sound

1 landed on vessel during previous night

Pete Young pers. comm.

Table 1

Blanket Bay, south-east Secretary Island

1 seen during spot-lighting

Head of Dagg Sound, by Narrow Neck
Head of Hall Arm, Doubtful Sound
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4 seen during spot-lighting, 1 caught

Table 1

1 (with bare brood patch) flew on board before dawn (0535 h)

CMM pers. obs.

Head of Hall Arm, Doubtful Sound
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Figure 1. Grey-backed storm petrel in spot-light beam,
Blanket Bay, Secretary Island, 13 November 2020.
Photograph: Jean-Claude Stahl.

Figure 2. Two grey-backed storm petrels captured during
spot-lighting at Anita Bay, Milford Sound, 11 November
2020. Photograph: Jean-Claude Stahl.

head of Broughton Arm, Breaksea Sound (22 km, 30
km via water).

This summary reveals that grey-backed storm
petrels can be readily found throughout the length
and breadth of coastal Fiordland if spot-lighting in
late spring is used as a targeted survey methodology.
Informal conversations with commercial fishers in
Fiordland indicate that grey-backed storm petrels
are frequently attracted to fishing vessels at night
(e.g. Pete Young pers. comm. 17 November 2020).
We suggest that the species is attempting to breed
at multiple sites in the region, probably spread
over an area exceeding 200 km north-south and
40 km west-east. Given the extreme vulnerability
of storm petrels to introduced predators (Imber
1975b; Taylor 2000), it is likely that grey-backed
storm petrels breeding sites in Fiordland are on cliff
ledges or other sites inaccessible to rats and stoats.
Grey-backed storm petrel nest sites are cryptic
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Figure 3. Spatial representation of grey-backed storm
petrel records from Fiordland. Each symbol represents a
single bird, with symbols offset slightly where multiple
birds were recorded from a single location, or from two
nearby locations. White circles show 21 individuals
recorded from 1889 to 2016 (based on Miskelly et al. [2017,
Fig. 3]); blue circles show 23 individuals seen or caught
during spot-lighting surveys in November 2017 and 2020;
yellow circles show six additional individuals recorded
during 2017 to 2020 (details in Table 2).

and difficult to locate even at known breeding
sites (authors’ pers. obs.). Locating their nests in
the vast, rugged landscape of Fiordland poses
considerable challenges. One method that could
be used to focus search effort would be to search
for storm petrel feathers in the nest linings of rock
wrens (Xenicus gilviventris), a method previously
used to indicate the presence of kakapo (Strigops
habroptilus) in Fiordland (Carey 2020, p. 205). In the
future, technological advances may lead to suitable
tracking transmitters being available to follow birds
to their nesting sites.

The 2016 to 2020 Fiordland seabird surveys
were funded by Te Papa and the Department of
Conservation. We thank the skippers and crew of
Southern Winds for accommodating our spot-lighting
requirements into the wider survey programme,
and our shipmates for tolerating the noise of the
ship’s generator running late into the night. Thanks
also to Pete Young for information on grey-backed
storm petrels and other petrels in Fiordland, and Jaz
Hamilton for producing the map.
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