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Setting up drift experiments

Past attempts to estimate proportion of birds that die at sea and wash ashore have included experiments using
carcasses (Bibby & Lloyd 1977, Jones et al. 1978, Bibby 1981, Stowe 1982, Threlfall & Piatt 1983, Keijl &
Camphuysen 1992) and different types of (wooden) drift blocks (Hlady & Burger 1993, Arcos et al. 2004). Results
varied greatly depending on environmental conditions and distance from shore where blocks or carcasses were
released. Determining timing and location of arrival of dead birds on beaches are crucial for accurate mortality
estimates. Drift experiments using beached birds that have already drifted at sea for an undetermined length of time
are inaccurate due to natural buoyancy loss and decomposition (Hlady & Burger 1993, Wiese & Jones 2001).

To determine accuracy of drift block designs used in the past, Wiese & Jones (2001) compared drift characteristics
and patterns between four drift block designs and fresh auk carcasses. Experiments showed that drift blocks used in
the past have none of the drift characteristics of dead seabirds, because they have much larger areas exposed to
wind and hence drift much faster and farther than for example guillemot Uria spp carcasses. Past mortality
estimates using those blocks are therefore doubtful. The drift block design that most accurately mimicked guillemot
carcass drift during the experiments was a 9 x 9 x 14.5 cm wooden block with a 450 gram steel weight that adjusts
buoyancy and area exposed to the wind. Wiese & Jones (2001) propose that in areas where large Alcidae are
predominant victims of oil spills, that block design be used for all future estimates of oiled seabird mortality.
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