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Mixed fortunes for seabirds in new census results 

Embargo: Thursday 16 November 00:01 

• Latest survey reveals almost half of seabird species that breed in Britain, Ireland, Isle 
of Man and the Channel Isles have declined over the past 20 years, whilst just five 
have clearly increased. 

• The causes of decline vary between species and regions, but are likely linked to: (i) 
predation, (ii) adverse weather conditions, which may be a result of climate change, 
and (iii) lack of food as a result of both climate change and fisheries. 

• However, thanks to successful conservation interventions such as predator 
eradication programmes and site protection, some species have increased at some 
sites. 

Many of the seabird species that breed in Britain, Ireland, Isle of Man and the Channel 
Islands have declined over the last twenty years, according to a census published today. 

Seabirds Count, released as a book by wildlife publishers Lynx Edicions, is the most 
comprehensive seabird census completed to date, providing population estimates for the 25 
regularly breeding species of Britain, Ireland, Isle of Man and the Channel Islands.  

International importance of our seabird populations 

Britain and Ireland hold most of the world’s nesting Manx Shearwaters, Northern Gannets 
and Great Skuas. A further two species have over half of the North Atlantic population 
breeding here: Lesser Black-backed Gull and Common Guillemot. In addition to these, five 
species have over 30% of their North Atlantic population breeding in Britain and Ireland: 
European Storm-petrel, European Shag, Herring Gull, Roseate Tern and Razorbill.  

Seabirds Count – the Census findings 

The survey took place between 2015 and 2021 and was led by the Joint Nature Conservation 
Committee (JNCC) with over 20 steering group partners (see Editor’s Notes). Key partners 
who spearheaded the work to collect and publish the findings are Birdwatch Ireland, JNCC, 
the National Parks and Wildlife Service (Ireland), and the RSPB.  
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The census results show that 11 of the 21 seabird species, where there is confidence in their 
trends, have declined since the last census in 1998-2002. Five species have remained stable 
whilst five have increased, with some of those increases linked to targeted conservation 
work. The remaining four species of the 25 surveyed, have up to date breeding population 
estimates but due to survey method changes and improvements these cannot be 
confidently compared with previous estimates.  

The results also differ significantly by region or country. Seabird Count shows that Scotland 
has the most number of species in decline (14 out of the 20 where trends are known), but 
still remains an important stronghold for Britain and Ireland’s seabirds with 51% of the total 
population. The results in England are mixed, with eight species increasing, six declining and 
five stable. Seabirds are doing well in the Republic of Ireland with 15 species increasing and 
only two declining. In Wales, 11 species are increasing whilst six are declining. In Northern 
Ireland, four species are declining, six are stable and seven are increasing.  

The main drivers for declining populations vary between species and even location, however 
there are some common themes. Predation is a common problem: eggs, chicks and adults 
can be eaten by native and invasive predators, which may have been released onto seabird 
colony islands or, in the case of Brown Rats or American Mink, may have stowed away on 
boats.  

Climate change is another important factor, adverse weather conditions are causing nest 
sites to be swept away and making foraging conditions more difficult.  Increased water 
temperatures reduce the availability of important food such as sandeels which leads to 
seabird parents not finding enough food. This is exacerbated by fish stock depletion by 
commercial fisheries, meaning there’s not enough food to go around during the important 
breeding season.  

Common Gull 

Common Gull numbers have decreased by 49% since the last survey in 2000.  Predation and 
changes in land use causing degradation or loss of nesting habitat, along with food 
availability for coastal nesting birds, are likely to be the biggest drivers of change for this 
species. Scotland, followed by Ireland, hosts the largest proportion of the British and Irish 
populations, which represents about 5% of the North Atlantic total. 

This dramatic change in status has only come to light thanks to this survey, showing both a 
major decline and changes in distribution. Almost half of the population breeds inland, 
mainly in Scotland and Ireland. The Common Gull is a poorly studied species but given the 
significant declines in its population over the past 20 years more research on drivers of 
change would be timely. 

Atlantic Puffin 

Seabirds Count is a departure from the generally positive population status reported in the 
past three censuses. Numbers have declined at the majority of sites surveyed in this census, 
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with just a few sites showing an increase in population. The reasons why Atlantic Puffin 
populations are declining at most sites and increasing at others is unclear.  Globally, Atlantic 
Puffins are considered to be vulnerable to extinction. With Britain and Ireland holding 
around 8% of the global population, measures are needed to support populations and to 
actively prioritise their conservation. 

Roseate Tern 

The Roseate Tern has benefited from successful intervention. Driven to the brink of 
extinction due to the use of their feathers for the hat trade during the 19th century, the 
Roseate Tern population recovered through protective legislation and management. Despite 
this, their numbers dropped again after the 1960s. Thanks to protection of their nest sites 
and ongoing measures to reduce predation by non-native species, numbers have increased 
by 152% since the last census. However, the Roseate Tern remains one of our rarest 
seabirds at an estimated 2,000 pairs confined to a few colonies around these islands, and in 
the last two years these colonies have been severely impacted by Highly Pathogenic Avian 
Influenza (HPAI).  

“Loss of biodiversity is weakening the ability of the marine environment to withstand 
disturbance, adapt to and mitigate against the impacts of climate change, and is affecting 
the ability of our seas to supply critical services for society. Seabirds are sentinels for the 
health of marine ecosystems, highlighting action that needs to be taken to recover the 
marine environment. The results of Seabirds Count help us understand the main drivers of 
seabird population change, providing the building blocks for decades of future seabird 
conservation and recovery. I am very grateful to everyone involved in this seminal 
publication for their generous contribution to nature recovery,” commented Dr Gemma 
Harper OBE, Chief Executive of JNCC. 

Since the census was completed, Britain and Ireland have experienced a severe outbreak of 
HPAI in their seabird colonies. High mortality has been seen in several previously increasing 
seabird species such as Great Skuas, Northern Gannets and Roseate Terns, but the overall 
impact on populations is yet to be estimated and we await analysis by the RSPB of new data 
from 2023. The results of the census come at a critical time, creating a baseline for 
conservationists to better understand the continuing impacts of HPAI, as well as being able 
to prioritise and measure the effectiveness of conservation actions in our seabird colonies.   

"Seabirds Count couldn’t have come at a more crucial time. For decades, our seabird 
populations have been battered by the impact of humans, from the introduction of 
predators to islands that destroy nests and chicks, to the increasing effects of climate 
change that are impacting the availability of their food such as sandeels. The evidence 
shows that conservation efforts and smart policies do work, and help increase the resilience 
of our seabirds to better weather whatever new storm is on the horizon. It is now up to us 
to protect these amazing birds for future generations." commented Beccy Speight of the 
RSPB 

Background on Seabirds Count is available at: https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/seabirds-
count/ 



4 

ENDS 

For further information and to arrange an interview, please contact: Sian Thomas at JNCC; 
communications@jncc.gov.uk or on mobile: 07717 350697 

Images to support this story can be found in the Dropbox folder here. 

Editor’s notes: 

1. Seabirds Count was coordinated by JNCC and developed by the original members of 
the Seabird Monitoring Programme which included the following organisations: 
BirdWatch Ireland, The British Trust for Ornithology, Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural Affairs (Northern Ireland), Department of Environment, Food 
and Agriculture (Isle of Man), National Parks and Wildlife Services (Republic of 
Ireland), JNCC, Manx Birdlife, Manx National Heritage, The National Trust, National 
Trust for Scotland, Natural England, Natural Resources Wales, Scottish Natural 
Heritage (now NatureScot), RSPB, Scottish Wildlife Trust, The Seabird Group, 
Shetland Oil Terminal Environmental Advisory Group, States of Guernsey 
Government, UK Centre for Ecology & Hydrology, Fair Isle Bird Observatory Trust, 
Highland Ringing Group, Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales, and the University 
of Gloucestershire. Lead partners on the production of the Seabirds Count 
publication are Birdwatch Ireland, JNCC, NPWS and RSPB.

2. The census collates population estimates for 25 regularly breeding seabird species 
(Arctic Skua, Arctic Tern, Atlantic Puffin, Black-headed Gull, Black Guillemot, Common 
Guillemot, Common Gull, Common Tern, European Storm-petrel, Northern Fulmar, 
Great Black-backed Gull, Great Cormorant, Great Skua, Herring Gull, Black-legged 
Kittiwake, Leach's Storm-petrel, Lesser Black-backed Gull, Little Tern, Manx 
Shearwater, Mediterranean Gull, Northern Gannet, Razorbill, Roseate Tern, Sandwich 
Tern, European Shag) and also rare breeding species, such as Yellow-legged Gull.

3. The Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) is the only statutory nature 
advisor to all four countries of the UK, providing robust scientific evidence and advice 
to help decision makers turn science into action for nature to guide the UK on a 
sustainable path.  JNCC works across land, air and sea with partners throughout the 
UK, the UK Overseas Territories, the Crown Dependencies and around the world. For 
over 30 years JNCC’s trusted expertise, dedication and skills have underpinned 
nature conservation and recovery. To find out more about JNCC’s work visit
www.jncc.gov.uk

4. The RSPB is the UK’s largest nature conservation charity, inspiring everyone to give 
nature a home. Together with our partners, we protect threatened birds and wildlife 
so our towns, coast and countryside will teem with life once again. We play a leading 
role in BirdLife International, a worldwide partnership of nature conservation 
organisations.

5. The National Parks and Wildlife Service is the Executive Agency within the 
Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage in Ireland, with

mailto:communications@jncc.gov.uk
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/5rj3py8ttkxi2mccr8zjt/h?rlkey=u5opxqvsrhubt27nrdqxv316f&dl=0
http://www.jncc.gov.uk/
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responsibility for nature conservation, wildlife protection and the presentation and 
preservation of our National Parks and Nature Reserves. 

6. BirdWatch Ireland is the largest independent conservation organisation in Ireland. A 
registered charity, its aim is the conservation of wild birds and their natural habitats. 
Established in 1968, it has over 15,000 members and a growing network of 30 local 
branches. It manages nature reserves which protect threatened habitats and the 
wildlife that relies on them, works to conserve Ireland’s biodiversity, produces a 
range of media to raise wider awareness of nature conservation in Ireland, and 
carries out important education, survey and research work. 
www.birdwatchireland.ie 

7. Additional funding for the Seabirds Count census was supplied by: Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Scottish Government, Welsh Government, 
Government of Ireland, EDF renewables, Moray West Offshore Windfarm, Red Rock 
Power Limited, SSE Renewables, West of Orkney Windfarm and the Marine 
Protected Area Management and Monitoring project.  

8. The Seabirds Count publication is available to purchase from Lynx Edicions: 
www.lynxeds.com  
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