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SEASONAL DYNAMICS OF GULLS AGGREGATIONS NEAR KHARKIV, UKRAINE.
Stanislav H. Viter — In 2020-2025, we took some information about the seasonal dynamics of gull
aggregation in the city of Kharkiv (Ukraine). There were totally 15,085 individuals observed, includ-
ing 10,470 Caspian Gulls (Larus cachinnans), or 69.4% from all observations in 2020-2025, breed-
ing from 2015 in the number of 50 pairs (2015) to 385 pairs (2025); 2,687 Black-headed Gulls (L.
ridibundus), or 17.8%, it is a common breeding species in numbers of 100-110 pairs; 288 Common
Gulls (L. canus), 10.74%, mainly in the spring season, migrants; Little Gulls (L. minutus) — one ag-
gregation of 1,620 birds in March 2025; Herring Gulls (L. argentatus), 20 birds, wintering, January
2023 and December 2024. The largest aggregation was formed by Caspian Gulls, with a maximum
observed count of 2,485 birds in mid-January to February 2025. The largest group of Little Gulls
contained 1,620 birds, and Black-headed Gulls — 1,000 individuals (both in March 2025). In general,
positive population trends occur in both nesting and migrant/wintering populations of gulls. Such
trends are relevant for all main species in gulls' aggregations: Caspian Gull, Black-headed Gull and
Little Gull. Two others (Herring Gull and Common Gull) are rare wintering species, and the Com-
mon Gull was relatively numerous during the spring migration of 2025 (200 birds in one flock).

CE30HHA JMHAMIKA CKYITYEHb MAPTHHIB B OKOJIUIISIX XAPKOBA, YKPAIHA.
Cranicias I'. Bitep — Y 2020-2025 pokax mu 3i06panmu iHdopMmaliito npo ce30HHy JUHaMIKy CKY-
MYeHb MapTHHIB y MicTi XapkiB (YKpaiHa). Y BCiX CKyIMUeHHsIX, 3a HAllUMH MiJpaxyHKamu, 0yJ10
crniocrepexxeHo 15085 ocobuH, y Tomy urcri 10470 (abo 69,4% Biz ycix croctepexkens 2020-2025)
MapTHHIB >KOBTOHOruX (Larus cachinnans), 1o po3MHOXy0ThCs 3 2015 poky B KinbKocTi Bif 50
map (2015) mo 385 map (2025); 2687 (abo 17,8%) maptuHiB 3Buuaitaux (L. ridibundus) — momm-
peHull BUjl, 10 PO3MHOXKYEThCA B KibkocTi 100-110 map; 288 (abo 10,74%) MapTUHIB CU3UX
(L. canus), nepeBa)kHO Y BeCHSIHUM C€30H, MirpaHTH; MapTUHU Masi (L. minutus) — ofjHe CKyI4eH-
Hs1 3 1620 nraxiB y 6epe3ni 2025 poky; Maptunu cpibssicti (L. argentatus), 20 nTaxiB, 3UMyOTb,
ciuens 2023 poky Ta rpyzeHs 2024 poky. Halibisblne cKyrmueHHsT yTBOPUIA MapTHHH >KOBTOHOT',
MakKCHMaJ/lbHa Ki/bKIiCTh SIKMX CTaHOBW/A 2485 nTaxiB y cepefuHi ciuHs — ymoTomy 2025 poOKy.
Haiibisbilia rpyna MapTUHIB Manux HamivyBana 1620 nTaxiB, a MapTHHiB 3Buuaiiiux — 1000 oco-
6uH (06ugBi rpymu y Gepe3ni 2025 poky). 3arasoM, IMO3UTHBHI TeHZAEHLii JUHaMIKK criocTepira-
FOTbCA SIK Y THi3ZYIOUMX, TaK i B MirpYIOUMX/3MMYIOUMX MOMYJIALisAX MapTUHIB. Taki TeHAeHLiT Xa-
pakTepHi Aas 3rpaii MapTHHIB ’KOBTOHOTMX, MapTHHIB 3BMYaliHMX Ta Maaux. [IBa iHIIMX BUAU
(MapTuH cpibnscTuii Ta cU3Wii) € PiAKiCHUMU 3UMYIOUMMM BH/JAMH, a OCTaHHiK Buz, OYB BiJHOCHO
YHMCIeHHUM TIiJ] yac BecHsiHOI Mirpanii 2025 poky (200 nitaxiB B ofHi#t 3rpai).

Gulls are common birds in the fauna of seacoast settlements and agricultural lands, as
well as in large water reservoirs in landlocked countries. In these habitats, gulls occupy the posi-
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tion of scavengers and food waste consumers, approaching in this regard an ecological speciali-
zation of Corvids with partial concurrence.

The city of Kharkiv is a landlocked settlement far from any large water reservoirs. That's
why it was an interesting appearance of Caspian Gulls' (Larus cachinnans) breeding colony in
2015, with a maximum of 350 pairs in 2025. Later, more common Black-headed Gulls began a
secondary position with a number of 100 (up to 200) breeding pairs and spring migrants' aggre-
gation of about 1000 individuals (March 2025).

As colonial scavengers and predators, gulls play an important role in the ecosystems of
wetlands, seacoasts, urban areas, and steppe (open) landscapes. That is why it is important to
conduct such studies and implement continuous monitoring of gull populations.

All previous observations on gulls in the Kharkiv region were devoted to colonies near the
large reservoirs, lakes (especially cooling ponds) and large fish farms. About 150 pairs of Caspian
Gulls (L. cachinnans) were bred on Stanychno-Lugans'ke Fish Farm in 1995 — 2005 with dozens
and hundreds of Little Gulls (L. minutus), Black-headed Gulls (L. ridibundus) and some pairs of
Pallas’s Gull (L. ichthyaetus) (Vetrov, 2010; Yevtushenko & Lytvynenko, 2010). Post-breeding
aggregations of Black-headed Gulls were common in the Siversky Donets river valley in the
1980s — early 1990s, with a density of 5.25 birds / 1 km?; some registrations of Common Gulls
(L. canus) in this season were also noted (Banik & Vergeles,1993). Caspian Gulls were common
on large reservoirs, for example, on Krasnooskil'ske (Oskil'ske) reservoir in 1990, with a density
of 6.25 birds / 1 ha (Shaparenko, 1994). In Kharkiv in the 1980s — early 1990s, gulls were rare
wintering and migrant birds (Banik et al., 1994). Not far from Kharkiv, a colony of Caspian Gulls
have been found on Pechenihy Fish Farm in 1995 with a number of 30 pairs; some Common Gulls
were observed too, as well as one Pallas’'s Gull in 1984 and one Mediterranean Gull
(L. melanocephalus) in 1991 (Krivitsky, 1996). On this Fish Farm, a great colony of Black-headed
Gulls (300 breeding pairs) was known in 1970-1994 (Krivitsky et al., 1996).

Thus, our study is the first of its kind to reflect the situation with species composition,
seasonal dynamics, and abundance of gulls in the city of Kharkiv.

Materials and methods
We conducted our research in the city of Kharkiv (eastern Ukraine) and adjacent areas
(fig. 1: A, B). Observations were conducted across all seasons at a minimum of twice per sea-
son, from 2020 to 2025. Some information, devoted to the breeding colony of Caspian Gulls,
was collected in 2015-2019.
We used standard point count methods during the evening movements between the breed-
ing places and the main foraging areas. There were such points as:
- central part of Kharkiv (on the foraging movements tracks from nesting and roosting
places to foraging place — Derhachi dump;
- roosting and foraging places not far from breeding colonies on the southern edges of the
city (Osnova lake, Besliudivka lakes — the large lakes in the sandy quarries).

Results

The fauna of Kharkiv contains five species of gulls. Among them, the Caspian Gull (La-
rus cachinnans) and the Black-headed Gull (L. ridibundus) are numerous breeding species that
form aggregations during the migrant seasons. Caspian Gull is the main species in winter sea-
sonal aggregations. Two species are not breeding: Little Gull (L. minutus) can be found only on
migrations (mainly in spring), and Common Gull (L. canus) — a migrant and a rare wintering
species. The Herring Gull (L. argentatus) is a rare, not regularly wintering species.

In the Kharkiv region, we also found one breeding species and two species, which were
observed on migration; none of them were found in Kharkiv in 2020-2025:

- Pallas's Gull (L. ichthyaetus) breeds on settling tanks of Zmyiv power station (1-2
pairs) and Pechenigy fish farm (1 — 2 pairs),

- Lesser Black-Backed Gull (L. fuscus) was a regular migrant on Lyman Lake and settling
tanks of Zmyiv power station, as well as some smaller water reservoirs and ponds;

- Heuglin's Gull (L. heuglini) was once found by Yehor Yatsiuk on Lyman Lake during
the migrant season.
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Figure 1: A — breeding colonies (stars), stopping places for migrants and, partly, places with win-
tering birds aggregations (triangles), foraging areas (ellipses), and the ways of daily foraging
movements (dashed lines) of gulls in Kharkiv and neighboring areas; B — study area localization.

Pucynok 1: A — rHi3foBi KoJIoHii (3ipouky), MiCLl MirpaljiiHMX 3yIMHOK i, YaCTKOBO, MiCLs
CKyTIUeHHS 3UMYIOUMX MTaxiB (TPUKYTHUKH), MiCLsl TOAiB/II (eJIincy) Ta IMISTXU II0ZeHHUX T1e-
peMmillieHb YalioK y MollyKax ki B XapKoBi Ta Mpu/iernux paiioHax; b — po3rairyBaHHs paiio-
HY JOC/i/I’KeHHSI.

¢ Breeding colonies

The breeding colony of Black-headed Gull on the settling tanks on the southern edge of
Kharkiv is stable and estimated to be about 100 pairs.

First breeding pairs of Caspian Gulls on the southern edge of Kharkiv had been found in
2015, and their quantity was estimated at 50 pairs. It is interesting that Caspian Gulls selected
the roof of a large old hangar in an industrial area for their nests. In 2022—-2023, there were 200
breeding pairs, in 2024 — 250 pairs, and in 2025, at least 385 pairs. So, we can see progressive
dynamics and positive trends.

e Seasonal post-breeding, migrant and wintering aggregations

In all aggregation, as we can estimate, there were 15,085 birds registered, including

- 10,470 Caspian Gulls (L. cachinnans), or 69.4% from all observations in 2020-2025;

- 2,687 Black-headed Gulls (L. ridibundus), or 17.8%;

- 288 Common Gulls (L. canus), 10.74%, mainly in the spring season, migrants, some in-
dividuals are wintering;

- Little Gulls (L. minutus) — one aggregation of 1,620 individuals in March 2025, or
10.74% of all gulls in all aggregations during 2020-2025;

- Herring Gulls (L. argentatus) were observed in a total of 20 wintering birds in January
2023 and December 2024.

The largest aggregations of Caspian Gulls were formed in mid-January to February 2025,
when 2,485 birds were observed during a single observation event. The largest group of Little
Gulls consisted of 1,620 birds, and Black-headed Gulls — 1,000 birds (both in March 2025).

In general, positive trends in the numbers of both nesting and migrant/wintering popula-
tions are clearly noticeable. Such trends are relevant for all main species in gulls’ aggregations:
Caspian Gull, Black-headed Gull, and Little Gull. Two others (Herring Gull and Common Gull)
are rare winter visitors; the Common Gull was relatively numerous during the spring migration
of 2025 (200 birds in one flock). More information is provided in table 1.

¢ Dynamics by years (2020-2025), including breeding populations
Table 2 shows the trends in the number of birds in the gulls’ aggregations.
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Table 1. Seasonal dynamics of non-breeding aggregation of gulls, Kharkiv (Ukraine)

Taomuna 1. Ce30HHa AvHAMIKa CKyIUueHb MapTHHIB, II[0 HE ITOB's3aHi 3 PO3MHOXXEHHSIM, Xap-

KiB (Ykpaina)

Season L. canus | L. cachinnans | L. ridibundus | L. minutus | L. argentatus

Late November — early December 40 352 41 0 0
Mid-December 20 1700 0 0 10
Early January 0 650 0 0 10
Late January — February 2848

March Early April 200 770 1580 1620 0
Early July 0 200 450 0 0
August 0 578 0 0 0
Early September 0 820 0 0 0
Mid — late September 0 174 0 0 0
Early — mid-October 0 0 34 0 0
Late October — mid-November 0 384 172 0 0

Table 2. Number of birds in gulls aggregations (including birds from local breeding popula-
tions) by years (2020-2025), Kharkiv region of Ukraine

Tabmna 2. KisbKicTh NTaxiB y 3rpasix MapTHHIB (BK/IFOYHO 3 TMTaXaMH 3 MiCL[eBUX THi3ZOBUX
oy /isiliin) 3a pokamu (2020-2025), XapkiBckKa 00/1acTh YKpaiHu

Year L. cachinnans | L. ridibundus L. canus L. minutus L. argentatus
(b, m, w) (b, m) (m, w) (m) (W)

2020 373 272 0 0 0

2021 575 200 0 0 0

2022 728 130 0 0 0

2023 1212 140 28 0 10

2024 3500 620 40 0 10

2025 4858 1100 200 1620 0

Notes: b — breeding, m — migrant, w — wintering.
IIpuMmiTKu: b — Ha pO3MHOXKEHHi, M — MirpyIoui, w — 3UMYyIOUi.

Discussion

After the nesting period, most gulls disappeared from the region, reappearing in the sec-
ond half of August. From mid-August (peaking at the beginning of September), a noticeable
migration of gulls occurred, especially Caspian Gulls. A new wave of migrating Caspian Gulls
began in mid-November, and in December, wintering Caspian Gulls and some Herring Gulls
and Common Gulls came to the Kharkiv region and stayed until late January. In February, the
number of Caspian Gulls increased because the first wave of wintering Caspian Gulls came
here, but we did not observe Herring and Common Gulls.

March and early April were the times with a significant number of migrant Black-headed,
Common and Little Gulls, followed by the migrant Caspian Gulls. However, most of the Caspi-
an Gulls belonged to the local breeding population.

From 20-25 April, only local breeding Black-headed and Caspian Gulls were observed.

In August—November, juvenile and subadult birds strongly prevailed in the seasonal aggre-
gation of Caspian Gulls and accounted for 80-90%. During December—February, the share of
immature birds reduced to 50-70% but began to increase in March (70-80%). In early April, adult
birds prevailed with a value of 70% (sometimes as much as 85-90%).

In general, there is a clear positive trend in the number of main gull species.

In conclusion, we would like to note that at present, the city of Kharkiv provides habitats
for a stable and thriving population of gulls, including both breeding and seasonal non-breeding
aggregations — wintering and migrant.
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