
 

 

Birdlife in the northern part of the Dreki area on the Jan Mayen Ridge  
 

Executive summary 
Tens of bird species may be expected to traverse the Dreki area during the year. Each 
species can also be expected to show variability in distribution and numbers according 
to the season, as for the time spent in the area, in feeding habits according to the food 
available, the ice conditions, etc.  Judging from the information available at present, the 
main species to be expected in the area are Fulmar1 (Fulmarus glacialis), Kittiwake 
(Rissa tridactyla), Brünnich’s Guillemot (Uria lomvia), Common Guillemot (Uria 
aalge), Common Puffin (Fratercula arctica), Razorbill (Alca torda) and Little Auk 
(Alle alle). These species are amongs the most common ones in the northeastern 
Atlantic. More rarely seen species are without doubt crossing the area, as e.g. 
Longtailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis), Iceland Gull (Larus glaucoides), Glaucous Gull 
(Larus hyperboreus) and Black Guillemots (Cepphus grylle) that guest the Iceland area 
during winter, as well as Long-tailed Skua (Stercorarius longicaudus), Pomarine Skua 
(Stercorarius pomarinus) and Icory Gull (Pagophila eburnea) that are migrating guests 
or rarely seen in Iceland. Some species that are abundant in Iceland or south of Iceland, 
as e.g. Gannet (Sula bassana), Great Skua (Stercorarius skua) and Common Guillemot 
(Uria aalge) often go northwards seasonally as they are seeking food, and might cross 
the Dreki area for that purposes. 
 
In order to get good overview on sea birds and the relative importance of particular 
ocean areas for them, one must study bird life in these areas during different seasons, as 
the distribution of species and their abundance is variable over the year. The present 
observations indicate that birds are not abundant in the Dreki area during the summer. It 
is likely that more birds are to be seen both in spring and during the autumn, as they are 
migrating across the area. It is also likely that some species, as e.g. Common Puffin 
(Fratercula arctica), are to be seen there during the winter season. 

 
General summary2 

The present report deals with birdlife, seabirds in particular, in the intended oil exploration 
regions in the northeast part of the Icelandic Economic Zone and a region, which extends north 
towards Jan Mayen (Figure 1). Current knowledge of the birdlife of this marine region is 
summarized. This region is discussed in relation to the neighbouring ocean areas in the NE-
Atlantic. Data collection, related to seabirds and oil explorations, in the neighbouring countries is 
also discussed. 
 
Little direct information is available of the bird life in the said regions. Three research projects 
fall within this area but only slightly (Brown 1984; Joiris & Tahon 1987, 1989, Joiris 2000; 
Arnþór Garðarsson 2001). In early autumn a more thorough investigation took place to the west 
but outside these regions (Petersen 1993, 1995), as part of a multi-disciplinary ocean project, 
Greenland Sea Project. The most common species in these ocean areas are Fulmar, Black-legged 
Kittiwake, Brünnich´s Guillemot, Common Guillemot, Common Puffin, and Little Auk, while 

                                                 
1 Scientific and English (American) bird names are given in Appendix 1. 
2 The Icelandic version of the report can be found on the homepage of the Ministry of Industry in Iceland: 
http://www.ivr.is/media/Acrobat/Fuglalif-a-Jan-Mayen-hryggnum_lokautgafa_handrits.pdf   



 

 

around 40 bird species can be expected at different times of year. Most of them are breeding birds 
in the countries north and east of Iceland. Selected works of the bird fauna of these countries are 
given in the text. The most recent overview of population sizes in the same countries are found in 
Asbirk et al. (1997) and report on database of seabird colonies in Bakken et al. (2006). A number 
of at-sea investigations on seabirds have been carried out in neighbouring ocean regions, i.e. 
western Atlantic: Brown et al. (1975), Brown (1986), Lock, Petrie & Griswold (1997); 
Greenland: Mehlum (1989), Merkel et al. (2002); British Isles: Blake et al. (1983), Skov et al. 
(1995), Bloor et al. (1996), Stone et al. (1996), Pollock et al. (1997, 2000); Faeroes: Danielsen et 
al. (1990), Bloor et al. (1996), Taylor & Reid (2001), Skov et al. (2002); Iceland: Danielsen et 
al. (1990), Petersen (1995), Arnþór Garðarsson (1997, 1999, 2001); Svalbard and Barents Sea: 
Mehlum (1989), Isaksen & Bakken (1995). These references can be used with regard to further 
decisions, such as on methodology, for comparison with bird life elsewhere, estimate of the 
importance of certain areas, etc. 

 
Figure 1. Intended oil exploration regions in the northern part of the Dreki area on the Jan Mayen Ridge between 
NE-Iceland and Jan Mayen. The northern part of the Dreki area is the wedge-shaped area in the centre of the map. 
It is demarcated by a line and covered with a fine-mesh grid (15’x20’ blocks). The smaller wedge-shaped area in the 
north-eastern part of it is subject to the treaty of 1981 between Iceland and Norway. Prospects regarding 
exploration for oil and gas in the northern Dreki area (elongate objects demarcated by black lines) cover up to 4,400 
km2. The structures partly (around 800 km2) cross the border into the Norse economic zone of Jan Mayen, while 
around. 3.600 km2 are within the Dreki area in the Icelandic economic zone. 
 

Seabirds are generally long-lived with slow population turn-over. They are particularly sensitive 
towards oil pollution and other factors, which can have decisive effects on their survival, not the 



 

 

least the mature segment of the population (adult survival). Seabirds travel long distances 
between their breeding colonies in the north (on Jan Mayen, Svalbard, North-Norway, and 
Russia) and the wintering areas, varying in extent between species. There is no comprehensive 
overview of the migrations of birds through the regions in question, but their wintering areas are 
primarily along the west coast of Greenland, off Newfoundland and Iceland. Parts of the 
populations stay put in the Arctic, not the least in the Barents Sea. A number of papers are 
available on the migratory habits of individual bird species, but usually limited to individual 
countries. Notable exceptions are analyses of the migrations of the Brünnich´s Guillemot and the 
Common Guillemot from all the breeding areas from Britain and Germany in the south and north 
towards Greenland, Iceland, Norway and Russia. This work is done under the auspices of the 
Circumpolar Seabird Group (CBird), an expert group under CAFF (Conservation of Arctic Flora 
and Fauna). CAFF is one of the permanent working groups of the Arctic Council, a cooperative 
forum of the eight Arctic countries.  
 

Figure 2 shows the main migration routes of different populations of the Brünnich´s Guillemot 
from the breeding colonies to the wintering areas. 
 

 
Figure 2. Main migration routes of different populations of the Brünnich´s Guillemot (Thick-
billed Murre), from the breeding colonies to the wintering areas. From CAFF/CBird 2006. 
 
Seabird populations vary in size and variably large parts of their populations migrate south in 
autumn and also where to they travel, not only dependent on species but also age and stage of 
maturity. The timing of their migrations also varies but on the prospective oil regions the bird life 
is presumably greatest in spring and autumn, less so in summer when most birds are at their 
breeding stations, although some species (e.g. Fulmar and auks) travel hundreds if not thousands 
of kilometres from their breeding colonies in search of food. Nonetheless many immature birds 



 

 

are to be found feeding on the open seas, since seabirds do not start breeding until several years 
old, some as old as 10 years. 
 

A number of environmental factors effect the species composition of seabirds, as well as their 
numbers. Oceanographic and meteorological factors (such as sea temperature and wind force) are 
important, which interplay with biological aspects (e.g. species diversity and biomass). Seabirds 
feed mostly on zooplankton and small fish, e.g. Capelin and Herring. In Arctic oceans sea ice is 
an important determining factor, which can act both in a negative and positive way on the bird 
fauna. Sea ice edges, polynyas, current borders and up-wellings are all important feeding areas 
for seabirds. 
 

In preparation for oil leasing and oil drilling in the neighbouring countries three main aspects can 
be identified in connection with seabirds; (1) compiling data on species, distribution and 
numbers; (2) interpret the data relative to sensitivity of different species to pollution, disturbance 
and other influencing factors; (3) integrate seabird data with other environmental material 
(vulnerability atlas, oil sensitivity map). 
 

No research on seabirds has been carried out in direct connection with oil explorations in Iceland. 
In Greenland Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) are needed for such plans. An oil 
sensitivity map from Greenland can be found on the homepage of the Geological Survey of 
Denmark and Greenland (GEUS).3  
 

Presently the most comprehensive research on seabirds with regard to oil developments takes 
place in Norway, in particular when attention was directed towards N-Norway and the Barents 
Sea. In recent years much work has been put into a management plan for the Barents Sea and 
Lofoten region.4 An ambitious program called SEAPOP was initiated to map and monitor seabird 
populations in N-Norway.5 No research in connection with oil development has been taking place 
on Jan Mayen. Parallel to oil plans in the Faeroes biologists collected data on species, distribution 
and numbers of seabirds. In Britain much research has been conducted at sea in connection with 
oil developments and transportation during last four decades. 
 

Oil pollution at sea is a major threat to seabirds. The literature on the effects of oil on seabirds is 
extensive. Effects due to disturbance are generally considered to be of minor importance, while 
ships, platforms and other oil installations are known to attract birds and induce mortality. A 
working group on seabirds within ICES, the International Council on the Exploration of the Sea, 
has put together an overview of the sensitivity of various seabirds towards oil pollution. In a 
number of countries work has, among others, been directed at producing a so-called Oil 
Vulnerability Index (OVI) for seabird species. This issue is also covered in the Arctic Council’s 
Oil and Gas Assessment, expected in 2007. Within the Arctic Council a group of seabird 
biologists contributed to the assessment, but the report is to be found on the homepage of AMAP, 
the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme.6   
 
                                                 
3 The oil sensitivity map from Greenland can be found on the following website:  
http://www.geus.dk/departments/quaternary-marine-geol/oliespild_v_gr/atlas.pdf#search=%22oil%20sensitivity%20map%20greenland%22 
4 The management plan for the Barents Sea and Lofoten region can be found on the following website:  
http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/md/tema/Svalbard_og_polaromradene/Forvaltningsplan-Barentshavet.html?id=87148  
5 Information on SEAPOP: http://www.seapop.no  
6 The report, Assessment of Oil and Gas Activities in the Arctic, can be found at: 
http://www.amap.no/MiscTempFiles/OGA%20Outline%20-%20January%202006.doc   



 

 

Research related to oil exploration and oil drilling aims at, among others, to try and avoid 
biologically sensitive areas. The main suggestions from the aforementioned ICES working group 
(Working Group on Seabird Ecology (WGSE) 2002: 35) are: 
 

·  OVI should include empirical scientifically derived information on the characteristics of 
species relating to their vulnerability to oil pollution 

·  Any necessary subjective scoring or weighing of scores is probably best done through 
agreement across a range of relevant specialists 

·  Consideration should be given to the taxonomic level chosen for the biogeographic 
population assessment 

·  Scientifically-derived information on distribution and abundance should be included in 
assessments of the relative vulnerabilities of areas 

·  The effects of varying survey effort within an area need to be allowed for when 
comparing the apparent vulnerabilities of bird communities between areas. Preferably, 
sufficient survey should be undertaken to minimise this effect 

·  Area vulnerability indices should be calculated at the high spatial resolution in areas of 
high bird density and high coverage, but may be at lower spatial resolution in areas of low 
birds density or survey coverage 

 

In case of oil incidents another methodology aims at modelling the expected bird mortality; some 
are density-dependent models while others are density-independent models. The ICES working 
group compiled an overview of the effects of the most recent oil disasters in Europe on seabirds, 
i.e. Amoco Cadiz 1978, Stylis 1980, Braer 1993, Sea Empress 1996, Erika 1999, Prestige 2002, 
and Tricolor 2003 (Working Group on Seabird Ecology (WGSE) 2005). 
 

Seabird expertise in the neighbouring countries are found at the following institutes: Greenland: 
Grönlands Naturinstitut, Nuuk; Dansk Miljøundersøgelser, Afdeling for Arktisk Miljø, Roskilde, 
Denmark; Faeroes: Føroya náttúrugripasavn, Tórshavn; Joint Nature Conservation Committee, 
Aberdeen, Scotland; Norway (incl. Svalbard and Jan Mayen): Norwegian Institute of Nature 
Research (NINA), Trondheim; Norsk Polar Institutt, Tromsö; Tromsø University Museum, 
Tromsø; Norwegian Institute of Nature Research (NINA), Polar Environmental Centre, Tromsø; 
Norwegian Polar Institute, Polar Environmental Centre, Tromsø; Britain: Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee, Aberdeen, Scotland. 
 

The knowledge of seabirds at sea is considerably better in the neighbouring countries compared 
to the Icelandic Economic Zone. This has been acquired not the least in conjunction with certain 
developments, including oil explorations. The knowledge is most comprehensive around the 
British Isles and in the North Sea, while this is considerable in regions around Faeroes, in the 
Barents Sea, around Svalbard and the Greenland west coast. The main knowledge gap in the 
Northeast Atlantic, are the Icelandic ocean areas, around Jan Mayen, and along the east coast of 
Greenland. The lack of information in Icelandic waters is even more striking if one considers the 
large numbers of breeding seabirds (cf. Bakken o.fl. 2006). 
 

In relation to oil explorations the emphasis should be placed on the issues below as related to 
seabirds: 
 

(1) Investigate the species, numbers and distribution of seabirds at different times of year 



 

 

(2) Analyse materials on seabird numbers and distribution in relation to distribution of 
Capelin, Herring and zooplankton, which are expected to form the primary food species 
for seabirds in the proposed oil exploration region. 

(3) Examine the origin of seabirds travelling through the said ocean region 
(4) Compile an overview of seabird colonies on nearby land, including NE-Iceland and Jan 

Mayen, and their feeding areas 
(5) Later, if plans on oil exploration go ahead, it is important to develop a monitoring 

program, based on the results from item (1), for bird life in the area 
 
 
 



 

 

Appendix 1. Icelandic, Scientific and English (American) bird names  
 
Bird species mentioned in the Icelandic report text, including the scientific and English (American in 
parantheses) names. 
 
Icelandic Scientific name  English (American) name 
Álka  Alca torda   Razorbill 
Bjartmáfur Larus glaucoides  Iceland Gull 
Dílaskarfur Phalcrocorax carbo  Great Cormorant 
Fjallkjói Stercorarius longicaudus Long-tailed Skua 
Fýll  Fulmarus glacialis  Fulmar 
Gráskrofa Puffinus griseus  Sooty Shearwater 
Haftyrðill Alle alle   Little Auk (Dovekie) 
Hávella Clangula hyemalis  Longtailed Duck (Oldsquaw) 
Heiðagæs Anser brachyrhynchus Pink-footed Goose 
Heiðlóa Pluvialis apricaria  Golden Plover 
Helsingi Branta leucopsis  Barnacle Goose 
Himbrimi Gavia immer   Great Northern Diver (Common Loon) 
Helsingi Branta leucopsis  Barnacle Goose 
Hvítmáfur Larus hyperboreus  Glaucous Gull 
Kría  Sterna paradisaea  Arctic Tern 
Langvía Uria aalge   Common Guillemot (Common Murre) 
Lómur  Gavia stellata   Red-throated Diver (Red-throated Loon) 
Lóuþæll Calidris alpina  Dunlin 
Lundi  Fratercula arctica  Common Puffin 
Ískjói  Stercorarius pomarinus Pomarine Skua 
Ísmáfur Pagophila eburnea  Ivory Gull 
Óðinshani Phalaropus lobatus  Red-necked Phalarope 
Rita  Rissa tridactyla  Kittiwake (Black-legged Kittiwake) 
Sanderla Calidris alba   Sanderling 
Sandlóa Charadrius hiaticula  Ringed Plover 
Sendlingur Calidris maritima  Purple Sandpiper 
Silfurmáfur Larus argentatus  Herring Gull 
Sílamáfur Larus fuscus   Lesser Black-backed Gull 
Skrofa  Puffinus puffinus  Manx Shearwater 
Skúmur Stercorarius skua  Great Skua 
Snjótittlingur Plectrophenax nivalis  Snow Bunting 
Steindepill Oenanthe oenanthe  Wheatear 
Stuttnefja Uria lomvia   Brünnich´s Guillemot (Thick-billed Murre) 
Svartbakur Larus marinus   Great Black-backed Gull 
Súla  Sula bassana   Gannet 
Teista  Cepphus grylle  Black Guillemots 
Tildra  Arenaria interpres  Turnstone 
Þórshani Phalaropus fulicarius  Grey Phalarope (Red Phalarope) 
Þúfutittlingur Anthus pratensis  Meadow Pipit 
Æðarfugl Somateria mollissima  Common Eider 
Æðarkóngur Somateria spectabilis  King Eider 


