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The number of breeding Kelp Gulls Larus dominicanus vetula 
South Africa's Western Cape increased from 6 484 to 18
between the years 1978-2000 (Crawford et al. 1989, 2009). Si
then the numbers breeding on offshore islands in the Western Cape 
have decreased to less than 10 000 pairs (Crawford 2013, Makhado 
et al. 2013). This was partly attributed to increasing predation by 
Great White Pelicans Pelecanus onocrotalus feeding on their chicks 
since the mid-1990s (Mwema et al. 2010). However, 
Island there has been a substantial increase of Kelp Gulls from 
four pairs in 2000 to more than 2 500 pairs in 2011 (Calf 
Makhado et al. 2013. This is a cause for concern because of 
potential impact on threatened seabird species breeding on t
island (Calf et al. 2003).  
 

Predation by seabirds on other seabirds commonly occurs and can 
have a major influence on breeding success and strategies (Becker 
1995, Schreiber and Kissling 2005). The Kelp Gull is versatile in its 
foraging behaviour and has benefited largely from human 
coastal ecosystems (Crawford 2005). Generalist predation behaviour
by Kelp Gulls is widespread in near-shore and intertidal regions and
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Fig 1 - Predation of a Swift Tern egg by an adult 
 

is largely found to be opportunistic, depending on the prey in the
vicinity (Hockey et al. 2005). In South America, they feed 
opportunistically on dead rodents (Ruiz and Simeone 2001), and in 
Namibia, they were observed to prey upon
Spheniscus demersus chicks of more than 1 kg (Malan 
It is well established that in South Africa this species is a predator of 
eggs and chicks of other seabirds, including terns (Burger and 
Gochfeld 1991). Swift Terns Thalasseus bergii
dense colonies and the number of predators as well as predation 
rates often increase with colony size (e.g. Stokes and Boersma 
2000), although the proportion of prey killed usually decreases due to
the overwhelming effect of prey numbers on the 
al. 1995). 
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Fig 2 (above and opposite) - Video-sequences of the predation: a) Kelp 
dragging the immature Swift Terns toward the water b) Kelp Gull forcing the
head of the bird under the water c) Kelp Gull eating the interior of the dead 

Swift Tern. 
 

However, predator-prey relationships at colonies are complex and 
vary in different systems in relation to the number and kind of 
predators as well as the size and age of the colony (Hunter 1991
 

From January 2014, a breeding population of about 9 000 Swift Tern 
pairs bred a few hundred metres away from a colony of Kelp Gulls, 
established in November 2013 on the northern side of Robben Island 
(an area known as the Blue Stone Quarry). This juxtaposition 
resulted in several events of predation on Swift Tern eggs and 
chicks. Some specifically identified gulls were observed repeatedly 

  

- ISSN 2219-0341 - 

 
of the predation: a) Kelp Gull 

b) Kelp Gull forcing the 
ating the interior of the dead 

prey relationships at colonies are complex and 
to the number and kind of 

Hunter 1991).   

000 Swift Tern 
pairs bred a few hundred metres away from a colony of Kelp Gulls, 

side of Robben Island 
Quarry). This juxtaposition 

resulted in several events of predation on Swift Tern eggs and 
identified gulls were observed repeatedly  

 

 61 

 



Ornithological Observations, Vol 6: 60-64 

Fig 3 – The remains of Swift Terns chick after been predated by Kelp Gull.
 
attempting to take abandoned eggs or those of incubating birds, 
especially in the periphery of the colony (Fig 1).   
 
At 15:50 on 10 May 2014, I video recorded an adult Kelp Gull 
catching and dragging a recently-fledged Swift Tern into the flooded 
quarry (Fig 2a). The gull deliberately forced the head of the bird 
under the water (Fig 2b; https://vimeo.com/116058067
minutes. When the tern stopped struggling, the gull dragged it back 
to the shore. One minute later, I found the gull eating the presumably 
now dead bird (Fig 2c;). Kelp Gulls at this colony tend to kill 
unsupervised Swift Tern chicks and eat only their intestine/stomach 
contents, leaving the rest of the body uneaten (Fig 3; pers. obs.).
 
Predation by drowning is not common behaviour in seabirds, but it 
has been observed in the Great Skua Catharacta skua
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Predation by drowning is not common behaviour in seabirds, but it 
Catharacta skua hunting and 

drowning adult Kittiwakes Rissa tridactyla by forcing them onto the
water (Perry 1948) and giant petrels Macronectes
reported to drown albatrosses Thalassarche 
penguins Eudyptes spp. by holding their heads underwater (Cox 
1978, Ryan et al. 2008) or by standing on penguins shortly after they 
enter the sea (Horswill et al. 2014). Despite many recordings of 
generalistic predation by Kelp Gull on terns (Y
1997), including predation of an adult Hartlaub’s Gull 
Chroicocephalus hartlaubi (Cooper 1977), this appears to be the first 
record of drowning behaviour by Kelp Gulls. 
 

- oo0oo - 
 
Acknowledgements 
My research on Robben Island is supported by a Department of 
Science and Technology Centre of Excellence grant to the Percy 
FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology. Robben Island Museum 
provided logistical support and permission to conduct research on 
the island. The vehicle of the Animal Demography Unit was made 
available for transport. Richard Sherley and Peter Ryan prov
useful comments on an earlier draft. 
 
References: 
Becker PH 1995. Effects of coloniality on gull predation on Common 
Tern (Sterna hirundo) chicks. Colonial Waterbirds 18: 11
 
Burger J, Gochfeld M 1991. The Common Tern
biology and social behaviour. Columbia University Press
 
Calf KM, Cooper J, Underhill LG 2003. First breeding records of 
Kelp Gulls Larus dominicanus vetula at Robben Island, Western 
Cape, South Africa. African Journal of Marine Sc

 62 

forcing them onto the 
Macronectes spp. have been 

Thalassarche spp. and crested 
spp. by holding their heads underwater (Cox 

2008) or by standing on penguins shortly after they 
Despite many recordings of 

by Kelp Gull on terns (Yourio and Quintana 
1997), including predation of an adult Hartlaub’s Gull 

(Cooper 1977), this appears to be the first 

esearch on Robben Island is supported by a Department of 
Science and Technology Centre of Excellence grant to the Percy 

Robben Island Museum 
provided logistical support and permission to conduct research on 

The vehicle of the Animal Demography Unit was made 
Richard Sherley and Peter Ryan provided 

Effects of coloniality on gull predation on Common 
) chicks. Colonial Waterbirds 18: 11–22. 

ommon Tern: Its breeding 
biology and social behaviour. Columbia University Press, New York. 

First breeding records of 
at Robben Island, Western 

Cape, South Africa. African Journal of Marine Science 25: 391–393. 

https://vimeo.com/


Ornithological Observations, Vol 6: 60-64 

Cooper J 1977. Kelp Gull killing Hartlaub’s Gull. Cormorant 3: 18.
 
Cox JB 1978. Albatross killed by giant-petrel. Emu 78: 94
 
Crawford RJM 2005. Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus in: Hockey 
Dean WRJ, Ryan PG (eds) Roberts Birds of Southern Africa, VII
The Trustees of the John Voelcker Bird Book Fund, Cape Town: 
439–441. 
 
Crawford RJM 2013. Long-term change in the population sizes and 
conservation status of South Africa's seabirds. Ostrich 84:2, v
 
Crawford RJM, Cooper J, Shelton PA 1982. 
population size, breeding and conservation of the Kelp Gull in 
southern Africa. Ostrich 53: 164–177. 
 
Crawford RJM, Underhill LG, Altwegg R, Dyer BM
2009. Trends in numbers of Kelp Gulls Larus dominicanus
western South Africa, 1978–2007. Ostrich 80: 139-143. 
 
Emslie DS, Karnovsky N, Trivelpiece W 1995. Avian Predation at 
Penguin Colonies on King George Island. Wilson Bulletin
327. 
 
Hockey PAR, Dean WRJ, Ryan PG (eds) 2005. Roberts b
southern Africa (7th ed). Trustees of the John Voelcker Bird Book 
Fund. Cape Town. 
 
Horswill C, Matthiopoulos J, Green JA, Meredith MP, Forcada J, 
Peat H, Preston M, Trathan PN, Ratcliffe N 2014
Macaroni Penguins and the relative importance of different drivers: 
individual traits, predation pressure and environmental variability. 

  

- ISSN 2219-0341 - 

Kelp Gull killing Hartlaub’s Gull. Cormorant 3: 18. 

petrel. Emu 78: 94–95. 

in: Hockey PAR, 
Southern Africa, VIIth ed. 

The Trustees of the John Voelcker Bird Book Fund, Cape Town: 

term change in the population sizes and 
84:2, v-ix. 

 Distribution, 
population size, breeding and conservation of the Kelp Gull in 

R, Dyer BM, Upfold L 
Larus dominicanus off 

 

Avian Predation at 
Wilson Bulletin 107: 317–

Roberts birds of 
Voelcker Bird Book 

Horswill C, Matthiopoulos J, Green JA, Meredith MP, Forcada J, 
PN, Ratcliffe N 2014. Survival in 

enguins and the relative importance of different drivers: 
individual traits, predation pressure and environmental variability. 

Journal of Animal Ecology 83: 1057-1067. 
 
Hunter S 1991. The impact of avian predator
Penguin Aptenodytes patagonicus chicks at Marion Island. 
343-350. 
 
Makhado AB, Dyer BM, Fox R, Geldenhuys D, Pichegru L, 
Randall RM, Sherley RB, Upfold L, Visagie J, Waller LJ, 
Whittington PA, Crawford RJM 2013. Estimates of numbers of 
twelve seabird species breeding in South Africa, updated to include 
2012. Branch Oceans and Coasts, Department of Environmental 
Affairs: Cape Town. 18 pp. 
 
Mwema MM, de Ponte Machado M, Ryan PG 2010
seabirds at Dassen Island, South Africa: chances of surviving great 
white pelican predation. Endangered Species Research 9
 
Malan L, Malan F, Williams AJ 2004. Kelp gulls as predators of 
large African Penguins chicks: obseravtions at Possession Island, 
Namibia. Bird Numbers 13: 14. 
 
Perry R 1948. Shetland Sanctuary. Birds on the Isle of Noss. Faber 
and Faber, London. 
 
Ryan PG, Sommer E, Breytenbach E. 2008.
Macronectes hunting Northern Rockhopper Penguins 
moseleyi at sea. Ardea 96: 129-134. 
 
Ruiz J, Simeone A 2001. Feeding by Kelp Gulls on Rodents during 
a Mouse Outbreak at an Inland Area in Southern Chile. Waterbirds
24: 118–120. 
 

 63 

The impact of avian predator-scavengers on King 
chicks at Marion Island. Ibis 133: 

Makhado AB, Dyer BM, Fox R, Geldenhuys D, Pichegru L, 
Randall RM, Sherley RB, Upfold L, Visagie J, Waller LJ, 

Estimates of numbers of 
South Africa, updated to include 

2012. Branch Oceans and Coasts, Department of Environmental 

Ryan PG 2010. Breeding 
seabirds at Dassen Island, South Africa: chances of surviving great 

predation. Endangered Species Research 9: 125–131. 

Kelp gulls as predators of 
large African Penguins chicks: obseravtions at Possession Island, 

the Isle of Noss. Faber 

Ryan PG, Sommer E, Breytenbach E. 2008. Giant petrels 
hunting Northern Rockhopper Penguins Eudyptes 

Feeding by Kelp Gulls on Rodents during 
a Mouse Outbreak at an Inland Area in Southern Chile. Waterbirds 



Ornithological Observations, Vol 6: 60-64 

Schreiber J, Kissling WD 2005. Factors affecting the breeding 
success of Arctic Terns Sterna paradisaea in a colony at 
Kaldbaksbotnur, Faroe Islands. Atlantic Seabirds 7: 97–
 
Stokes DL, Boersma PD 2000. Nesting density and reproductive 
success in a colonial seabird, the Magellanic penguin. Ecology 81: 
2878–2891. 
 
Yorio P, Quintana F 1997. Predation by Kelp Gulls 
dominicanus at a mixed-species colony of Royal and Cayenne Terns 
Sterna maxima and S. eurygnatha in Patagonia. Ibis 139: 536
 

  

- ISSN 2219-0341 - 

Factors affecting the breeding 
in a colony at 

–105. 

Nesting density and reproductive 
lanic penguin. Ecology 81: 

Predation by Kelp Gulls Larus 
species colony of Royal and Cayenne Terns 

in Patagonia. Ibis 139: 536–541. 

 64 


