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Okay, this is a collaborative study.  It’s a three-year, three-colony study, so we’re on St. George Island here.  We’re on St. Paul Island is the other Pribilof Island.  And we’re on Buldir at the end of the Aleutian Chain.  And it’s a comparison of planktivorous and piscivorous, so plankton-eating and fish-eating birds.  So we’re actually taking blood samples from both kinds of murres, both kinds of kitewings, and from a bunch of auklets.  So the kitewings and murres are pretty much fish-eaters, and the auklets are pretty much plankton eaters.  

And we’re interested in tracing sort of large-scale effects of climate changes and subtle shifts in ocean temperature, how that sort of trickles back up to the birds.  ’Cause changes in timing of how the ocean warms can affect plankton, which then affects the fish and so everything is linked in these sort of cycles.  There’s lots of evidence showing that when it’s a good year for fishing, it’s a bad year for plankton years.  So the way people typically look at good year bad year is reproductive success.  So how many chicks do they produce, how well do they reproduce?  

The problem is what you don’t know when you look that is how hard was that for the birds?  How hard were they working?  Did they have an easy summer?  They got all their food and raised their chicks and left fat and sassy?  Or were they struggling?  Are they really physiologically stressed out and sort of giving it their all?  

And taking the blood samples allows us to sort of look at that physiological level.  How hard are they working?  This hormone, corticosterone, is elevated in birds when food availability is low.  So when there’s – they’ve done some studies where they’ve quantified fish out in the ocean and then they’ve looked at how well the birds did in terms of reproduction and how they’re hormone levels were and found that in the bad food year, their corticosterone levels are really high.  

And corticosterone’s sort of a – it’s used in energy mobilization.  It’s used to sort of redirect behavior and physiology away from sort of non‑critical things to survival, like it makes them – it tends to make birds forage more or conserve energy, or sort of general things that allow them to deal with stressful situations.  We try and do this really quickly because in order for us to know what their corticosterone levels are as a result of their environmental conditions, it has to get a blood sample in under three minutes.  Because obviously catching them and doing this is stressful.  

This guy’s not too happy, and I’m gonna let him go in a second.  And so his corticosterone levels are rising.  Just as a result of what we’re doing.  But it takes the body about three minutes to start producing – I know – start producing these hormones.  And so if we can get that blood sample in under three minutes, then we can see what the hormone levels were before we started catching them.  And that tells us – gives us some good information about how conditions are for this guy and how hard he’s having to work to get his food.  

So this is the blood sample, we’ll spin it down and separate it into the blood cells, the red blood cells, which can be for DNA.  We can do population genetics.  We’ll be able to sex this bird.  ____ little murres, you can’t tell males from females just by holding them, or even really by measuring them.  So you need to do genetics or see behavior.  So we can sex this bird, we can look at some population genetics.  And the other thing that we’ll get is plasma, which has the hormones in it.  

But what we’re interested in is the study.  So corticosterone is a steroid hormone that’s related to the food availability and stress in these birds.  So we’re interested in looking over a couple of years and a couple of colonies how changes in oceanic conditions and temperature and food availability affects these birds’ physiology.  And it’s kinda nice, because we can take a blood sample, and we can take a little fat biopsy from the back and we can learn a lot about what’s going on in them.  

And the way it seems to be done was by shooting them and then you can see exactly how much fat there is, exactly what they’ve been eating, all this stuff.  But we’re trying to figure out ways to do that without actually killing the birds.  He’s not crazy about this, but he’ll be fine and we’ll let him go.  And he’ll fly back and usually they’re back in their nest like in about ten minutes.  Not too bad.  This is his band.  It’s a unique number band so that you can always trace back the records and figure out when he was caught and what the measurements were and what’s going on.  

So often year after year you’ll find the same bird in exactly the same nest site.  You can see if he has a – this is a brood patch.  So this is where – oh look he’s got __________.  You see that?  Okay.  This is where every year when they lay their eggs, they lose some feathers and the area gets vascularized, a lot more blood comes in.  And this is where they tuck their egg in their chick and keep it warm.  They really – see how well covered it is?  It’s ’cause they dive in such cold water, they’re trying to minimize the skin that’s exposed.  But you need to keep that egg warm.  Let’s see so I’ll measure this guy.  I know.  

[End of Audio]
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