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ABSTRACT Urban-nesting by Herring Larus argentatus and Lesser Black- 
backed Gulls L. fuscus in Britain began in the 1940s, but becam e established  

as a national phenom enon  in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Since that tim e, 
numbers have grown exponentially, fuelled by ample food , high breeding 

success and apparently limitless habitat. Many tow ns and cities in Britain & 
Ireland now  support grow ing colonies and it is estim ated that, in 2004, the  
total population o f roof-nesting gulls exceed ed  120,000 pairs. Herring and 

Lesser Black-backed Gulls are opportunistic and om nivorous, taking advantage 
of a w ide range o f feeding situations.The urban breeding population in th e  

Severn Estuary Region has increased from an estim ated 2 ,632  pairs in 1994 to  
23,930 pairs in 2004 . Further increases on this scale w ou ld  see  the 

population in this region exceed  200,000 pairs by 2 0 1 4  and a national 
population of m ore than on e million pairs o f urban-nesting gulls.

Roof-nesting by gulls in Britain
ated w ith the  problem s o f  u rban-nesting  
gulls in B rita in  are already considerable,

A brie f history
R oof-nesting by large gulls in Britain w as v irtu ­
ally unknow n  before the  1940s. A lthough there 
w ere o ccasional a n d  iso la ted  records o f  gulls 
nesting  on  ro o fto p s  b e fo re  1940, colon isation  
b eg an  be tw een  th e  ea rly  1940s and th e  m id 
1960s, chiefly in coasta l tow ns (Parslow  1967). 
It was no t un til ‘O p era tio n  Seafarer’ (1969-70) 
th a t  s ig n if ic a n t  n u m b e r s  o f  H e r r in g  L arus  
argenta tus  an d  L esse r B lack-backed  G ulls L. 
fu scus  w ere d isc o v e red  b re e d in g  at 60  u rb an  
lo ca tio n s (C ra m p  1971). G uii p o p u la tio n s  in 
t r a d i t i o n a l  ( i.e . n o n - u r b a n )  c o lo n ie s  also  
in c re a s e d  r a p id ly  b e tw e e n  1953 a n d  1972. 
A lth o u g h  h e lp e d  by a p o s t-w a r  re d u c tio n  in 
persecu tion , the increase  w as du e  m ain ly  to  a 
m assive expansion  in food  availability, m ostly  
from  new  landfill sites created to  dispose o f  the 
increasing  w aste p ro d u c e d  by h u m a n s  in  the 
p o s t - w a r  c o n s u m e r  b o o m  (P a rs lo w  1967; 
Spaans 1971; H agem eijer & Blair 1997).

and look set to m ultiply. O w ing to  th e ir  noisy 
and aggressive n a tu re , u rban  gulls are already a 
m ajor concern for residents, businesses, visitors 
and  those w ho have to  address th e  problem s. 
Increasing m edia a tten tio n  co n tin u es  to h ig h ­
l ig h t th e  p ro b le m s  a n d  th e re  is a g ro w in g  
dem and for so lu tions. Lethal m e th o d s o f  deter­
ring gulls from  nesting  in u rb an  environm ents 
are reg a rd ed  as so c ia lly  u n a c c e p ta b le , w hile  
m o s t n o n - le th a l m e a n s  have p ro v e d  largely  
ineffective. E gg-oiling , a rela tively  ben ig n  bu t 
long-term  fo rm  o f  m anagem en t, can im prove 
the situation  in te rm s o f noise a n d  aggression 
w ith in  th e  im m e d ia te  v ic in i ty  o f  th e  areas 
treated, b u t will n o t reduce b reed in g  num bers 
and may sim ply cause the p rob lem  to shift else­
w here. F u rthe r research , ce n tred  on  th e  well- 
stud ied  u rb an  p o p u la tio n s  in  B ris to l an d  the 
S ev ern  E s tu a ry  R e g io n , a n d  c o u p le d  w ith  
studies at feed ing  sites, is essen tia l to  finding 
effective so lu tio n s  w h ich  are b o th  a ffo rdab le  
and socially acceptable. This issue is inevitably 
going to  get worse before it gets better.

P rio r  to  th e  1940s, m o s t h o u se h o ld  w aste 
was b u rn t a t h om e, com posted , o r d isposed  of 
as pigsw ill. C o n seq u en tly , landfills rece iv ed  a 
la rge  p r o p o r t io n  o f  in e r t  w aste , m o s tly  ash,
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18 5 . Lesser Black-backed Guii Larus fuscus, Bristol Ju ly  1998. Large gulls 
do n o t strike intruders w ith th e ir  beak but instead deliver a raking blow  

from  behind with the ir  claw s. A lthough  th e  claws o f  urban gulls are slightly 
less sharp than th o se  o f  gulls in non-urban co lo n ies (ow ing to  abrasion on  
co n cre te  and o th e r  m an-m ade surfaces), they are still capable o f  inflicting 

seriou s w ounds w h en  th e  victim  is hit at approxim ately 40  mph. 
N o n eth e le ss , guii attacks in to w n s  are less co m m o n  than portrayed in 

the m edia and are th e  last r e so r t  o f  four p ossib le threa ts .T h e first stage  
(seldom  recogn ised  by hum ans) is t h e ‘gag cali’, w arning intruders to  
m ove away.This is gen erally  fo llo w ed  sw iftly by t h e ‘low  pass’, during 

which gulls sw o o p  at in truders, but c o m e  no c lo se r  than a m etre  o r  tw o. 
T he penultim ate stage is to  d e feca te , o r  regurgitate, o v er  intruders; this 

is delivered with surprising accuracy and is a com pelling deterrent.
T h e direct attack is a risky m anoeuvre fo r  th e  guii because if it w e r e  

to  be injured, th e  b reed ing attem p t w ou ld  fail.

w h ile  a n y  o r g a n ic  w a s te  w as 
b u r n t  o n  s i te  ( i n s t i t u t e  o f  
W astes M a n a g e m e n t in  l i t t .) .
W ith little food  on offer, m u n ic ­
ipa l tip s  d id  n o t a t t r a c t  gu lls .
T h e  r is e  o f  th e  ‘th r o w -a w a y  
soc iety ’ in  th e  early  1950s saw  
th e  opening o f  m any new  la n d ­
fills , to  d is p o s e  o f  e v e r-  
in c re a s in g  a m o u n ts  o f  
h o u se h o ld  w aste, in  p a r tic u la r  
o r g a n ic  w a s te . D u e , in  la rg e  
p a r t ,  to  th e  sh e e r  q u a n t i ty  o f  
food available at landfills, p rev i­
o u s ly  s m a ll g u ii p o p u la t io n s  
b e g a n  to  r is e  d r a m a t ic a l ly .
H ow ever, th e  C lean  A ir A ct o f  
1956 was pivotal; it forbade the 
b u rn in g  o f  re fu se  o n  site  an d  
r e q u i r e d  t h a t  r e fu s e  t ip s  be  
covered  w ith  in e rt  m a te ria l at 
th e  end  o f  each  d a y ’s t ip p in g .
Gulls were quick  to  take advan­
ta g e  o f  th i s  new , e n h a n c e d  
fee d in g  o p p o r tu n i ty  (P a rslo w  
1967). In  th e  S ev ern  E s tu a ry  
R e g io n  (S E R ), th e  la rg e -g u l l  
p o p u la tio n s  in c reased  15 -fo ld  
between the  1940s an d  the early 
1970s (M udge & Ferns 1980).

The d ram a tic  increase in guii 
p o p u la t io n s  b e tw e e n  th e  la te  
1950s a n d  ea rly  1970s w as, in 
t u r n ,  m a tc h e d  by  an  e q u a lly  
d r a m a t ic  d e c l in e  d u r in g  th e  
r e m a in d e r  o f  th e  1970s (a n d , 
possibly, in to  the early 1990s), perhaps due to 
bo tu lism  (M udge & Ferns 1980). Interestingly, 
black plastic bags, w hich are ideal for the prolif­
eration  o f  th e  po isonous bac terium  Clostridium  
b o tu lin u m , w ere in tro d u c e d  as a m e th o d  o f  
w aste  d is p o s a l  in  1972 ( In s t i tu te  o f  W astes 
M anagem en t in litt.). T rad itional guii colonies 
in  the SER, such as Steep H o lm  in the  Bristol 
C h a n n e l ,  w e re  b a d ly  a f fe c te d  b y  b o tu l is m  
during  th is  p eriod , w ith  n um bers p lum m eting  
from  c. 8,000 pairs in  the early 1970s to just 800 
p a irs  b y  th e  e a r ly  1990s (A . P a rs o n s  p e rs . 
com m .). In co n tra st, u rb a n  colonies appeared 
to  be less affected by  bo tu lism , and  continued  
to  grow  u n in te rru p te d  th ro u g h o u t this period, 
slowly a t firs t, th e n  m o re  rap id ly  as colonies 
expanded  an d  spread (pers. obs.). For example, 
in  Bristol, th e  popu la tion  grew from  c. 100 pairs

in  1980 to  c. 1,000 pairs  by  th e  early  1990s. 
A lthough  som e apparen tly  bo tu litic  gulls were 
recorded  in  Bristol at this tim e, num bers were 
low  com pared  w ith  those at trad itional colonies 
(pers. obs.).

Since th e  m id  1990s, w ith  bo tu lism  stabilised 
a t low  levels, n u m b e rs  o f  H errin g  and  Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls at trad itio n a l colonies in  the 
B risto l C h a n n e l have recovered, w ith  c. 2,000 
pairs now  breed ing  on  Steep H olm  (A. Parsons 
pers. com m .) and  c. 3,500 pairs on  Flat H olm  
(B a iley  2 0 0 1 ) , a l th o u g h  n e i th e r  c o lo n y  has 
recovered  to  its p re -b o tu lism  level. Before the 
inc idence  o f  bo tu lism , a n d  as a resu lt o f  d ra ­
m atic  p o p u la tio n  grow th , it seem s th a t tra d i­
tiona l colonies were ou tg row n and  prospective 
breeders sough t alternative sites. In short, gulls 
began  to  co lon ise tow ns a n d  cities and  fo u n d

British Birds 98 • July 2005 • 338-355 339

Pe
ter

 R
oc

k



c Urban gulls: problems and solutions

4

186. Lesser B lack-backed Guii Larus fuscus, 
W orcester,A pril 2 0 0 3 .This male w as ringed as a 

nestling in Bristol in 199 4 , and first d iscovered  
breeding in W o r c e s te r  (85 km distant) in 2003 .

It is unusual for m ales to  d isp erse this far, and it is 
p ossib le  that this bird may have relocated , perhaps 
fo llow ing eviction  o r  disturbance from  its original 

breeding site.

d is tin c t advan tages over tra d itio n a l colonies: 
there  are no predators; d istu rbance is m inim al; 
am b ien t tem pera tu res  in  tow ns 
are  c. 2-6°C  w a rm e r  th a n  th e  
su rround ing  countryside, w hich 
p e rm its  e a r lie r  b re e d in g ; an d
s tr e e t  l ig h tin g  a llow s gu lls to  ........... .
feed  at n igh t as w ell as d u rin g  
th e  day. O p e r a t io n  S e a fa re r  
rev ea led  a to ta l o f  1,310 p a irs  
nesting  on bu ild ings in  1969-70 
(C ram p 1971) a n d  the potential 
t h r e a t  c a u s e d  b y  in c re a s in g  
u r b a n  g u ii p o p u la t io n s  w as 
s e iz e d  u p o n  b y  th e  h e a d l in e  
w riters o f the day (Hey 1972).

Expansion since 
Operation Seafarer
W ith in  the SER, u rb a n  breeding 
by  large gulls w as first recorded 
in  M erthyr Tydfil, S outh  Wales, 
in  1958 (M orrey Salm on 1958), 
w hen  45 pairs bred ; this was fol­
low ed by 15-20 p a irs  breeding in

C ard iff  in  1962 (C ram p  1971). B oth colonies 
w ere  w ell e s ta b l is h e d  w h en  d isc o v ered , and 
w ere  p ro b a b ly  o c c u p ie d  b e fo re  th e se  dates. 
F u r th e r  u rb a n  c o lo n ie s  b ec am e  e s ta b lish e d  
d u r in g  th e  la te  1960s a n d  ea rly  1970s, w ith  
b reed in g  n o te d  in  G lo u ceste r in  1967 (Ow en 
1967) an d  B risto l in  1972 (R C hadw ick  pers, 
c o m m .) . F o llo w in g  a n a t io n w id e  s u rv e y  in 
1976, M onaghan  8c C oulson  (1977) concluded 
th a t  b o th  th e  n u m b e rs  o f  g u lls  n e s t in g  on 
buildings an d  th e  n u m b ers  o f breeding  sites had 
grow n sign ifican tly  since the  1969-70 survey, 
w ith  a to ta l of 3,291 pairs o f  H erring  an d  Lesser 
B lack -backed  G u lls  b re e d in g  on r o o f to p s  in 
B r i ta in  8c I r e la n d .  E x p a n s io n  c o n t in u e d  
th ro u g h o u t the 1980s and, in the  1994 survey, 
Raven 8c C oulson  (1997) recorded 13,591 pairs 
o f  th e  tw o species (a  te n -fo ld  in c re ase  since 
1 9 7 0 ), a l th o u g h  th e y  a c k n o w le d g e d  th a t  
n u m b e rs  m ig h t h av e  b een  as h igh  as 20,100 
p a irs . S u b seq u e n tly , th e  ra te  o f  in c re a se  has 
accelerated and, by 2004, it was estim ated  that 
over 100,000 p a irs  o f  gu lls  w ere n e s t in g  on 
b u i ld in g s  in  B r i ta in  8c I r e la n d  (P. R ock 
unpubl.).

Urban gulls in the  Severn Estuary Region 
T he Severn  E s tu a ry  R egion (SER) is defined  
roughly  as an area encom passing  B irm ingham  
in the n o rth , S outh  W ales in the  west, Somerset 
in the sou th  and  W iltsh ire in the  east (fig. 1).

187. B utetow n, in Cardiff, has th e  h ighest b reed in g  density o f  all large-gull 
co lon ies assessed  in th e  Severn Estuary R egion .T h is large ro o f (o v er  70 m 
long) supported  110 pairs o f  large gulls (m ainly L esser B lack-backed Lorus 
fuscus but also H erring Gulls L argen ta tu s) in 2 0 0 4  and is typical o f  roofs 

in many industrial areas, being o f a sb e s to s  con stru ction , w ith  a gen tle  
slop e and much lichen and m o ss grow th .

340 British Birds 98 • July 2005 • 338-355



c Urban gulls: p rob lem s and so lu tio ns >

'Gloucestei

twansea'

LondonSwindon ardiff<

F ig . I . T h e Severn Estuary Region.

Population growth in the SER
In 1994, R aven & C ou lson  (1997) estab lished  
th a t  th e  n u m b e r  o f  p a irs  o f  u rb a n - n e s t in g  
H erring  a n d  Lesser B lack-backed Gulls in th e  
SER w as 1,780. In 2004, co u n ts  an d  estim ates 
fo r  j u s t  22 c o lo n ie s  f ro m  a p o s s ib le  60  
am oun ted  to  11,957 pairs (A ppendix 1). At least 
five co lon ies w ith  es tim ated  p o p u la tio n s o f  c.
1.000 pairs each an d  at least eight w ith c. 500 
pairs each rem ained  uncoun ted . It seems likely, 
therefore, th a t the to ta l u rban -nesting  p o p u la ­
tio n  in  th e  SER in  2004 w as o f  th e  o rd e r  o f
24.000 pairs. Since Raven 8t C oulson suggested 
that th e ir  figure was an underestim ate, a correc­
tio n  fa c to r  m ay  be  a p p lied  to  th e ir  to ta ls  to  
show m ore  realistic regional levels. Based up o n  
the ratio  betw een the ir actual (13,591 pairs) an d  
estim ated (20,100 pairs) popu la tions in B ritain  
& Ire land , th is  correction  factor is taken to be 
1.48, so the  corrected  to ta l n u m b er o f breeding 
p a irs  in  th e  SER in  1994 w as ap p ro x im a te ly
2,632 pairs. Using th is correction  factor, p o p u ­
la tion  e s tim a tes  fo r 1994-2004 can be derived 
(table 1).

S u rvey  w o rk  d u r in g  ‘S eab ird  2000’ ( 1998- 
2002) fo u n d  5,769 AON (apparen tly  occupied  
nests) o f  H erring  an d  Lesser Black-backed Gulls

o n  r o o fs  in  th e  SER 
(M itchell et al. 2004). 
T h is  f ig u re  n o t  o n ly  
h ig h lig h ts  how  m an y  
c o lo n ie s  w ere  n o t  
inc luded  in the survey 
(see tab le  1), b u t also 
underlines the  difficul­
ties in m aking  accurate 
a s s e s s m e n ts  in  a 
com plex  u rb a n  env ir­
o n m e n t. For exam ple, 
in  2002, a roof-nesting 
p o p u la t io n  o f  1 ,345  
p a irs  w as c o u n te d  in 
G lo u c e s te r  d u r in g  a 
la n d - b a s e d  su rv e y  
(R o c k  2 0 0 2 ); b e fo re  
th e  su rv e y , lo c a l 

b ird e rs  h a d  b e liev e d  it to  be c. 800 p a irs , a 
shortfall o f  41% . Interestingly, an  aerial survey 
o f  G loucester la ter in 2001 (D urham  2003) p ro ­
duced  a to ta l o f  1,299 pairs by counting  AON 
show n on  pho tographs, ju st 3%  lower than  the 
to ta l fo r the  land-based  survey.

D riving th e  exponential po p u la tio n  grow th 
in  th e  SER is th e  s ta r t l in g ly  h ig h  b re e d in g  
success en joyed  by u rb an  gulls. In  Bristol, for 
ex am p le , m o s t pairs  fledge 2-3 o ffsp ring  per 
year (pers. obs.), an d  b reed ing  success is p re ­
sum ably  sim ilar in o ther u rb an  colonies in the 
reg io n . A n n u a l p o p u la tio n  increases o f  over 
25%  were n o te d  in G loucester an d  in Bridgend, 
S outh  W ales, o f  23.5%  in W orcester, b u t o f  only 
13.8% in C ard iff (Rock 2003a, 2004a,b,c).

As c o lo n ie s  e x p a n d , a n n u a l  p o p u la t io n  
g row th rates m ay slow dow n (Raven 8c Coulson
1997). This process is, however, com plicated by 
u rb a n  redevelopm en t, especially w hen  certain  
k ey  b u i ld in g s  a re  d e m o lis h e d ,  o r  w h e re  
o n g o in g /e x te n s iv e  m a in te n a n c e  on  key roofs 
o c c u r s  e a r ly  in  th e  b r e e d in g  s e a so n . F o r 
exam ple , in  C ardiff, one ro o f  ho ld in g  alm ost 
300 p a irs  o f  gulls w as dem olished  d u rin g  the 
b re e d in g  seaso n  in  2003, m a jo r  m a in ten an ce  
w as c a r r ie d  o u t  on  a n o th e r  q u ite  im p o r ta n t

T able I . T h eoretica l grow th  in num bers o f  breeding pairs o f  urban-nesting Herring Larus argentatus and 
L esser  Biack-backed G ulls L fuscus in th e  Severn  Estuary R egion, 1 9 9 4 -2 0 0 4 .T h ese  estim a tes have been  

derived  by applying a correctio n  factor o f  1.48 to  th e  actual c o u n t  in 1994 (Raven & C ou lson  1997), 
and assum e an annual grow th  rate o f  24.7% .

Year 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2 0 0 0  2001 2002 2003 2004

2,632 3 ,282 4,093 5,104 6 ,364  7 ,936  9 ,8 9 7  12,341 15,389 19,190 23 ,930
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ro o f a t the  sam e tim e , an d  two less im p o rta n t 
roofs w ere d em o lish e d . The re su ltin g  d is tu r ­
b an ce  su p p re ss e d  th e  c ity ’s gu ii p o p u la tio n  
grow th rate and th is reduced the an n u a l growth 
ra te , w ith  m an y  b ird s  p ossib ly  re lo c a tin g  to 
other sites w ith in  th e  SER.

Small num bers o f  G reat Black-backed Gulls 
L. m arinus  also b re e d  on  ro o fto p s in  various 
p a r ts  o f  B r i ta in  (R a v e n  & C o u ls o n  1997; 
M itchell et al. 2004). A lthough  u p  to  30 regu­
la rly  f re q u e n t G lo u ce s te r  lan d fill (J. S anders 
pers. com m .), only  on e  u rban -b reed ing  pair has 
been  recorded  in  th e  SER, in  B ridgend  (Rock 
2003b). A n o th e r  p a i r  w as su sp e c te d  to have 
bred  in  Bristol in 2003 (pers. obs.). T here are no 
records o f  any o th e r  guii species b reed ing  on 
rooftops in the SER.

Breeding success and composition o f  colonies
The h igh  b reed ing  success observed  in  Bristol 
co n tra s ts  m a rk e d ly  w ith  th a t a t so m e  t r a d i ­
t io n a l  c o lo n ie s ,  s u c h  as o n  S k o m e r , P e m ­
brokeshire, w here productiv ity  has been  as low 
as 0.07 fledged young  per pair per year (Perrins 
8c Sm ith 2000). T h e  m ain  reason for such low 
p ro d u c tiv ity  is p ro b ab ly  p o o r fo o d  supply, in 
tu rn  stem m ing  largely from  changes in  fishing 
p rac tices. Sm all in sh o re  fish ing  b o a ts , w hich 
discarded offal in  regu lar and  p red ic tab le  p a t­
te r n s ,  h av e  b e e n  r e p la c e d  by  m u c h  la rg e r  
vessels, and discards have becom e unpredictable 
and often unavailable. The closure o f  th e  Haver­
fordw est landfill site  and  th e  d ifficu lties gulls 
have had  in fo rag in g  fo r inverteb rates du ring  
recen t d ry  su m m ers  have also c o n tr ib u te d  to 
h igh  ch ick  m o r ta lity . D esp ite  p o o r  b reed in g  
success, the Skom er guii popu la tion  is unlikely 
to  decline significantly for som e years, owing to 
h ig h  a d u lt su rv iv a l ra tes . N o n e th e le ss , c o n ­
tin u e d  p o o r  b re e d in g  success, c o u p le d  w ith  
p o o r re c ru itm e n t o f  f irs t- t im e  b reed ers , will 
accelerate po p u la tio n  decline as adults reach the 
end o f  the ir b reed ing  careers (D u n n  1993), and 
som e evidence o f  decline on  Skom er is already 
apparen t (Brown 8c M organ 2004).

Gulls b reed ing  in  Bristol clearly m anage to 
ob ta in  sufficient fo o d  to  fledge th e ir  offspring, 
and  birds w hich lay a clutch o f th ree  eggs typi­
cally fledge three y oung  successfully (pers. obs.). 
Little in terspecific  a n d  in traspec ific  p reda tion  
has b een  n o te d  in  B risto l, an d  aggression  by 
a d u lts  to w ard s  ch ick s  s tray in g  b e tw e e n  te r ­
rito ries appears to  be  less prevalent th an  in  tra ­
d itional colonies, especially those w here food is

scarce  (S p aan s 1971). T h e  key  to su ccessfu l 
breed ing  is, however, a  food supply w hich  is not 
ju s t am p le  b u t d e p e n d a b le  (e.g. B ê lan t e t al.
1998). Gulls b reed ing  in  Gloucester, B risto l and 
Bath show  a high degree o f  awareness o f  viable 
and  predictable feed ing  sites, b u t can also  adapt 
qu ick ly  to  changes in  fo o d  ava ilab ility  (Rock 
2 0 0 4 d ) .  F o r  e x a m p le ,  in  a r e c e n t  s tu d y , 
G loucester lan d fill ( th e  la rg est in th e  region) 
was m ade unavailable to  gulls (c. 80% o f  which 
were u rb an  gulls; R ock 2004d) fo r two weeks in 
the  sp ring  o f  2004 b y  using falcons a n d  other 
m e th o d s  to  d e te r  fe e d in g . It was f o u n d  that 
tw o-th irds o f  d e te rred  gulls utilised th e  nearest 
v iab le landfill, w h ile  the  rem a in d er re lie d  on 
o th e r  food  so u rces e lsew here , such as fields, 
farm land, m udflats, su b u rb an  gardens a n d  city 
s tre e ts .  B u t in  g e n e ra l ,  u r b a n  gu lls  e n jo y  a 
su rfe it o f food , in  p a r tic u la r  th e  h ig h -q u ality  
food necessary fo r successful breeding, w h ich  in 
tu r n  has fu e lled  p o p u la t io n  g ro w th . U rban - 
n e s tin g  g u lls  n o w  o u tn u m b e r  gu lls a t n o n - 
u rb an  sites by a fac to r o f 4:1 in th e  SER.

U rban colonies in the SER are d o m in a te d  by 
Lesser Black-backed Gulls (Rock 2004a). O f 22 
colonies assessed in 2004, only  those a t C hep­
s to w , M o n m o u th s h i r e  ( p e r s .  o b s .) ,  a n d  at 
Aberthaw, S outh  W ales (M . Lobb pers. com m .), 
had  larger nu m b ers  o f  b reed ing  H errin g  Gulls 
(a lth o u g h  these  are b o th  sm all co lon ies, with 
j u s t  60 a n d  79 p a i r s  o f  b o th  sp ec ie s  
r e s p e c t iv e ly ) .  T h e  r a t i o  o f  L e sse r  B lack- 
backed:H erring  varies am ong  colonies, ranging 
from  parity  in B ridgend  (R ock 2004a) to  9:1 in 
Barry, S outh  Wales (pers. obs.), w ith a  regional 
m e a n  o f  3 .3:1 (A p p e n d ix  1). In  t h e  B risto l 
C h a n n e l, F lat H o lm  is d o m in a te d  b y  Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls (Bailey 2001), b u t o n  Steep 
H o lm , H e rrin g  G u lls  are still m ore  co m m o n  
(A. J. Parsons pers. com m .).

P r io r  to  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  b o tu l i s m ,  guii 
colonies in  the SER w ere dom inated  b y  H erring 
G ulls, w ith  an e s tim a te d  to ta l p o p u la t io n  of 
over 9 ,000  p a irs  in  1975, c o m p a re d  w i th  c. 
4 ,5 0 0  p a i r s  o f  L e s s e r  B la c k -b a c k e d  G ulls 
(M udge 8c Ferns 1980). D eclines in H e rrin g  and 
Lesser B lack -backed  G ulls in  the  SER  during  
1975-80, as a re su lt o f  b o tu lism , w ere  66.9% 
and  29.9%  respectively (M udge 8c F erns 1980). 
S u b s e q u e n tly , H e r r in g  G u ii n u m b e rs  have 
recovered , b u t n o t y e t re a c h e d  p re -b o tu lism  
levels, w h ile  n u m b e rs  o f  L esser B lack-backs 
have risen sharply.
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Expanding urban guii populations 
Increases in Britain & Ireland
U rb a n -n e s tin g  by  g u lls  is n o w  w id e sp re a d ; 
S eab ird  2000  (S2000) fo u n d  31 ,044  p a irs  o f  
H erring  an d  Lesser B lack-backed Gulls (and  83 
pairs o f  G reat B lack-backed Gulls) nesting  on  
roo fto p s in  B rita in  8c I re lan d  (M itchell e t al. 
2004). Clearly, this is a conservative figure. For 
ex a m p le , th e  S2000 e s tim a te  fo r  W ales w as 
2,220 pairs, b u t  2004 counts (A ppendix 1 ) from  
ju s t  s e v e n  c o lo n ie s  in  S o u th  W ales a lo n e  
a m o u n te d  to  5 ,048  p a i rs ,  a n d  sev era l la rg e  
co lonies in  S o u th  W ales w ere n o t assessed in  
2004. Evidently, m any colonies were missed, o r 
no t surveyed, d u rin g  S2000, and  o f  those th a t 
were co u n ted , num bers were m ostly underesti­
mated.

If Raven & C oulson’s 1994 actual figures for 
ea ch  r e g io n  a re  a c c e p te d ,  a n d  a n in e - f o ld  
increase assum ed, th e n  the national popu la tion  
is c. 1 2 0 ,0 0 0  p a i r s .  If, h o w e v e r , R a v en  8c 
C o u lso n ’s corrected  figu res are trea ted  in  th e  
sam e way, th e n  th e  n a tio n a l p o p u la tio n  is c.
190,000 pairs  b reeding on  rooftops in B ritain  & 
Ire land . In  th e  SER, it is th e  co rrec ted  figure  
w hich p rov ides the m ore acceptable p ic ture o f  
the actual situation  (table 2). T he S2000 figure 
for the SER in 2002 was 5,769 pairs, com pared 
w ith m y estim ate o f  15,389 (table 1). Assum ing 
tha t a s im ila r  shortfall applies nationally, th e n  
th e  S 2000  f ig u re  o f  3 1 ,0 4 4  p a irs  o f  u r b a n -  
nesting gulls in Britain 8c Ireland should  be co r­
re c te d  to  8 2 ,825  p a irs  a n d , w ith  an  a n n u a l  
grow th rate  o f  24.7%  (as observed in the SER), 
to 128,794 pairs in 2004 (cf. table 2). No ad just­
m ent for u n d er-reco rd ing  has been m ade here, 
b u t this will be discussed later.

U n fo r tu n a te ly , few  a c c u ra te  a sse ssm en ts  
from  regions o ther th a n  th e  Severn Estuary are 
available. A to ta l o f  3,500 p a irs  was fo u n d  in  
A berdeen in  2002 (R. D uncan  pers. com m .), b u t 
only  154 AO Ns are listed in  S2000; while there 
w ere  887 p a irs  in  F elixstow e in 2004 (R ock  
2004e), th e  la tte r  colony hav in g  increased  by  
41.3%  since 2003. W hile th e  p o p u la tio n  es ti­
m ates an d  annua l increases discussed above are, 
o f  course, open  to  critical com m ent, this does 
n o t  d e t r a c t  f ro m  th e  fa c t th a t  th e  is su e  o f  
u rb an -n es tin g  gulls has becom e one o f national 
concern , w ith  an  increasingly high profile in the 
m edia.

Increases in Europe and elsewhere
B rita in  is n o t alone in  su p p o rtin g  u rb an  guii 
p opu la tions. It is believed th a t roof-nesting  by  
large gulls f irs t occu rred  in  B ulgaria betw een  
1890 an d  1893 (N ankinov 1992). As in Britain, 
m ajo r co lo n isa tio n  o f  u rb a n  env ironm en ts in  
F rance d id  n o t s ta r t u n til th e  1970s (C ad io u  
1997), a n d  th ro u g h o u t m u c h  o f  c o n tin e n ta l 
E urope roo f-nesting  was recorded  for th e  first 
tim e d u rin g  the  1980s, e.g. in  D enm ark (Lilleor 
2 0 0 0 ) a n d  I ta ly  (B e n u s s i e t al. 199 4 ). In  
Belgium , u rb a n  breeding was no t recorded un til 
1998 (François 2002).

R oof-nesting  now  extends along the w estern 
seaboard  o f  con tinen ta l E urope from  Trom so, 
n o r th e rn  N orw ay (M . H elberg pers. com m .), to 
Porto, n o r th e rn  Portugal (pers. obs.). All coastal 
co u n trie s  betw een  N orw ay an d  P o rtugal now  
s u p p o r t  ro o f-n e s tin g  p o p u la tio n s  o f vary in g  
sizes. To th e  east, roof-nesting  also occurs regu­
la r ly  in  m a n y  c o a s ta l c o u n t r ie s ,  in c lu d in g  
F in lan d  (A. L in d h o lm  p ers . co m m .), E sto n ia  

(K. R a ttis te  pers. co m m .), 
L atv ia  (V iksne  1989) a n d  
B ulgaria (N ankinov  1992), 
w h ile  C ro a t ia  s u p p o r ts  a 
few  p a i r s  o n  th e  I s t r ia n  
P e n in s u la  (J. K ra lj p e rs .  
c o m m .) .  U n ti l  re c e n tly , 
sm all n u m b e rs  b red  on  an  
a b a n d o n e d  f o r t r e s s  in  
Serbia 8c M ontenegro b u t it 
has n o w  b ee n  reo c c u p ie d  
by the m ilitary  (A. Zuljevic 
pers. com m .).

W i th in  a E u ro p e a n  
c o n te x t ,  th e re  a re  few  
rec en t n a tio n a l es tim ates , 
a n d  p o p u la t io n s  a re

Table 2. Seven regions in Britain & Ireland, as defined by Raven & C ou lso n
(1 9 9 7 ), w ith  actual cou n ts (1 9 9 4  actual) and e stim a te s (1 9 9 4  m ax), derived
using a co rre c tio n  factor  o f  1.48 is e e  tex t), from  th e  1994 survey.T he nine-

fold in crease ob served  in th e  Severn Estuary Region is applied to  b oth  colum ns
to  d erive  th e  estim ated  num ber o f  pairs breeding in each region in 2 00 4 .

Region 1994 1994 2 004 2 0 0 4
actual m ax estim ate estim a te  m ax

East B ritain 2,825 4,178 25,425 37 ,602

SE E ngland 1,620 2,396 14,580 2 1 ,564

SW E ng land 1,500 3,718 13,500 33 ,462

Severn E stuary 1,780 2,632 16,020 23 ,6 8 8

West B rita in 2,342 3,464 21 ,078 31 ,176

NE Scotland 3 ,233 4,781 2 9 ,097 43 ,029

Sub to tal B rita in 13,300 21,169 119,700 190,521

Ireland 154 228 1,386 2,052

Total B rita in  8c Ire lan d 13,454 21,397 121,086 192 ,573
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18 8 . In residential areas,gu lls w ill utilise the  
space available am on g  groups o f  chim ney  

p o ts  on  o ld er  h ou ses .

18 9 .  H erring Guii Larus argentatus n e s t  in a trailer 
park at F elixstow e, Suffolk, May 2 0 0 2 . Several urban 
c o lo n ies  have grou n d -n estin g  pairs, s o m e  o f  them  in 

public areas, and th e se  pairs are gen era lly  highly 
aggressive t o  passers-by.

believed to  be sm all in com parison  w ith those 
in  B ritain  & Ire land . France is believed to have a 
to ta l p o p u la tio n  o f  approxim ately  11,700 urban 
pairs (C adiou  e t al. 2004), an d  Spain has m ore 
th a n  50 u rb an  colonies, a lthough  n o  estimates 
o f  p o p u la tio n  size are availab le (M arti & Del 
M o r a l  2 0 0 3 ) .  A ll u r b a n  p o p u la t io n s  are, 
however, increasing. As in  B ritain, H erring  and 
L esser B la c k -b a c k e d  G ulls a re  th e  m o s t fre­
quen tly  reco rded  u rb an -n es tin g  gulls elsewhere 
in  E u ro p e . T h e re  a re , h o w ev er, sm a ll u rb a n  
p o p u la tio n s o f  G reat B lack-backed and  Yellow­
legged Gulls L. cachinnans o f b o th  th e  nom inate 
fo rm  and  L. c. michahellis, w hile C om m on Gulls 
L. canus  now  b re e d  regu larly  on  b u ild in g s  in 
N o rw a y  (N -H . L o re n tz e n  p e rs . co m m .)  and  
Sw eden (K. B e n g tsso n  pers. c o m m .) . F a rth e r 
afield, ‘A m erican  H errin g  G ulls’ L. a. smithsoni­
anus and  R ing-billed  Gulls L. delawarensis have 
b red  on  ro o ftops a ro u n d  the G reat Lakes, USA, 
since 1978, an d  in O n ta rio , C an ad a , since the 
ea rly  1970s (D w y er et al. 1996). S im ilarly , in  
B ritish  C o lu m b ia , C a n ad a , G lau co u s-w in g ed  
Gulls L. glaucescens have been recorded nesting 
o n  rooftops since 1986 (V erm eer 1992). In  Aus­
tralia, Silver Gulls L. novaehollandiae nest regu­
larly on  rooftops (Tem by 2000).

Preferred breeding sites 
T he vast m a jo rity  o f  u rb an -n estin g  gulls in  the 
SER (and  p robab ly  nationally) b reed  in in d u s­
t r i a l  a r e a s ,  w h e re  r o o f in g  is  f la t  o r g e n tly  
sloping, a n d  co rru g a ted  (pers. obs.). C om m er­
cia l a n d  r e s id e n t ia l  a reas  a re  a lso  co lo n ise d  
w h ere  ro o fs  a re  su ita b le . A sbesto s  ro o fin g  is 
p a r t ic u la r ly  fa v o u re d , e sp ec ia lly  w hen  it  has 
been  colonised by  lichens and th e n  successively 
by  m osses an d  o th e r  p lan ts, w hile ro o f sections 
jo in e d  w ith  b o lts  w h ich  p ro jec t up  to 40 m m  
above the ro o f su rface  provide secure anchorage 
fo r  n es ts . In  re c e n t years, p a r tic u la r ly  w here  
e s tab lish ed  co lo n ies  have ex p a n d ed , p ressed- 
s te e l ro o f in g  h a s  a lso  b e c o m e  in c re a s in g ly  
favoured . T he la tte r  was o rig ina lly  th o u g h t to 
be  u n su itab le  fo r gulls ow ing to  h igh  daytim e 
surface te m p era tu re s  an d  b e in g  slippery  w hen 
wet, b u t th is has p roved  n o t to b e  the case.

E x p a n s io n  in to  c o m m e r c ia l  d i s t r ic t s  in  
tow ns an d  cities has accom pan ied  th e  growing 
in d u s tr ia l  ro o f-n e s tin g  h ab it. H ere , bu ild ings 
are  ty p if ie d  by  la rg e , o f ten  f la t roofs, u sua lly  
su p p o rtin g  a ir-c o n d itio n in g  system s, ducting , 
stink  pipes, etc. an d  often  w ith  substan tia l p a ra ­
pets su rro u n d in g  th e  perim eter. Large roofs of
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190. D uring th e  ringing op eration , th e  nestlings remain calm in heavy c o tto n  bank bags.T he high parapets o f  this 
com m ercial r o o f  prevent nestlings from  jumping and make it an ideal s ite  for ringing. B risto l-schem e co lo u r  rings 

are large, alw ays on th e  right leg and sh ow  tw o  engraved le tters (latterly separated  by a co lo n ).T h ese  Lesser  
Black-backed Gulls Larus fuscus w ere  ringed in C heltenham  in July 2002 .

this n a tu re  can, especially w here d isturbance is 
low, su p p o rt m any breed ing  pairs in close prox­
im ity , w i th  B r i s to l ’s la rg e s t  su c h  c o lo n y  
exceeding 60 pairs. Breeding in residential areas 
in th e  SER is still u n co m m o n , m ainly because 
of a lack  o f  su itab le nesting  surfaces. In  Bath, 
how ever, ch im ney  stacks on  G eorg ian  houses 
are la rg e , so m e tim e s  w ith  up  to  12 ch im n ey  
pots. W ith  enough space betw een pots to locate 
nests, it is n o t unusual for th ree young p e r  pair 
to be reared  in  these situations (Rock 1995). In  
the G rangetow n, Riverside and  C anton  districts 
in C ardiff, w here housing  is m ostly  terraced, 83 
p a i rs  n e s te d  o n  r e s id e n t ia l  ro o fs  in  2 0 0 4 , 
am o u n tin g  to  2.7% o f the u rb an  population .

N e s t lo c a tio n s  in  u rb a n  s i tu a t io n s  o f te n  
re flec t th e  tw o  sp e c ie s ’ p re fe re n c e s  in  n o n -  
u rb a n  co lo n ies , w here  H e rrin g  G ulls te n d  to  
p refer rocky, cliff-like s itu a tio n s, w hile Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls tend  to prefer dunes o r  veg­
etated  areas (as on Steep H olm  and  Flat H olm , 
as m en tio n e d  earlier; these islands’ topography  
reflects th e ir  nam e). In u rb an  colonies, it  is n o t 
u n u su a l to  see H errin g  Gulls nesting  betw een  
ch im n ey  p o ts , o r in  com plex  ro o f  s tru c tu re s , 
and Lesser B lack-backed Gulls nesting  o n  flat,

o r slop ing , roofs. This is n o t always th e  case, 
how ever, an d  som e pairs o f  b o th  species will 
h id e  th e ir  n es ts  in  c ra m p e d  spaces be tw een  
bu ild ings an d  under, or even inside, industria l 
plant.

The Bristol schem e
C olour-ring ing  o f  u rban  gulls started  in Bristol 
in  1980. S ince 2001, o th e r  sites (B ath , C h e l­
tenham , W orcester, C ardiff and  Bridgend) have 
been inc luded  in this schem e to help us to  gain 
a better u nderstand ing  of recru itm en t patterns. 
In total, som e 5,000 H erring  and Lesser Black- 
backed G uii nestlings have been co lour-ringed  
u sing  la rge  (37 m m  h ig h ) , b rig h tly  co lou red  
p lastic rings show ing  a tw o-le tte r code. These 
co lour rings can be read at distances o f  u p  to 
500 m  using  a telescope. T he colours o f  Bristol- 
schem e rin g s  are  ch an g ed  annually , enab ling  
a ll b i r d s  to  b e  ag e d  b y  th e i r  c o h o r t  r in g  
(A ppendix  2).

T h ro u g h  resightings o f birds, colour-ringing 
allow s recovery  ra tes o f  over 70% , com pared  
w ith  3-5%  using m etal rings alone (Rock 1999), 
a n d  o v e r  3 0 ,0 0 0  p o s t - f le d g in g  r e c o rd s  o f  
B r is to l-s c h e m e  b ird s  h a v e  b e e n  g e n e ra te d .
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C o lo u r - r in g in g  is th u s  a p o w e r fu l  to o l for 
investigating th e  lives o f gulls, a n d  m any Bristol 
gulls have d o cu m en te d  life h is to r ie s  o f m ore 
th a n  50 events, w ith the  m o st frequen tly  seen 
b ir d  n o tc h in g  up  o ver 300 e v e n ts .  B ris to l-  
schem e gulls have provided m an y  data relevant 
to  th e  issue o f  u rb a n -n e s tin g  b y  large gulls, 
som e of w hich are sum m arised  below.
1. U rban  gulls rarely  rec ru it in to  tra d itio n a l 

co lon ies . Less th a n  1% o f  B ris to l- r in g e d  
gulls are know n to have rec ru ited  in to  non- 
urban colonies w hen old eno u g h  to  breed. It 
also appears tha t few birds fro m  traditional 
co lo n ies  r e c ru i t  in to  u r b a n  co lo n ies  any 
m ore. D u rin g  24 surveys a t v a rio u s u rb an  
colonies in the SER betw een 1995 and 2004, 
only 14 colour-ringed birds fro m  traditional 
co lon ies w ere observed . In  p a r tic u la r , the 
C ard iff surveys in  2003 an d  2004 revealed 
ju s t  th r e e  r in g e d  b ird s  f r o m  F la t H o lm  
breeding in  the city, despite th e  fact tha t Flat 
H o lm  is ju s t  13 km  d is ta n t an d  100 gulls 
have been colour-ringed the re  annually  since 
1989 (B. Bailey pers. com m .). A lthough the 
original recru its to  u rban  sites betw een the 
1940s an d  1970 ce rta in ly  o r ig in a te d  from  
trad itio n a l co lon ies, u rb a n  p o p u la tio n s  in 
the SER (an d  probably the  m a jo rity  o f urban 
populations in  Britain) appear to  be self-sus­
taining.

2. M easurem ents o f B risto l-schem e nestlings 
(h ea d  +  b i l l  le n g th , b ill d e p th  a n d  w ing  
le n g th )  h av e  b ee n  ta k en  s in c e  1992. T he 
1993 an d  1994 c o h o r ts  w e re  sexed using  
DNA sam ples  (G riffith s  1991) and , using 
m ultivariate analysis, a fo rm u la  was devised 
which w ould  enable all m easu red  birds to  be 
sexed (J. C obby pers. c o m m .). Some 3,000 
birds have been  sexed in  th is  way, and  this 
study has confirm ed th a t m a le  H erring and 
Lesser Black-backed Gulls typically  re tu rn  to 
their nata l colonies (and  o f te n  to  the same 
roof) while females disperse to  other urban 
colonies to  breed for the firs t tim e (R Rock 
unpubl.). B ristol-ringed b ird s now  breed in 
alm ost all o th e r u rb an  co lon ies w ith in  the 
SER (a n d  p o ss ib ly  b e y o n d ) , a n d  th e  vast 
m ajority  o f  these are females (pers. obs.).

3. In  c o lo n ie s  at o r  n e a r  c a r ry in g  capacity , 
im m a tu r e s  ( th o s e  s h o w in g  an y  b ro w n  
plum age) fin d  it d ifficult to  ob ta in  a te rr i­
to ry  (C ou lson  et al. 1982) a n d  are actively 
p rev e n ted  fro m  b ree d in g  b y  ad u lts  (pers.

obs.). W hen o p p o rtu n ities  do arise, however, 
such as d u ring  th e  Isle of May, Fife, post-cull 
p e r io d  (D u n c a n  1978), th e  p ercen tag e  of 
th ird - s u m m e r  b ird s  b reed in g  fo r th e  first 
tim e rises sharply. In the  SER, where space is 
p lentifu l an d  th e re  is no  serious com petition 
fo r  n e s t-s ite s ,  th ir d - s u m m e r  b ird s  breed 
c o m m o n ly  in  u rb a n  co lon ies (pers. obs.), 
a n d  a sm a ll n u m b e r  o f  s e c o n d -su m m e r  
b ird s also b reed . This suggests th a t m ost of 
these u rb an  colonies are p robably  well below 
carry ing  capacity. F irst-tim e breeders tend  to 
b e  less su c ce ssfu l th a n  m o re  experienced  
b ird s , p o ss ib ly  o w in g  to  c o m p e ti tio n  for 
nest-sites a n d  food , b u t th is appears n o t to 
be tru e  of th ird -su m m e r breeders in  Bristol 
(R Rock un p u b l. data).

4. D isrup tion  to  b reed ing  in u rb an  areas (such 
as dem olition  o f  breeding sites) forces gulls 
to  re lo c a te . S u c h  r e lo c a tio n s  are  p o o rly  
understood , b u t one key bu ild ing in  Bristol, 
su p p o rtin g  130 b reed ing  pairs, was dem ol­
ished in  1997. T h e  site supported  43 colour- 
ringed breeders, w hich enabled som e o f  the 
b irds’ p o s t-d em o litio n  w anderings to be fol­
low ed. O nly  five d isplaced birds were relo­
c a te d  b r e e d in g  o n  b u i ld in g s  in  the 
im m ed ia te  v ic in ity  (a lth o u g h  few suitable 
roofs were available). A fu rther 14 relocated 
to  o ther p arts  o f  Bristol, a t distances o f  1-6 
km  from  th e  o rig inal site. Six colour-ringed 
birds have n o t been  seen subsequently, while 
th e  re m a in in g  18 (42% ) w ere n ever seen 
again in  Bristol (though  they  were recorded 
elsewhere). In  2003, th e  first of these birds to 
b e  lo c a te d  a t a b re e d in g  c o lo n y  (a  m ale 
L esser B la c k -b a c k e d  G u ii)  w as fo u n d  in 
C h ip p en h a m , W iltsh ire , som e 32 k m  from 
Bristol (Rock 2003c). If  th is b ird  had  bred  in 
C h ip p e n h a m  in  1998, it w o u ld  have been 
on e  o f  the to w n ’s first colonists; it m ay be 
th a t  such  fo rc e d  re lo c a tio n s  c o n tr ib u te  to 
th e  estab lishm ent o f new  colonies.

5. P rio r to  th e  1940s, all B ritish Lesser Black- 
backed Gulls sp en t the  w inter in  Iberia  and 
N o rth  A frica a n d , even in  the early 1950s, 
few  w ere  r e c o r d e d  in  B r i ta in  in  w in te r  
(B arnes 1952). T he m o st recent estim ate of 
th e  w in te r in g  p o p u la t io n ,  in  1993 , was 
60,830 (B urton  e t al. 2003), bu t num bers are 
believed to have increased substantially  since 
th e n . B r is to l- r in g e d  L esser B lack-backed  
G ulls have b e e n  re c o rd e d  in  B rita in  each
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w in te r since 1986, although  it was n o t until 
th e  m id  1990s th a t  la rg e r  n u m b e rs  w ere 
observed. D uring  the w inters o f 2002/03 and 
2003/04, considerable extra effort was made 
to  locate B ristol-ringed Lesser Black-backed 
G u lls .  I t  is c le a r  th a t  a s ig n i f ic a n t  a n d  
increasing percentage o f  adults (estim ated at 
22% ) is e ith er re tu rn in g  extrem ely early or 
n o t m ig ra ting  at all and , from  p re lim in ary  
analyses, it appears th a t overw in tering  m ay 
be m ore  prevalent am ong u rb an  gulls (Rock 
in  p re p .) . Sm all num bez's o f  Lesser Black- 
b acked  G ulls are often seen on  rooftops in 
B ris to l in  w in te r, espec ia lly  on  fine days. 
T h ese  b ird s  are n o t p a rticu la rly  te rr ito r ia l 
b u t th e ir  presence nonetheless signals the ir 
c la im  to p referred  te rrito ries , and  they  can 
occupy  te rrito ries earlier in the season than  
m ig ran ts (pers. obs.).

In te rm itte n t breeding am ong several longer- 
lived species is know n to occur (e.g. W ooller 
et al. 1992), and  is well docum ented  am ong 
H e rrin g  an d  Lesser B lack-backed G ulls on  
th e  Isle o f  M ay (C allad ine & H arris 1997). 
T h e  factors involved m ay include food avail­
ab ility , b re e d in g  ex p e rien ce  an d  b ree d in g  
success in the p rev ious season. W ith u rban  
g u ii n u m b e rs  grow ing  exponentia lly , these 
fac to rs  w ou ld  be  expected  n o t to app ly  to  
u r b a n  b ree d e rs , yet in te rm itte n t  b ree d in g  
d o e s  a p p a re n tly  o ccu r in  B ristol. T h ere  is 
little  d irect evidence o f  experienced Bristol-

sc h e m e  gu lls re m a in in g  in  th e  w in te rin g  
areas, b u t som e birds do  appear to be in te r­
m itten t breeders. For exam ple, H erring Guii 
white2 SJ, having w intered  in Britain, was at 
G loucester landfill on 19th M arch 2003, at 
T am pere, F in land, on 16th-17th  M ay 2003, 
an d  back in Bristol on 1st July 2003. This is a 
m o s t in te res tin g  case, n o t  o n ly  because o f  
th e  b i r d ’s an o m alo u s m o v e m en t, b u t also 
because arriving back in  Bristol on 1st July, it 
was too  late to  attem p t breeding in  the 2003 
b reeding  season. It began breeding in  Bristol 
in  1995, b u t has n o t been  recorded in every 
seaso n  since and  is su sp ec ted  (along  w ith  
o th e r  in d iv id u a ls )  to  be an  in te r m it te n t  
breedei'.

The urban guii issue
T he perceived problem s associa ted  w ith  roof- 
nesting gulls are noise, mess and  aggression, in 
th a t order, as show n by th e  increasing levels of 
c o m p la in ts  to  local a u th o r i tie s  (S. H arw o o d  
pers. com m .). Guii d roppings can be costly to 
rem ove fro m  w indow s an d  m asonry, p a r tic u ­
larly  if  n o t rem oved  quickly, a n d  w ill p it car 
p a in tw o rk  if  n o t a t te n d e d  to  p ro m p tly . D is­
placem ent behaviour in an  u rb an  setting is no t 
confined to  grass pulling (T inbergen 1953), b u t 
m ay involve the destruc tion  o f  insulating m ate­
rial on  roofs, o r even lead flashing, while rain- 
w ashed nests create blockages in  gutters. Less 
tangible are the  indirect losses w hen gulls dom i­
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I 9 I & 1 9 2 . D isp lacem en t behaviour in to w n s  resu lts in dam age n o t  on ly  to  insulation m aterial but also to  
roofing felt and even lead flashing.This kind o f  damage is se en  com m on ly  on  many roo fto p s in urban co lo n ies and 
is so m e tim e s  ex ten siv e  (W orcester, April 2 0 0 3 ).All urban co lo n ies are liberally spattered w ith  guii droppings, w hich  

are strongly  alkaline. Large-scale cleaning o f  w in d ow s, m asonry and pavem ents can be co stly  (Bristol, July 2003).
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::

19 5 . Plastic o w ls are seen  com m on ly  in urban 
co lo n ies, the th e o r y  being that th e y  will d eter  

breeding gulls. Several com p anies are still 
recom m ending and selling th e se  item s (Bridgend, 

April 2003).

193  &  19 4 .  R oof-netting can 
b e effective in preventing large 
gulls from  nesting, but it is also 

e x tr e m e ly  ex p en sive  (the netting 
fo r  th e  ro o f sh ow n  in plate 193 

c o s t  £ 6 0 ,0 0 0 ). Furtherm ore, 
p reventing gulls from  breeding 

o n  a particular roof forces them 
t o  re lo ca te  and, although forced 

reloca tio n s are im perfectly  
u n d ersto o d , it  is clear th at some 

birds will m ove considerable  
d istan ces to  resum e breeding. 
N o te  that o n e  L esser Black- 

backed Guii Larus fuscus is 
trapped  inside, but w a s  

su b seq u en tly  freed (Bristol,June 
1999). M esh size is critical and, 

as can be se e n  in p late I 94 , birds may b eco m e  
trapped by th e ir  carpal jo ints, and probably take 

several days to  d ie. T h is situation  ic, unfortunately, all 
to o  co m m o n , and th e  nettin g  used  on th e  majority of 

roofs to  d e ter  gulls has clearly n o t  been  specifically 
d esigned  for this u se  (W orcester,A pril 2 004).

nate a tow n -  if  sh o p p e rs  an d  tourists actively 
avoid areas w here gulls are aggressive and  noisy.

It has long been  es tab lish ed  th a t guii drop­
p in g s affect w a te r  su p p lie s  (e.g. Jones et al. 
1977, G ou ld  & F letcher 1978) a n d  th a t  gulls 
m a y  b e  a g e n ts  f o r  t h e  t r a n s m i s s i o n  o f 
S a lm o n e lla  to  liv e s to c k  (e .g . C o u lso n  et a l 
1983). T hese f in d in g s  m ay  have encouraged  
so m e  o f  th e  p e s t c o n t ro l  ag en c ies  to  claim 
th a t  u rb a n  gu lls  a re  c a r r ie rs  o f  d ise ase , but 
the  facts are less clear. M o n ag h an  e t al. (1985) 
d e m o n s tra te d  th a t  Sa lm onella  ca rriag e  rates 
am o n g  H e rrin g  G ulls in  the  Clyde reg ion  of 
S c o tla n d  w ere  le ss  th a n  10%  a n d  th a t  the 
h ighest rates w ere fo u n d  in b ird s w hich  hab it­
ually  fed at sew age o u tfa lls . The s tu d y  con­
c lu d ed  th a t th e  p r o p o r t io n  o f  gulls carry ing 
sa lm o n e llae  a n d  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  sa lm onel­
losis in  th e  local h u m a n  p o p u la tio n  w ere pos­
itively  c o rre la te d , a n d  th a t  ca rria g e  ra te s  in 
gulls reflec ted  th e  level o f  c o n ta m in a tio n  in 
the  e n v iro n m en t. In  Sw eden, P alm gren  et a l
(2002) show ed th a t  Salm onella  carriage rates 
am o n g  B lack -headed  G ulls L. rid ibundus were 
2 .7%  a n d  a lso  th a t  c a r r ia g e  ra te s  reflec ted  
e n v i r o n m e n ta l  c o n t a m i n a t i o n .  I t  is m ore  
likely th a t h u m a n s  are in fec tin g  gulls, rather 
th a n  vice versa. In  b o th  s tu d ies , gulls carrying 
sa lm o n e lla e  a p p e a re d  n o t  to  be a ffec ted  by 
th e  b ac te riu m . F u rth e rm o re , G irdw ood  et a l 
(1 9 8 5 ) e s ta b l is h e d  th a t  c a r r ia g e  la s te d  2-4 
days; th e re fo re  the  chances o f  co n tra c tin g  sal­
m one llo sis , o r o th e r  d iseases, from  gulls are, 
in  reality, ex trem ely  low.
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Guii control m easures 
Non-lethal m ethods
The pest con tro l in d u stry  provides a wide range 
of e q u ip m e n t an d  services for c o u n te ra c tin g  
p e rc e iv e d  th re a ts  a n d  n u isa n c e  fro m  u rb a n  
gulls. N one o f  these techn iques is particu larly  
effective, however, and  som e are patently  lu d i­
c ro u s ; fo r  ex a m p le , th o se  la rge  p lastic  ow ls 
w hich  o ften  a d o rn  the  roo fto p s in all b u t th e  
sm a lle s t co lo n ie s , o r  h e liu m -f i lle d  b a llo o n s  
show ing  ro u n d e ls  p u rp o rtin g  to replicate th e  
eye o f  a G reat B lack-backed  Guii! T ensioned  
w ires , w av in g  w ires , sp ik e s  a n d  o th e r  fixed  
eq u ip m en t are designed to  prevent birds from  
la n d in g  o n  ro o fs . T hese  te c h n iq u e s  m ay be 
effective in  d e te rr in g  Feral P igeons Colum ba  
livia, b u t  have been  ad a p te d  for gulls by pest 
con tro l com panies w ith o u t m uch  thought, a n d  
m ost are sim ply ignored by the  gulls.

A t a irp o rts  and, to a lesser extent, at landfills, 
d istress calls and  lo u d  noises (in  co n ju n c tio n  
w ith  o th e r  m ethods) are effective in deterring  
gulls (e.g. Baxter 2000, Civil Aviation A uthority  
2002). In  residential areas, these m ethods are, at 
best, ineffective an d  often generate further com ­
plain ts from  residents abou t the extra noise (M . 
Gillies, W orcester C ity C ouncil, pers. com m .). 
D istress calls do create m ayhem  am ong gulls 
w hen first em ployed, b u t the birds soon h ab it­
uate (pers. obs.). A typical p roblem  is tha t far- 
to o -frequen tly  copied tapes sim ply produce an 
unrecogn isab le  cacophony, o r th a t static p o si­
tio n in g  o f  speakers enables gulls to get used to  
even th e  best recordings. Even where best p rac ­
tice is follow ed, using h igh -quality  recordings, 
varying the speaker positions and changing the 
frequency an d  d u ra tio n  o f  broadcasts, gulls still 
learn  quickly to ignore w hat is, in effect, no real 
th re a t. N ests located  nex t to  speakers are n o t 
unco m m o n .

T h e  u se  o f  t r a i n e d  fa lc o n s , a n d  o th e r  
ra p to r s ,  has b ee n  c la im ed  to  be  effective in  
reducing  o r rem oving breeding gulls from  p a r ­
tic u la r  u rb a n  areas. In d ep e n d en t evidence for 
such claim s suggests otherw ise. The assum ption 
th a t th e  gulls’ fear o f  large falcons will result in  
b re e d in g  a t te m p ts  b e in g  a b a n d o n e d  m ay be 
tru e  for som e pairs, b u t aggressive behaviour by 
c o lo n ia l-b re e d in g  H errin g  an d  Lesser Black- 
backed Gulls can be overw helm ing. Away from  
breed ing  sites, the use o f falcons at G loucester 
land fill d u rin g  th e  sp rin g  o f  2004 was h ighly  
effective in d e terrin g  gulls from  feeding (Rock 
20 0 4 d ). O n  at leas t tw o o ccasions, how ever,

fa lc o n s  w e re  a t ta c k e d ,  b r o u g h t  d o w n  a n d  
in ju red  by Lesser B lack-backed Gulls. Aggres­
sion o f this severity is unusual at feeding locali­
tie s (p ers . obs.) b u t,  in th is  case, the  closest 
b reeding  roofs were less th a n  500 m  from  the 
landfill site.

R o o f-n e tt in g  ( th e  m o s t expensive o p tio n  
available) can prevent gulls nesting on  a partic­
u la r ro o f, i f  it is well d es ig n ed  an d  co rrec tly  
installed. If the netting  chosen is inappropriate, 
o r installed incorrectly, however, it can result in 
dea ths. For exam ple, a n e tte d  ro o f  in C ard iff 
was found  to  hold  13 dead gulls, a lthough five 
nests were active, either u n d er o r on  top o f  the 
sam e ne tting  (Rock 2004c). The m ost com m on 
p rob lem  w ith  netting  is th a t the m esh size has 
n o t been  adap ted  to suit gulls, w hich can lead to 
b irds becom ing  trapped  by th e ir  carpal jo in ts  
and  unab le  to  escape. R oof-netting  is typically 
o u t o f  sigh t a n d  gulls ca u g h t in it face a lin ­
g erin g  d ea th  over several days. F u rth e rm o re , 
ro o f-n e ttin g  forces gulls to  relocate , an d  this 
m ay exacerbate existing problem s, o r create new 
ones, elsew here. T he use o f  ro o f-n e ttin g  does 
n o t requ ire a  licence and appears to be unregu­
lated , an d  th is  s itu a tio n  needs u rg en t review. 
M ore generally, the re  is little or no regulation  
w ith in  the pest contro l in d u stry  as a whole, and 
the  necessary equipm ent can be purchased from  
s u p p lie r s  w ith  l i t t le  d if f ic u lty  a n d  w ith  no  
understan d in g  o f  the problem s involved, in  p a r­
ticu lar those  relating to an im al welfare.

Lethal deterrents
The use o f  po isons to  kill b irds has long been 
ille g a l. U n t i l  re c e n tly , th e  s tu p e fy in g  b a i t  
Seconal (in  com bination  w ith  A lphachloralose) 
could  be used un d er licence to  contro l gulls. In 
N o rth  Yorkshire, betw een 1978 an d  1990, s tu ­
p e f y in g  b a i ts  w ere  u s e d  in  S c a r b o r o u g h ,  
W h itb y  a n d  S ta ithes an d  p o p u la tio n s  fell by 
65%  (T. Fenter, Scarborough Council, in litt.). 
F o u r  f u r th e r  lic en c e  a p p l ic a t io n s  m a d e  in  
1994-97 w ere refused, largely owing to  a deter­
m in e d  a n d  a r tic u la te  lo b b y  p ressu ris in g  th e  
council. Since 2002, however, the use of Seconal 
fo r th is  p u rp o se  has been w ithdraw n. If the law 
sh o u ld  ever be  revised , s im ila r lobby  g roups 
w o u ld  doub tless be fo rm ed  quickly, since the  
p o te n tia l  d an g e rs  to  h u m a n  h ea lth  o f  u sing  
po isons in  an  u rb an  setting (if, for exam ple, a 
m o rib u n d  guii was picked up) are all too  clear. 
Som e councils (e.g. G loucester and Bath) have 
a lre ad y  d ec la re d  th a t  le th a l m e th o d s  w ith in
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the ir areas are o u t o f  the question .
A p art from  isolated inc iden ts  involving air 

rifles, it is know n th a t con tracted  shoo ting  has 
taken place at som e u rb an  colonies w ith , on  at 
le a s t  o n e  o c c a s io n , m o re  th a n  1 ,0 0 0  g u lls  
c laim ed to  have been culled (a lth o u g h  details 
are curiously  hard  to  confirm ). D ealing w ith a 
large colony (com prised  o f  b reed ing  an d  n o n ­
b reed ing  birds) by sh oo ting  w ould  req u ire  an 
arm y o f  m arksm en, an d  th e  risks o f dam age to 
p ro p e r ty ,  o r  even  h u m a n  life , in  an  u rb a n  
environm ent is generally agreed to  be  p roh ib i­
tive. It is ex traord inary  th a t som e pest contro l 
agencies are still advocating shooting.

Egg-oiling
P erhaps the  m ost effective m eans o f  m anage­
m en t involves egg-oiling. Large gulls are partic­
u la r ly  n o is y  a n d  a g g re ss iv e  d u r in g  ch ic k -  
rearing, and  the vast m ajority  o f  com plain ts to 
local au th o ritie s  arrive a fte r ch icks h a tch  (S. 
H a rw o o d  pers. co m m .). D u rin g  in c u b a tio n , 
however, u rban  gulls are d istinctly  qu ie ter and 
often ra the r secretive (pers. obs.). In  situations 
w here roof-nesting  gulls create persisten t p rob ­
lem s, egg-o iling  ap p ears  to  h e lp  n o t  o n ly  by 
preventing  eggs from  hatching, b u t also in  p ro ­
longing incubation  slightly before th e  breeding 
a t te m p t  is a b a n d o n e d , w h ile  th e  n o ise  an d  
ag g ressio n  assoc ia ted  w ith  c h ic k -re a r in g  are 
avoided.

In  Brest, France, large-scale egg sterilisation, 
o f betw een  800 and  2,000 eggs per year, had  an 
im m ed ia te  effect, sign ifican tly  red u c in g  noise 
p o llu tio n  in  certain  parts o f  the  to w n  (Cadiou 
et al. 2003). In  the  ten  years since th e  process 
began, these areas have also seen a 75%  reduc­
tio n  in  th e  n u m b er o f  b reed ing  pairs . U nsuc­
cessful pairs appear to  have occupied o ther sites 
in th e  tow n, however, an d  the overall p o p u la­
tion  has n o t declined (B. C adiou pers. com m .), 
an d  it  is n o t k n o w n  how  m any  o f  th ese  d is­
placed pairs have con tribu ted  to  swelling p o p u ­
lations elsewhere in  Brittany. N onetheless, while 
th e  u r b a n  guii p o p u la t io n  o f  B res t d id  n o t 
decline, it has n o t m ain ta ined  the  expected 15% 
p e r a n n u m  ra te  o f  in c rease  (B. C a d io u  pers. 
com m .).

A t p resen t, egg-oiling  is th o u g h t to  be the 
best w ay forw ard by  those w ho have espoused 
it. It requires long-term  com m itm ent, however, 
and is n o t cheap; in  Brest, the  p rog ram m e costs 
a r o u n d  £30 ,000  p e r  year, o r a p p ro x im a te ly  
£12.50 per egg (C adiou et al. 2003).

Predicting future population trends 
Existing u rb a n  colonies are  now here  near their 
m ax im u m  carry ing  capacity  an d  m any suitable 
ro o fs  w ith in  ev en  th e  la rg e s t  have yet to  be 
colonised. T hose tow ns a n d  cities w hich, so far, 
have n o t b e e n  c o lo n ise d  p re s e n t  even m ore 
opp o rtu n ities , an d  it seem s un likely  tha t future 
p o p u la tio n s w ill be lim ited  by  h ab ita t shortage, 
at least fo r the foreseeable fu tu re . Given th a t  the 
m ean  annual g ro w th  rate o f  u rb a n  guii popu la­
tions in th e  SER has been 24 .7%  du ring  th e  past 
decade , a n d  th a t  th e  p o p u la tio n  in  2004 was 
e s tim a te d  to b e  a p p ro x im a te ly  24,000 pairs, 
n u m b e rs  c o u ld  re a c h  2 1 8 ,0 0 0  p a irs  by  2014. 
E x tr a p o la t in g  th e  sa m e  lo g ic ,  a n d  r a te s  o f  
grow th, to  the n a tio n a l s itu a tio n , it is possible 
to p red ic t a n a tional u rb an -n es tin g  guii popula­
tio n  o f  m o re  th a n  on e  m il l io n  p a irs  b y  2014 
(based on the figures in tab le  2).

W hat seem s clear is th a t som e tru ly  massive 
u rb a n  guii colonies will develop , an d  th a t many 
new  o n es  w ill b e c o m e  e s ta b l is h e d . T h e  key 
question is w hether o r n o t sufficien t food sup­
plies will be available to su s ta in  such p henom ­
e n a l a n n u a l g r o w th  ra te s  o f  2 0 -2 5 % ; b u t  it 
se e m s  lik e ly  th a t  th e y  w ill .  A t p r e s e n t ,  the 
g ro w th  ra tes reflec t m o re  th a n  adequate  food 
availability  d u rin g  th e  last te n  years (an d  may 
also be a m ajo r co n trib u to ry  fac to r in  overw in­
te r in g  by  L esser B la c k -b a c k e d  G u lls ) . Such 
leve ls  o f  in c re a se  w ill n o t  b e  m a in ta in e d  if  
dem and  fo r food  exceeds su p p ly  in th e  n ex t ten 
years. W ith  b o th  b reed in g  success an d  survival 
ra te s  h av in g  b e e n  h ig h  d u r in g  th e  la s t four 
years, however, and  assum ing  th a t first breeding 
generally  o ccu rs  a t fo u r years old, p opu la tion  
g ro w th  ra te s  s h o u ld  n o t c h a n g e  s ign ifican tly  
before 2009, since th e  nex t fo u r  generations are 
already in  the p o p u la tio n  an d  heading  towards 
m a tu r i ty .  W ith  n o  r e a s o n  to  s u p p o s e  th a t 
breeding success will alter d rastica lly  in th e  next 
fo u r  years, a n n u a l g ro w th  ra te s  a re  lik e ly  to 
rem ain  sim ilar to  th o se  c u rre n tly  observed  for 
the next decade, unless lim its  on  food  supplies 
are en coun te red .

Feeding requirements
I t  h a s  o f te n  b e e n  su g g e s te d  th a t  g u lls  have 
m oved  in to  tow ns a n d  cities because the re  is so 
m uch  litter on the  streets, w ith  d iscarded  take­
aw ay m ea ls  in  p a r t i c u la r  p r o v id in g  a n  easy 
living. B ut w hile  fo o d  o f  th is  n a tu re  is readily 
available, it te n d s  to  a p p e a r  sp o rad ica lly , and 
m o stly  a t w eekends. Its s ig n ifican ce  is, th e re ­
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fore, believed to be  low. G ulls are o p p o rtu n is tic  
feeders and  can  be fo u n d  forag ing  in  tow ns and  
s u b u r b s ,  b o th  d u r in g  th e  d ay  a n d  a t n ig h t. 
O p p o rtu n is tic  feed ing  is believed  to  be a se n ­
sible stra tegy  for iden tify ing  all p o ten tia l (and  
d e p e n d a b le )  fo o d  r e s o u rc e s  in  th e i r  h o m e  
ra n g e . T h e  v as t m a jo r i ty  o f  u rb a n -b re e d in g  
gulls, how ever, m ove o u t o f tow ns to  forage and 
som e m ove considerab le  d istances (pers. obs.).

S paans ( 1971 ) p ro p o sed  th a t captive H erring  
G u lls  r e q u i r e  1 0 0 -2 0 0  g o f  f o o d  p e r  day , 
d ep e n d in g  u p o n  th e  quality, in o rd e r  to m a in ­
ta in  th e ir  b o d y  w e ig h t. D iffe re n t in d iv id u a ls  
(especia lly  w ild  b ird s ) , re q u ire  d iffe ren t daily 
qu an titie s  o f  food d ep en d in g  up o n  the ir co n d i­
tio n  a n d  en e rg y  e x p e n d itu re . B ax te r & Flack
(2 0 0 3 )  fo u n d  th a t  w ild  B la c k -h e a d e d  G ulls 
could  survive on a daily  food in take o f 43 g (or 
app rox im ate ly  15% o f  body w eight). Using this 
in f o r m a t io n ,  a n d  ta k in g  90 0  g as th e  m e a n  
w eigh t o f  a H e rrin g  Guii (C ra m p  & S im m ons 
1983), then  th e  m in im u m  d aily  re q u ire m e n t 
per b ird  w ould  be a b o u t 135 g.

G lo u c e s te r  la n d f i l l  a c c e p ts  a r o u n d  1,000 
to n n e s  o f o rgan ic waste daily (G. Ricketts, Cory 
E n v iro n m e n ta l, in  litt.) . W aste co m p a c tio n  is 
c o n t i n u o u s  t h r o u g h o u t  th e  d a y  a n d  it is

believed th a t foraging gulls, despite their speed 
a n d  d a r in g ,  w ill b e  p r e v e n te d  f ro m  ta k in g  
advantage of m uch  o f  the food po ten tia lly  avail­
able. N onetheless, even if gulls were capable of 
re triev ing  1% o f organic w aste (c. 10 tonnes), 
th is w o u ld  be en o u g h  to  su p p o rt over 70,000 
birds w ith  a daily req u irem en t o f  140 g. Baxter 
8c Flack (2003) estab lished  th a t B lack-headed 
G ulls  w ere  ab le  to  fu lfil th e i r  d a ily  fee d in g  
requ irem ents at landfills in  only  20 m inutes.

G uii co u n ts  at G loucester landfill vary sea­
sonally, rang ing  betw een 2,000 an d  10,000 birds 
(J. Sanders pers. com m .). O f course, spo t counts 
do  n o t reveal the  actual n u m b e rs  u tilising  the 
s ite  d a ily ; a t G lo u c e s te r  la n d f i l l ,  th e  to ta l  
n u m ber o f  birds using the  site is th o u g h t to  be 
a t le as t th re e  tim es  h ig h e r  th a n  sp o t co u n ts  
s u g g e s t  ( p e r s .  o b s .) .  D u r in g  th e  b r e e d in g  
season, spo t counts at G loucester landfill range 
b e tw e e n  3 ,0 0 0  a n d  5 ,0 0 0  b ird s .  Even if, in  
reality, 15,000 birds are using th e  site daily, the 
po ten tia l exists for at least fou r tim es as m any 
birds to  fulfil the ir daily requ irem en ts here. This 
suggests th a t landfills a lo n e  co u ld  su p p o r t at 
least a q u ad ru p lin g  o f  th e  p resen t p o p u la tio n  
(and  th is assum es th a t gulls are taking just 1% 
o f the organic waste dum ped).

196, G lo u c e s te r  landfill is th e  m o s t  im portan t landfill in th e  Severn Estuary Region w ith  cou n ts frequently as 
high as 10 ,0 0 0  large gulls. W ork in g  a t landfills n ecessita te s high-visibility clothing, a hard hat and safety b o o ts , 

to g e th e r  w ith  an a w a ren ess  o f  v eh ic le  m o v em en ts, as well as th e  n ecessa ry  orn ithological skills.This photograph  
sh o w s John Sanders, perhaps th e  m o st prolific ring-reader in Britain, hard a t w o rk  in March 200 4 .
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Are landfills essential to urban gulls?
A lthough landfills have lo n g  been  know n to be 
fo o d  sources fo r  b re e d in g  a n d  m ig ra n t gulls 
(C ram p & Sim m ons 1983), th e ir  im portance to 
breeding gulls has been  questioned . Bêlant et al. 
(1 9 9 3 ) c o n s id e re d  th e m  to  b e  o f  m in im a l 
benefit w here a lte rna tive , h ig h e r-q u a lity  food 
(e.g. fish) was available. Conversely, Bertellotti 
& Yorio (1999) su g g e s ted  th a t ,  a lth o u g h  the  
c o n s u m p tio n  o f  g a r b a g e  b y  K elp  G u lls  L. 
dom inicanus  d iffe red  s ig n ific a n tly  in various 
locations, a h igher p ro p o rtio n  appeared  in  the 
diets o f gulls nesting  closer to landfills. Sibly & 
M c C le e ry  (1 9 8 3 ) d e m o n s t r a te d  th a t ,  w h en  
deprived o f access to landfills, H erring  Gulls did 
n o t breed at W alney Island , C um bria . Following 
th e  c losure  o f  a la n d f i ll  in  B rittan y , F rance, 
breeding success in  th e  local H errin g  Guii p o p ­
u la tion  fell by 61% an d  th e  n u m b e r o f  breeding 
p a irs  fell by 11 .5% , a l th o u g h  th e re  w as no  
decrease in  a d u l t  s u rv iv a l  ra te s  (P o n s 1992; 
Pons & M igot 1995).

Landfill closures in  th e  o ld  co u n ty  o f  Avon 
(sev e n  s in c e  1980) d o  n o t  a p p e a r  to  have  
affected the breeding  guii p o p u la tio n  in Bristol, 
w h ich  in c re ase d  f ro m  c. 100 p a irs  to a lm ost
2,000 pairs in  th e  sam e perio d , although  growth 
rates may have been h ig h e r if  those landfills had 
rem ained  open. Clearly, B ristol gulls are highly 
m obile w hen foraging, a n d  th e ir  know ledge o f 
feeding opportun ities w ith in  a radius of approx­
im ately  100 k m  is considerab le  (Rock 2004d). 
M ovem ents betw een landfills as far apart as 85 
k m  are m ore freq u en t th a n  was suspected and 
b ird s  m ay a lte rn a te  b e tw e e n  land fills  on  dif­
ferent days and , som etim es, on the  same day (J. 
Sanders, M. Coller an d  P. S tew art pers. comm.).

In  stark con trast to  th e  s ituation  in  Britain, 
the re  are several landfills (w ith  no  avian deter­
rents) in  Portugal w hich  accept large quantities 
o f  household organic w aste, located near im por­
ta n t guii m igration  staging and  w intering areas, 
b u t which do n o t su p p o rt gulls. Three o f these 
sites, in  th e  p rov inces o f  D o u ro  L itoral, Beira 
L ito ra l an d  A lgarve, h av e  b e e n  v isited  by  the 
au tho r at tim es w hen n u m b ers  o f  Lesser Black- 
backed Gulls w ith in  10 k m  have exceeded the 
RAMSAR 1% level o f  5 ,300 (D elaney  8c Scott 
2002), and  num bers o f  Yellow-legged Gulls were 
also high (pers. obs.). T hese particu lar landfills 
have been positively re jected  as feeding sites; for 
example, the landfill a t V üa Nova de Gaia (Sul- 
douro) is w ith in  7 k m  o f  P o rtu g a l’s m ost im por­
ta n t fishing p o rt, at M atosinhos, an d  just 3 km

fro m  th e  m assiv e  lo w - tid e  ro o s t  a t A furada, 
w h ich  can  h o ld  u p  to  2 5 ,0 0 0  gulls. Clearly, if 
som e o f these P o rtuguese  landfills do n o t hold 
an y  a t t r a c t io n  fo r  g u lls , u n d e r s ta n d in g  the 
reasons w o u ld  u n d o u b te d ly  have considerable 
im p lic a tio n s  fo r  B r itish  la n d fills , an d  m ight 
p resen t a sensible an d  sensitive  so lu tion  to  the 
problem s faced by B ritish landfills. In a climate 
o f care fo r o u r w ild  b irds, ben ig n  m anagem ent 
w ou ld  appear to  be  p referab le  to  m ore aggres­
sive m ethods o f  control.

In  conclusion, it  seem s likely th a t food  sup­
plies in B rita in  are likely to  rem a in  adequate for 
the foreseeable fu tu re  a n d  th a t  an n u a l growth 
rates will n o t change significantly . If, however, 
c ircum stances w ere  to  c h a n g e  d ram atically  in 
the next ten  years, the  p ro jec ted  figures for the 
p red ic ted  increase w o u ld  req u ire  revision. Even 
if  g row th  rates w ere reduced  b y  50% , we would 
still be left w ith  a p o p u la tio n  o f over 500,000 
pairs o f u rb a n  gulls (still e n o u g h  to  see urban 
g u lls  o u tn u m b e r in g  t h o s e  a t t r a d i t io n a l  
colonies by  at least 2:1). W h a tev er th e  scenario, 
it is clear th a t w ith o u t research  we will n o t even 
beg in  to be  ab le to  m a n ag e  th e  issue o f  roof- 
nesting  gulls in  B rita in .

The necessity for further research  
W hile we know  a great dea l a b o u t the  biology of 
H erring  an d  Lesser B lack-backed  Gulls, almost 
all o f  th is  in fo rm a tio n  h a s  b e e n  derived  from 
stud ies a t tra d itio n a l co lo n ies , an d  sheds little 
light on th e  issue o f  ro o f-n estin g . T here are few 
re le v a n t a n d  c u r r e n t  p u b l i s h e d  s tu d ie s  dis­
c u s s in g  th e  e c o lo g y  o f  u r b a n  g u lls ,  and 
addressing th is is an  u rg en t p rio rity .

T his p ap e r p ro p o ses m u c h  la rger estim ates 
for regional a n d  n a tio n a l p o p u la tio n s  o f  urban- 
nesting  gulls th a n  w ere p rev io u sly  th o u g h t pos­
sible. It is qu ite  clear th a t u rb a n  gulls are easily 
ob ta in ing  sufficient food  in  o rd e r  to  be able to 
b re e d  su c ce ss fu lly  a n d  a l th o u g h  it  has been 
show n th a t landfills do p lay  a n  im p o rta n t role, 
th e re  are o b v io u s ly  m a n y  o th e r  fo o d  sources 
w h ich  gulls take ad v a n ta g e  o f. Precise knowl­
edge o f th e  feeding reg im es a n d  h o m e ranges of 
u r b a n  gu lls , in  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  fo o d -ty p e  
an a ly sis , is e s s e n tia l  i f  w e  a re  to  a rr iv e  at a 
secure u n d erstan d in g .

B ristol (w ith  25 years o f  observa tion) is the 
m o s t-s tu d ie d  u r b a n  co lo n y  in  th e  w o rld  and 
h as  th e  h ig h e s t  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  in d iv id u a lly  
m a rk e d  b ir d s  w i th in  i t s  p o p u la t io n .  O ther 
u rb a n  colonies in  th e  SER also have m any  indi­
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19 7 . Be w a rn ed  -  roof-n estin g  is n o t confined t o  buildings! This L esser Black-backed Guii Larus fuscus nest, in 
G lo u c e s te r  in May 200 4 , w as con stru cted  b e tw e e n  7 .0 0  and 9 .0 0  am, and by 10.00 am contained  o n e  egg.

vidually  m a rk e d  b ird s  (m ostly  B risto l-ringed) 
in the ir p o p u la tio n s . This is the obvious p o p u ­
lation fo r fu rth e r  research because the n u m b e r 
o f m a rk e d  b ird s  (an d  th e ir  life h isto ries) w ill 
c o n trib u te  im m en se ly  to  an  u n d ers ta n d in g  o f  
how u rb a n  gulls fu n c tio n  on  a daily  and  se a ­
sonal basis. P ro p e r research is the  only way to  
develop  se n s ib le  m a n a g e m e n t stra teg ies, a n d  
until we u n d e rs ta n d  the ecology o f u rban  gulls 
m o re  fu lly , p u s h in g  a h e a d  w ith  c o n c e r te d  
contro l m easures appears to  be prem ature.
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Urban gulls: p rob lem s and so lu tio ns

A p p en d ix  I . D etails o f  th e  num ber o f  H erring Larus argen ta tu s  and L esser Black-backed Gulls L fuscus 
breeding at 2 2  o f  c. 60  urban co lon ies in th e  Severn Estuary R egion in 2 0 0 4  (^ d en otes 2003  cou n t).

C olony No. pairs LB H G C olony No. pairs LB H G

M elksham 39 33 6 C heltenham 151* 124 27
C hippenham 50 41 9 A vonm outh 320 192 128
H ereford 50 49 1 W orcester 342 295 47
M aesteg 52 37 15 B arry 400 360 40
C hepstow 60 11 49 Bath 536 363 173
Devizes 73 60 13 B ridgend 554 274 280
A berthaw 79 10 69 N ew port 800 600 200
W estbury 84 60 24 Q uedgeley 1,000+ 820 180
Sw indon 87 65 22 Bristol 1,933 1,329 604
Yate 100 84 16 G loucester 1,996 1,663 333
Trow bridge 148 125 23 C ard iff 3,103 2,594 509

Totals 11,957+ 9,189 2,768

A p p en d ix  2. D etails o f  co lo u r  rings used on  nestling H erring Larus argentatus and L esser Black-backed Gulls 
L fuscus in Bristol (and e lsew h ere) since 19 8 0 . N estlin gs have a lso  b een  colour-ringed in Bath sin ce  2 0 0 1, in 

C h elten ham  since 200 2 , and in W orcester , Cardiff and Bridgend sin ce  2003 . B risto l-schem e co lou r rings 
are 3 7  mm tali and always on  th e  right leg (m etal ring o n  left leg).T hey  sh o w  tw o  engraved letters, 

latterly with a co lo n  b etw een  letters. P lease send  any sightings o f  colour-ringed birds to:
P eter  Rock, 7  Parkside A v e n u e ,W in te r b o u r n i Bristol BS36 I LU; e-mail: p ete .rock @ b lu eyon d er.co .u k

Year Ring L etter Note
colour co lour

1980 yellow black -

1981 orange black -
1982 white black -

1983 sky blue black -

1984 green w hite -

1985 m auve w hite -

1986 black white -

1987 red w hite -

1988 pale green black -

1989 m id blue w hite -

1990 brow n white -  -

1991 orange w hite -

1992 white red -

1993 yellow black -

1994 black yellow -

1995 orange black -

1996 green white -

1997 white blue -

1998 dark  blue w hite -

1999 red w hite Stop . betw een letters
2000 orange green C olon : betw een letters

2001 yellow black C olon : betw een letters

2002 pale green black C olon : betw een letters

2003 white green C olon : betw een letters

2004 blue orange C olon : betw een letters
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