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Abstract

In 2001, we developed a nocturnal spotlight survey technique to count Scripps’s Murrelets (Synthliboramphus
scrippsi; SCMU) attending at-sea congregations in near shore waters adjacent to breeding areas at Anacapa Island,
California, USA. Spotlight surveys offered a useful alternative to nest monitoring for assessing SCMU population
trends and the only method for estimating breeding population size at Anacapa where most breeding occurs in
inaccessible habitats. Spotlight surveys and nest monitoring yielded similar regression trends and rates of
population increase 12 years after the eradication of rats. By 2015, spotlight surveys had been used to estimate
population size at all known murrelet colonies in California and western Baja California, Mexico. To convert
survey counts to population estimates, we developed a correction factor at Santa Barbara Island, California which
quantified the relationship between the number of SCMU in congregations and the number of nests on the adjacent
shoreline. Studies at Birojima, Japan in 2011-2012 confirmed the utility of spotlight surveys for monitoring
population trends of Japanese Murrelets (S. wumizusume; JAMU) with regression analyses. However, the
correction factor used to estimate population size of SCMU colonies did not appear to be valid for JAMU.
Calculation of a correction factor specifically for JAMU was not possible at Birojima due to the largely
inaccessible breeding habitats and many nests concealed in deep crevices. To estimate population size at Birojima,
we surveyed 5 radial transects in 2012 to estimate mean density and extrapolated this density over the entire
congregation area which resulted in 2890 murrelets. This estimate was considered similar to the 3,000 total
murrelets estimated in 1993-1994 based on telescope counts of murrelets gathering around the island at dusk. The
total number of JAMU in the congregation was adjusted to account for subadults in the congregation and breeding
adults on the island, yielding a minimum of 1,705 breeding birds at Birojima in 2012. Spotlight survey efforts are
needed at other JAMU breeding islands to better assess population trends, estimate population size, and determine
the feasibility of calculating a correction factor for JAMU.
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Introduction

Anyone who has worked with Synthliboramphus murrelets, knows all too well the difficulties of studying
these species. The main challenges stem from the rugged and often remote islands where these small seabirds
breed (Figure 1). When working at islands like Teuri in Hokkaido, Anacapa Island, California, and Birojima, even
basic questions such as “Where are they breeding?”, “How many are breeding there?”, and “Are the populations
increasing or decreasing?” can be very difficult to answer. For the last 23 years, we have been attempting to answer
some of these questions. We realized very early that alternatives to traditional nest monitoring would be needed
because murrelet nests are hidden in rocky crevices or under dense vegetation in breeding habitats that can be very
difficult, if not impossible, to search. This is especially true at islands where mammalian predators, such as foxes,
rats, and cats are present. However, one conspicuous feature of murrelet social behavior that makes it easier to find
and estimate the size of colonies is their tendency to congregate nightly at sea adjacent to nesting areas during the
breeding season. In this paper, we review spotlight survey techniques used to determine the size and population
trends of murrelet colonies.
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Figure 1. Breeding range of Synthliboramphus murrelets in the Pacific Ocean.

Review of Spotlight Survey Techniques

In 2000, we developed an at-sea survey technique using small boats and spotlights to count murrelets
congregating on the water just off nesting areas at night (Whitworth and Carter 2014). We presumed the number
of murrelets in these congregations could serve as an index of population size and be used to monitor trends. The
spotlight survey technique was developed at Anacapa Island, California to assess recovery of Scripps’s Murrelets
after rats were eradicated in 2002. We conducted baseline spotlight surveys at Anacapa in 2001-2003 then went
back again in 2014 to see if spotlight counts had increased. In fact, mean counts on round-island spotlight surveys
increased almost 4-fold from 2003 to 2014. We also compared spotlight survey counts with the numbers of nests
found during nest monitoring in 2001-2010 and 2014 (Figure 2). Time series regression detected significant
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Figure 2. Regression of log-transformed nest counts and annual mean round-island spotlight counts
of Scripps’s Murrelets at Anacapa Island, California in 2001-2014.
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increases in the number of occupied nests, which increased 15.1% each year, and mean round-island spotlight
counts, which increased 12.2% (Whitworth and Carter 2017).

The usefulness of spotlight surveys for assessing population trends was also demonstrated at San Clemente
Island, California which hosts one of the smallest Scripps’s Murrelet colonies in the world. Only 6 murrelet nests
have been found at Seal Cove in the last 5 years, probably because most murrelets nest in steep inaccessible cliffs
to avoid predation by foxes and cats. We performed power analyses on spotlight survey data from 2012-2016 to
determine the probability of detecting population trends with spotlight surveys (Whitworth et al., in press). As
expected, more intensive surveys were better for detecting trends; a 20-year program with 18 surveys/year
conducted annually could detect, with 80% probability, population changes as low as 1.5% per year (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Power to estimate Scripps’s Murrelet population trends over 20 years using spotlight surveys at
San Clemente Island, California. Charts shows power for high-effort (HE = 18 surveys/year), medium-
effort (ME = 12 surveys/year), and low-effort (LE = 6 surveys/year) monitoring plans conducted annually,
2 years every 4 years (2/2), and every 4" year (1/3).

Spotlight survey monitoring has also been conducted at Teuri Island, Hokkaido, Gugul-do, South Korea, and
Catalina Island, California. Thus, this technique has become an important new monitoring tool for assessing
murrelet population trends. However, reliably determining the number of murrelets at a colony has posed a much
more daunting task. Simply visiting an island and conducting a nest census is usually not an option, so we are
currently examining methods using spotlight counts to determine population size.

Santa Barbara Island (SBI), California is unique in the Scripps’s Murrelet range because many nests are found
on in accessible habitats on gentle slopes and almost all nests are accessible to researchers on foot or by boat. This
is the only murrelet breeding area in North America where we could reasonably estimate the relationship between
the number of nests in a defined area and the number of birds congregating in the adjacent nearshore waters. We
conducted concurrent spotlight surveys and nest searches at SBI and used this data to calculate a very simple
correction factor that converted spotlight counts into an estimate of the number of nests (D. Whitworth,
unpublished data); CF = N/M where N = number of nests and M = number of murrelets. Nest searches on SBI
yielded 107 occupied nests (N) and the mean spotlight survey count (M) was 67 [+ 14 SE] murrelets; 95% CI =
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37-97. These values yielded a correction factor of 1.60 (95% CI = 1.10-2.89) nests per murrelet observed. We
used this correction factor to estimate population size for most murrelet breeding islands on the Pacific coast of
southern California and Baja California. However, more studies are needed, preferably over more than 1 year to
better assess inter-annual variation in nest count and spotlight survey data.

In 2011, we visited Birojima in Miyazaki-ken, Kyushu (Figure 4) with Kuniko Otsuki and other researchers
from Japan to conduct the first spotlight surveys at a Japanese Murrelet colony. Our surveys were originally
scheduled for early April but were delayed until late April by the tragic earthquake and tsunami that struck Japan
in March 2011. By the time we began surveys, it was clear that many nests had already hatched and a large
proportion of the Birojima population had already left the island. We concentrated our spotlight survey efforts in
2011 on round-island surveys, first to determine whether Japanese Murrelets gathered around Birojima at night,
and if so, to assess whether the Scripps’s Murrelet correction factor was applicable for estimating the size of the
colony.

Figure 4. A view of Birojima, Miyazaki-ken, Japan which hosts the largest colony of Japanese Murrelets in
the world.

We found Japanese Murrelets did congregate near Birojima at night, and like Scripps’s Murrelets, spotlight
counts varied considerably within and between nights. Our round-island counts ranged from 207 to 536 murrelets
(Whitworth et al., in review). Using the SBI correction factor with the mean round-island survey count (337
murrelets) yielded just 539 (range = 370-974) nests or breeding pairs. At the time, we considered this a gross
underestimate of the actual population size caused by the late timing of surveys in 2011.

We continued with round-island surveys in 2012, but counts were even lower than in 2011, ranging from just
33 to 140 murrelets during the peak incubation period in early April. Thus, differences in congregation attendance
behavior appeared to invalidate use of the SBI correction factor for Japanese Murrelets. Unfortunately, calculation
of a correction factor specifically for Japanese Murrelets was not possible at Birojima due to the large amount of
inaccessible breeding habitat and many nests that were hidden in deep crevices.

After the very low round-island survey counts on the 1% night of surveys in 2012, we surveyed 5 radial
transects to examine whether Japanese Murrelets might sometimes congregate farther from shore than Scripps’s
Murrelets. In fact, we found most Japanese Murrelets congregating about 1 km from shore in 2012. We again noted
much variation in congregation attendance within and among the radial transects. Totals for the 5 radial transects
combined ranged from 140 to 550 murrelets. As an alternative to the correction factor, we calculated murrelet
density during radial spotlight surveys and used this value to estimate the total number of birds in the at-sea
congregation. Using a 200-m strip transect over the total 5.3 km transect length, the maximum count yielded an
overall density of 516 murrelets km™. The congregation area (5.6 km?) was determined with a polygon created by
connecting the distal murrelet observation waypoints on all 5 radials during the maximum count on 7 April 2012.
Extrapolating the transect density over the entire congregation area yielded a total of 2,890 murrelets.

At-sea captures of murrelets in the congregation on 6 April indicated that 59% were breeding adults based on
the presence of brood patches. Applying this proportion to the total of 2,890 murrelets in the at-sea congregation
yielded 1,705 breeding birds, which we considered the minimum size of the breeding population at Birojima in
2012. This estimate was similar to a previous estimate of 3,000 total murrelets from dusk telescope counts of birds
congregating at sea around Birojima conducted by Koji Ono, John Fries, and Yutaka Nakamura in 1993-1994.
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Thus, despite heavy predation by crows, there is no evidence for a major decline in the murrelet population at
Birojima since 1994. However, larger survey samples are needed to establish a better baseline for measuring future
population trends.
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