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4.0 SPILL RESPONSE 
 

4.1 Assessing the damage 
Technical document 

 
Hydrobatidae Storm-petrels 

 
Cosmopolitan, in all oceans, 8 genera, 20 species, 36 taxa (del Hoyo et al. 1992) or 7 genera, 21 species (Sibley & 
Monroe 1990) 
 
Storm-petrels are small, light, “tubenosed” pelagic, aerial seabirds that usually stay largely clear of major spills, and 
that are seldom affected in substantial numbers. Six taxa occur within Europe. Identification of storm-petrels is 
usually rather easy in the hand, for as long as the birds are fresh and more or less intact. There are no external 
characteristics for either sex or age, other than sharply pointed outer primaries in juvenile birds, and standard 
autopsies are required to assess those variables. Gonadal development may be very hard to judge in juvenile 
storm-petrels. In the absence of data on geographical variations in body size, ringing data are essential to assess 
the breeding origin of oiled casualties. 
 
Euring Species* Distribution, status in Europe 

500 Wilson's Storm-petrel Oceanites oceanicus 
oceanicus 

Subantarctic islands, from Cape Horn to Kerguelen Islands. S 
Georgia abundant (100.000+), widespread breeder. Falkland Isl 
5000+ 

510 White-faced Storm-petrel Pelagodroma 
marina subsp. 

Salvage Islands (hypoleuca), Cape Verde Islands (eadesi), Tristan 
da Cunha, possibly Gough (marina). European status: vulnerable 

520 European Storm-petrel Hydrobates 
pelagicus 

NE Atlantic, from S Island and W Norway through Britain to NW 
France, N Spain, Salvage and Canary islands, also in 
Mediterranean, from E Spain east to Greece. European status: 
secure 

580 Band-rumped Storm-petrel Oceanodroma 
castro 

E Atlantic, from Berlengas (Portugal) and Azores to Ascension and 
St Helena, in Pacific off E japan, on Kauai (Hawaii) and at 
Galapagos. European status: rare 

560 Swinhoe's Storm-petrel Oceanodroma 
monorhis 

Japan (N Kyushu, W Honshu) west to Yellow Sea off China and 
Korea and N to extreme SE Russia. Recent recordings suggest 
breeding in N Atlantic 

550 Leach's Storm-petrel Oceanodroma 
leucorhoa leucorhoa 

N Pacific, from NE Japan and east through Kuril and Aleutian Isl to S 
Alaska and southeast to C California; N Atlantic from NE USA and E 
Canada to Iceland, Faeroes. European status: localised 

*Other taxa on AERC TAC Checklist of bird taxa occurring in Western Palearctic region: Oceanites oceanicus exasperatus (South Shetland, 
South Sandwich Isl., coastal Antarctica), Fregetta grallaria (South Atlantic). 
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General characteristics (from BWPi 2006): Small seabirds. Pelagodroma characterized by long and slender legs, 
rather short and rounded wings with 10–11 secondaries, Hydrobates, Oceanodroma and Oceanites by short legs, 
long and pointed wings with c. 14 secondaries. Usually all-black or black plumage with white rump (Pelagodroma 
white bellied and grey upperparts). Secondaries rather short. Tail mostly long, forked or square or rounded; 12 
feathers. Bill fairly small, but with heavily hooked tip; nostrils fused to single tube over basal part of culmen, 
opening often directed upwards. Tarsus rounded; lower part of tibia bare. 3 anterior toes webbed, hind toe 
rudimentary; nails sharp. Peculiar musky odour. Sexes similar in plumage, ♀ slightly larger than ♂. 1 moult per 
year; primaries replaced in descendant order. Juveniles similar to adults. 
 
External features: 
Assessing Categories Characteristics Database coding 
Age adult, 

juvenile 
Generally impossible or very difficult from plumage 
characteristics (Standard autopsy required for 
confirmation) 

A 
J 

Plumage  No difference between juvenile and older plumages, 
no difference summer and winter. Moult score 
relevant. 

 

Sex  Not possible from plumage characteristics (Standard 
autopsy required for sexing) 

 

Colour phase    
Biometrics Bill length 1 Bill tip to feathers (0.1 mm) Bill tf 
 Bill length 2 Bill tip to nostril (0.1 mm) Bill tn 
 Bill depth 1 Bill depth at base (0.1 mm) Bill base 
 Bill depth 2 Bill depth at gonys (0.1 mm) Bill gonys 
 Tube length Tube length from feathers (0.1mm) Tube 
 Head length (mm) Head 
 Wing length (mm) Wing 
 Tarsus length (mm) Tarsus 
 Tube length (0.1 mm) Tube 
Species    
Priority Bill tf – Bill depth gonys – Tube - Head - Wing – Tarsus 

Structure Primaries Longest Primary Tail feathers Shape tail 
O. oceanicus 10 + 1m P9 12 slightly forked 
P. marina 10 + 1m P9 12 slightly forked 
H. pelagicus 10 + 1m P9 12 square 
O. castro 10 + 1m P9 12 forked 
O. monorhis 10 + 1m P9 12 forked 
O. leucorhoa 10 + 1m P9 12 forked 
 
Geographical variation 
 
Storm Petrel (from BWPi 2006): None. Formerly recognized subspecies melitensis, Mediterranean, said to be 
darker and larger, but differences from British birds too small to warrant subspecies recognition (apparently larger 
bill of Malta birds, possibly due to different measuring method and shrinking of bill in skins). 
 
Leach’s Storm Petrel (from BWPi 2006): Difference in measurements between North Atlantic and North Pacific 
nominate not significant. Along west coast of North America from south-east Alaska to Baja California, birds 
become smaller and browner, with reduction of white on rump (Austin 1952). 
 
Basic biometrics (summarised) 
Species sex Bill tf Wing Tarsus 
Oceanites oceanicus ♂ 10.0-13.0 133-150 33.0-37.0 
 ♀ 
Pelagodroma marina ♂ 17.5-20.0 154-169 42.4-46.2 
 ♀ 
Hydrobates pelagicus ♂ 9.5-11.5 116-127 19.6-22.4 
 ♀ 10.8-11.8 116-127 20.2-24.3 
Oceanodroma castro ♂ 13.0-15.5 142-154 21.0-23.0 
 ♀ 14.5-15.7 149-161 22.1-23.5 
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Species sex Bill tf Wing Tarsus 
Oceanodroma monorhis ♂ 13.7-15.2 146-157 22.3-25.2 
 ♀ 14.1-15.0 150-165 22.3-24.6 
Oceanodroma leucorhoa ♂ 14.2-16.6 148-165 22.9-25.5 
 ♀ 14.7-16.9 152-166 22.3-25.5 

 

        

Figure 1. Leach’s Storm-petrel Oceanodroma leucorhoa 24 September 2004 Stellendam. © CJ Camphuysen 
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Specific biometrics 
 
Wing, North Rona (Love 1978) 
Oceanodroma leucorhoa, North Rona, wing 151-171 (158.4 ± 3.3, n = 287) 
Hydrobates pelagicus, North Rona, wing 116-128 (121.9 ± 2.6, n = 125) 
 
Mass, North Rona (Love 1978) 
Oceanodroma leucorhoa, North Rona, mass 37-56 (47.1 ± 3.4, n = 252) 
Hydrobates pelagicus, North Rona, mass 20-36 (26.5 ± 2.5, n = 77) 
 
Wing and mass; geographical variation Hydrobates pelagicus (Furness & Baillie 1981) 

Location Wing SD n = Mass SD n = Source 

Hirta 122.9 2.5 909 25.5 1.9 909 Furness & Baillie 
Skokholm 119.7 2.7 6681 27.6 2.6 5589 Scott 1970 
N Rona '72 121.9 2.6 125 26.5 2.5 77 Love 1978 
N Rona '74 123.4 2.2 16 26.0 2.0 25 Love 1978 
Foula 122.6 2.4 108 26.1 2.1 108 Furness unpubl 
Puffin Isl 119.8 3.2 287 25.2 2.7 277 Evans 1977 
Inishvickillaun 121.4 2.6 336 26.2 2.4 2275 Evans 1977 
Inishnabro 121.4 2.9 163 28.7 3.2 163 Evans 1977 
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