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Puffins
Scientific name: Fratercula arctica
How many nest on the island? 80,000 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 621,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay ? 1
Length (beak to tail): 30 cm
How long do they live? 30 years (oldest: 44 years)

How deep do they dive?
15 metres or less.

Where do they nest?
At the end of a burrow, a single egg is laid, which hatches after six weeks.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
Within 32 km of their burrow.

What do they eat?
Sandeels, sprats and herring.

Where do they go in winter?
Most puffins spend the winter far offshore in the north Atlantic but the May’s
puffins seem to prefer home waters and seldom venture out of the North Sea.
Even so they will spend all winter at sea, rarely if ever coming to land.

Odd Facts
A puffin can hold up to 83 sand eels in its beak.

In 1960 there were fewer than 20 pairs of Puffiins nesting on the Isle of May. By
2006, there were over 80,000 pairs, making them the most numerous nesting bird
on the island.
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Guillemot
Scientific name: Uria aalge
How many on the island? 15,293 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 952,000 pairs
How many eggs do they have ? 1
Length (beak to tail): 41cm
How long do they live? 24 years (oldest: 31 years and 9 months)

How deep do they dive?
Up to 180 metres

Where do they nest?
Coastal cliffs on narrow ledges. Despite the apparent chaos in a breeding
colony, paired birds return to the same area of rock to nest each year.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
Within 50 km of their colony.

What do they eat?
Sand eels, sprat and herring

Where do they go in winter?
Young birds often cross the North Sea to the Kattegat and may travel south as
far as the English Channel. Older birds tend to stay in the vicinity of the Scottish
coast unless bad weather forces them further afield.

Odd Facts
Guillemots have the smallest nesting territory of any British bird, only a beak
length (about 5cm) around its nest.

Guillemots usually feed near the surface but have been recorded diving as deep
as 180 metres in pursuit of bottom living fish.
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Scientific name: Alca torda
How many nest on the island? 2,975 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 126,000 pairs
How many eggs do they have? 1
Length (beak to tail): 41cm
How long do they live? 13 years (oldest: 36 years and 10 months)

How deep do they dive?
5-7 metres but they have been spotted by submarines at depths of 120m!

Where do they nest?
Razorbills do not build a nest. Instead, they lay their egg in a crevice or under a
boulder.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
Usually within a few km of their nest site.

What do they eat?
Sandeels, sprats and small crustaceans.

Where do they go in winter?
They over-winter in the North Sea and possibly the fiords of southern Norway.

Odd Facts
Razorbills only breed in the North Atlantic, with Iceland holding the biggest
colonies, possibly a million pairs. Britain holds the next biggest colonies, around
80% of razorbills breeding outside Iceland.

Razorbill
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Scientific name: Larus triactyla
How many nest on the island? 3,167 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 380,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay ? 2
Length  (beak to tail): 39cm
How long do they live? 10 years (oldest: 28 years 6 months)

How deep do they dive?
They are surface feeders, diving less than 1 metre down.

Where do they nest?
On steep sea cliffs where they build a nest out of seaweed.

What do they eat?
Sandeels, small fish and offal from fishing boats.

Where do they go in winter?
After breeding, adults move south to the Bay of Biscay, then further out into the
north Atlantic. Young birds may travel as far as Nova Scotia and Greenland. Many
adults stay in the North Sea and are often seen following fishing boats.

Odd Facts
The kitt-ee-wayke call of the adult birds is one of the most distinctive sounds
heard on the Isle of May.

Kittiwakes have longer, sharper claws than other seabirds which helps them
maintain their grip on precarious nesting ledges.

For 100 years, until about 1990, kittiwakes were shot for sport or caught to supply
the hat trade with feathers.

Kittiwake
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Scientific name: Larus argentatus
How many nest on the island? 2,916 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 144,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay ? 3
Length  (beak to tail): 60cm
How long do they live? 19 years (oldest: 28 years 1 month)

How deep do they dive?
They are surface feeders only.

Where do they nest?
Herring Gulls will nest on cliffs but they prefer to nest on level ground or roof tops.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
Herring gulls are opportunists and will patrol the island in search of unguarded
eggs and chicks.

What do they eat?
Herrings gulls will eat almost anything they can catch. They forage on the shore
but they also eat discards from fishing boats and are frequent visitors to rubbish
tips. They will eat other birds’ chicks and eggs, even those of other herring gulls.

Where do they go in winter?
Some of the Isle of May birds hang around all year. Many head to Glasgow and
Edinburgh for the winter where rubbish tips and urban rubbish provide plenty of
food. Young birds will travel further with a few Isle of May birds turning up in
Germany and Denmark.

Odd Facts
Herring gulls are the classic “seagull” often heard on radio and TV.

Herring Gull
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Scientific name: Larus fuscus
How many nest on the island? 1,884 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 114,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay ? 3
Length (beak to tail): 58cm
How long do they live? 15 years (oldest: 34 years and 10 months)

How deep do they dive?
They are surface feeders only.

Where do they nest?
On flatter ground at the top of cliffs, in large groups.

How far do they travel  to feed during nesting?
Locally, within 20 miles.

What do they eat?
Anything. They often feed at rubbish dumps but will also feed on fish when
available

Where do they go in winter?
Many are year-round residents on the Isle of May. However, some, after breeding,
move south as far as the Mediterranean and West Africa but in recent years more
and more have over wintered in England.

Odd Facts
Lesser black-backed gulls, which are seen in Scotland during spring and autumn,
are often migrants from Iceland and the Faroe Islands.

Lesser Black- backed Gull
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Greater Black-backed Gull
Scientific name: Larus marinus
How many nest on the island? 25 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 20,000 pairs in summer, 40,000 pairs in winter
How many eggs do they lay ? 2 - 3
Length (beak to tail): 71cm
How long do they live? Oldest: 24 years and four months

How deep do they dive?
They are surface feeders and never dive below the surface.

Where do they nest?
Pad of grass in a hollow on a cliff top

What do they eat?
They are omnivorous and will eat everything from shellfish and fish to birds, eggs,
carrion and rubbish.

Where do they go in winter?
Many are year-round residents on the Isle of May. In winter this gull is generally
widespread, with over half the European population over-wintering in Britain,
especially on the east coast.

Odd Facts
These gulls are widespread; they are found in northern and central Europe, north
east Russia and north east North America.

It is an effective predator. It can catch and eat puffins and is quite capable of
swallowing a big rat or a rabbit whole.
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Scientific name: Sterna hirundo
How many nest on the island? 99 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 12,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay ? 2-3
Length (beak to tail): 33cm
How long do they live? Typical 12 years, oldest recorded 33yrs

How deep do they dive?
These terns plunge dive from 10-15 metres to catch fish just below the surface.

Where do they nest?
On loose sandy soil on the higher parts of the Isle of May, close to the lighthouse
and on the north plateau.

How far do they travel  to feed during nesting?
Most feeding will be within the Firth of Forth - less than 20 miles.

What do they eat?
Mostly fish, some crustaceans

Where do they go in winter?
They migrate to the west coast of Africa, especially Mauritania and Ghana.

Odd Facts
Also known as the sea swallow due to their forked tails.

Common Tern
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Scientific name: Sterna paradisaea
How many nest on the island? 515 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 53,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay ? 1-2
Length (beak to tail): 34cm
How long do they live? 13 years (oldest: 29 years and 10 months)

How deep do they dive?
Plunge dive from 10-15 metres to catch fish just below the surface.

Where do they nest?
On loose sandy soil on the higher parts of the Isle of May, close to the lighthouse
and on the north plateau.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
Mainly within the Firth of Forth, about 20 miles.

What do they eat?
Mainly sandeels during the breeding season. Fish, crustaceans and insects at
other times.

Where do they go in winter?
West and southern Africa, possibly as far as Antarctica.

Odd Facts
Some Arctic terns migrate from the Arctic summer to the Antarctic summer each
year; and so experience more hours of daylight each year than any other bird.

Arctic Tern
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Scientific name: Sterna sandvicensis
How many nest on the island? 1, however 15 birds were seen (in 2006)
UK Population: 17,000 pairs in summer
How many eggs do they lay ? 1-2
Length  (beak to tail): 38cm
How long do they live? Oldest recorded: 30 years and 9 months

How deep do they dive?
They plunge dive from a height with a loud smack and splash.

Where do they nest?
They nest in colonies on sand or shingle in coastal dune systems and by lagoons.
Occasionally, in Scotland, they nest on rocky islands and rough grazing.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
They feed well away from their colony, out in the Forth and beyond.

What do they eat?
They catch small fish, especially sandeels, sprats and whiting.

Where do they go in winter?
Scottish birds tend to migrate to Senegal and Angola, with a few south to South
Africa and Natal.

Odd Facts
These are the largest terns found regularly in the UK.

They are very highly strung, are quick to take alarm and are known to completely
abandon colonies, even after laying.

Sandwich Tern
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Scientific name: Fulmarus glacialis
How many nest on the island? 298 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 543,000 pairs in summer
How many eggs do they lay ? 1
Length (beak to tail): 48 cm
How long do they live? 44 years (oldest recorded: 41 years)

How deep do they dive?
They are surface feeders.

Where do they nest?
They nest in colonies on cliff ledges.

What do they eat?
They are attracted to trawlers in large numbers and take the fish waste thrown
from the boats. They also eat offal, crustaceans, squid, carrion, refuse and small
fish.

Where do they go in winter?
Immature birds stay at sea all year round, and do not breed until 9 or 10 years old.
Mature birds stay close to their breeding colony over the winter, with the Isle of
May birds only venturing out into the North Sea, especially in the autumn.

Odd Facts
They are perhaps the longest lived birds in the UK.

They are related to the albatrosses and other petrels.

They were only found in the UK on St. Kilda until the 1900s. The islanders there
harvested the birds for a wide range of uses.

The birds defend their nests by snorting a foul-smelling oil from their nose tubes.
The St. Kilda people prized the oil for its supposed medicinal qualities.

Fulmar
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Shag
Scientific name: Phalacrocarax aristotelis
How many nest on the island? 485 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population 46,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay? 3
Length (beak to tail): 72cm
How long do they live? Oldest recorded: 30 years and 6 months

How deep do they dive?
They dive from the surface, not the air, and can dive down to the seabed.

Where do they nest?
They make nests from a messy heap of weed, vegetation and “found objects”,
including fishing net, etc., which they add to throughout the season. They nest on
sheltered ledges, sea caves and amongst boulders at the bottom of cliffs, several
metres above the spring tide height.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
They stay pretty local to their nest site.

What do they eat?
They catch fish, mainly sandeels and herring.

Where do they go in winter?
They generally remain close to their nest site during the winter, staying within
100km of their colony.

Odd Facts
They were first recorded breeding on the Isle of May in 1918.

Their name is very old and means “tufted” - a reference the small crest on their
head.

They are also known as the green cormorant.

Their feathers are not waterproof. This is to reduce buoyancy when diving but
means their wings become waterlogged and have to be dried after diving.

Young birds are prone to disorientation in poor weather and may end up inland in
large numbers. This is called a “wreck” of shags.

Female chicks lose their voices when they are 5 weeks old and can then only hiss
and click.
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Eider Duck
Scientific name: Somateria mollissima
How many nest on the island? 1,100 pairs
UK Population: 823 pairs (in 2006)
How many eggs do they lay? 4-6
Length (beak to tail): 60cm
How long do they live? 18 years (oldest: 35 years and 6 months)

How deep do they dive?
They dive to about 10 metres max, but usually less.

Where do they nest?
They will build their nest, lined with eider down in all sorts of places, sometimes in
the middle of gull colonies and often close to footpaths. On the Isle of May mainly
on the NE side close to the shoreline.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
Shallow water around the island or the nearby mainland.

What do they eat?
Mussels, crabs, shrimps, etc.

Where do they go in winter?
The May Eiders tend to stay around the Firth of Forth in winter and will gather
together in large groups.

Odd Facts
People have collected down since the 14th Century for filling clothes, duvets,
sleeping bags, etc. This almost led to the extinction of Eiders in the 19th Century.
The French name for an eider duck is eider á duvet.
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Scientific name: Haematopus ostralegus
How many nest on the island? 18 pairs (in 2006)
UK Population: 113,000 pairs
How many eggs do they lay? 2-3
Length (beak to tail): 42 cm
How long do they live? 12 years (oldest: 36 years 2 months)

How deep do they dive?
They are waders and do not dive.

Where do they nest?
All sorts of places from flat roofs to shingle.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?
Generally they find all the food they need on the island’s shore at low tide.

What do they eat?
Shellfish such as cockles, mussels, but also earthworms when young.

Where do they go in winter?
Some stay in the Forth. Others may travel to the Solway, the Irish Sea or even
Portugal.

Odd Facts
It is possible to tell how an oystercatcher feeds by looking at its beak. Those
with short blunt beaks feed by hammering open shells while those with long
pointed beaks prise shells apart.

Oystercatchers can nest in places such as rooftops as they are one of the few
wader species that carry food to their young.

Oystercatcher


