
 

Increasing tropical cyclone frequency may
have deadly consequences for seabird
populations
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Radar imagery of Cyclone Ilsa over Bedout Island on 13 April 2023. Credit:
Australian Bureau of Meteorology.
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The increase in tropical cyclone frequency and intensity due to climate
change could lead to dramatic declines in seabird populations, suggests a
paper published in Communications Earth & Environment. The authors'
conclusion is based on the impact of Cyclone Ilsa on Bedout Island, after
the cyclone killed at least 80% of seabirds nesting on the island when it
struck in April 2023.

Climate change is increasing the frequency and intensity of extreme
weather events, including tropical cyclones. Individual cyclones can have
a dramatic impact on wildlife populations, including seabirds. Cyclones
directly affect seabirds in several ways, including causing significant
mortality events, disrupting their nesting and breeding patterns, and
altering migration strategies. The increasing frequency of cyclones is
already known to have negative impacts on a range of organisms, but the
impact on seabird populations is still unclear.

Jennifer Lavers and colleagues studied the impact of Cyclone Ilsa, a
category 5 tropical cyclone, on the populations of several seabird species
breeding on the 17-hectare Bedout Island, Western Australia, after the
cyclone crossed the island on April 13, 2023.

They used aerial and ground surveys, conducted between April 17 and
July 21, 2023, to estimate the percentage mortality of three species—the
brown booby (Sula leucogaster), the lesser frigatebird (Fregata ariel),
and an endemic subspecies of the masked booby (Sula dactylatra
bedouti). The authors estimate that 80–90% of these species'
populations—at least 20,000 individual birds—were killed during the
storm, with the losses predominantly adult breeding birds.

The authors warn that this level of population loss for island seabirds
may be unsustainable when coupled with the increase in cyclone
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frequency, as many seabirds are long-lived, have long generation times,
and raise very few chicks per year. A significant loss could therefore
potentially leave a population unable to recover before the arrival of the
next severe storm.

Such population losses can also have direct consequences on an island's
ecosystem, as seabirds transport nutrients from the sea to land via their
guano. The authors emphasize that seabird colonies in cyclone-prone
areas therefore need careful monitoring to avoid long-term damage to
island and reef ecosystems.

  More information: Jennifer Lavers, Cyclone Ilsa in April 2023 led to
significant seabird mortality on Bedout Island, Communications Earth &
Environment (2024). DOI: 10.1038/s43247-024-01342-6. 
www.nature.com/articles/s43247-024-01342-6
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