
Variation in Muttonbird numbers and breeding success 

Muttonbirds migrate to the northern Pacific Ocean and Bering Sea for the winter months (May to 

August) and return to south eastern Australia in September. After scratching out their burrows, and 

mating, they fly south to the waters off Antarctica. Here they build their body condition with high 

energy food (fish, krill, and squid). Females use this food for developing a single large egg. The birds 

return to their breeding colonies in late November to lay their eggs. The male undertakes the first 

incubation shift of about 12 days, while the female returns to the southern waters to feed. The 

parents share the egg incubation duties, and the chick hatches in early January.  

To feed the chick, the parents alternate short foraging trips (1 to 2 days) in local waters (within 

300km) with long foraging trips (9 to 17 days) in southern waters (up to 2400km away). The short 

trips provide regular small meals for the chick (≈ 60g), but do not replenish the parents’ body 

condition. The long foraging trips provide bigger meals (≈180g) for the chick, mostly of energy-rich 

oil and lots of food for the parent which restores their body condition.  

In November 2013, mass mortalities of muttonbirds were reported from Victoria, SA, QLD, NSW and 

Tasmania. Many dead muttonbirds were seen on the beaches around Flinders Island, and other 

coastal areas of Tasmania. Autopsies undertaken at the government laboratories in Launceston 

showed very low body condition and likely starvation. 

Annual surveys of muttonbirds are undertaken on Big Green, Little Green, Little Dog, and East 

Kangaroo Islands by the Wildlife Management Branch after egg-laying in early December and again 

in March before chicks are harvested. This season (2013-14), the December survey showed the 

lowest result since the commencement of the current method of monitoring in 1997. Little Green 

Island was particularly low for burrow occupancy (the percentage of burrows with a bird inside). Put 

simply, in December 2013 a total of 133 birds from 848 burrows were recorded on six transects 

(each 100m x 2m) giving a burrow occupancy of 17%.  In the previous season (Dec 2012) the same 

six Little Green transects recorded 410 birds from a total 669 burrows, giving an occupancy of 61%. 

The graph below shows the variation in burrow occupancy by adults for the past 16 years from the 

four surveyed islands.  The average burrow occupancy for adults is around 63%.  

 



 

Figure 1: Burrow occupancy as a percentage of all burrows surveyed 

Why are the numbers so low? The answer is probably food related. We don’t know if the birds came 

back from the north Pacific in poor body condition but it is possible. The mass mortality recorded in 

all the south-eastern states in November suggests low food availability closer to home or in Antarctic 

waters. If this is additional to a food shortage in the north Pacific, then it will be a very difficult 

breeding season for the birds. Females in low body condition may not be able to develop an egg. 

This helps them stay alive for breeding the following year. The numbers of eggs are not counted in 

the annual surveys but it appeared that a number of the birds were not sitting on an egg. Hopefully 

food availability will improve and those birds which hatch chicks will be able to find enough food for 

themselves and the chick.  

For fat chicks to be available for harvesting, adult muttonbirds need sufficient food in the northern 

hemisphere during our winter, and then here locally and in the southern waters off Antarctica. 

Difficulty finding food in one or more of these areas can result in less eggs being laid, abandonment 

of eggs, underweight chicks or increased chick mortality.  

Why weren’t the birds able to find enough food? Variation in weather patterns can affect food 

availability in the oceans both in the northern and southern hemispheres. This could be part of 

normal ocean variability or the broader cycle of la Nina and El Nino, or even be connected to climate 

change. Muttonbirds mostly dive and their prey (fish, squid, krill) need to be in the top 50 m of the 

water column during daylight hours. Weather and ocean currents can affect the movements of prey. 

Over-fishing also affects the food chain and can impact birds directly when prey species are 

harvested or indirectly where fishing other species negatively impacts the prey species.  

Other threats to muttonbirds include being killed or injured by fishing operations, like being caught 

on long lines, drowned in nets, or tangled in discarded rubbish. Muttonbirds can also scavenge food 

items from the surface and eat small floating particles of plastic by mistake which look like bits of 

fish. This fills their stomachs so they cant fit in any real food, and results in low body weight or 

starvation. During incubation or chick rearing, heavy rain events can reduce breeding success due to 

water in the burrows chilling the eggs or chicks. 



Muttonbirds have a lot of environmental and man-made variables to contend with both locally and 

in the distant foraging areas. Is there anything we can do to help? It is difficult to assist birds in their 

distant foraging areas, but we can help locally by protecting their nesting habitat. For example, 

through preventing the spread or introduction of cats, rats, mice, or weeds. Maintaining native 

vegetation cover is important for protecting the microclimate (temperature and humidity) inside the 

burrows.  If burrows become too hot or dry through lack of shade, the chick can lose weight through 

physiological stress. Native vegetation strengthens burrow structure helping to protect against 

collapse. Shallow burrows or those with weak structure can be collapsed by livestock or people.  

Reduced vegetation cover also makes it easier for predators (cats, possums, ravens, gulls) to access 

burrows. We may also be able to assist muttonbirds by being flexible with the numbers harvested to 

suit the variation in chick numbers each year.  

Muttonbirds have evolved to be long-lived and to take advantage of those years when the 

environmental variables result in high food availability. Food is one of the biggest drivers of breeding 

success.  Variation in numbers of adults and chicks between years is normal but we should 

remember that in a world with additional pressures like over-fishing, climate change and increasing 

plastics in the ocean, these birds have more and more man-made obstacles to overcome. 

Appreciating these obstacles, and assisting them where we can in our part of the world, will help 

them survive in the large numbers we are used to seeing.  
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