Trip Report - Cape Town Pelagics - Saturday, 16 July 2022
Trip Highlights: Five Albatross species, Cape Petrels, Northern and Southern Giant Petrels, Wilson’s
Storm Petrels , Antarctic Prions, Humpback Whales and Long-beaked Common Dolphins.

When Cape Town has a good winter’s day, it really pulls out all the stops. After a few rainy days and
some sharp cold, the Simonstown dawn was clear, calm and not too cold.
We left to the terrestrial sound of Egyptian Geese as the space between sky and sea was just
turning orange, highlighting the raft of Cape and Crowned Cormorants lined up on the way out of
harbour, but still too dark to make out any details.
We made our way to Cape Point in perfect, flat conditions; Hartlaub’s and Kelp Gulls wheeling
around us; Greater Crested Terns easily keeping pace, a brief sight of an African Penguin before
diving and the barrel-bodied silhouette of a Parasitic Jaeger briefly joining. We hit a thick bank of
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fog where Cape Fur Seals and an occasional Cape Gannet made surprise appearances from the
gloom, but it cleared just before Cape Point and we were back in the sunshine.
Cape Point, ever spectacular from the sea view was already highly lively with birdlife. Numerous
Sooty Shearwaters circled us and the solid-bodied White-chinned Petrels dipped their wings to us
on speedy fly-bys. Our skipper heard news of a trawler and so we set out towards the continental
shelf and deeper water. Not far off Cape Point we saw our first albatross, a Shy Albatross, wheeling
in the air, soon followed by a young Black-browed Albatross. A moment later a juvenile Indian
Yellow Nosed Albatross came to investigate our boat.
As we made our way further out to sea, we were suddenly joined by a huge pod of Long-nosed
Common Dolphins, many of whom enjoyed swimming next to our bow. It’s always a treat to see
dolphins and having this many, this close and for so long, was phenomenal.
There were no empty patches of ocean this morning. Shy Albatrosses were regular, along with large
numbers of Sooty Shearwaters and White-chinned Petrels. But the numbers of birds became
increasingly greater as we approached the trawler – and what a perfect time for us to arrive – just
before they started to lift their nets!
The water was filled with large numbers of birds and we soon picked up numerous Brown
(Subantarctic) Skuas and our first dappled Cape Petrels. As the nets lifted the numbers of birds
seemed to increase almost ten-fold. Hundreds of Shy and Black-browed Albatrosses lunged for
scraps while an occasional, smaller Indian Yellow-nosed skimmed through the throng. Cape Petrels
became more numerous, and after a while we picked up the frantic, lightning speed flight of
Antarctic Prions – another good winter species for the area.
A Northern Giant Petrel was spotted on the water, dwarfing a group of White-chinned Petrels and
soon after, a slightly more mottled Southern Giant Petrel flew right past us.
We scanned this maelstrom of life for anything out of the ordinary and finally picked up the elusive
Atlantic Yellow-nosed Albatross and tiny Wilson’s Storm Petrels dancing across the horizon.
Just when things seemed to be quietening down, a giant appeared in the air with black wings and a
white back – a Northern Royal Albatross! It wasn’t too far ahead and so we chased after it, but
without any apparent effort, it gave a flick of a wing and the bird disappeared over the horizon. Good
that everyone on board got a decent view.
We indulged in the spectacle of birds for some time, but eventually needed to head back to Simon’s
town before predicted stronger winds started to kick in.
We stopped for a light lunch in the calm waters of False Bay where a couple of Common Terns fished
near the cliffs off Cape Point. We received a radio message of a few whales about a mile into the bay.
We were soon treated to close up views of massive backs arcing into the water and giant tails
disappearing into the deep with a pair of adult Humpback Whales. Finally we scanned the rocks at
Partridge Point for Bank and Crowned Cormorants which we picked out of a group of a 100 or so
Cape Cormorants and spattering of White-breasted Cormorants.
And so, finally to shore, happy and overwhelmed with the wonders that we’d seen. Some days are
truly special, and this was one of the best of them.
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Pelagic species seen and approximate numbers:
Shy Albatross
Black-browed Albatross
Indian Yellow-nosed Albatross
Atlantic Yellow-nosed Albatross
Northern Royal Albatross
Northern Giant Petrel
Southern Giant Petrel
White-chinned Petrel
Cape Petrel
Sooty Shearwater
Wilson's Storm Petrel
Antarctic Prion
Brown (Subantarctic) Skua
Parasitic Jaeger

Thalassarche cauta
Thalassarche melanophris
Thalassarche carteri
Thalassarche chlororhynchos
Diomedea sanfordi
Macronectes halli
Macronectes giganteus
Procelleria aequinoctialis
Daption capense
Ardenna grisea
Oceanites oceanicus
Pachyptila desolata
Stercorarius antarcticus
Stercorarius parasiticus

450
350
35
1
1
2
1
400
50
150
8
15
25
1

Coastal species seen and approximate numbers:
Cape Gannet
Kelp Gull
Hartlaub’s Gull
White-breasted Cormorant
Bank Cormorant
Cape Cormorant
African Penguin
Great Crested Tern
Common Tern

Morus capensis
Larus dominicanus
Chroicocephalus hartlaubii
Phalacrocorax lucidus
Phalacrocorax neglectus
Phalacrocorax capensis
Spheniscus demersus
Thalasseus bergii
Sterna hirundo

25
50
2
8
10
600
2
20
2

Marine mammals:
Brown (Cape) Fur Seal
Arctocephalus pusillus
Long-beaked common dolphins Delphinus capensis
Humpback Whales
Megaptera novaeangliae

20
250
2

Trip report: Cape Town Pelagics guide - Vanessa Stephen
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A message from Cape Town Pelagics: A huge thank you to our experienced skippers who are able
to safely lead us to the best birding areas and skillfully manoeuvre the boat into just the best
position while all on board are busy concentrating on the birds! Coordinating a pelagic trip over a
year in advance with guests from all across South Africa and different countries around the world
requires an organised office team. We thank them for their special eye for detail - and for the
sometimes last-minute rearrangements and frustration if the weather delays the trip to another
day! Our biggest thank-you is to our Cape Town Pelagics guides who take time out of their work,
often involving seabirds and conservation, and time away from their families, to provide our guests
with a world-class birding experience. Cape Town Pelagics donates all it profits to seabirds, and so
all the participants who join the trip make a contribution towards bird research and conservation a big thank you from all of us.

Black-browed Albatross
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Northern Royal Albatross

Shy Albatross
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Atlantic Yellow-nosed Albatross

Indian Yellow-nosed Albatross
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Northern Giant Petrel (with a few White-chinned Petrels)

Cape (Pintado) Petrel
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Sooty Shearwater

Shy Albatross
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