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DISTRIB UTION AND STATUS OF SEABIRD COLOI llES 

In trod u etion 

ALONG THE COAST OF LABRADOR 

David N. Nettleship 
Canadian Wildlife Service 
272 1 Highway 31 
Ottawa, Ontario 

The seabird fauna of the coast of Labrador is poorly known . 

Some information is included in general l-eviev.!s (e. g. Townsend an d 

Allen 1907 , Harper 1958 , Todd 1963) and more d(;tailed investigation s 

of offshore i s lands in 1928 (Au stin 1932 ) and 1952 (Tuck 1953). Togetl1er 

these data provide a reasonably complete inventory of the distribution of 

major colonies , species composHion, and bird numbers ',1;ithin orders of 

magnitude. However, predse numb.::r estimates of species populations at 

individual colonies , details of timing of bn:e~ ding, breeding performance 

and distributions of birds at sea thn)ugh the annual cycle are "cry sketchy . 

The present need is to resurvey the coast Cespedall y colonies visited by 

Austin and Tuck) using census t ec11niques of sufficient precision to 

measure Teal changes in numbel-s within individual colonies in order to 

establish a baseline for comparison of population changes over long 

periods and determine the present distribution and status of seabil-d co'onies 

in Labrador. These data are essential for the assessment of the effects of 



of human activiti{:s upon seabird populations an d the marine ecosystem: 

Preliminary studies were conducted in 1972 by members of 

the C anadian Wildlife Service Program IStudies on northern seabirds I. 

Ground surveys at certain colonies in the Hamilton Inlet region and an 

aerial flight from Strait of Belle Isle along the coast north to Cape Chidley 

were made in July 1972 . This report will attempt to provide a bdef out

line of present knowledge on numbers and distribution of the densely 

colonial sea.birds in coastal Labrador based on data secured by the 1972 

C . W.S . party Clnd the observations of Austin (1932) and Tuck (1953) . 

The present repol't is restricted to major seabird colonies and species ; 

it does not include colonies of Lar~~ gulls, general distributions of 

breeding s ites of Black Guillemots or scaducks . 

Breeding Distributions 

The location, species diversity ;md population sizes of seabird 

colonies along the Labrador coast are given in Figure 1 and Table 1. The 

largest colonies are on offshore isbnds and concentr;\ted in the Ihunilton 
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Inlet area. Within this region , Outer Gannet Island and the Gannet Clu sters 

have the greatest species variety and density of breeding birds: Northern 

Fulmar (small numbers) , Black-legged Kittiwake (16 pairs) Razorbill 

(6, 700 pail"s), Common Murre (35,200 pairs), Thick-billed J fUrl'e (500 pairs) , 

Black Guillemot (sm a ll numbers) , and Atlantic Puffin (38,400 pairs ). 

Herring Island, towards the entrance to Hamilton Inlet , ~lso has relatively 
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Location and size of seab i rd colonies of Labrador. Symbols: 
+ = a colony where complete data are not yet available; 

p = pairs; i = individuals ; 
not thought to be breeding . 

~ ~ ~ 
c ~..-; 52 U 
H ('j .~ '" ' rl 
u ... 1"0:;: ..0 C 1"0 0 ~c 

..c ru ;L. <lJ ·rl.... a <lJ ~ ~ ~ ;L. ..-; C ·rl 
~E UbJj,-' a E .... U~H U.-I cul+-t 
H ~ r.:l 00 ~ N E H ·rl.-l'" ('j ·rl .-Il+-t 

? = suspected breeding; 

. . . 0:1 ~ <lJ.,., ('j a :1 ..c' ''':1.-1 :1 ~ :1 
Colony Locatlon Posltlon Zr.L OO.-l~ a: u:2: [-<..0:2: 000 c:(P- Y~ClrAuthority* 

c . Negro 1. 56 0 20'N , 600 32'W 10i 20i 1928 Austin 1932 

Kid1it 1. 560 11'N , 60°28'1'1 500i 

S. Nunarsuk I . 560 03'N 600 27 ' W , 150i 1 150p2 175p2 ? 

f . Tinker I . (=Akpa1ik) 55 0 53'N , 600 35'W 100i 1 ? 

). Quaker Hat 540 44 ' N, 570 20'W 1,OOOi 1 30p2 75p2 ? 

). Tinker I. 540 42'N 570 28'W , 100i 1 ? 

T. Puffin 1. 540 24 ' N, 570 23'W 20i 1 150p2 

3. Green I. 54 0 23'N 570 19'W , 200i 1 ? 

) . Herring I . 540 20'N, 57 0 06'W 4,000- 475p2 ? 
5,OOOi 1 

) . Outer Gannet I. 540 00'N, 56°32'1'1 + 1 16p2 1 , 275p 3 17 , 700p3 475p 3 ? 

L. Gannet Clusters 530 56'N, 56°31 ' W 5 , 460p 17,500p 0 53i 

2. Wester Bird I. 530 44'N , 560 18'W 5, OOOil 50p2 ? 

3. Litt le Bird 1. 530 43'N, 56°15'1'1 300p 725p ? 

L Bird I . 530 43'N, 56°15'1'1 900p 250p ? 

;) . Hal f'day 1. 530 41'N, 560 11'W 61i 4i 

* Taken from Brown and Nettleship ~~. 1975. Atlas of Eastern Canadian Seabirds . 

1,00Oi 1928 

2,SOOi 3 1953 1 ,2 
19283 

20i2 1952 1 

19282 

2 , 500p3 1952 

?2 1952 

200p2 1928 

500p2 1952 

10,000p3 1952 

4,950p3 1972 

37 , 425p 1972 

1,500p3 1953 

1972 

4 , 500p 1972 

1972 

Austin '1932 

ITuck in Bedard 1969 
2Tuck 1961 
3Austin 1932 

lTuck in Bedard 1969 
2Austin 1932 

ITuck in Bedard 1969 
2Tuck 1961 3Tuck pers . comm . 

ITuck in Bedard 1969 
2Tuck pers . comm . 

lAustin 1932 
2Tuck pers . comm. 

ITuck in Bedard 1969 
2Tuck pers . comm . 

ITuck in Bedard 1969 
2Tuck 1961 3Tuck pers. comm. 

INett1eship and Lock (1973) 
2 'I II It (1 974) 
3 II II It 

Nett1eship and Lock 

ITuck in Bedard 1969 
2Tuck 1961 3Tuck pers.comm . 

Nett1eship and Lock 

Nett1eship and Lock 

Nett1eship and Lock 

CWS, Ottawa. 220pp. (In press) 



.... 

5 

large numbers of Razorbills (c . 2,200 pairs) , Common Murres (c. 500 pairs ) 

and Atlantic Puffins (10, 000 pc~irs) . 

. The islands are generally low with cliffs and portions of other 

nesting habitats fairly viewable from the sea. It sbould be relatively eas y 

to visit the islands using small boats chartered fr om C artwrig ht. However , 

landings are not recommended for two r easons : 

(1) the physical structure of most of the islands makes laI1dings 

possible on ly under ideal weather conditions ( and only fo r 

individuals in good physical condition) ; an d 

(2) the islands are generally small 'Nith high concentrations of 

nesting birds whose productivHy could be quickly reduced 

to zero by the presence of human visitors on land ( especially 

murres and puffins). Furthermore, some of the islands 

(i. e., Outer Gannet Island) are provincial seabird sanctuaries 

",:hieh prlO'c1udes any lnndings except for official and/or 

l-eStal ch -management purposes . 

The cst time to vi<?w nesting birds (in terms of species diversity an d 

numbers) from a boat is in July and the first half of August. 

Pelagi c Distributions 

The L abrador Sea is not only a zone critical to the reproduction 

of cert~dn summer re sident breeding seabird populations; it also provides 

an important food supply for non-breeding bil-ds (including transatlantic 
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migrants : e. g. fulmars, alcids ), tr ansequatorial summer visitants ( e . g. 

petrels , shearwaters ), and l arge wintering populations . 

Figures 2 an d 3 summarize the al"eaS in Atlan tic C anada where 

seabirds are concentrated a t diffel'ent times of year. The figures are based 

on observations of birds a t sea by CWS \",orkers betwecn 1<)69 emd 1974 

(for complete detai l s see Brown and Nettleship e t a l. 1975 ). Although 

coverage for birds a long the coas t of L abrador is meagre, some highli g hts 

have b een revealed . For example , it is known that fulmars are found in 

early spring in cold waters close to the L 3.brador coast (some of which are 

from the European arcti c) and 'oath Atlantic Puffins and Common Murres 

have a p os t - bl"eeding movement from eastern Newfoundland to southeas t 

Labrador w here the y remain for a t l east part of the wint e r. Similarly , 

Dovekies leave their colonies in northwest Greenland during September 

an d reach the Labrador Sea in October; they remain in the northwest Atlanti c 

until May. It is hoped that th es~ few exampl~s \",ill illustrate the probable 

import ance of Labrador waters to birds in the spring , autumn and w int er 

periods , though much additional inform ation is required . 

T ourist Potentia l 

Seabirds form a conspicuous part of the [acIl1a of L;:.brador and its 

habitats . Howevcr , it seems clear that their potential contribution towards 

touris t an d recre<ltion activities in Labradol" is limited . While the species 

variety and tota l nu.nbcr of birds at firs t glance appear to be acceptCible , 
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the scattered nature of the colonies and the relative small size of popula

tions at individual breedhlg sites suggest that , at best , the colonies 

could only be used to augmen t tours directed tow ards other interests 
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(e. g . physiography, vegetation and land-birds, etc .). Moreover , there 

are several other locabons in Atlantic Canada \vhere the same seabird 

species can be viewed more easily and in far greater numbers (e. g . 

Gaspe Penin sula, Gulf of St. l awrence , east Newfoundland). However , it 

seems probable that a multidisciplinar y tour package ( comprising an 

exposure to terrestrial, freshwater river-inland lake, and marine coastal 

systems) combined with the outstanding beauty and diversity of the 

physiographical features of the Labl"ador coast would provide a unique 

and successful venture. 

Conclusion s 

Information on the disti-ibution and numbers of seabirds a t 

breeding sites and a t sea along the Labrador coas t is incomplete. On 

the basis of what is known, it. seems unlikely that s eabirds offer real 

potenlial a s a primary resource for toudsm and recreation in L abl"ador . 

It seems possible, however , that boat trips to view major colonies from 

the sea and birds at sea (breeding residents and summer visitants ) 

near Hamilton In let could be included within the framework of a natural 

history tour of Lab r ador - the land and it::; biologkal systems . 
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