
Report to: Environment Committee, 21st July 2020

Report of: Corporate Director – Homes and Communities

Subject: WORCESTER CITY URBAN GULL POPULATION STUDY 2020 

1. Recommendation

1.1 That the contents of this report and in particular, the findings of the 2020
gull population survey at Appendix 1 are noted; and

1.2 To note that the findings of this survey will be used to develop the 2021 Gull
Workplan which will be reported back to this Committee in October 2020.

2. Background

2.1 A programme of gull control activities to be undertaken by the Council during 2020 
was approved by this Committee on 29th October 2019.  That work programme 
included a number of activities to identify best practice and some to deliver that 
practice.  A comprehensive gull population survey was considered essential to 
support this work.   

2.2 Annual gull counts have always been undertaken by the Council’s gull control 
contractor to support the egg replacement programme. They were designed to 
provide some way of measuring the impact of the egg replacement scheme and were 
conducted during the egg replacement work and from a relatively small number of 
additional vantage points in the City.  In more recent years, only two of these City 
Centre vantage points were accessible to support observations during the egg 
replacement work and there was decreasing confidence that the results provided a 
meaningful picture of Worcester’s gull population, outside of the areas of egg 
replacement in the City Centre. 

2.3 As a consequence, a professional and experienced contractor was procured to 
undertake a Worcester wide gull survey in order to establish a total gull population 
figure but also to identify how that population was distributed across the whole City.  
The procured contractor had previously, during 2004 and 2006 undertaken similar 
surveys and behavioural studies within Worcester.  

2.4 Wild animal counts can rarely be an exact science however to increase accuracy a 
multitude of vantage points were used or created (using elevated platforms) to 
provide an extensive spread across the whole City and in sufficient concentration 
where the roof-scape required it (where the roofs of a locality provided potentially 
hidden nesting sites).  The contractor also used a methodology which incorporates 
an uncertainty factor for nests likely to have been missed because they were not 
visible during the survey. 



All locations were identified and organised by Worcester Regulatory Services (WRS) 
Technical Officer (Gull Control) in collaboration with the contractor, in order to 
ensure that local knowledge was built into the process. 

2.5 The survey was undertaken over three consecutive days from 29th April 2020. 

3. Information 

3.1 The gull population survey found that the current breeding population of gulls 
(Herring and Lesser Black-backed gulls) stands at 1,072 breeding pairs. Lesser 
Black-backed gulls made up 910 of those pairs with Herring gulls a much smaller 
number at 162 pairs. In terms of overall number of breeding pairs, the contractor 
indicates that this would be classed as a large colony in National terms, although this 
needs to be put into perspective when compared to similar riverside Cities such as 
Gloucester which recorded 2890 breeding pairs at its last survey.

3.2 The methodology used during 2020 is largely consistent to that used in 2004 and 
2006 (although it is likely that less locations were used in historical surveys) which 
enables the contractor to make some comparisons and suggest that there has been 
a significant increase in the number of birds across the City in the intervening years. 

3.3 In relation to annual gull figures provided by gull control contractors, a general 
comparison should not be drawn as the difference in the extent of the surveys are 
stark.  

3.4 The annual survey primarily focusses on comparisons between the same roofs in the 
City Centre year on year, with an estimate made for a City-wide figure.  This 2020 
survey has confirmed that the estimate provided for 2019 has been underestimated, 
with the true figure likely to have been significantly higher given the numbers 
recorded by this year’s survey.  

3.5 The 2020 survey has also enabled ‘sector’ breakdowns to be illustrated where areas 
were easily identifiable, and numbers of breeding pairs have been attributed to these 
areas accordingly.  The ‘City Centre’ sector of this 2020 survey is far larger than the 
sector considered annually and linked to the egg replacement programme, therefore 
with differences in geographical extent and associated additional roof locations, it is 
difficult to draw conclusions in respect of consistency.

3.6 The report provides the numbers of breeding pairs for each ‘sector’ as follows:

Sector What it covers No. of 
pairs

% of 
pop.

Blackpole 1 Blackpole Industrial 
Estate and environs 384 36%

Blackpole 2 Shire Business Park 229 21%

Barbourne inc Britannia Sq and 
Blanquettes estate. 35 3%



Shrub Hill
inc Worcs Porcelain 
works & former 
Metalbox 

50 5%

Centre inc Pheasant St. & 
The Tything 264 25%

West Side St Johns 110 10%

3.7 The contractor has subsequently divided these sectors up to provide Ward 
breakdowns.  These should be treated as indicative figures due to the lack of visible 
administrative boundaries observed during the survey, but they do provide an 
indication as to how many gulls are nesting in each Ward. 

3.8 The findings of the report are proposed to be used to support the development of the 
gull control work plan for 2021 in the following ways:

(i) Provide a reliable baseline figure for the current population against which 
subsequent population surveys can be compared (the author proposes 
revisiting the survey during 2022);

(ii) The sector breakdown allows quantifiable measurement of the impact of 
wider gull control measures where they take place in defined locations;

(iii) To compare reports of negative impacts of gulls against gull population 
density spatially to identify and target appropriate proactive work to reduce 
that impact;

(iv) Provides evidence to inform that female birds born in nearby colonies move 
out to new colonies including Worcester and they would be likely to 
continue to do so in the future, and

(v) Will assist with supporting future applications for licenses to Natural 
England to manage gull numbers

3.9 The work programme for 2020/21 included several work strands, many of which are 
continuing to be progressed during the remainder of the breeding season.  Once 
these have been concluded and the gull population report findings can be put in the 
context of these, further potential actions for next year will be developed. 

3.10 The gull survey report has already been used to aid gull control work during 2020, 
and in particular to support the application of licences to control gulls.  Lesser Black-
backed gulls and Herring gulls are protected in law and as reported previously there 
are significant concerns from Natural England (NE) around the population declines of 
these birds in the UK.  

3.11 In order to undertake any control work concerning gulls WRS are required to apply 
for a licence to NE on Worcester City Council’s behalf.  

NE can only legally grant a licence where there is sufficient evidence of harm to 
public health or safety, that there is a necessity to that action being taken; and that 
there is evidence to support the ineffectiveness of alternatives to lethal control 
(which includes egg removal and nest destruction).  



3.12 WRS has applied for ten licences at the time of writing this year and assisted others 
prepare two additional applications.  The information from the gull survey has helped 
support the validity of the applications in providing the following information:

(i) Knowledge of the local population figure enables our licence applications 
for discreet locations or individual nests to be put into context and 
demonstrates the lack of significant impact on the overall regional 
population.  It is believed this provided sufficient information to enable NE 
to consider some of our applications favourably. 

(ii) Provides anecdotal evidence of ineffectiveness of some non-lethal methods 
of gull control.  

3.13 The survey results will substantially shape the design of the 2021 Workplan and 
provide us with an ongoing opportunity to compare and contrast the effectiveness of 
the measures we choose to deploy to manage urban gull numbers across Worcester.
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