WATCHING PUFFINS IN 2026
Dr Richard Caldow

WHY WATCH PUFFINS IN 20267

The population of Puffins in Dorset has declined drastically over the last 60 years and
probably for much longer. As far as we know, there is now only a handful of pairs breeding
each summer at a single location in Purbeck. The reason for this decline is unknown. The
most likely cause of the decline is long-term poor breeding success.

The most likely reasons for Puffins to fail to breed successfully are poor food availability or
predation of their eggs or chicks. If the problem lies with poor food availability there may be
very little that can be done locally to remedy that. On the other hand, if predation is the
issue, there might be some hope of being able to take action locally to reduce predation to a
level at which successful breeding becomes possible. That may be the route to a recovery of
the Puffin population in Dorset.

We watched the Puffins that nest near Dancing Ledge very closely in 2023, 2024 and 2025
and in each year the observations led to the conclusion that they failed to fledge any chicks.
In 2023 they delivered lots of fish for a while but for far less time than the six weeks needed
to raise a chick. In 2024 and 2025 we did not see any fish being delivered at all — suggesting
the eggs did not hatch. We still don’t know what the problem is. More observations in 2026
will help us work out whether they succeed this year or fail again. If they fail, observations
may help establish at what stage in the season they fail, maybe suggest why, and so what
might be done to help.

There are three ways in which members of the Dorset Bird Club could help gather the
information we need to help better understand what is going on:

o record all casual observations of Puffins at any time anywhere along the Dorset
coast;

o join the team of people who will be watching the Purbeck colony in detail; or

o help with the task of processing the images from the trail cameras we will deploy on

the Puffin nesting ledge in 2026.
Each of these options is described in more detail below.

RECORDING CASUAL OBSERVATIONS OF PUFFINS

With so few Puffins in Dorset, they are not the easiest birds to see. So, every casual sighting
is a useful addition to our understanding of how many we have at each stage of the season
(March=July), where they are, and what they get up to.

What would be most helpful to record would be date, location, time, how many Puffins you
see and whether they were on the sea (and if so how far offshore), on land, or in flight (and if
so in what direction they are heading). Records of any obvious behaviours would be very
useful too e.g. courting (head-bobbing), mating (usually done on the sea), diving, and
especially valuable would be any sightings of Puffins carrying fish either in flight or sat on the
sea or cliff (note that Puffins carrying wet seaweed to build their nest can sometimes look
like they have fish in their bill (Picture 1).
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Picture 1. A Puffin with a strand of seaweed of some kind in its bill can easily be mistaken for a bird

carrying fish!

Sightings are most likely in the vicinity of the known Purbeck colony near Dancing Ledge,
but it is unknown where these birds go to sea to fish, so sightings anywhere along the coast
and/or out at sea might help us understand this. Sightings of Puffins on the cliffs at Portland
(on the west side) or on the sea below those cliffs are very scarce so it would be really
helpful if Dorset Bird Club members could gather more information on Portland to help
confirm if there are still one or two pairs of Puffins trying to breed there.

Any casual Puffin sightings should be submitted to the Dorset Bird Club through BirdTrack or
eBird.

JOINING THE TEAM TO CONDUCT DETAILED OBSERVATIONS OF THE PUFFINS NEAR DANCING
LEDGE

In 2023, 2024 and 2025 a band of volunteers conducted a programme of standardised,
timed watches of the Puffins nesting near Dancing Ledge. These observations were from a
fixed vantage point and followed a set protocol. If you want to join this team effort in 2026 —
here are some more details of what is involved.

Where to watch from

The vantage point is near the cliff edge (not on it!) in Scratch Arse Quarry just to the west of
where the Puffins nest (approx. Grid Ref. SY995768). To access this, it is necessary to climb
the fence (there is a stile of sorts) and scramble down the slope into the worked-out quarry.
From here, you can look east towards the Puffin nesting ledge (Picture 2).




Picture 2. The view looking east towards the Puffins’ nesting ledge (white circle) from the vantage
point in Scratch Arse Quarry.

Picture 3 shows the location of the vantage point (white star) and the area in which the
Puffins nest (white oval) as viewed from the sea. From the vantage point you can only see a
small section of the ledge (the left end).

Picture 3. View from the sea - the vantége poiht is shown by the white star and the Puffin nesting
ledge by the white oval.

Which months to watch in

Early season observations (mid-March to mid-April)

The first Puffins are likely to return to the Purbeck colony in the second half of March. These
will all be birds of breeding age. At this stage of the season you can sometimes see most or
all the Puffins at once. So, getting lots of counts of Puffins between mid-March and mid-April
gives us the best chance of estimating how many pairs are going to try to breed. Also, early
in the season the Puffins will court and mate on the water in front of the cliffs, so it is good to
get records of the dates on which those behaviours are seen. Slightly later they can
sometimes be seen on the sea with bits of nesting material and again it is good to record the
dates on which that is seen. All this helps indicate how many pairs are likely to be nesting
and the date on which egg laying is likely to occur.

Mid-season observations (mid-April to mid-May)

During this time, it is likely that any pairs that are breeding will have laid an egg and be
incubating (a Puffin egg take six weeks to hatch). There will be less in the way of courting or
mating and there will be no fish-carrying. So, there may not be much to see BUT the key
point of interest from mid-May onwards is to try to record the first date on which
HOPEFULLY Puffins are seen carrying fish.

Recording the first fish date accurately is very important in working out if the Puffins breed
successfully. It takes a Puffin chick six weeks from hatching to fledging so if we can pin down
the first fish delivery day i.e. the hatching date, we can forecast the earliest possible fledging
date. If subsequent observations show that fish deliveries do not continue until at least that
date, we can be sure that they have failed to fledge their chicks. On the other hand, if fish
deliveries do last that long — this may be the best/only evidence we will get that they have
bred successfully. It is very unlikely anyone will see a puffling even if they are present.
Pufflings spend almost all of their six weeks deep inside their “burrow” and when they do fly
the nest, they do it at night on their own and go straight out to sea.



Observations mid-May onwards

Studying the rate at which Puffins deliver fish to their chicks (the provisioning rate) can help
establish whether poor food availability is the problem. If the rate at which Puffins provision
their chicks is normal for the species (about four to six feeds/chick/day) and the Puffins
achieve this rate for at least six weeks (the time it takes for a Puffin chick to fledge) then
poor food availability is very unlikely to be a problem — and they may even be breeding
successfully! On the other hand, if the daily rate of delivering fish to chicks is too low, then
perhaps the Puffins’ problems lie out at sea and a lack of fish to feed their chicks. However, if
the provisioning rate is “normal” but does not last long enough this would suggest that the
Puffin chicks are dying for some other reason — most likely to be predation.

In 2023 the Puffin provisioning rate was estimated to be between four and six
feeds/chick/day — which is normal for Puffins. However, deliveries of fish stopped abruptly at
least nine days (and maybe up to 17 days) before the earliest date a chick might have
fledged. This suggested that in 2023 the Puffin chicks died prematurely but not from lack of
food — but maybe due to predation.

In 2024 there was not a single sighting of a Puffin carrying fish and in 2025 fish carrying was
seen on just one day. The conclusion was that although they probably all laid an egg, none
of the eggs hatched in either year (or if they did the chicks died very soon thereafter).

The aim of monitoring Puffin activity from mid-May onwards in 2026 is to see if the patterns
seen in 2023, 2024 and 2025 are repeated (or hopefully not). This would provide stronger
evidence that Puffins are failing to breed year after year but that this is not due to problems
with their food supply but with predation of their eggs/chicks.

When to watch during the day

Puffins bring fish in throughout daylight hours (04:00-21:00) but the rate varies through the
day. To get a good estimate of the daily rate of provisioning it is necessary to get
observations spread evenly across all daylight hours. Therefore, as in 2024, volunteers
should do what they can whenever they can as long as we record when we do observations
and for how long.

How long to watch for

In 2023, with just three pairs nesting, a one-hour observation period only gave a 50:50
chance of seeing any fish being delivered. Longer observation periods increase the chances
of seeing some fish being brought in. However, any observation period (however short) will
add valuable data to our estimation of the rate at which Puffins bring in fish for their chicks if
we record for how long and when we watch.

How best to record what is going on.

| have written some quite detailed notes about how to watch and record what the Puffins
near Dancing Ledge are up to in such a way as to gather the data we need — especially
(hopefully) their fish provisioning rates. However, this is not repeated here.

If you want to join this team effort in 2026, then the best thing would be to request to join the
Purbeck Natural History Forum Purbeck Natural History Forum). | have created a Purbeck
Puffin Project Group on the PNHF webpage where all the documentation about this detailed
Puffin observation work is stored. This includes the full field methodology for these detailed
observations of the Purbeck colony, as well as blank recording forms, a completed recording
form, risk assessments etc. Once you join the PNHF you need to request to join the private
Purbeck Puffin Project Group to access all this information. It’s all free!

HELPING WITH ANALYSES OF THE TRAIL CAMERA FOOTAGE IN AUTUMN/WINTER 2026/2027


https://purbecknaturalhistory.org.uk/

In March 2024 we installed three trail cameras on the Puffins’

- ’ > o : e
. » -1 .’ i

nssti_ng ledge (Picture 4).
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Picture 4. Installation of two of the trail cameras deployed in March 2024. The camera that yielded
almost all of the images can be seen tucked into the crevice at the back of the open ledge.

The goal was to get each camera close to where one of the pairs of Puffins was likely to nest
that season. We hoped that the images that these cameras captured would yield information
on laying dates, hatching dates, fish provisioning rates and most importantly gather evidence
of potential Puffin egg/chick predators.

In 2024 the cameras yielded about 70,000 photos. Three of these are shown here (Picture 5)

Picture 5. Three pictures from the nesting crevice in 2024. Left — a bird with a muddy breast likely to
have been sitting on the soil - incubating. Centre — a bird carrying some nesting material (a twig!).
Right — a Puffin disappearing into the very back of the crevice (where the nest probably was).

All images were stored on an online server and over the autumn/winter of 2024/2025 a team
of volunteers used the Camelot software to record what was seen in every image. Here is
as screenshot from the Camelot software (Picture 6).
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Picture 6. Ascreenshot from the Camelot software package used to identify the animals and thelr
behaviour seen in every image using drop down menus (note the camera was on its side!). (There is
nothing to record in these particular images).

The dataset from these cameras gave us some very useful insights into the interactions
between nesting Puffins and Razorbills (the Razorbills upset the Puffins), diurnal patterns in
Puffin activity, nest-building activity and egg-laying dates. Unfortunately, we did not learn
anything about fish provisioning rates in 2024 (they didn’t deliver any fish) or see any
evidence of predation of eggs/chicks (very hard to record).

We will be installing three trail cameras on the Puffins’ nesting ledge in March 2026 before
they return. Hopefully, each will be located close to where one of the pairs of Puffins will
nest. These cameras will be recovered in late summer and in autumn we will hopefully have
a large number of new images to examine. It is likely we will use a similar approach to
getting these images processed as we did in 2024 i.e. an online server to store the images
which can be accessed remotely by volunteers to click through all the images and record
what is in each photo using drop down menus. | have written a description of how to use the
Camelot software and what to record.

If you want to join this team effort in 2026, then the best thing would be to request to join the
Purbeck Natural History Forum (Purbeck Natural History Forum). | have created a Purbeck
Puffin Project Group on the PNHF webpage where all the documentation about detailed
Puffin observation work is stored. This includes the full camera image processing
methodology. Once you join the PNHF you need to request to join the private Purbeck Puffin
Project Group to access all this information. It’s all free!

I hope that one or more of the three ways of helping gather information on Dorset’s Puffins
appeals to you, and that you will want to get involved one way or another. In summary:

for casual observations, submit to DBC via BirdTrack or eBird;

e to join the team at Dancing Ledge go to Purbeck Natural History Forum; and
to join the team analysing the trail camera footage go to Purbeck Natural History
Forum.

Happy Puffin watching.
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