Gull (Herring)

Herring gull:

Larus argentatus

Distribution:
around coasts of Britain, rest of Europe, Scandinavia, Mediterranean. Widespread inland in winter.

Habitat:
breeds in most coastal areas on cliffs, slopes, low-lying coasts and buildings in coastal towns. Moves inland
in flocks outside breeding season, often living around reservoirs.

Description:
silver-grey back, white head, neck and underparts; black wing tips with white spots or patches; heavy looking
bill with red spot on underside; flesh-coloured legs. Immature gulls are speckled brown and grey.

Size:
56 - 66¢cm in length.

Life-span:
up to 30 years or more.



Food:
fish, shrimps, prawns, crabs, small mammals and birds, eggs, grain, carrion and edible rubbish.

The well-known yodelling call of the herring gull conjures up pictures of the seaside perhaps more than any
other sound. 'Herring' gull is not a particularly suitable name for this bird, for although it will eat herrings, it will
eat almost anything else, including edible remains from our rubbish tips!

Herring Gull Habits

Successful scavenging. The herring gull has adapted very well to man's way of life and is the main scavenger
around rubbish dumps and fishing harbours. It seems to prefer to feed on these easy pickings rather than
catch fish at sea. Herring gulls are aggressive birds and will threaten other species with a fierce and
intimidating display if they come too close.

Breeding:

Herring gulls nest in colonies mainly on rocky cliffs but also on dunes and even on buildings in coastal towns
or cities. A large nest of seaweeds and grass is built, sometimes as early as February. A single clutch of 2-4
eggs is laid but if these are lost more are laid. The eggs are laid on alternate days so that the young hatch at
2 day intervals. The eggs are incubated by both parents for 25-27 days.

The chicks, which are covered in grey down with dark blotches, are fed by both parents on regurgitated food.
To obtain a meal they peck at the red spot on the parent's bill. Studies on the island of Skokholm, South
Wales, have shown that herring gulls which feed their young on food scavenged from fish docks breed more
successfully than those which mainly fish at sea.

At 42 days of age young herring gulls can fly and for the first year of their life their feathers are speckled
brown. They do not develop the full adult plumage for several years.



Herring Gulls and Humans

The growing number and size of rubbish dumps, and of reservoirs, has encouraged the great increase in the
herring gull population that has occurred over recent years. In some areas they have become a major
nuisance where expanding colonies have spilled over on to rooftops, causing fouling and noise problems -
even frightening people by swooping down and mobbing them!

In more natural habitats, herring gulls have caused problems for delicate species such as puffins and terns.
Serious competition for space on cliffs, islands and dunes causes the gulls to drive other birds away,
depriving them of breeding grounds. It has been necessary to cull in some areas in order to reduce the gulls'
numbers.
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