5 ~ T

1

| e yP
_ CONTROLLING A GULL COLONY NEAR A NEW ZEALAND AIRPORT 1965-1984 &wl i;

BY T. A. CAITHNESS

WILDLIFE SERVICE, DEPARTMENT OF INTERNAL AFFAIRS

WELLINGTON, NEW ZEALAND

INTRODUCTION

In CAP384, "Bird Control on Aerodromes” 1976. When dealing with
the principles of bird control it is stated that; "The layman's
common suggestion to kill all birds 1s rarely practicable.
4 Killing is offensive to many people, and in many cases, depending
{ on the specles and the methods used, it will be illegal. Even if
it could be carried out it would merely create a vacuum which
{ vould rapidly be filled by other birds."

Blokpoel (1976) states, "Large-scale long-term killing operations
are likely to be useful in only a few cases. Extermination of a
certain colony of locally breeding birds may have greater
justification and more effect. However, in general, elimination
of birds from an airport by killing will draw in new birds with

less "aircraft experience", which are thus potentially more
hazardous than the birds they replace.”

BACKGROUND

Caithness (1968), reported the details of a poisoning operation
aimed  at  eliminating a breeding colony of the southern

black-backed gull Larus dominicanus which were nesting on the

buriri Plain within 200 metres of Napier Airport, an important
fecondary airfield in New Zealand (Figure 1).

frior to taking the decision to poison, the other options
tensidered in this case study were habitat manipulation, or

hrrassment. The latter had been tried over several earlier

ftars, by pulling harrows and discs through the nesting area.
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The gulls were poisoned for five successive years, after four
the rasults were highly promising.
numbers killied in the f£ifth yeér, 1970,
delayed maturity couid

1971-1981, some

Vears, Even the upsurge in
was acceptable, as

account for this, Qver the vyears

few birds were polsoned in 1974, 1976 and 1981,
in the other years, the odd bird was

shot or they were entirely
absent. The

indications then were that after 16 years of
control, the colony had been virtually eliminated.

In 1982, thnrough circumstances beyond our control, we were unable
to visit itoe colony until mid-~December.

At that time to our
horror at least 88 nests

representing a minimum of 176 breeding
adults were present.

We elected to forego poisoning but prevent recruitment and killed
160 chicks and destroved 24 eqggs.

The following vear 1983 was even more alarming here,

we polisoned
and shot a total of 253 adult gulis

and destroyed 117 nests
mostlv containing eggs while a few had already hatched.

Numbers in 1984 dropped off with only 24 birds being killed.

Clearly, after 19 vears of "control™ 1t would be most unliikely,

that any bird with ancestral associations with the colony would
have escaped the sustained poisoning effort.

The only reasonable conclusion then, is that the habitat provides

the visual cues to nomadic birds, that the
nesting area.

site is an "“ideal"

Gulls are attracted to the Napier region the year round, there is

a major estuary system nearby and the Napier port is an important
east coast base for fishing vessels and their associated
shere-based factories.

It is also clear that the task of at least contaiming this colony
#ill ke ongoing and without even one vears respite.

e —— T




decision to withdraw now.
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The wisdom recorded in CAPIé4 (1276) and Blokpoel (1976), 1in
placing serious dgubt on tLhe ~iue of attempting to control
populations of birgs ~:s pecs coupported  here. However, the
guestion that remains, is, has stimination of at least 3,136
adult gulls over the perio: pooany signiliicant reduction in
gull-aircraft incidernts.
The graph line in Figure = ai btne number of 1ncidents
recorded each vear 1565-128% 10000 1ve. The numbers are small,
to the stage that statiscicsl ‘treatment 1s not justified,
Nevertheless, by eve, accepcing that quite varied annual
fluctuations will always ocou 2 nave recorded as many as 15
incidents (1976) when thie colony gropel was at least in very low
numbers,
The dilemma then, is to dsc:de vnotber of not we have actually
achieved anything in the wzy of reducing the gull hazard at
Napier Airport? The 12 incidenns exnperienced in 1965 prior to
the initial contrel operavicn wnich kitled 2,187 birds, were
recorded 1in only the later hail of the year. S0, could have
theoretically been double thaz rumcsr.
CONCLUSION
We could ask, how serious woulad the bird hazard have been had we
never attempted to contiol the gulls?  We of course will never
know,
I conclude then, that vhe control of this colony of black-backed
gulls must be ongoing, as it wewld ue e brave, perhaps foolhardy
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o FIGURE 2
. i NUMBER OF GULLS KILLED AND NUMBER OF GULL/AIRCRAFT INCIDENTS
| NAPIER AIRFIELD 1965 - 1983
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