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Wedge-tailed Shearwaters 

 

Source: http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=1027  

 

Population Information 

The overall approximation of Wedge-tailed Shearwaters is approximately 5 200 000 birds (Birdlife 

International 2009 jk). At WA breeding sites there are at least one million breeding pairs (Burbidge et al. 

1996) and in New South Wales (NSW) there are 43 000–54 000 breeding pairs (Priddel 1996). 

 

Habitat 

The Wedge-tailed Shearwater is a pelagic (a bird that frequents coastal waters and the open ocean), marine 

bird known from tropical and subtropical waters. The species tolerates a range of surface-temperatures and 

salinities, but is most abundant where temperatures are greater than 21 °C and salinity is greater than 3.46%. 

In tropical zones the species may feed over cool nutrient-rich waters. The species has been recorded in 

offshore waters of eastern Victoria and southern NSW, mostly over continental slope with sea-surface 

temperatures of 13.9–24.4 °C (Drummond 1985; Reid et al. 2002) and usually off the continental shelf in 

north-west Australia (Collins & Jessop 1997; Marchant & Higgins 1990). 

 

In WA, an ongoing study of islands in the North West Shelf area show a correlation between El Niño 

conditions and a lower number of eggs laid (Dunlop et al. 2002). 

 

Life Cycle  

Breeding 
The Wedge-tailed Shearwater breeds colonially and is rarely seen alone during this period. Small flocks are 

formed at the start of the breeding season and birds often gather in large flocks (up to 600 have been 

recorded in one flock) in areas where food is concentrated (Marchant & Higgins 1990; Reid et al. 2002). 

 

The species breeds throughout its known range, mainly on vegetated islands, atolls and cays, but one colony 

is known on the Australian mainland. Twenty-five per cent of Australian breeding occurs within the Great 

Barrier Reef and the largest breeding colony is recorded at the Capricorn-Bunker group of islands (Congdon 

et al. 2007). 

 

The species usually excavates burrows on flat or flattish areas with dense grassy and tussocky vegetation but 

much depends on the nature of soil and terrain, as at some sites burrows are below the cover of trees and 

shrubs. In deep soft soil, burrows can be 2+ metres long, such as those among Lomandra longifolia on 

Montague Island, NSW. At sites with sandy vegetated screes or stable dunes or on flats of shell grit, burrows 

are approximately to 1.5 m long, parallel with the surface or steeply dipping (Marchant & Higgins 1990). 

 

Breeding - timing 
The Wedge-tailed Shearwater breeds in summer with birds at lower latitude colonies arriving later than birds 

at higher latitude colonies, although laying times are similar (Dyer & Carter 1997). Numbers of non-

breeding birds build up slowly in colonies until constituting about half the birds present. A number of 

breeding sites have been studied, with specific timing recorded (Garkaklis et al 1998; Marchant & Higgins 

1990): 

 

Location State Arrival Laying Fledgling 

Rottnest Island WA Early to late August Late November Mid May 
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Breeding - raising young 
While raising chicks, male and females forage differently, with females undertaking longer foraging trips 

and also diving to less depth in pursuit of prey than males. Conversely, males provision chicks at a higher 

rate than females. Prey sourced is similar for both sexes (Peck & Congdon 2006). Adults in the Great Barrier 

Reef undertake short one to four day foraging trips with interspersed eight to ten day longer trips to cooler 

waters with greater foraging resources (Congdon et al. 2007). 

 

Chicks are fed approximately every 1–2 days (Baudini 2002). Three to four week old chicks can survive 

between six and twelve days without provisioning, and older chicks from five to eight weeks have been 

recorded going without feeding for up to twenty days. However, mortality rates of chicks do increase if they 

are not fed in eight to ten days (Congdon et al. 2007). 

 

Daily changes in sea surface temperature can affect the Wedge-tailed Shearwaters capacity to feed and to 

provision chicks through changes in availability of prey when temperatures rise (Congdon et al. 2007; Peck 

et al. 2004). Consistent high temperatures over a breeding season can have a catastrophic impact on colonies 

and fledging success (Congdon et al. 2007). 

 

Feeding 

In Australia, Wedge-tailed Shearwaters have been observed feeding along the junction between inshore and 

offshore water masses. In tropical waters, they mainly forage within the Equatorial Counter-current, 

extending north and south into Equatorial Currents, and birds may be associated with current boundaries and 

associated upwellings (Drummond 1985; Reid et al. 2002). 

When foraging at sea the inverse is found, birds are often alone or in small groups. However they will 

congregate into large flocks that often include other seabird species around fishing boats or to attack large 

shoals of fish/shrimp swarms (Lindsey 1986). 

 

Hunting 
When feeding, Wedge-tailed Shearwaters fly less than ten metres above the surface of the ocean and dive to 

a depth of two to three metres. Birds often settle on the surface of the water, especially after feeding or 

before migration. In rough weather birds have been recorded to loaf in lees of islands and in harbours 

(Marchant & Higgins 1990). 

Food is taken by contact-dipping, dipping, surface-seizing and, rarely, deep-plunging. In one study, dipping 

consisted 78% of all feeding and pursuit-plunging 17% (n = 71). At the Seychelles, 83% of 23 birds 

researched dived to a mean maximum depth of 14 ± 23 m (range 1–66 m). This diving ability gives the 

Wedge-tailed Shearwaters access to additional, deeper prey inaccessible to most other tropical seabirds 

(Burger 2001). 

 

Diet 
There is no detailed analysis of the diet of Australian adult Wedge-tailed Shearwater's, however tropical 

residing Wedge-tailed Shearwater birds are known to mostly consume fish, some cephalopods, insects, 

jellyfish and prawns. In Australia, one study found chicks' stomachs contained jellyfish, cephalopods and 

fish. Stomach-oil consisted of triglycerides and cholesterol (Marchant & Higgins 1990). 

 

Movement Patterns 

Movement patterns of the Wedge-tailed Shearwater are poorly known but populations at the northern and 

southern extremities of the known range are migratory, departing nests in early April to early May and 

spending the non-breeding season in the tropics. Migratory populations from the southern hemisphere winter 

in the tropics north of the equator; those from WA probably travelling to north to the Indian Ocean. 
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