
The Life Cycle of the Wedge-tailed Shearwater 

Lesson 1 Engage



Wedge-tailed Shearwater Life Cycle 
This diagram shows the 
yearly cycle (month to 
month) of the life of the 
Wedge-tailed Shearwater 
at a breeding colony. The 
thickness of the lines show 
the number of birds:  thin 
(low) and thick (high).

The outer cycle shows the 
timing of migration, when 
adults are at the colony.  

The inner cycle shows the 
timing and abundance of 
incubated eggs and chicks.   

Diagram from the Birds 
of North America



Wedge-tailed Shearwater At Sea

Wedge-tailed Shearwaters are an integral part of the “tuna 
bird” community, including other seabirds and predatory 
fishes.  Can you name any other birds shown in this picture? 



Wedge-tailed Shearwater On Land 

Adult Wedge-tailed Shearwaters spend most of their life at sea, 
where they feed, but come to land to breed.  They usually dig 
underground burrows, where they lay a single egg per year.



Wedge-tailed Shearwater Nest Sites

Shearwater parents use a variety of nesting 
sites: underground burrows and rock caves.

Some birds nest in the shade, under native 
and introduced bushes.

Shearwater parents nest directly on ground-
covering native plants or bring plant material 
(twigs and leaves) into their nests.



Wedge-tailed Shearwater Migration

Adult Wedge-tailed Shearwaters return to their colonies in 
spring (early march) to get ready for the breeding season.  



Arrival at Freeman Seabird Preserve

March:

Adults arrive at FSP and 
start looking for nesting site

Parents find their mates                                                                       
and start courting

Notice footprints on sand           Notice poop on the rocks



Building a Nest and Mating

April – May:

Shearwaters secure a nesting site, 
often fighting with other birds.

Parents mate and pregnant 
mothers start developing an egg.

Adults leave the colony in late 
May to go to sea to on the              
“pre-breeding departure”.

Female shearwaters eat and 
build up their energy reserves, 
for laying a single large egg.



Eggs Laid

June – July:

Mother lays a single egg (the           
size of a chicken egg) and 
parents take turns incubating.

This is the time of the year when 
we find abandoned eggs that 
have been kicked out of a nest, 
or have been laid outside of a 
nest by inexperienced birds.



Chicks Hatch
August:

Chicks hatch from the end            
of July (last week) through 
the beginning of September 
(first week).

For the first few days after 
hatching, one parent always 
stays with the chick, guarding 
it and keeping it warm / cool 
and dry from summer rain.

(Can you see the egg shells?)



Researchers Count Number of Active Nests

Two Colony Censuses:                                      

Mid July  & Mid Sept. 



Defining Active Nests
● Active nests:  

○ one or two adults incubating an egg

○ live chick with or without an adult

● Inactive nests:

○ lost egg:  existing egg has been predated,                           
is broken, or has disappeared 

○ lost chick:  existing chick has been predated,                 
has died of starvation, or has disappeared 



Researchers Collect Data on Chick 
Survival and Growth 

Every Week:                                      

Mid August to Mid November 



Chicks Become Fledglings

Mid August         Mid September               Mid October



Fledglings

Mid November: 

Chicks are ready              
to leave the nest   
and go to sea for  
the first time.

Researchers 
measure and 
band the chicks.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
*how to tell chicks from adults.. 



Final Size Measurements and Banding the 
Chicks Before They Fly Away

Uniquely numbered metal 
bands from the federal U.S. 
Bird Banding Laboratory  
are used to keep track of 
individual birds over their life 



See You In About Five Years!

Surviving chicks will return to their colony starting at                    
about age 5. The bands will help us to recognize them.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
*



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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