
ARCTIC

VOL. 52, NO. 4 (DECEMBER 1999) P. 325– 331
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ABSTRACT. Little information exists on the population trends of gulls and terns nesting in the Arctic. In 1997, we surveyed the
number of glaucous gull (Larus hyperboreus), herring gull (Larus argentatus), and arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) nests on the
Belcher Islands (56˚00' –57˚30'N, 79˚30' – 80˚00'W). We compared our results with the mean number of nests per island counted
in the Belcher Islands in the late 1980s using the same survey methods. The mean number of gull nests per island had declined
in all five archipelagos surveyed, and the decline was significant in three regions. The number of arctic tern nests had also declined
in all three regions where they were originally present, although this decline was significant in only one region. The causes of these
apparent declines are unknown. Adult mortality or emigration of gulls from the area may have occurred in response to changes
in polynya formation during recent winters, which restricted access to marine food sources. Reproductive success of gulls may
also be low in response to the recent 75% decline in common eiders nesting in the Belcher Islands. Eider eggs and ducklings are
an important food source for gulls during the breeding season. The decline of nesting arctic terns may reflect either winter mortality
of tern populations caused by unknown factors or emigration out of the Belcher Islands in response to regional egging and
disturbance by local residents.
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polynyas, population trends

RÉSUMÉ. Il existe peu de renseignements sur les tendances dans les changements de population des mouettes et sternes qui
nichent dans l’Arctique. En 1997, on a établi un relevé des nids du goéland bourgmestre (Larus hyperboreus), du goéland argenté
(Larus argentatus) et de la sterne arctique (Sterna paradisaea) dans les îles Belcher (56˚ 00' – 57˚ 30' de latit. N., 79˚ 30' – 80˚ 00'
de longit. O.). Nous avons comparé nos résultats avec le nombre moyen de nids par île comptés dans les îles Belcher à la fin des
années 1980, en employant les mêmes méthodes de relevés. Le nombre moyen de nids de goélands par île a baissé dans les cinq
archipels étudiés, et la baisse s’est révélée importante dans trois régions. Le nombre de nids de sternes arctiques avait également
baissé dans les trois régions où elles étaient présentes à l’origine, bien que ce déclin ne fût important que dans une seule région.
On ne connaît pas les causes de ces baisses apparentes. La mortalité adulte ou l’émigration des goélands de cette zone aurait pu
se produire en réponse aux changements survenus dans la formation de la polynie au cours des derniers hivers – changements qui
auraient limité l’accès aux aliments venant de la mer. Le succès de reproduction du goéland pourrait aussi être bas suite au déclin
récent de 75 p. cent chez l’eider à duvet qui niche dans les îles Belcher. Les oeufs d’eider et les oisons constituent une importante
source alimentaire pour les goélands durant la saison de nidification. Le déclin de la sterne arctique peut être un symptôme soit
de la mortalité hivernale des population de sternes dont la cause reste inconnue, soit d’une émigration des îles Belcher en réponse
à la collecte des oeufs et à la perturbation dont sont responsables les habitants de la région.

Mots clés: sterne arctique, Sterna paradisaea, îles Belcher, goéland bourgmestre, Larus hyperboreus, goéland argenté, Larus
argentatus, polynies, tendances dans les changements de population
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INTRODUCTION

Populations of many gull species have increased dramati-
cally during the last century (Blokpoel and Tessier, 1986).
Expansions in range have accompanied population in-
creases for several species. For example, great black-
backed gulls (L. marinus) have increased in number and
are ranging further south in Atlantic Canada and New
England (Drury, 1973, 1974; Ewins et al., 1992). Gull
populations have apparently responded to increased levels

of food from garbage waste (Spaans, 1971) and fisheries
offal (Furness et al., 1992; Howes and Montevecchi, 1993).
These artificial food sources may enhance reproductive
success during the breeding season and overwinter sur-
vival of both young and adults (Sibly and McCleery, 1983;
Pierotti and Annett, 1991; Pons, 1992). The population
dynamics of gulls are of interest because some gull species
depredate the nests of other birds. Predation by gulls may
increase when artificial food sources are suddenly re-
moved, forcing gulls to prey intensively on naturally
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occurring prey (Pons, 1992; Regehr and Montevecchi,
1997; Gilchrist, 1998).

Whereas gull numbers have generally increased, tern
populations have tended to decline (Nisbet, 1973; Drury,
1973, 1974; Courtney and Blokpoel, 1983; Chapdelaine,
1995; Spendelow et al., 1995). In fact, one factor causing
declines in tern populations is that terns are often dis-
placed from their nesting areas by increasing populations
of breeding gulls (Kress, 1983; Morris et al., 1992). Dis-
turbance, loss of nesting habitat to human development,
and a reduction in their food supply caused by commercial
fisheries have also been implicated in the decline of tern
populations in North America (Morris and Hunter, 1976;
Morris et al., 1980).

In contrast to populations breeding at southern lati-
tudes, arctic species are unlikely to have food waste as a
significant factor during the breeding season (except per-
haps the ivory gull; Haney and MacDonald, 1995). There-
fore, gulls and terns nesting in the North should rely on
natural prey items while breeding, and perhaps are less
affected by human development. However, there is very
little information on the population trends of gulls and
terns nesting in the Arctic.

We counted nests of glaucous gulls (Larus hyperboreus),
herring gulls (L. argentatus), and arctic terns (Sterna
paradisaea) breeding in the Belcher Islands in 1997. Nests
were counted in the Belcher Islands in the 1980s, using the
same survey methods (Fleming and McDonald, 1987;
Nakashima and Murray, 1988; McDonald and Fleming,
1990). This paper compares the 1980s counts of gull and
tern nests to our 1997 counts and explores possible reasons
for the differences.

METHODS

Surveys

The Belcher Islands (56˚00' to 57˚30'N, 79˚30' to
80˚00'W) are a complex of island archipelagos in south-
eastern Hudson Bay. Islands range in size from 1 m2 to
>1000 km2. This region and its avifauna are well described
by Freeman (1970) and Manning (1976). Five archipela-
gos were chosen for a study between 1985 and 1989 to
assess common eider nesting densities (Fleming and
McDonald, 1987; Nakashima and Murray, 1988; McDonald
and Fleming, 1990). In these studies (Fig. 1), all islands
less than 500 ha were numbered within each region, and
50% of these islands were randomly selected for survey.
We attempted to return to these selected islands in 1997. In
some cases, however, logistical constraints prevented us
from doing so. Occasionally an island was not clearly
delineated on the maps or may have been attached to the
mainland at low tide. Sample sizes thus vary between the
two surveys. All surveys were conducted in early July.

Islands were surveyed by one of two methods. Small
islands (< 0.05 ha) could be completely examined from a

boat. If there was any evidence of nesting birds, we landed
to examine the island on foot. During surveys, crews of
three to six field workers walked across islands 10 m apart
from each other. If the island could not be surveyed in one
sweep, the crew member at the outside of the line would
mark the extent of the first pass with rocks or sticks. The
crew would then turn around and return, counting only
nests on the opposite side of the previously marked line. In
this manner, islands were completely surveyed with little
risk of missing nests or counting nests more than once.

Gull nests were easy to locate because there was little
vegetation and their large nest mounds usually stood out
prominently. As in previous surveys, no attempt was made
to distinguish between glaucous gull and herring gull
nests, as the eggs of these species could not be distin-
guished reliably. Islands that supported tern colonies were
obvious because large numbers of terns circled above
these islands as we approached. On islands where terns
were present, we intensified the survey and walked closer
together (ca. 5 m apart). Undoubtedly, some tern nests
were still missed by the survey, but we assume that the
numbers of nests missed by crews in the 1980s and in 1997
should be the same because survey techniques were iden-
tical. In fact, many of the same individuals participated in
both surveys.

When a nest was found, its contents were called out to
one crew member, who recorded the information. For each
nest, we recorded the species, the number of eggs, and the
status of the nest. Nest status was recorded as either (1)
incubating, (2) pipping, (3) all eggs hatched, or (4) par-
tially depredated or completely destroyed.

Statistical Analysis: Constraints Imposed by Historical
Data

Historical data for gulls and terns were extracted from
the following studies: Nakashima and Murray (1988), for
surveys of the Sleeper Islands, Laddie Islands and Split
Islands (1985 season); Fleming and McDonald (1987), for
the South Flaherty Islands (1987 season); and, McDonald
and Fleming (1990), for South Churchill Sound (1988
season). Unfortunately, only summaries of mean nests per
island for each region were available to make comparisons
with 1997 data (originally presented with standard error
and island sample size). Our ability to detect differences in
the nests per island of these species was low, and resulted
in a conservative test for differences in the number of nests
found. This is especially so for arctic terns because of the
high variance in the number of nests counted per island.
Therefore, we used a modified t-test (two-tailed) that
allowed for unequal variances and sample sizes (Zar,
1984), because we did not want to assume that the two
samples had equal variances. However, even with unequal
variances and skewed distributions, t-tests are reasonably
robust and are as informative as their nonparametric coun-
terparts, such as the Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks
test (Stewart-Oaten, 1995). Clearly, island-by-island
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FIG. 1. Location of the study area in the Belcher Islands, Hudson Bay, Nunavut. Rectangles show the five areas surveyed in the 1980s and resurveyed in 1997.

comparisons that recorded gains and losses between the
two study periods would have been a much more powerful
test. We were able to make this comparison with common
eider data (Robertson and Gilchrist, 1998).

In some instances, we could extract nest information
about specific islands, typically those that supported large
numbers of gull and tern nests and were specifically
highlighted in the original reports. These data enabled
comparisons between individual islands (one island for
gulls, and four islands for arctic terns).

RESULTS

Gulls – 1997

In all, 208 nests were found on 431 islands, for a nest
density of 0.5 (± 2.2 SE) nests per island (Table 1). The
highest density, 1.7 (± 5.7 SE) nests per island, found in
South Churchill Sound, was due to a relatively large
colony of 28 gulls found on one island. The Split and
Laddie island groups had the lowest density: only 16 nests
were found on 144 islands. Gull nests were also spread out

over a greater number of islands in South Churchill Sound
(22.2% of islands) than in the Laddie and Split Islands
(5 to 8% of islands). Most nests were found while their
eggs were still being incubated, and the mean clutch size
of nests with eggs was just over two eggs (2.2 eggs/nest,
± 0.7 SE).

Terns – 1997

Tern nests were found only in the three northern regions
of the study area (Table 2). The Sleeper Islands group
supported the largest number of nests (79%, 213 of total
270 islands). The distribution of tern nests was highly
clumped; most nests were found in a few large colonies.
All nests were found while they were being incubated, and
the mean clutch size was 1.6 ± 0.5 eggs per nest.

Comparisons between 1980s and 1997

The mean number of gulls nesting per island in the study
region has declined by 50% (Table 3). All five regions
showed a decline in gull nest density since the 1980s
(Table 3). In three regions, and overall, this decline was
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TABLE 1. Summary statistics for large gulls (glaucous gull and herring gull combined) nesting in the Belcher Islands in 1997.

South Flaherty Islands South Churchill Sound Sleeper Islands Split Islands Laddie Islands Total

Dates surveyed 3 – 6 July 7 – 8 July 10 – 13 July 20 July 22 – 23 July 3 – 23 July
Number of islands surveyed 153 27 107 62 82 431
Number of gull nests 85 45 62 10 6 208
Number of nests/island (range) 0.6 ± 2.1 (0 – 17) 1.7 ± 5.7 (0 – 28) 0.6 ± 1.9 (0 – 12) 0.2 ± 0.7 (0 – 5) 0.1 ± 0.3 (0 – 2) 0.5 ± 2.2 (0 – 28)
Number of islands with nests 31 (20.2%) 6 (22.2%) 13 (12.1%) 5 (8.0%) 4 (4.9%) 59 (13.7%)
% of nests in status:

(1) Incubating 91.8 100 67.7 60.0 66.7 84.1
(2) Hatching 4.7 0.0 16.1 40.0 33.3 9.6
(3) Hatched 3.5 0.0 9.7 0.0 0.0 4.3
(4) Destroyed 0.0 0.0 6.5 0.0 0.0 1.9

Mean clutch sizea (sample size) 2.45 ± 0.60 (78) 1.84 ± 0.71 (45) 2.19 ± 0.80 (42) 2.17 ± 0.75 (6) 1.75 ± 0.50 (4) 2.21 ± 0.72 (175)

a Only incubating nests were used to calculate clutch size.

TABLE 2. Summary statistics for arctic terns nesting in the Belcher Islands in 1997.

South Flaherty Islands South Churchill Sound Sleeper Islands Split Islands Laddie Islands Total

Dates surveyed 3 – 6 July 7 – 8 July 10 – 13 July 20 July 22 – 23 July 3 – 23 July
Number of islands surveyed 153 27 107 62 82 431
Number of tern nests 0 0 213 54 3 270
Number of nests/island (range) – – 2.0 ± 14.7 (0 – 149) 0.9 ± 6.0 (0 – 47) 0.03 ± 0.25 (0 – 2) 0.6 ± 7.7 (0 – 149)
Number of islands with nests 0 0 13 (12.1%) 4 (6.5%) 2 (2.5%) 19 (4.4%)
% of nests in status

(1) Incubating – – 100 100 100 100
(2) Hatching – – 0 0 0 0
(3) Hatched – – 0 0 0 0
(4) Destroyed – – 0 0 0 0

Mean clutch sizea (sample size) – – 1.61 ± 0.50 (213) 1.79 ± 0.49 (54) 1.33 ± 0.58 (3) 1.64 ± 0.51 (270)

 a Only incubating nests were used to calculate clutch size.

significant (Table 3). Since the number of islands in the
South Churchill Sound region is small, we were able to
return to all 27 islands surveyed in 1988. In 1988, there
were 87 gull nests in the region; in 1997, only 45 nests
were found (-48.3% change). In 1988, the highest number
of nests found on one island was 46; in 1997, only 28 nests
were found on the same island (-39.1% change).

In all three regions, and overall, there was a decline in
the number of tern nests found (Table 4). However, this
decline was significant only in the Laddie Island region. In
the Sleeper Island region, the largest number of tern nests
found on one island in 1985 was 283, while in 1997 only
29 nests were found on this island (-89.8% change). In
1985, another island in the Split Island group supported a
colony of 79 tern nests, but only 47 nests were found on
this island in 1997 (-40.5% change). In 1985 in the Laddie
Islands, the two islands with the highest numbers of nest-
ing terns had 31 and 26 nests on them respectively; in
1997, no tern nests were found on either island.

DISCUSSION

Interpretation of Survey Results

In the Belcher Islands, common eiders, gulls, and terns all
nest on offshore islands that are inaccessible to mammalian

predators. They may even nest in association with one
another (Kistchinski and Flint, 1974; Götmark and Åhlund,
1988; Robertson and Gilchrist, 1998). Thus, surveys de-
signed to assess the nesting density of one of these species
should reliably assess all three (Komdeur et al., 1992). The
nesting chronologies of eiders and large gulls in the Belcher
Islands are similar, so counts conducted in early July
should effectively survey both eiders and gulls. Indeed, in
1997 most gull and eider nests were counted while eggs
were being incubated (Robertson and Gilchrist, 1998;
Table 1, this study). Terns breed later than gulls and eiders,
so some late nesters may not have begun to lay their
clutches. However, it appeared that most terns had laid
their eggs, as shown by the normal clutch size information
we obtained (Table 2). As surveys were carried out at the
same time each year, such late nesters would have been
missed in both surveys, and no bias would result regarding
population trends.

Despite low statistical power, we found that the num-
bers of gull and tern nests found in the Belcher Islands
declined between the two surveys. There are several pos-
sible reasons for this, which are not mutually exclusive:
1) gulls and terns may have moved to other islands in the
Belcher group, which we did not survey in 1997;
2) extensive nonbreeding by gulls and terns in the region
may have occurred in 1997; 3) birds that were resident and
breeding in the 1980s may have emigrated out of the
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TABLE 3. Number of gull nests per island in the Belcher Islands,
Nunavut in the 1980s and in 1997.

Nests per Island

1980s 1997 t p

South Flaherty Islands 1.04 ± 2.6 (132) 0.6 ± 2.1 (153) 2.12 0.017
South Churchill Sound 3.20 ± 9.3 (27) 1.7 ± 5.7 (27) 0.85 0.200
Sleeper Islands 0.80 ± 2.9 (174) 0.6 ± 1.9 (107) 0.76 0.220
Split Islands 0.70 ± 2.3 (56) 0.2 ± 0.7 (62) 2.08 0.020
Laddie Islands 0.70 ± 1.3 (78) 0.1 ± 0.3 (82) 5.22 0.0001
Total 1.00 ± 3.3 (467) 0.5 ± 2.2 (431) 3.51 0.0002

TABLE 4. Number of arctic tern nests per island in the Belcher
Islands, Nunavut in the 1980s and in 1997.

Nests per Island

1980s 1997 t p

South Flaherty Islands 5 0 – –
South Churchill Sound 0 0 – –
Sleeper Islands 4.3 ± 26.0 (174) 2.0 ± 14.7 (107) 1.00 0.158
Split Islands 1.4 ± 10.6 (78) 0.9 ± 6.0 (82) 0.47 0.312
Laddie Islands 1.4 ± 05.2 (56) 0.03 ± 0.25 (62) 2.64 0.005
Total 3.0 ± 20.4 (308) 0.6 ± 7.7 (251) 1.91 0.057

Belcher Islands to nest elsewhere; and 4) fewer adult gulls
and terns may have been alive in the local population.
Survey results may be wrongly interpreted as population
declines if birds disperse from large colonies and establish
small colonies that are difficult to find. However, our surveys
covered up to 50% of randomly selected islands in five study
regions. Thus, it is unlikely that we missed a sufficient
number of islands with high nesting densities to account for
the decline. Further, we found that the number of gulls and
terns declined in all regions surveyed, and that there was no
obvious shift in their distribution between regions.

In 1997, weather and ice conditions were also favorable.
Nesting islands and adjacent waters were free of ice early
in June, and both gulls and terns nested relatively early.
Among gulls, very few empty nests were found on islands,
and mean clutch sizes were well within the norm for the
species (Table 1; Pierotti and Good, 1994). Further, the
number of gulls flying above islands (recorded as pairs)
generally matched the numbers of nests we found. These
observations were not difficult to make because of the
small numbers of gulls and nests we observed on each
island (Table 1). Our findings suggest that few nonbreeding
pairs were present on the islands surveyed in 1997. How-
ever, we cannot discount the possibility that we failed to
detect nonbreeding gulls and terns occurring elsewhere in
the Belcher Islands (e.g., foraging at sea).

It appears that 1997 was a good breeding year for both
gulls and terns in the Belcher Islands. We infer that the
reduction in the number of nesting females was due to a
real numerical decline in the local breeding population,
rather than to redistribution of nesting birds or extensive
nonbreeding by females.

Population Trends of Gulls

The number of gull nests found in the Belcher Islands
was about half the number counted in the 1980s. Populations
of glaucous gulls nesting in association with thick-billed
murres on Coats Island and the Digges Islands in northern
Hudson Bay have remained stable for the last 15 years
(Gaston and Gilchrist, unpublished data). This fact sug-
gests that the declines in the number of gulls nesting in the
Belcher Islands have occurred in response to local conditions.

The nesting population of gulls may have declined in
response to the 75% decline in the common eider population

nesting in the Belcher Islands (Robertson and Gilchrist,
1998). During the breeding season, gulls often prey upon
eider eggs and chicks (Munro and Bédard, 1977; Swennen,
1989; Mehlum, 1991; Robertson and Cooke, 1993) and
steal food items brought to the surface by foraging adult
eiders (Schenkeveld and Ydenberg, 1985). A decline in
these food resources may have resulted in the starvation of
chicks during the summer. However, we suggest that failed
reproduction is insufficient to explain the large and rapid
decline of nesting gulls between the two survey periods.
Perhaps over time adult gulls emigrated out of the Belcher
Islands to nest elsewhere in response to failed reproduction.

Higher adult mortality and emigration rates of gulls
may also have occurred in response to changing sea ice
conditions in the Belcher Islands. Polynyas around the
Belcher Islands that normally remain open all winter froze
in the early 1990s (McDonald et al., 1997). These freezing
events apparently prevented access to marine food re-
sources and resulted in mass die-offs of marine birds,
particularly eiders, in the region (McDonald et al., 1997).

Population Trends of Arctic Terns

The numbers of nesting arctic terns declined in all
regions where they were originally present in the 1980s,
although the decline was significant only for the Laddie
Islands. Our ability to detect significant declines was
limited by the high variance associated with the number of
nests per island (i.e., many islands did not have any nests
on them) and the reliance of our analysis on data summa-
rized in the 1980s. However, direct comparisons of indi-
vidual islands that had supported large colonies in the
1980s showed dramatic declines. For example, in the
Laddie Island region, we found only three nests on an
island that had supported 78 nests in 1985.

Tern colonies are known to move after being disturbed
or displaced from their nesting areas (Morris and Hunter,
1976). Resident Inuit of the Belcher Islands collect tern
eggs as a delicacy, so colonies that are easily accessible to
egg-gathering parties may be abandoned after a single year
or several years of reproductive failure (Forbes et al.,
1992). Interestingly, the greatest declines for both gulls
and terns occurred in the Laddie Islands, the region most
accessible to Inuit from Sanikiluaq. If terns had moved to
other islands within the Belchers, we would expect, given
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our extensive survey coverage, to have found some re-
gions where tern numbers increased (see Methods). How-
ever, we did not find any regions within the Belcher
Islands where the numbers of arctic tern nests had in-
creased. It is possible that the terns breeding in the Belcher
Islands in the 1980s emigrated to breed elsewhere. How-
ever, the Belcher Islands are isolated in Hudson Bay
(the nearest island archipelago is the Nastapoka Islands,
120 km to the east), so the destination to which arctic terns
would emigrate is not apparent.

Factors away from the breeding grounds can reduce
adult survival and the population size of nesting terns. For
example, roseate tern (Sterna dougallii) populations in
New England are declining, and low annual survival is
implicated as the cause (Spendelow et al., 1995). How-
ever, this unexplained mortality is not occurring on the
breeding grounds (Spendelow et al., 1995). A similar, and
as yet unidentified, source of mortality may be causing the
observed decline in the numbers of nesting arctic terns in
the Belcher Islands. Identifying local and global factors
will be crucial in maintaining arctic tern populations in the
Belcher Islands in the future.
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