
Being an NMU birder on Marion island was probably one of 

the best and undoubtedly the hardest things I’ve ever done 

in my life. But the sleepless nights, the agony of getting island 

fit, the wind, the rain and the blood, sweat and tears shed 

during my time there are dwarfed by the sheer magnificence 

of the islands beauty and the wildlife that surrounded me 

during my time there. During my year on the island I worked 

mainly on the burrowing-petrels that return to breed in the 

summer months (only Grey petrels breed in winter there). The 

work I did was mainly at night, catching adult birds and 

taking a number of physiological samples from them to help 

learn more about their diet and the effects of pollution on it, 

but I also deployed devices on the birds to track them so we 

could see where they go to forage. I also sampled the diet of 

the chicks to see how plastics were transferred in the diet 

from parents to chicks. When I could, I helped with long term 

monitoring of a number of species; the elegant albatrosses 

(wandering, grey-headed, sooty and light-mantled sooty), 

giant petrel monitoring and the Grey and White-chinned 

petrel monitoring. Tracking the growth and development of 

the chicks, and watching them take their first wobbly flights 

into the big wide world will forever remain one of my most 

treasured memories. 
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Marion Island is home to many seabirds, the most iconic being the 

albatrosses and massive penguin colonies. However, beneath the 

surface of the vegetation breeds millions of burrowing petrels which 

often goes unnoticed. I am currently collecting data for a project 

focussing on these burrowing petrels, looking at their distribution, diet 

and the presence of plastic in their diet. These birds are seldom seen 

up close during the day as the Brown Skuas prey on them. Rather, 

they come out at night and this is when I do most of my work, which 

can be challenging at times. This is important work, as not a lot has 

been done on these birds since their populations were decimated 

by cats (which has since been eradicated), but now they face a 

new threat… the invasive house mouse. Mice are currently causing 

a lot of damage to seabirds breeding on Marion Island and 

probably to a large extent on burrowing petrels. The extent of 

mouse damage on burrowing birds is hard to detect though as 

monitoring birds underground does not come without its challenges. 

Here we use burrow-scopes (cameras) to peek into burrows, 

revealing what goes on beneath the surface.
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Great-winged petrel in a burrow (Stefan Schoombie)

Blue Petrel with its chick (Stefan Schoombie)


