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INFLUX OF BROWN PELICANS OFF SOUTHWESTERN VANCOUVER ISLAND

DURING THE 1997 EL NINO

By Alan E. Burger, Jerry K. Etzkorn, Brian Gisborne, and Rod Palm

Brown Pelicans (Pelecanus occiden-
talis) are rare transient visitors to the
coastal waters of British Columbia
(Campbell et al. 1990), and their presence
in the province is generally associated
with periods when inshore sea tempera-
tures are well above normal and prey is
generally less available to seabirds ajong
the Pacific Northwest coast. Mean sea
surface temperatures in the 1990s have
been consistently above average, and in
1997-1998 the southern B.C. coast expe-
rienced prolonged and severe El Nifio-like
conditions (H. Freeland, Institute of
Ocean Sciences). This coincided with
sightings of Brown Pelicans in several
locations on the southern coast of Van-
couver Island. In this paper we document
sightings of pelicans made in systematic
counts from land at and near Carmanah
Point, and boat surveys made along the
nearshore coast of southwest Vancouver
Island in 1997 (Figure 1). These observa-
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Figure 1. Map of southwestern Vancouver Is
Bamfield, the location of Carmanah Point wh

text.

tions offered a rare opportunity to monitor
the duration of the influx, the numbers
and age-ratio of the pelicans, and the for-
aging behavior of the pelicans in British

- Columbia

Counts of pelicans were made by BG
as he piloted a water taxi between Port
Renfrew and Bamfield on most days from
May through September. The boat trav-
clled 100-400 m from the shoreline, just
offshore of the kelp beds. Most pelicans
were seen in the morning and the numbers
reported here were from the Port Renfrew
to Bamfield run between 0800 and 1300.
All pelicans seen from the boat were re-
corded, including those seen flying, on the
water, and roosting on rocks or beaches.

Carmanah Point (48° 37' N, 124° 46'
W) lies within this stretch of coast, and
faces the entrance to the Strait of Juan de
Fuca. Seabirds routinely seen here include
both  pelagic species (e.g., Sooty
Shearwaters Puffinus griseus) and those

of sheltered coastal waters (e.g., loons,
grebes, sea ducks), It is a likely area to
locate Brown Pelicans as they move north
from the United States coast. Observa-
tions were made with 8x30 binoculars and
a 20x spotting scope. The ocean around
Carmanah Point was scanned for birds by
JKE one or more times per day from the
light station and the spotting scope was
used to determine the age-class of the
pelicans. Additional observations were
made at locations along the coast within 2
km on either side of Carmanah Point.
Brown Pelicans were first seen on 31
August 1997 and then almost every day
until 14 October (Table 1, Figure 2). None
was seen after ‘that date. The highest
counts at Carmanah Point were between
12 September and 3 October, with the
maximum count of 76 on 15 September,

The nearshore boat counts showed a

similar peak between 12 and 20 Septem-
ber with a maximum count of 129 on 15

Clo-oose

and, showing the divisions of the coast surveyed by boat between Port Renfrew and
ere systematic observations were done, and some other features mentioned in the
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Table 1. Counts of Brown pelicans seen from or near Carmanah Point in 1997. On days in which more than one count

was made the maximum count is given.

\

Plumage type

Date Adult Immature Notaged  Total Behavior notes

5 September 1 1 Flying
12 September 7 27 34 Roosting on nearshore rock
13 September 10 10 Flying by
14 September 10 10 Roosting on Bonilla Point and on beach
15 September - 20 56 76 Roosting on nearshore rock
17 September 7 6 13 Roosting on sandy beach
19 September 61 61 Roosting on rocks (41) and feeding nearby (20)
21 September 0 ’ Roosting on nearshore rock
22 September 1 ) Roosting on rocky point and nearshore rock
23 September 12 12 Flying near shore '
24 September 1 1 Flying near shore
25 September 1 16 17 Flying near shore
27 September 17 3 22 Roosting on rocks (20) and flying near shore (2)
28 September 8 2 10 Roosting on rock (2) and flying near shore (8)
30 September 14 14 Roosting on rocks and flying near shore

2 October 8 2 10 Feeding and sitting on water

3 October 19 19 38 Roosting on rock (10) and feeding in Carmanah

Bay (28)
. 4 October 2 1 Feeding in mixed-species flock (see text)

7 October 5 5 Roosting on nearshore rock

8 Octobe'r 4 8 12 Roosting on rocks, feeding and flying near shore
11 October 3 Flying and resting on sea in Carmanah Bay
12 October 6 6 Flying and resting on sea in Carmanah Bay
14 Qctober 1 1 Flying 200 m offshore
Total sightings 99 155 131 385

Sepl‘emBer. There were few boat counts
made during late September when 10-30

pelicans were still regularly reported off

Carmanah Point. The timing of this influx
was typical of previous ones in British
Columbia, in which 77% of all records
occurred between late July and early No-
vember (Campbell et al. 1990). No peli-
cans were seen from Carmanah Light
Station in daily scans in 1996, and only
one sighting of two birds, on 28 Septem-
ber 1996 was reported from 75 daily boat
trips between Port Renfrew and Bamfield
between 6 August and 26 October 1996.
1n the area covered by the boat sur-
veys, between Port Renfrew and Bam-
field, the highest average counts were in
the Carmanab area, with other concentra-
tions in the Pachena area, often on or near
Seabird Rocks island, and off the

Klanawa River (Figure 3). South and east
of our study area, Brown Pelicans were
also seen rtepeatedly during September
and October 1997 within the Strait of Juan
de Fuca, particularly at Sombrio Bay,
Parkinson Creek, Jordan River, Race
Rocks, and occasionally off Victoria
(BG's vessel log, Victoria Natural History
Society unpublished sight records). North
of our study area single pelicans or small
groups (<6) were occasionally seen in
Barkley Sound and near Cleland Island,
off Clayoquot Sound (Bamfield Marine
Station unpublished records; RP sight
records).

Pelicans were usually seen in groups
feeding by plunge-diving within 1 km of
the shore, sitting on the water, flying, or
roosting on nearshore rock stacks or on
sandy beaches. They were also seen in

mixed species flocks feeding on small
schooling fish. These flocks included
variable numbers of Pacific Loons (Gavia
pacifica), Common Murres (Uria aalge),
Heermann's Gulls (Larus heermanni),
California Gulls (L. californicus), Glau-
cous-winged Gulls (L. glaucescens) and,
rarely, Sabine's Gulls (Xema sabini). Pa-
cific herring (Clupeus harengus) and sand
lance (Ammodytes hexapterus) were the
most common schooling fish taken by
seabirds in this area, with surf smelt (Hy-
pomesus pretiosus), northern anchovy
{(Engraulis mordax), and salmon smolts
(Oncorhynchus spp.) taken occasionally
(Carter 1984, Burger et al. 1993, Davoren
1997). Schools of Pacific sardine (Sardi-
nops sagax), normally very rare, were
regularly found in 1997 in the study area
and in nearby Barkley Sound (Anne
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Stewart, Bamfield Marine Station, in Iitt.).
BG reported pelicans feeding at schools
of sardines. Pelicans were also occasion-
ally seen circling over or sitting on the
water near the muddy plumes created by
feeding Grey Whales (Eschrichtius glau-
cus), but feeding was not confirmed there.

On most days more immatures than
adults were seen at Carmanah (overall
ratio of sightings 99 adults: 155 imma-
tures, Table 1). The proportion of imma-
rure birds was five times higher than in
previous sightings of Brown Pelicans in
British Columbia, in which the cumula-

tive age ratio was 22 adults: 7 immatures

(Campbell et al. 1990). The high propor-
tion of immature pelicans is typical of
post-breeding northward movements (An-
derson and Anderson 1976). Immature
birds, being less experienced, are likely to
be more severely impacted by decreases
in prey availability in their normal feeding
range to the south, and hence might move
further than adults in search of food dur-
ing El Nifio events,

Following breeding in Mexico and
California,” Brown Pelicans typically
move northward along the California
coast in late summer and early fall (An-
derson and Anderson 1976), and variable
numbers  continue northward beyond
California (Jaques 1994, Gress 1995).
This population of Brown Pelicans de-

" clined as a result of DDT and other pollu-
tion (Anderson and Anderson 1976), but
since the 1970s has recovered (Anderson
and Gress 1983, Gress 1995). Conse-
quently, sightings of Brown Pelicans in
late summer and fall off Oregon and
Washington have increased greatly in the
1980s and 1990s (Jaques 1994, Gress
1995), and might be more likely in British
Columbia too.

Previous sightings of Brown Pelicans
on the Vancouver Island coast coincided
with warm-water events, particularly the
1982-1983 El Nifio. Fifteen pelicans were
reported at Carmanah Point on 11 No-
vember 1983, and the previous high count
of pelicans in British Columbia was 24
seen nearby at Port Renfrew on 23 August
1983 (Campbell et al. 1990). The species
is well known to prefer warm ocean con-
ditions (Anderson and Anderson 1976).
The higher numbers and prolonged pres-
ence of the pelicans in 1997 off south-
western Vancouver Island is attributed to
their expanded post-DDT population, and
the impacts of the persistent warm 1997-
1998 El Nifio-like ocean conditions.
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Figure 2. Counts of Brown Pelicans off southwestern Vancouver Island. The upper
graph shows daily counts made from or near Carmanah Point. The lower graph
shows counts made from a boat between Port Renfrew and Bamfield; no birds were
recorded on boat trips on 4, 9 and 11 September (asterisks), but all other days with

no birds had no boat surveys.
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Figure 3. Distribution of SJghungs of Brown Pelicans off southwestern Vancouver
Island, showing the mean count per area and the number of days pelicans were pre-
sent in 24 days of boat surveys between 31 August and 7 October 1997 See Figure
1 for location of each coastal area.
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