
Seabird facts
Let’s start with an easy fact. A seabird is any 

species that spends most of its life at sea. You 

might see an oystercatcher at the beach, but 

it’s not really a seabird because it hangs around 

close to shore. The best place to see seabirds 

is at sea. So welcome to the Interislander!

Many of New Zealand’s seabirds are 

long-distance migrants. They come here each 

year to breed and raise chicks. Then they fly 

away to other parts of the world. 

All seabirds come to land to breed. (It’s very 

tricky to lay an egg on a wave!) Most seabirds 

nest together in large groups. These are called 

colonies. Living in a colony is safer than nesting 

alone. If you were a chick in a nest, would you 

like to be the only one around? Many seabirds 

return to the same colony every year. 

It must be a pain having to come back to land all the time for fresh water!
Yes, it would be – which is why I 
don’t. I can drink 

salt water!

Yuck – that makes us land birds sick. Why don’t you 
get sick?

Check out these holeson my beak. Specialglands collect the salt and then ...

ahh ... no, wait ...
chooooo!!!!!! That’s cool ... and 

gross!

Many seabirds have heavier bones than other 

species. This helps them dive underwater to 

catch fish. 

Seabird colonies are often on coastal cliffs. They 

can be dangerous places for people, but perfect for 

seabirds. Hungry parents are close to the sea so 

they can nip out for something to eat. And bigger 

birds love a nice high place to launch from. Other 

seabirds dig burrows or holes to nest in. 



Become a seabird spy!
There are hundreds of seabirds flying, feeding, and 

frolicking in Cook Strait.

Use your detective eyes to spot three different species 

and draw them below. Don’t forget to look high and low. 

They’re everywhere! 

Here are some bird-spotting tips. (You can look at the 

seabird panel out on deck for more.)

And let’s not forget the little penguin that bobs 

along with the current. Look out for its head and 

back poking out of the water.

An albatross soars high over the waves for miles 

and miles – hardly moving its wide out-stretched wings.

Shearwaters dash and dart just high 

enough off the water to keep their wings dry.  

A gannet has a yellow head and drops like a 

speeding bullet from high in the sky to deep in the 

ocean chasing fish. 
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Did you know?
In one Maori legend, Tıtapu 

was an island in 

Raukawa/Cook Strait where 

many albatrosses lived. One 

day the island sank and the 

albatrosses lost their home. 



What colour is it?

What is it doing? (Sitting on a rock, 

floating on the sea, flying high?)

How does it fly? (Does it flap its 

wings a lot or hardly at all?)

Is it by itself or in a group?

What colour is it?

What is it doing? (Sitting on a rock, 

floating on the sea, flying high?)

How does it fly? (Does it flap its 

wings a lot or hardly at all?)

Is it by itself or in a group?

Draw your seabirds

I think it’s a...

I think it’s a...

What colour is it?

What is it doing? (Sitting on a rock, 

floating on the sea, flying high?)

How does it fly? (Does it flap its 

wings a lot or hardly at all?)

Is it by itself or in a group?
I think it’s a...



Seabird search
You can see lots of seabirds on your 

Interislander journey – see how many you 

can find seabird search below.

Seabird survival tactics
An adaptation is a special characteristic that helps an animal to survive. Seabirds have amazing adaptations. 

See if you can match each adaptation below with its purpose. 

Adaptation          How does it help the bird survive?    

Wing feathers that absorb water    Protects the bird’s head as it dives into the water.    

A really hard skull     Help the bird find food a long way away, even under the sea.    

Salt gland and nostrils    Helps the bird to paddle or swim under water.    

Thick layers of feathers    Help the bird sink to chase fish.    

Very good eyesight and sense of smell   Allow the bird to drink sea water and ‘sneeze’ out the salt.    

Webbed feet      Help the bird stay warm and dry.  

See if you can draw on the adaptations this kiwi 

would need to be a seabird. What would its wings 

look like, what about its beak and feet?

Albatross 

Black backed gull

Cape petrel

Diving petrel 

Fairy prion

Gannet

Little penguin

Sooty shearwater

Spotted shag

Take your wordfind to the seabird panel 

outside on deck and see if you can find 

pictures of each bird. 



Diving divas
Seabirds can dive from great heights. 

The Australasian gannet (takapu) is a plunge diver. It zooms down like a 

missile from high above. (At speeds of up to 145 kilometres per hour, it 

would easily overtake you on the open road!) Gannets have a super 

strong skull so they don’t get hurt diving. Use the grid below to draw 

your own plunge diving gannet. 

Seabirds and �shing
Seabirds love fishing and often hang out 
around fishing boats and fishing nets 
looking for a free feed. Sometimes they 
get tangled in fishing line, swallow hooks, 
or swim in to nets. 

Some fishing boats fly bright coloured 
flapping plastic to scare birds away or 
have heavy weights built into their fishing 
line to make it sink out of sight faster. 
Many fishing boats ‘batch offal’, which 
means they keep all the smelly fish guts 
in containers on board until they’ve 
finished fishing and all the hooks are out 
of the water before putting it overboard. 

Here’s some things you can do if you 
go fishing...

Keep bait and fish guts in a bucket with a 
lid on-board while you fish. 

Tie a good sinker to your fishing line too. 
That way, your hook and bait will quickly 
disappear below the surface.  

Write or draw a picture of 

something that you could 

do to keep birds away 

from hooks when you are 

fishing. Remember to 

think of something that 

doesn’t hurt the bird...

“Everyone who goes 
fishing can help look 

after us!“



Seabird crossword
Across

3. Another name for fish guts

5. Weight tied on a fishing line to make it dive down in the sea

6. A seabird that plunge-dives to get food

Down

1. Name for a group of nesting seabirds

2. Fly around the world to feed and breed in different seasons

4. One of the world’s largest seabirds

5. Part of a seabirds body where salt is collected
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Seabird summary
Well, you’re quite the seabird expert now! Why not jot down 

everything you’ve learnt about seabirds – especially the bits 

about protecting them. First try to remember as much as you 

can, then reread the magazine to hook any facts you might 

have missed.

Don’t be shy with your new expertise! Tell all your friends, 

family, classmates, and teachers about how to be seabird 

friendly.

Seabird activities supplied by Southern Seabird Solutions Trust 

as part of the Seabird Experience on the Interislander project. 

Sponsored by the Interislander, Sanford Ltd and Encounter 

Kaikoura.

“Seagull, seagull,

Riding high,

What do you see,

With your bold, 

bright eye?”
                 - James K Baxter

“Ka pa te muri, ka tangi te toroa, ki 
tona kainga i waho i te moana”

When the north wind blows, the albatross weeps 

for its home far out on the ocean 

- Ngai Tahu, Whakataukı


