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Queensland & Britannia Sea Mounts—April 2014 
Text: Paul Walbridge Photos: Rob Hynson 

The trip to the Queensland & Bri-
tannia Sea Mounts (our second) 
was highly successful. The main 
aim was again to locate the enig-
matic 'striped bellied' storm-
petrels, which we did successfully. 
Our view now, after incredibly 
close views of several birds, is that 
all the sightings thus far in this re-
gion have been definitely NOT 
New Zealand Storm-Petrels, due 
to several factors. 
 
The  birds we are seeing here 
most closely resemble the birds  

being seen off the southern edge 
of New Caledonia and loosely re-
ferred to as New Caledonian 
Storm-Petrel. However, with the 
majority of sightings of these birds 
being sighted in an area both off-
shore and along open ocean sea 
mounts adjacent to Brisbane, 
down to Ballina in northern New 
South Wales, in the southern Cor-
al Sea, it has been suggested we 
use the term Coral Sea Storm-
Petrel for the time being. 
 

Continued page 4. 

Polynesian Storm-petrel 
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Thank you to the people below 
for their very kind donations.  
 

Donations are an important con-
tribution to the continuation of 
the valuable work on our pre-
cious wildlife. So thanks again 
to: 
 

2013/14 
 

MICHAEL KENNDEY  
Humane Society International 
 
Mary Edwards,  Paul  
Walbridge, Joeanne  
Katsikaros, Alan Rogers,        

Peter Crabtree and Roslyn 
Hanson.  

DONATIONS  
$100 and over 

PELAGIC  REPORTS 
 

***** Please note ***** 
Pelagic reports will no longer be printed 

with the newsletter. 
 

You will need check the reports on the 
web site . 

2014 Wollongong pelagics—the year so far 

Above: One of 2 White-necked Petrels seen on the 
February pelagic. 

Right: One of the few Shy-type (White-
capped) Albatrosses seen so far in 2014. 

2014, to date, has been a very unusual 
year. Warm conditions have continued 
into May and a number of species which 
would normally be expected to be seen, 
haven’t. Albatrosses have been espe-
cially scarce, with only Black-browed/
Campbell’s being sighted on more than 
one trip. 
 
More importantly, there have been no 
sightings of Wandering (any type) or In-
dian Yellow-nosed Albatrosses. From 
available records, this is the first time 
SOSSA has not recorded an Indian 
Yellow-nosed sighting by May. 
 
Petrel numbers have also been low, 
with just three species seen, however 
there were large numbers of White-
faced Storm-petrels in April.  

Overall, Wedge-tailed Shearwaters numbers 
have been lower, however Flesh-footed Shear-
waters were more abundant than recent years. 
 
As at the May trip, there have been no winter 
species (with the exception of White-fronted 
Terns) seen, whereas in May 2013 there were 
Giant Petrels, Fairy Prions and a Brown Skua. 
Hopefully, June will see a return to somewhat 
more normal sightings. 

Brook Whylie 
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Band Recoveries 

As part of our long term studies into the 
origins of the Skuas frequenting the 
south–west Tasman Sea.  Birds are 
captured and banded at sea off Wollon-
gong NSW on the south east coast of 
Australia. 
 
Below are some interesting recoveries 
from Australia’s Macquarie Island. 
Latitude 54 31 00 s  Longitude 158 57 
00 e.  
 
Band No.111-20065 
Brown Skua  Catharacta lonnbergi  
Captured at sea off Wollongong by the 
SOSSA banding team on the 21st Au-
gust 2005,  it was recovered at sea 4 
miles off South-west Rocks NSW, 6th 
June 2006. 
 
Captured by hand held net, the band 
number was recorded and the bird was 
released alive and well.  The bird was 
found dead on Macquarie Island De-
cember 8th 2009 by Tasmanian Parks 
and Wildlife Service (TASPAWS).   

Band No 121-38629 
Brown Skua  Catharacta lonnbergi  
Captured and banded at sea off Wollongong by the 
SOSSA banding team on 29th September 1997. The 
bird was sighted alive and well at Nuggets Beach, Mac-
quarie Island 54deg 31 50s  158 57 10e by TASPAWS 
staff on 11th January 2003.  
 
Band No 12140268  
Brown Skua  Catharacta lonnbergi  
Captured and banded at sea off Wollongong by the 
SOSSA banding team on August 26th 2011. Photo-
graphed alive and well on 15-01-2014 at the south end 
of Macquarie Island by TASPAWS. The band was read 
from a photograph taken in the field.  This bird and its 
mate successfully fledged two chicks this past season. 
 
We now know that at least some of the Brown Skuas 
which visit our local waters have come from Macquarie 
Island. 
 
We have also had recoveries from other Sub-Antarctic 
Islands. 

A Brown Skua being banded aboard the Sandra K in June 2011. 

Banded Brown Skua off Wollongong, July 2012. 
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Queensland & Britannia Sea 
Mounts—April 2014 continued from 
page 1. 
 

This is until ongoing further 
studies affirm it's correct taxo-
nomic status, which obviously 
is going to take some period 
of time. I have recorded a to-
tal of 38 individuals now for 
the region. My friend Chris 
Collins of the UK is conduct-
ing a similar expedition off 
New Caledonia in early May 
and will be stopping over at 
my place en route and we will 
swap notes. 

The overall trip was al-
so highly interesting, 
with some mega sight-
ings. Although the over-
all diversity and num-
bers were down on 
2012, there were still 
some highly prized 
sightings. These string 
of sea mounts, stretch-
ing from just offshore of 
Fraser Island down to 
just over the New 
South Wales border are 
all in Australian territori-
al waters and are prov-
ing to be an extremely 
important staging/
foraging area for a 
large number of seabird 
species, some of which 
have become increas-
ingly rare and threat-
ened! 

Above: New Caledonian Storm-petrel  
Below: Kermadec Petrel 

Left: Streaked Shearwater 
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Ashmore Reef in Autumn 2014 
By Sue Taylor 

Photos: Rob Hamilton 

Birders have been visiting 
Ashmore Reef every year 
since 1996, but they usual-
ly go in spring.  No trips 
have ever been offered in 
autumn – until this year.  
In spring birders hope to 
see Matsudairas’ and 
Swinhoe’s Storm-Petrels.  
Leach’s Storm-Petrel is 
also a chance.  In autumn 
birders are hoping for rare 
passerines, like the Mid-
dendorff’s Grasshopper 
Warbler or the Scaly-
breasted Munia. 
 
Ashmore Reef is on the 
outer edge of the Sahul 
Shelf in the eastern Indian Ocean, 400 nauti-
cal miles to the west of Darwin and 90 nautical 
miles south of the Indonesian island of Roti.  
Birders leave from Broome and take 2-3 days 
to get to the Reef.  Our cruise was eight days 
in total. Ashmore Reef has three main islands, 
creatively called West, Middle and East, and a 
couple of sand bars which are gradually evolv-
ing into islands, and are well populated with 
waders.  West Island, the largest of the three, 
is the spot where all the rarities turn up.  To-
gether with Cartier Island 30 nautical miles to 
the south-east, Ashmore Reef is the only land 
permanently above the high water mark in the 
north-eastern Indian Ocean. 

Abbot’s Booby 

West Island, Ashmore Reef 

I was delighted to join this first commercial 
cruise to Ashmore in autumn, travelling on the 
Reef Prince, a 38 metre air conditioned cata-
maran. I revelled in my own en suite cabin 
with a large picture window.  When I couldn’t 
sleep, I lay on my bed watching DVD’s about 
storm-petrels.    
 
There were 29 of us:  16 birders (plus two 
students and two world travellers) led by 
George Swann, Adrian Boyle and Mike 
Carter, in addition to the captain and five 
crew.   
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Ashmore Reef in Autumn 
2014. Continued from page 5. 
 

Undoubted highlights of the 
trip to were the Bulwer’s 
and Jouanin’s Petrels.  We 
had great views of several 
Bulwer’s – it was the first 
bird on the second day at 
dawn, obligingly sitting on 
the water in front of the 
boat.  We saw three 
Jouanin’s – two close but 
quick sightings and one bet-
ter view that everyone got 
onto.  (There was also an 
elusive Yellow-browed War-
bler which some people 
saw fleetingly on West Is-
land.  This, however, is unlikely to be accept-
ed by BARC as there were no good photos). 
 
Most field guides incorrectly list Bulwer’s Pet-
rel as a vagrant.  In fact it has been seen on 
every trip to Ashmore Reef.  It is a small long-
winged dark petrel with a pointed tail and a 
light marking on the upper wings.  Jouanin’s 
Petrel is similar, although a little larger.  It has 
a stepped tail and no marking on the upper 
wings.  Jouanin’s Petrels have been seen on 
13 of the 19 trips to Ashmore Reef for which 
records are available. 

The first day of the trip was characterised by 
hundreds of Hutton’s Shearwaters in the morn-
ing and almost equal numbers of Streaked 
Shearwaters in the afternoon. 
 
The most numerous birds we saw on the trip 
were Brown Noddies and Sooty Terns, fol-
lowed by Brown Boobies and Lesser Frig-
atebirds.  Along with Bulwer’s Petrel, these 
birds have been seen on every trip.  Others 
always present are:  Wedge-tailed Shearwa-
ters and Bridled, Common and Crested Terns. 

 
Almost as reliable are Tahiti 
Petrel, Red-footed Booby, Ro-
seate Tern and Wilson’s 
Storm-Petrel.  We saw the 
first three of these but we saw 
no storm-petrels at all.  We 
had great views of an inquisi-
tive Abbott’s Booby which flew 
low over the boat to have a 
good look at us.  One cooper-
ative Red-necked Phalarope 
created great excitement on 
day 6, the day we left Ash-
more and turned back to 
Broome. 
 
Altogether a most memorable 
trip for everyone. Jouanin’s Petrel 

Red-footed and Brown Boobies 
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Dirty Spring Water and Short-tailed Shearwaters 
by Neil Vaughan Neil Belling and Narelle Swanson 

The spring trip south in 2013 
was devastating for the Short-
tailed Shearwaters, with beach-
es littered with masses of dead 
birds. There were many reports 
of birds on local Coffs Harbour 
(NSW) beaches and north to 
Tweed Heads and south to 
Newcastle for most of October 
and November. There was 
plenty of media attention about 
the birds and the likely reasons 
for their demise. 
 
The last similar wreck was in 
2000, when in Coffs Harbour 
locals reported birds appearing 
as a black cloud before coming 
ashore and dying. It is difficult to say if  there 
were the same numbers this time. In 2013 it 
was different in that it occurred over a much 
longer period, from about mid October for 
about six weeks. One early November count 
for Sawtell Beach was 64 bodies in approxi-
mately 100 metres. 
 
The sea predators and beach scavengers must 
have been well sated as carcases found in 
Coffs Harbour were complete with no eaten 
parts. Stomach contents examined by National  

It also appeared that some live birds were 
hanging around the local area. Neil Vaughan 
observed from a dive boat off the Solitary Is-
lands a number of Short-tail’s swimming 

around the boats as if 
they were looking for or 
begging food, which was 
unusual. Local Wedge-
tailed Shearwaters 
caught on Muttonbird Is-
land around the same 
time were not very low in 
weight but neither were 
they as high as usual for 
this time of year. 
 

Continued page 8. 

Short-tailed Shearwater, Wollongong November 
2013. Photo: B Whylie 

Short-tailed Shearwaters 
where they should be, 
off Tasmania, December 
2012. Photo: B Whylie 

Marine Science Centre personnel found them 
empty except for non food bits,  seaweed and 
plastic. 
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Dirty Spring Water and Short-tailed Shearwaters 
continued from page 7. 
 

Interesting comments about ocean conditions 
were being written by Rick O’Ferrall in his 
Sports Fishing Report in the local Coffs Coast 
Advocate, from October to December. In ear-
ly October the water was described as 
“looking like dirty weak tea” and the game 
fishing “lousy”. A lack of consistency of the 
East Australian Current and winds were 
blamed. There followed a month of “pretty 
dark and lifeless water with almost no bait in 
it”, so fishers and birds were having a tough 
time. Near South Solitary Island a fishing boat 
crew had reported “a current line that had lit-
erally hundreds of dead muttonbirds floating 
along it”. 
 
Water quality did improve, however the East 
Australian Current was still being described 
as “not working” and ‘patchy’ in late Novem-
ber and December. By contrast at the time of 
writing in March 2014 the current was very 
strong. Neil Vaughan reports that a fish at-
tracting device located out in the current 
which normally stands vertical was being 
pulled down with the strength of the current. 
Neil also reports that there have been a lot of 
Leopard sharks in the Coffs Harbour waters. 
The southern limit for this species is usually 
further north around Byron Bay. 

2013 was the first time noted where Short-tailed 
Shearwaters followed the Sandra K into  
Wollongong Harbour. Photo: B Whylie 

The observations of this food crisis early in 
the season and the forecast of an El Nino de-
veloping, suggests the next couple of sea-
sons could be a repeat of the 2001-2002 sea-
sons. In the two breeding seasons following 
the 2000 strandings Wedge-tail’s studied on 
Muttonbird Island, had lower body weights 
and less appeared to breed. Only time will tell 
as they say. Unfortunately with the long term 
effect of rat predation on this island now 
showing with a decline in burrow and bird 
numbers, collecting enough data next season 
may not be possible. 

The October and November 2013 Wollongong pelagics had unprecedented numbers of Short-tailed 
Shearwaters feeding behind the Sandra K. Photo: B Whylie. 
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Pygmy Killer Whales inshore 
An email exchange between Steve Anyon-Smith and Lindsay Smith—June 2014 

Hi Folks, 
At 0710 this morning I was pleased to see a 
pod of ~15 Pygmy Killer Whales travelling 
north with a couple of monster Humpback 
Whales. They were about 100m off Providen-
tial Point (Wattamolla). I wouldn't be sur-
prised if this is the first sighting of these unu-
sual marine mammals from land in Royal Na-
tional Park.  
 
What made it rather picturesque was that the 
Pygmy Killers were giving strong visible 
blows with the early morning sun behind 
them.  
 
A snorkel in the bay at Wattamolla produced 
a fat giant cuttlefish, looking, no doubt, for 
some quiet spot to lay its eggs. It wasn't too 
stressed by my presence. 
 
Steve Anyon-Smith. 
 
 

Hi Steve, 
It is very interesting to hear that the Pygmy 
Killer whales were so close inshore. 
I would never have bothered to look for 
them in so close. Also it is interesting to 
note that they were travelling with the 
Humpbacks. I will be watching closely the 
migration this season.  
 
Lindsay   
 
Hi Lindsay, 
Yes, I was surprised to see them so close 
in. Nevertheless there is lots of food about. 
Maybe they were eating a few giant cuttle-
fish during their inshore holiday? 
Last year when I went for dip with the Hump
-backs on the south-bound migration, there 
were also Pygmy Killers with them then and 
with Killer Whales being seen off Cape So-
lander a few days ago. We could be in for a 
sea monster feast this year! 
 
Steve Anyon-Smith  

Pygmy Killer Whales off Wollongong, February 2012. Photo: B Whylie 



 

New Members… 
 

Penny Beaver 
Stuart Meredith .UK 

Please help… 

SOSSA membership fees remain unchanged even though 

costs have increased greatly across the board.  We would 

really appreciate any donations from those whom may be 

able to afford it. 

Thanks again for your support!!  

WOLLONGONG  PELAGIC   

BOAT  TRIP  DIARY  DATES  2014 
*Addition Dates will be added to the 

Website 

28th June (Saturday)  WOLLONGONG 
26th July (Saturday)  WOLLONGONG 

23rd August (Saturday) WOLLONGONG 

        23rd August (Saturday)  
         SOSSA  AGM –  6.30pm 
24th August (Sunday)  WOLLONGONG  

27th September (Saturday) WOLLONGONG 

25th October (Saturday) WOLLONGONG 

26th October (Sunday) WOLLONGONG 

22nd November (Saturday) WOLLONGONG 

20th December (Saturday) WOLLONGONG 
 

(December Trip will be the 
3rd

 Saturday not 
the usual 4

th
 due to Christmas) 

____________________________________________________ 

Newsletter Contributions 

NEXT SOSSA  MEETING  

SOSSA 

c/o Janice Jenkin-Smith 

Lindsay Smith 
PO Box 142 

Unanderra NSW 2526 

Australia 
 

Phone: 02 4272 4626 

Email: sossa@tpg.com.au  
Editors: 

Brook Whylie 
sossa.newsletter@ 

internode.on.net 
Janice Jenkin-Smith 

Lindsay Smith 

sossa@tpg.com.au 
 

SOUTHERN OCEAN 

SEABIRD STUDY 

ASSOCIATION INC. 

The editor welcomes (is 
desperate for!) articles from 
members and friends on 
issues relating to pelagic 
seabirding, seabird re-
search and marine conser-
vation. Please advise the 
editor if you intend to submit 
an article and submit the 
piece at least two weeks 
before the start of a publica-
tion month. Thank you! 

 

To save SOSSA postage 
costs and receive ‘The Al-
batross’ as a colourful pdf or 
web file then please send 
your email address and 
current membership number 
to : sossa@tpg.com.au 

SOSSA’s newsletter—The Albatross  
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We’re on the web! 
www.sossa-

international.org 

PELAGIC  TRIP PRICES 2014     
     Members     $ 80.00  

     Visitors      $ 100.00     

       Australian Dollars 

 
Note: Some trips are strictly for re-

search and will have limited num-

bers! 

 

AGM 23rd August  2014 
6.30 pm Saturday held at HQ, 

with s Sausage Sizzle 
10 Jenkins Street - Unanderra. 

NSW. 
We only supply the Coffee or 

Tea!!! 

All are invited to contrib-

ute to our newsletter 

‘Albatross’.  We do prefer 

electronic copies of any 

material.  Send it by email 

to  

sossa@tpg.com.au  

Alternatively mail it to us 

on a disk, which we will 

return. 

Guest  Speaker 
 

BOB TOMKINS 
Albatrosses At Midway  

2013 
 

Our guest speaker for our 
AGM will be well known Alba-
tross and Petrel researcher 
Bob Tomkins. 
Bob has an intimate under-
standing of albatrosses and 
petrels.  He has worked on 
many far-flung and remote 
islands including Macquarie, 
Galapagos, and Hawaii. 
 
On the night he will introduce 
us to the Black-footed and 
Laysan albatrosses breeding 
on the remote islands 
of Midway, a former 
strategic US Air Force 
base in the Pacific 
Ocean. 

Laysan Albatrosses on Midway Island 

mailto:jenkin-smith@tpg.com.au
mailto:jenkin-smith@tpg.com.au
mailto:sossa@ozemail.com.au

