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The turboprop aircraft begins its descent, dipping below a thin veil of cumulus 
clouds. I press my head against the window, searching for land, but only see the 

blue expanse of the Tasman Sea. Then the plane turns, revealing a crescent-shaped 
island with steep volcanic peaks and turquoise-tinted coral reef lagoons. I’ve arrived 
at Lord Howe Island, commonly touted as ‘paradise on earth’ or ‘Australia’s crown 
jewel.’ It lives up to its reputation, too, with its stunning outcrops and a rare coral 
reef system – the southernmost coral reef in the world. But I’m not here to lap up 
the scenery or to partake in normal tourist activities like scuba diving, kayaking or 
hiking. Instead I’ve come to learn about the flesh-footed shearwater (Puffinus car-
neipes), the largest “muttonbird” to breed on Lord Howe Island, and to understand 
why shearwater chicks wash up (or ‘wreck’) on the island’s coastlines every year.

 I first meet Dr. Jennifer Lavers, a slender, fair-haired Canadian with bound-
less energy, at a ‘Two Hands Project’ beach cleanup at Manly Beach in Sydney. As 
we sift bottle caps, drinking straws and plastic fragments from the hot sand, I ask 
about her work with flesh-footed shearwaters on Lord Howe Island. These birds 
are threatened, she tells me, and she believes that plastic ingestion has a lot to do 
with it. When shearwaters mistake plastic for food, it can lead to starvation or poi-
son them with heavy metal contamination. Fledglings, or chicks, seem particularly 
susceptible to death by plastic, probably because they can’t cough it up. 
 After researching ‘flesh-foots’ for ten years, Jenn can predict the fledgling wrecks 
like the ebb and flow of the ocean tides. It happens every year now, she explains, 
in the first week of May. The healthier chicks have emerged from their burrows 
and begun their first five-thousand-kilometre flight to the Bering Sea. But there 

are stragglers – weaker chicks – that don’t fare so well. Dozens 
of dead or dying chicks wash onto the island’s beaches each 
morning. More often than not, their stomachs are packed 
with plastic. 
 When I mention I’d love to write about her work, Jenn sug-
gests I come to Lord Howe Island so I can see the wrecks my-
self. As an animal lover, I’m not thrilled by the idea of finding 
dead birds on the beach. It also seems strange to buy an expen-
sive plane ticket to Lord Howe Island to witness these die-offs. 
But Jenn’s invitation is like noticing a plastic bag on the beach 
or street – now that I know about it, I can’t turn away.

  That’s how I find myself tramping along Neds Beach on 
the northeast side of Lord Howe Island just after the sun 
peeks over the horizon. Silke Stuckenbrock and Paul Sharp, 
the ‘Two Hands Project’ co-founders (who were also volun-
teering as Jenn’s research assistants), accompany me. We dis-
cover several sand-coated shearwater carcasses that washed 
ashore overnight. It isn’t clear if the birds ingested plastic, but 
their skeletal remains point towards malnutrition. 
 Then an early morning walker calls out to us, pointing to 
a tiny bird flailing in the surf. Silke sprints down the beach, 
and when she returns, she cradles a quivering – but alive – 
flesh-footed shearwater chick. I remember what Jenn told me: 
if the fledgling tries to chomp your fingers off, you celebrate. 
If the bird doesn’t complain, you worry. When I reach out to 
touch the soft feathers on its head, the shearwater blinks its 
bright black eyes, but doesn’t bite. What’s wrong? Plastic? Or 
something else?
 Paul and I tuck the bird into a brown box to keep it warm 
while Silke uses a walkie-talkie to tell Jenn (who is scouting 
out another beach) that we’ll be taking the shearwater to the 
house of Lord Howe’s resident naturalist, Ian Hutton. As the 
three of us trek back to our pushbikes, I hug the box to my 
chest, feeling the chick’s faint – almost imperceptible – heart-
beat through the cardboard. 

 It almost doesn’t seem possible for plastic pollution to be 
a problem on Lord Howe Island. After all, this is not cosmo-
politan Sydney, but a tiny island 660 kilometres off the coast 
of New South Wales. Lord Howe Island is so isolated that the 
British didn’t discover it until 1788. Historians believe that 
the Polynesians and Melanesians didn’t even come across 
Lord Howe Island, and if they did, they didn’t inhabit it. The 
first settlers arrived in 1834 from New Zealand, but for years 
Lord Howe Island served as a provision station for whaling 
ships, and didn’t attract tourists until after World War II. To-
day, Lord Howe hosts a modest population of 350 people, 
and doesn’t allow more than 400 visitors on the island at a 
time.
 Early settlers caused considerable environmental dam-
age, hunting endemic birds like the White Gallinule and 
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Above: Two Hands Project co-founder Silke Stuckenbrock holds a 
rescued shearwater chick on Neds Beach. Image: Elizabeth Alberts.

Below: Lord Howe Island is often touted as ‘paradise on earth’  
or ‘Australia’s crown jewel’. Image: Silke Stuckenbrock/Two 
Hands Project.
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White-throated Pigeon to extinction, and introducing rats, 
cats, goats and other invasive species. Now Lord Howe Island 
is a UNESCO World Heritage site, and the residents have 
made a laudable effort to restore the place to its former glory. 
The Lord Howe Island Board has also established recycling 
depots, water bottle refilling stations, composting units, and 
strict quarantine regulations, making Lord Howe a world 
leader in island sustainability.
 But on Neds Beach, which was voted Australia’s cleanest 
beach in 2004, you’ll still find domestic waste that has blown 
offshore from mainland Australia, Asia, or the Americas. After 
we deliver the shearwater chick to Ian’s house for rehabili-
tation, Paul, Silke and I return to Neds Beach to search the 
tidelines for plastic. We find a white cartridge from a ballpoint 
pen, a yellow shard from an aerosol lid and a piece of blue 
polyethylene foam from a pool noodle. Within minutes, we’ve 
gathered more plastic than we can hold.
 Sometimes I pick up part of an urchin shell or cuttlefish 

bone, believing it’s plastic. Paul instructs me to glide my finger across its surface – if 
it feels oily, it’s plastic; if it doesn’t, it’s probably natural. Seabirds, however, don’t 
have fingers, and I realise – perhaps for the first time – how difficult it must be for 
them to distinguish food from these synthetic lookalikes. 

 My trip to Lord Howe Island isn’t just about collecting dead or dying shear-
waters from the beach. During the day, I do have some time to explore the 
island’s beaches or browse the Lord Howe Island Museum. Ian Hutton even 
takes Jenn, Silke, Paul and me on a private tour around the base of Mount 
Gower to watch Providence petrels (one of the world’s rarest birds) circle the 
summit before swooping through the canopy to their nests. Then at night, 

it’s back to shearwater work. After a quick dinner, I don 
a head torch, hop onto my pushbike and pedal down the 
streetlamp-free roads to the shearwater colony behind the 
dunes on Neds Beach. 
 If you wander past the colony in the day, it would look 
like a nondescript cluster of Kentia palms with a thick lay-
er of dried fronds padding the ground. The area would 
be silent except for the wind rustling the trees and waves 
breaking on the beach below. At night, however, the colony 
comes alive. After spending ninety days underground in 
their burrows, fluffy-headed chicks surface to stretch their 
wings and to try flying for the first time. Their parents have 
already left for the Bering Sea, so flying is a ‘teach yourself ’ 
task. The chicks take a few days to get the hang of it, but 
they aren’t shy about practising. They zigzag through the 
air, crashing right into each other or us. They also flutter 
into the street, where ‘Mutton birds on road’ signs remind 

drivers to proceed slowly.
 Jenn and Ian set up a makeshift lab on a flat patch 
of ground away from the burrows. Then Paul and Silke 
handpick chicks to be weighed and measured, and to have 
feathers plucked for heavy metal testing. Ian gently flush-
es the chicks’ stomachs with a small amount of water so he 
and Jenn can see what they’ve been eating. Swirling in a 
soup of regurgitated fish oil are flecks of white, blue and 
black plastic. 
 It would be easy for me to think, ‘I have nothing to do 
with this.’ I don’t litter, and I certainly didn’t plant plastic 
inside of this fledgling’s stomach. And in many ways, these 
statements are true. But as I watch this ninety-day-old chick 
cough up plastic junk, something changes in me. I remem-
ber with guilt the times I may have bought coffee in a dispos-
able cup because it was convenient, or asked for a plastic bag 
at the shops. Even if I placed the cup or bag in the bin when 
I had finished, I still created the need for these things. I am, 
in essence, responsible. 
 One thing I’ve heard Jenn say over and over in our conversations is that sea-
birds are the sentinels of ocean health. “Sentinel” has many connotations, but it 
originally referred to the person who guarded a place or thing, or monitored the 
hold of a ship to make sure seawater didn’t seep inside. If the sentinel detected 
danger, he or she would issue a warning. The sentinel, therefore, is not just the 
guard, but the messenger. 
 I ponder this as I amble along Neds Beach the morning before I leave the is-
land to return to my busy life in Sydney. The tide is low, and a couple of tourists 
stroll along the shoreline. They probably don’t notice anything is wrong, but with 
my now-trained eye, I spot several shearwater corpses tucked against the rocks. 
I lift one up, brushing my fingers across its still, skeletal form. The chick’s wings 
dangle limply; it may have only died an hour ago. Tears sting my eyes as I wish, 
helplessly, to turn back time, to be able to breathe life into this baby bird. That’s 
impossible, I know. But there is something I can do: I can listen to what the shear-
waters are saying, and spread their message.                
 

We find a white cartridge from a ballpoint pen, a yellow shard from an 
aerosol lid, and a piece of blue polyethylene foam from a pool noodle. 
Within minutes, we’ve gathered more plastic than we can hold.

Below: Ian Hutton, Lord Howe Island’s 
resident naturalist, has studied shearwa-
ters for over ten years.

Above: A dead shearwater chick (and 
plastic fragments) washed ashore on Neds 
Beach. Image: Silke Stuckenbrock/Two 
Hands Project.

Above: Dr. Jennifer Lavers and ‘the love of 
her life’ –  a downy, ninety-day-old shear- 
water chick. Image: Silke Stuckenbrock/
Two Hands Project.

Below: Dr Jennifer Lavers standing on the 
edge of the stunning Lord Howe Island 
shearwater colony. Image: Silke Stuckenbrock 
/Two Hands Project.


