
RECENT CHANGES IN THE RANGE AND DISTRIBUTION 
OF CORY'S SHEARWATER IN NORTH AMERICAN WATERS

by Richard R. V e it , Tuckernuck

C ory's Shearwater (Puffirms diomedea) is  a species o f  P a lea rct ic  breeding d is tr ib u t io n , 
nesting on the Azores, the Canary and the Madeira Islands in  the eastern A tla n tic  Ocean, 
as w e ll as on severa l islands in  the Mediterranean Sea during the summer months. Fol
lowing the breeding season, the b irds migrate westward across the A tla n tic  to  North 
American w aters, returning to  the eastern A tla n tic  by early  w inter (December-January). 
In dividuals occurring in  the western A tla n tic  in May-July are apparently non-breeders.
At a l l  seasons, th is  species shows a c lose  a f f in it y  fo r  warmer, shallower waters than 
the Greater (P. g ra v is ) or the Sooty (P. g r is e u s ) Shearwaters, these species being found 
prim arily  in  the co ld er waters o f  the high la titu d es  at a l l  seasons.

C ory's is  the la rg est A tla n tic  shearwater, d istingu ishable  from the Greater by the deep 
yellow  b i l l ,  e n tire ly  white underparts and p a rt icu la r ly  by the warm gray-brown sides o f  
the head, which g ive i t  at times a d is t in c t ly  hooded appearance. The f l ig h t ,  which is  
s tr ik in g ly  s im ilar to  that o f  the Northern Gannet (Morus bassanus) , is  quite d iffe re n t 
from that o f  the Greater, being genera lly  h eav ier, with lo o s e r , slower wingbeats. The 
Greater, on the other hand, has a thinner black  b i l l ,  variab le  b lack  smudges on the 
b e l ly  and a sharply defined black ish  cap. I ts  wingbeats are s t i f f e r  and more ra p id , and 
the f l ig h t  feathers from above are considerably darker in  co lora tion  than the r e s t_ o f  the 
wing, g iv ing  the wing a two-toned appearance. A ll  o f  these d ifferen ces  can be obscured 
at great d is ta n ces , and caution should be employed in  distingu ish ing these two sp e c ie s , 
e s p e c ia lly  in  view o f  the fo llow in g  inform ation.

The in d ica tion  from the m ajority o f  the modern f i e ld  gu ides, as w ell as from many region 
a l works, is  that Cory's Shearwater is  e s se n t ia lly  a species which occurs as a f a l l  mi
grant o f f  the northeastern coast o f  the United S ta tes , with maximum numbers occurring 
between Cape Cod and eastern Long Island , with scattered  records north to  the Grand Banks 
o f f  Newfoundland. Dates o f  occurrence, fo r  the most p a rt , l i e  between mid-August and 
October. L oca lly , the species was, p r io r  to  19T1» a common to  abundant f a l l  migrant from 
Cape Cod Bay to  the Nantucket Shoals.

In recent years , three d is t in c t  changes in  the range and d is tr ib u tion  o f  the species seem 
to  have occurred:

1) During the la s t  four y e a rs , the species has markedly decreased in abundance on the 
shoal waters o f f  southeastern Massachusetts, where i t  was previoualy abundant.

2) Cory's Shearwater occurs commonly o f f  the en tire  coast o f  the United States from 
Massachusetts t o  F lorida  with the region  o f  maximum abundance not c le a r ly  defin ed , but 
c le a r ly  not ly in g  in  New England, as previously  be lieved .

3) Cory's Shearwater occurs with great frequency and in  large numbers o f f  our coast 
in  la te  May and June as w e ll as during the la t t e r  months o f  the summer. During the 
sp rin g , i t  has been noted in  la rgest concentrations from New Jersey to  Cape Hatteras.

*DATA

The accompanying ta b le  i l lu s tr a t e s  the d ec lin e  o f  Cory's Shearwater w ithin Massachusetts 
waters (Cape Cod Bay to  the Nantucket Shoals) during recent years. Total numbers fo r  
each month are noted by year. The word "few" re fe rs  to  sca ttered  records o f  le ss  than 
f iv e  indiv iduals reported.

June July August Sept. Oct. Nov.

19T0 0 0 0 1050 2200 few

1971 0 2 0 20 28 few

1972 0 0 30+ 10 0- few 0

1973 7 0 3b+ 65- 0 0

1971* 0 0 0 36+ 1 0

1975 2 CD 0 + 1 6+ 23+ 1*7- 0
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As can be seen from the ta b le , the major decline occurred fo llow ing  the summer o f  1970. 
Since then, the species has never regained i t s  former numbers o f f  Massachusetts. The 
to ta ls  from 1970 are representative o f  ty p ica l counts fo r  the species fo r  the years p r io r  
to  that year. In add ition , there are an increasing number o f  spring and early  summer 
records in  the la s t  four years.

I f  we look at the s itu a tion  further to  the south o f  Massachusetts, we see that i t  is  very 
d iffe re n t . For in stance, in  F lo r id a , where Cory's Shearwater was f i r s t  recorded in 1966, 
i t  is  now considered abundant, and quite p oss ib ly  the most common shearwater species to 
occur there during the summer months.

I t  is  a lso  now occurring in  abundance o f f  o f  North Carolina and Maryland. Note that the 
shallow , sandy waters o f  Cape H atteras, N .C ., con stitu te  a habitat sim ilar to  the shoals 
o f  southeastern New England, the region where the species was form erly so abundant. The 
fo llow ing  ta b le  summarizes the recent records south o f  New Jersey:

May June July_____  August Sept. Oct.________ Nov.

1972 0 " 3(Md! ) 3(Md.) 185(Md.) 2 7 (F la .) 
?fMd. 1

0 0

1973 2(H .C .) 10(N .C .) 3(N .C .) 5 00 (F la .) 0 0 0

191b 0 200(Md.) 1*9(F la . ) 
92(tJ.C.)

2 2 (F la .) 
56(n . c . )

0 27(F la .) 3 0 0 (F la .)

1975 0 1*0 (Md. ) 5 2 (F la .)
DATA NOC YET AVAIJ ABLE

To the above in form ation , i t  should De added that on May 31-June 1 , 19TO, a to t a l  o f  
1+000+ p f these b irds were id e n t i f ie d  in  a tremendous f l ig h t  o f  p e la g ic  species passing 
Cape H atteras, N .C ., fo llow ing  an extended period  o f  e s s te r ly  winds. I t  is  anyone's 
specu lation  as to  why such a large number o f  non-breeding indiv iduals were present on 
th is  side o f  the A tla n tic  at th is  season. I f  th is  were a ty p ica l t r a i t  o f  immature 
b ird s , why don 't any comparable records e x is t  fo r  continental North America?

CONCLUSIONS

From the above inform ation i t  can be hypothesized that large numbers o f  non-breeding 
Coxy's Shearwaters cross the A tla n tic  in  la te  May to  feed  on the l i t t o r a l  waters between 
F lorida  and New Jersey , and more rare ly  north to  Massachusetts. These b irds  are jo in ed  
in  August by the remainder o f  the population (comprised o f  the post-breeding b ir d s ) , 
the whole group then remaining u n til early  November.

In Massachusetts, the above mentioned s itu a tion  is  e sse n t ia lly  echoed in  sm aller numbers. 
In our waters, i t  is  g rea tly  outnumbered at a l l  season by the Greater Shearwater. Only 
ca re fu l future observations can lead to  the ascertain ing o f  the true p ictu re  o f  the 
sp e c ie s ' current d is tr ib u tio n .

*A11 data was taken from American Birds (V ols. 25-30) and Bird Observer o f  Eastern 
Massachusetts (V ols. 1 -3 ).
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Upcoming p e la g ic  t r i p s : 

Sunday* September 26 P ollock  Rip BBC

For reservations send non-refundable deposit (by check) o f  $7*00 to  lea d er, Mr. 
Herman D’ Entremont, P. 0 . Box 507, Newton Centre, Massachusetts 02159-

Sunday, September 26 J e ffr ie s  Ledge ASNI

Sunday, October 10 Star Island ASNI

NEW HAMPSHIRE AUDUBON SOCIETY w i l l  require an advance payment, non-refundable, ^un
le ss  t r ip  is  can celled  due to  weather, e t c .  For more d e ta ils  con tact: Audubon Society
o f  New Hampshire, 3 S ilk  Farm Road, Concord, New Hampshire 03301.

Saturday, October 30 Provincetown

For reservations send non-refundable deposit o f  $6.00 to  lea d er, Mr. Herman D’ Entre
mont, P. 0. Box 507, Newton Centre, Massachusetts 02159- Rain date , Sunday, October 31•

FOR SALE

Island  cottage— $U0,000. Only ^0 minutes 
south o f  Boston, amid marshes, r ivers  and 
the ocean. Island has 22 a cres , with 13 
cottages on one h a lf  and with the other 
h a lf  w ild . Auto access by causeway; deep 
water mooring included. Cottage needs 
work. Herons and hawks in  summer, seals 
in  w in ter. A lso ren ta l p o s s ib i l i t ie s  fo r  
other cottages. C all 729-0072 weekends 
or 8-10 P.M.

been here in  i t s  n est, the fulmar at a l l  times except fo r  the breed
in g  and nesting  p er iod , is  a b ird  o f  the open ocean. The fulmar is  
one o f  the /ew  p e tre ls  that fo llow s sh ip s , getting  a l i f t  from the 
stern  updraft. A v a r ie ty  o f  unusual and in teres tin g  birds play 
major ro le s  in  G lin Sewall P e t t in g i l l 's  b ea u tifu l Audubon film  on 
the w ild l i fe  o f  Ice lan d , "Sea Ice  and F ire ".

Northern Fulmar, photograph from Massachusetts Audubon S ociety
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