Warner Waters Disrupt Pacific Food Chain

"July 24, 2006 — By Marcus Whl sen, Associated Press "

"FARALLON NATI ONAL W LDLI FE REFUGE, Calif. — On these craggy, renote islands
west of San Francisco, the | argest seabird colony in the contiguous United
States throbs with life. Seagulls swarmso thick that visitors nust yell to be
heard above their cries. Pelicans glide."

"But the steep decline of one bird species for the second straight year has
reki ndl ed scientists' fears that global warm ng could be underm ning the coasta
food supply, threatening not just the Farallones but entire marine ecosystens."

"Tiny Cassin's auklets live nuch of their lives on the open ocean. But in
spring, these gray-and-white relatives of the puffin venture to isolated Pacific
out posts like the Farallones to dig deep burrows and lay their eggs."

"Adult auklets usually feed their chicks with krill, the mnuscule shrinp-like
crustaceans that anchor the ocean's conplex food web."

"But not this year. Alnpst none of the 20,000 pairs of Cassin's auklets nesting
in the Farallones will raise a chick that lives nore than a few days, a repeat
of last year's ""unprecedented"" breeding failure, according to Russ Bradley, a
seabird biologist with the Point Reyes Bird Qhservatory who nonitors the birds
on the islands."

"Scientists blanme changes in West Coast climte patterns for a delay in the
seasonal upwelling of cold, nutrient-rich waters fromthe ocean's depths for the
second year in a row. Wak winds and faltering currents have left the Gulf of
the Faral l ones without krill, on which Cassin's auklets and a variety of other
seabirds, fish and nmamual s depend for food."

"""The seas are warnmer. And the nunber of krill being produced is |lower,"" said
Bradl ey as he held a Cassin's auklet chick, the only one froma study of 400
nests he expected to survive."

“""Normally we woul d have hundreds,"" he said."

The failure of last year's Pacific upwelling killed seabirds fromCalifornia to
British Colunmbia. Scientists had hoped the change was just a natural tenperature
fluctuation in what is known as the California Current.

But the return of higher ocean tenperatures and scarce food resources this year
has scientists wondering whether |last year's erratic weather was not a fluke but



t he emergence of a troubling trend.

"""How many years in a row do you see this before you start raising your
eyebrows?"" said Frank Schw ng, an oceanographer with the National Oceanic and
At mospheric Adm nistration in Pacific Gove."

"Cimtol ogi sts describe gl obal warmi ng as a worl dwi de rise in tenperatures
caused by the buildup of carbon dioxide and ot her greenhouse gasses thought to
trap heat in the atnosphere. Predictions of global warm ng's effects include
rising sea levels, fiercer storns, nore wildfires and warner oceans."

"Wthout long-termdata, scientists have so far found it difficult to nmake
direct |inks between specific natural events and gl obal warm ng."

But the Farallones present a special case. Researchers have kept Cassin's auklet
counts there every day since 1967. Never before have they seen such a drop-off
in nunbers. That decline cones as California ocean tenperatures hover three to
five degrees above average.

"""One of the things that the climate nodels predict is that we're going to have
unpr edi ct abl e weat her, extrene weat her, that the whol e seasonal cycle of events
will not be what we expect,"" said Bill Peterson, a NOAA oceanographer in
Newport, Ore. ""We aren't seeing normal patterns."""

"Perhaps nowhere is this ecological disruption felt nore than here on the
Faral | ones, a 200-acre island chain often described as California's Gal apagos.
The U.S. Fish and WIldlife Service keeps the national wildlife refuge closed to
visitors except for a small group of scientists and volunteers who live there
year -round. "

"The krill-dependent whal es and sal mon that inhabit the surroundi ng waters have
not appeared to suffer fromthe changes in food supply. But during a visit to
the islands this sumrer, scientists pointed to other species feeling the
consequences. "

"The absence of krill has led to a collapse of the juvenile rockfish population
This is the main food source for young of the common nurre, a bird that
resenmbl es a flying penguin. Though the nurre has nade a dramatic coneback
recently, with about 200,000 adults nesting on the islands this year, nearly
three-quarters of nmurres breeding this year are not expected to raise chicks

t hat survive."

"""At this point it's way too late in the season for the birds to initiate
another attenpt at breeding,"" said Peter Warzybok, a Farall ones-based bi ol ogi st
with the Point Reyes Bird Cbservatory. ""They'll just have to wait around for
next year and hope that it's better."""



"Significant drops in nurre and Cassin's auklet nunbers occurred during the E
Ni no years of 1983 and 1992, when warner Pacific waters near the equator upset
weat her patterns worl dw de."

"A January conference of nore than 40 cli matol ogi sts, oceanographers, and
wildlife biologists issued a report describing |ast year's altered coasta
climate as El Nino-like conditions in a non-El N no year. Some researchers have
given the new climte shift its own nane: ""El Coyote."""

"The report said a ridge of winter air blocking winds fromthe Gulf of
Al aska lingered nore than two nmonths | onger than normal in 2005, which del ayed
the upwelling until well past the birds' breeding seasons."”

"""It's not just a local effect,
changes in atnmospheric circul ation

Schwing said. ""It's related to gl obal -scal e

But it could take researchers another decade to deterni ne whether global warm ng
caused t hose changes. Some climatol ogi sts warn agai nst draw ng overly broad
conclusions fromonly two years of unusual weather.

"Definitive results are not around the corner, said Nick Bond, a research
net eor ol ogi st the University of Washington who has studied the upwelling' s
failure."

"""We just don't know how much the deck is stacked"" by the effects of gl oba
climate change, Bond said. ""It's hard to tell fromjust a deal or two."""

"But whatever the cause, the ecological outconme if the trend continues is
al ready cl ear, according to scientists."

"The Cassin's auklet is unlikely to adapt to the sudden loss of its main food
source. And other animals could follow, Schw ng said."

"I'n the worst case, he said,
ecosystem """

we could see a great depression of the entire
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