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A. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1. Background 
 
 
The ranges and numbers of many gull species around the world increased strongly during the 
second half of the twentieth century. This is particularly true for the North Sea, where the 
most numerous species � Common Gull Larus canus, Herring gull Larus argentatus and 
Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus � all have increased considerably in the past 50 y ears 
(Belant, 1997; Seys et al., 1998; Spaans 1998, Garthe et al., 1999; Bijlsma et al., 2001; 
Kubetzki & Garthe, 2003).  These increases have been attributed generally to protection from 
human disturbance, reduction in environmental contaminants, the ability of gulls to adapt to 
human-altered environments and the availability of anthropogenic food. Food availability has 
been increased by the supply of discards and offal from fisheries and possibly also by the 
overfishing of large predatory fish, resulting in an increase of smaller species. Additional food 
has been made available at refuse tips in both coastal and inland areas (Kubetzki & Garthe, 
2003). Food supply plays an important role in animal population dynamics, being a major 
factor limiting reproductive success and survival, and in seabirds in particular, evidence 
indicates that food availability acts as a proximate factor on breeding population size and can 
ultimately limit the overall population size (Pons & Migot, 1995; Kim & Monaghan, 2006). 
Therefore, the opportunism and generalist feeding behaviour of gulls largely account for the 
success of these species.   
 
More specifically the breeding numbers of Herring Gull increased exponentially during the 
second half of the twentieth century (Camphuysen, 1995; Garthe, 1997; Bijlsma et al., 2001; 
Schwemmer & Garthe, 2005), e.g. in Belgium from one pair in 1960 to 1703 pairs in 2001. 
Even more spectacular was the increase in the number of breeding Lesser Black-backed Gulls 
from one pair in 1985 to 2863 pairs in 2001. In the case of the Lesser Black-backed Gull these 
numbers signify nothing less than a spectacular growth of an average 99,3 % per year since 
1992. The rapid increase of the Belgian breeding populations of both species seems to be 
primarily the result of the occupation of new nesting habitat in the harbour of Zeebrugge. At 
first due to immigrants from foreign colonies and later on due to own recruits as a result of a 
high reproductive output in an ideal food situation in Zeebrugge, numbers of nesting gulls 
there kept on increasing until a peak was reached in 2004-2006 (Stienen et al., 2002; Stienen 
& Devos in Vermeersch et al., 2004). However, during the past decade the increase of larger 
gulls have halted and numbers of Herring Gull even strongly decreased by more than 40% in 
many European countries.    
 
Increasing gull abundance and an increasing tendency of gulls to breed in urban areas, has 
resulted in numerous conflicts with people. For example, gulls cause damage to buildings 
from nesting material and defecation. Although roof-nesting by gulls has occurred for about 
100 years, widespread use of roofs and other urban areas by gulls has occurred only recently 
(Belant, 1997; Spaans, 1998; Cadiou et al. 2004; Rock, 2005). Gulls nesting on roofs often are 
considered a nuisance because they harass maintenance personnel, defecate on nearby 
vehicles, obstruct roof drain systems with debris and cause structural damage to buildings and 
nearby cars (e.g. rubber of window wipers and windows is used as nesting material). Ongoing 
industrial development in the outer harbour of Zeebrugge will eventually lead to the complete 
loss of large areas of suitable nesting habitat in the heart of the Belgian breeding populations 
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of these gulls. Probably this will lead to a further occupation of available roofs along the coast 
and to increased nuisance caused by gulls.  Gulls are also considered a general nuisance 
because of their noise (up to 60 dbA), defecation (reduced aesthetics, e.g. fouling table and 
park benches), and harassment of people (frightening people, stealing food from patrons of 
outdoor restaurants, tearing open garbage bags, etc�) (Belant, 1997; Francois, 2002; Rock, 
2005). 
 
Therefore gull management will become more and more important. Until now virtually all 
gull control efforts have been employed to address specific local problems. These site-specific 
control activities can be effective at the site where the gull problem occurs, but uncoordinated 
management efforts may only cause relocation of the problems to surrounding areas and will 
rarely solve the problem across a larger scale. Therefore an integrated approach is advised. A 
working group which includes representatives from the public, affected business or 
government agencies, politicians and wildlife professionals/biologists could be formed to 
document the extent and nature of the problem, determine relative aspects of the ecology of 
the nuisance species, assess available control techniques to develop an integrated 
management strategy and periodically evaluate the effectiveness of the control program 
(Belant, 1997). 
 
 

2. Framework 
 
 
Against this background, gull research is important and socially relevant. Moreover, being the 
most abundant and noticeable group of birds on our beaches, they demand and deserve our 
attention. During the past 40 years a lot of ecological studies have been carried out at the 
Belgian coast, including several ornithological studies (e.g. Hoekstein et al., 1998; Bonte et al., 
2001). Gulls, however, until recently received little attention except for the breeding 
populations along the coast, which were monitored closely from the beginning (e.g. Stienen et 
al., 2002). But knowing the numbers and the origin of gulls occuring along our coastline 
throughout the year is equally important to assess in how far they can be a nuisance and how 
this can be dealt with (Belant, 1997; Spanoghe, 1999; Rock 2005).  Nevertheless, it was not 
until the end of the 1980s that some attention was given to the presence of gulls on our coast 
outside the breeding season. This resulted in the first total counts being organised along the 
whole Belgian coast in December 1989 and in June and September 1990 (Devos & Debruyne, 
1990, 1991). From 1992 onwards, seabirds were counted on the Belgian part of the North Sea 
(BNS) and adjacent waters by the Research Institute for Nature and Forest (INBO) (e.g. 
Offringa et al., 1995; Courtens et al., 2006). Although gulls proved to be the most abundant 
group, so far very few data existed on their distribution and numbers on dykes, breakwaters 
and beaches. After a gap of almost ten years, several counts of the total number of gulls along 
the Belgian coast were carried out during the period 1998-2001 (Spanoghe, 1999; Spanoghe 
& Devos, 2002). These counts revealed that the Herring Gull is the most common species 
along our coast and represents 60 to 70 % of the total number of gulls. The least abundant 
species is Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus (5% of total numbers). The counts also 
gave a clear picture of seasonal differences in number between species, as for the Lesser 
Black-backed Gull (summer visitor) and Common Gull (winter visitor). During the winter 
season most gulls along our coastline are adults (e.g. 60 to 70 % of the Herring Gulls; 
Spanoghe & Devos, 2002). More of these counts over an interval of several years will be 
needed to find out if the seasonal pattern of gull numbers along the Belgian coast is more or 
less constant or is fluctuating between years. In 1999, a colour-ring project on Herring Gull 
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and Lesser Black-backed Gull was launched at the Belgian coast within the context of the 
research of the breeding biology and the post-nuptial distribution of gulls. Among other things, 
this project aims at obtaining information on (1) exchange between gull populations, (2) 
distribution of local breeding birds after the breeding season and (3) site fidelity of Belgian 
Herring and Lesser Black-backed Gulls to their breeding and wintering grounds. For this 
purpose both chicks and breeding adults of both species were ringed in the colony of the outer 
harbour of Zeebrugge. Also some Herring Gull chicks from roof-nesting birds in Oostende 
and a few wintering birds from different places along the Belgian coast were equipped with a 
colour-ring. This project showed that our Herring Gulls originating from Belgian colonies 
stay close to the breeding site outside the breeding season, while Lesser black-backed Gulls 
are strongly migratory and winter in the south of Spain and northwest Africa (Van 
Waeyenberge et al., 2002). By detailed observation of colour-ringed birds Stienen et al. (2007) 
also found that when gulls are forced to move, in this case because of the destruction of large 
areas of suitable breeding habitat in Zeebrugge, (1) they join existing colonies in the 
immediate vicinity of the destructed colony, (2) the colonisation of new areas is mainly 
influenced by distance to the old colony and nesting habitat quality of the new area, and (3) 
gulls tend to concentrate in existing breeding areas provided the area is big enough and has 
proved to be very suitable as a breeding site in the past. On the basis of these results Stienen 
et al. (2007) predict as a negative ecological consequence, among other negative effects, the 
occupation of suitable breeding habitats (�sternenschiereiland� and the �baai van Heist�) which 
were created and reserved by law as breeding grounds for terns.  
So to make predictions about the future behaviour of gulls and the ecological and socio-
economic consequences thereof, and to interpret trends in their abundance and the link with 
nuisance, it is important to study the natural distribution of gulls. 
 
 

3. Research questions 
 
 

- How do numbers of gulls fluctuate year-round and are there species-specific differnces? 
Can spatio-temporal trends in their abundance and distribution be distinguished?  

- What is the age structure of the populations of the different species? Does this differ 
between adults and immatures? 

- How does the coastal population of the 5 most common gulls relate to the population 
found at sea. Are there similarities and/or differences in their trends?  What is the 
effect of a breeding population (if present) on the identified trends and how does it 
relate to the other populations? 

- Where do Herring Gulls and Lesser Black-backed gulls found along our coast come 
from? To what extent are local gulls really Belgian gulls? Can one calculate the ratio 
of the different nationalities and can trends in this ratio be related to trends in absolute 
numbers? 

- How well do trends in numbers of colour-ringed Herring Gulls reflect trends in 
numbers of the entire population? Do they give rise to skewed distribution patterns 
and if so can one identify the reason why their trends deviate from reality 

 
 

 
 




