
Threats to Shearwaters

Lesson 3 Engage



KAPU

In Hawaiian, the term 
kapu means: 
“keep out”, “sacred”,
or “forbidden

The wedge-tailed 
shearwaters nesting at the 
Freeman Seabird Preserve 
are protected by U.S. 
federal and state laws



Shearwaters Need Protection
Dog pack blamed for dead shearwaters at Kahuku
Dozens of shearwaters turn up dead at golf course

Nearly 90 wedge-tailed shearwaters were 
discovered dead yesterday at the Kahuku Golf 
Course -- apparent victims of a pack of dogs.

"That's the worst dog kill that I've heard so far," 
said David Smith, Oahu Branch manager for 
the state Division of Forestry and Wildlife.

A year ago, 40 shearwaters were found dead 
at the same golf course. Joshua Fisher, a 
biologist with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service's 
Pacific Islands Office, determined that the birds
found a year ago also suffered trauma from 
puncture wounds caused most likely by dogs.
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Officer David Keawe with the 
state DLNR with dead wedge-

tailed shearwater at Kahuku Golf 
Course yesterday.
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Introduced Predators
Who could have made a hole and eaten the eggs? 

Can you think of introduced species that could be 
eating Wedge-tailed Shearwater eggs in Hawai’i ?  



Introduced Predators

Rats can eat shearwater 
eggs and young chicks 

Biologists monitor rats 
with motion activated IR 
cameras and use baited 

traps to control them    
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Introduced Predators
Can you think of any introduced species that 
could be a predator of Wedge-tailed 
Shearwater chicks and adults in Hawai’i ?

Predators often remove the head of the birds

A young chick (August)               A developed chick (August)



Introduced Predators

Cats (and dogs) can kill shearwater 
chicks and adults



Keeping an Eye on the Preserve

Researchers monitor 
predators at the preserve 
during the day and at 
night, using motion 
activated IR cameras  
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Natural Egg Loss 
Occasionally, adults fighting 
over a nesting site crack or 
kick an egg out of their nest

If one of the adults abandons 
the breeding attempt or is 
killed during the incubation 
period, the other adult will 
eventually leave the egg 
unattended in the nest

Biologists collect abandoned, 
cracked and infertile eggs that 
did not hatch during the  
September 14 colony census



Natural Mortality
Occasionally, chicks die while 
hatching,  because of exposure 
(they were soaked by summer 
rain or got too hot in the nest)

Young chicks can also die from 
excessive heat, dehydration, and  
starvation (if they did not get 
enough food from their parents)

In years when the ocean is not 
productive and there is not 
enough food to feed the chicks, 
some adults abandon the colony  
and return to the ocean to feed 

These birds will regain their 
energy and will try to breed  
next year’s breeding season



In Addition to Introduced Predators… 

Can you think of any other harmful 
human-impacts to Wedge-tailed 

Shearwaters …

In the Ocean ?

On Land ?



Humans impact shearwaters and 
other native seabirds in Hawai’i, 
in three main ways:

• Habitat degradation and 
destruction at sea, including 
by chemical and plastic pollution 

• Habitat degradation and 
destruction on land, including by
the development of nesting sites

• And introduction of land predators
that did not evolve with seabirds

Human Impacts



Ocean Pollution

Shearwaters ingest small 
(few millimeter long) 
plastic fragments

It is unknown whether  
pollutants affect their 
survival and reproduction 

Human Impacts At Sea 

Plastic fragments found inside the 
stomachs of dead birds, eaten 
accidentally (ocean plastics). 



Human Impacts at Sea

Entanglement in 
marine debris and 
fishing gear

Birds can get caught in 
lost or discarded fishing 
nets and drown

Birds can also become 
entangled and hooked 
in fishing gear 



Human Impacts 
On Land

Shearwaters and their 
nesting sites can be 
damaged by people

People walking by can 
crush burrows and 
trample eggs and 
chicks underground 

Adult birds can fly into 
human structures, like 
fences and posts



Human Impacts on Land
Light Pollution

Fledging chicks seeking 
the moonlight reflected 
on the ocean surface 
can be attracted to 
bright lights on land 
and become stranded

Grounded shearwaters 
can get hit by cars or 
attacked by predators, 
unless they are rescued

Animated video to learn how to 
rescue a seabird

https://vimeo.com/353876680


These lessons were created by Laura Cottongim, dean of Curriculum and Instruction at the University 
Laboratory School in Honolulu, Dr. David Hyrenbach (Hawai’i Pacific University) and Wendy Johnson 
(Hawai‘i Audubon Society).  With updates from Jenn Urmston and Michelle Hester (Oikonos). 

These activities incorporate data from collaborative research by Hawai‘i Pacific University, Hawai‘i 
Audubon Society, Oikonos Ecosystem Knowledge, California College of the Arts, and Windward 
Community College.

Educators, students and researchers may incorporate these materials into their lesson plans, 
presentations, and worksheets in hard copy and digital formats for internal educational use only, not 
into any publication for external distribution or commercial purposes.

All photos, art, and data have been contributed free of charge to create this product for educational use. 
Content may be copyrighted and/or owned by individuals and entities other than the creators. Please 
contact Oikonos to request external use of content (michelle@oikonos.org).

Funding provided by Disney Conservation Fund and Atherton Family Foundation. Thank you.

We appreciate feedback. Contact Hawai‘i Audubon Society at: hiaudsoc@gmail.com
Resources for Way of the Wedgies are free at www.freemanseabirdpreserve.com/lessons-home 
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