Albatross Research Background Reading
The short tailed albatross (Phoebastria albatrus) is an ocean dwelling bird that once had a population of millions. Due to hunting by humans, predation by introduced species and death due to certain types of commercial fishing, the short-tailed albatross nearly became extinct. In fact, at one point it was thought to be extinct.  Presently the population is estimated to be no more than 1% of what it used to be and there have been initiatives to increase the population.

Research indicates that while there are 14 historical sites in the Pacific ocean, there are currently only two islands that the species nest on. On one of these islands (Torishima), volcanic activity threatening the nesting population. On the other island, political instability is an issue to their nesting success.  The research this lesson focuses on aims to restablish a population of short-tailed albatross to a third island near Torishima off the coast of Japan.  To do this, scientists relocate chicks from Torishima to the new island and hand-rear the chicks as it is not possible to relocate the parent birds.  

After two trial years, the research began in 2008 as a collaborative project between Oregon State University, the Hatfield Marine Science Center in Newport, Oregon, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, in Ankorage, Alaska, the Yamashina Institute for Ornithology in Abiko, Japan and the Japan Ministry of Environment in Tokyo.  

Scientists relocated the young birds when they were about a month old from the breeding colony on Torishima to the other island, Mukojima.  Mukojima had no nesting albatross at the time this research began. Scientists then hand-reared the birds until they fledged.   As albatross return to the island they were born on to nest, it is hoped that these birds will return to Mukojima with a mate when they are of breeding age, five or more years old.  The aim was to translocate 70 chicks over five years. 

In order to see if the research has been successful, scientists also are tracking the birds after they leave the nest.  Using solar powered GPS devices attached to the back of the birds, the route of the bird can be tracked on a daily basis and the data mapped. Using the data from these devices, the scientists can look at if and where and how far these individual birds travel, and compare the post-fledging success of the naturally reared birds (control group) with the hand-reared birds (experimental group).  

Success will also be determined in the future by observing if any of these individual birds will return to the new colony when they are ready to nest, with their mate.  As of 2012 both hand and naturally reared birds have been to the new colony and one pair laid an egg there in November 2012.  

The scientists had several objectives for the research. These included to:

· See if there were differences in migration and habitat use between hand-reared versus naturally reared chicks

· Determine if there are different survival rates for the hand-reared chicks (on Mukojima) compared to the breeding colony on Torishima. 

· Determine if there is a difference in habitat use of fledgling and adult birds.  

The scientists had several hypotheses.  Based on other research they anticipated that:

· the hand-reared birds would travel more than the naturally reared birds. 

· fewer naturally-reared chicks would  survive once they fledged as the food source may not be as reliable and the island where the naturally reared chicks were born has steep cliffs, is unprotected, has a rocky shoreline and large sharks in the area. 

· Young birds will travel more near shorelines and over certain ocean areas called continental shelf habitats than adult birds
By studying these birds, not only are scientists hoping to help aid in species recovery but the research will also help scientists learn more about the habitats that these birds prefer. This will help look at any overlap with the fishing industry and other species and more knowledge increases the chances of recovery of this species.  
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