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History and Status of Colonies of Heermann's Gull in Mexico 
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Abstract.-Heermann's Gulls (Larus heermanni) have been reported to nest on 19 islands in Mexico, but during 
1999-2000 they bred on only twelve. Of the known active colonies, one, Isla Rasa, harbors over 95% of the breeding 
numbers, with between 300,000-400,000 adults. Three islands each support between 2,000 and 20,000 adults, and 
the rest from 4 to 2,000 adults. The colonies of this species have exhibited major variations through time, but data 
are inadequate to judge whether human activities or changes in oceanographic conditions were the cause of these 
variations. These two, along with size and distribution of nesting colonies, should be monitored, if the species' pop- 
ulation dynamics are to be understood. Received 21 August 2000, accepted 19 September 2000. 
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The breeding of Heermann's Gulls 
(Larus heermanni) is restricted to a number of 
islands in northwestern Mexico, mostly in the 
Gulf of California, with a few along the Pacif- 
ic coast of the Baja California peninsula and 

slightly south of the mouth of the Gulf. Two 

nesting attempts have been documented in 
California, on Alcatraz in 1979, 1980, and 
1981, and on rocks near Shell Beach in 1980, 
but neither appears to have been successful 
(Howell et al. 1983). With numbers pre- 
sumed to be in the "mid-to-high hundreds of 
thousands" (Everett and Anderson 1991), 
the great majority of nesting birds occur on 
one island, Isla Rasa. Vermeer et al. (1993) 
recommended that Heermann's Gull should 
receive immediate protection and conserva- 
tion measures, and it has been declared pro- 
tected by the Mexican government. 

Almost all the islands in northwestern Mex- 
ico, including those on which this gull nests or 
has nested, are now protected. Signs informing 
visitors of the protected status and giving in- 
structions to prevent the introduction of alien 
species have been placed on many of the is- 
lands in the Gulf of California and a on few on 
the Pacific Coast. However, active conservation 
measures have been limited to the eradication 
of invasive mammals-rodents and cats--on 
selected islands, by staff from the Universidad 
Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico, and by a bi- 
national non-governmental organization 
(Island Conservation & Ecology Group). 

Recently, eight colonies of Heermann's 
Gulls were identified (Anderson et al. 1976; 
Anderson 1980), in addition to small colo- 
nies "... at several other locations through- 
out the entire length of the Gulf' (Everett 
and Anderson 1991). The small colonies 
were not listed. Furthermore, presumed ex- 
istence of colonies was sometimes based on 
outdated information, and some colonies no 

longer exist. Updated information on the 
status of the colonies is not available, nor has 
the history of the different colonies, except 
Isla Rasa, been reviewed. The objective of 
this paper is to review the existing informa- 
tion on the number of Heermann's Gulls in 
all of its colonies. 

METHODS 

I reviewed all information available in the published 
literature and the results from cruises made in April 
1999 and April 2000 through the Middle Gulf of Califor- 
nia in which several islands, islets and rocks en route 
were examined. Colleagues kindly provided me with 
their recent unpublished numbers of Heermann's Gulls 
on islands that I had not visited. 

I have grouped the islands in three biogeographic 
areas (sensu Anderson 1983): i) Mexican, ii) Gulf of Cal- 
ifornia, and iii) San Diegan. I further divided the Gulf 
of California Province into Middle Gulf of California 
(the southern, or mouth of the Gulf of California is part 
of the Mexican Province), the Midriff Islands region, 
and the Northern Gulf of California (Fig. 1). Within 
each region, the islands are listed from south to north. 

Some sources indicate number of adults, or breed- 
ing birds, others, pairs, and still others, nests. Herein I 
unified the data to numbers of adults by converting 
pairs and nests to two adults each. I indicate the num- 
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Figure 1. Northwestern Mexico indicating the location 
where Heermann's Gulls have been reported to nest. 
Biogeographic regions: A = Mexican, B1 = Middle Gulf 
of California, B2 = Midriff islands region, B3 = North- 
ern Gulf of California, C = San Diegan. Locations: 1 = 
Islas Pajarera and Cocina 2 = Islas Marietas, 3 = Isla 
Maria Cleofas, 4 = Isla Isabel, 5 = Mazatlan, 6 = Farall6n 
de San Ignacio, 7 = Isla Ballena, 8 = Islote Callo, 9 = 
Roca Marcial, 10 = Isla Monserrat, 11 = Isla Cholla, 12 = 
Isla San Ildefonso, 13 = Isla San Pedro Martir, 14 = Isla 
Salsipuedes, 15 = Isla Rasa, 16 = Isla Partida, 17 = Isla 
Cholluda, 18 = Isla San Jorge 19 = Bahia Magdalena, 20 
- Isla San Roque, 21 = Isla San Benito de Enmedio, and 
22 = Islas Coronados. 

bers of nests when this provides additional information. 
Numbers in parenthesis after biogeographic areas and 
locality names refer to Figure 1. 

RESULTS 

Mexican Province (A) 

Heermann's Gulls have been reported to 
nest on Islas Pajarera and Cocina, on rocks 
in the Islas Marietas, on an islet near Maria 
Cleofas (in the Islas Marias), on Isla Isabel 
and on rocks at Mazatlan. Pajarera and Coci- 
na (1 in Fig. 1) are two small islets in Bahia 
de Chamela about whose birds no published 
records exist. In the spring 2000, between 40 

and 50 pairs of Heermann's Gulls nested on 
Pajarera and five on Cocina (S. Hernandez, 
pers. comm.). 

The Marietas (2) is a group of small is- 
lands, rocks and shoals that extend nearly 7 
km, at the northern end of Bahia Banderas, 
Jalisco (U. S. Hydrographic Office 1937). 
Lamb (1910) found Heermann's Gulls nesting 
on rocks in this group, on 11 April 1909. Os- 
burn (1909) found 80-100 adults nesting on a 
few rocks, which he did not name, in the state 
of Jalisco. He suggested a latitude of about 
180N, but this was clearly an error, and his de- 

scription of the rocks suggests he was in the 
Marietas (21046'N). A specimen of the Mock- 

ingbird (Mimus polyglottos) collected by him 
was ascribed to the Marietas by Grant (1964). 

The Marietas had at least 1,100 adults in 

May 1962, and 200 in April 1963 on Isla Lar- 

ga, the westernmost of the two largest Mari- 
etas (Grant 1964). In February 1978, there 
were 220 adults on Isla Larga, and 330 on Is- 
la Redonda, the eastermost Marieta (Gavifio- 
de la Torre and Uribe-Pefia 1980). In both 
cases there were nests being built, but no 
eggs had been laid. The most recent census 
estimated 4,500 adult Heermann's Gulls on 
these islands (Reb6n 2000). 

The Islas Marias consist of four islands: 
Maria Cleofas, Maria Magdalena, Maria Ma- 
dre and SanJuanico. On 30 May 1897, Nelson 
(1899) found a nest that had been aban- 
doned and an almost full growth chick on an 
islet near Maria Cleofas (3). In March 1905, 
Bailey (1906) suspected breeding on a rock 
off Maria Cleofas. He reported a dozen adults 
on the Marifas. In April and May 1955, Stager 
(1957) surveyed the birds of the Islas Marifas, 
but failed to find any nesting Heermann's 
Gulls, and considered Nelson's (1899) record 
unconvincing. Likewise, Grant and Cowan 
(1964) considered the Heermann's Gull to 
be a "migrant" on Islas Marias. The current 
status of the species there is unknown. 

On 23 April 1897, Nelson (1899) found 
two or three "pairs" (suggesting they were 
nesting) on Isla Isabel (4). Similarly, the be- 
havior of some adults suggested breeding on 
a rock north of Isabel in early April 1905 
(Bailey 1906). By 1955, the Heermann's Gull 
was a "very common nesting species" on this 
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island (Stager 1957), and the current nest- 

ing numbers are estimated between 200 and 
800 adults (H. Drummond, pers. comm.). 

Bent (1921) reported Heermann's Gulls 

nesting "at Mazatlan (5)." He gave no source 
for his information, and I have not been able 
to find any supportive information or an in- 

dependent report". Bent might have misin- 

terpreted Bailey's (1906) indication of the 

presence of Heermann's Gulls on the rocks 
of the Mazatlan harbor. 

Middle Gulf of California (B1) 

Heermann's Gulls have been found nest- 

ing on one island off the coast of northern 
Sinaloa: Farall6n de San Ignacio, and six is- 
lands on the Gulf coast of Baja California 
Sur: Isla Ballena, Islote Callo, Roca Marcial, 
Isla Monserrat, a rock near Isla Carmen and 
Isla San Ildefonso. 

Farall6n de San Ignacio (6) is a small, 
towering rock known for its large numbers of 
Brown and Blue-footed Boobies (Sula leuco- 

gaster and S. nebouxii), but with no previous 
record of breeding Heermann's Gulls. On 
18 April 2000, there were between 20 and 40 

gulls apparently sitting on nests but, except 
from confirming eggs in one nest, bad 
weather prevented us from landing to make 
a detailed examination and count. Heer- 
mann's Gulls have been reported to nest in 
areas with no direct access to water (Vermeer 
et al. 1993). But, Heermann's Gulls nesting 
on Farall6n de San Ignacio were a few meters 
from the water and in direct sight of it, and 
this probably is the case for other "rock-nest- 
ing" sites reported from the Marias and San 
Pedro Mairtir (see account under the Midriff 
Islands region for the latter). 

Isla Ballena (7) lies about halfway along 
the west side of Isla Espiritu Santo, in Bahia 
de La Paz. Carmona et al. (1994) found two 
nests in April 1990, with 2 and 3 eggs, but 
both failed to produce chicks. There were no 
Heermann's Gulls nesting there inJuly 1995, 
nor in April 1999 (E. Mellink, unpublished). 

Islote El Callo (8) is at the southeastern 
end of Isla SanJose. On 4-7 May 1995, there 
were 14 nests and 26 chicks, but two weeks 
later only eleven chicks remained (Carmona 

et al. 1996). Predation by Yellow-legged Gulls 
(Larus livens) was suggested as the cause of 
this reduction in chicks. 

Roca San Marcial (9) has been known for 
a number of years as a Heermann's Gull 

breeding site (E. Palacios, pers. comm.). On 
9 April 1999, there were about 500 adults but 

only 36 nests (34 with one egg and two nests 
with two eggs), and on 7 April 2000, 84 
adults out of about 200 appeared to be sit- 

ting on nests. Of 17 nests examined, 12 had 
one egg, and five had two eggs. In both cases, 
the number of eggs suggested that laying 
had just begun. In April 1999, twelve eggs 
and two adults had been predated; the adults 

by Peregrine Falcons (Falco peregrinus; see Ve- 
larde 1993), but eggs could have been taken 

by conspecifics (Bent 1921; E. Mellink, un- 

published). Although the island is shared by 
a small colony of Yellow-footed Gulls, on our 

landing, these gulls did not approach the in- 

cubating Heermann's Gulls, as they do to in- 

cubating Brown Pelicans (Pelecanus occi- 
dentalis) on other islands. 

Collecting for Brewster, M. A. Frazar found 
Heermann's Gulls breeding on Isla Monserrat 
(10) on 14 March 1887. There are no further 
records for this island. Frazar also reported 
Heermann's Gulls breeding on a small rocky 
island between Loreto and Isla Carmen on 14 
March 1887 (Brewster 1902). Isla Cholla (11) 
on the northeastern end of Carmen is likely to 
have been this rock: it is the only above-water 
feature in that area, and it has seemingly ap- 
propriate habitat for the nesting of Heer- 
mann's Gulls. This islet is currently used as a 
fishing camp, and Yellow-footed Gulls were 
the only surface-nesting seabirds breeding 
there in 1999 and 2000. Frazar did not give de- 
tails on these colonies, except that egg-laying 
hadjust started (Brewster 1902). 

Isla San Ildefonso (12) is a small island 
with a plateau 116 m above sea level, and a 
low valley running to the sea at its southern 
end. This site has been long known for its 
large Heermann's Gull colony. In 1909, W. 
W. Brown visited it and documented about 
5,000 adults (Thayer's (1909) report of more 
than 10,000 birds, based on Brown's letters, 
was an error), and the beginning of the egg- 
laying season on 2 April (Thayer 1909, 1911). 



STATUS OF HEERMANN'S GULLS 191 

In April 1911, considerable numbers nested 
here (Townsend 1923) but on 17 May 1921, 
only a small nesting colony was present 
(Slevin 1923). On 7 March 1939, there were 
"countless numbers" of Heermann's Gulls, 
but they had not started nesting and there 
were abundant signs of nesting in the previ- 
ous year (Loye Miller, unpublished type- 
script in E. Mellink's personal library). 
However, collectors of seabirds' eggs for the 
market were already roaming the island. 

On a brief survey on 2 April 1962, there 
were adults present, but no nesting (Lindsay 
1962; Richard Banks, field notes at the San 
Diego Natural History Museum). In August 
1989, local fishermen reported to Bernie 

Tershy that Heermann's Gulls nested on the 
island, and the presence of old nests, dead 
chicks, egg shells, and numerous recently 
fledged young confirmed this (B. Tershy, 
pers. comm.). Velarde and Anderson (1994) 
indicated that 200 individuals nested here, 
but gave no information on which years visits 
took place. I visited the island on 17 July 
1995, 12 April 1999 and 10 April 2000, and 
did not find nesting Heermann's Gulls. 

Midriff Islands Region (B2) 

Heermann's Gulls have been reported to 
nest on four islands in this region: Isla San 
Pedro Mairtir, Isla Salsipuedes, Isla Rasa and 
Isla Partida. San Pedro Mairtir (13), re- 
nowned for its nesting seabirds, especially 
the Blue-footed and Brown Boobies, is the 
most isolated island in the Gulf of California 
(Tershy and Breese 1977). Although this is- 
land has had a long history of visits by orni- 
thologists (Goss 1888; Slevin 1923; Banks 
1963; Lindsay 1966), nesting Heermann's 
Gulls were discovered only in 1991, on two 
small rocky bars at the southeast and north- 
east ends of the island. The latter, with 150 
and 194 adults in 1991 and 1992, had over 
90% of the nesting birds of this island (Ter- 
shy et al. 1992; Tershy and Breese 1997). Re- 
cently, 500 birds were reported to be nesting 
on this island (Cervantes-Abrego et al. 2000). 

Isla Salsipuedes (14) lies at the northern 
end of the San Lorenzo Archipielago. Its 
southern end rises to 113 m a.s.l., but its 

northern end is only about 17 m a.s.l. (U.S. 
Hydrographic Office 1937). Slevin (1923) 
and Mailliard (1923) reported a small colony 
of Heermann's Gulls here on 9 May 1921. At 
least two scientific parties visited Salsipuedes 
in the 1960s at the appropriate time of the 
year. A group collecting parasites from nest- 
ing birds on several islands surveyed on 21 
May 1962 (Ryckman and Ryckman 1963), 
and a California Academy of Sciences party 
visited in 1966 (Lindsay 1966). Neither group 
recorded nesting Heermann's Gulls. In May 
1985, Alfredo Zavala (pers. comm.) observed 
a congregation of a few hundred Heermann's 
Gulls on the northern low plateau, but did 
not examine the area. Enrique Zamora visit- 
ed the island at my request on 18 July 2000 
and failed to find nesting Heermann's Gulls. 

Isla Rasa (15; meaning "flat", and often 
misspelled as "Raza") supports over 90% of 
the entire numbers of Heermann's Gulls 
(Bancroft 1927; Nelson 1921; Osorio-Taffal 
1944; Velarde and Anderson 1994), and has 
been a nesting site since the earliest visits by 
ornithologists (Streets 1877; Townsend 
1923). On 21 April 1921, there were thou- 
sands of adults, but only a few eggs (Slevin 
1923). Two weeks later, it was found that the 
eggs were being removed by eggers from 
Santa Rosalia and Guaymas (Slevin 1923). 

Breeding by Heermann's Gulls and col- 
lecting of their eggs for commercial purpos- 
es continued through the 1950s (Walker 
1951, 1953) and into the 1960s (Banks 1963; 
Lindsay 1962). The island was protected in 
1964, and in that year the number of Heer- 
mann's Gulls on the island was estimated at 
100,000 adults (Walker 1965). Two years lat- 
er, it was estimated as at least 80,000 adults 
(Lindsay 1966), and in 1975, between 86,000 
and 128,000 adults of Heermann's Gulls 
nested here (Boswall and Barrett 1978). 

A number of estimates for the late 1960s 
and 1970s (Barreto 1975; Hernaindez 1968; 
Velizquez-Noguer6n 1970) are, in my view, 
unreliable. They were discussed by Boswall 
and Barrett (1978; note that Hernindez 
1968 was cited as Tobias 1968, and Velizquez- 
Noguer6n 1970 as 1969, by Boswall and Bar- 
rett). In 1980, about 260,480 adults were es- 
timated to nest here (Velarde 1999), and the 
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colony is currently considered to be stable at 
about 300,000-400,000 adults (Anderson 
1983; Velarde and Anderson 1994). 

Isla Partida (16; also known as Partida 
Norte, and as Cardonosa) is eight kilometers 
north of Rasa. Velarde and Anderson (1994) 
reported a colony of 8,000 adults. Between 
1996 and 2000 about 14,000 adults nested 
here, except in 1998 when nesting was inter- 

rupted (E. Palacios, pers. comm.). 

Northern Gulf of California (B3) 

Heermann's Gulls have been reported to 
breed only on two islands in the northern 
Gulf of California: Isla Cholluda and Isla San 

Jorge. Isla Cholluda (17; also known as En- 
cantada), a small island in the Archipielago 
de San Luis Gonzaga, harbors a colony of 
Heermann's Gulls of a few thousand individ- 
uals. Velarde and Anderson (1994) indicated 
a colony of 1,000 adults, and on 5 May 1999 
there were 2,000-3,000 adults of which about 
800 seemed to be sitting on nests (E. Mellink, 
unpublished data). Breeding was confirmed 
two weeks later by E. Palacios (pers. comm.). 
The history of this colony is unknown. It was 
not mentioned by Bancroft (1927), who 
studied the birds in the Archipielago de San 
Luis Gonzaga in 1925 and 1926, although it 
is unclear whether he visited Cholluda. 

Isla San Jorge (18; originally known as 

George's Island or IslaJorge) is a small island 
in the northeastern corner of the Gulf of Cal- 
ifornia, with a large breeding colony of 
Brown Boobies (Mellink and Palacios 1993). 
On 26 April 1921, there was a small colony of 
Heermann's Gulls, with almost completely 
incubated eggs and chicks (Slevin 1923; Mail- 
liard 1923). This colony was active in 1937 

(photographs in DeWitt 1939 and Fraser 
1943). A few years later, Osorio-Taffal (1944) 
mentioned that this colony appeared to have 
increased, without providing supportive in- 
formation. Velarde and Anderson (1994) re- 
ported 300 adults breeding on the island, 
based on an aerial reconnaissance made in 
April 1977 (D. W. Anderson, pers. comm.). 
This species was not found breeding here in 
1991 and 1992 (Mellink and Palacios 1993), 
nor have I found it nesting in subsequent 

years, until 1999. On 23 March 1999, there 
were two nests of Heermann's Gulls on San 

Jorge, containing 1 and 3 eggs, respectively. 

San Diegan Province (C) 

Four locations have been reported as 

breeding sites for Heermann's Gulls on the 
Pacific side of the Baja California peninsula: 
Bahia Magdalena, Isla San Roque, Isla San 
Benito de Enmedio, and Islas Coronados. 
The records from Bahia Magdalena (19) 
and Los Coronados (22) were dismissed by 
Grinnell (1928). The first of these, by Ridg- 
way (1919; see also Bent 1921), might have 
resulted from a misinterpretation of Bryant 
(1889; or his quote by Brewster 1902). 

There was a well known colony of Heer- 
mann's Gulls on Isla San Roque (20) early in 
the 20th century, which Anthony (1925) 
thought had been destroyed by fishermen. 
However, in 1927, a colony of 70 adults was 
found (Huey 1927). In 1944, Osorio-Tafall 
indicated that the species was especially 
abundant there, without providing further 
details. In May 1993, 66 adults nested on the 
Island, and in April of 1994, 84 adults (B. 
Tershy, pers. comm.) 

Heermann's Gulls were found nesting on 
Isla San Benito de Enmedio (21) on May 
1971 when there were nine nests. On 21June 
1974, there were only two nests, each with a 
small chick (Jehl 1976). On 9 June 1975, 
there were twelve active nests (Boswall 
1978). In both June 1993 and June 2000, 
there were approximately 200 adults on the 
island (B. Tershy, pers. comm.). 

DISCUSSION 

Conservation Status 

Clearly, the number of breeding Heer- 
mann's Gulls is much lower than the "mid-to- 
high hundreds of thousands" reported in 
the literature (Anderson et al. 1976; Ander- 
son 1980; Everett and Anderson 1991; Ve- 
larde and Anderson 1994), and the number 
of adults is not greater than 450,000, and not 
less than 300,000. Regardless of any reduc- 
tions that might have occurred, the earlier 
estimates were probably too optimistc. Only 
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twelve of the 19 islands on which breeding by 
this species has been recorded were in use in 
1999 or 2000. Particularly evident is the col- 

lapse of some previously occupied colonies, 
and the absence of the "several small colo- 
nies throughout the entire Gulf of Califor- 
nia" (Everett and Anderson 1991). 

Several factors have been indicated as ad- 

versely affecting seabird colonies in north- 
western Mexico, namely: direct exploitation, 
incidental take, competition with commer- 
cial fisheries, pollution and poisoning, distur- 
bance and habitat reduction, and predators 
(Everett and Anderson 1991). The informa- 
tion available is inadequate to determine the 

weight of each of these factors on Heer- 
mann's Gulls or whether changes in number 
and size of colonies are rather the result of 

oceanographic phenomena (sensu Mellink 
and Palacios 1993). In addition to the recom- 
mendation by Vermeer et al. (1993) for colo- 

ny monitoring, I feel that oceanographic 
conditions and human activity must be moni- 
tored if we want to develop an understanding 
of Heermann's Gulls' population dynamics. 
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