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SEABIRD GROUP 
CONFERENCE 

 
10TH INTERNATIONAL SEABIRD 

GROUP CONFERENCE, BRUGGE, 
BELGIUM. 27-30 MARCH 2009 

 
 
The imposing, neogothic Provincial Palace of 
West-Flanders dominates the Markt, or market 
square of Brugge (Bruges), and as people 
gathered in the foyer on a blustery Friday 
afternoon, it became clear from the list of 
participants how truly international Seabird 
Group conferences have become, the 102 
delegates coming from 17 countries: UK (35), 
The Netherlands (11), Belgium (9), Germany 
(7), Norway (7), Australia (6), France (6), 
Denmark (4), Italy (3), USA (3), Greece (2), 
Ireland (2), Canada (1), Greenland (1), Iceland 
(1), Portugal (1) and Spain (1).  
 
The conference was organised locally by Eric 
Stienen, Wouter Courtens and Marc van de 
Walle of the Research Institute for Nature and 
Forest (INBO), and by Jan Seys and Ingrid 
Dobbelaere of the Flanders Marine Institute 
(VLIZ), and opened by Eric Stienen, who 
welcomed everybody to the historic city and Dr 
Jurgen Tack.  

 
Chris Perrins (EGI, Oxford) then delivered an 
entertaining and thoughtful speech on the history 
of the Seabird Group, after which a minority of 
delegates attended the AGM (see minutes on 
page 22) in a side room while the majority got 
stuck into the Icebreaker Reception, which 
lasted late into the evening. 
 

 
Chris Perrins (Jan Seys) 

 
The first session on Saturday morning (theme - 
Breeding Ecology) consisted of four very 
diverse talks. Yuri Albores-Barajas compared 
the breeding ecology of European Storm-petrels 
at a cave colony on Marettimo Island, Sicily in 
2007 and 2008, finding variation in body 
condition and breeding success in different parts 
of the cave within and between years. We then 
moved to the intensively studied Common Tern 
colonies at Wilhelmshaven, where Alexander 
Braasch had manipulated hatching sequences of 
eggs to investigate whether chicks benefited 
from the combination of an increased level of 
maternally deposited testosterone across the 
laying sequence, and being first to hatch, but 
found no clear effect of laying position on chick 
growth or testosterone levels. 
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RESEARCH NEWS 
 

OBIS-SEAMAP- 
A SPATIALLY AND TEMPORALLY 

INTERACTIVE MARINE 
MEGAVERTABGRATES ARCHIVE 

 
The need for the conservation of marine 
megavertebrates is increasing due to the on-
going and long-term negative effects of direct 
harvests/kills, indirect fisheries catch, and 
habitat alteration and degradation by humans.  A 
detailed understanding of the spatial and 
temporal patterns of species distribution and 
diversity is critical for quantifying populations, 
the significance of adverse events, and the 
potential for mitigation.  Resources may be 
limited for researchers to gather enough 
information over long periods of time, across 
large regions, and on multiple species to fully 
assess conservation requirements.  Therefore, a 
world data commons where multiple datasets are 
available can facilitate this fundamental need. 
 
As part of the Census of Marine Life initiative, 
Duke University is leading an ambitious multi-
year effort (2002 - present) along with several 
partners/collaborators to create a digital database 
of seabird, marine mammal, and sea turtle data 
for the Ocean Biogeographic Information 
System – Spatial Ecological Analysis of 
Megavertebrate Populations (OBIS-SEAMAP) 
project (Halpin et al. 2009).  The project’s 
objective is to compile any existing geo-
referenced data that can be used to better 
understand the spatial and temporal patterns of 
species distribution and diversity in the global 
ocean, such as at-sea surveys, land-based counts, 
satellite telemetry data from tagged animals, and 
stranding data.  These high quality data are 
standardized with a minimum of taxon name, 
latitude/longitude position, and date/time of 
observation and are publicly available on a web-
based system (http://seamap.env.duke.edu/).  
The website interface is intended for educators, 
students, and researchers and provides maps for 
each dataset, a variety of supplemental products 
(i.e., species profiles and photos), and tabular 
data summaries.  The OBIS-SEAMAP website 
also provides metadata for all datasets, including 
information on the data providers and collectors, 
description of techniques used to gather the data, 

survey effort details (when available), and 
methods to process the data for analysis.  In 
addition, enhanced capabilities are available like 
the interactive display within the customized 
OBIS-SEAMAP mapping program, various 
options for queries, and tools for spatial and 
temporal analysis of multiple datasets at a time. 
 

 
 
Currently, the OBIS-SEAMAP database hosts 
over 2.2 million records with over 240 datasets 
from individuals, government agencies, non-
profit organizations, and academic institutions.  
A majority of data available on the OBIS-
SEAMAP website are on seabirds (~2 million 
records), with more than 70 datasets registering 
records for 475 different bird taxa.  The major 
contributor has been the Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee’s dataset from the 
European Seabirds at Sea database with data 
spanning over two decades. 
 
In order to utilize any dataset, all users must first 
agree to the OBIS-SEAMAP terms of use where 
it is required to contact the data provider(s) 
before using data in any publication or product 
since the original data provider(s) retain 
ownership.  After agreement, public users can 
access metadata, maps, and downloadable files 
associated with the dataset.  The online map 
interface provides the capability of viewing data 
at multiple resolutions (1 degree cells - 0.01 
degree cells) and summarizing data within a 
user-defined region of interest.  An interactive 
time series graph can be used to summarize data 
over different time scales (i.e., years, seasons, 
months, etc.) and for defining a time range of 
interest for viewing the data.  Individual species 
sighted within one dataset can be selected and 
records from other datasets on OBIS-SEAMAP 
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can be easily extracted for cross-dataset 
comparisons. 
 

 
 
Furthermore, observation points can be used to 
sample concurrent environmental data such as 
sea surface temperature when available All 
available data for a dataset or species, or a 
subset of data that meets the user’s interest 
criteria, can be downloaded as various formats 
(i.e., kml, shp, csv) along with Federal 
Geographic Data Committee (FGDC) compliant 
metadata.  These formats provide greater 
usability within other software platforms, such 
as Google Earth, ESRI ArcGIS, or Excel. 
 

 
 
Data collected from shore surveys and satellite 
telemetry have specialized options within the 
OBIS-SEAMAP interface beyond those 
available for viewing traditional aerial and 
shipboard survey sightings. The OBIS-
SEAMAP project currently has over 2,700 
records for nesting seabird colonies from shore 
based surveys in which the locations of the 
nesting seabird colonies are mapped as 
individual points and the species and site names 
are listed.  Users can select a single site location 
to highlight the species within the larger list of 
species recorded for the whole dataset for quick 
access on species abundances for a specific 
colony.  Alternatively, a single or group of 

species can be selected on the list to highlight all 
of the sites that observed those that were 
selected.  
For satellite telemetry data, users have the added 
capability of selecting an individually tagged 
animal within the full dataset and viewing an 
animation on the map that tracks its path through 
time and space based on recorded locations. 
 

 

The OBIS-SEAMAP project has recently 
expanded to include a geo-referenced 
bibliography, model outputs on species density 
and habitat preference, sea turtle nesting sites, 
and marine mammal photo-identification 
management.  By collaborating with partners to 
develop these unique megavertebrate data 
analysis tools, spatial and temporal data were 
incorporated to take advantage of value-added 
services within OBIS-SEAMAP.  Other features 
in development are the integration of 
bioacoustics data, the overlay and animation of 
multiple oceanographic layers, and filtering 
tools for ARGOS telemetry data. 
 
It is essential that we continue to collate data 
already collected in the field on marine 
megavertebrates and to make them known to the 
public in a centralized repository such as the 
OBIS-SEAMAP website.  A more complete 
inventory supporting a better representation of 
available distribution data on these taxa may 
facilitate prioritization of data dissemination, 
direct future investments to fill in spatial and 
temporal gaps, as well as provide guidance on 
conservation issues regarding these species.  
Participation from the seabird, sea turtle, and 
marine mammal research community is 
important not only for the advancement of the 
OBIS-SEAMAP project but for the public 
community it serves.  We look forward to 
partnering with you and welcome your data 
contributions, inquiries, comments, and 
suggestions. 
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For more information on OBIS-SEAMAP, 
please visit: http://seamap.env.duke.edu/ 
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2008  
BREEDING SEASON NEWS 

 
SKOMER ISLAND 

 
The 2008 season on the whole was below 
average with some species having low breeding 
success including Razorbill, Guillemot, Fulmar 
and Lesser-black Backed Gull. 
 
Puffin  
 
The maximum spring count of 10, 487 was 
down 11.2 % down on the 2007 figure which 
was the highest ever recorded. Given the census 
difficulties (and erratic nature of spring 
attendances), it would seem that the Puffin 
population on Skomer is fairly stable. Puffins 
seemed to have had no problem in finding plenty 
of Sandeels and Sprats, only one Snake Pipe-fish 
was seen being carried down a burrow. 
Productivity was a bit on the low side at 0.63. 

 
 

Puffin on Skomer Island (Jo Millbrow) 

Razorbill  
 
The whole island mean total of 4973 individuals 
was a 2.6% increase on 2007.  Despite the 
difficulty in accurately censusing Razorbills 
(many nest in enclosed sites which are not 
visible), there seems to have been a general 
increase in numbers, with over 4000 counted 
every year since 2001, before which the species 
never broke the 4000 mark. The largest ever 
population within study plots was recorded with 
a 15.4% increase on 2007 figures. The mean 
productivity was just 0.17 and this is the lowest 
recorded since monitoring began in 1993. 
 
Guillemot  
 
A mean total of 17,088 birds were counted, a 
2.6% decrease on 2007, although study plots 
showed the second highest population since 
monitoring began. The mean productivity was 
0.59 and this is the second lowest on record 
since 1989. 
 
Fulmar  
 
A mean total of 565 AOS were counted, which 
is 7.5% down on 2007 and is the lowest since 
1987. The breeding success of 0.26 per AOS is a 
decrease on 2007 and the second lowest on 
record.  
 
Kittiwake  
 
A mean of 2282 AON’s were counted, a 17.5% 
increase on 2007 figures. The mean productivity 
of 0.55 is a large improvement on 2007 results.  
Big swells washed nests and chicks off lower 
ledges at the end of June, with predation of 
chicks by Great Black-backed Gulls also a major 
factor in chick survival.  Predation by great 
black-backed gulls did not end at the fledging 
stage, as fledglings were also observed being 
taken by the gulls.   
 
Lesser-black Backed Gulls  
 
10,419 breeding pairs. This is the lowest 
estimate since this method was implemented and 
is a 12% decline on 2007 figures. The breeding 
success was just 0.04 and this is the poorest year 
yet. This figure is based on a mark:recapture 
technique were approx 300 large fledglings are 
ringed and then a ratio of ringed:unringed  birds 
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EDITORIAL 
 
The Seabird Group committee
were truly delighted with the high
turn out of people at the 10th

International Seabird Conference.
We were also pleased with the
numbers of new members,
particularly from outside the UK
and hope that they continue to be
involved with the group for many
years. We would also like to point
out the importance of taking part
in the AGM (see minutes of the
43rd meeting on page 22). Your
views really do count so we
would encourage our members to
attend these meetings wherever
possible. 
 
Submissions for the newsletter
must be in electronic format,
preferably in word and should be
no more than 1500 words
wherever possible. If you would
like to see any new themes, please
get in touch with your ideas
(Email: seabird@bto.org). 
 
Every effort is made to check the
content of the material that we
publish. It is not, however, always
possible to check
comprehensively every piece of
information back to its original
source, as well as keeping news
timely. Please will readers make
further checks at their own
discretion, if they have concerns
about any of the information or
contacts provided, and contact me
to allow feedback to other readers
if necessary. 
 
We also try to provide a forum for
readers’ views, so that those
provided in the Newsletter are not
necessarily those of the editor or
the Seabird Group. 

CURRENT SEABIRD GROUP 
COMMITTEE 

 
Current retiral dates (at AGM) are
shown in bold after the name of
each member.  Nominations
(which should be submitted to the
Secretary) from members for
replacements on the committee
are always welcome. 
 
Chairman 
Norman Ratcliffe (2011) 
c/o British Antarctic Survey, High
Cross, Madingley Road 
Cambridge,  CB3 0ET 
notc@bas.ac.uk 
 
Secretary 
Linda Wilson (2012) 
JNCC, Aberdeen 
Linda.Wilson@jncc.gov.uk 
 
Treasurer 
Andrew Ramsay (2010) 
Lower Courthill, By Tain,  
Ross-shire, IV19 1NE 
adkramsay@homecall.co.uk 
 
Seabird Editor 
Martin Heubeck (2011) 
Sumburgh Lighthouse, Virkie, 

 

 
Registered charity No. 260907 
 
The Seabird Group 
c/o BTO 
The Nunnery 
Thetford 
Norfolk  IP24 2PU 
England, UK. 
 
Email: 
seabird@bto.org 
Website: 
www.seabirdgroup.org.uk 
Seabird Group Forum :
http://pets.groups.yahoo.com/gr
oup/seabirdgroupforum/ 
 
The Newsletter is published three
times a year.  The editor
welcomes articles from members
and others on issues relating to
seabird research and
conservation.  These should be
received by 15th May (for June
edition), 15th September (for
October edition) or 15th January
(for February edition). 
 
The Seabird Group promotes and
helps co-ordinate the study and
conservation of seabirds.
Members also receive the journal
Seabird. The Group organises
regular conferences and provides
small grants towards seabird
research.  Current membership
rates are: 
 
Standing Order £9.00 
Concession £5.00 
Institution £15.00 
Ordinary £10.00 
 
Ilka Winn 

Shetland ZE3 9JN. 
martinheubeck@btinternet.com 
 
Seabird Publishing Editor 
Andy Webb (2012) 
 
Seabird Group Newsletter 
Editor 
Liz Humphreys (2010) 
BTO Scotland, University of 
Stirling, Stirling. FK9 4LA 
liz.humphreys@bto.org 
 
Seabird Group Newsletter 
Assistant Editor 
Claire Smith (2010) 
Claire.B.Smith@rspb.org.uk 
 
Other Members: 
Simon Foster (2010) 
Ilka Winn (2012) 
 
 Membership Secretary 

seabirdgroup.membership@gmail
.com 
 121 Polmuir Road
Aberdeen, AB11 7SJ 
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