
At 08.45 hrs on 21st June 2016, I was heading
out to count Little Terns Sternula albifrons on
Blakeney Point, Norfolk, when I spied a pair
of Common Shelducks Tadorna tadorna with
ten ducklings swimming in the channel of
the old River Glaven where it enters Blakeney
Harbour. Seven of the ducklings were prob-
ably 2–3 days old and three were noticeably
larger, I guessed at least ten days old. A crèche
of young Shelducks of different ages is not
unusual in the harbour and I thought little of
it. As I approached closer, however, I noticed
that the three larger ‘ducklings’ had rather
long bills and I realised that they were young
Avocets Recurvirostra avosetta. The contours
of the saltmarsh prevented me getting close,
but I took a distant photograph of part of the
crèche (plate 84).

The ten birds remained close together, as
in a typical crèche, though the young associ-
ated more closely with the young of their
own species. On one occasion, a young
Avocet swam to the edge of the channel and
stood on the muddy edge. The male Shelduck
left the others and swam back to it and
remained close by, as if on guard, for at least
ten minutes. A pair of Avocets (presumably
the parents) was flying round intermittently,
calling, but the youngsters took little notice,
seeming to prefer the company of the Shel-
ducks.

I watched the birds for about half an hour
and then had to leave. Unfortunately, I was
unable to go back and look for the group in
subsequent days. I have been unable to find
any published references to this behaviour. 
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Notes
A crèche of Shelduck and Avocet chicks

84. Common Shelducks Tadorna tadorna with mixed crèche of Shelduck and Avocet Recurvirostra
avosetta chicks, Blakeney, Norfolk, June 2016. 
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Great Cormorant and Grey Heron fishing in tandem
On 4th September 2013, at Venus Pool,
Shropshire, I watched the following interac-
tion from a hide. A Grey Heron Ardea cinerea
flew to a timber bund at the edge of shallow
water and proceeded to fish, catching quite
small fry. Within five minutes, a single Great
Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo from a
nearby loafing party flew across to land on
the water about 10 m from the Heron, then
swam to within 2 m of it. The two birds then
proceeded to fish in unison, the Heron along

the shore, the Cormorant in the water. The
Cormorant scooted along, half underwater,
with the Heron walking beside it along the
shore. Both were catching small fry, appar-
ently disturbed by the other’s activity, and at
no time did either bird show aggression to
the other.

After a while, the Cormorant flew some 30
m onto the water of a larger but still shallow
bay. The Heron followed immediately and
landed in the shallows. Both continued to



176 British Birds 110 • March 2017 • 175 –180

Notes

fish, the Cormorant again half-submerged,
the Heron walking through the shallows.
After about 30 minutes of foraging, the Cor-
morant returned to its loafing companions,
but 45 minutes later it rejoined the still-
fishing Heron and they resumed activities for
a further 20 minutes. Throughout this
period, none of  the other Cormorants
showed the slightest interest in this 

behaviour; another Grey Heron was also
present, and again took no interest.

Following the recent note on kleptopara-
sitism by Great Cormorant on Grey Heron
(Brit. Birds 109: 548), this commensal feeding
was a contrasting example of interactions
between the two species, and perhaps a part-
nership that had happened before between
these two individuals.

Gordon Ireson, 4 St John’s Court, Ditton Priors, Bridgnorth, Shropshire WV16 6TQ; 
e-mail audonreygord@ireson.entadsl.com

Audouin’s Gulls scavenging on the beach
The behaviour of Audouin’s Gulls Larus
audouinii regularly scavenging food left by
beachgoers was described recently in BB
(Harrison 2016; Hume 2016). Noting that
this species has traditionally been regarded as
a pelagic feeder, Harrison wondered whether
it is diversifying its food source or whether
this is ‘simply a function of an increasing
population and the fact that many more
birdwatchers are enjoying watching
Audouin’s Gulls than was possible for much
of the twentieth century’. 

I observed the scavenging behaviour
described by Harrison during four visits to
La Malvarrosa, a 3-km urban beach on the
northern edge of Valencia, Spain, in the last
week of July 2016. The number and behav-
iour of the birds involved varied with the
time of day and number of people on the
beach. On the morning of 28th July, a group
of 13 birds were resting on the sand at the
south end of the beach, having possibly spent
the night there. As beachgoers arrived, the
birds took off  and some could be seen
patrolling the shore and occasionally picking
items from the sand and the water until 10.00
hrs but disappeared soon after and only one
bird was still present by noon. In the after-
noon of 24th, 25th and 26th July, the beach
was very busy with people, and up to 11 birds
could be seen patrolling the beach, flying 
2–5 m above beachgoers, sometimes making
sudden turns in their trajectory as if to pay
closer attention, and occasionally diving to
pick items from the sand, often little more
than 1 m from sunbathers. In the evening, as
people departed and the beach became
emptier, the number of gulls increased. At the

south end of the beach, beside the harbour, at
least 15–20 birds were engaged in scavenging
activities each evening. As well as the aerial
patrolling, the birds also landed on the sand
and walked around looking for food, some-
times near rubbish bins and areas with fixed
parasols near food kiosks but often simply
along stretches of sand vacated by beach-
goers. This frequently involved small groups
of 3–4 birds advancing in a line in the same
direction, ‘sweeping’ a stretch of sand. Com-
pared with the behaviour of scavenging gulls
in some British towns, these gulls appeared
rather unassertive. They often picked up
items only to discard them immediately, as if
unsure of their edibility, in the manner of
juveniles of many species. One evening, I
threw handfuls of  pieces of  bread and
walnuts on three occasions, in areas of sand
that seemed to be favoured for feeding. When
the gulls returned, two of them ate a couple
of items but seemed to lack interest in the
rest and shortly after the gulls departed. I also
threw bread and walnuts in the air or onto
the sand when a flying gull was approaching
at close range, but the food was ignored. On
another occasion, I put out two piles of food,
separated by 2 m, one consisting of pieces of
bread and another of walnuts. This time,
three birds approached after a few minutes
and eagerly ate both bread and walnuts
within seconds. On all days, scavenging
activity involved adult birds only, although a
few juveniles were also present. 

The sight of an Audouin’s Gull flying low
over a carpet of parasols and human bodies in
search of leftovers is probably new in the area
of Valencia and may be related partly to recent



local circumstances. The species is regarded as
a fishing specialist (Cramp & Simmons 1983),
which in the breeding colonies of the Ebro
Delta and Columbretes Islands (northeast
Spain) has become increasingly dependent on
trawler discards (Paterson et al. 1992; Oro et al.
1996; Mañosa et al. 2004). Consumption of
other items, such as the invasive Red Swamp
Crayfish Procambarus clarkii, insects, and small
vertebrates and fruits, is regarded as largely
opportunistic behaviour (de Juana & Garcia
2015), which birds may rely on when fish
stocks or commercial fishing activity decrease
(Bécares et al. 2015). In Valencia, records of
birds exploiting other food sources date back
to the late 1980s when, following the popula-
tion boom in the Ebro Delta and partial
breeding failures due to a trawler moratorium,
the species became a familiar presence in rice
fields where, as in other wetlands, the birds
preyed on Red Swamp Crayfish. This diver-
gence from a fish-based diet took a new twist
in 2003 when, with the establishment of a new
breeding colony in L’Albufera de Valencia
Natural Park, breeding birds began preying on
the chicks of waders, terns and ducks (J. I. Díes
pers. comm.). Scavenging for food left by
beachgoers is simply one more episode in the
recent history of Audouin’s Gulls in L’Albufera.
Yet perhaps more interesting than the scav-
enging behaviour itself is the fact that since
spring 2016 Audouin’s Gulls have been seen
regularly patrolling an urban park on the
southeast edge of the city (J. I. Díes pers.
comm.). The gulls’ presence there may be
related to the establishment of a breeding
colony in Valencia’s harbour, which has grown
rapidly from 239 pairs in 2014 to 1,031 pairs 
in 2016 (Generalitat Valenciana 2014–16
unpublished reports). It remains to be seen
whether this behaviour would persist should
the colony move elsewhere or whether it
heralds a regular presence of Audouin’s Gull
in urban environments. 

Harrison suggested that this scavenging
behaviour may have been overlooked. The
presence of birdwatchers along the Mediter-
ranean coast is certainly uneven, yet many
areas and large cities, at least in the northwest
and east of the Spanish Mediterranean, are
well monitored. This is certainly the case

along the coast of  Valencia, which has 
been monitored regularly since the 1980s
both by birdwatchers and as part of local
government biodiversity surveying 
programmes (for birding activity in 
L’Albufera see http://birdingalbufera.es/?q=es/
noticiariornitologico). Audouin’s Gulls have
been reported regularly over the last five
years visiting a car park close to the beach at
the northern end of La Malvarrosa (J. I. Díes
pers. comm.); and the species has been
recorded on the beach among sunbathers for
the last 2–3 years. Although in both cases
birds may have been looking for discarded
food, this could not be confirmed. It is
unlikely that this behaviour would have
passed unnoticed by local birdwatchers (J. I.
Díes pers. comm.) and it is reasonable to
suggest that the scavenging behaviour
described above is relatively new in Valencia. 
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85. A Herring Gull Larus argentatus takes apart a Red Swamp Crayfish Procambarus clarkii on the
bank of the canal, The Hague, the Netherlands, July 2015. 
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Predation of Red Swamp Crayfish by Herring Gulls

The Herring Gull Larus argentatus is oppor-
tunistic in its feeding habits, adjusting its diet
when environmental situations change and
exploiting anthropogenic food sources such
as landfills. It will also exploit new ‘natural’
food sources, including invasive species. One
such species is the Red Swamp Crayfish Pro-
cambarus clarkii, which, since arriving in
Europe in the 1970s has spread across the
continent, affecting aquatic habitats almost
everywhere. Those effects are often negative
for the local ecosystems (e.g. Correia 2001,
Gherardi 2006). Yet Red Swamp Crayfish has
become a prey item for several mammalian
and avian predators and both Lesser Black-
backed Gull L. fuscus and Audouin’s Gull 
L. audouinii have been reported taking Red
Swamp Crayfish (Oro et al. 1996; Christel et
al. 2012). Although Herring Gulls are not
known to take freshwater crayfish, they will
feed on marine crustaceans (Noordhuis &
Spaans 1992; Kubetzki & Garthe 2003) and
this note reports evidence of large-scale pre-
dation by Herring Gulls on Red Swamp
Crayfish in a canal in The Hague, in the
Netherlands. 

Herring Gulls caught the Red Swamp
Crayfish while swimming in a canal situated
in the middle of The Hague. The canal is
around 1 km in length and 3 m wide, depth

varying from 30 cm to 1 m. To measure the
predation of Red Swamp Crayfish at the site,
prey remains were collected from a resident
male Herring Gull (paired with a Lesser
Black-backed Gull, which was observed
feeding on crayfish delivered by the Herring
Gull but was not seen hunting). Prey remains
were collected daily, for ten weeks from late
July 2015, along the canal’s edge as well as the
edges of two adjacent canals where the same
gull was seen hunting (section A; fig. 1).
Remains were collected within 15 minutes of
sunset to avoid interfering with possible
hunting activities. Cephalothoraxes were col-
lected and removed to avoid accidental
recounting the next day. Pieces of broken
cephalothoraxes were counted only when the
rostrum was present. In week five, other
Herring Gulls were seen hunting further
down the canal, and weekly prey collections
were started in sections B and C. The number
of cephalothoraxes was considered to equal
the number of crayfish caught. In addition to
prey collection, hunts by the male Herring
Gull in section A were documented when
observed. Time spent hunting, total attempts
to catch crayfish and successful attempts were
recorded. 

In section A, the number of cephalothor -
axes found dropped from 91 in week one to



39 in week two, declining gradually after that.
In section B, 24 cephalothoraxes were found
on the first collection and fewer thereafter. At
least one immature (3CY) and one juvenile
bird were seen hunting in this stretch of the
canal. Section C was occupied by two adult
and one juvenile Herring Gull. The number
of cephalothoraxes was over 70 in weeks five
and six, and over 50 until week nine (fig. 1). 

Within the ten-week study period, the
Herring Gull in section A was observed
hunting for crayfish 19 times. Hunts took
place along the banks, the most shallow part
of the canal. During the observation periods,
12 of 37 dives for crayfish were successful, a
success rate of one in three attempts. On
average, a crayfish was caught every seventh
minute of hunting.

Clearly, in this part of the Netherlands,
Herring Gulls have adapted to include Red
Swamp Crayfish in their diet within a few
years of this invasive species arriving in the
area. Based on age, sex and pair bonds, it can
be confirmed that at least six gulls (five
Herring and one Lesser Black-backed) were
feeding on Red Swamp Crayfish in this 1-km
long canal. The numbers of Red Swamp
Crayfish that were caught in this canal alone,
as well as the success rate of one crayfish
every seventh minute, show the potential
importance of this species as a food source
for Herring Gulls. The hunting technique is

also interesting, with Herring Gulls in this
canal swimming and diving to catch the cray-
fish. More typically, predation on Red Swamp
Crayfish in Europe has been recorded in
habitats such as shallow rice fields, where
gulls can pick them from the water, or from
the fields as they start to dry up.
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Fig. 1. Schematic overview of the canal and the division into three sections. The charts show
number of cephalothoraxes of the Red Swamp Crayfish Procambarus clarkii found per week in each
section from late July 2015. In sections B and C, the number for week five may include older prey
remains as those sections were not sampled earlier.
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Common Raven removing a dead chick from the nest
There is a marked disparity between clutch
size and fledged brood size in the Common
Raven Corvus corax. Although the failure of
some eggs to hatch is partly responsible, the
death of chicks in the first week of life is
thought to be the main factor (Ratcliffe 1997).
Once birds survive the first 7–10 days after
hatching, most fledge. Dead eggs and small
young quickly disappear from the nest, but
their precise fate is uncertain. Davis & Davis
(1984) suggested that they are eaten, citing as
evidence the discovery of Raven eggshell in
their pellets, although this presumably refers
to the fate of unhatched eggs rather than dead
young. This note describes a case of a female
Raven removing a dead chick from the nest;
no attempt had been made to eat it. 

Ravens have nested on an inaccessible
rock face in a disused quarry in the Malvern
Hills, Worcestershire, for several years. This
area is popular with visitors and the nest is
easily visible from a public footpath on the
opposite side of a ravine, around 60 m away.
During regular visits to the site in 2016, 
significant events were photographed.

The female first appeared to be tending
young on 29th March; by 5th April, three
small chicks were clearly visible and on 8th
April all three young were seen begging for
food and appeared healthy. One chick was
smaller than the other two, perhaps simply
due to asynchronous hatching. On 13th

April, only two young could be seen. These
were similar in size and had clearly grown
since 8th April. At 13.39 hrs the female
reached deep into the nest and extracted a
dead chick, almost certainly the one that had
originally been smaller (plate 86). She flew
with it into nearby woodland, returning
within 10 seconds without it, whereupon she
continued to feed and care for the two
remaining chicks. The birds subsequently
developed normally and fledged successfully.

In this case the parent deliberately
removed the dead chick and deposited it
some distance away from the nest. The pho-
tograph shows that the dead chick is very
much smaller than the surviving chicks and
although dehydration or desiccation may

have contributed to this, it
had probably been dead
for a while. The skin of the
dead chick appeared intact
with no marks of injury
visible in the photographs,
suggesting that no attempt
had been made to eat it
while it was in the nest. 

Removing a dead chick
rather than eating it or
feeding it to the remaining
young avoids the risk of
contracting or distributing
an infection that may have
caused its demise. It also
avoids the introduction of

other potential complications as it decom-
poses in the nest. To determine whether this
is the usual practice in Ravens or whether
such chicks are sometimes eaten requires
further study.
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86. Female Common Raven Corvus corax removing a dead chick
from the nest, Worcestershire, 13th April 2016. 
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