
SOUTHERN BLACK-BACKED 
GULL MANAGEMENT



• 1940 opened for commercial 

flights

• 1950 first NZ International 

Airport 

• 6.7 million passengers through 

Christchurch in 2017 

• 95,432 aircraft movements in 

2017

• Land area – 750 hectares 

• Habitat – airfield is grass 

CHRISTCHURCH 
AIRPORT



CHRISTCHURCH AIRPORT’S PLAN

Christchurch Airport 2040 Revealed
‘Championing the South Island’

https://youtu.be/Zr2Xja9F9DU

https://youtu.be/Zr2Xja9F9DU


• Southern Black-backed gulls (SBBG) - larger in size and pose a

high risk of bird strike to Christchurch Airport air traffic

• Black-billed gulls - low risk and tend to be more settled in their 

river environment - not a frequent visitor of our airfield



SBBG BACKGROUND

• Numbers increased significantly with the clearance of native 

vegetation and the shift to agricultural practices 

• Estimated 30,000 pairs of SBBG are breeding 

• Pasture has provided easier access to food

• Have readily adapted to new human derived food sources -

especially refuse tips 

• Based on historical accounts prior to land clearance and conversion 

to agriculture, SBBG only nested as single pairs and not in the 

super large, abundant colonies we see today



OUT OF CONTROL PREDATOR

• SBBG numbers have exploded in recent years - increased food

• SBBG prolific throughout the river and take up a lot of space 

• 2015 season – SBBG believed to have cause collapse of entire 

Black-bill colony

• Expert advice that reducing SBBG numbers of most benefit to 

other native birds in riverbed 

• Most efficient way to reduce numbers is through Alpha-

chloralose poisoning 



AT RISK SPECIES

Black-fronted tern

Black stilt

Wrybill

Banded dotterel



AT RISK SPECIES

Black-billed gull



RIVER BIRD MANAGEMENT

• Focus on protecting colony nesters 

• Ornithologist to monitor, report on birds and provide advice 

• Some mammalian predator trapping next to colonies 

• Trialling of man-made island sites 

• Placing blocks and barriers to prevent vehicles accessing bird 

colonies 

• Signage, talking to the public, education, Ranger patrols



WAIMAKARIRI RIVER



WAIMAKARIRI RIVER 
REGIONAL PARK

Christchurch 
International 
Airport 



SBBG COLONIES



ALPHA-CHLORALOSE CONTROL

• Only during breeding season when birds are settled 

• Colony is pre-fed plain bread with margarine 

• After several pre-feeds the poison is added and fed directly to birds 

on nests 

• Before dusk when birds are most settled 

• Strong narcotic putting birds to sleep (die from exposure and not 
poison itself)

• Conducted during breeding season (birds are settled and less likely 
to by-kill non-target species)



BEST PRACTICE

• Minimum pre-feeds 

• Ornithologist on site during operation 

• Minimum poison strength 

• Requirement to euthanise chicks and smash remaining eggs

• Other control methods may be more appropriate if risk to non-
target species is high

• Public notification requirements and suitable disposal 



CONTROL HISTORY

• Pre-2016: Environment Canterbury (ECan) target SBBG next to 
Black-billed Gull colonies. Christchurch Airport target more remote 
colonies 

• 2016-2017: combined resourcing with ECan managing the control 
programme during the breeding season

• 2016-2017: SBBG in the lower reaches displayed bait shyness? 
Decision to focus on large colony in upper reaches; 2000+ adults 
removed

• 2017-2018: re-targeted large colony in upper reaches; 1200+ 
adults removed



SHOT GUN MANAGEMENT

• Have trialled several methods

• Pre-feeding in riverbed and shooting birds that come in to feed

• Going in to nesting colonies to shoot 

• Shooting from a helicopter

• SBBG are very fast learning and will eventually fly above the shot 
zone

• Birds previously targeted for control more wary than those left 
alone for a season

• Very limited success 



SHOT GUN TRIALS -
A NEW METHOD

• DOC method adopted

• Targeted a colony unable to be poisoned in previous seasons due to 

bait shyness 

• Pre-fed frozen rabbit guts and bread for three mornings prior with 

the site left for birds to eat undisturbed

• Returned before sunrise on fourth morning to set up in bushes next 

to the bait



SHOT GUN TRIALS -
A NEW METHOD

• Slow but steady stream of birds able to be picked off 

• More birds attracted in by adding movement 

• 60 birds culled before having to stop due to time restraints and 

conflict with the public in lower reaches

• Perfect weather conditions on this morning  

• Non-target species avoided

• Trial successfully repeated a few weeks later





AERIAL SURVEYS

• A number of aircraft for any demand

• Cover very large areas of the riverbed area as quickly or slowly as 
required

• Excellent manoeuvrability

• Experienced pilots that understand our demands

• Operator based at the Airport for adhoc flights 

• Nesting pairs counted: 5015 in 2016 - 3031 in 2017 

• Discrepancy in counts could be any number of factors influencing 
this on a given day – need to continue surveys at similar time each 
year to build a long term trend



COMPARISON OF COST

• Poisoning

• $17,037 (includes labour, poison, bread, disposal)

• 1,265 SBBG removed

• Around $14 per bird

• Much more effective on a larger scale

• Shot Gun Trial

• $600 (Ranger time, ammunition and bread bait)

• 60 adult SBBG removed, another 20 shot but unrecoverable

• Between $7 - $10 per bird depending on final tally

• Useful on a smaller scale



Where to from here:

• Increasing focus on reducing 

SBBG numbers

• Strengthening partnerships

• Continue trialling new methods 

of control

• Continue surveys to build 

picture of long term trends

• Research needed in to SBBG 

movements across wider 

Canterbury region Canterbury 

region



KIA ORA RAWA ATU


