SHEARWATER MIGRATION OFF THE

COAST OF SRI LANKA

We carry out morning observations (06h30 -
07h30) from sites off the western and southern
coasts of Sri Lanka as part of a long-term study
on the migration of Bridled Terns Sterna
anaethetus. Telescopes (PENTAX 30 x 40,
KOWA 20 x 80) are used in making the
observations.

In September - October 1993 we observed
several shearwaters in migration (table 1). The
‘birds flew parallel to the coastline at estimated
distances of 1 - 1.5km offshore. They flew close
to the waves in a gliding, banking manner
characteristic of many shearwaters. The birds
were larger than Bridled Terns and appeared
very roughly the size of Large Crested Terns
Sterna bergii. The shearwaters were dark
brown or blackish with dark underwings and
squarish or rounded tails (fig. Il). It was not

TABLE |

Details of shearwater migration: 1 hr. counts (06h30 - 07h30)
as observed from coastal stations in 1993

Date Station Birds Flight Weather
counted direction conditions
12 Sep  Chilaw 1 Southwards  Strong onshore
79°4T'E wind, rough sea
7°36'N
19 Sep Kosgoda 1 Southwards ~ Srong onshore
80°02'E wind and rain,
6°19'N rough sea
25 Sep  Dondra Pt. 4 Eastwards Mild breeze,
80°36'E choppy sea
5°55N
26 Sep  Colombo 1 Southwards  No wind, choppy
79°51'E sea
6°53'N
2 Oct  Colombo 1 Southwards ~ Onshore wind,
79°51'E rough sea
6°53'N
3 Oct Talawila 70+  Southwards  Strong onshore
79°42'E wind, rough sea
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FIGURE |

West and South coasts of Sri Lanka showing stations from
which the Shearwater migration was observed.
(Map by P. T. G. Perera)

possible to discern details of bills, legs etc. on
account of distance.

Four species of dark shearwaters (viz.
Wedge-tailed, Sooty, Slender-billed and Flesh-
footed) are recorded from Sri Lanka (De Silva,
1990). As the migrating birds could not be
observed in detail deciding on the probable
species identity was not easy. For the reasons
given below we reject three species and
provisionally accept a fourth as being that
observed in migration (figure Il1).

The Wedge-tailed Shearwater Puffinus
pacificus is dimorphic (Harrison, 1985); 20 - 30
percent of the birds being of the light morph and
and the rest the dark form (Pizzey, 1989). If the
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