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Current status of the threatened Olrog’s Gull
Larus atlanticus: global population, breeding
distribution and threats
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Summary

Olrog’s Gull Larus atlanticus breeds only in Argentina and is currently categorized as “Vulnerable”.
Knowledge of the location of colonies and an updated understanding of human activities that may
impact their breeding populations are crucial to the development of adequate conservation and
management actions. In this paper we update the breeding distribution and abundance of Olrog’s
Gull, using information from three aerial surveys (2004, 2007 and 2009) in its main breeding area,
Buenos Aires Province, complemented by additional nest counts in southern Chubut Province,
covering its entire breeding range. We also provide an updated and more detailed account of threats
faced by Olrog’s Gulls at their nesting grounds, and summarise progress made towards their
protection. The number of breeding sites was 7—12 per year, with locations differing among years.
Five previously unrecorded breeding locations were identified. Colony size ranged from 5 to 3,540
breeding pairs, with the total breeding population 4,860—7,790 pairs, 98% of which nest in southern
Buenos Aires Province. The main threats faced by breeding Olrog’s Gulls include coastal de-
velopment, pollution, sport fishing and unregulated tourism and recreational activities. Recent
strengthening of the protected area system in Argentina has resulted in all known breeding sites,
with the exception of Isla Brightman, falling within protected areas. We need comprehensive,
simultaneous surveys to track global population trends. Despite enhanced protection of Olrog’s Gull
breeding populations, efforts are still needed to ensure that guidelines for their protection are
included in management plans and that these are implemented effectively.

Introduction

Olrog’s Gull Larus atlanticus breeds only in Argentina between 38°49" and 45°11’S, in colonies
distributed in two coastal sectors separated by 700 km, southern Buenos Aires Province and
southern Chubut Province (Yorio et al. 1999). In winter, it disperses north along the coast of
Buenos Aires Province (Favero 1991, Silva Rodriguez et al. 2005), reaching Uruguay (Escalante
1970, Aspiroz 2003) and southern Brazil (Dias and Mauricio 1998, Pacheco et al. 2009). Olrog’s
Gull is one of the few globally threatened Larus species. Because of its low population size,
restricted distributional range, migratory behaviour, and population threats, Olrog’s Gull has
been recognised as “Vulnerable” (BirdLife International 2012) and listed in Appendix I of the
Convention on Migratory Species.

Olrog’s Gulls were first recorded nesting at Bahfa San Blas (40°32'S, 62°17'W), southern
Buenos Aires, in 1932 (Daguerre 1933), and subsequently bred in the same area in 1963 (Olrog
1967) and 1975 (Devillers 1977). However, wide-scale surveys and colony counts were not
conducted until 1990, when an estimated 1,220 breeding pairs were located in four colonies in
southern Buenos Aires and one colony in southern Chubut (Yorio and Harris 1992). A subsequent
survey in 1995 found seven previously unrecorded colonies, five in southern Buenos Aires Province

https://doi.org/10.1017/50959270913000026 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959270913000026

P. Yorio et al. 478

and two in southern Chubut, while two of the colonies recorded in 1990 had disappeared. The total
population was estimated at 2,300 breeding pairs (Yorio et al. 1997). Three additional breeding sites
were found between 1998 and 2006, including the largest reported colony located on Isla del Puerto,
Bahia Blanca Estuary (38°49’S, 62°15'W) (Delhey et al. 2001a, Rdbano et al. 2002, Petracci et al.
2008). These observations indicate that Olrog’s Gulls can change breeding sites between years
(Yorio et al. 1997, Garcia Borboroglu and Yorio 2007a), making it difficult to assess both local and
overall population trends. Systematic, simultaneous surveys are needed at the regional scale to
adequately assess the population status and trends of Olrog’s Gull.

Habitat modification and disturbance are growing threats to many breeding and foraging bird
populations, resulting in increased concern due to rapid growth of wildlife-based tourism, recreation,
and resource extraction activities (Whittacker and Knight 1998, Yorio et al. 2001b). Several studies
have reported effects of these activities on coastal bird foraging, nesting habitat use, breeding
success, and population numbers (e.g. Erwin et al. 2003). Olrog’s Gull is highly dependent on
intertidal habitats. It has a rather specialised feeding ecology during the breeding season, preying
almost exclusively on crabs (Delhey et al. 2001b, Herrera et al. 2005, Sudrez et al. 2011), which
makes it vulnerable to changes in selective pressures and to environmental modifications resulting
from human activities at its breeding grounds. In this context, knowledge of the location of colonies
and an updated understanding of human activities in coastal areas that may impact Olrog’s Gull
breeding populations are crucial to the development of adequate conservation strategies and
management actions. In this paper we update the breeding distribution and abundance of Olrog’s
Gull using information from three aerial surveys in southern Buenos Aires Province and additional
nest counts at other breeding locations. We also summarise the threats faced by Olrog’s Gulls at
their nesting grounds, and report progress made towards their protection.

Methods

Aerial surveys were conducted along the coast of southern Buenos Aires Province on 6 November
2004, 26—27 October 2007, and 9—10 November 2009, during the Olrog’s Gull late incubation stage.
Survey dates varied among years due to inter annual differences in timing of breeding and weather-
induced restrictions on flying. The surveyed area extended from Bahia Blanca (38°50’S) to Bahia San
Blas (40°30’S) (Figure 1). Flight paths were chosen so as to include previously unsurveyed territory
and locations where colonies had already been reported. A Cessna 182 was used, flying at an altitude
of 100-200 m with observers on both sides of the plane. Known breeding sites and suitable habitat
for nesting were located using a GPS and Landsat satellite images. Each colony was photographed
using digital cameras (Canon 300D and 50D) with telephoto zoom lens (Canon 75-300 mm and
100—400 mm) and the number of breeding pairs was counted from the photos, except for Isla del
Puerto where nest counts during visits by boat to the island were conducted. Olrog’s Gull nesting
groups are easily recognised from aerial photos due to their tight nesting distribution (mean inter-
nest distance of 0.66 m; Garcia Borboroglu and Yorio 2007b) compared to Kelp Gulls Larus
dominicanus (2.3 m). Nests of the two species are not intermingled, facilitating their discrimination
in the aerial photos. Due to the high nest density, non-breeders rarely spend time within colony
boundaries (unpubl. data). Nests were identified in the photographs based on nesting material, nest
spacing and/or the presence of a sitting bird. A breeding pair was defined as any gull sitting on a nest
or a pair standing at a nest. Coastal sectors in Golfo San Jorge, Chubut (44°55’, 60°32"W—45°13’S,
66°31'W), where Olrog’s Gulls were previously recorded breeding were visited by boat to locate
colonies during the incubation or chick stages, and nest counts made.

Results and Discussion
Population distribution and abundance

Aerial surveys of the northern breeding grounds allowed the identification of four previously
unrecorded breeding locations: Tres Brazas, Isla Luana, Isla Embudo, and Isla Gaviota (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Location of Olrog’s Gull colonies recorded along the southern coast of Buenos Aires
Province, Argentina, between 1990 and 2009. Numbers correspond to site numbers in Table 1.
Dotted lines indicate the extension of protected areas (Bahia Blanca, Bahia Falsa and Bahia Verde
to the north and Bahia San Blas to the south). The Isla del Puerto protected area is not shown due

to the scale of the map.

The number of Olrog’s Gull breeding sites in southern Buenos Aires Province differed between
years, with five colonies in 2004, 10 in 2007 and seven in 2009 (Table 1, Figure 1). Only four of
the 14 breeding locations were active during all three aerial surveys (Isla del Puerto, Isla Gaviota,
Isla Arroyo Jabali Oeste and Banco Nordeste). Some breeding sites recorded in previous studies
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Table 1. Location and size of Olrog’s Gull breeding colonies for the 2004, 2007 and 2009 breeding seasons.
Lack of information indicates the location was not surveyed during that year. NC: nests not counted. Nest
numbers at sites 1—14 were estimated from aerial photos and at sites 15-18 from ground counts.

Breeding site Location 2004 2007 2009
1 Isla del Puerto 38°49'00"'S, 62°15'41"'W 3329 3541 2037
2 Islote Tres Brazas 38°54'42"'S, 62°12'03"'W 829
3 Isla Golfada Chica 38°55'50"'S, 62°12"26"W o 1566 1515
4 Isla Luana 38°56'04"'S, 62°10"25"'W 68 35
5 Islote Canal Ancla 38°56'44"'S, 62°11727"'W o 98 o
6 Isla Embudo 38°58'48"'S, 62°11'25"W 59
7 Islas Trinidad
Islote Norte 39°08'29"’S, 61°53'06"”"W o 23 o
Islote Baston 39°08'30"'S, 61°53'10"W o o o
Islote Redondo 39°08'35"'S, 61°53'11"W o ) 600
Islote Sur 39°09'08"’S, 61°53'10"W o o o
8 Isla Brightman 39°23'16”'S, 62°07'33"W o 5 o
9 Islote norte de Morro de Indio 39°56'S, 62°09'W o o o
10 Isla Gaviota 40°01'31"'S, 62°10'03"W 802 939 373
11 Isla Puestos 40°03'02"’S, 62°18'52"'W o o o
12 Isla Gama 40°29'S, 62°14'W o o o
13 Isla Arroyo Jabali Oeste 40°32'43"'S, 62°17'24"'W 500 542 329
14 Banco Nordeste 40°32/44"'S, 62°10"06"”"W 173 217 350
15 Islas Laguna
Islote Laguna 45°02'24"S, 65°52/42"W o ) o
Islote Luisoni 45°01'45"S, 65°52"09"W 51 o o
16 Isla Sin Nombre 45°00'15”S, 66°04'15"W
17 Isla Felipe 45°04'00”S, 66°19'23"W NC NC
18 Islas Vernaci
Isla Vernaci Sudoeste 45°10'55”S, 66°31'03"W NC o o
Isla Vernaci Noroeste 45°10'23"S, 66°30'43"W o o o
Isla Vernaci Oeste Noroeste 45°10"16”S, 66°31'11"W o NC NC
Total 4863 7794 5239

such as Islotes Bastdn, Islote Sur, Islote norte de Morro de Indio, Isla Puestos and Isla Gama
(Yorio and Harris 1992, Yorio et al. 1997) were inactive during the three study years. Colony size
ranged from five to 3,540 breeding pairs, with Isla del Puerto having the largest number of nests
during the three study years (Table 1). Changes in numbers may have been partly affected by
the timing of the different surveys, given the possible inter-annual variability in the onset of
breeding at each location. As is always the case, the newly discovered colonies were associated
with breeding Kelp Gulls (Yorio et al. 1997, Garcia Borboroglu and Yorio 2007a, Petracci et al.
2008).

Isla del Puerto supported the largest colony throughout the species’s breeding range, holding
39-68% of breeding pairs during the three study years. Numbers at this site declined by roughly
40% in 2009 relative to 2004 and 2007, but increased again in 2011 (P. Petracci unpubl. data.).
Two new sites were discovered in the Zuraitas Archipelago: Islote Tres Brazas and Isla Luana
(Figure 1). Isla Golfada Chica, located in the same archipelago, was inactive in 2004 but held
a relatively large number of breeding pairs in 2007 and 2009 (Table 1). This colony also was active
in 2006, when 311 nests and 640 fledglings were counted during a visit in late December (Petracci
et al. 2008). The third newly discovered breeding site in this area was located on the northern
shores on Isla Embudo, 4 km south of the site designated as Islote Canal Ancla in 2001 (Rdbano
et al. 2002) (Figure 1). Breeding gulls were only observed at this site in 2004 and in relatively
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small numbers (59 nests). The nearby Islote Canal Ancla breeding site did not show signs of
nesting activity in 2004, suggesting that gulls may have moved between these sites.

Activity at Isla Trinidad was only significant in 2009. In that year, colony size (600 nests) was
the same order of magnitude as that recorded in 1995 (894 nests; Yorio et al. 1997). In the past,
gulls in that sector nested in four different islets separated from each other by at most 1.3 km.
These islets are low and can experience flooding (D. Rébano pers. comm.), which may partly
explain the limited nesting activity in two of the aerial surveys. Only a few nests were counted at
Isla Brightman and in only one of the study years. This breeding site, first identified in 1990 with
over 300 nests, was inactive in 1995 (Yorio et al. 1997).

This study reports the first breeding of Olrog’s Gulls at Isla Gaviota (Figure 1), located in the
northern sector of Bahia Anegada. This colony supported > 800 nests in the first two surveys but
declined to less than half this in 2009. A similar sized colony recorded north of Morro de Indio,
10 km north of Isla Gaviota, in 1995 (Yorio et al. 1997) was not found in subsequent surveys,
suggesting it may be the same breeding group. No breeding was observed at Isla Puestos and Isla
Gama in the three study years, sites which held colonies in 1990 and, in the former case, also in 1995
(Yorio and Harris 1990, Yorio et al. 1997). Breeding occurred in all three survey years at the two
colonies located in the Bahia San Blas area, Isla Arroyo Jabali Oeste and Banco Nordeste (Figure 1),
and land surveys indicated that both sites were active in 2006, 2008, 2010 and 2011 (N. Sudrez and
P. Yorio unpubl. data). Banco Nordeste, where Olrog’s Gulls were first discovered breeding in 1932
(Daguerre 1933), is possibly the same site reported by Devillers (1977) for 1975. Colonies were also
found in Banco Nordeste in 1998 and 2000 (Yorio et al. 2001a, Garcia Borboroglu and Yorio 2007a).
Breeding at Isla Arroyo Jabali was first reported in 1963 by Olrog (1967) and probably corresponds
to that reported in 1975 by Devillers (1977). In addition, breeding was recorded during four visits
between 1990 and 2000 (Yorio and Harris 1992, Yorio et al. 1997, 2001a, Garcia Borboroglu and
Yorio 2007a). Numbers at Banco Nordeste increased while those at Isla Arroyo Jabali decreased
between 2007 and 2009 (Table 1), but overall, similar numbers of birds bred in these colonies (759 in
2007 and 679 in 2009), suggesting that changes may have resulted from the movement of breeding
birds between these locations. Preliminary results show that breeders banded at Islote Arroyo Jabali
Oeste were observed nesting in Banco Nordeste in subsequent seasons (unpubl. data).

Monitoring at Golfo San Jorge between 2004 and 2009 indicated that the three previously
recorded breeding sites were still active (Islas Laguna in Bahia Melo, Isla Felipe at Punta Tafor and
Islas Vernaci within Caleta Malaspina; Yorio and Harris 1992, Yorio et al. 1997) (Table 1, Figure 2).
The location of colonies within Caleta Malaspina varied among years, with three different islets of
the Islas Vernaci complex used (Garcia Borboroglu and Yorio 2007a). In 2005, gulls were recorded
breeding at Isla Felipe and seven nests were counted at Isla Vernaci Noroeste, but no nests were
found in Islas Laguna. Only the Islas Vernaci were visited in 2006, when 38 nests were recorded at
Isla Vernaci Noroeste. In 2008, breeding at Golfo San Jorge was recorded at Isla Felipe and Vernaci
Oeste Noroeste, and a new breeding site (Isla Sin Nombre) was discovered in late October between
Bahia Melo and Punta Tafor (Figure 2). In that same season, gulls were recorded breeding at Isla
Felipe and Islas Vernaci but not at Islas Laguna, suggesting they may have moved from the latter
islands to the new breeding location. Unfortunately it was not possible to estimate colony sizes
during most visits to these islands due to logistic constraints. However, breeding numbers were
always of the same order of magnitude as those observed in previous studies (Yorio and Harris
1992, Yorio et al. 1997, Garcia Borboroglu and Yorio 2007a), confirming that the number of pairs
outside Buenos Aires Province represents < 2% of the global breeding population. The total global
breeding population ranged between 4,863 pairs in 2004 and 7,794 pairs in 2007 (Table 1).

Population threats

The main threats faced by breeding Olrog’s Gulls are coastal development, unregulated tourism
and recreational activities, sport fishing, and pollution (Yorio et al. 1997). Possibly the most
threatened sector is the Bahia Blanca estuary, where industries are important sources of persistent
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Figure 2. The distribution of Olrog’s Gull colonies along the coast of Golfo San Jorge, Chubut
Province, Argentina. Numbers correspond to site numbers in Table 1. Dotted lines indicate the
extension of the Patagonia Austral Coastal Marine Park.

organochlorine pesticides, hydrocarbons, and heavy metals (Marcovecchio et al. 1988, Botté et al.
2008, Arias et al. 2011). Crabs, the key prey of Olrog’s Gulls on their breeding grounds (Delhey
et al. 2001b, Sudrez et al. 2011), accumulate heavy metals and organochlorine pesticides and play
an important role in the transfer of persistent pollutants to higher trophic levels (Menone et al.
2004, Beltrame et al. 2011, Simonetti et al. 2012). Mercury concentrations in Olrog’s Gulls
breeding at the Isla del Puerto colony were 2—17 ug.g™ (La Sala et al. 2011), which fall within the
range considered toxic to birds (Burger and Gochfeld 2002).

Olrog’s Gulls in the Bahia Blanca Estuary are occasionally injured when entangled with sport
fishing lines or killed following the ingestion of discarded baited hooks, as has been reported in
their wintering grounds (Ber6n et al. 2007, Berén and Favero 2009). Harvesting of Olrog’s Gull
eggs at the Bahia San Blas colonies is a relatively common practice (Devillers 1977, Yorio et al.
2001b), even though these colonies are within a protected area, affecting their productivity in recent
breeding seasons (N. Sudrez pers. comm.). Additional potential conflicts may arise from interactions
with Kelp Gulls, which breed adjacent to all known Olrog’s Gull colonies (Yorio et al. 1997, Garcia
Borboroglu and Yorio 2004, this study). Kelp Gull populations have expanded in several coastal
sectors of Patagonia (Yorio et al. 1998, Lisnizer et al. 2011) and preliminary information suggests
that numbers in the Bahia Blanca estuary also have increased (P. Petracci unpubl. data). Kelp and
Olrog’s gulls share several nesting microhabitat characteristics, so an increase in the area occupied
by Kelp Gulls or in their nesting density as a result of an increase in numbers could affect the
availability of nesting areas for Olrog’s Gulls (Garcia Borboroglu and Yorio 2007b). Kelp Gulls also
occasionally prey on Olrog’s Gull chicks (La Sala and Martorelli 2010).

Conservation actions: recent improvements in the protection of breeding populations

During the last decade, progress has been made in relation to the formal protection of Olrog’s Gull
breeding grounds. The recent strengthening of the coastal and marine protected area system in
Argentina has improved the protection status of gull breeding sites and foraging areas by creating
or expanding four new protected areas: the Bahia Blanca, Bahia Falsa and Bahia Verde Multiple
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Use Nature Reserve, the Bahia San Blas Multiple Use Nature Reserve, the Isla del Puerto Reserve,
and the Patagonia Austral Coastal Marine Park (Figures 1 and 2).

The Bahia Blanca, Bahia Falsa and Bahia Verde Multiple Use Nature Reserve (Figure 1), created
in 1991 and expanded to include adjacent waters in 1998 (Provincial Law 12101), protects six of
the breeding locations reported in the last 20 years (Islote Tres Brazas, Isla Golfada Chica, Isla
Luana, Islote Canal Ancla, Isla Embudo and Isla Trinidad). The Bahia San Blas Multiple Use
Nature Reserve, which includes a 4,000 km* coastal sector between Bahfa Unién and Bahfa San
Blas, was designated as a protected area under provincial jurisdiction in 1987, and its limits
expanded to include adjacent waters in 2001 (Provincial Law 12788). This protected area includes
six Olrog’s Gull breeding sites (Isla Norte de Morro de Indio, Isla Gaviota, Isla Puestos, Isla
Gama, Isla Arroyo Jabali Oeste and Banco Nordeste). The colonies in southern Chubut gained
legal protection in 2008 due to the designation of a new marine protected area in northern Golfo
San Jorge, the Patagonia Austral Coastal Marine Park (Law 26446). This recently designated
marine park includes an area of 750 km?® under the joint administration of the Government of the
Province of Chubut and the National Parks Administration of Argentina. Finally, the largest
known Olrog’s Gull colony, Isla del Puerto, was designated a protected area in 2011 (Reserva
Natural Integral Isla del Puerto; Provincial Decree 469).

As a result of the extension of the areas under protection and the creation of new ones, all
known breeding sites with the exception of Isla Brightman are now within protected areas. Given
the relatively small foraging range of breeding Olrog’s Gulls (Yorio et al. 2004, Sudrez et al.
2012), these protected areas not only protect the gull’s nesting sites but probably also their main
feeding areas. Recently, management plan proposals have been developed and approved for the
Bahia Blanca, Bahia Falsa and Bahifa Verde Multiple Use Nature Reserve (Sotelo and Massola
2008; Organismo Provincial para el Desarrollo Sostenible, N° 2145-0017312/2008) and Bahia San
Blas Multiple Use Nature Reserve (Zalba et al. 2008; Organismo Provincial para el Desarrollo
Sostenible, N° 2145-0021084/2008). However, protection for Olrog’s Gulls is still insufficient as
two of the protected areas still do not have management plans and the ones developed for the
other two areas lack formal implementation. And although existing management plans explicitly
restrict access to colonies and make egg harvesting illegal, no specific conservation actions have
yet been taken to address these threats. Coastal waters encompassing all of the protected areas
where Olrog’s Gulls breed have been also designated as Special Protection Zones, where specific
regulations exist regarding the disposal of potential pollutants (Prefectura Naval Argentina 1998).

Additional conservation actions include the recent designation as Important Bird Areas of three
coastal sectors with Olrog’s Gull breeding sites: Bahfa Blanca, Bahfa Falsa and Bahia Verde
(BA15), Bahia San Blas (BA16), and Northern Golfo San Jorge (CUos) (Di Giacomo 2005).
Olrog’s Gull has also recently been listed as ‘Threatened” at the national level by the Secretaria
de Ambiente y Desarrollo Sustentable of Argentina (Resolucién N° 348/2010). In 2004, the
Honorable Council of the city of Bahia Blanca recognised Olrog’s Gull as its emblem (Ordenanza
12671/04) and later as the official image of the county, reflecting the increased awareness and
changed values towards Olrog’s Gulls by the local community.

Conclusions

To date, Olrog’s Gulls have been recorded nesting at 18 locations, although there may be less than
a dozen active colonies in any given year. Our results confirm a relatively small global breeding
population of less than 8,000 pairs, with more than 98% breeding in southern Buenos Aires
Province. Five sites are crucial for the species: Isla del Puerto, Islas Zuraitas, Islas Trinidad, north
of Bahia Anegada and Bahia San Blas. Changes in breeding sites among seasons indicate the need
to develop comprehensive and simultaneous surveys throughout its breeding range to track
global population trends. The apparent increase in population estimates stems more from recently
discovered breeding sites than a population increase. The main threats to Olrog’s Gulls are marine
pollution and human disturbance of foraging areas. Increased awareness and improved spatial
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protection may suggest that breeding populations are receiving adequate attention, but efforts are
needed to ensure that guidelines for their protection are included in protected area management
plans and that these are implemented effectively. Future studies should develop recommendations
to minimize conflicts between this threatened gull species and human populations by gathering
information on temporal and spatial patterns of human activities in key gull foraging areas.
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