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INTRODUCTION 

The traditional habitat for gulls is coastline cliffs. They are opportunists that are quick to learn and 

ready to take advantage of a variety of food sources. They hunt fish and other sea creatures, though 

some, including the Herring and Lesser black-backed gulls will take carrion, discarded and 

unprotected food as well as the eggs and chicks of other seabirds. Particularly in the earlier parts of 

the 20th Century, the Herring and Lesser black-backed gulls have ventured inland. The 1956 Clean Air 

Act prevented waste operators burning rubbish and it is believed this inland abundance of food 

became an easy alternative to traditional food sources. In addition, the centres of many towns and 

cities often offer a ready food supply with discarded takeaway food containers and some people 

deliberately feed them. 

 

HABITAT 

Breeding pairs court in April and start nest building from early May onwards. Traditionally, gulls nest 

on cliffs where the pair hollow out several depressions up to 15 inches across with central depressions 

of up to 8 inches wide and about the depth of an egg. The nests are lined with feathers and vegetation 

or available materials. One of the nests is then selected for laying the eggs. In towns, the nests are 

constructed on flat roofs and parapets and can be from straw, grass, twigs, paper and any other 

material the gull can conveniently find. If a breeding site becomes established, gulls will return year 

after year and as they are social creatures, other gulls will start to colonise an area and nest on 

adjacent buildings. The nests can be large and if they are made of material collected over several 

years, they can become heavy, which can cause problems with weak structures. 

 

LIFE CYCLE 

Clutches of two or three eggs are laid from early May onwards and are incubated for about three 

weeks. The chicks grow quickly and are active, which means that they often fall from their nests. In 

town, this often means that they are unable to return to their nests. Small chicks will die if they are 

not returned, but the larger chicks will be protected by their parents and fed on the ground. The 

chicks generally fledge at twelve weeks and then take about three years to reach maturity and start 

to breed. The life expectancy for gulls can be up to 30 years. 

 

NUISANCE AND HEALTH RISK 

Gulls can be considered a public health risk and nuisance within the urban environment, particularly 

when present in large numbers. They can also pose a risk of food poisoning, and/or contamination 
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within food businesses, and pose health and safety risks within other commercial settings. Birds’ nests 

and droppings may also result in insect infestations within dwellings. 

Many people find gulls to be a nuisance for several reasons but the main ones are listed below: 

 NOISE: caused by gulls calling, particularly at day break, and by their heavy footsteps. 

Furthermore, gulls begin mating in April and nest from early May onwards, and the raucous 

mating calls and squabbling can start at sunrise and continue all day.  

 MESS: caused by their droppings fouling washing, cars, gardens, people and walkways. Gull 

droppings are also slippery and may pose a health and safety risk, particularly on footpaths, 

external stairs and fire escapes. 

 HEALTH: Whilst there is little reported evidence of health risk associated with contact with 

gull droppings, due to their feeding nature, e.g. scavengers, it is highly likely that their 

droppings can transmit a wide variety of bacteria, similar to feral pigeons. In common with 

other birds, gull nests can support a wide variety of insect species e.g.  fleas, ticks and mites, 

that may infest houses and commercial buildings and can give rise to health problems, 

 DAMAGE TO PROPERTIES: caused by gulls picking at roofing materials, and by nests and 

droppings which can block gas flues, chimneys and clog ventilation system. In addition, they 

can block guttering and clog drains, causing flooding or hold moisture against a building; both 

issues having the potential to contribute towards damp in building structures. The droppings 

can also accelerate the deterioration of buildings and statues 

 SAFETY: Gulls are sometimes viewed as aggressive - dive-bombing and swooping on animals 

and people. This may be due to gulls being competitive with other gulls and so will often 

attempt to take food before it is thrown or discarded. Adults also swoop to protect their young 

and nests during the breeding season (between April and August). It can also be dangerous 

when gas flues become blocked by nesting materials - this can have serious consequences if 

gas fumes are prevented from escaping effectively. 

 

THE LAW 

The number of Herring and Lesser Black- backed gulls are declining and Herring gulls are on the IUCN 

(International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources) Red List of Threatened 

Species. In addition, gulls, including the nests and habitats, are protected under the Wildlife and 

Countryside Act 1981, and they can only be controlled where permitted by licence. General licenses 

are issued by Natural Resources Wales and these list the birds that can be controlled for public health 

and safety reasons. The licences also identify the methods that can be used and specify that non-
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lethal methods are prioritised, to allow landowners or occupiers to humanely control certain species, 

as a last resort, or remove their nests and eggs. 

 

CONTROL  

Gull control methods include nest destruction, egg replacement and egg oiling though it is difficult to 

ensure that the correct species is targeted and the scale of control is likely to be effected by the 

availability of alternative nesting sites. Birds of prey and sonic devices may be utilised to cover large 

scale sites, e.g. landfill sites. 

The most successful method of controlling gulls is to ‘proof’ the building to prevent gulls landing and 

constructing nests. however this is not an instant solution. It requires planning and action well ahead 

of the nesting season. Proofing will have limited success in reducing urban gull population unless all 

buildings or potential nesting sites are proofed. 

Proofing materials include: 

 Spike systems, of the appropriate size to control gulls, on potential perch sites 

o Chimney spikes – for preventing gulls nesting on roofs, especially on residential 

property. These are best installed outside the breeding season 

o Short spikes 

 Net systems of the correct size to prevent gulls landing and nesting 

 Post and spring wires on potential perch sites 

 Electrical wire systems on landing and nesting sites 

 Scented gels 

 Optical ‘fire’ gels (non- toxic gel which tricks birds into thinking there is fire present) 

 

Because of problems with fitting and the danger of trapping birds in or under the nets and wires, the 

council advises that these methods should always be done by, or after taking advice from a competent 

specialist 

The RSPB favours non-lethal solutions and believes gulls should be killed only as a last resort, 

especially since several species are of conservation concern. 

The other effective method is to reduce the availability of food to try and discourage gulls. Proofing 

should be combined with reducing available food sources by undertaking sound waste management 

practices by local authorities and the management of waste treatment plants and landfill sites. 
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HOW CAN YOU HELP? 

 Avoid  feeding of gulls. Feeding gulls will attract them and potentially rats, and they may also 

learn to snatch food. To be effective, however, councils also need to ensure that landfill tips are 

well-managed and that streets are regularly cleaned.  

 Food sources should be restricted – do not leave food around outside cafes, tea gardens or 

seaside kiosks 

 Edible litter carefully disposed of and stored in covered gull proof containers. Plastic bin bags 

on streets are an open invitation for gulls and should be avoided. There appear to be fewer 

problems where local authorities provide wheelie-bins than in areas where rubbish is collected 

in plastic sacks, which are easily punctured by cats, dogs, gulls and foxes. 

 Do not drop litter or food scraps – this is an offence and may be liable to a penalty. Take your 

litter and waste home, or use a lidded bin. 

 Do not encourage large birds into the garden – it causes nuisance to neighbours, may attract 

rats, and might encourage gulls to nest nearby. 

 Protect your own property – using physical means or by employing a licensed contractor to 

replace eggs or remove nests 

 

 


