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The Common Murre    Uria aalge is one of the most abundant     
breeding seabirds in the northern hemisphere (Ainley et al. 2002). 
The spe cies has a rather dis    jointed breedin g distribution alon  g 
the Pa cific coast of   North  America: hundreds of thousands of    
individuals breed on colonies in Oregon and northern and central 
California, and more than a million breed on colonies from the Gulf 
of Alaska to the north and west, but fewer than 40 000 individuals 
breed on colonies from Washington State north to southeast Alaska 
(Ainley et al. 2002). That latter stret  ch in cludes the entire    coast 
of British Columbia, Canada,     which supports fe  wer than   10 000 
breeding birds (Campbell et al. 1990).

The Common Murre is the most fre      quent  victim of b  ycatch in 
commercial net fisheries operatin   g alon g the British Columbia  
coast (J. Smith & K. Morgan, unpubl. data). It is also the spe  cies 
most frequently found oiled on beached bird surveys in the province 
(Burger 2002). Most of the Common Murres  killed as a result of 
bycatch and oilin  g in  waters off southern British Columbia are     
thought to originate from breeding colonies to the south, although 
birds from more northerly areas could also be involved (Carter et 
al. 2001). In response to concerns about the potential population-
level impa cts of this mortalit   y, and be  cause of a la   ck of  current 
information on the status of Common Murres in British Columbia, 
I sur veyed all histori  cally do cumented breedin g colonies in the  
province during the 2003 and 2004 breeding seasons.

Based on Campbell et al. (1990) and Carter et al. (2001), Common 
Murres have been known to breed at six sites in British Columbia 
(Fig. 1):

•	 The Kerouard Islands in the Haida Gwaii archipelago

•	 Triangle Island (including Puffin Rock, Castle Rock and Murre 
Rock) and Sartine Island in the Scott Island chain

•	 Cleland Island (including Murre Reef), Florencia Island and 
Starlight Reef, along the west coast of Vancouver Island.

All six sites were surveyed in either 2003 or 2004, using methods 
outlined below.

The  Kerouard  Islands  were sur veyed bet ween  11h00 and  11h30 
on  24 June  2004 from the   water belo w the  colony. Using a  3.1-
megapixel digital camera, I took photographs of all breeding areas. 
A subse quent inspe ction on foot    confirmed that   coverage  was 
complete. Later, ea ch ima ge was enlar ged to a suitable si    ze, and 
individual murres were counted using ArcView GIS software.
Triangle  Island  (including Puffin and Murre ro cks) was surveyed 
between 18h00 and 20h00 on 28 July 2003 by taking 3.1-megapixel 
digital ima ges of all breedin   g areas from the    water belo w the 
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colony. The protocol followed that used by Rodway (1990) on the 
most re cent sur vey, in   1989, althou gh he used bla   ck-and-white 
print film . Again, birds   were  counted from suitabl  y enlar ged 
images usin g ArcView soft ware. Castle  Rock,  which lies about  
0.8 km east of Triangle Island, was observed regularly both from 
helicopters transporting field crews to and from the research station 
on Triangle, and also periodically from the top of Puffin Rock using 
a 20–60× spotting scope.

Sartine Island was surveyed from a helicopter returning from Triangle 
Island on the mornin   g of  9 July 2004. Cleland  Island, in cluding 
Murre Reef (on 1 June and 6 July 2004), plus Florencia Island (on 
30 June 2004) and Starlight Reef (on 30 June 2004), were surveyed 
first by boat from the ocean, then by two people walking across the 
islands in tandem and counting all Common Murres seen.

Fig. 1. Map of the    coast of British Columbia     (darkened area ) 
showing the lo  cations of all histori   cally do cumented Common 
Murre Uria aalge breeding colonies.
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In  2003 and  2004, Common Murres bred at onl     y t wo sites in  
British Columbia (Table 1): Puffin Rock, part of the Triangle Island 
complex (about 4300 birds), and the Kerouard Islands (about 400 
birds). Although none bred in 2004, Common Murres were seen on 
the ocean near Starlight Reef and Cleland Island, and several flew 
over Cleland   Island on 6   July (P. Clarkson, pers . comm.). Only 
very small numbers are ever known to ha ve bred at any of those 
sites  (Carter  2004), althou gh lar ge numbers o  ccur off the    west 
coast of Vancouver Island throughout most of the year (Campbell 
et al. 1990).

The small Common Murre colony at the Kerouard Islands has been 
known since at least 1977, although murres apparently do not breed 
there every year (Carter et al. 2001). The 2004 count of 377 murres 
was similar to the hi   ghest previous count of 400 murres in  1987 
(Campbell et al. 1990). Based on visual inspection of the condition 
of the e ggs measured  (none appeared to be older than about one  
week of age), I estimate that the survey fell near the middle of the 
egg-laying period in 2004.

The Common Murre colony at Triangle Island, British Columbia’s 
largest, was last surveyed in 1989 (Rodway 1990). A comparison 
with Rodway’s results for 17 August 1989, the best match in terms 
of breeding phenology to the  2003 date  (both fell   just before the 
start of   chick departures ), re veals t wo thin gs. First, there   were 
about 27% fewer murres overall on the colony in 2003 than in 1989 
(the result is similar usin   g any of the fi  ve complete 1989 counts, 
which ran ged from   5846 to 6  144 birds ; see  Rodway 1990); and 
second, Common Murres redistributed themselves around Triangle 
Island in the intervening years (Table 1). Although no murres were 
present at Southeast Point, Castle Rock or Sartine Island, and only 
30 were congregated, but not breeding, at the base of Murre Rock, 
I found almost 1000 more murres on Puffin Rock in 2003. Thus, 
murres ha ve abandoned se  veral sub colonies around  Triangle and 
congregated in lar  ger numbers on the main  colony. In fa ct, sin ce 
1989, murres ha  ve  colonized t wo ne w areas on Puffin    Rock, at 
which 378 birds were counted in 2003.

Notably, Triangle  Island also supports small numbers  (<25 pairs) 
of  Thick-billed Murres   Uria lomvia, the   Arctic congener of the  
Common Murre   (Vallée  & Cannin gs  1983). These birds   would 
have been included in the total count, but on periodic inspections 

in 2003, I saw none at their usual breeding sites. The fact that 2003 
was a mild El Niño year might or might not be a coincidence.

The 2003 survey results pose two questions. First, has the Common 
Murre population at Triangle Island actually declined since 1989? 
And se cond,  why ha ve Common Murres redistributed around    
Triangle in recent years?

It can be difficult to interpret single, unreplicated counts at murre 
colonies be cause attendan ce  can  vary dramati cally within da ys, 
within seasons and amon g seasons  (Hatch & Hatch 1989). As in 
1989, the 2003 survey was conducted during the daily evening peak 
in attendance at Triangle (Rodway 1990), and during the seasonal 
period of lo  w variability before the start of fled     ging (Hatch  & 
Hatch 1989). It was also conducted on a day of calm weather, in 
a  year in   which numbers of Common Murres breedin     g on small 
monitoring plots were normal, and breeding was successful (76% 
of pairs raised offspring that departed the colony, and chicks grew 
quickly; Triangle  Island  Research  Station, unpubl . data ). Thus, 
there is no reason to believe that the low counts in 2003 were due 
merely to survey timing. If the counts are real, neither the timing 
nor the  cause of the de cline around Triangle is  known. However, 
Common Murre populations declined in neighbouring Washington 
State between 1979 and 1995, and both natural factors (predation 
and harassment by Bald Eagles Haliaeetus leucocephalus, El Niňo 
events) and anthropo  genic fa ctors  (oiling, b ycatch) ha ve been 
implicated (Carter et al. 2001, Parrish et al. 2001).

Why have Common Murres redistributed around Triangle 
Island in recent years?

Murres e xperienced total or near   -total breedin g failure on Castle  
Rock in  1984 and  1989 (Rodway 1990), and on Murre     Rock in 
1995 (Parrish 1996). Parrish believed that Bald Eagles caused the 
failure, be cause the y depredated some adult murres and      caused 
others to abandon their eggs, which were then taken by Glaucous-
winged  Gulls  Larus glaucescens. Bald  Eagle populations ha  ve 
increased a cross  North America in re  cent  years  (Buehler  2000). 
At  Triangle  Island, the number of nestin    g pairs in  creased from 
three in 1989 (Rodway et al. 1990) to five in 2003 (Triangle Island 
Research  Station, unpubl . data ). Elsewhere, Common Murres  

TABLE 1
Results of 2003 and 2004 surveys of total numbers of Common Murres Uria aalge at sites in British Columbia  

at which they have historically bred

Colony Survey date Birds (n) Previous estimate (year) a

Kerouard Islands 24 Jun 2004 377 400 (1987)

Triangle I. Total 2003, 2004 4327 5937 (1989)

Southeast Pt 18 Jul 2003 0 568

Puffin Rock 18 Jul 2003 4297 3370

Murre Rock 18 Jul 2003 30 987

Castle Rock 2003, 2004 0 1012

Sartine Island 9 Jul 2004 0 600 (1975)

Cleland Island 6 Jul 2004 0 8 pairs (1975)

Florencia Island 30 Jun 2004 0 1 pair (1969)

Starlight Reef 30 Jun 2004 0 2 pairs (1980)

Total 4704
a Estimates (total birds, unless stated otherwise) for Kerouard Islands from Campbell et al. (1990); for Triangle Island from Rodway 
(1990), using observations on 17 August (best match of breeding chronology to survey date in 2003). All others from sources 
summarized in Campbell et al. (1990) and Carter et al. (2001).



	 ��������� ����������� ������� ��� ���� ������� ������ ��� �������� ���������� ������� ��Hipfner: Population status of the Common Murre in British Columbia, Canada� ��	 69

Marine Ornithology 33: 67–69 (2005)

faced with persistent pressure from ea gles have abandoned small 
subcolonies (Parrish et al. 2001), so that increasing pressure from 
an expanding Bald Eagle population seems a likely explanation for 
the abandonment of subcolonies around Triangle Island.

Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus populations have also increased 
across  North America in re  cent  years  (White  et al. 2002). There 
was only one active falcon eyrie on Puffin Rock in 1989 (Rodway 
et al. 1990), but t  wo in   2003 (Triangle  Island  Research  Station, 
unpubl. data), the second site within five metres of the main murre 
colony. Unlike ea gles, Pere grine  Falcons do not normall   y kill 
murres,  which are too lar   ge to be ta   ken easil y, but the  y do  very 
actively e xclude Bald   Eagles from the    vicinity of their e   yries. 
Eagles  were not seen fl   ying o ver Puffin   Rock in either   2003 or 
2004. Thus, many Common Murres may have shifted from smaller, 
local sites to Puffin     Rock so as to benefit from an umbrella of       
security provided by breeding falcons.

To summarize, Common Murres bred at only two of six historically 
documented  colonies in British Columbia, Canada, in       2003 and 
2004. Numbers at   Triangle  Island, the lar  ger of the t   wo a ctive 
colonies, were about 27% lower in 2003 than in 1989. The lower 
number ma y refle ct a true population de    cline, but if so, one of     
unknown cause and timing. In addition, the distribution of breeding 
birds around Triangle changed between 1989 and 2003: a number 
of small satellite    colonies  were abandoned, but more birds bred     
on the main colony. That redistribution may reflect changes in the 
raptor population and behavioural dynamics.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thanks to Peter Clar   kson  (Parks Canada ) for  conducting the 
surveys at sites along the west coast of Vancouver Island; to Glen 
Keddie and   Laura Ma cFarlane-Tranquilla  (Centre for   Wildlife 
Ecology) for help at Triangle  Island; and to  Debby Gardiner and 
Richard  Lamy (Parks Canada ) and  Sam  Iverson  (CWE) for help 
at the   Kerouard  Islands. Jennifer  Greenwood and   Glen  Keddie 
counted murres on the di    gital photo graphs, and   Katrina  Rogers 
prepared the map of the British Columbia        coast. Staff at   Gwaii 
Haanas  National Par k and  Greg Martin of the    Laskeek Ba y 
Conservation Society provided in valuable lo gistical support . This 
research  was funded b  y the Canadian   Wildlife  Service, Pa cific 
and Yukon Region. Constructive criticism from Sean Boyd, Harry 
Carter, Ken Morgan and an anonymous reviewer helped to improve 
the original manuscript.

REFERENCES

AINLEY,  D.G.,  NETTLESHIP,  D.N., C ARTER, H .R. & A.E. 
STOREY. 2002. Common Murre   Uria aalge. In: Poole,  A. & 
Gill, F. (Eds). The birds of North America. No. 666. Philadelphia: 
The Birds of North America.

BUEHLER. D.A. 2000. Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus. In: 
Poole, A. & Gill, F. (Eds). The birds of North America. No. 506. 
Philadelphia: The Birds of North America.

BURGER, A.E. 2002. Beached bird sur veys in British Columbia, 
1986–1997. Unpublished report to the     Nestucca  Trust  Fund. 
28 pp.

CAMPBELL,  R.W.,  DAWE,  N.K., M cTAGGART-COWAN,  I., 
COOPER,  J.M.,  KAISER,  G.W. & M cNALL, M .C.E. 1990. 
The birds of British Columbia. Vancouver: University of British 
Columbia Press.

CARTER, H .R. 2004. Temporary colonization of Cleland    Island, 
British Columbia, by Common Murres from 1969–82. Wildlife 
Afield 1: 39-45.

CARTER, H .R.,  WILSON,  U.W.,  LOWE,  R.W.,  RODWAY, 
M.S., M ANUWAL,  D.A.,  TAKEKAWA,  J.E. & YEE J.L. 
2001. Population trends of the Common Murre       (Uria aalge 
californica). In: Manu wal,  D.A., Carter, H  .R.,  Zimmerman, 
T.S. & Orthmeyer,  D.L. (Eds). Biolo gy and  conservation of 
the Common Murre in California,      Oregon,  Washington, and 
British Columbia. Vol. 1: Natural history and population trends. 
Information and   Technology Report  USGS/BRD/ITR-2000-
0012. Washington,  DC:  US Geological  Survey, Biolo gical 
Resources Division.

HATCH,  S.A. & H ATCH, M .A. 1989. Attendance patterns of  
murres at breeding sites: implications for population monitoring. 
Journal of Wildlife Management 53: 483–493.

PARRISH,  J. 1996. Common Murre demo   graphy on  Triangle 
Island,  1995. Unpublished report to the Centre for       Wildlife 
Ecology. 11 pp.

PARRISH,  J., M ARVIER, M . & P AINE,  R.T. 2001. Direct and 
indirect effects: interactions between Bald Eagles and Common 
Murres. Ecological Applications 11: 1858–1869.

RODWAY, M .S. 1990. Attendance patterns, hat  ching chronology 
and breeding population of Common Murres on Triangle Island, 
British Columbia, follo wing the Nestucca oil spill  . Delta, BC: 
Canadian Wildlife Service Technical Report Series 87. 46 pp.

RODWAY, M .S.,  LEMON, M .J.F. & SUMMERS,  K.R. 1990. 
British Columbia Seabird Colony Inventory: Report #4—Scott 
Islands. Delta, BC: Canadian Wildlife Service Technical Report 
Series 86. 109 pp.

VALLÉE, A.J. & C ANNINGS,  R.J. 1983. Nesting of the   Thick-
billed Murre,   Uria lomvia, in British Columbia, Canada    . 
Canadian Field-Naturalist 97: 450–451.

WHITE, C .M., C LUM,  N.J., C ADE,  T.J. & H UNT,  G.W. 2002. 
Peregrine  Falcon  Falco peregrinus. In: Poole,   A. & Gill,  F. 
(Eds). The birds of North America. No. 660. Philadelphia: The 
Birds of North America.



Common Murre delivering Pacific sandlance to its chick, Triangle Island, July 2003. (photo, Mark Hipfner)


