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Se describe el posible primer registro de Puffinus puffinus en Costa Rica. El 2 de noviembre de 
1997 un pequeño petrel apareció en las costas de Tortuguero (c. 0 °55'N 83°50'W). Observaciones a 
30-50 m de distancia permitieron ver varias características diagnósticas, incluyendo el tamaño 
mediano, subcaudales blancas, patas rosa claras y dorso negruzco. En combinación con otros 
caracteres, fue posible eliminar todas las otras especies de Puffinus. Otros registros extralim itaos 
de Belize y el Golfo de México sugieren que la especie puede aparecer más regularmente en aguas 
centroamericanas de lo que se pensaba.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

I lived in Tortuguero, Costa Rica (c. 10°55'N 83°50'W), 
a coastal Caribbean town c. 50 km south of the Nica­
raguan border, in October–December 1997. At 15h45 
on 2 November 1997, I observed a small procellariid 
in the breakwater c. 50 m from shore. It washed 
ashore briefly, but retreated quickly seawards when 
I approached to examine it. I assumed it was an 
Audubon’s Shearwater Puffinus lherminieri, which 
breeds in the Caribbean, particularly Bermuda and 
the West Indies, as well as off Bocas del Toro, 
Panama, and is considered ‘rare but probably regu­
lar off [the] Caribbean coast’10 with sightings in 
Costa Rican waters9. However, I deliberately paid 
close attention to the undertail-coverts when it was 
lying on its side after beaching, as this is crucial in 
separating P. lherminieri from Manx Shearwater P. 
puffinus. I noticed th a t they appeared completely 
white which, along with other characteristics, es­
tablished the identity as P. puffinus3.

D e s c r i p t i o n

I observed the bird for five minutes at distances of 
30– 50 m, and  no ted  th e  follow ing. Typical 
sh e a rw a te r  sh ap e  and m edium  body size. 
Upperparts entirely blackish, except a small, dif­
fuse white crescent extending from white throat 
onto post-auricular area but not above eye. Top of 
crescent pointed forward toward eye, with a black 
area between eye and crescent tip. Medium-length 
thin bill entirely dark with pronounced hook and 
tubes. U n d e rp a rts  e n tire ly  w h ite , inc lud ing  
undertail-coverts, which reached nearly to tail tip. 
Upper- and underparts merged along length of body 
(i.e. no sharp demarcation between black and white) 
and underwings whitish with dark grey primaries 
and secondaries. Contrast in underwing coloration 
obvious but not dramatic. Legs pale pink. In flight, 
it flapped steadily 3–4 times, then glided a short 
distance and flapped again, repeating the sequence 
several times until out of sight.

S e p a r a t i o n  f r o m  s i m i l a r  s p e c ie s

In the west Atlantic, P. puffinus is most easily con­
fused with P. lherminieri, as other Puffinus are

much larger and either have a very striking plum­
age ( Great Shearwater P. gravis) or are entirely 
darkish (Sooty Shearwater P. griseus). Superficially, 
P. puffinus and P. lherminieri are similar in size 
and plumage, but several key characteristics are 
diagnostic when identifying an individual of this 
group.

In general, P. puffinus is of small to medium 
body size ( le n g th  30– 38 cm) w ith  b lack ish  
upperparts, while P. lherminieri is smaller (30 cm) 
and has brown upperparts3. These attributes are, 
probably at best, rarely observable in pelagic con­
ditions (i.e. distant views, rolling waves, suboptimal 
lighting, etc.). More often, observers on pelagic trips 
use flight pattern and body shape as indicators. The 
individual I observed at Tortuguero permitted close 
observation of the upperparts and provided an ex­
cellent view of other subtle plumage characteristics. 
I considered body size to be la rger th an  in P. 
lherminieri but no other bird species were nearby 
for direct comparison.

Three Puffinus species of the Pacific Ocean 
should also be considered but are only remotely 
possible: Townsend’s P. auricularis, Black-vented P. 
opisthomelas and Newell’s Shearwaters P. newelli. 
P. auricularis an d  P. opisthomelas can be eliminated 
as they have very dark undertail-coverts. P. newelli, 
however, has a variable undertail-covert pattern, 
intermediate between P. auricularis and P. puffinus, 
with some individuals approaching P. pu ffinus4. 
Importantly these still have a broad, dark distance 
between the tail tip and white central undertail- 
coverts ( the la tera l and most distal coverts are 
black), which is not exhibited in P. puffinus4.

M editerranean Shearwater P. yelkouan , which 
was formerly treated as conspecific with P. puffinus , 
comprises two forms, east M editerranean yelkouan 
and west M editerranean mauretanicus. Western 
mauretanicus has brownish upperparts and usually 
‘dusky undertail-coverts’7. E astern  yelkouan  is 
closer to P. puffinus, but most have ‘upperparts 
brownish-black, undertail-coverts brownish-grey, 
underwing, flanks and sides of neck all washed dirty 
brown’1. P. yelkouan is not a long-distance migrant, 
unlike P. pu ffinus , mostly dispersing within the
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M e d ite rran e an  p o st-b reed ing , and some 
mauretanicus moving north to west Europe and 
Britain1.

E x t r a l i m i t a l  r e c o r d s

This appears to be the first record of P. puffinus for 
Costa Rica10 and the second for the Caribbean coast 
of Central America. A beached carcass was found 
near Dangriga, Belize, in February 1990°. ffrench 
& White2 report th a t P. puffinus ‘occurs regularly 
in the Caribbean in November-March’ with four 
records from Trinidad and Tobago. There are six 
accepted records for Texas6 and reports from Loui­
siana waters8, suggesting the species is more regular 
in the Gulf of Mexico and near the Central Ameri­
can Caribbean coast than previously thought.
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