Deaths in guillemots and razorbills

Periodically large numbers (hundreds) of common guillemots (Uria aalge), sometimes with smaller numbers of razorbills (Alca torda), are found dead or dying around the coasts of the British Isles. Affected birds may also be found in inland waters and even in small burns, places where these birds are not usually found. When deaths occur far out at sea, few carcases will ever be found, but deaths near the coast may result in corpses being washed up if the wind is in the right direction. Such incidents are often referred to as “wrecks”, and in recent years appear to be happening more frequently.
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Guillemot, razorbill & puffin

Because the birds are black and white, have strong beaks and small wings, it is not unusual for members of the public to think the birds are penguins, an image reinforced if the birds are seen alive and standing/walking on the shoreline. There are over half a million breeding pairs of common guillemots in the United Kingdom, with large colonies on cliffs and islands such as the Orkneys, Shetlands, Ailsa Craig and Fowlsheugh. The birds spend only a few months at the breeding sites before returning to sea. The young birds are relatively small when they leave the breeding colony – about a third of their adult size – and they are fed by the adult males until the early autumn, after which they have to fend for themselves. First year mortality in guillemots is normally high – over 50% - but these “wrecks” may represent higher mortality than usual.

Why are the birds dying? Usually the post mortem findings suggest that the birds have died from starvation. Sometimes the birds have internal parasites (large worms called Contracaecum in the oesophagus, small thin worms called Cosmocephalus in the gizzard, intestinal flukes, intestinal coccidia, large “tongue worms” in the airsacs), but the parasites are unlikely to be the main cause of the problem. Similarly, some birds have evidence of fungal infections of the respiratory tract (aspergillosis), but this is likely to be secondary to the poor condition of the birds. Typically the birds do not show evidence of significant oiling or of other toxic pollutants.

Why should the birds be starving? It is thought that stocks of their major prey items (especially sand-eels) have been dwindling, due to over-fishing and warming seas – water temperature in the North Sea has risen by 2oC in the last 20 years. The warmer seas have caused microscopic plankton to move further north, young sand-eels feed on plankton, and so the reduction in plankton results in a reduction in sand-eels, the major food item for guillemots and other seabirds. As a result, there have been very poor seabird breeding seasons in 2005 and 2006, and the “wrecks” may also be linked to these dwindling food levels. “Wrecks” have occurred in Scotland in September/October 2004, 2005 and 2006, primarily affecting young guillemots and probably due to a combination of reduced availability of sand-eels and the cessation of parental care. These factors could also explain the appearance of young guillemots in places they are not normally found, as they search for food. “Wrecks” also commonly occur after stormy weather, when the birds have difficulty in catching their food and when the fish stocks themselves may have moved. 

What should be done? Current guidelines for reporting dead birds to the Defra Helpline (tel 08459 335577) should be followed, but present scientific opinion is that guillemots are unlikely to be affected by or carrying avian influenza virus, and so screening for avian influenza by Defra may not be necessary. If large numbers of dead guillemots are found, organisations such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (tel 0141 331 0993) may wish to be informed to allow them to monitor the situation. Members of the public who find live weak birds that are in an accessible location may wish to contact their local wildlife rescue/rehabilitation centre. 
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