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INTRODUCTIÓN

Birds have been traditionally considered as
being mostly diurnal, with a few groups being
characteristically nocturnal in their habits
(Martin 1990). Among colonial waterbirds,
many species are strictly or regularly active at
night (McNeil et al. 1992, 1993). Gulls are
mostly active during the day (Burger 1988),
although at least 18 species have been
reported to show nocturnal behavior (Burger
& Staine 1993, McNeil et al. 1993). Despite
the widespread occurrence of nocturnality in
colonial waterbirds, few studies have
described in detail this behavior (McNeil et al.
1993). Particularly for gulls, there is little
quantitative data on their nocturnal habits
(Burger & Satine 1993, Hébert & McNeil
1999), mostly due to the difficulty of making
night observations. 

The Olrog’s Gull (Larus atlanticus) is an
endemic species of the Argentine coast which
inhabits tidal wetlands in northern and central
Patagonia. It has a small population and
breeding is restricted to only two nesting

areas separated from each other by 700 km
(Yorio et al. 1997, Delhey et al. 2001a, Rábano
et al. 2002). Olrog’s Gulls are feeding special-
ists during the breeding season, preying
almost exclusively on two intertidal grapsid
crab species, Cyrtograpsus angulatus and C. alti-
manus (Herrera 1997, Delhey et al. 2001b).
Due to its restricted range, low numbers, and
specialized food requirements, the Olrog’s
Gull has been internationally considered as
“vulnerable” (BirdLife 2000). In this paper,
we present information on the nocturnal
activity of Olrog’s Gull breeding at Golfo San
Jorge, Argentina. 

METHODS

The study was carried out in a colony of 29
breeding pairs at Isla Vernacci Oeste
Noroeste, Caleta Malaspina (45º11’S,
66º30’W), Chubut, Argentina, during the
breeding season of 2001. As part of a broader
study of the use of foraging areas and feeding
behavior of Olrog’s Gull, VHF radio-trans-
mitters (Standard model, Advanced Teleme-
123



YORIO ET AL.
try Systems, Bethel, MN) were attached to
eight adult birds, one of each pair, captured
during the late incubation period (26 and 27
November). The transmitters were fixed
using waterproof tape to the two central tail
feathers. The procedure was completed in less
than 5 min and the released birds flew directly
to sea and returned to their nests. Average
weight of radio-transmitters was 18.4 g (SD =
0.2, N = 6), which represented approximately
2% of adult body mass (mean = 810 g, SD =
45.5, N = 8 birds). All birds carrying devices
continued breeding normally during the study
period.

Colony attendance by each individual was
recorded automatically, 24 h a day, every 15
min, by a data logger (DCCII model, ATS
Inc.) connected to a scanning receiver (R2000
model, ATS Inc.). This equipment was
located 5 m from the nests of the studied
birds and any radio-tagged bird within a
radius of 20 m was recorded, which repre-
sented the maximum distance between the
equipment and the water’s edge. Information
was obtained on 28 and 29 November and
from 11 to 19 December, totaling 11 com-
plete non-consecutive days, covering the late
incubation and early chick stages. Absences
from the nest during day observations
corresponded to foraging trips, as confirmed
by radio telemetry (see Yorio 2004). A noctur-
nal absence from the colony was defined as
that which started during hours of darkness
and of which at least 50% of the duration
occurred during night hours. The duration of
nocturnal absences from the colony was cal-
culated as the time difference between the
departure from and arrival at the nest/colony.
A mean value of each of the two parameters
(number per day and duration of absences)
was determined for each individual and
means were then pooled to calculate overall
mean values. 

Each trip was assigned to a category of
tide and moon phase. Tide heights during

each recorded absence were obtained from
tables and then assigned to three categories
(high, mid and low). For the analysis, mid and
low tide were grouped, considering that both
tide categories offered the gulls the possibility
of feeding on exposed intertidal habitats. Tide
heights were then related to presence/
absence records obtained with the data log-
ger. Results are given as mean ± 1 SD.

RESULTS

The number of trips per 24 h for the eight
individuals was obtained for 11 days, totaling
357 trips. Of the 357 recorded trips, 74 (21%)
were made during the night. All birds showed
nocturnal activity. The mean number of noc-
turnal trips per day was 0.8 ± 0.3 (range = 1–
3, n = 8 birds). Mean nocturnal trip duration
was 99 ± 46 min (n = 8 birds), and did not
differ significantly from diurnal foraging trips
(105 ± 24 min; n = 8 birds) (Wilcoxon Z =
0.14; P = 0.88). 

Eighty percent of nocturnal trips (n = 74)
were made in the absence of moonlight.
Ninety one percent of nocturnal trips (n =
74) were made during low or mid tides. Aver-
age tide height at night during the study
period was significantly lower (36 cm) than
that during the day (Mann-Whitney Z =
–3.06; n = 10, 16; P = 0.002). 

DISCUSIÓN

This study shows that all radio-tagged Olrog’s
Gulls were active at night, and that more than
20% of absences from the colony occurred
during night hours. Absences from the colony
were more likely at mid and low tides, when a
higher proportion of intertidal crab habitat
was exposed. Telemetry data obtained during
daylight hours showed that absences from the
colony detected with the data-logger corre-
sponded to foraging trips within the Caleta
Malaspina (Yorio et al. 2004), and the duration
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of recorded nocturnal absences was similar to
that of diurnal foraging trips. Unfortunately,
we were unable to make independent obser-
vations of gulls foraging at night, but the
observed pattern of absences strongly sug-
gests that Olrog’s Gulls were leaving the col-
ony at night to forage. 

Except for the Swallow-tailed Gull (Crea-
grus furcatus) which forages exclusively at night
during the breeding season (Hailman 1964),
gulls are mostly diurnal, and feeding by night
takes advantage of moonlight or artificial
lights (Watanuki 1986, McNeil et al. 1993 and
references therein, Arcos & Oro 2002). Noc-
turnal activity of Olrog’s Gulls was recorded
during different light conditions, suggesting
that they may search for prey even during very
dark nights. This study provides information
on nocturnal activity in a new gull species, and
shows that nocturnal activity is a regular
behavior in breeding Olrog’s Gull. If gulls are
leaving the colony at night for foraging, noc-
turnal trips could be contributing significantly
to the total energy input of breeding individu-
als. Night foraging has been recorded in
marsh birds which are highly dependent on
the tidal cycle for feeding, and where daytime
feeding may be inadequate to fulfill individual
energetic requirements (Morrier & McNeil
1991, McNeil et al. 1993, Thibault & McNeil
1994). In addition, low tides at night in this
study were lower than those during the day,
suggesting more profitable feeding condi-
tions. Further observations are needed to
confirm if individual Olrog’s Gulls which are
away from the colony during the night actu-
ally engage in foraging and, if so, explore the
selective pressures favoring this nocturnal
behavior.
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