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Roost ing and feedinS f l ights of Black-headed guLls

in the region oi  Zurich airporr

( L a . u s  r i d i b u n d u s )

compi led by werner Suler
on behalf  of  the yourh group of rhe ALA

1. Introduct ion

i n  1 9 7 5  i n e  y o u t h  g r o u p  o r  r n €  A L A  ( s t ^ i s s

p t o t e c t i o n ) ,  s t a r r e d  i n v e s r i g a t i o n s  o n  r h e

winter ing in rhe Zurich area,

As their  roost ing p1ace,

\rrnter popular ion. In rhe

area, nainly to the north

nunber stays at rhe lake

g u l l  o o v e m e n L s  u e r e  f o l l o w e d  d i r e c L t y

\, ' lnters and nerq picrutes were nade rr i th

soclety for:  bird study and bird

Black-headed su11s (Larus r idibundus)

the lower part  of  Lake Zurich is a cenrer of rhar

dayt ine most of the gul ls disperse over a large

of the roost ing pLace for feeding. A considerable

and in the ci ty t ihere the birds are fed by people.

Since Black-headed eurls are ofren considered as problen birds, Ehe invesri-

gat ion ptoduced some useful  results with respecr to agricutrural  and aviat ion

lroblens. ThiE paper deals nainly wirh the aspecrs of interact ion berween

birds and aviat ion. We wish ro thank B. Bruderer anat R.K. furrer ror nany
, d v i c e s  a n d  c r i r i c a l  r e v i e n  o .  f q i s  L e x r .

2. Mater ial  and merhods

2 . 1 .  N u m b e r s  o f  w i n r e r i n s  s u l L s

The size of the winrer populat ion can be esr inared quite accurately by count ing
the birds arr iv ing ar rhe roosr on 1o\. ,er take Zurich in the evening and by
count ing tho6e gults sraying ar rhe lake during rhe day, Counrs are now
avai lable for rhe lasr rhree winters (1975/76-77l78).  Conparisons vi th ear_

l ier counts aLlow ro quanri fy rhe popular ion rxend.

l , ]e were then interested in the size of the recrui t ing area, i .e,  the area used

fot feeding by the gul ls dur ing rhe day. For rhis purpose we used rhe sur-

vei l lance radar at Zurich airport  and we also rrapped and coLour{arked a

large nuober of gu] ls.

-  Sorvei lLance radar (10 cm): Fi lms frorn late autumn 1963 uer:e inter:preted,

on the screen durinS the lasr three

a 36 mn! -  canera. Apart  f rom the

p l  a c e
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determinat ion of  rhe feeding nornlng and evening movemenrs,
dependence on Eopography and wearher  was revea.Led.

Colour narking: I{e Lr:apped nearty 1000 tstack_headed gut ls uirh a canuon
n e t  ( 1 3  x  2 7  m )  a t  t h e  s h o r e  o t  L a k e  Z o r i c h  i n  r h e  F i n L e r  o t  I g T : , / 7 8
( f o l l o w i n g  p i L o r  s r L l d i e s  i D  t h e  p r e v i o u s  w i D r e r ) ,  T h e  b i r d s  v c r e  r r n g e d
a n d  a d d i t i o n a L l y  c o l o u r e d  a r  d i f f e r e n r  p a r t s  o I  r h e  b o d y .  L r e  u s e d  y e t l o F
a n d  o r a n g e  p i c r i d  a n d  p i c r a n i c  a c i d  ( c . , r o L ! r s  t o  c a t c h  t h e  o b s e r v e r ' s  e y e )
on sorne parts of rhe body as wet l  as speciat bird markine paint lor con_
trast ing col lars (showing the narki 'g . late in conbinarion r^r i rh drrf€rent
p a t t e r n s  o f  r h e  b o d y - c o l o u r ) .

A study area ot 33,2 kmz (g0 Z cutr ivared) i ias
port ;  i t  \ ras surveyed on 25 days during l r inrer

same route at abour the sane dayt ime. ALt gul ls
t lon and act iv iry r ias dererminad,

se lec ted  no r rh  o f  Zu r i ch  a i r -

1977 / ]a  by  d r i v i ns  a lons  rhe

vere counted and rheir loca-

l .  R e s u l r s

The data have nor yet been fuLly analyzed; rhe fot lorr lna is rherefore onty
a  p r o v i s i o n a l  i n t e r p r e t a r i o n  o f  . h e  n a t e r r a t .

3 . 1 .  N u m b e r s  a n d  p h e n o l o g y  o f  t h e  q i n t e r i n g  g u l t s
The average nunber of gu1ls winrer ing in rhe zur ich area and counred ar rne
r o o s t i n g  p l a c e  v a r i e s  b e t r , , e c n  1 7 ' 0 0 0  a n d  2 0 ' 0 0 0  b i r d s .  N u m b e r s  b u i l d  u p  v e r y
r a p l d l y  i n  O c E o b e r ;  a r  t h e  e n d  o f  r h e  m o n t h  a h : e a d y  s o n e  1 3 , 0 0 0  a r e  p r e s e n . .
At this t ime many passage migrants are probabty st i11 includert ;  a smaLl peak
in Novenber gives sone evi . ience for i r .  Highesr nunbers are reached in mid
lo end of January wirh 19,000 to 22'000 birds. Nunbers decrease very qurckty
i n  F e b r u a r y ;  a t  r h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  M a r c h  s o n e  t 0 ' 0 0 0  g u t l s  a r e  s t i 1 1  i n  t h e
a r e a .  A l t h o u g h  c o n s i d e r a b t e  p a s s a g e  i s  p r o b a b l e  i n  s p r i n g ,  n o  f u r L n e r  p e a l (
can be r:ecoBnrsed.

3 . 2 .  R e c r u i r i n g  a r e a  o f  r h e  r o o s t i n g  p l a c e

L'hole f€eding area of rhese guLts has an extent of about 1400 kn2, whereas
m a i n  p a r t  v i s i r e d  b y  t h e  b i r d s  c o n p r i s e s  s o m e  8 0 0  k r n 2 .  M o s t  o f  L h e  b i r d s

to feed on meadows and arable 1and, nainly in rhe lowlands (under 450 n)
t h e  n o r t h u e s r e r n  c a n r o n  o f  Z u r i c h  ( w h e r e  t h e  a i r : p o r t  i s  s i t u a r e d  t o o ) ,

average di l i rances f lorn fron thc roosr ing place are 10 _ 20 kn, but rhe

The
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I a r g e s t  o n e s  r e a c h  4 0  k n .  A p a r t  i r o n  t h e s e '  a  r e m a r k a b l e  n u n b e r  o f  s u l l s

spends the day at the Lake and is fed bv the PubLic The nunber o'  taesr

"urban 
6ul1s" remains rather constant bet\ teen 2500 - 3000 fron De'enber to

I e b r u a r ) ' i  a n o t h e r  5 0 0  -  1 0 0 0  g L 1 1 L s  p o P u l a t e  l h e  s e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  L i n m a t  r i v e r

i n  t h e  c e n r e r  c f  t h e  c r t v  n e a r  l h e  l a k e '  C o n s i d e r a b l e  n u n b e r s  a r e  a l s o  f o u n d

a l o n g  t h e  o t h e r  r i v e r  s e c L i o n s  ( L i m n a t ,  S i h l  a n d  s c h a n z e n g r a b e n )  '  r h e  f l o c k s

i n  t h e  c i r y  i t s e l f  ( n a i n r v  i n  t h e  s u b u r b s )  I ' h i c h  g e t  t h e i r  f o o d  a l s o  d i r e c t l v

f r o n  p e o p l e ,  s h o u l d  n o c  b e  n e e l e c t e d  a s  \ t e l l  t h e s e  n u n b e r s  c a n  o t l l v  b e

e s t i m a t e d  a n d  m a y  r e a c h  s o n e  5 0 0 0  T h e  r e n a i n i n g  9 r 0 0 0  -  1 2 ' 0 0 0  g r r l r s  i n  m i d -

q i n r e r  f L y  d a i l y  o u t  E o  t h e  l i e l d s  f o r  t e e d i n s '  A t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  a n d  e n d  o f

the wintex the corresponding nut}bers are rower'

( .  J .  r " e o i n g  d n d  ' o o , t  i n g  t l i g . L -

3. 1,  1.  Fl) . 'ays

0 n  t h e i r  f e e d i n g  a n d  r o o s t i n g  I L i g h t s '  g u l l s  f o l l o r "  t h e  l a r g e r  v a l l e v s  a  d

t h e  p l a i n s  w i t h o u t  f o r e s t s .  T h e v  l i k e  r o  f o l l o v  g u i d i n g  l i n e s  l i k e  r : \ ' e r s

o r  e d g e s  o f  v a L l e y s .  E v e n  o f  r i v e r s  a r e  o f t e n  f o l L o w e d '  T h e v

r e f r a i n  f r o m  f t y i n g  o v e r  l a r g e  f o r e s t s  a n d  p r e i e r  t o  m a k e  d e t o u r s  l n r r e a d '

c h a i n s  o f  h l r l s  a r e  c r o s s e d  a t  u n w o o d e d  P a s s e s '  m o s t l v  i ' e 1 o \ t  5 0 0  n e t e r : s '  T h e

a d d i t i o n a l  f l y i . g  d j s r r n c e s  c a u s e d  b v  l h i s  b e h a v i o u r  a r e  g e n e r a l t v  I  -  5  k t r t '

i . e .  a n  a d d i t i o n  o I  . r b o u t  2 0  -  3 A  i  6  t h e  s h o r t e s t  r o u t e ;  i n  e x t r : e m e  c a s e s

t h e  d e t o u r s  n a )  r e a c i r  u P  t o  1 5  k m ,  i . e  n o r e  t h a n  2 0 0  Z  o f  t h e  s h o r t e s i

p o s s i b l e  v a y  ( e . g .  f L y i n s  a r o u n d  t h e  A l b i s  h i l l  c h a i n )  ( s e e  f i g u r e s  ) '

3 .  3 .  2 .  H e i g h t  o f  l L i g h t s

A f t e r  s t a r t i n g  f r o n  t h e  f e e d i n g  o r  r o o s t i n g  p l a c e  t h e  b i l d s  r i s e  v e r v  s l o w l v '

[ i rst ,  they f1y abour 100 n above ground, further a'av (ca l0 kn) frorn lhe

s l a r t i n g  p o i n t  s o n e  2 0 0  n ,  a n d  a t  I a r g e r  d i s t a D c e s  f r o m  t h e  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t

lhey reach soroet ines 400 f t .

3 . 3 . 3 .  I n f r u e n c e  o i  E h e  ] r e a t h e r

f e e d i n g  o n  c u L r i v a t e d  l a n d  i s  p o s s i b l e  o n l v  w h e n  r h e  s o i l  i s  n o t  f r o z e n '  F o r

t h i s  r e a s o n ,  t h e  n i l d  w i n t e r s  o f  t h e  l a s t  y e a r s  w e r e  f a v o u r a b l e  f o r  t h e  g u l 1 s '

Sno 

 

cover also lovers Ehe feeding eff ic iencv'  l 'eeding f l iShls to famland

are reduced under such bad condit ions'  nore gul ls stav around lhe Lake and

i n  t h e  c i t y  o r  a l o n g  r i v e r s  o u t s i d e  o f  r h e  c i r v  ( r i v e r s  L i l t m a t ,  G 1 a t t  " ) '

cont iDuous rainfal ls over a lo s t i rne ' . rr{ ' . ""  tn" same effect,bv reducing

f l i g h t  a c t i v i t y .  E v e n  s h o r r  - t e r n  ' e a t h e z  f l u c t u a t i o n s  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  b e h a v i o u r



3 . 4 .  A d h e s i o n  r o  r h e  f e e d i n 8  p t a c e

N u  b e r s  o I  b i r d s  c o u n r e d  w e e k l y  r n  c h e  s r u d y  a r e a  ( s e e  2 . 3 . )  f l u c E u a r e d  n a r _
k e d l y  b e t w e e n  1 1 9  a n d  2 9 9 4  a r o u n d  a  n e a n  o f  1 2 3 4  ( s d  =  7 3 4 ) .  T h i s  t a c t  r e _
p r e s e n t s  w e l l  t h e  s h o r r _ r i m e  f l r c r u a r i o n s  o f  f o o d  s u p p l y r  s n o v _ c o v e r e d  o r
f r o z e n  s o i l  p r e v e n t s  f e e d i n g ,  d a n p  o r  w e t  s o i l  f a v o u r s  i r .  F a r  i r g  a c t l v i t i e s
a l s o  i n f L u e n c e  g u l l  d i s p e r s i o o :  r e c e n t t y  p l o u g h e d  f i e r d s  a r e  a r t r a c r l v e .
Never: theless, gr!1ts can be found nore consrant ly tn some parts of the

3.5. Other novenents of marked brros

s . u d y  a r e a  r h a n  i n  o t h e r : s .  O n l y  f e w  o b s e r y a r i o n s  e x i s t  o n  r h e  f i d e t i t y  t o
a feeding place. Unfor lunare1y, individual narking of rhe birds was lnposslble.
Colour combinarions shoved only rhe marking date. At sone places birds wirh
the sane conbinarion were found several  r ines, but no clear sequence of ob_
servat ions concerning ident ical ly coroured birds exisrs.  Argumenrs tor:  a
p o s s i b l e  a d h e s i o n  o f  s i n g l e  b i r d s  o r  g r o u p s  r o  c e r t a i n  f e e d i n g  p l a c e s  a r e
v e r y  r e a k  o f  i a c k i n g .

of  the Bu1ls:  an approaching hea\ , )

g u l l s  t o  l e a v e  t h e i r  f e e d i n g  p l a c e s

c o n l a c t  w l t h  t h e  g r o u n d  s e e  s  r o  b e

g u l l s  t l y  v e r y  1 o w ,  d e n s e  I o g  D a k e s

4 .  D r s c u s s i o n

For the bird srr ike problen, mainry oDservarlrons on
f l i g h t s  a n d  o n  a  p o s s i b t e  f e e d i n g  s l r e  f i d e l i t y  n a y

S i g h t  r e c o r d s  c a m e  a l s o  f r o m  o r L s l o e  r n e  n o r m a t  d i s p e r s a l  r . a n g e  o t  t h e  r o o s r .
I ' rorL the reports r , ih ich reached us, the marking dare of 28 records cot!1d be
f ixed exacrty,  that of  an other eleven records only approt imatety (whith an
u n c e r t a i n r v  o f  4  a t  r  < r a v s ) .  D u r i n g  r h e  c o u r s e  o f . h e  w i n t e r  t h e  r i n e  s p a n
oerween narking and f i rst  s ighr ing in regions of o.her roosrs decreaseo
(indicat ion of increasing migrarory noverienrsl) .  changing fron one roosr ro
anoEher or departure can rake place very rapidly:  a gurl  marked in rhe evening
o t  7  1 2 ' 1 7  i n  z u r i c h  w a s  a l r e a d v  s e e n  a r  a  r o o s r  a r  r h e  L a k e  o f  c o n s t a n c e
n e a r  E s c h e n z  o n e  d a y  l a r e r  ( 4 2  k n  N E ) .  A n o r h e r  b i r d  m a r k e d  o n  I 7 .  o r  2 r , r 2 . j 7
w a s  o b s e r v e d  n e a r  B a s t e  a n  2 6 . r 2 , 7 j  ( s o n e  7 0  k n  w N W )  a n d  a  f u r r h e r  s u t l  o f
the sane narkins date i , ,as in Munich (wes. cernany) atready on 9.r .78 (abour
2 5 0  k n  N E ) .

raln or thunderstor3r front nay

1 D  a  h u r r y  V i s i b i t i r y ,  p a r r i c u t a r l y  s i g h t
ot grear inrpor: !ance: Light misr urares tne
t l r c m  r e d u c e  o r  s r o p  r h e  f e e d i n g  f l i g h r s .

f e e d i n g  a n d  r o o s t i n g

nave sone srgni f icance.
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l t  seems that only the roosring place is a si le that is f requenled ore or

t e s s c o n s t a n r l y . V i s i t s t o t t l e : e e d i n g p L a c e s d e p e n d o n v e a t h e r c o n d i t i o n s '

food supply,  and oEher tactor:s;  no habituat ion can be assuned This shouLd

faci l i tate neasures ior gulr  expuLsion tr :orL the airport '  Ho'ever '  Ehe area

o f Z u r i c h a i r p o r t w i l ] r e n a r n a t . r a c t i v e l o r g u l l s ( a n d o t h e l s p e c i e S ' l r k e

Lapwings Vanel lus vanelLus) as long as ther:e are short-grass neadous and

a r a b l e  f i e l d s .  T h e  s a n e  1 s  E r u e  i o r  r n i l i E a r v  a i r p o r t s '  e ' g  D u e b e n d o r f  a 1 r -

p o r t ,  w h i c h  a r e  a l s o  s i E u a t e d  i D  t h e  r a n g e  o I  v e L l  v i s i t e d  f e e d i n g  a r e a s '

3lack-headed guLls nainEain also a certain conservat iv isn in choosrng tne

f1)vays fro$ and to feeding areas'  More detai led studies are necessarv rn

order to eslabl ish the exact rrme-table'  act iv iEv rhvthn and f l ight al t i -

t u c e s o f t h e g u l l s . T h e p o l e n t i a l l i s k a t l h e c r o s s i n g p o i n t s o f t h e b i r d s '

f1) 'vrays with aircrafts in f inar appro;ch or cl inb out has to be 'srrmaceo'
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