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                    Abstract
Estimates of the population size of the Antarctic petrelThalassoica antarctica are hampered by its breeding locations in remote nunatak areas of the Antarctic continent. Studies at sea can provide additional information on numbers. Seabird censuses during spring 1992 showed few Antarctic petrels in the western part of the Weddell Sea, but high numbers east of the South Sandwich Islands. The vast majority of the birds occurred in a band of 300 km north to 150 km south of the outer ice edge. Numbers at sea fluctuated in agreement with synchronized colony attendance patterns in the pre-breeding phase and peaked shortly before egglaying when colonies are completely deserted. In this period, densities of Antarctic petrels in the marginal ice zone suggest that at least 2.7±0.5 million individuals occur in the Weddell Sea. It is likely that similar numbers occur immediately east of the study area. The distribution of the petrels matches the location, but not the size, of known breeding colonies in Dronning Maud Land and Coats Land, which suggests that important colonies in this area remain to be discovered. The observations imply that Antarctic petrels in the Weddell Sea commute over ice a surprisingly large distance of at least 2,000 km for a single pre-breeding visit to the colonies.
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