

    

    

    
    
  Mighty Birds of the Sea

 

    

  Albatross are huge seabirds with dark backs and white bellies. Their ancestor is a dinosaur called Pelagornis. They have a beak with spiky teeth and a wingspan of five metres.

 

    
  These amazing birds have webbed feet for swimming, and strong legs for walking on land.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  Albatross have the widest wingspan of any birds. The 22 species of albatross spend most of their lives in the air, searching for food. Most species live for over 50 years.

 

    
  The name 'albatross' derives from the Arabic word al-qādūs meaning 'the diver'. Other names for albatross are 'goonie bird' and 'mollymawk'.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Long Distance Flyers

 

    

  Albatross can glide almost 1,000 kilometres a day without flapping their wings. The birds use global weather systems to help them on their journeys. In the southern hemisphere, they travel clockwise when flying north from land. If they plan to go south, they travel in an anti-clockwise direction.

  Like ancient human sailors, albatross know how to use winds and ocean currents on their long trips.

 


    
  Albatross can fly around the entire globe in about one month.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Secrets of Flight

 

    

  The birds fly in two ways that save energy and increase their speed.

  Dynamic soaring means they rise into the oncoming wind, then slide downwind (like swimmers going up and down on waves). Soaring downwind creates speed for the next upward climb.

 


  



    

    

    
    

  Slope soaring occurs when the birds rise in the air, pushed upwards by winds created by waves.

 

    
  Engineers study albatross flight to help them design airplanes and drones.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  A Unique Bill

 

    
  An albatross' bill, namely its beak, is strong and hooked, with sharp edges for catching fish. It has two long nostrils, called tubes, along the sides. When an albatross is flying, it uses the tubes to measure its exact airspeed. This helps the bird to perform dynamic soaring.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  The albatross swallows salt from the seawater it drinks and from the food it eats. It has a special gland at the base of the bill which helps it get rid of the extra salt. This salt gland removes salt by dripping it out of the bird's nose.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  Where Do Albatross Live?

 

    

  Most albatross live in the South Atlantic Ocean and Pacific Ocean. The waved albatross live around the Galapagos Islands, and four species live in the North Pacific. No one knows why they do not live in the North Atlantic, although they are sometimes blown there in strong storms.

 

    
  A black-browed albatross was observed visiting colonies of other seabirds in Scotland for many years.

 

    
  The birds spend most of their long lives at sea and might even sleep while flying.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Time to Eat!

 

    

  Scientists use satellite tracking to learn how albatross search for food. They usually hunt by day, using their keen sense of smell. The tubes on their beaks can sniff out food up to 19 kilometres away.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  They are carnivores and love a belly full of fish, krill or squid. To catch their prey, albatross swim and then dive beneath the water. Sometimes they plunge-dive from high in the air. Parent birds take turns bringing food to their chick.

 

    
  The light-mantled albatross can dive as deep as 12.5 metres.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Learning to Dance

 

    

  Albatross only come ashore to breed. They choose islands or open headlands without harmful animals. Most birds return to the place where they hatched and form large colonies or groups. Young albatross in the colony learn how to dance and communicate with each other.

  They communicate by wing-spreading, pointing their bills, clacking their bills, preening their feathers, staring and using special calls and groans.

 


    
  When they are 6 to 10 years old, albatross use their dance to choose a mate.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Nests and Chicks

 

    

  Albatross pairs build a nest using grass, shrubs, dirt and even penguin feathers. Some species lay their single egg on the ground. The white egg has reddish spots and weighs up to half a kilogram.

  Both parents take turns sitting on it to keep it warm for two to three months.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  The chicks are fed by their parents until they can fly at 5 to 12 months old. When they have gained weight and grown flight feathers, they head to the ocean. Here they stay for up to 10 years!

  When it is time to breed, they return to the colony and find a mate.

 

    
  Laysan albatross return from sea and build their nests about 21 metres from where they hatched.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Albatross: Cultural Significance

 

    

  Some sailors believed that albatross were the souls of drowned people. As a result, killing an albatross was said to bring bad luck. Back then, if someone was having bad luck or a difficult time, people would say he had 'an albatross around his neck'.

  Other people did not believe this superstition and used baited hooks to catch albatross. The birds' meat was eaten, and their feathers used to decorate ladies' hats. Maori people of the Pacific carved flutes from the wing bones of albatross.

 


    
  The famous poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, about a sailor who shoots an albatross, was published in 1798 by Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Sharks and Albatross

 

    
  Albatross swim or fish if there is no wind. While swimming, they can be caught by tiger sharks. These sharks cruise the waters around nesting colonies, and snap up fledglings learning to swim and fish. Tiger sharks can kill 10% of young albatross reared in a colony.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  Sunfish and Albatross

 

    

  The world's heaviest fish, the Mola mola or sunfish, cruises slowly near the ocean's surface. Forty different parasites live on its skin, including crustaceans. Laysan albatross follow the fish and pick crustaceans off their skin, getting a meal and helping the fish at the same time!

 

    
  Crustaceans are creatures with shells. They include shrimp, crab, krill and barnacles.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Endangered

 

    

  All 22 species of albatross are in danger. They often become caught on fishing lines or swallow plastic waste which blocks their stomachs and they starve. If they are in the air, albatross sometimes collide with aircraft, especially near military bases. On land, eggs and chicks are eaten by rats and wild cats, and albatross habitat is trampled by cattle.

  In addition, climate change is causing changes in wind patterns. Faster air currents help albatross to fly further and faster … but if the currents become too fast, they will be dangerous.

 

    
  The oldest known bird on Earth is an albatross called Wisdom. She is at least 66 years old.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Help for Birds

 

    

  People love to photograph these huge gliding birds. Many tourists go on eco-tours to watch them flying.

  Thirteen countries have signed an Agreement on the Conservation of Albatross and Petrels. They have agreed to help albatross by getting rid of pollution and by removing other animals, such as rats and cats, from their nesting areas.

 

    
  An eco-tour helps tourists to enjoy a place without harming the environment.
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    var flap = el('span', 'pt-flap');  // the folded-over corner: paper underside, a little darker
    flap.setAttribute('aria-hidden', 'true');
    flap.style.width = flap.style.height = S + 'px';
    flap.style.left = (L + W - S) + 'px';
    flap.style.top = (Tp + H - S) + 'px';
    flap.style.background = 'linear-gradient(to bottom right, rgba(255,255,255,.95) 0%, var(--pt-fill) 30%, ' +
      'color-mix(in srgb, var(--pt-fill) 82%, #6b5a45) 49.5%, transparent 50%)';
    panel.parentNode.insertBefore(flap, panel.nextSibling);
    var hit = control('pt-hit', 'Hide text');
    var tab = control('pt-tab', 'Show text');
    for (var k = 0; k < 3; k++) tab.appendChild(el('i'));
    hit.style.left = (L + W - S / 2 - HIT / 2) + 'px';
    hit.style.top = (Tp + H - S / 2 - HIT / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.left = (L + W / 2 - TW / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.top = (Tp + H / 2 - TH / 2) + 'px';
    box.appendChild(hit);
    box.appendChild(tab);
    var busy = false;
    function collapse() {
      if (busy || fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
      each(function (f) { after(f, 'pt-closing', function () { f.classList.add('pt-collapsed'); }); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; }, T + 130);
    }
    function expand() {
      if (busy || !fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      tab.classList.remove('pt-on');
      tab.classList.add('pt-off');
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.remove('pt-off'); }, 160);
      each(function (f) { f.classList.remove('pt-collapsed'); f.classList.add('pt-opening'); after(f, 'pt-opening'); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; hit.style.visibility = ''; }, T + 130);
    }
    hit.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); collapse(); });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); expand(); });
    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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