
 14 

4. BIOLOGICAL FIELDWORK 2017 

A: Common eiders and little auks - By Kasper Lambert Johansen, Anders Mosbech  & 

Christian Sonne 

 

In 2017, the seabird team of the NOW Project had a field campaign in the southern part of the Thule district. 

The main purpose was to instrument common eiders with satellite tracking devices to gain insight into their 

movement patterns and foraging behaviour - a study in spatial ecology much like the walrus and little auk 

tracking conducted in 2014 and 2015. The tracking study of eiders was postponed to 2017 due the 

development time of special satellite tracking units with integrated pressure sensors capable of recording 

diving activity. Another goal of the fieldwork was to collect photos from time-lapse photo monitoring boxes 

installed in little auk and thick-billed murre colonies in 2014 and 2015, and, if possible, collect more samples 

of the zooplankton that little auks bring in from the sea to feed their chicks. 

 

 

 

 

A team of four flew into Thule Air Base (TAB) on July 17
th
 and established camp on the largest of the Manson 

Islands in Wolstenholme Fjord (Fig. 4.1). Usually around 4000 eiders breed on this island (Burnham et al. 

2012). However, a fox was present on the island in 2017 and only few eiders were breeding. Nevertheless, 

10 female common eiders were caught and instrumented with satellite transmitters, surgically implanted in 

the abdominal cavity by the veterinarian of the field team. After a week, the veterinarian and his assistant flew 

back, whereas the two remaining team members were picked up in motorboats at TAB by occupational 

hunters Ole Kristensen and Markus Hansen from Savissivik. In route to Savissivik, the little auk colony at 

Qoororsuaq was visited and photos from two monitoring boxes were successfully collected and the boxes 

refurbished with new batteries and cameras. Muskox hair, bone and horn samples were also collected. In 

Savissivik, photos were collected from the photo monitoring box installed in the little auk colony in 2014, and 

Fig. 4.1. To the left, the field camp on Manson Islands in Wolstenholme Fjord. To the right, a common eider caught in a nest trap 

fabricated from chicken wire. Photo: Kasper Lambert Johansen. 
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the box was refurbished. Further, little auk chick meal samples were collected from birds caught in the 

colony. The last two team members flew back from TAB on August 2
nd

. 

Common eider - Preliminary results 

The Thule district is a very important breeding area for the common eider. Here, an estimated 25.000-30.000 

pairs breed every summer, corresponding to approx. 30 – 50 % of the West Greenland breeding population 

(Burnham et al. 2012; Flemming Merkel pers. com.). However, common eiders from Thule have never been 

tracked before, so our field effort has generated completely new knowledge on the post-breeding habitat 

use, migratory behaviour, and population delineation of these birds. We focussed our tracking on eiders in 

Wolstenholme Fjord, where > 2/3 of the Thule district eiders breed.  

 

 
Fig. 4.2. Locations from ten common eiders, which were tracked from the breeding colony on Manson Øer. Locations are 

color-coded according to month. 
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After completing the breeding season in late 

July, the tracked eiders stayed in 

Wolstenholme Fjord until mid-October/early-

November, when the sea ice started to form 

(Fig. 4.2). They primarily stayed in shallow (< 

50 m of depth) sheltered areas along the 

coasts, and concentrations were observed 

around Pituffik (TAB), Kap Atholl, 

Wolstenholme Ø, the very bottom of 

Wolstenholme Fjord, and at the mouth of 

Granville Fjord. The area around Pituffik 

seems to be of particular importance as 

almost all of the tracked birds spent time 

there at some point during the post-breeding 

period. We have not yet analysed the diving 

data of the birds, which will give more 

information on what they are doing in the 

post-breeding staging areas, and, in 

particular, help define important foraging 

grounds as opposed to areas simply used for 

resting. However, it is well known that flocks 

(crèches) of female eiders herd the chicks to 

such areas soon after hatching. Here the 

chicks feed and grow, and eventually develop 

flight feathers. The females moult their flight 

feathers and are also flightless for some time. 

Feeding in the post-breeding staging areas is 

also crucial for building up sufficient energy 

reserves for the autumn migration. Thus, in all, 

the identified post-breeding staging areas are 

critically important for the birds and 

vulnerable to disturbance.  

 

 

 

 

However, with the recent human de-population of Wolstenholme Fjord (approx. 40 inhabitants in 1998; 0 by 

the close of 2010; excluding TAB personnel), and its limited use for hunting today (as witnessed by the 

Fig.4.3. Autumn migration of three common eiders 

tracked from the Manson Islands breeding colony. 
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Piniariarneq project), the fjord in many ways provides a sanctuary for the eiders, just as it seemingly does for 

the walruses during spring (as observed during the walrus tagging). To what extent the eiders may be 

impacted by the proposed titanium-mining project in shallow waters off Moriusaq remains to be assessed, 

but in this connection, analyses of our tracking data may also prove important. 

 

For three of the instrumented eiders, we were able to track the autumn migration (Fig. 4.3). They left 

Wolstenholme Fjord on 14/10, 31/10 and 4/11 and arrived in the Disko Bay area, approx. 850 km to the 

south, on 18/10, 7/11 and 6/11, respectively. One eider continued south to the mouth of Kangerlussuaq 

(Søndre Strømfjord) more than 1300 km from the breeding colony on Manson Islands. This suggests that the 

common eider breeding population from Thule primarily winters in the Southwest Greenland Open Water 

Area, and not in Canadian Waters. The ice free Southwest Greenland Open Water Area is an important 

wintering for many seabirds, including approx. 0.5 mill. common eiders (Merkel et al 2002). However, the 

migratory connectivity between Thule breeding population and Southwest Greenland wintering population 

represents new knowledge, and is important for assessing population trends in both areas. Thus, the recent 

growth of the Thule common eider breeding population (> 5 fold increase from 1997/98 – 2009; Burnham et 

al. 2012) may well be related to the stricter hunting regulation imposed in the wintering area in Southwest 

Greenland since 2001. However, the aforementioned human de-population of Wolstenholme Fjord, taking 

place during the same period, may also play a part. 

 

Little auk 

The time-lapse photo monitoring boxes installed in little auk colonies have been very successful and give 

information on the phenology and the attendance pattern of the birds, which is reflecting the foraging 

behaviour and related to the oceanographic conditions. In total 17.183 photos were collected in 2017. In the 

Qoororsuaq colony, the photos covered the tail end of the 2015 breeding season, and the complete 

breeding season of 2016, in two different study plots. In Savissivik, the photos covered the end of the 2014 

breeding season, and 

complete breeding 

seasons of 2015 and 

2016 (Fig. 4.4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.4. To the left, download of photos 

from the time-lapse photo-monitoring box 

installed in the little auk colony at Savissivik 

Island. On the same occasion, little auks 

were caught for sampling of the 

zooplankton that they bring in from the sea 

to feed their chicks (to the right). Photo: 

Kasper Lambert Johansen. 


