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An effective method for trapping scavenging seabirds
at sea
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ABSTRACT. Most studies of seabirds that involve trapping and marking birds are carried out at breeding
colonies. This bias toward the breeding period and colony-based research is partially caused by difficulties in capturing
birds at sea. From 2005 to 2007, we used a cast net thrown by hand from a fishing boat to capture albatrosses and
petrels at sea in the southwestern Atlantic Ocean. About 500 birds of 13 species were captured, ranging in size from
the 30-g Wilson’s Storm-petrel (Oceanites oceanicus) to the 10-kg Wandering Albatross (Diomedea exulans). Cast nets
are potentially useful for capturing any seabird that can be attracted close to fishing vessels by bait, such as sardines,
squid, offal, or shark liver, thrown into the water. Our method was most effective for capturing bold species, such as
Cape (Daption capense), Spectacled (Procellaria conspicillata), and White-chinned (Procellaria aequinoctialis) petrels
and Great Shearwaters (Puffinus gravis), but was not effective for capturing shy species, such as Cory’s (Calonectris
diomedea), Cape Verde (Calonectris edwardsii) and Manx (Puffinus puffinus) shearwaters, species that rarely sit on the
water, such as Wilson’s Storm-petrels, Thin-billed (Pachyptila belcheri) and Antarctic (Pachyptila desolata) prions and
Atlantic Petrels (Pterodroma incerta), and species with excellent diving abilities, such as Sooty Shearwaters (Puffinus
griseus). For many species of seabirds, cast nets would likely be more efficient for capturing large numbers of birds
than other methods, such as hoop nets.

SINOPSIS. Un efectivo método para la captura de aves marinas en el mar
La mayoŕıa de los estudios sobre aves marinas son realizados en sus colonias de anidación. La dificultad para

capturar aves en el mar en parte ha limitado el conocimiento sobre estas aves durante el periodo invernal. Entre 2005
y 2007 se empleó una red tipo atarraya para capturar albatros y petreles en el Océano Atlántico Sur Occidental.
Fueran capturadas cerca de 500 aves de 13 especies y diferentes tamaños, desde el Petrel de las Tormentas de Wilson
(Oceanites oceanicus) con solo 30 g de peso, hasta el Albatros Errante (Diomedea exulans) de 10 Kg. El método de
captura es potencialmente aplicable a cualquier ave marina que se acerque a las embarcaciones pesqueras atraı́da por
carnadas o descartes como sardinas, calamares, o hı́gado de tiburones. Este método fue más eficiente para la captura
de especies confiadas, por ejemplo los Petreles Damero (Daption capense), de Antifaz (Procellaria conspicillata),
Negro (Procellaria aequinoctialis) y la Pardela Capucho Negro (Puffinus gravis), pero no fue eficiente para la captura
de especies t́ımidas cómo las Pardelas Cenicienta (Calonectris diomedea), de Cabo Verde (Calonectris edwardsii) y
Común (Puffinus puffinus), para especies que dif́ıcilmente posan sobre el agua cómo el Petrel de las Tormentas de
Wilson, Petreles Ballena de Pico Delgado (Pachyptila belcheri) y Ancho (Pachyptila desolata) y el Petrel Alas Negras
(Pterodroma incerta), o especies con muy buena capacidad de buceo cómo la Pardela Negra (Puffinus griseus). Para
muchas especies de aves marinas la red de atarraya es probablemente más eficiente para la captura en el mar que
otros métodos que se han empleado como las redes de aro.
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Most studies that involve catching seabirds for
banding, attaching devices, or collecting data on
diet have been conduced during the breeding
season, especially the period when birds care for
chicks (Shealer 1998, Barrett et al. 2007). This is
particularly true for pelagic seabirds, such as al-
batrosses, petrels, and penguins that spend non-
breeding periods far from the coast. Recently,
investigators have used remote sensing devices to
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study seabirds during the nonbreeding period,
with data recovered through satellites, or data
stored in loggers during the entire nonbreeding
period and downloaded when birds return to
breeding colonies (Wilson et al. 2002). How-
ever, geolocators provide only coarse-scale in-
formation, accurate to several kilometres (169–
186 km; Phillips et al. 2004), and the ability
to capture birds and attach satellite-transmitters
at sea during the nonbreeding period would
provide considerable advantages in terms of ob-
taining fine-scale information on movements of
individuals and interaction with fisheries. Thus,
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the development of techniques for nondestruc-
tive sampling of seabirds at sea would help im-
prove our knowledge of seabird ecology during
the nonbreeding period.

Gill et al. (1970) used a hand-thrown net
(hoop net) to capture shearwaters and storm
petrels at sea, and Gibson and Sefton (1959)
used a similar method to capture albatrosses and
petrels resting on water. More recently, Suryan
et al. (2007) used hoop nets to capture Black-
footed (Phoebastria nigripes), Laysan (Phoebas-
tria immutabilis), and Short-tailed (Phoebastria
albatrus) albatrosses, with a dip net used to haul
birds onboard (K. N. Fischer, in litt.). However,
hoop nets typically permit capture of few birds
(or just one) and may require up to three people
to operate (Gibson and Sefton 1959, Gill et al.
1970, K. N Fischer, in litt.). Here we describe
an effective and safe method for capturing alba-
trosses and petrels from vessels at sea, and discuss
their potential application for capturing other
seabird species.

METHODS

We captured birds in the southwestern At-
lantic Ocean (25 to 35◦S) over the continental
shelf and offshore waters of southern Brazil. The
region is under the influence of the Subtropical
Convergence, formed by the meeting of the
warm tropical Brazil Current flowing southward
and the cold Malvinas/Falkland Current flowing
northward (Garcia 1998). The mixing waters
of two distinct currents and continental wa-
ters form an oceanographic mosaic with steep
gradients of temperature and productivity, and
support a large fishing fleet that attracts scav-
enging seabirds to feed on discards and offal.
Ten species of albatross and 31 species of petrels
occur in these waters (CBRO 2007), mainly in
the southern area. Trapping was carried out from
commercial fishing vessels during their normal
operations.

Description of the net and trapping
methods. The cast net we used to capture
albatrosses and petrels is the typical net used by
fishermen to capture fish and shrimp in shallow
waters (FAO 1982, Perrow et al. 1996). It con-
sists of a circular net with weights attached to the
perimeter, and a rope attached to the center of
the net in one end, and held at the other end
by the fishermen (Figs. 1 and 2). The net is
thrown on to the water’s surface, swirling it so the

net opens and captures the target by falling on
and entangling it (Perrow et al. 1996). There are
basically two designs: the simple one described
above that captures fish as the net collapses and
another, more sophisticated, with internal purse-
lines connecting to the perimeter of the net with
the rope attached to the midpoint that draws the
net together during hauling. This latter model
is equipped with a metal ring at the center
from where the purse lines slide. The connection
between the rope and the purse lines is usually
by a swivel. Because fish or birds are trapped in
the pockets formed during hauling, this design
is generally more effective. The cast nets we used
were 3.5–5 m in diameter with 25–35 mm mesh
and weighed 2.5–4 kg.

RESULTS

Cast nets were initially used to capture
seabirds based on suggestions from fishermen,
and, in 2005, were used to capture 183 Specta-
cled Petrels (Procellaria conspicillata) for a genetic
study. On 58 days during the periods from
February to June 2006 and August–September
2007, we used cast nets to capture albatrosses
and petrels attracted to a fishing vessel using
sardines, squid, or offal. Shark liver was found
to be effective because it floats and is apparently
preferred by birds. Lines were attached to bait
to keep it close to the vessel. When attempting
to capture birds, one person attracted the birds
by casting bait or tethering the liver/offal and
another person handled the net.

Most captured birds were sitting on the surface
of the water, but a few were captured in flight.
Capture distance varied with wind conditions
and the skill of the person handling the net, but
most captured birds were 4 to 8 m from the vessel
(with the person throwing the net positioned 2 m
above the water). To capture birds, the vessel
must be drifting or moving as slowly as possible.

We captured 296 birds representing 13 species
from two fishing vessels (Table 1). Vessels were
24 and 26 m long and using a variety of hook
and line fishing methods or pelagic longline
(Bugoni et al. 2008). Additional birds were
captured (N = about 80), but were released be-
cause they were either nontarget species or more
birds were captured than could be processed.
Species captured were as small as a 30-g Wilson’s
Storm-petrel (Oceanites oceanicus), and as large
as a ∼10-kg Wandering Albatross (Diomedea
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Fig. 1. Illustration of a cast net used for trapping seabirds at sea in Brazil in 2006 and 2007. The cast net
displayed has the simplest design, but locations of metal ring where seine lines slide and location of the swivel
are indicated. Photo by F. V. Peppes.

Fig. 2. Cast net at the moment when it touches the sea surface for the capture of a Great Shearwater in
southern Brazil. Note the sardine used for attracting the bird close to the vessel (inset). Photo by L. Bugoni.
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Fig. 3. Two Wandering Albatrosses captured at sea with a single throw of a cast net and being hauled onto
the vessel. Nearby are White-chinned, Spectacled, and Cape petrels and another Diomedea albatross. Photo
by M. Oliveira (NEMA).

exulans). Although we once captured 23 birds
with one net, including one Southern Giant
Petrel (Macronectes giganteus), one Black-browed
Albatross (Thalassarche melanophris), and 21
Cape Petrels (Daption capense), and, on another
occasion, captured two Wandering Albatrosses
(Fig. 3), we usually tried not to capture several
birds simultaneously to avoid unnecessary stress
to the birds and because of our time-consuming
sampling protocol. However, if needed, we prob-
ably could have captured more than 100 birds
in a day and up to 40 birds in a single throw,
particularly tame and abundant species like Cape
and White-chinned (Procellaria aequinoctialis)
petrels. Frequently, we were able to capture
particular species or individuals in a flock when
birds came close to the vessel. Thus, we were of-
ten successful at targeting particular individuals
to increase sample size for certain species or to
capture previously banded birds. However, this
was not always possible, particularly for species
like Royal Albatrosses (Diomedea epomophora
and D. sanfordi) and Northern Giant Petrels
(Macronectes halli).

Our method was most effective for bold
species such as Cape, Spectacled, and White-
chinned petrels and Great Shearwaters (Puffinus
gravis), but was not effective for capturing shy
species, such as Cory’s (Calonectris diomedea),
Cape Verde (Calonectris edwardsii), and Manx
(Puffinus puffinus) shearwaters, species that
rarely sit on the water, such as Wilson’s Storm-
petrels, Thin-billed Prions (Pachyptila belcheri),
Antarctic Prions (Pachyptila desolata), and At-
lantic Petrels (Pterodroma incerta), or species
with excellent diving abilities, such as Sooty
Shearwaters (Puffinus griseus). We tested both
cast-net designs, and found that the net with
seine lines increased capture efficiency, with
more birds captured simultaneously and birds
less likely to escape.

After capture, birds were kept in boxes lined
with newspaper or cardboard to keep them dry.
For each captured bird, we took standard mea-
surements, checked for molt, collected blood
and contour feathers, and banded them with
metal bands. We also took pictures of albatrosses
and giant petrels for ageing, and some Spectacled
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Table 1. The number and species of albatrosses and
petrels captured using cast nets in southern Brazil in
2006 and 2007.

Number
Species captured

Wandering Albatross (Diomedea exulans) 9
Tristan Albatross (Diomedea dabbenena) 4
Black-browed Albatross (Thalassarche

melanophris)
33

Atlantic Yellow-nosed Albatross
(Thalassarche chlororhynchos)

33

Southern Giant Petrel (Macronectes
giganteus)

11

Northern Giant Petrel (Macronectes halli) 1
Spectacled Petrel (Procellaria

conspicillata)
64

White-chinned Petrel (Procellaria
aequinoctialis)

30

Cape Petrel (Daption capense) 30
Southern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialoides) 10
Wilson’s Storm-petrel (Oceanites

oceanicus)
1

Great Shearwater (Puffinus gravis) 68
Sooty Shearwater (Puffinus griseus) 2

Petrels were fitted with satellite-transmitters. No
birds were captured during periods of high wind
(Beaufort scale four or over) or rain to avoid
releasing wet birds and to minimize potential
injuries. Large seabirds more dependent on wind
for take off, such as Wandering and Tristan
(Diomedea dabbenena) albatrosses, need to be
captured and handled carefully because wetting
their plumage can make it difficult for them to
get airborne. If their plumage does get wet, they
should be kept until dry and then released.

Spectacled Petrels and Great Shearwaters that
we banded were subsequently observed or cap-
tured a few days after release, and one banded
Spectacled Petrel was recaptured 4 mo later. In
addition, three adult Wandering Albatrosses that
we captured in August were breeding on the
South Georgia Islands and all returned to their
colonies and successfully raised young (A. Wood
and R. Phillips, in litt.).

The method of capturing seabirds that we
describe caused no injuries to any birds cap-
tured. However, on two occasions, the rope that
attaches to the wrist came loose as nets were
thrown, and nets were lost at sea. Lost nets could
potentially entangle and drown birds. However,
loss of nets can be avoided by carefully checking
the attachment, by tying two knots, or preferably

by casting the net with a long safety line attached
to the vessel.

DISCUSSION

Using cast nets, we were able to successfully
capture nearly 500 birds representing 13 species
that ranged in size from Wilson’s Storm-petrels
to Wandering Albatrosses. We believe that the
method we describe would potentially be useful
for trapping any seabird that can be attracted
close to vessel. Casting the net does require
practice to maximize the area sampled (Perrow
et al. 1996). However, anyone with a few days of
practice should be able to use the net successfully.

The cost of cast nets varies with location,
model, and net size, but is usually found
in fishing gear shops priced between $50–
$130 (US).The locally named “tarrafa” net is
used in Brazil all along the coast for capturing
shrimp, mullets, silversides, and sardines and in
freshwater areas for capturing several species of
fish. The use of cast nets for capturing birds
for research may be authorized by the Brazilian
Environmental Agency (IBAMA-CEMAVE) on
a project-specific basis, but further regulations
on their use for fishing are applied according to
areas or species. Investigators using this method
elsewhere must be aware of the legal issues con-
cerning their use in particular countries.

Our results indicate that cast nets represent
a safe, inexpensive and effective method for
capturing albatrosses and petrels, and we are con-
fident that they could be used to capture other
seabirds, such as gulls (Larus spp.), Northern
Fulmars (Fulmarus glacialis), Kittiwakes (Rissa
tridactyla and R. brevirostris), skuas and jaegers
(Stercorarius spp.), Northern Gannets (Morus
bassanus), and any other species attracted by
fishing discards and offal. Using cast nets to
capture seabirds at sea should enhance studies
of the behavior and ecology of seabirds during
the wintering period when they are away from
breeding colonies.
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