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During the summer of 19B=, Sea Grant began receiving an
increasing number of ]nqu]ries regarding "seaqulls+". One theme
that seemed to dominate these questions was, "Why are there more
'seagulls than in the past." This interest seemed to stem from
several factors: �> boaters wer e fzndinq their vessels "spotted"
by gulls more of ten than in the past; �! shore recreators were
observing mare qulls or evidence of gulls on jetties, pxers, and
docks than they remembered in the past~ and �! mare people were
noticinq more and larger f lock:s of gulls coming inland than they
remembered in other years. Most of this interest, though, was
more out of curiosity than any other reason.

One graup of qull observers, however, had more than just a
passing curiosxty in the apparent increase in the number and
activity of gulls along western Lake Ontaria � � coastal fruit
and field crop growers. Mare qulls were reported observed in
fields and orchards and crop damage was being directly attributed
to thase qulls. Economic losses were being blamed on the gulls,
and farmers were looking for ways of controllinq such qull damage
on future crops.

To determine how significant a problem gull predation an
field and fruit craps was, Sea Grant, with the caoperation af
Cornell Cooperative Extension Fruit Speciali sts and county Agri-
culture Extension Agents, undertook. a random sampl ing survey af
caaStal grawerS alOng Lakes Erxe ano Ontario an ~eptemaer ana
Octaber 1982. $n brief, the survey showed at least 415,000 eco-
nomic lass suf erred by 18 respondents working aver 9,000 acres in
8 coastal counties.

+HOTEI The term "seaqul 1" i s a misnomer . The correct term waul d
be gul 1 Ta term a gul 1 a "sea" gul 1 is comparable to cal 1 i ng a
craw a "f arm" craw.



The probl em was seen as si gni f i cant enough f or Sea Grant
try to ascertain: �! are there more gulls along New york
western Great Lakes ' coast ~ �! i f yes, why: and   ~! what
fruit and field crop growers do to protect their crops from gull
predation7

Sea Grant contacted the staff of the Cornell Laboratory
Ornithology, the United States Department of interior Fish
Wildlife Service, and the Canadian Wildlife Service to gather the
relevant information b'oth e!'pl aining the "why 's" of thi s si tu-
atio~ and to determine what alternatives farmers might be able to
try to control gull damage to their f ield and fruit crops. This
paper is the result of those investigations.

I particular l y wish to thank Dr. kans Blokpoel of the
Canadian Wildlife Service and Dr. Donald HcCrimmon of the Cornell
Laboratory of Ornithology Colonial Bird Register for their
cooperation in assembling this information and sharing their
expertise with us.



Bul le of the L*ke Ontenio/Leke Er ie R~eion

Sixteen species of qul I have been observed in the area af
Lake Qntar i o. Onl y t wa are frequent 1 y seen around human habi ta-
t ionsi the Herring Gull and the Ring � billed Gul l. The Ring-
billed Gull is the mare numerous of the two in the coastal
farming area with which we are concerned.

The Herring Gull is the larqer of the two, measuring about
20 inches fram the tip of its bill to the tip of its tail, with a
wide wingspan of up to 55 inches. The adult is mainly white with

pearl-grey back and black wing tips. It has a yellow bill with
a red spot near the tip and flesh-colored legs. These gulls are
year-round residents of the Lake Ontario area.

In the 1970s, toxic chemicals such as DDT and PCBs were
blamed for a decrease in Herring Gull populations. Unhatched
eggs and deformed young were the main indicators of reproduction
problems. Numbers af this species of gull have shown only
slight increases over the past decade.

In contrast, the Ring � billed Gull is far more numerous in
the Lake Ontario/Lake Erie vicinity  in fact, this is now the
most common gull in the area!. The Ring-billed Gull is smaller
than the Herring Gull. It's about 16 inches long and has a wing
span of only about 40 or so inches. Its coloring resembles that
of the Herrinq Gull except that it has a black ring at the tip of
its bill and has grey to yellow legs. This gull usually does not
winter along Lake Ontario, instead migrating to the Atlantic
coast as far south as Florida. A small remainder do, however,
spend their winters along the Niagara River and southern parts of
the lakes. Ring-bills did not have the reproductive problems of
the Herring Gull and are exhibiting a dramatic growth in popula-
tian numbers along the lakes.

Ta demonstrate the growth of Rinq � billed Gull populations,
in 1973> the Canadian Wildlife Service counted 20 pairs of Ri.ng-
billed nesting at the eastern peninsula of the Toronto Outer
Harbour  Blokpoel, 1985! . By ths 2982 count, this colony had
increased to 75,000 to 80,000 pairs. Other col ani es have shown
similar growth patterns. On the American side of Lake Ontario,

Little Gal loa Island  just off the coast of Jefferson County,
rbor! the Ring-billed colony was numbered atnear Sac kets Har or

l982! makin these7>B780 neSting pairs  BlakpOel and WeSelah, , ma g
poSsibl the largeet Such colOnies in NOrth Ameth Amer i ca. The tot al

Ring-billed Gull population on Lake Ontario is now es i
s1 y

n w estimated at

350BO00 pairs . BlokpoelB 1%BED! ~

Bull FocC B~o noee

Haymes and Blokpoe l �978! found in their Canadian research



that gulls pref er six ma jar categories af f.aod: f i sh, ansectsq
earthworms~ ref'use, birds, and mammals. Fish were found
account f or about 50'/.  volume! of a sampl es cal l ected f rom gul l

icks. Ear! y in the seasan  mi d � May>, insects made up about
4!X, decreasing ta «raund 20K later in the season  late-June,
early-July!. Early in the season, earthworms only accounted for
about 8X of the gul l s ' meal s, increasing ta 28'/ by Jul y ~ Ref use >
birds, and mammals combined accounted for onl y about 1-6/
throughout the season.

1n the early part of the seasan, the gulls preferred Rainbow
smml t and al ewi f e. By the 1 ate part af the seasan, al ewi f e and
smelt had switched places in terms af importance, but were sti! l
the pr imary f ish in gul l di ets. dinar «mounts af shi ners and
yellow perch were also consumed throughaut the seasan.

Refuse appeared to contain high amounts of bread and sliced
meat ~ Mamma! s were mostly vol es and mice, «nd various eqqshel l
fragments were noticed.

Gu! ls are very opportuni stic when f eedinq, and wi! l ga f or
almost anything ed!bi e dur inq peri ods of the year when their
preferred f oed sources ar e not readi 1 y avai l able. For perhaps
eight months of the year, gulls wi! l theref are tend ta eat what
they can f ind ~ where they can f ind it. Thi s can mean garbage
 the exp! osi on in gul l popul ati on in some areas appear s to be
!inked direct! y ta the number of l andf ills and dumps in those
~ reas!, dead f ish that are f l aatinp on the surf ace of the ! akes
or whi ch have f !oated into shore, f i sh being brought in by
angler» or by commercia! f ishing boats, and, it appears, certain
fare crops.

gn C~rm ~n Qrrh~rd C~r!~s

The 1982 Bea Grant survey of western New York coasta! f rui t
and f ield crop growers resu! ted in responses from Chautauqua,
Erie, Ni agar a, Orleans, Monroe, Ilayne, Jef f erron, and Wyoming
Count i es, wi th the worst prob l ems noted in Er i e, Ni agara,
Or! sans, and Hant oe. 4 tote! of 2,092 acres in frui t product i on
5,849 acres of vegetables, and 1,567 acres in miscelaneous field
crops wer e reported, for a total reported acreage af 9,008.

Of the I.8 Qrowers responding, eight reported that they saw
more Ou!!s c i ng inland in recent years than in the past Qi g
reported a !oss of produce which they fe!t was the direct resu!t
of gull activity- Five reported crop !asses in the past resu! t-
ing from gu!!s- The crops most affected were cherries, blue-
berriess, cabbage' and cor n.

Qne grower in Ni agara County r eported a ! oss of 5X of hi s
ripe> unharvested cherry and b!ueberry crops  worth about 42 ~ OOO!



in ]ate-July and early-August. Another Niagara f ~ rmer reported a
loss of about 5/ iabout 5l0,000! of his recentl y planted cabbage
crop when seedlings were pulled from the ground and trampled
underf oot by f locks of gulls f eeding on ~orms and insects in has
Freshly-worked f ields. Other cherry and cabbage crops were also
reported damaged by gulls.

Suggestions that perhaps redwzng bl ackbirds or other birds
were doing the damage and that the 1ar gs f loci,s af gulls observed
along the lake were mistakenly receiving the blame were rapidly
discounted on the basis of numer ous f irst-hand reports by growers
who saw gulls daing the damage. The blueberry bushes of concern
tend to be low-bush and the gulls can of ten stand on the ground
and pick ripe berries from the Lower branches. In the case of
cherry trees, gulls' feet structure do prevent them from roosting
in the trees to feed, but this does not seem to dater these
ambitious feeders. They' ve been observed to "dive-bomb" into
tree with ripe cherries, try to roost on the branches  flapping
their wings to retain balance! and "harvest" twa or three
cherries before being forced to fly out of the tree. In the case
of cabbage, the gulls are not eating the plants, simply destroy-
ing them in their search far other foodstuffs in the f}aids.

Other gull problems with agricultural crops include damage
to young bean plants by being trampled, and feathers and feces
which must be washed off crops before processing or marketing.

Total reported crap losses among the LB respondents directly
attributed to gulls along the Lake Erie/Lake Ontario coasts was
estimated at 515,000 f or the '1962 grawing season.

While no speci f ic, research has been performed to explain
9UI I predation on f ield and fruit crops, the f ol lawing explana-
tion can be made as conjecture based upon knowledge of gulls'
f eading habi ts, normal sources of gul l f ood > and the pattern and
timing of damage to crops.

As mentioned earlier, smelt and alewife are two preferred
f oods f or gull s. ps the year progresses into summer and the
lake water temperature warms up, these f ish go further out into
the lake away from the shore and go deep into colder waters.
This effectively removes ane of the primary food sources frcxseasy reach by the gull,s. Once the flocks have been attracted to
the nearshore waters by the easy fi shing of the earlier season~
it is logical to assume that they will start looking for other
easily accessible> though not as nutritious or preferred, food
soul ces in or near the same ar ea.

The farms and orchards which were damaged are almost all
<emediately on the shore of the lakes. It is at this~ pproximate time that fields are being worked and crops planted ~so gull flock action in those fields serching for insects anII



arms has the Patent i al to damage the young craPs just Pl anted.
I the case Df archards 1 it is also just after this time that
herry and b«ry crops are r i pen i ng . 4s already ment i oned, gul 1 s

�ery opportuni sti c when it comes t.a locating food. These
ps coul dbe represent i nga re 1 at i ve1 yeas i 1 yacc essed source

f or the birds.

QULL DAfi4GE CONTROL

must first be pointed out that gulls are protected by the
terms of the 'Migratory Bird Treaty 4ct between the United States
and Canada. Killing the birds, ar otherwise hurting them by
direct physical intervention is illegal and should be avoided.

Ring � billed Gulls, which are mare likely ta be feeding an
farms and in orchards, are also the least sensitive to being
frightened. In fact, they can be seen landing in freshly plowed
f i el ds while pl owi ng is st i 1 1 underway within the same f i el d.
They are also quite adaptable ta actions taken to scare them
away> thus making for an on-going battle whenever such activities
are undertaken ~

A~~~ Tmgmn in ~aa ~a ~antral G~ul 1 an Farms

~ost of the growers reported that they take normal steps
shel lcrackers or other noise makers and certain chemical

sprays to control other species of birds on their farms and in
orchards. These methods di d not seem to be very ef f ecti ve

gulls. The chemicals, Avitrol and Neasural, which cause
throat irritation among other types of birds, apparently did not

so with gulls. This may be because gulls are *hie to feed in
and brackish water and therefore have throats which are nat
il'y irritated as other species. This is strictly specula-

tions~ however.

41

Iho resear ch inta keeping gul 1 s out af speci f ic areas has
been

connection with airports  where the danger to planes1 andin
public

"9 and taking of f is obvious>, and in areas such as urban
parks where the birds have become di stastef ul nui sances.

alternative methods of control includec

i.
2.

visually scaring the birdsl
scaring the birds with sounds'

4nother potent i al at tract i on to the gul 1 s whi ch coul d be
drawing them into the areas of the f arms and orchards may be the
agricultural practice of spreading the wastes fram crop Process-

top of fields- IJntil such wastes are disked under, they
taken advantage af *s a food by the gulls.



combinations of vi~ual and noise technique«
invisible ceilings; and
remaving f ood sour ces that attract

e ar ea.

4.

Vx sual Methods: One thing that 's certain gu
scare easily visually. Bcarecrows are ne:t to useless

In
Hol 1 and, in i tx al sucess was achi eved by mount ing

xn
abnormal positions and placing them around the ar ea desired to be
cleared of the birds. This method only worked for daytime whx me when
th c-sses were visible and the effecti eness decreased as thas the

j t i Q n o f t h e s t u f f e d b i r d s d e t e r i o r a «d - A I s o ~ t » y» o t
be moved from place to place of ten or the live gul ls would get

to the@and i gnore them. A vari atx an was to have the
f reel y f rom posts, but again the same

ob 1 of. decreasing ef f ect i veness «re noted.  Blokpael ~
1976.!

Blokpoel also reports that in New Zealand, preserved corpses
of gulls nailed ta boards have had some effect in eliminating
gul ls from area~ as long as the corpse is not in a too deter-
iorated condition. Styrofoam models  high quality! of gulls
nailed to boards have had similar effectiveness when tried around
airports. Again, this method is only effective xn the daytime
and is temporary, only until the live gulls get used to the
models or corpses.

Very bright strobe lights, flashing at irregular intervals
have also been tried at air pqrts, but have also been found to be
of onl y tempo ary ef f ecti veness.. Thi s method coul d al so prove
qui te expensi ve on a large f arm ar orchard. It coul d be
practi cal for around f rui t ar vegetab1 e processing pl ants s
however, i f gul I s become a nui sance in those areas.

Other vi sual methods, such as rubber models of owl s
predator birds, helium � f il led balloons, and smoke bombs h»e been
proven ta be ineffective.

Noise gethadsc Ultrasonic saund generators have been
but have been found to be ineffective since birds
these sounds as can other pests. This method would «lso be

impractiral far large areas such as, orchards ar

High-intensity sounds produced at random in«r"al such

devices as horns, shellcrackers sirens, and gas cannnnons have
cannonsbeen found to have a tern-o, a, ~ ~ effe t at srraring gulls

and shel I cracker s may not work too wall with gul Is
are not hunted and theref are have nat come to regard ] osi cols

as a threatening sound. As, wi th vi sual methods~ 'g qu> ckl y
nds and thebecome used ta sounds. The sources of

frequency af occurrence would have to be changed often-

ampl if ledA vari at i on an the theme of sounds i s the us e9-;-
recordings of the distress calls and alarm calls ulls, P>ay



over loudspeaker systems in the area to be cleared of the birds
 BI ok poe I ~ i 5'1~ > ~ T» s has shown some success around ai rpor t s

could be e::pensive for an agricultural application. By
he ~~~~d~ ~ the intensi tyl and the LOcati On, aS Wel 1 a

by i nterspel sing the sounds wi th sounds of human acti vi ty such as
metallic clanging, shell crackers, or horns, the ef fectiveness
seems to be increased ~ This procedure is still e>;perimental, but
may hol d some promi se f or the f ut.ure.

Oombinations of Visual and Noise'. Some methods included in
thi s category are the f iring of col ored signal f 1 ares which give
of f a f I ash f ol lowed by an e':Pl osi on. Shel 1 crackers are simi 1ar

f unct.i on but can be f ired f rom shotguns rather than f rom
special f ! are launchers. An important consi derati on i s that the

and e,'.'pl os i on both be of' suf f i c i ent i nt en si ty to f r i qhten
gul ls in more than just the immedi ate vie ini ty of the devi ce.
During dry t imes of the gr owing season, operi f 1 ames coul d be
ha-ardous in f i el ds and orchar ds, so f lares and other vari ous
pyrotechnic methods may not be advisable. And, as with the use
of' simply sound or sight, effectiveness decreases as the birds
become used to these procedures.

Invisf bio L'ei i~in s: Thf s method, described f n Sl bi tpoel,
198~, i s basi eel 1 y a means of maki ng an area i naccessi bl e to the
birds- It is "simply" the stringing of lines overhead at such a
spacing that gul ls wi 1 I get tangled or conf used when they f ir st
attempt, to f'ly through. The birds therefore become frightened to
continue to penetrate that air space and wi 1 1 avoid the area ~
Tight wir es or monof i lament I ine can be used f or thi s purpose.
T hi s method, however ef f ect i ve, appear s to hol d 1 i t t 1 e useful-

for agricultural practices due to the acres of land that
have to be protected and the vast amounts of wires and

poles that would have to be used. The wires could also pose a
threat nuisance to the workers harvesti.ng the crops so
protected.

Removal of Food Sources: As mentioned earlier, the process
a~ding wastes from processing fruits and vegetables on
fields may be attracting more gulls inland to these easily

accessib sources of food. Once this waste is then disked
under g been consumed by the gulls, or is no longer being
pl aced o the fields, the gul ls, who are then in the habit of
coming that area to feed, will look for other nearby food
soup ces ~ Frequently, these turn out to be crops which can be
damaged b the gulls. It would be advisable to cut off this
attracts ve «od source by disking the wastes under as soon
Practical af tet spreading, bef ore the gul 1 s learn of the freehandout.



Ther e appears to be no simple answer to the problem
o gul l

damage to agricultural crops along New York 's Great
number of al ternati ve methodol og i es do exi st that may pp oyiprovide
limited or t"porary relief - These arel however 1 usually ti ime
consuming, expensive, or impractical for the large areas involved
in farms and orcharde. Little research exists or is underway
dealing specifically wi th the topic of gull damage to frui t
field crops- Perhaps, if the problem continues or grows, new
research will take place, opening new avenues for control.
theo, farmers can take advantage of whatever traditional
controls they' ve found work for them, and may want to attempt,
least on a trial basis, one or several of the alternatives
in this paper.
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