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Seasonal distribution of marine birds in

North Carolina waters, 1975-1986

33(5):715-721) summarized infor-

mation on the seasonal occurrence
of pelagic birds off the North Carolina
coast. Since that time a fair amount of
additional information has become
available, outdating that study. Major
changes include the documentation of
additional bird species, the extension of
known seasonal occurrence for many,
if not most species, changes in our
knowledge about the relative abundance
or recognized status of several species,
and nomenclature.

This increased knowledge is a direct
result of supportative funding from the
United States Fish & Wildlife Service
(Slidell Louisiana Laboratory), the De-
partment of the Navy, and assistance
from many individuals of the birding
community, who made additional sur-
vey trips by our museum financially
possible. These ongoing trips have al-
lowed better coverage of the winter pe-
riod, a season poorly covered anywhere
in the western north Atlantic, and en-
abled us to penetrate deep-water zones
that previously had not been system-
atically surveyed.

Figure 1 is an updated version of the
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seasonal distribution chart that ap-
peared in Lee and Booth (1979). Infor-
mation documenting the changes in the
two versions has for the most part been
presented in various journals, although
some of it is in manuscripts or field rec-
ords at the North Carolina State Mu-
seum. Five species included here are re-
garded as provisional by the North Car-
olina birds record committee: Cape
Petrel (Daption capense), Bermuda Pe-
trel (Pterodroma cahow), Soft-Plumaged
Petrel (P. mollis), Litile Shearwater
(Puffinus assimilis), and Brown Booby
(Sula leucogaster). Information pro-
vided in Figure 1 has been updated
through July 1986.

Figure 2 illustrates the relative abun-
dance of marine birds by month. Only
the six most common species for each
4-week period are included. While this
second figure accounts for monthly
abundance it omits the rarer species. 1
believe that between the two figures, in-
terested persons can have a relatively
clear understanding of what to expect
and what to hope for on a given date.

Finally, in Figure 3 and Table 1, I
have illustrated relative densities of birds
expressed in number of individuals en-

Table 1. Summer zonal distribution (individuals/hour) of six species selected to show deep water, shelf edge, and inshore distributions and

zones of overlap. (Also see Fig. 3).

shelf edge species deep water species inshore
Total Survey species
Depth Time in Wilson's Cory’s Audubon’s Black-capped Band-rumped Royal All
(fathoms) Zone (hr.) Storm-Petrel Shearwater Shearwater Petrel Storm-Petrel Tern Species*
<10 1042 38 0 0 0 0 4.41 11.13
11-19 7.25 1.38 3.17 0 0 0 248 | 12.41
20-30 35.42 2.32 4.71 0.62 0 0 0.28 10.42
31-50 12.42 14.75 6.04 .72 0 0 1.13 43.32
51-99 4.17 20.86 5.52 16.07 0.24 0 0.96 50.07
100-400 18.50 25.08 6.97 4.49 1.14 0.16 0.54 78.38
401-799 18.17 24.49 7.15 4.62 2,92 1.32 0.17 71.44
800> 19.75 14.23 17.92 15.34 3.39 1.11 0.10 61.62
* Includes birds not listed in this table.
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Albatross sp.
Northern Fulmar
Cape Petrel ;
Black-capped Petrel
Bermuda Petrel
Herald Petrel
Soft-plumaged Petrel
Cory’s Shearwater
Greater Shearwater
Sooty Shearwater
. Manx Shearwater
. Little Shearwater
. Audubon’s Shearwater
. Wilson’s Storm-Petrel
. White-faced Storm-Petrel
. Leach’s Storm-Petrel
. Band-rumped Storm-Petrel
. White-tailed Tropicbird
. Red-billed Tropicbird
. Masked Booby
. Brown Booby
. Northern Gannet
. Magnificent Frigatebird
. Red-necked Phalarope
. Red Phalarope
. Pomarine Jaeger
. Parasitic Jaeger
. Long-tailed Jaeger
. Great Skua
. South Polar Skua
Black-legged Kittiwake
. Sabine’s Gull
. Arctic Tern
‘Bridled Tern
. Sooty Tern
Brown Noddy
. Dovekie
. Thick-billed Murre
. Razorbill
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Figure 1. Seasonal distribution of North Carolina offshore and pelagic birds. The heaviest lines indicate that the species is common-to-abundant
during that period of the year, medium lines indicate fairly common and a thin line implies uricommon but within expected season of occurrence
Dashed lines stand for documented period of occurrence of irregular visitors, and dots indicate records of single birds (modified from Am

Birds 33:720).

countered/hour. This is based on 5316
sightings from 13 summer trips (June
through August) that surveyed zones up
to 1000 fathoms (calculated on a Hon-
eywell computer using a dBase III pro-
gram). Fauna composition shifts, with
some overlap, from coastal and inshore
species (up to 20 fathoms), to shelf-edge
pelagics (100 fathoms) and highly pe-
lagic species (500 fathoms and deeper).
Patterns emerging off North Carolina,
New England, and southern California
are all indicating a deep-water zone of
lower density, but one in which an in-
teresting assemblage of “unusual” sea
birds can be found.

That depth per se is probably not the
key factor responsible, has been illus-

410

trated by an interesting series of studies
conducted off Georgia by Chris Haney
(see page 396 this issue). Nevertheless,
it is becoming apparent that deep-water
zones provide rewarding areas of study.
In the past this was overlooked, partly
owing to complicated logistics in getting

big party boats to travel the necessary
distances from shore. Recently this
problem has been overcome, both lo-
cally and nationally, by the occasional
use of smaller, faster boats (more costly/
individual participant) and overnight
excursions.
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Figure 2. Major composition of bird fauna between the 20 and 1000 fathom contour off the northern North Carolina coast by month. Number
of trips on which this is based: January-February 6, March 8, April 11, May 15, June 20, July 16, August 19, September 10, October 10,

November 6, December 11 (all trips out of Oregon Inlet between 1975 and Autumn 1985).
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Figure 2. (Continued)
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Figure 3. Summer zonal distribution by water depth for all marine
burds expressed in mean number of birds encountered/hour of. survey
at each depth range. Also see Table 1 for basis of this figure.

412

Red-necked Phalarope

Cory’s Shearwater

Wilson’s Storm-Petrel

Audubon’s Shearwater

Laughing Gull

Herring Gull

September

R
X
2
0%
LRI
X
X
XX
0'0 0..‘
2390

2%
0%
S
RS
X
.. K

%
3 .o:fo
%
oot

X
X
oo
20200000,
XX
X
XXX
X8
0.%:%
29000

2%
9%
X%
%
KRR
oot
Satotede
RRX
%
%
2%
R
%S
ot

2
3
%
SRRRXS
Patetel
20
%

JRRRS
KRR
LR

XX
X0

%
%

%

EXTRRI
R0
RRRRSS
%
RS
Setoetess:
RRLIRAXR
R0
XXX
KL
!
ot

e
%

3
%
RRE K
toteols!
KRR

4

.0
X&)
otetelels!

X

$a%a% %%

Other

Bridled Tern

Red-necked Phalarope

Wilson’s Storm-Petrel

November

Cory’s Shearwater

Audubon’s Shearwater

Pomarine Jager

Herring Gull —

Greater Shearwater

Other

Laughing Gull

December

Black-capped Petrel

Northern Gannet

Red Phalarope

Other

—Bonaparte’s Gull

Herring Gull

Great Black-backed Gull

North Carolina State Museum of
Natural History,

P.O. Box 27647,

Raleigh, NC 27611

American Birds, Fall 1986



