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I n t r o d u c t i o n .  

The f o l l o w i n g  n o t e s  on b i r d s  observed on S u r t s e y  a r e  based 

on  o b s e r v a t i o n s  made by v a r i o u s  s c i e n t i s t s  who have v i s i t e d  t h e  

i s l a n d  a t  one  t ime  o r  a n o t h e r .  The a u t h o r  of  t h i s  r e p o r t  made 

t h r e e  v i s i t s  t o  S u r t s e y  i n  1965,  v i z .  on February  20 ,  A p r i l  4 ,  

and June 3 .  On t h e  f i r s t  two t r i p s  he was accompanied by Agnar 

I n g 6 l f s s o n  and on t h e  t h i r d  t r i p  by Arnth6r  Gardarsson ,  F u r t h e r -  

more, Agnar I n g 6 l f s s o n  v i s i t e d  t h e  i s l a n d  a g a i n  on September 7 ,  

1965. The o r n i t h o l o g i c a l  o b s e r v a t i o n s  made d u r i n g  t h e s e  f o u r  

v i s i t s  have been g r e a t l y  augmented by i n f o r m a t i o n  s u p p l i e d  by 

S i g u r d u r  Thorar  i n s s o n  and S t u r  l a  Fr i d r i k s s o n ,  and some i n f o r m a t i o n  

h a s  a l s o  been r e c e i v e d  from Eythor  E i n a r s s o n  and S v e r r i r  Scheving 

T h o r s t e i n s s o n .  

A s  t h e  e x i s t i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  b i r d  l i f e  on S u r t s e y  h a s  

been o b t a i n e d  by s c i e n t i s t s  i n  v a r i o u s  f i e l d s  who have o n l y  made 

s h o r t  v i s i t s  t o  t h e  i s l a n d  and a t  i r r e g u l a r  i n t e r v a l s ,  it is 

obv ious  t h a t  t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  must be f ragmenta ry .  I f  a n  o b s e r v e r  

had been s t a t i o n e d  on t h e  i s l a n d  f o r  l o n g e r  p e r i o d s  t h e r e  is  no 

doubt  t h a t  many more b i r d s  would have been s e e n ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  

s o  i f  t h e  i s l a n d  had been manned d u r i n g  t h e  m i g r a t i o n  p e r i o d s  

i n  s p r i n g  and autumn. 

A s  y e t  no b i r d s  have n e s t e d  on S u r t s e y ,  b u t  i n  view of  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  Vestmann I s l a n d s  a r e  occup ied  by huge s e a  

b i r d  c o l o n i e s ,  i t  w i l l  p r o b a b l y  n o t  be  long  b e f o r e  t h e  f i r s t  

b i r d s  w i l l  s t a r t  n e s t i n g  t h e r e .  The s u c c e s s i v e  c o l o n i z a t i o n  of  

S u r t s e y  by b i r d s  is  p e r  se o f  c o n s i d e r a b l e  e c o l o g i c a l  i n t e r e s t  -- 
and t h e r e f o r e  d e s e r v e s  f u l l  a t t e n t i o n .  A v i r g i n  i s l a n d  l i k e  

S u r t s e y  f u r t h e r m o r e  p r o v i d e s  un ique  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  s t u d y i n g  



t h e  r o l e  o f  b i r d s  i n  f a c i l i t a t i n g  t h e  t r a n s p o r t  o f  s e e d s  and 

p e r h a p s  a l s o  t e r r e s t r i a l  i n v e r t e b r a t e s  a c r o s s  e c o l o g i c a l  b a r r i e r s ,  

i n  t h i s  c a s e  t h e  body of  wa te r  s e p a r a t i n g  S u r t s e y  from t h e  o t h e r  

i s l a n d s  o f  t h e  a r c h i p e l a g o  and from t h e  mainland of  I c e l a n d .  I t  

would a l s o  be  o f  c o n s i d e r a b l e  i n t e r e s t  t o  c o l l e c t  c e r t a i n  migra-  

t o r y  b i r d s  on S u r t s e y  when t h e y  r e t u r n  from t h e i r  w i n t e r  q u a r t e r s  

i n  s p r i n g .  S u r t s e y  is now t h e  sou the rnmos t  p o i n t  of I c e l a n d  and 

many m i g r a t o r y  b i r d s  w i l l  no doubt  make u s e  of  t h e  i s l a n d  a s  t h e i r  

f i r s t  l a n d i n g - p l a c e  when r e a c h i n g  I c e l a n d  i n  s p r i n g .  The v i a b i l i t y  

o f  any s e e d s  found i n  t h e  a l i m e n t a r y  c a n a l  o f  such  b i r d s  s h o u l d  

b e  t e s t e d  by g e r m i n a t i o n  e x p e r i m e n t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  f i n d  o u t  i f  

and t o  what e x t e n t  b i r d s  may i n  t h e  p a s t  have c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  

t h e  c o l o n i z a t i o n  o f  I c e l a n d  by p l a n t s .  The same a l s o  a p p l i e s  t o  

a n o t h e r  c a t e g o r y  o f  b i r d s  o r  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  d r i f t  m i g r a n t s ,  which 

sometimes r e a c h  I c e l a n d  i n  l a r g e  numbers i n  autumn and s p r i n g  and 

w i l l  no doubt  a l s o  t u r n  up on S u r t s e y  ( c f .  t h e  t u r t l e  dove l i s t e d  

be low) .  

L i s t  o f  S p e c i e s .  

O y s t e r c a t c h e r  (Haematopus o s t r a l e g u s ) .  I n  1964 s e v e n  

o y s t e r c a t c h e r s  were s e e n  on t h e  i s l a n d  on May 1 4 .  I n  1965 f i v e  

w e r e  s e e n  on A p r i l  4 ,  t h r e e  on May 9 ,  and i n  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  o f  

June  3 seven  came f l y i n g  from NE toward t h e  i s l a n d ,  where t h e y  

s e t t l e d .  I n  a l l  t h e s e  c a s e s  t h e  o y s t e r c a t c h e r s  f r e q u e n t e d  t h e  

sandy beach on t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  and on A p r i l  4  t h e y  

were  s e e n  f e e d i n g  on l i v i n g  Euphausids  washed upon t h e  s h o r e  by 

t h e  s u r f .  

Ringed P l o v e r  ( C h a r a d r i u s  h i a t i  c u l a )  . On August 1 9 ,  1965,  

two r i n g e d  p l o v e r s  were encoun te red  on t h e  sandy n o r t h  beach .  

Turns tone  ( A r e n a r i a  i n t e r p r e s ) .  I n  1965 t u r n s t o n e s  were 

t w i c e  obse rved  on  t h e  i s l a n d .  On A p r i l  4  s i x  t u r n s t o n e s  were  

s i t t i n g  on t h e  l a v a  f r o n t  i n  t h e  s o u t h w e s t e r n  p a r t  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  

and on September 7 a  f l o c k  of f i f t e e n  t u r n s t o n e s  was s e e n  i n  t h e  

westernmost  p a r t  o f  t h e  sandy n o r t h  beach .  The same day 8 t u r n -  

s t o n e s  were obse rved  on t h e  l a v a  edge on t h e  s o u t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  

i s l a n d .  



Knot ( C a l i d r i s  c a n u t u s ) .  On September 7 ,  1965,  one k n o t  
P 

was among t h e  t u r n s t o n e s  on t h e  sandy n o r t h  beach.  

P u r p l e  Sandp ipe r  ( C a l i d r i s  naarititna) . On January  3 1 ,  

1965,  a  number o f  p u r p l e  s a n d p i p e r s  was encoun te red  on t h e  

e a s t e r n  s h o r e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  

Dunl in  ( C a l i d r i s  a l p i n a ) ,  Two d u n l i n s  were s e e n  on  t h e  

i s l a n d  on May 1 4 ,  1964.  

Sander l i n g  ( C r o c e t h i a  a l b a )  . Qn September 7 ,  1965,  f o u r  

s a n d e r l i n g s  were a s s o c i a t i n g  w i t h  t u r n s t o n e s  on t h e  sandy n o r t h  

beach.  

Red-necked P h a l a r o p e  ( P h a l a r o p u s  l o b a t u s ) .  On June 7 ,  

1964,  f o u r t e e n  red-necked p h a l a r o p e s  were swimming c l o s e  t o  t h e  

s h o r e  on t h e  wes t  s i d e  of t h e  i s l a n d  and on August 1 l a r g e  f l o c k s ,  

amounting t o  hundreds  s f  b i r d s ,  were found swimming c l o s e  t o  t h e  

s h o r e s  o f  t h e  i s l a n d ,  I n  e a r l y  August 1965 red-necked p h a l a r o p e s  

were a g a i n  s e e n  i n  l a r g e  numbers c l o s e  t o  t h e  i s l a n d ,  and on 

September 7  e i g h t  were encoun te red  o f f  t h e  westernmost  p a r t  of  

t h e  i s l a n d .  

Grea t  Black-backed G u l l  (Larhls mar inus9  

Her r ing  G u l l  ( L a r u s  a r g e n t a t u s )  

Glaucous G u l l  ( L a r u s  hyperboreus )  

Already a t  a n  e a r l y  s t a g e  s f  t h e  S u r t s e y  e r u p t i o n  t h e  new 

i s l a n d ,  which r a p i d l y  i n c r e a s e d  i n  s i z e ,  was used by g u l l s  a s  a  

r e s t i n g  p l a c e ,  Thus on December 1, 1963,  o r  on ly  two weeks a f t e r  

t h e  e r u p t i o n  had s t a r t e d ,  u n i d e n t i f i e d  g u l l s  were s e e n  t o  a l i g h t  

on  t h e  i s l a n d  d u r i n g  i n t e r v a l s  between e x p l o s i v e  e r u p t i o n s .  L a t e r  

on when t h e  e r u p t i o n  had changed from a n  e x p l o s i v e  t o  a n  e f f u s i v e  

phase  g u l l s  g r a d u a l l y  s t a r t e d  t o  r e s t  r e g u l a r l y  on t h e  sandy 

n o r t h e r n  beach o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  There  a t y p i c a l  g u l l  r o o s t  soon 

developed where g u l l s  i n  v a r y i n g  numbers were s e e n  th roughou t  

t h e  summer o f  1964. On February  2 0 ,  1965,  a t  l e a s t  50  g u l l s  

were s e e n  r e s t i n g  i n  t h i s  p a r t  of  t h e  i s l a n d .  Most of  t h e s e  

b i r d s  were g r e a t  black-backed g u l l s  and among them immature 



and  s u b a d u l t  b i . rd s  g r e a t l y  outnumbered a d u l t s .  Among t h e  g r e a t e r  

b l a c k - b a c k s  t h e r e  were, however ,  a  few g l a u c o u s  g u l l s  and  a  few 

h e r r i n g  g u l l s .  On A p r i l  4  r e l a t i v e l y  few g u l l s  were p r e s e n t  on 

t h e  i s l a n d , b u t  t h i s  t i m e  t h r e e  a d u l t  h e r r i n g  g u l l s  were s e e n  n e a r  

t h e  l a g o o n .  I n  l a t e  A p r i l  and  i n  May t h e r e  were a g a i n  many g u l l s  

r o o s t i n g  on  t h e  i s l a n d ,  b u t  on J u n e  3 o n l y  n i n e  g r e a t e r  b l a c k -  

b a c k s  ( 5  j u v e n i l e ,  2  s u b a d u l t ,  and  2 a d u l t  b i r d s )  and  two a d u l t  

h e r r i n g  g u l l s  were e n c o u n t e r e d .  Throughout  t h e  summer 1965  g u l l s  

were r o o s t i n g  on  t h e  i s l a n d  i n  v a r y i n g  numbers and  on September  7 ,  

1965 ,  a b o u t  80 g u l l s  were  p r e s e n t ,  3 0  on  t h e  s andy  n o r t h e r n  b e a c h  

a n d  5 0  o n  t h e  s h o r e  be low t h e  l a v a  c l i f f s  o n  t h e  s o u t h  s i d e  o f  

t h e  i s l a n d .  The m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e s e  b i r d s  a p p e a r e d  t o  b e  g r e a t e r  

b l a c k - b a c k s ,  w h i l e  a  few g l a u c o u s  g u l l s  and  h e r r i n g  g u l l s  were 

a l s o  p r e s e n t .  

K i t t i w a k e  ( R i s s a  t r i d a c t y l a ) .  Along  w i t h  t h e  t r u e  g u l l s  

o f  t h e  g e n u s  L a r u s  k i t t i w a k e s  were p r o b a b l y  t h e  f i r s t  b i r d s  t o  

a l i g h t  o n  S u r t s e y  a n d  l a t e r  on t h e y  s t a r t e d  t o  r o o s t  r e g u l a r l y  

o n  t h e  i s l a n d .  D u r i n g  t h e  s p r i n g  a n d  summer o f  1964  s m a l l  f l o c k s  

o f  k i t t i w a k e s  were r e p e a t e d l y  o b s e r v e d  r e s t i n g  on  t e p h r a  b l u f f s  

a n d  r i d g e s  away f rom t h e  L a r u s  g u l l s  w h i c h  o c c u p i e d  t h e  f l a t ,  

s andy  b e a c h .  But  i n  1965  k i t t i w a k e s  s t a r t e d  t o  occupy low 

v e r t i c a l  c l i f f s  wh ich  h a s  by now been  formed a t  t h e  l a v a  f r o n t  

by m a r i n e  a b r a s i o n ,  The f i r s t  t i m e  k i t t i w a k e s  were  found  t o  

occupy s u c h  s i t e s  was on J u n e  3 ,  1965 ,  when t h r e e  a d u l t  b i r d s  

a n d  o n e  immature  b i r d  were s i t t i n g  on  c l i f f  l e d g e s  on  t h e  w e s t  

s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  A month l a t e r  ( o n  J u l y  3 )  t h e  number o f  

b i r d s  o c c u p y i n g  t h i s  s i t e  had i n c r e a s e d  c o n s i d e r a b l y  a n d  t h e  

c l i f f s  i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p l a c e  had by now become white-washed 

by e x c r e m e n t s ,  On J u l y  2 4  no l e s s  t h a n  70-80 k i t t i w a k e s  were 

o c c u p y i n g  t h i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  c l i f f s ,  and  t h e  same day a  f l o c k  of  

a b o u t  5 0  k i t t i w a k e s  was r e s t i n g  i n  t h e  l ower  p a r t  o f  a  s t e e p  

t e p h r a  b l u f f  on  t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  Qn September  7  

k i t t i w a k e s  were o c c u p y i n g  c l i f f s  i n  f o u r  d i f f e r e n t  p l a c e s  on 

t h e  w e s t  and  s o u t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  A l t o g e t h e r  120  k i t t i -  

wakes were c o u n t e d  i n - t h e s e  f o u r  p l a c e s ,  Most o f  t h e s e  b i r d s  



were young of  t h e  y e a r ,  a  few were second y e a r  b i r d s  b u t  no 

a d u l t s  were p r e s e n t .  The same day t h r e e  young k i t t i w a k e s  were 

s i t t i n g  on t h e  sandy beach on  t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  

Arctic Tern  ( S t e r n a  p a r a d i s a e a ) ,  On June  7 ,  1964,  a  few 

a r c t i c  t e r n s  were s e e n  on t h e  i s l a n d .  

Common Gui l l emot  (Ur ia  a a l g e )  . O i l e d  s p e c i m e n t s  of  - Uria  

a a l g e  were r e p e a t e d l y  encoun te red  on t h e  i s l a n d ,  t h e  f i r s t  one  

b e i n g  found on October  1 5 ,  1964.  I n  1965 one was found on January  

3 1 ,  f i v e  on February  2 0 ,  one  on A p r i l  2 9 ,  t h r e e  on  May 9  and 

one on August 1 7 .  A l l  t h e s e  b i r d s  were s t i l l  a l i v e  when found ,  

b u t  they  a p p a r e n t l y  d i e d  soon  a f t e r w a r d s  and were  l a t e r  e a t e n  

by s c a v e n g e r s  ( r a v e n s  and/or  g u l l s ) .  

T u r t l e  Dove ( S t r e p t o p e l i a  t u r t u r ) .  On October  4 ,  1964,  

a  t u r t l e  dove was s e e n  by S t u r l a  F r i d r i k s s o n  i n  t h e  l a v a  f low 

i n  t h e  s o u t h w e s t e r n  p a r t  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  The t u r t l e  dove is 

known a s  a n  i r r e g u l a r  d r i f t  migran t  t o  I c e l a n d ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  

autumn and s p r i n g .  

Raven (Corvus c o r a x ) .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  of  1965 two r a v e n s  

were r e g u l a r l y  encoun te red  on t h e  i s l a n d .  They were  f i r s t  s e e n  on 

January  31, b u t  a g a i n  on February  2 0 ,  February  28 ,  March 1 3 ,  

March 19 and on May 9 .  These two b i r d s  were a t  f i r s t  b e l i e v e d  

t o  be  a  p a i r  and i t  was though t  t h a t  they  might  e v e n t u a l l y  n e s t  

on t h e  i s l a n d ,  b u t  t h e y  d i s a p p e a r e d  sometime i n  May. 

Redwing (Turdus  i l i a c u s ) .  During m i g r a t i o n  redwings  were 

o c c a s i o n a l l y  e n c o u n t e r e d  on t h e  i s l a n d .  Thus on  A p r i l  1 6 ,  1964 ,  

a  few redwings  were s e e n .  On October  15  one was s e e n  i n  t h e  l a v a  

w e s t  o f  t h e  c r a t e r  and on November 25  a  few were s e e n  on t h e  

sandy n o r t h  beach and around t h e  lagoon.  I n  1965 on t h e  o t h e r  

hand no redwings  were s e e n  e x c e p t  on October  4 ,  when a  few were 

s e e n  i n  t h e  l a v a  and nea r  t h e  l agoon .  

Wheatear (Oenanthe o e n a n t h e ) ,  I n  1965 w h e a t e a r s  were 

obse rved  on t h e  i s l a n d  on t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  o c c a s i o n s .  Qn J u l y  3  

two were s e e n  a t  t h e  west  s i d e  o f  t h e  l a v a  f l o w .  On September 7  



two were s e e n  i n  t h e  l a v a  s o u t h  o f  t h e  c r a t e r  and on October  4  

a  few were s e e n  i n  t h e  l a v a  n e a r  t h e  c r a t e r  and one was found 

dead west o f  t h e  c r a t e r .  

Snow Bunt ing  ( P l e c t r o p h e n a x  n i v a l i s ) .  Snow Bunt ings  were 

encoun te red  on t h e  i s l a n d  on t h r e e  o c c a s i o n s  i n  1964 b u t  never  

i n  1965. On May 1 4 ,  1964,  one  snow b u n t i n g  was s e e n ,  on August 19  

two were s e e n  f l y i n g  over  t h e  l a v a  f low and on October  1 0  s e v e r a l  

were s e e n  i n  t h e  l a v a .  

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  s p e c i e s  l i s t e d  above v a r i o u s  s p e c i e s  of  

s e a  b i r d s  have a t  d i f f e r e n t  t i m e s  been s e e n  a t  s e a  around t h e  

i s l a n d .  Among t h e s e  f u l m a r s  (Fulmarus g l a c i a l i s )  and g a n n e t s  

(Sula  b a s s a n a )  have p robab ly  been t h e  most r e g u l a r l y  o c c u r r i n g  

s p e c i e s .  It may a l s o  be mentioned t h a t  on June  3 ,  1965,  two 

g e e s e  ( p r o b a b l y  p ink-footed  g e e s e  (Anser b rachyrhynchus ) )  were 

s e e n  f l y i n g  o v e r  t h e  i s l a n d  and t h e  same day goose d r o p p i n g s  

were found on  t h e  sandy beach on i ts  n o r t h  s i d e .  T h i s  shows 

c l e a r l y  t h a t  g e e s e  must have r e s t e d  t h e r e .  

A number of dead b i r d s  h a s  a l s o  been found washed upon t h e  

s h o r e  of t h e  i s l a n d .  Thus on June  3 ,  1965,  no less t h a n  t h i r t e e n  

f u l m a r s ,  p a r t l y  e a t e n  by s c a v e n g e r s ,  were found a l o n g  t h e  t i d e  

l i n e ,  and t h e  same day a  r a z o r b i l l  (Alca t o r d a )  was found dead 

on  t h e  s h o r e .  And on A p r i l  4 ,  1965,  a  m a l l a r d  (Anas L p l a t y r h y n c h o s )  

was found washed upon t h e  s h o r e .  T h i s  was a n  a d u l t  male .  Other  

dead b i r d s  found on  t h e  s h o r e  were g u l l s ,  k i t t i w a k e s  and common 

g u i l l e m o t s .  




