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Nesting sites for gulls and terns

Gulls and terns breed in the transition zone between land and water. Breeding in colo-
nies on islands allows them to defend collectively against predators from the air or pro-
tect the site against competitors. Today, most gulls and terns depend on artificial nest-
ing sites.
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In the past centuries, river engineering works have massively al-
tered the shores of rivers and lakes in Switzerland. The Common 
Tern bred on gravel bars in over 30 sites in the early 20th century, 
but these breeding sites were subsequently lost. The population 
reached its low point in 1952, when only a single colony remained 
in the Fanel BE/NE BCH, 4. With the construction of artificial gravel 
islands (from 1929 in the Fanel) and the provision of nesting rafts 
and platforms (from the 1970s in all parts of the Central Plateau), 
a growing number of alternative breeding sites were made avail-
able 3. The population subsequently increased from 47 pairs in 
1948 4 to 218 pairs in 1976. As further nesting sites were provid-
ed from 1990 onwards, numbers grew to the current level of 600–
700 pairs 3, 5, 6. In 2015, nesting by Common Terns was encouraged 
on a flat roof by Lake Zurich and resulted in breeding success 8.

The first Swiss colony of Black-headed Gulls was discovered in 
1865 in the Kaltbrunner Riet SG, where the gulls nested on tufts 
of sedges VdS, 7. Other natural wetlands in northeastern Switzerland 
and in the Fanel were colonised between 1925 and 1974. After 
1965, the colonies gradually moved to the newly created gravel 
islands. The population increased significantly, reaching a maxi-
mum of 3800 pairs in 1980 HVM. In a pattern similar to neighbour-
ing areas across the border, it then decreased again, stabilising at 
about 500–1000 pairs from the year 2000.

The Yellow-legged Gull colonised Switzerland from 1968, and 
numbers remained low for a long time before increasing steadily 
after 1997 to currently about 1400 pairs. The species has spread 
across the entire Central Plateau. In 1994, the first two Swiss re-
cords of roof nesting by Yellow-legged Gulls were confirmed near 

Lake Geneva 1. Roof nesting was recorded in other places as well 
from 2002 onwards. While most records relate to a single pair per 
building, a colony on a flat roof near Allaman VD grew to 45 pairs 
by 2017 (J. Duplain), and nests were found on 35 different build-
ings in Neuchâtel in 2016 (M. Zimmerli) 5.

Today, all gulls and terns nest on artificial structures, either roofs 
or specially provided nest sites. Several measures exist to reduce 
nest-site competition between different species. For example, the 
Yellow-legged Gull, a dominant species and early breeder, can 
be prevented from occupying a site by waiting for the arrival of 
Black-headed Gulls and Common Terns before launching rafts and 
gradually removing winter covers from platforms 2.

The species are adapted to changing habitats and are flexible 
in their choice of nesting sites. So that all species can breed side 
by side and spill over to alternative sites if predation pressure is 
great, a large enough network of nesting sites is required, similar 
to the natural sites that used to exist on rivers.

Claudia Müller

Platform near Salavaux VD on Lake Murten with nesting Black-headed 
Gulls (and one Common Tern).

Today, Black-headed Gull, Common Tern and Yellow-legged Gull nest al-
most exclusively on artificial structures, but their population trends since 
1984 vary greatly.
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