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The order Procellariiformes, commonly referred to as "tubenoses," represents one of the most specialized and 

evolutionarily successful groups of marine birds in the biological record. Comprising approximately 125 species 

across four primary families—albatrosses (Diomedeidae), petrels and shearwaters (Procellariidae), storm petrels (

Hydrobatidae and Oceanitidae), and diving petrels (Pelecanoididae)—these avian specialists have mastered the

world's most inhospitable maritime environments. This technical analysis explores the anatomical, aerodynamic,

and ecological frameworks that define these birds, drawing heavily from the seminal research of Michael Brooke

and other leading marine ornithologists.

1. Taxonomic Framework and Evolutionary Success

The systematics of the order Procellariiformes has undergone significant revision with the advent of molecular 

phylogenetics. As noted in Michael Brooke's definitive work, Albatrosses and Petrels Across the World, the group is

unified by a set of distinct morphological traits despite vast differences in size—ranging from the massive

Wandering Albatross with a wingspan exceeding 3.5 meters to the minute Least Storm Petrel.

1.1. Family Procellariidae: The Core Assemblage

The Procellariidaefamily is the most diverse within the order, including fulmars, prions, gadfly petrels, and

shearwaters. This family is characterized by a "highly successful and specialized" adaptation to marine

environments. Their evolutionary trajectory has focused on optimizing foraging efficiency over vast oceanic

distances. Unlike many other avian orders, Procellariiformes exhibit a global distribution, though they are most

densely concentrated in the Southern Ocean, where the circumpolar winds provide the necessary kinetic energy

for their unique flight patterns.

1.2. The Tubenose Morphology

The defining characteristic of this order is the structure of the nostrils, which are encased in one or two tubes on

the upper mandible. These tubes serve several critical physiological functions:

•  Salt Excretion: A specialized salt gland located above the eye socket extracts excess sodium chloride from 

the bloodstream, which is then excreted through the nostrils. This allows the birds to maintain osmotic balance 

while consuming seawater and high-salinity prey.

•  Olfactory Navigation: Procellariiformes possess an exceptionally developed olfactory bulb. They utilize 

dimethyl sulfide (DMS)—a chemical compound released by phytoplankton when grazed upon by zooplankton—as 

a long-range olfactory cue to locate productive foraging grounds.

•  Air Pressure Sensing: The tubular nostrils may function as pitot tubes, allowing the birds to measure airspeed 

with high precision, a requirement for the complex maneuvers of dynamic soaring.

2. Aerodynamics and Flight Mechanics: The Physics of Oceanic Travel

Perhaps the most technically impressive aspect of albatross and petrel biology is their utilization of Dynamic 

Soaring. This flight technique allows them to travel thousands of kilometers with minimal metabolic energy

expenditure by extracting energy from the wind shear layer above the ocean surface.



2.1. The Dynamic Soaring Cycle

The mechanics of dynamic soaring can be broken down into a four-stage cyclical process that exploits the vertical

wind gradient (the increase in wind speed with altitude). The energy gain $E$ during a cycle can be simplified by

the relationship between the bird's mass, the wind gradient, and the change in velocity relative to the air.

1.  Windward Climb: The bird turns into the wind, converting kinetic energy into potential energy (altitude). As it 

moves into faster-moving air at higher altitudes, its airspeed increases even as its groundspeed decreases.

2.  High-Altitude Curve: At the peak of the climb (typically 10-15 meters above the sea), the bird performs a 

windward-to-leeward turn.

3.  Leeward Descent: The bird dives back toward the ocean surface, moving with the wind. It converts potential 

energy (altitude) back into kinetic energy, gaining significant groundspeed.

4.  Sea-Slope Turn: In the slower-moving air near the surface (the boundary layer), the bird uses its momentum 

to turn back into the wind, beginning the cycle again.

2.2. Morphological Adaptations for Flight

To support this high-efficiency flight, albatrosses possess a unique shoulder-lock mechanism(a specialized

tendon) that allows them to keep their wings fully extended without active muscular effort. This reduces the

metabolic cost of flight to levels nearly identical to those of birds at rest.



Feature Albatrosses 
(Diomedeidae)

Petrels (Procellariidae) Storm Petrels 
(Hydrobatidae)

Flight Mode Pure Dynamic Soaring Dynamic Soaring / Flap-
Gliding

Flapping / Pattering

Wing Aspect Ratio Very High (15:1 to 19:1) High (10:1 to 12:1) Moderate (6:1 to 8:1)

Olfactory Bulb Size Large Very Large Moderate

Nesting Strategy Surface (Open) Burrow / Crevice Burrow

3. Foraging Ecology and Nutritional Engineering

Procellariiformes are opportunistic yet specialized predators. Their diet consists primarily of cephalopods (squid),

fish, and crustaceans (krill). The technical challenge they face is the "patchiness" of oceanic resources—nutrients

are concentrated in specific upwelling zones or eddies within a vast, otherwise desert-like ocean.

3.1. Stomach Oil Production

A unique physiological feature of the Procellariiformes is the production of stomach oil. This is not a digestive fluid

but a concentrated energy reserve created by the partial digestion of prey. The oil is rich in wax esters and

triglycerides, providing a high caloric density. This allows parent birds to forage for weeks at a time and return to the

nest with a lightweight, energy-dense meal for their chicks, effectively bypassing the weight penalties of carrying

raw fish over thousands of miles.

3.2. Foraging Maneuvers

As noted in the data by Pennycuick (1982), foraging strategies vary by size. Larger species utilize the wind's energy

almost exclusively, whereas smaller species like storm petrels employ "pattering," where they use their feet to stay

balanced on the water's surface while picking up small planktonic organisms. This reduces the energy required to

remain stationary in a moving fluid environment.

4. Life History and Reproductive Strategies

The Procellariiformes exhibit an extreme version of "K-selected" life history strategies. This means they prioritize

long-term survival and low reproductive output over high-frequency breeding. This strategy is an evolutionary

response to the stability of the open ocean and the high difficulty of successfully raising offspring in remote

environments.

4.1. The Breeding Cycle

•  Delayed Maturity: Many albatross species do not begin breeding until they are 7 to 12 years old. This period is 

spent entirely at sea, mastering the complex aerodynamics and foraging skills required for survival.

•  Single-Egg Clutches: All Procellariiformes lay only one egg per breeding season. The energy investment 

required to incubate and feed a single chick is so high that two chicks would likely result in the death of both.

•  Extended Incubation: Incubation periods are among the longest of any bird group, ranging from 40 to 80 days. 

Both parents share duties in long shifts, sometimes lasting weeks while the other parent forages.

4.2. Colonial Nesting and Site Fidelity

Most species are colonial nesters, returning to remote, predator-free islands. They exhibit high philopatry—the



tendency to return to the exact same nesting site and the same partner year after year. These long-term pair bonds

are essential for the high level of coordination required during the months-long chick-rearing process.

5. Conservation Challenges and Technical Solutions

The very traits that make Procellariiformes successful in the open ocean—long life, low reproductive rates, and

wide-ranging movement—make them exceptionally vulnerable to modern anthropogenic threats. Currently,

albatrosses are among the most threatened groups of birds globally.

5.1. Bycatch in Commercial Fisheries

Longline fishing is the primary threat to large Procellariiformes. Thousands of baited hooks are deployed behind

vessels; birds diving for the bait become hooked and drown. Technical solutions to mitigate this include:

•  Tori Lines (Bird-Scaring Lines): Streamers that prevent birds from approaching the area where hooks enter 

the water.

•  Weighted Lines: Ensuring that hooks sink rapidly below the diving depth of the birds.

•  Night Setting: Deploying lines only at night when most albatrosses are less active.

5.2. Invasive Species and Plastic Pollution

On nesting islands, invasive predators like rats and mice can decimate populations of burrowing petrels.

Furthermore, the ingestion of microplastics is a critical physiological threat. Because many Procellariiformes feed

by skimming the surface, they inadvertently ingest plastic debris, which can lead to physical blockages or the

leaching of toxic chemicals into their stomach oil reserves.

6. Comparative Analysis of Flight Energetics

To understand the operational efficiency of these birds, we must look at the power requirements for different flight

modes. The metabolic rate during flight ($P_{met}$) can be compared to the resting metabolic rate ($BMR$).



Species Group Flight Strategy Estimated Pmet / BMR Operational Range (km)

Great Albatrosses Continuous Dynamic 
Soaring

1.5 – 2.0 10,000+

Shearwaters Intermittent Flap-Gliding 3.0 – 5.0 5,000 – 8,000

Storm Petrels Active Flapping / Hovering 8.0 – 12.0 1,000 – 3,000

As the table illustrates, the largest birds are the most efficient. This inverse relationship between size and energy

expenditure per unit of distance is a hallmark of the Procellariiformes' engineering, allowing the largest species to

inhabit the windiest, most remote sectors of the planet.

7. Summary and Broader Implications

The Procellariiformes represent a pinnacle of biological engineering, adapted for a life spent almost entirely in

motion across the global commons of the high seas. From the molecular level of their salt-excreting glands to the

macroscopic physics of their dynamic soaring, every aspect of their biology is tuned for efficiency and endurance.

Michael Brooke’s observation that they are the "most oceanic and widespread of all seabirds" underscores their

role as critical indicators of ocean health.

Understanding the technical nuances of their flight and foraging behavior is not merely an exercise in ornithological

curiosity; it is a prerequisite for their conservation. As climate change alters wind patterns in the Southern Ocean

and human activity continues to impact marine ecosystems, the survival of these ancient mariners will depend on

our ability to integrate technical biological insights into global maritime policy. The continued study of the

Procellariidae and their kin offers a window into the complex interplay between animal physiology and the physical

forces of our planet, reminding us that even the most remote corners of the world are interconnected through the

flight of the albatross.
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