Kayaking and Wildlife in Shetland

What to see, where to see it and how to avoid upsetting it.

One of the great attractions of sea kayaking, particularly in Shetland, is the chance to view seabirds and other marine life at close quarters.  It is important though to be sure that we don’t harm the wildlife in the process.  This article is intended to provide information and guidelines for seeing Shetland’s wildlife without injuring yourself or the animals.

SEABIRDS- Birdlife is the great attraction for most folk who come to Shetland. The chance to see are migrants brings many twitchers but far more important are the vast numbers of common species that nest in some  of the most important seabird colonies in the north Atlantic. Most breeding species of seabird will regularly be encountered feeding in coastal waters but viewing them at their nest colonies is altogether more spectacular and something not to be missed. Passing kayaks will put feeding birds off hunting for a while but are unlikely to cause any harm but careless behaviour around breeding sites can cause the destruction of eggs and chicks. Remember be careful to avoid disturbing nesting birds. The key points are – 

· Be sure that birds are aware of your approach- the sudden appearance of a kayak close to their nests will cause most birds to panic.

· Avoid sudden movements or noises.

· Watch for changes in behaviour and signs of agitation such as alarm  calls or rapid head movements.

· Move away as soon as birds show signs of leaving their nests if not earlier.
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Fulmar (maalie)- grey back and wings and white underparts. Looks superficially like a gull family. Easily distinguished in flight by its graceful gliding punctuated by short periods of flapping with stiff wings. Its short , rather weak legs can barely support its body and 

on land it shuffles only with difficulty. First bred  here as recently as 1878 but now found nesting on most coastlines, and even inland, so there is no difficulty seeing them. 

Be careful not to approach too closely- both adults and their fluffy white

chicks defend themselves by vomiting foul-smelling oil and have a range of around two metres.
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Storm Petrel (alamootie)- related but smaller: about the size of a starling. Black with white rump.  Difficult to see as it normally comes inshore only during the  breeding season. Nests are hidden amongst boulders and in stone walls. Adults share nest duties, one bird sitting for up to a week at a time whilst its mate  feeds far off shore.  Feeding birds return at night to change shifts and sitting birds call them in with an eerie churring song. Easiest time to see them is at dusk. There are a number of colonies around Shetland but by far   

the easiest to reach is  Mousa with around 5000 pairs nesting in the boulder 

beaches, dry stone dykes and in the ancient broch. Stormies are very sensitive 

to disturbance on the nest so avoid trampling over the boulder beaches and  don’t try to uncover nests.
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Shag (scarf)-  smaller and, in Shetland, commoner cousin of the Cormorant  (Muckle scarf). Both are long necked and look untidy  in flight. The Shag is oily green-black in colour with

 bright yellow face and crested head. Cormorants are brown-black with white face. Immature birds of both species are dull brown all over and not easily disting-

uished. Cormorants nest on top of sea-stacks  and small rocky islands so are unlikely to be disturbed by kayakers. Shags build untidy nests of seaweed on  cliff-edges and in caves throughout Shetland. Nests usually located where birds can easily drop into the sea if disturbed. Nests inside caves can be detected by the birds’  alarm calls- females hiss; males croak. 

Panicked birds often kick eggs or young out of the nest into the sea- early warning of your presence  (no sudden loud noises though) allows them time for more orderly exit with less risk of damage.

Gannet-  Britain’s largest native seabird with five foot (1.8 metres) wingspan.   
Newly fledged birds entirely dark
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 gradually assuming adult plumage  white  with black wingtips and yellow head – over the

 next three years. Two large colonies – Hermaness and Noss with smaller ones on 

Fair  Isle and Foula. Nest on stacks and sheer cliffs so unlikely to be  disturbed by kayaks.

 Young birds are too heavy to fly but sit on the  sea where they can easily be 

approached. 



This causes stress to the  birds and can also be hazardous. They have powerful beaks and will go for

 your eyes if they 
are close  enough.

Artic and Common Terns (tirricks) – graceful little seabirds so similar that it’s not worth trying to separate the two.  
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Pale grey and white with black heads, long, forked tails and red feet and bills. Common terns are less common in Shetland. Both nest in noisy and very obvious colonies up to a thousand or more on shingle beaches and coastal moorland throughout the isles. Approach by humans, will disturb whole colony. 

This leaves eggs and chicks vulnerable so move away as soon as possible and let the birds  settle. Terns will attack intruders in the colony and are capable of inflicting  severe flesh wounds. 

[image: image9.jpg]


Kittiwake- small, grey-backed gull. Builds well-formed nests in colonies on  cliffs and in cave mouths. Recognisable by  characteristic call “kittiwaaaaake”. Large colonies  at Sumburgh, Noss, Ramma Stacks, Hermaness and  Saxa Vord. Smaller colonies on high, exposed cliffs  at many other locations.

 Nests are very vulnerable to predation, especially by skuas so be careful to avoid causing disturbance.

Artic Skua (scooty aalin) and Great Skua (bonxie)- dark brown gull sized  birds with white wing flashes.
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Bonxie is bulky but arctic skua is slenderer and  more  agile with a single tail plume and in some cases a pale belly.  Both obtain  food by  harassing other seabirds into dropping their catches. Great  Skua is also a scavenger and hunts fish, birds and rabbits. Both species nest on moorland, often in extensive colonies such as at Hermaness, Noss and Foula. They defend their eggs and chicks  by swooping on intruders but don’t usually  make contact.  Artic skua also performs  noisy distraction display, pretending to be injured and unable to fly. 

If attacked  hold your hand straight above  you  the birds will swoop at this and miss your  head – be careful not to tread  on eggs or chick.
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Black Guillemot (tystie) – dumpy black bird with white wing 

patches and red feet.  Nests in geos and on cliffs throughout Shetland.  Often seen fishing close to shore. Nests in crevice

 
or  under rocks so not vulnerable.


Puffin (Tammie norrie) – hardly needs describing but is smaller than most people think. Nests in burrows, often in 
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dense  colonies, some of the largest being Noss, Hermaness, Sumburgh Head and Fair Isle, but smaller numbers 

occur at many other locations. Burrows can collapse if trodden on so avoid  walking through colonies.
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Guillemot- looks like a small penguin. Black behind and white in front with a Spike  of a beak.  Razorbill- very similar  but have deeper, blade-like beaks.  Guillemots “nest” in tight colonies on cliff faces. Single large egg laid directly on the rock of a narrow ledge. Despite being unable to fly chicks leap from the cliffs after three weeks and follow parents to open sea so guillemots can be seen on the Cliffs only till late June. Nests are very  vulnerable to disturbance. Frightened birds leave the cliff on en masse, kicking  eggs and chicks into the sea. 
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Colonies can be approached with care but listen for muttering calls rising in volume and pitch and watch for rapid head movements- both signs of increasing anxiety. Leave before any birds do.

[image: image16.jpg]



Razorbills can be seen loafing on cliffs and  rocks but nest in crevices ands  amongst boulders rather than on open ledges so are less vulnerable. 
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MAMMALS

Common and grey seals and otters all breed in Shetland and can be seen around  much of the coast throughout the year. Harbour porpoises are very common  inshore, particularly in sandeel grounds such as Noss Sound, Moussa Sound  and around Quendale. Several other species of cetacean (whales and dolphins)  are regular but unpredictable visitors and will not be covered in this leaflet.



Common seal- has dog like face with distinct snouts and nostrils forming a broad “V”.  Give birth in mid summer  on rocks and beaches of small islands .  Pups look like small adults and can swim almost immediately but, like adults, spend much of their time lying on shore. 
Pups can be 
crushed if groups of seals with young are panicked so  outs, particularly the Mousa pools, during summer. Disturbance can also cause dependent pups to be abandoned.


Grey seal –is larger, males particularly so. Males have roman noses, females straight ones.
Nostrils are almost parallel. Give birth Sept-Nov on exposed beaches in north and west of Shetland. Pups have white coat for first  two weeks and must remain on beach until this is shed. 
 Pups are liable to die of hypothermia if driven into the sea at this stage. Panicking adults, particularly large males can crush pups, and also human intruders if they get between the seal and the sea. Grey seal often lie up in caves and can capsize kayaks  when leaving in a hurry.



Lone seals can often be approached closely when dozing on shore or in the water And  their reaction when they realise they are being watched is very  entertaining. 

Seals basking on high or sharp rocks can be injured as they head for the sea so don’t  try this trick in such circumstances. Both species of seal will bite if you get too close on shore, and can cause serious wounds that are likely to go septic. They also  carry parasites and diseases that can be passed to man  so avoid getting too close and don’t stop for lunch on haul-out beaches.

Otter – Not really a sea mammal, but in Shetland ,feeds mainly in the sea. Note- this is not the sea otter of North America, just the ordinary river otter living on the coast.  Smaller than a seal- only a metre in length, including a long tail. Dark brown in colour with dog-like head. Usually feeds among kelp on rocky, moorland shores. 

Holts- resting and breeding holes- are  in rabbit burrows  and among boulders, usually close to shore. Breeding holts  can be well inland and always close to fresh water. Territories , and particularly holts, are marked by depositing musky-smelling faeces full of fish bones on regular “spraint” sites that often build up into small grassy mounds. Otters will usually be aware of you  before  you see them, particularly if you are upwind, and are difficult to approach  but do not  always make off immediately.  

The otter is a protected species. It is an offence to disturb them at the holt or to injure them in any way. However, Interaction with kayaks  at sea is not a threat to them.

Porpoise- the smallest cetacean in British waters- up to 1.8 metres long. Regularly seen in sandeel spawning areas such as Mousa Sound, around Noss and St Ninian’s Isle. Breaks the surface frequently to breathe with sharp grunt-like pant. Usually shows its back and low triangular fin  but will sometimes leap clear of the water repeatedly.

By Jonathan Swale ©

Shetland Canoe Club
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