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Introduction

Both the resident pealei race and the migratory anatum

race of Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) are known to

hunt seabirds at sea (Bent 1938, Voous 1961, Greeley 2004,

Craddock and Carlson 1970). Here I report on Peregrine Fal-

cons hunting from a cruise ship.

Observations

On 8 June 2004 in Glacier Bay National Park and Pre-

serve, Alaska, I observed a Peregrine Falcon (Falco

peregrinus) hunting from the 220 m cruise ship Veendam

and returning with prey which was eaten on the ship. Glacier

Bay cuts deeply into the Alaska panhandle, with the north

end of Tarr Inlet reaching to within 1.5 km of the British

Columbia border in the valley of the Grand Pacific Glacier.

The Veendam was about 64 km into Glacier Bay (approxi-

mately 58º50’N, 136º30’W), nearing an area with several tide-

water glaciers. A Peregrine Falcon appeared aft of the ship

and flew towards the ship, with an unidentified prey item in

its talons. The falcon settled on a steel post that supports

the netting over the tennis court on the topmost deck (Fig-

ures 1a and 1b). It began to tear feathers off its prey and

clipped off a wing, which fell to the deck. It was retrieved by

a passenger who disappeared in the crowd before the wing

could be examined more closely to identify the species of

prey. It appeared to be the wing of a small seabird. The fal-

con completed its meal in approximately five minutes, and

flew slowly forward, where it was reported on the jackstaff at

the bow of the ship. The falcon reappeared over the stern

and settled on a floodlight projecting from the starboard

side. It watched intently as the ship cruised at reduced speed

through the waters of the national park.

The ship approached two murrelets (Brachyramphus sp.)

on the water. One adult bird, thought to be a Kittlitz’s Murrelet

(B. brevirostris), flushed and flew away from the ship. The

second murrelet appeared clumsy, flying furiously but mak-

ing slower progress. The Peregrine dropped off the flood-

light and pursued the slower seabird, catching it in seconds

and plucking it easily from the air. It returned to the deck to

consume it. This time the severed head of a Brachyramphus

murrelet fell to the deck where it was photographed (Figure

1c). Although it had been in company with an apparent

Kittlitz’s Murrelet, several seabird researchers later con-

cluded that it was the head of a Marbled Murrelet (B.

marmoratus.) As the day progressed, the falcon caught and

ate at least two additional murrelets.

My observations from approximately fifty trips to Glacier

Bay between 2004 and 2008 suggest that Marbled Murrelets

stay closer to the entrance of the 105 km long bay, while

Kittlitz’s Murrelets are more often found in the upper reaches

of the bay, away from forested slopes and closer to the talus

slopes on which they prefer to nest (Day et al. 1999).

This or another falcon reportedly caught and ate one more

unidentified seabird from the ship in 2004, and landed briefly

on the ship on a couple of other occasions. In five summers of

cruises in Alaska, I observed Peregrines approaching ships

occasionally, and landing on board rarely. Other shipboard

naturalists, park rangers, marine pilots and ships’ crew reported

Peregrines landing on cruise ships, and some had seen fal-

cons taking seabirds or passerines that had landed on the

ships (Boivin 2004). Monty (2004) reported that he had seen

this behaviour on ferries in British Columbia.
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a) b)

c) Figure 1. a) and b) Peregrine Falcon feeding while perched on a

steel post that supports netting over a tennis court on the ship,

Veerdam; c) head of Marbeled Murrelet that was severed by the

falcon and fell to the deck of the ship.

one Marbled Murrelet. It is possible that one or more of the

birds taken in the upper bay were Kittlitz’s Murrelets, where

they often replace Marbled Murrelets. When migrating Per-

egrines hunt at sea, they reportedly take storm-petrels most

often (Bent 1938, Voous 1961, Greeley 2004). Beebe (1960) ob-

served that raptors along the British Columbia coast prey heav-

ily on colonial-nesting storm-petrels, murrelets and auklets,

and much less frequently on solitary-nesting Brachyramphus

murrelets. Other observers contributed information on Per-

egrine Falcon predation on auklets near colonies (Russell 2004).

Kuletz (2004) reports that many murrelet wings were found in

Peregrine nests in Alaska. White et al. (2002) note that some

Peregrines specialize on one or two prey species. A study in

Icy Bay, Alaska, found Kittlitz’s Murrelets made up approxi-

mately 25% of the Peregrine Falcon diet there (Lewis 2013).

Prey of Peregrine Falcons at Sea

Peregrines take a variety of seabird prey species (White

et al. 2002). The Peregrine’s prey on this day included at least
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A search of the literature turned up well-documented re-

ports of both the resident pealei race and the migratory

anatum race hunting at sea (Craddock and Carlson 1970). In

one case, a Peregrine was found near Clipperton Atoll (where

this species has never been recorded on land), over 1,500

miles from the mainland of Costa Rica (Rogers and

Leatherwood 1981). It is not just a recent phenomenon; in

1858 a Peregrine was observed hunting from the spars of a

sailing ship 100 miles off California (Bent 1938). There are

records of other raptor species hunting from ships at sea

(Rogers and Leatherwood 1981). Peregrines have adapted

readily to nesting on and hunting from structures built by

humans, and a ship at sea clearly provides similar structures

to support perching and hunting by Peregrine Falcons.

Impact on Prey Species

What impact will this behaviour have on the population

of Brachyramphus murrelets in Alaska? Marbled Murrelets

are still abundant in Alaska, where an estimated 67% to 90%

of the world’s population nests (Nelson 1997). The Kittlitz’s

Murrelet, found only in Alaska and the Russian far east, has

a global population estimated at only “a few tens of thou-

sands of birds” (Day et al. 1999). It is a specialist of glacially

affected habitat, nesting on steep recently-deglaciated talus

slopes, and feeding its young small fish caught in the milky,

sediment-laden water of glacial inlets (Day et al. 1999.) Re-

searchers are concerned about the impact of falcon preda-

tion on both species, but particularly on Kittlitz’s, which is in

serious decline in Alaska and experiencing very low repro-

ductive success (Hess 2004). (While there are no known

breeding records of Kittlitz’s Murrelet in British Columbia,

there is potentially suitable habitat in the province within 1.5

km of Glacier Bay). There is also concern about the impact of

increasing vessel traffic on these and other species (Agness

et al. 2008), particularly on foraging success (Day et al. 1999,

Agness et al. 2008). The fact that Peregrines hunt from ships

adds a new dimension, but at present there are insufficient

data to ascertain if such loss to predation is severely impact-

ing the population of either species.
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