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Prey spectrum of breeding sooty shearwaters (Puffinus griseus)

in New Zealand
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Abstract Prey remains from sooty shearwater
(Puffinus griseus Gmelin, 1792) regurgitates, stom-
achs, and gizzards, were collected from four breed-
ing colonies in southern New Zealand. We found a
wide range of prey species (minimum 39 species of
35 genera), the most important of which were crus-
taceans (particularly euphausiid krill and hyperiid
amphipods), cephalopods (notably arrow squid),
fishes, and salps. Malacostracans (krill, amphipods,
and decapods) were the predominant taxa of prey in
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both diversity and frequency of occurrence. Regur-
gitates were easily obtained from harvested chicks
and provided the greatest range of prey remains (36
of the 39 species identified). However, these regur-
gitates comprised only 29% of the total number of
samples collected. Fish, malacostracan, and salp prey
ranged from 4 to 170 mm in size, whereas total
lengths of squid ranged from 50 to 535 mm. Based
on size and mass, the largest squid were undoubt-
edly scavenged, possibly in association with com-
mercial fishers. The geographical distribution of prey
species indicate that most sooty shearwaters breed-
ing near Stewart Island forage in waters lying be-
tween the Subtropical and Polar Fronts. Our results
suggest that the abundance of krill, the impact of
fisheries and the influence of climate perturbations
on prey species may play important roles in sooty
shearwater breeding and survival.
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INTRODUCTION

Puffinus griseus Gmelin, 1792 (sooty shearwaters,
titl or muttonbirds) are medium-sized, burrow-
nesting seabirds that breed around the southern
coasts of South America, Australia, and New
Zealand. They are the most common seabird in the
New Zealand region, with breeding colonies
numbering in the millions (Warham & Wilson
1982). Breeding is centred on islands around Stewart
Island (Rakiura) and on the Snares Islands (Warham
& Wilson 1982; Marchant & Higgins 1990). The
breeding season extends from October to May and
is followed by a transequatorial migration for the
austral winter (Warham et al. 1982; Spear & Ainley
1999). In common with other Procellariiformes,
sooty shearwaters lay a single egg and feed a slowly
growing chick over a protracted period in the nest.

Sooty shearwaters prey on a wide variety of
pelagic cephalopods, crustaceans, and fish taken
mainly by pursuit plunging (Marchant & Higgins






