
In 2017, the State of the Arctic Marine Biodiversity Report (SAMBR) 
synthesized data about biodiversity in Arctic marine ecosystems around 
the circumpolar Arctic. SAMBR highlighted observed changes and 
relevant monitoring gaps using data compiled through 2015 (CAFF 2017). 
This document provides an update on the status of seabirds in the 
circumpolar Arctic using data from 2016–2019.

Seabirds are one focus of the Circumpolar Biodiversity Monitoring 
Program’s (CBMP) marine monitoring work, along with sea ice biota, 
plankton, benthos, marine fishes, and marine mammals. Networks 
of experts have identified key elements, called Focal Ecosystem 
Components (FECs), of the Arctic marine ecosystem. Changes in the 
status of FECs likely indicate changes in the overall marine environment.

These updates were prepared by the Circumpolar Seabird Expert Group 
(CBird) of the Marine Expert Monitoring Group. CBird works to coordinate 
seabird monitoring, conservation, management and research activities 
around the Arctic. 

BACKGROUND
Seabirds forage at sea but nest on land, which makes them an important 
link between the marine and terrestrial ecosystems and also makes 
them easier to monitor than some marine species. Many countries have 
long-term monitoring data for at least some of the seabird colonies found 
across the Arctic.

Of the 64 species of Arctic seabirds (Irons et al. 2015), CBird identified 
eight as priorities for monitoring (CAFF 2017). These eight species can 
be considered in five groups based on their feeding behavior, with an 
Atlantic, Pacific and/or circumpolar representative of each (Table 1).  
The five groups include: diving piscivores (fish eaters), surface piscivores 
(fish eaters), diving planktivores  
(plankton eaters), benthic 
feeders (that eat shellfish 
and other benthic animals),  
and omnivores.1

1Three of these species have also 
been identified through CAFF’s 
Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI) as priority species 
i.e., ivory gull, thick-billed murre and common eider.
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The Circumpolar Biodiversity 
Monitoring Program (CBMP) is 
an adaptive monitoring 
program based on an 
international network of 
scientists, government 
agencies, Indigenous 
organizations and conservation 
groups working together to 
harmonize and integrate 
efforts to monitor the Arctic’s 
living resources. The CBMP 
organizes its efforts around the 
major ecosystems of the Arctic: 
marine, freshwater, terrestrial 
and coastal. 

In 2011, CBMP Marine Expert 
Monitoring Group published a 
circumpolar monitoring plan 
that describes how Arctic 
states would compile, 
harmonize, and compare 
results from existing Arctic 
marine biodiversity and 
ecosystem monitoring efforts 
(Gill et al. 2011).

CBMP is a cornerstone 
initiative of the Conservation of 
Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF), 
the biodiversity working group 
of the Arctic Council.  

Thick-billed murres perched on glacial 
ice in Norway, Svalbard. Photo credit:  
Danita Delimont/Shutterstock.com



Table 1. Seabird species selected as priority species for monitoring

FORAGING GUILD COMMON NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME DISTRIBUTION 

Omnivore 
Glaucous gull Larus hyperboreus Circumpolar 

Ivory gull Pagophila eburnea Atlantic 

Diving planktivore 
Least auklet Aethia pusilla Pacific 

Little auk Alle alle Atlantic 

Diving piscivore 
Common murre Uria aalge Circumpolar 

Thick-billed murre Uria lomvia Circumpolar 

Surface piscivore Black-legged kittiwake Rissa tridactyla Circumpolar 

Benthivore Common eider Somateria mollissima Circumpolar

Seabird population sizes are often rough estimates, and trends may be based on monitored study plots rather 
than comprehensive counts. During the first SAMBR assessment, several of the monitored species showed 
widespread declines, particularly in the Atlantic Arctic. These included ivory gulls, which showed evidence of 
decline throughout most of their Arctic 
range. Seabird population changes 
are attributed to reduced ice cover 
and climate-associated shifts in their 
food supply (CAFF 2017). Kittiwakes 
and murres, however, appeared to be 
stable or increasing through 2015 in 
the Pacific Arctic. Common eiders were 
increasing or stable throughout most of 
their range (CAFF 2017).

UPDATED STATUS OF 
POPULATIONS AND 
MONITORING
This SAMBR update for seabirds is 
based on new information for 2016–
2019. Most changes reflect access to 
improved population estimates, or 
improved data for monitoring trends, 
independent of recognized trends in 
population size. Thus, changes in 
population size for a given region may 
not always be consistent with changes 
in assessed trends.

MONITORING
Generally, the Atlantic Arctic is more 
intensively monitored than the 
Pacific, due to greater accessibility of 

Please see the last page for 
photo description and credits.
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colony sites and resources for 
monitoring, as well as gathering 
and documenting information. 
As in the first SAMBR, data gaps 
are most apparent for population 
information on planktivorous 
auklets (least auklet and little auk), 
and geographically for the Russian 
Pacific Arctic and Kara-Laptev 
region.

During the 2020 field season the 
COVID-19 pandemic restricted 
monitoring in several countries 
and regions, for instance in 
Canada and the United States. 
The financial aftermath of the 
pandemic and its implications for 
future monitoring funding remain 
a concern.

POPULATIONS
This new assessment continues 
to show instances of stable or 
increasing population trends 
in the Beaufort, Pacific Arctic, 
Arctic Archipelago, and Davis-
Baffin areas, although there are 
additional unknown trends in 
those regions. For most of these 
regions, monitoring is sporadic or 
sparse.

As reported in 2015 (CAFF 2017), 
there were more declining 
population trends in the Atlantic 
Arctic, particularly for kittiwakes 
and both species of murres.

Figure 1. CBird monitors across 22 ecoregions around the Circumpolar Arctic. For the 
purposes of CBMP-Marine products, these data are compiled into the Arctic Marine 
Areas (AMAs) used in SAMBR (Gill et al. 2011).2

Thick-billed murres, Svalbard, Norway. 
Photo credit: Philipp Konietzko/
Shutterstock.com

Ivory gull trends improved in two small populations (Canada and 
Greenland), but declined in others. Thus, within the Arctic Archipelago and 
Atlantic Arctic, population trends are different, and the trend is negative in 
the Kara-Laptev region, which holds the largest population.

Common eiders, although generally doing well throughout all regions, 
changed from increasing to decreasing in two regions of the Atlantic Arctic.

The declines observed are consistent with wider changes in the 
marine ecosystem in the North Atlantic, suggesting that seabirds have 
been impacted by large scale environmental change (Frederiksen 
2010, Frederiksen et al. 2013, Vihtakari et al. 2018). Another factor in 
more specific locations is fisheries bycatch, which might pose a risk 
for populations of diving seabirds, although a full assessment of the 
population consequences is challenging (Christensen-Dalsgaard et al. 
2019).

It must be noted that the regions extend over large areas and are not 
ecologically uniform. As a result, seabird population trends may not be 
consistent within a region, leading to a ‘split’ in trends. This applies to 
such large regions as the Atlantic and Pacific Arctic Arctic Marine Areas 
(AMAs).2 For instance, in the Barents area (Atlantic Arctic) there is a decline 
of thick-billed murres and black-legged kittiwakes in areas influenced by 
Atlantic waters, whereas in the north-east, populations are stable or have 
increased in the short-term (Krasnov & Ezhov 2020).

2For the purposes of reporting and comparison, eight physically and bio-geochemically 
distinct Arctic Marine Areas (AMAs).



SPECIES STATUS FROM 2017 SAMBR

SPECIES STATUS FROM 2020 SAMBR UPDATE

Trend in abundance

Increasing

Stable

Decreasing

Unknown 
Absent - FEC not in the  
Arctic Marine Areas (AMAs)*

*For the purposes of reporting and 
comparison, eight physically and 
bio-geochemically distinct AMAs

NOTE: Trends are contrasting within 
the region and/or subregions



KEY FINDINGS
The seabirds targeted for monitoring in this 
circumpolar effort continue to be impacted by climate-
driven shifts in their food supplies and by the retreat of 
sea ice (Descamps et al. 2017, Hunt et al. 2018, Ramírez 
et al. 2017, Will et al. 2020). From 2016–2019, broad 
declines in Atlantic Arctic seabirds continued, with new 
population declines in some previously healthy populations of common eiders. In other cases, some of the 
previously declining small populations of ivory gulls have stabilized, although larger populations have declined 
in Kara-Laptev. Large data gaps still prevent a clear assessment of trends in planktivorous seabirds, and most 
seabirds in the Russian Arctic.

For monitoring and the planning of conservation measures, international collaboration is essential. For 
example, an Arctic Report Card was produced (Strøm et al. 2019) and an international pan-Arctic ivory gull 
survey has been conducted within CBird. For the black-legged kittiwake, an international conservation strategy 
and action plan has been developed by CBird (Johansen et al. 2020).

The views expressed in this peer-reviewed report are the responsibility of the authors of the report and do 
not necessarily reflect the views of the Arctic Council, its members or its observers, contributing institutions or 
funding institutions.

Ivory Gull, Arctic Ocean 81°N, Svalbard 
archipelago, Norway. Photo credit: GTW/

Shutterstock.com
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DATA SOURCES AND ACCESS
Data generated by CBMP-Marine are provided 
in the Arctic Biodiversity Data Service (abds.is).

Photo references for seabird grouping on page 
three, starting at the top, left to right: Glaucous gull 
on iceberg. Photo: Kathy Kuletz/USFWS; Ivory gull, 
Spitsbergen Island, Svalbard. Photo: LABETAA Andre/
Shutterstock.com; Least auklet, Alaska. Photo: Nick 
Pecker/Shutterstock.com; Little auk, Alaska. Photo: 
Nick Pecker/Shutterstock.com; Group of Common 
murre. Photo: Arnau Soler/Shutterstock.com; Thick-
billed murres, Svalbard, Norway. Photo: Philipp 
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Photo: Dan Cushing/USFWS; Common eider brooding 
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