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ABSTRACT / During the 1980s, the exponential growth of
laughing gull (Larus atricilla) colonies, from 15 to about 7600
nests in 1990, in the Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge and a corre-

lated increase in the bird-strike rate at nearby John F.
Kennedy International Airport (New York City) led to a contro-
versy between wildlife and airport managers over the elimina-
tion of the colonies. In this paper, we review data to evaluate
if: (1) the colonies have increased the level of risk to the flying
public; (2) on-colony population control would reduce the
presence of gulls, and subsequently bird strikes, at the airport;
and (8) all on-airport management alternatives have been ade-
quately implemented. Since 1979, most (2987, 87%) of the
3444 bird strikes (number of aircraft struck) were actually bird
carcasses found near runways (cause of death unknown but
assumed to be bird strikes by definition). Of the 457 pilot-re-
ported strikes (mean = 23 * 6 aircraft/yr, N = 20 years), 78
(17%) involved laughing gulls. Since a gull-shooting program
was initiated on airport property in 1991, over 50,000 adult
laughing gulls have been killed and the number of reported
bird strikes involving laughing gulls has declined from 6.9 =
2.9 (1983-1990) to 2.6 = 1.3 (1991-1998) aircraft/yr; nongull
reported bird strikes, however, have more than doubled

(6.4 = 2.6, 1983-1990; 14.9 + 5.1, 1991-1998). We found
no evidence to indicate that on-colony management would
yield a reduction of bird strikes at Kennedy Airport. Dietary
and mark-recapture studies suggest that 60%-90% of the
laughing gulls collected on-airport were either failed breeders
and/or nonbreeding birds. We argue that the Jamaica Bay
laughing gull colonies, the only ones in New York State,
should not be managed at least until all on-airport manage-
ment alternatives have been properly implemented and dem-
onstrated to be ineffective at reducing bird strikes, including
habitat alterations and increasing the capability of the bird
control unit to eliminate bird flocks on-airport using nonlethal
bird dispersal techniques. Because the gull-shooting program
may be resulting in a nonsustainable regional population of
laughing gulls (>30% decline), we also recommend that at-
tempts be made to initiate an experimental colony elsewhere
on Long Island to determine if colony relocation is a feasible
management option.

*Author to whom correspondence should be addressed at current ad-
dress: Department of Biological Sciences, Brock University, St. Ca-
tharines, Ontario L2S 3A1, Canada; email: kbrown@spartan.ac.brocku.ca

Environmental Management Vol. 28, No. 2, pp. 207-224

KEY WORDS: Aircraft; Bird strike; Gull; Management; John F. Kennedy
International Airport; Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge; New
York City

© 2001 Springer-Verlag New York Inc.



