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Ecuador
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The Kelp G ull L a ru s dom in ica n u s  is a 
circumpolar, southern hem isphere species dis
tribu ted  in tem perate parts of South America, 
southern  Africa, A ustralia, New Zealand, Tas
mania, various oceanic islands and around the 
edge of Antarctica7. In South America, the sub
species L. d. dominicanus breeds from 23°S in 
southern Brazil to Tierra del Fuego, and on the 
Pacific coast north to a t least 6°S in Peru2. In 
Ecuador, the species’s occurrence is reported by 
C h ap m an 1 and  Lévêque3, b u t is om itted  by 
M archant4 for south-western Ecuador. Meyer de 
Schauensee5 suggests L. dominicanus is an occa
sional w inter visitor north to Ecuador.

Since May 1993 I have regularly observed L. 
dominicanus on the Ecuasal salt lakes at Salinas 
(2°15'S 80°58'W), south-west Ecuador. Initially 
seen in  sm all num bers, by October 1993, 39 
adults were counted, and although some were 
moulting inner primaries, they regularly showed 
in traspecific  aggression and gave the typical 
“long call” of territorial birds.

In January  1994 at least 40 adult birds and 
17 nests were found on a low (up to 1.2 m above 
w ater level), 800 m2 oval-shaped, bare, sandy 
island in one of the Ecuasal salt lakes. The nests 
comprised herbaceous and algal m aterial, and 
were found up to the top of the island. Ten of the 
nests were occupied by incubating or brooding 
b ird s; one a d u lt w as gu id ing  two recen tly  
hatched young, and seven chicks, 1–3 weeks old, 
were standing near the w ater’s edge. Although 
a juvenile bird was seen flying nearby, there were 
no recently fledged or soon-to-fledge birds in the 
colony.

On 6 February, seven gulls were still incu
bating eggs, and on 20 March at least three gulls 
were brooding downy young. By 26 May, only one 
adult gull was attending a nest.

A su b seq u en t d ram atic  reduction  in  the  
number of adults left ju st one dependent young 
on the island on 6 July, and two adult birds tha t 
were already (or still?) showing pair-bond behav
iour on 19 July. Two weeks later, the number of 
birds had increased to 17 adults resting on or 
near the colony island. Moreover, two pairs of 
gulls had colonised a similar, but smaller island

(250 m2) in an adjacent pool. During August and 
September a total of 47 adult birds were resi
dent on the two islands, and by October the 
colony was formed by 50 adults, of which eight 
were occupying nests, and three immature birds. 
In January  1995, the two islands supported 46 
and 24 adult birds respectively, with some pairs 
holding territories in the low vegetation of the 
nearest dyke.

The w inter season 1994–95 was not extraor
dinarily wet, but due to heavy rainfall in the first 
week of February 1995 the water level had risen 
over 40 cm, reducing the islands to 20% of their 
usual size. At least 12 nests were lost, with eight 
more-or-less floating or on the new water-line 
but still tended by adult birds. A total of 10 chicks 
or dependent juveniles rem ained on the su r
rounding dykes. After February the water soon 
dropped to its normal level, but no new nesting 
activity was observed. Between March and No
vember 1995 most adults and juveniles dispersed 
throughout the area, forming small groups of 5– 
15 birds.

In contrast to previous years, the number of 
gulls observed near the colony during 1995 did 
not increase in September, and unfortunately in 
October the large colony island was flooded due 
to the lake’s artificially  high water-level. The 
sm aller colony island in the adjacent pool was 
temporarily subject to disturbance when 10% of 
the island’s sand was used to repair nearby dam
aged dykes. As a result, the gulls did not occupy 
either colony site. When the small island was 
once again free of disturbance in November, only 
14 adults were found in the vicinity, but up to 
December (when th is  artic le  was completed) 
there were no signs of reproductive behaviour.

Table. Presence of adult Kelp Gull Larus d. dominicanus at Salinas, 
May 1993 to December 1995. Note the strong decline in numbers 
after heavy rainfall in February 1995, and after man’s activities in 
October.

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

1993 2 1 0 2 9 39 38 36
1994 40 57 62 70 80 10 2 17 47 50 56 61
1995 70 83 15 10 19 0 1 26 22 27 4 14
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These observations constitu te  the first docu
mented breeding record of L. dominicanus for 
Ecuador. Although I have watched the Ecuasal 
area monthly since February 1990, there was no 
indication of nesting activity until January  1994. 
L. dominicanus is the second gull species to have 
started nesting in Ecuador since the late 1970s, 
when Ridgely & Wilcove6 reported, in the same 
coastal h a b ita t, the  coun try ’s f irs t breeding 
record  of th e  G rey-hooded G ull L arus  
cirrocephalus. At present, over 450 pairs of L. 
cirrocephalus breed in south-west Ecuador (pers. 
obs.). The northward extension of these two spe
cies’ distributions to the north is possibly related 
to the growing shrim p industry, which has re
su lted  in  an in c rea s in g  num ber of sh rim p  
hatcheries along the coast.
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