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THE DISTRIBUTION OF BREEDING COLONIES 
AND STATUS OF THE RED-BILLED GULL 

I N  NEW ZEALAND 
AND ITS OUTLYING ISLANDS 

INTRODUCTION 
T h e  Red-billed Gull (Lnrus tzovaettollntt~rliae scoptrlii~z~s, Forster, 

1884) was first recorded by an ornithologist, Forster, i l l  New Zealancl 
during Cook's second voyaKe in 1773 (Oliver 1955) . It is a conlnlon 
bird on the New Zealancl coast and many accounts of coastal bird life 
contain reference to it but probably because it is so common they arc 
usually perfunctory. Specific references to breeding sites are few. 111 
1940, however, the Ornithological Society of New Zealand started to 
publish annually in  its bulletin, classified sunnnarised notes on New 
Zealand birds. These contain a number of references to breeding sites 
and cumulatively have added a great deal to thc knowledge of the 
breeding status of this species. 

In  1960, a colour banding scheme, sponsored by the Ornithologic:~l 
Society of New Zealand, was launche~l to gain inforn~ation on the 
dispersal of these gulls from their breeding colonies and as an adjunct 
to this study, a census of breeding colonies was undertaken and the 
co-operation of the members of the society was sought. Using the 
information thus obtained antl c o ~ n b i n i n ~  this with the records from 
the literature, a list of the breeding sites in New Zealand and its 
outlying islands is hcrc presented as nearly as possil~le in order from 
north to south. 'I'his plan tias I m n  ;~dlicred to even with more remote 
is la~~tls ,  except that C:hatli;~n~ Islands are deitlt wit11 last. 

, DISCUSSION 
T h e  pattern that emerges is of conccnt~ations o l  large numbers 

of birds into several major colonies. They are occupied annually antl 
have a long tradition of occupancy. Co~~versely, thc sn~aller colonies 
are often of an ephemeral nature, a l ~ d  the sites chosen may vary from 
year to year. In these small colonies the breeding success is low, often 
they are complete failures. 

With the exception of two or t l m c  lakcsidc breeding sites in 
tlie Kotorua district, all breeding colonies occur on the sea coast, 011 

off-shore stacks, or on islands. 111 the North Island the Three Kings 
lslands colony is by far the largest and Mokohinau Islands colony 
probably ranks next in size. T h e  largest colony in the South Island is 
a t  Kaikoura Peninsula. T h e  mainland birds choose open, bare sites 
for their. colonies and nest close together in compact aggregations. In 
the' sub-Antarctic islands, however, the gulls nest singly and in concealed 
situations - under overhanging shrubs or ledges, or in clefts or caves. 
l'his is.  made necessary by the presence on these islands oC skuas 
(Stercorarius skua lonnbergi) and serves to protect the nesting gulls and 
their young from the skuas' attacks. They still, however, retain a 
degree of gregariousness for these isolated nests tend to occur in groups. 
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Sonietilncs others species of birds ticst in ;tssociatiot~ with Kcd- 
billed gulls. Black-backed gulls (Lams rlorniniccinus) and Black-billed 
gulls (Lnrus bulleri) in  small numbers occasionally attach themselves 
to Red-billed gull colonies. At Rotorua Red-billed and HIack-billed 
gulls in almost equal numbers, some 400 pairs of each species, breed 
annually in close proximity. This  however is exceptional ancl atypical. 
White-fronted Tcrns (Slerno. .strintaj, however, are frequently found 
breeding in association with Kccl-billed Gulls. Apparently they arc 
attracted by the aggregation of the breeding gulls for they almost in- 
variably establish their colonies later than the gulls. This  associ;~tion 
oftcn leads to ;I loss ol' ;I proportion of the terns' eggs through gull 
r c l i t i o n  So~nctimcs small groups of' Chspian l 'erns (Hyrl~oprogne 
cna/>irr) brcctl near or a ~ n o ~ ~ g s t  Kctl-billed gull colonies ant1 011  tllc 
sub-Ant;rrctic islancls the A~~t;trctic 'l'eru (.\ ' /o.~~o vi!./nlo bclhrr~~ei)  I,recrls 
;~lonpit lc  tltcsc gulls. Red-billed C;rtlls s o n ~ c t i ~ ~ l c s  nest witli slii~gs 
(P/fa/ncrocor.fc.v q q ~ . )  o r  gannets { S d a  bcf.s.s(~fu~ .mwt lo), the gulls S L I ~ I ~ C -  

nlcnting thcir I'ootl supply by scavenging arou~trl tlic colonies of thcir 
associates. 

-J'lrc distribution ol t l ~ c  colol~ies i s  prctlomin;~ntly on the c:tst 
coast. T h e  exceptions are New Plyl~ioutlr, Kapiti Island, hlana .Islard, 
Fiordland, and the small colonies st hduriwai ; t r d  Okarito. There arc 
long stretches of uninhabited coast on the west of the South Isli~ntl 
and consequently the records may not be as complete for this coast as 
is the case for the eastern seaboard. I t  is considered however that 
this paucity of colonies on the west coast is ;IS real ;IS it is ;cpparent 
m t l  that it is linked witli availability of food. 

A constant, abundant, ;und readily w;~i l ;~blc  lootl supply is 
necessary to  support such concentrations ol' ;tdults ancl to feed the 
~~cstliligs when they hatch. At Grassn~crc, a t  Kaikoura, and at  Kapiti 
thc young arc fed extensively on small crustacca. A t  Nelson, alttiough 
the color~y is close to the city where ;t ready supply o l  scraps ; ~ n d  ofhl 
is ;tv:til;~l~lc, the nestlings ;Ire n~ainly fed on sniidl fsh. It appears 
tllerclorc that liirgc colonies can only occur wllcrc ;L rciiablc pclargic 
L'ood s u ~ p l y  is ;~v;tilal~lc. '1-his nlcalts t l ~ a ~  this type of food not only 
~nuxt  occur witl~in forxg-i11g range but that it sl~oultl also be ;~vailablc 
reasonirl~ly c:onti~~uously. A surL';tcc I'ectling bird like t l ~ c  Kecl-l~illetl 
Gull rcquircs relatively c;tlnt c.cmditio~~s to ol,t;ti~l its lootl at sea, thus 
Fcctling is restricted to Ice-shores. 0 1 1  the otherwise o p c t ~  i ~ r ~ t l  exposed 
west coast o111y ill thc viciuity ol New l ' lyn~outl~, Ihpi t i  a t ~ d  Maria 
I s la~~ds ,  and i l l  I:iortlla~ld arc cxtc~lsivc areas of shclterotl waters ;ivail;~blc 
for the gulls to Sorag-c it,, a l ~ d  thus large colonies arc restricted to 
these areas. Carrick and Murray (1961) have shown t h t  food supply 
clctcrmines the location ol' nesting colonies in Australia. 

Inhrrn;ttion in colony s i x  Irom ye;tr to year is av;tilitblc i t 1  ;t 

l'cw cases. Most of tlicsc show that numbers are increasing, especially ill 
tlic Iarge colonies, i.e. Nelson ancl Kaikouri. T h e  numbers giveit, 
howcver, are in most cases estim;~tcs so no more than broad tendencies 
can be inferred. A conservative estimate of the total breeding population 
based on the idormation herein woulcl be something in the order of 
40,000 breeding pairs and it is shown that these birds breed, or have been 
known to d o  so, a t  some 166 different localities in the New Zealancl 
region. 
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T h e  Red-billccI Gull is, therefore, obviously well adjusted to 
European settlcnlent i n  New Zealand, is numerous and apparently is 
increasing. 

ACKKOWLEDGEMENTS 
T h e  authors wish to acknowledge their gratitude to a11 who 

have responded to their request for information (they are named 
beside their contributions in  the list) and to Dr. K. 4. Falla for helpful 
discussion and comments. 

GENERAL REFERENCES 
CARRICK, R., and MURRAY, M. D., 1964: Social factors i n  population regulation of the 

silver gull, Larus novaehollandiae Stephens. CSlRO Wi ld l .  Res., 9: 189-59. 
OLIVER, W. R. 0 . .  1955: " New Zealand Birds." 2nd edit. A. H. and A. W. Reed, 

Wellington, 661 pp. 

SHORT NOTE 

WHITE-CAPPED NODDY !YT SPIRITS BAY 
On the afternoon of 10/1/65 I was able to watch a White-capped 

Nocldy (A~rous n~inutus )  for about two hours a t  Spirits Bay. 
l ' he  bird was first noticed on  the edge of a group of c. 100 

White-fronted Terns  (S. striola) which were resting on the beach at  
the eastern end of the bay. My first impression was of a bird about 
the size and shape of -a  White-fronted T e r n  bu t  with the colours 
reversed. I t  was uniformly coloured a dark greyish brown except for 
the crown and nape, which were white shading t o  greyish white a t  the 
back of the head. Prominent features were a white line under and 
extending back slightly from the eye, and a jet black line running 
lorward from the eyc over the lower forehexl. There was also a s1nal1 
area of jet black directly behind thc eye. T h e  bill m t l  legs were 
black imtl the feet large and webbed. 

When the flock was disturbed, the noddy separated lrom the 
terns ant1 llcw over the. brackish pool formed by the K;rpowairua Strei~nl 
j ~ ~ s t  behind the beach. Here i t  hovcretl h i  some time just above the 
water apparently leecling. Eventually it settled down rle;ir the 
far bank alniost 111) to its tliigl~s i l l  the water; ;md, in thc company ol 
live Kecl-billed Gulls ( L .  SL.O]?U~~IIILF), which dwarfed it, i t  proceeded to 
preen itself lor some time. A t  this point, the stream is about a chain 
wide, ; ~ n d  the noddy was not a t  a11 disturbcd a t  rny inoving about on 
the opposite bank photographing it, using a 135111111. telephoto lens. 

T h e  bird flew OR once again, but  1 located it back on  the beach, 
on  the edge of the group of terns. Here I attempted a careful approach 
and although the terns moved gradually further away, the noddy stood 
its gror~nd,  and, to my surprise, I came as close as only five yards 
from it before it flew off again. MJith the terns, i t  moved a considerable 
distance along the beach. T h e  weather at  the time was fine and  sunny, 
but  the preceding few days had been dull and unsettled in  the Kaitaia 
area. 

T h e  photographs confirm the identification of the bird as a 
White-capped Noddy. Also, shortly after observing the bird, I was able, 
by the courtesy of Mr. G. Turbott,  .to examine the specimens held in 
the Auckland W a r  Memorial Museum. . 

- M. G .  MACDON.4LD 


