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Research and Life on Los Farallones

Background

I obtained funds from the Environmental Studies Internship Fund to conduct seabird research on Southeast Farallon Island (SEFI), a small island 27 miles off the coast of San Francisco, California.  In 1979, the Farallon Islands were declared a National Wildlife Refuge under the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, and the surrounding waters are a National Marine Sanctuary under the jurisdiction of the National Oceanographic Atmospheric Administration.  Historically, seals and seabird eggs were heavily exploited from the Farallones, but the public is no longer allowed to access the islands.  Annually, hundreds of thousands of seabirds return to the Farallones to breed.


The internship is offered by Point Reyes Bird Observatory (PRBO) Conservation Science, a non-profit organization that works to conserve birds and their ecosystems.  Beginning in 1968, PRBO research on the Farallones is the longest running seabird research project in the United States.  The study monitors the population ecology of thirteen breeding bird species, including the Ashy Storm-Petrel, Leach’s Storm-Petrel, Western Gull, California Gull, Rhinoceros Auklet, Cassin’s Auklet, Tufted Puffin, Pigeon Guillemot, Common Murre, Pelagic Cormorant, Brandt’s Cormorant, Double-crested Cormorant, and Black Oystercatcher.  In addition, the program monitors all other non-breeding species.  The pinnipeds include the Northern Elephant Seal, Harbor Seal, Steller’s Sea Lion, California Sea Lion, and Northern Fur Seal.  The cetaceans include the Gray Whale, Blue Whale, Humpback Whale, Killer Whale, Risso’s Dolphin, Pacific White-sided Dolphin, Harbor Porpoise, Dall’s Porpoise, and Northern Right Whale Dolphin.  We also watch for Great White Shark attacks.  During the summer, we record migrant and vagrant landbird sightings, and in the fall, we mist net landbirds.

By assessing the productivity of seabirds on the Farallones, scientists can investigate seabird demography and population dynamics.  Researchers censure populations and use band resighting to collect information about individual birds and entire populations, including breeding behavior and diet changes.  Furthermore, long-term data sets allow researchers to consider the effects of climate change on seabirds.


On a regular day, researchers conduct population counts, resight banded gulls and cormorants, and observe Common Murres and Black Oystercatchers.  Other common duties include capturing birds in nest boxes and with mist nets.  Upon capture, birds are banded and measured, and sometimes, researchers obtain diet samples.  After appropriate training, interns carry out these duties independently.  In addition to active field work, interns are responsible for data collection and entry for their respective projects.


Field work is rigorous, and it is conducted during both days and nights, seven days a week.  Oftentimes, a work day consists of over twelve hours or more in the field.  My internship lasted from 6 June to 19 September.  Thus, I was given the unique position of the “carry-over” intern that worked during the summer seabird and fall landbird field seasons.  My primary responsibility was to complete all seabird studies through August and September, but I was also given the opportunity to learn the field methods and partake in the studies of the fall landbird crew.  Since I stayed longer than eight weeks, I was given a two week break on the mainland from 18 July to 1 August.  All researchers stay in the well-equipped old light keeper’s house.  Furthermore, interns are responsible for the maintenance of the house and expected to participate in a rotating cooking schedule.

Learning Experience


As soon as I arrived at the PRBO offices in Petaluma, California, I was confronted with my first task as an intern: “The Shop.”  Accompanied by another intern heading to Southeast Farallon Island, we were responsible for obtaining food and supplies for the researchers on the SEFI.  After obtaining three heaping shopping carts of food, we loaded the food into action packers so that the food would not perish during the boat ride to the island.  The next morning, we met our skipper at the dock, loaded all the supplies into a tiny crabbing boat named “The Brite Future,” and began our journey to the island.  We were extremely fortunate to have calm winds and placid water for our trip; the boat ride to the Farallones is known to require foul weather gear and cause sea sickness.

My first site of the islands came as a shock.  Southeast Farallon Island is simply a big rock covered in guano, and in fact, farallones means “rocks jutting out of the water” in Spanish.  Soon after our first sighting, we were engulfed by the odor: a combination of Elephant Seals, decomposing birds, and guano.  As soon as we arrived and tied up to the buoy, Russ Bradley, one of the island biologists, greeted us in the Zodiac (a little boat that transfers people and goods to and from the island).  The skippers went to land to tour the island, which is their reward for being part of the “Farallon Patrol.”  The other intern and I stayed on the boat to unload the food and gear.  As we were waiting, we discovered another aspect of the island.  Being a calm day with mild winds, the kelp flies were swarming around us and seemed to have an affinity for any exposed body parts.  Later that night, I would discover an even greater foe for the residents: the gull fleas.  These tiny and nearly microscopic critters relentlessly burrow through clothing and cover your body with itchy bites.

After four transfers, Russ finally brought us to the island.  The Zodiac is lifted to and from the island via a big blue crane.  The first time being maneuvered in the air by a few wires is daunting to say the least.  Brief introductions were made, and then everyone was back to work, operating the crane, cleaning the engine, and coiling the ropes.  It was the beginning of a very long day.  We were shown how the generators in the power house work, how to pack the food properly in the fridge, how to call the Coast Guard in the case of an emergency, and what areas of the island were off-limits.  Thus began my seemingly endless learning experience on SEFI, during which I gained insight into scientific research along with valuable lessons about maintenance, cooking, construction, and living on an uninhabited island.

In the summer, the seabird crew consists of two biologists, one PhD student, and five to seven interns.  At any time, there are no more than six and no less than three researchers on the island.  Everyone is assigned individual projects, and some projects are accomplished communally.  When I arrived on the island, another intern who was about to leave the island in two weeks trained me.  I was assigned the following tasks:  morning Brown Pelican counts, Common Murre productivity assessment in X-Plot, 1600 weather report, Ashy Storm-Petrel breed survey, and Pelagic Cormorant breed survey.  In addition, everyone participated in Cassin’s Auklet and Rhinoceros Auklet breed surveys and, once their chicks hatched, Common Murre and Pigeon Guillemot diet watches (identifying fish that were brought to sites with chicks).  Night work is also common and undertaken by all personnel.  We net Rhinoceros Auklets to take diet samples, take measurements, and band.  When it is sufficiently dark outside, we mist net Ashy Storm-petrels and Leach’s Storm-petrels to take measurements and band.  Lastly, we regurgitate Cassin’s Auklets that are flying into their burrows to obtain diet samples for analysis on the mainland.

In addition to the field work, we are responsible for inputting and proofing all data that we collect.  Maintenance is also common, such as: cleaning the solar panels, greasing the boom of the crane, re-painting rooms in the house, refurbishing the blinds, and constructing and painting Cassin’s Auklet nest sites (wooden boxes).  Overall, we stay extremely busy on the island.  On days with night work, we would work upwards of 18 hours in a day.  Needless to say, very close bonds are formed among the researchers. 

Beside all the work that the researchers accomplish together, we go through the same hardships.  We all have scars on our scalps from gull attacks, are covered in gull and Cassin’s Auklet guano, and smell like Rhinoceros Auklets from spending too much time looking for rhinos in Rabbit Cave.  Our legs are ravaged by the insatiable appetites of fleas. We have witnessed gulls slowly dying of botulism while other gulls kill their own chicks and mutilate the chicks of their neighbors.  We have seen immature Elephant Seals suffocate underneath lethargic bulls (adult males).  If lucky, we have even witnessed a Great White Shark emerge from the water to attack a California Sea Lion or Elephant Seal and the subsequent pool of blood spreading with the swell of the ocean. 

From an outsider’s perspective, work on SEFI may seem rather strenuous and excessive; however, after observing the same birds day after day, you begin to learn their personalities and form an attachment to your studies.  This applies to the island as well.  Despite the 40 knot winds, attacking gulls, and foul scents, as you learn the history of SEFI and how much life this barren rock actually supports, you gain an appreciation for this rugged island lifestyle.  Indeed, now that I can track an Ashy Storm-petrel by its musty smell, know when a gull is about to defecate on me by its vocalization, and determine the cause of death of any carcass on the island, I have found a comfort zone in this desolate environment.  Survival of the fittest is alive and well on SEFI.  Humans are but an invasive species, and historically, eggers and marooned sailors have failed time and time again to conquer the wildness of the island.  I feel privileged to have lived amid the severity and beauty of these rocks over four months.
Career Goals


As the youngest intern on the island, I was surrounded by highly experienced mentors in my field of interest.  Before my internship on SEFI, I planned to begin my doctorate in marine ecology following a gap year to further explore my interests.  After conducting seabird research on Los Farallones, I have ascertained that marine ecology is the field that I would like to pursue.  Ironically, while living on an uninhabited island off the coast of San Francisco, I made more contacts with potential research supervisors and fellow students in my field than I have made throughout my entire life.  With the advice of my coworkers, I applied for several field positions and considered graduate programs.  As a result, I obtained a field assistant position working with Nazca Boobies in the Galápagos Islands and was offered a fully funded doctorate position.  Though I have not committed to a Ph.D. program as of yet, it is evident that many opportunities have arisen due to my research experience on Los Farallones and the prestige of working for an organization such as PRBO Conservation Science.

Ultimately, after completing my Ph.D. in marine ecology, I plan to research how marine communities respond to anthropogenic degradation.  I hope to conduct fieldwork in developing countries in marine equatorial South America.  Although developing countries in the tropics are biodiversity hotspots, many lack the technology or working knowledge to investigate environmental change.  I aspire to raise public awareness of marine ecology through scientific research, specifically in the context of these often undervalued nations.  
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