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A Study of the Movements and Site
Fidelity of Foreign Ringed Black-
headed Gulls in St. James’s Park,
1983-86

A. P. Gosling

INTRODUCTION
Regular mom'toring of foreign ringed Black-headed Gulls Larus ridibundus
was carried out in St. James's Park from December 1983 to May 1986. This
species has been ringed and controlled in the park for some 50 years, but this
has usually been done in winter, when many of the birds are particularl
tame, and are more easily caught. However, by reading the rings wi
binoculars it was not only possible to check many more birds, and check them
regularly, but records were obtained in spring and summer, when catching by
hand is not usually possible.

It is estimated that in winter some 240,000 Black-headed Gulls occupy the
roosts around London (’LBR 48:49), dispersing daily to areas where thgz
feed and rest. St. James’s Park, where numbers usually range between 5
and 650 in mid-winter, is well known to most of the Society’s members, the
most important features from the gulls’ viewpoint being a lake 0.7 km long,
bordered by a sanctuary area of grass where the many human visitors
distribute food. When the park was closed to the public in World War II this
species abandoned it three days later (Bartlett 1948).

63 foreign ringed birds were identified, of which 26 made only a brief
aﬂ:eamnoe, mainly at times of passage. The frequent monitoring of those

t stazed made possible reasonably accurate records of the periods durin
which these birds used the park, and showed the extent to which individ
bit:'rds a1;:iatur1:led to the same place in successive years from their breeding areas
abroad. .

METHODS

The park was visited about four days per week. Regular visits were made
each Saturday and Sunday, with additional visits during the week whenever
possible. At times daily visits were made for a week or more to check whether
those birds which had adopted the park as a feeding site used it consistently
day after day. Other localities were visited to discover alternative feeding
places used by the birds identified in St. James’s Park. On each visit the flocks
of Black-headed Gulls were examined for foreign rings, which were then
read with 8 X 30 binoculars.

The birds with British rings were too numerous to be mglﬂarli"recordod, as
much ringing of this species is carried out in Central London. Records were
taken, however, of those seen in spring and summer, together with a small
proportion of those present in autumn and winter, and where the informa-
tion obtained is relevant to the matters discussed it is duly mentioned.

The statement that when a ring was identified as foreign it was then read,
is, unfortunately, a generalisation. It takes time to read a ring with certainty,
and if the bird flew off before the details were clearly seen it remained
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unrecorded, unless it was successfully identified on another occasion. Nor,
obviously, could a ring be read if the bird was resting on the lake, or some
inaccessible place. To counteract this, whenever possible two or three tours
of the park were made at each visit, at different times of the day.

The degree to which the records are comprehensive varies with the group
of birds under consideration. It was found that the birds could be divided into
three groups (see Table 1), namely, winterers which were seen regularly from
the time oﬁhcir arrival until the end of the winter; temporary visitors which
used the park equally regularly for a month or two, and then moved
elsewhere; and transients which were seen for less than a week. Many
transients visit the park on one day only, others |_‘j'sust for three or four days.
Consequently they are easily missed, and the birds listed under this headin
represent only a small proportion of this group. The lists of winterers an:
temporary visitors, however, are considered to be reasonably complete, for
once a bird has settled to a particular feeding place it uses it frequently, often
daily, and it would have been exceptional for one to have used the park for a
month or more without bein‘f regularly observed.

No differences were noted in the movements or site fidelity between
second year birds and adults, and, therefore, for the purposes of this paper
references to adults include birds in their second year.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Arrival dates

Although recorded in all months of the year, the Black-headed Gulls which
visit St. James's Park are predominantly winter visitors from breeding
colonies in Continental countries bordering the Baltic and North Sea
(Christmas et al. 1986), but the first arrivals appeared suxprising:r early. Our
visitors from the Fenno-Scandian and Baltic colonies are normally expected
to arrive in Britain from late July onwards, with the main influx from
mid-September to late October (Cramp & Simmons 1983), but the first
arrivals for the 1984/85 winter were seen on July 1st, and on July 7th 120 were
present, a sizeable number for so earl?' a date when compared with a
mid-winter peak of 600 to 650. Three of the foreign ringed birds seen the
previous winter had already returned by July 11th. In 1985 the early and
rapid build-ljp of numbers was repeated, with the first arrivals on July 4th,
and 160 by July 13th (see Table 2).

St. James’s Park is eme?tional in as much as a high proportion of its winter
numbers are to be seen in July and August, whereas at other Central London
parks, which have large flocks in autumn and winter, the birds are either
absent or few in number. This is probably because at St. James’s the birds are
freer from disturbance at this time. There is no boating on the lake, and it is
almost com letc:l}!I bordered by the sanctuary area of grass. This is separated
from the lake path by a railing about one metre high, which does not hinder
people feeding the birds, but allows the Etlx]l]ls to preen and rest in relative
safety at the edge of the lake when not seeking food. In 1984 11 (42%) of the
26 winterers and temporary visitors arrived in July or August, and in 1985 13
(50%) of the 26 recorded arrived in these two months. These high

rcentages are not representative of Central London as a whole, but result

m early arrivals using St. James’s Park in preference to other sites in the
area, where the birds were few, or absent, in July, and significant numbers
did not appear before August.

There was no main influx from mid-September to late October; on the
contrary, this was the period when new arrivals were least frequent. After the
high proportion in July and August there were few new arrivals until
November. These later birds may have been in the London Area for some
while, using a different day-time site, but there was no evidence that this was
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so. The autumn migration is usually rcgardcd as a continuous journey from
breedinﬁ areas to winter quarters, with only short stc;l'ﬁi of a day or two to
feed and rest. Since the breeding colonies are normally abandoned when
nesting is completed, usually between the end of August and mid-
September, late arrival here is therefore usually attributed to post—ﬂedﬂ’ng/
t—breeding disgersal before starting the journey to winter quarters. Data
indly supplied by correspondents on the Continent suggest that this
dispersal is not necessarily a random movement of short duration, and that
some Black-headed Gulls may regularly migrate in two stages, staying from
one to five months at an intermediate location, before flying on to their final
destination.

Although some birds that have bred successfully may arrive at the end of
July or in August, most of those that did so will have been non-breeders or
failed breeders, as those that arrived still earlier certainly were. The age
analysis below indicates that those arriving in Jt;:!y and August were mmtﬁ y
non-breeders; the majority being young birds. First breeding usually takes
place at two years, but about one-third are thought not to breed until three
years old (Patterson 1965).

Winterers and temporary visitors

Age arriving in July and August
1984 1985
2 months i —~3—
1
2 years 2 5
3 years - 2
7 years — 1
unknown _3(atlenxt3.6,&.15m) _Z(atleaxt‘!&lﬁm)
11 13

In 1984 the first juvenile (unringed) was seen on July 29th, but in 1985 two
Ll:veniles (unringed) were seen as early as July 7th, and were perhaps British

ed. Although an abundant British breeding species, British bred birds are
apparently not numerous in Central London. In the 1969/70 winter two
ringed as nestlings in The Swale, Kent, and one ringed as a nesﬂj:%at Rat
Island, Essex, were controlled in Hyde Park/Kensington Gardens ( idgeg
1970), and there have been a few other records since, but of 85 birds wi
British rings controlled during the present study none had been ringed at a
British breeding colony. The earliest recorded ringed juvenile was on July
30th, 1985, from Lithuania.

Table 1. Field records of foreign ringed Black-headed Gulls at St. James’s Park, London.

year

Lards

hed during p

Age at time of ringing given according to EURING code:—

1 = Pullus: nestling or chick not yet flying
6 = Age unknovm, but hatched before previous calendar year

3 = Hatched during calendar year of ringing

5 = Definitely b
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1985/86
First seen Last seen

1984/85

Last seen First seen Last seen

WINTERING BIRDS
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1985/86
Tuly 30

Aug. 10, 11

1984/85

TRANSIENTS

1983184
Place Ringed

date
10.6.85 Lake Zhuvintas, Alytus, Lithuania

14.6.84 Zatysiai, Jonava, Lithuania

Age Ringing

1
1

Ci

Ring No.
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v Arrivals continued throughout each season, but it is noticeable from Table

: § 1 that a much smaller proportion of the birds arriving from December
5 = onwards returned the following year, no doubt because whereas the earlier
“ arrivals were taking up their normal winter quarters, the later birds included
some forced by severe weather to leave their usual locations.

Jan. 11
Mar. 9
Mar. 15
Mar. 22
Mar. 23
Apr. 19

Sept. 8, 10
Sept. 21

The great machOﬁEOf the birds leave en masse about a week before the end of
March. One day they are there in seemingly undiminished numbers, and the
next day only a fraction remain. Some birds leave earlier, some later, and
many transients are present at this time, but the sudden departure of the

| I T O Y majority remains a notable feature of the annual cycle.

dults do not remain long after the main exodus since they depart early for
their breeding areas, and during the study period no adult bird was seen later
than Apr. 13th, except for a single bird in 1986 which was seen alive until
Apr. ng, and found dead two days later,

e movement of young birds in s;im'ng is less straightforward. One-year-
old birds do not necessarily complete the return migration (Cram!) &
Simmons 1983), so the timing of their departure is less critical. Nevertheless,
it was found that the main exodus included most of the 1st winter/summer

| [ Y I I birds that had wintered in the park.

1984. The n:ﬁibﬁ:‘ g(l)lf(lst w"[i‘ng‘irfszt;mgler b:irds se;yn alfter tgelmgin exodus
was exceptionally high (see Table 2), but judgin the widely fluctuating
numbers, with a significant ‘low’ immediately a&er the exodus, those seen
that spring were mainly newcomers, and at times more first year birds were
present than were seen on any date durinﬁ the winter. None of the 1st
winter/summer birds with either a foreign or British ring, and known to have
been present durilnrgsthc winter, was seen after Apr. 7th; the three ringed 1st
winten‘satllmmcr bi thl;ecogrﬁl%dr alf)tlerlt;mlt\l date b:tayed on_al};tl,:rieﬂy, :ltlld g;lt'le
apparently passin ou, able 1). Numbers remained unusually ;
with 250 on Apr. 29th, then gradually diminished, although the withdrawal
from winter %%%ners was not completed until June 7th, compared with about
May 21st in 1985, and May 5th in 1986. There was then a gap from June 8th to
June 30th, when a maximum of six birds were present. The destination of
these one-year-old birds, and why, having left it so late, they should still
withdraw from their winter quarters is not clear. The Lithuanian bird seen on
June 2nd reappeared on Aug. 10th, and remained until Sept. 2nd. The other
Lithuanian bird, seen, afpﬁa.rently on passage, as a one-year-old in May 1984
was recorded again the following year, but in March, the usual time for adult
passage movements. '

1985. Most 1st winter/summer birds again left with the aduits, but some
with British rings, and known to have been in the park that winter, were seen
up to Apr. 21st. The arrival of unusually large numbers of 1st winter/summer
birds which occurred the previous season after the main exodus was not
repeated; numbers dn;p d to 20 by Apr. 11th, then dwindled further, so
that from May 24th to July 3rd there was again an interval when this species
was virtually absent from the park, with a maximum of seven seen at any one
time

(Regent’s Park, 3 km NW, 10.1.86)

(Temporary visitor 29.10.85 to 27.11.85)
13.6.85 Lake Zhuvintas, Alytus, Lithuania

(Embankment, 1 km NE, 25.1.86 & 7.2.86)
24.6.84 Zatysiai, Jonava, Lithuania

(Temporary visitor 16.12.84 to 20.1.85)
17.6.79 Karislejer, Sandefjord, Vestfold, Norway

.85 Finland

15.9.84 Kellerhusen, Schleswig-Holstein, GFR
.85 Estonia

14.6.84 Zatysiai, Jonava,l Lithuania
14.6.79 Zatysiai, Jonava, Lithuania

21.6.84 Lake Kretuonas, Svencionys, Lithuania

1986. None of the forei ﬁmd birds recorded during the winter was seen
later than Mar. 18th. A few ts were seen with the first year birds until
Apr. 13th, after which one of them remained until Apr. 24th, when it was
found dead. The first year birds that remained after the main departure,
including seven that had been ringed locally that winter, left gradually, and
all had gone by May 5th. As in the two previous years, the dwindling number
of winter residents was augmented from time to time by the brief appearance
of flocks of newcomers, and first birds with foreign rings were recorded
on single dates up to Apr. 19th. No bird of this species was seen from May 5th
to May 31st, the end of the study period.

1
1
1
6
1
1
9
9
1

U-403962
Helsinki
ST064470
Kaunas
241324

229118
Kaunas
229060
Kaunas
233420
Kaunas
151082
Helgoland
5251%4
Oslo
MB08722
Kaunas
22207
Matsalu
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uly, showing the late departure of some non-breeding birds from winter quarters, the interval when birds are
bsent, and the early return of many birds for the succeeding winter.

, &

Table 2. Counts from March to J
" virtually, or
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1986 (departure only)

18 350 Adults & 1st winter/summer

1985

19 620 Adults & 1st winter/summer

1984

+ Adults & 1st winter/summer

M

g 10 adults
g 1 adult

105 Includin,

g 12 adults
g 5 adults
g 1 adult

din,

30 Includin
6 All 1st winter/summer

3 All 1st winter/summer

13 Includi
y 5/31 None

13 138 Includin,

22
24

31
4

Mar

1 adult

nly

75 All 1st winter/summer
45 All 1st winter/summer

26 * 92 Adults & 1st winter/summer
50 O

31 150 Mostly 1st winter/summer

4
5
7
11
18

ter/summer
ter/summer

1st winter/summer
1st winter/summer

1st winter/summer

win
win

y
y

All 1st winter/summer

All 1st winter/summer
1st winter/summer

Mostl
Mostl
All

All 1st
All 1st

8$BRRZBR2

$355EEEEE

May 24

6 (maximum) No adults

June 8

7 (maximum) No adults

to

July 3

to 30

Adults, 1st summer,
and, from July 7th,

juveniles.

25
60
125
160

July 4
July 7
July 9
July 13

Adults & 1st summer
(juveniles not seen
until July 29th)

15
30
120

July 1
July 6
ng
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Spring and summer

At one time it was commonly supposed that a good many of the Black-
headed Gulls visiting us from abroad, especially birds in their first ;:ar,
remained with us in winter quarters throughout summer (Withcrl?r 1943).
Certainly St. James’s Park, and similar localities where 1st winter/summer
birds are present virtuallfvrothroughout the year, can give this impression, but
it was found that, apart from the few exceptions mentioned below, they did
not actually pass the summer there. Except for one found freshly dead on
Apr. 24th 1986, no adult bird was seen later than Apr. 13th, or before July
1st. One-year-old birds were alwa:!s present well into the ?pr'mg— in 1984 as
late as the beginning of June — and birds started to return for the succeeding
‘winter’ from the beginning of July, but there was a distinct interval of three
weeks in 1984 and six weeks in 1985 when 1st winter/summer birds were also
absent, except for a maximum count of seven at any one time (see Table 2).
These few exceptions to the general behaviour are thought to have been
weak or sickly birds; some were noticeably le ic and in r condition,
and one found freshli:lead on June 21st 1985 had apparently wasted away,
weighing 155g, well below the weight of a healthy one-year-old bird.

Site fidelity

Table 1 shows the regularity with which birds of this species may return to the
same winter quarters 9gnaar afteyear. Of the 11 birds seen regularly in the
1983/84 winter, 9 (82%) returned the following winter, and 8 3%% of them
the winter after that as well. Of the 26 seen regularly in 19 , 17 (65%)
returned in 1985/86.

As the above percentages have been calculated on a small number of birds
they must obviously be treated with reserve, and an 82% return, for
example, barely allows sufficient margin for normal mortality. Nevertheless,
itis clear that the degree of site fidelity is high. Even with larger samples, the
proportion of birds returning can be expected to vary markedly from winter
to winter. Itis reasonable to suppose that if it is a normal winter in Europe the
birds will occupy their usual winter quarters, to which they will return the
following year, whereas a severe winter will force some birds to unaccus-
tomed locations, to which they are less likely to return.

Some birds used the park throughout the winter, but others used it
regularly for a month or two, and then moved elsewhere, although their roost
sitc may not have changed. As Table 1 shows, these tem, visitors
tended to arrive early, and then leave again in the autumn, at which time
there was a general rearrangement, with the arrival of new birds coinciding
with the departure of many of the earlier arrivals.

Only one temporary visitor was recorded in the 1983/84 winter, as the
study did not start until December 1983, and the single record had been
specially noted earlier because of the conspicuous coded nnE ‘T49’. This
bird, in at least three consecutive winters, used St. James’s Park regularly in
the early part of the season, and then left in the autumn, after which it was
seen each winter in Regent’s Park, 3 km to the northwest. After changing to
Regent’s Park it was not seen again at St. James’s until the following winter,
nor was it known to have visite ent’s Park while using St. James’s. The
behaviour of T49 shows that when a bird changes its daytime site in this way,
using one regularly for a while and then changing to another, it may be as
loyal to the second locality as it is to the first. other temporary visitors
were seen at other London sites after they had stogged using St. James’s, but
no regular pattern as seen in T49 was established.

It was found that there is considerable variation between individual birds
regarding the extent and use of their daytime sites. Many birds had one site at
which they remained for most of the day, feeding, preening and resting in one
small area. Other birds, while continuing to use the park throughout the
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winter, did not necessarily do so all day and every day, but took advantage of
attractive conditions elsewhere. Certain birds, for example, showed a
preference for nearby Hyde Park if there had been heavy rain and the grass
and football pitches were waterlo . That it is very much a matter of
individual habit is illustrated by two birds which regularly rested on the roof
beside the Ritz Hotel. Both descended for the bread and other food
distributed from time to time in the adjacent Green Park, but whereas one
was seen in St. James’s Park, 0.5 km away, on only three occasions, the other
was to be seen at either place with equal frequency.

The above remarks refer to the main daytime feeding and resting sites.
Since the birds fly in daily from roosts up to 25 km away, they no doubt stop at
suitable feeding places en route. In summer and autumn most birds do not
arrive in the park until several hours after daybreak, the delay perhaps
because of the dearth of human visitors with food in the early morning, so
presumably their first food of the day is obtained elsewhere. at this time
of the year many birds depart three to five hours before dusk, in contrast to
the winter, when most birds remain until dark.

Transients

Homes (1957), referring to the status of this species in the Society’s Area,
says ‘...perhaps also (a;n!:lvamgc migrant’. It is possible that some of the birds
recorded as making only brief appearances were on passage. Perhaps to, or
from, winter quarters in southwest England, especially as some such birds
were seen at times of passage movements in successive years, and on
seemingly outward and return journeys. A brief atgpearance, however, is not
in itself evidence of a passage movement, as the bird may merely have
changed briefly its daytime feeding site, while remaining at its London Area
roost site. Eight of the 31 transients were in fact located in winter at other
sites in Greater London.

The winter movements of the other transients remained unknown.
Continental Black-headed Gulls certainly reach the southern and western
counties, and some ma{:’eu travel through London, but no details of ringed
birds to establish this have yet been obtained. None of the transients, or
tempora% visitors, was controlled or recovered in southwest England, and
none of the 85 British ringed birds recorded during the study was ringed
outside the Society’s Area. Nevertheless, it is believed that eventually
appropriate linking controls are likely.

SUMMARY
Regulm- monitoring of foreign ringed Black-headed Gulls was carried out in
St. James’s Park between 1 1986. Particular attention was paid to the

presemmd absence, of birds, and where possible alternative feeding sites
were tr =

The resultant data emphasise the regularity with which this species usually
returns each winter to Lge same feeding an?rcsting sites. However, it also
shows that whilst some birds will use the same site throughout, others will use
it each year for part of the season only, and then move to a second locality, to
which they can be equally faithful. . .

It was found that winter visitors from the Continent started arriving earlier
than is commonly supposed, namely, from the beginning of July onwards,
and that in July and August St. James’s Park is used in preference to other
sites in Central London. .

The one time belief that many non-breeding birds from the Continent
remain in winter quarters throughout summer (Witherby 1943) was not
upheld, but as some ing one-year-old birds remained as late as June,
and some birds arrived for the ‘winter’ as early as July 1st, casual observation
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could easily give the impression that this was so.

It seems likely that some of the birds recorded were passage migrants
through the Society’s Area, to, or from, winter quarters in southwest
England, but no linking controls or recoveries of ringed birds were obtained
to substantiate this.
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