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I n t r o d u c t i o n  

No b i r d s  n e s t e d  on S u r t s e y  i n  1966 a l t hough  c e r t a i n  s p e c i e s ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  k i t t i w a k e s  and b l ack  g u i l l e m o t s ,  appeared t o  be 

p r o s p e c t i n g  t h e  i s l a n d  f o r  f u t u r e  n e s t i n g  s i t e s .  One and probab ly  

t h e  main r ea son  p reven t ing  b i r d s  from n e s t i n g  on t h e  i s l a n d  up t o  

now has  undoubtedly been t h e  more o r  less con t inuous  v o l c a n i c  

a c t i v i t y  o f  t h e  two s u b s i d i a r y  c r a t e r  i s l a n d s  S y r t l i n g u r  and 

J 6 l n i r  c l o s e  t o  S u r t s e y .  The c r a t e r  i s l a n d  S y r t l i n g u r  was a c t i v e  

from May t o  October 1965,  w h i l e  t h e  c r a t e r  i s l a n d  J 6 l n i r  was 

a c t i v e  from l a t e  December 1965 t o  August 1966. However, b o t h  t h e s e  

i s l a n d s  have now d i s appea red ,  bu t  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e i r  v o l c a n i c  

a c t i v i t y  S u r t s e y  became and s t i l l  is covered by a  t h i c k  l a y e r  o f  

v o l c a n i c  ash  which is blown up i n  windy weather and makes l i f e  

on t h e  i s l a n d  most u n p l e a s a n t .  For f u r t h e r  i n fo rma t ion  r e g a r d i n g  

t h e  v o l c a n i c  a c t i v i t y  o f  t h e s e  two s u b s i d i a r y  i s l a n d s  I shou ld  

l i k e  t o  r e f e r  t o  D r .  S igurdur  T h o r a r i n s s o n ' s  paper i n  t h i s  r e p o r t .  

Although b i r d s  have no t  s t a r t e d  t o  n e s t  on S u r t s e y  they a r e  

making i n c r e a s i n g  use  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  a s  a  r e s t i n g  p l a c e .  T h i s  

a p p l i e s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  g u l l s  (Larus  and R i s s a ) ,  which h a b i t u -  

a l l y  r o o s t  on t h e  i s l a n d .  The number o f  g u l l s  and k i t t i w a k e s  

r o o s t i n g  t h e r e  may sometimes r e a c h  5-10 thousand ,  and i t  is 

obvious  t h a t  through t h e i r  excrements  c o n s i d e r a b l e  q u a n t i t i e s  

o f  o r g a n i c  s u b s t a n c e s  a r e  added t o  t h e  s t e r i l e  s o i l s  o f  S u r t s e y .  

I n  1966 I on ly  v i s i t e d  Su r t s ey  once,  i . e .  on October 1 4  

when t h e r e  were no l and  b i r d s  on t h e  i s l a n d .  Other  pe rsons  who 

v i s i t e d  Su r t s ey  i n  1966 f o r  t h e  purpose  o f  making o r n i t h o l o g i -  

c a l  o b s e r v a t i o n s  were Mr. h r n i  Waag who went t h e r e  on J u l y  16 

and a g a i n  on September 5  t o  September 9 ,  M r .  J6n B. S igurdsson  

who v i s i t e d  t h e  i s l a n d  on March 17 ,  and M r .  Arnth6r Gardarsson 



who was on t h e  i s l a n d  on Apr i l  2 .  Seve ra l  o t h e r  v i s i t o r s  t o  

Su r t s ey  have a l s o  made a v a i l a b l e  t h e i r  i n fo rma t ion  about b i r d s  

observed t h e r e ,  and I am much indeb ted  no t  on ly  t o  t h e  gentlemen 

mentioned above but  a l s o  t o  D r .  S igurdur  Thora r in s son ,  Dr. S t u r l a  

b i d r i k s s o n ,  M r .  Bjorn  Johnsen,  and M r .  P 5 l l  S te ingr imsson  who have 

a l l  c o n t r i b u t e d  n o t e s  on b i r d s  s e e n  on S u r t s e y .  Al toge ther  I have 

had a t  my d i s p o s a l  b i r d  n o t e s  from 13  v i s i t s  t o  Su r t s ey  i n  1966,  

and i t  is on t h e s e  t h a t  t h e  fo l lowing  l ist  is based .  

L i s t  o f  s p e c i e s  

Mer l in  (Fa lco  co lumbar ius ) .  One seen  f l y i n g  over  t h e  l a v a  

on September 6 .  

Oys t e r ca t che r  (Haematopus o s t r a l e g u s ) .  About 20 on t h e  sandy 

n o r t h  beach on A p r i l  2 .  One seen  on September 5 .  

Ringed P lover  (Charadr ius  h i a t i c u l a ) .  One on t h e  sandy n o r t h  

beach on August 12 and one among o t h e r  waders i n  t h e  same p l a c e  

on September 9 .  The next  day one was s e e n  a t  t h e  lagoon b u t  t h i s  

may have been t h e  same b i r d .  

Turns tone  (Arenar ia  i n t e r p r e s ) .  Four seen  on J u l y  28.  On 

September 5 about 50 t u r n s t o n e s  were s c a t t e r e d  a long  t h e  s h o r e  

on t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  The next  day 31 t u r n s t o n e s  were 

observed a t  t h e  lagoon and some a d d i t i o n a l  b i r d s  were on t h e  

sho re  and a t  t h e  edge o f  t h e  l a v a .  

Redshank (Tr inga t o t a n u s ) .  On+Apri l  2  no l e s s  t han  15-20 

redshanks  were p r e s e n t  on t h e  i s l a n d ,  and two were s een  on Sep t -  

ember 9 .  

Knot ( C a l i d r i s  c a n u t u s ) .  Two were on t h e  i s l a n d  on Ju ly  28  - 
and on September 6  two were a t  t h e  lagoon.  

P u r p l e  Sandpiper ( C a l i d r i s  mar i t ima) .  On Apr i l  2  a  f l ock  o f  

11 p u r p l e  s a n d p i p e r s  was observed a t  t h e  lagoon.  

Sande r l i ng  (Croce th ia  a l b a ) .  10-15 s a n d e r l i n g s  were a s s o c i -  

a t i n g  w i t h  t u r n s t o n e s  on t h e  sandy n o r t h  beach on September 5 ,  



and t h e  next  day about  20 were a t  t h e  lagoon and a  few a d d i t i o n a l  

b i r d s  on t h e  s h o r e .  

Red-necked Pha la rope  (Pha la ropus  l o b a t u s ) .  On J u l y  16 

hundreds  o f  red-necked pha l a ropes  were swimming c l o s e  t o  t h e  s h o r e  

a t  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  On t h i s  day l a r g e  p a t c h e s  o f  

pumice were f l o a t i n g  on t h e  s e a  around t h e  i s l a n d  and t h e  pha l a ro -  

p e s  appeared t o  p r e f e r  p a t c h e s  o f  calm water  between f l o a t i n g  

r a f t s  o f  pumice. On August 1 2 ,  August 1 7  and August 18 l a r g e  f l o c k s  

o f  red-necked pha l a ropes  were s e e n  c l o s e  t o  t h e  i s l a n d .  However, i n  

l a t e  August and e a r l y  September pha l a ropes  became s c a r c e r ,  though 

30-40 were s t i l l  p r e s e n t  on September 5 ,  bu t  on September 7 on ly  

1 5  were s een .  

Grea t  Black-backed G u l l  (Larus  mar i n u s ) .  

Her r ing  Gu l l  (Larus  a r g e n t a t u s ) .  

Glaucous G u l l  (Larus  hyperboreus ) .  

G u l l s  o f  t h e  above t h r e e  s p e c i e s  f requen ted  t h e  i s l a n d  

th roughout  t h e  y e a r ,  and r e g u l a r  g u l l  r o o s t s  were t y p i c a l  f o r  t h e  

sandy n o r t h  beach ,  t h e  a r e a  around t h e  lagoon and t h e  i s o l a t e d  

b l u f f  between t h e  lagoon and t h e  s e a .  By f a r  t h e  most common 

s p e c i e s  i n  t h e  r o o s t s  were g r e a t  black-backed g u l l s ,  c h i e f l y  i m -  

mature b i r d s  i n  t h e i r  f i r s t ,  second and t h i r d  y e a r ,  bu t  t h e  o t h e r  

two s p e c i e s  were p r e s e n t  i n  v a r y i n g  numbers on most o c c a s i o n s .  

The number o f  g u l l s  r o o s t i n g  on t h e  i s l a n d  was much h ighe r  i n  

summer t h a n  i n  w i n t e r .  

Les se r  Black-backed Gu l l  (Larus  f u s c u s ) .  Ten among g r e a t  

black-backs on t h e  sandy n o r t h  beach on Ju ly  16 and two among 

o t h e r  g u l l s  on t h e  s h o r e  on t h e  sou thwes t  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  on 

J u l y  28.  

K i t t iwake  ( R i s s a  t r i d a c t y l a )  . I n  1966 t h e  k i t t i w a k e  was 

p robab ly  t h e  most common b i r d  on S u r t s e y .  K i t t iwakes  f r equen t ed  

t h e  i s l a n d  th roughout  t h e  yea r  and d u r i n g  t h e  summer t h e y  formed 

v e r y  l a r g e  r o o s t s ,  b o t h  on f l a t  beaches  and on b l u f f s ,  e s p e c i -  

a l l y  on t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  They were o f t e n  p r e s e n t  

i n  thousands  and t h e i r  numbers may sometimes have reached  6  t o  

8  thousand .  K i t t i w a k e s ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  some Larus  g u l l s ,  a l s o  



r e s t e d  on t h e  c r a t e r  i s l a n d  J 6 l n i r  d u r i n g  i n t e r v a l s  between 

e x p l o s i v e  e r u p t i o n s  and even d u r i n g  e r u p t i o n s .  I n  1966,  a s  i n  

1965, k i t t i w a k e s  a l s o  occupied c l i f f s  on S u r t s e y .  They were f i r s t  

s e e n  occupying t h i s  h a b i t a t  on May 24 b u t  from then  on and through-  

o u t  t h e  summer t hey  were observed i n  v a r y i n g  numbers on t h e  c l i f f s  

on t h e  west  s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  Cons iderab ly  more k i t t i w a k e s  were 

occupying c l i f f s  on Su r t s ey  i n  1966 t h a n  i n  1965 and they  were 

a l s o  occupying b i g g e r  a r e a s  and sometimes over f lowing  t o  t h e  c l i f f  

t o p .  The c l i f f s  occupied by t h e  k i t t i w a k e s  g r a d u a l l y  became w h i t e  

- washed by t h e i r  excrements .  Although a  l a r g e  number o f  t h e  k i t t i -  

wakes occupying c l i f f s  on Su r t s ey  i n  1966 were a d u l t  b i r d s ,  t h e r e  

was no s i g n  o f  n e s t i n g .  

R a z o r b i l l  (Alca t o r d a ) .  One o r  more on c l i f f s  on t h e  w e s t  

s i d e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  on J u l y  29 .  

Common Gui l lemot  ( U r i a  a a l g e ) .  One on t h e  sho re  on August 

21 .  I t  s t a y e d  on s h o r e  a l l  day and may have been a  s i c k  b i r d  

a l t hough  it  was no t  o i l e d .  No o i l e d  s e a - b i r d s  were encountered 

on S u r t s e y  i n  1966. 

Black Gui l lemot  (Cepphus g r y l l e ) .  T h i s  s p e c i e s  a p p a r e n t l y  

d i d  n o t  d i s c o v e r  Su r t s ey  u n t i l  1966. B t  was never  s een  on o r  

around t h e  i s l a n d  i n  1964 and 1965,  bu t  on J u l y  1 6 ,  1966,  a t  

l e a s t  20  b l ack  gu i l l e rno t s  were s een  c l o s e  t o  t h e  s h o r e  on d i f f e r -  

e n t  s i d e s  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  They were most ly  swimming c l o s e  t o  t h e  

s h o r e  below t h e  c l i f f s ,  one o r  two t o g e h t e r  i n  each p l a c e ,  and 

t h e i r  behaviour  s t r o n g l y  i n d i c a t e d  n e s t i n g .  When a  human in -  

t r u d e r  approached t h e y  would come c l o s e r ,  c o n s t a n t l y  u t t e r i n g  

t h e i r  f e e b l e ,  melanchol ic  a larm c a l l s .  I n  s p i t e  o f  t h i s  t h e r e  

was n o t  t h e  s l i g h t e s t  s i g n  o f  n e s t i n g  anywhere on t h e  c l i f f s .  

On J u l y  28 t h e  s i t u a t i o n  was much t h e  same. However, on Sept-  

ember 5  t h e  b i r d s  had d i s appea red ,  a l t hough  a  moul t ing  specimen 

was encounte red  o f f  t h e  n o r t h  s h o r e .  And on Septembep 7 two 

mou l t i ng  specimens were s een  c a .  50 m o f f  t h e  west  c o a s t .  

Raven (Corvus c o r a x ) .  Two s e e n  on March 1 7 ,  one on Apr i l  

2 ,  and two seen  d a i l y  from August 13 t o  August 17.  



Wheatear (Oenanthe oenan the ) .  Two seen  d a i l y  from August 

12  t o  August 21 .  They kep t  mostly t o  t h e  r e s e a r c h  s t a t i o n .  On 

August 29 one was found dead and on September 5 four  were observed 

a t  t h e  edge o f  t h e  new l a v a .  

Meadow P i p i t  (Anthus p r a t e n s i s ) .  One a t  t h e  r e s e a r c h  s t a t i o n  

and one near  t h e  new c r a t e r  on September 5. Two (probably  t h e  

same b i r d s )  were s een  aga in  t h e  nex t  day.  

White Wagtai l  (Motac i l l a  a l b a ) .  Three a t  t h e  r e s e a r c h  s t a -  

t i o n  on  August 13  b u t  only  one on August 17 .  On September 5 seven 

were s e e n ,  four  on t h e  n o r t h  beach and t h r e e  i n  t h e  l a v a .  The 

nex t  day two were s een  a t  t h e  r e s e a r c h  s t a t i o n .  

Lapland Bunting ( C a l c a r i u s  l appon icus ) .  Two encountered 

on September 8  about 100 m from t h e  r e s e a r c h  s t a t i o n .  One was an 

a d u l t  male and t h e  o t h e r  a  female o r  an immature b i r d .  The Lap- 

land b u n t i n g  is an i r r e g u l a r  d r i f t  migrant  i n  I c e l a n d ,  t u r n i n g  

up o c c a s i o n a l l y  i n  s p r i n g  and autumn. 

Snow Bunting (P lec t rophenax  n i v a l i s )  . One found dead i n  - 
t h e  l a v a  on June 27. One s e e n  on J u l y  28  and one on August 18 .  

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  s p e c i e s  l i s t e d  above, v a r i o u s  s p e c i e s  

o f  s e a - b i r d s  have been seen  a t  s e a  around t h e  i s l a n d ,  bu t  i t  is 

no t  cons ide red  necessary  t o  list them h e r e .  Ne i ther  a r e  c a r -  

c a s s e s  o f  b i r d s  washed up on t h e  sho re  inc luded  i n  t h e  l is t .  A s  

r e g a r d s  food a v a i l a b l e  t o  b i r d s  on S u r t s e y ,  i t  may be mentioned 

t h a t  n o t  on ly  t h e  waders encountered on t h e  i s l a n d  bu t  a l s o  

p a s s e r i n e s  ( i n c l u d i n g  t h e  r aven )  and g u l l s  have been observed 

feed ing  on l i v i n g  Euphausids ( c h i e f l y  Meganyctiphanes n o r v e g i c a ) ,  

sometimes washed upon t h e  s h o r e  i n  l a r g e  q u a n t i t i e s .  Turns tones  

have a l s o  been seen  e a t i n g  C i r r i p e d s  (Lepas) and a  knot  is known 

t o  have a t tempted t o  do t h e  same. Any dead b i r d s  washed upon 

t h e  s h o r e  a r e  e a t e n  by g u l l s  and/or r avens  and t h e  same a l s o  

a p p l i e s  t o  s e v e r a l  marine organisms (mol luscs ,  s ea -u rch ins ,  e t c . ) .  




