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4.0 SPILL RESPONSE 

 

4.1 Assessing the damage 

Technical document 

 

How to set up a beach bird survey 

 

Beached bird surveys 

Systematic counts of stranded (oiled) seabirds are called ‘Beached Bird Surveys’. In many countries, 

volunteer networks exist that monitor seabird strandings. Established schemes and contact addresses are 

listed elsewhere. [European Contacts.DOC] 

In the absence of an established scheme and without help, set up a survey. In this manual is some 

practical advice for the prime task: a systematic count of the casualties. 

 

Get a map 

Draw a contour around the entire affected coastline and examine the coast in terms of suitability for 

strandings of oil and oiled wildlife. Sandy or pebble beaches are suitable for searches, steep cliffs and 

complicated rocky shores are not. List the number of possible stranding sites, use either topographic 

names, or number the sites. Break up long stretches of beach in smaller portions, all with at least one 

entrance road to reach the plot. Collect and list at least the following data: 

 

Site# Site name length of stretch (km)  type of stretch  access road substrate type 

 

Print the list in sufficient copies, keep a copy in a spreadsheet or a database, and use this list as baseline 

information for any of the following steps, and for all those involved in the impact assessment and the 

emergency response. 

 

Judge the scale of the event, sub-sample where needed 

Ask yourself the following question: will it be possible to cover all the affected areas by systematic 

surveys on a regular basis in the weeks or months to come, or is the area simply too large? If the area is 

too large, the surveys should be designed on the basis of sub-sampling: select representative stretches of 

coastline (include the centre, but also the edges of the affected area), and survey only these stretches on a 

regular basis. Any corpses found elsewhere should be separated from the material collected on these 

selected stretches in everybody involved in the oil spill response, including clean-up teams, should be 

aware of the special status of these selected stretches of coastline. 
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Organise the survey 

Form teams of volunteers to participate in the survey and make sure the selected stretches are regularly 

visited and thoroughly searched. Remove all carcasses from the beach and mark (label) boxes or bags 

with carcasses with a date and a site name or site number. Make sure the selected beaches will provide 

daily strandings rates (so many casualties per km of coast per day). Any factor that may influence your 

figures should be taken seriously: 

• evaluate the level of scavenging by mammals and birds 

• evaluate the risk of corpses to become buried under debris in rough weather 

• evaluate the risk of corpses to become buried in the sand 

• evaluate the risk of corpses to be removed by the general public 

• make sure clean-up teams do not remove carcasses with the oil without you knowing that 

• …..any other factor 

If scavengers remove or fully eat carcasses on large scale, increase the visit frequency. Thoroughly look 

between the debris and be aware, do realise that on sandy beaches the corpses are not necessary fully 

visible; a single feather sticking out the sand may turn out to be an intact carcass. Mark the site with 

signs, asking the general public to leave the carcasses where they are (and explain why!). Inform clean-up 

teams and perhaps make them collect and label the carcasses they find for you. 

 

Organise identifications 

In some situations, the birds can be aged and identified on the spot (that is, on the beach) by experts. This 

is particularly true if an existing beached bird survey co-ordinator is able to use known staff for the work 

along the coast. Most often, however, will a crowd of volunteers be recruited, and many of them will not 

have an idea of the identity of the birds they find. The birds may be so heavily oiled that identification 

and ageing requires at least some level of cleaning, and possibly autopsies. In such cases, but also when 

species are involved that simply cannot be aged using external characteristics (to be judged by experts), 

the carcasses must be collected for later examination. We assume here, that carcasses will have to be 

processed for proper identification away from the site they were collected. Key points to organise: 

• check all birds for rings (and keep those apart for special treatment) 

• identify the birds (use experts) 

• age the birds (either using external characteristics, or during autopsy) 

• collect data that hint to the breeding origin of the affected birds 

Exactly how this should be done will be different from case to case. Make sure that maximum effort is for 

the common birds only; a rarity will not be of much use during an oil spill evaluation. Make sure that the 

identifications are linked to the sites the animals were found, and do realise that a proper labelling is of 

vital importance during all the steps taken in an impact assessment. 

 

Organise transportations 

Corpses will be collected at the strandings site for later processing, live birds will most likely be 

transported to rehabilitation centres for euthanasia or rehabilitation attempts. Organise a regular transport 

system to and from strandings sites and it is wise to have the rehabilitation centre close to the office and 

laboratory where the identifications and the impact assessment administration takes place. Any birds 

picked up should be clearly marked on the box they are in with a place and date indicator (site# or site 

name). Surveyors on the beach should be aware of the time schedule of transportations, the reception at 

the rehabilitation centre and at the laboratory used for the identifications of dead birds should be such that 

all the boxes and bags received are checked for labels and marks. When possible, correct missing 

information on the spot and make sure the labelling is waterproof. 
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Data collecting 

Carcasses of known date and location should be checked for rings, counted, identified, checked for the 

amount of oiling, measured if needed and aged. To try and assess the (breeding) origin of affected 

seabirds will require species-specific observations, and these are outlined in technical documents for 

autopsies (note that actual autopsies may not be needed). 


