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OF CORMORANTS PHALACROCORAX CARBO IN BRITAIN

ABSTRACT: British cormorants breed
mainly on the coast, but the number breeding
inland 1s increasing sharply. Overall, the po-
pulation is increasing by about 3% per an-
num, with marked regional variations. In the

mid-1980s the breeding population was csti-
mated to be 6400-7200 pairs. The wintering

population has been increasing more rapidly
at 10-25% per annum. In 1987-1991, the

winter population averaged on estimated
16 800 birds.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Cormorants Phalacrocorax carbo
have increasingly become the target for
criticism from British anglers and fish-
erics interests over the past decade or so,
because of the adverse cllect they are be-
licved to have on fish stocks. The com-
plaints largely concern birds in the winler
months and there 1s no doubt that the
numbers inland at this time of ycar have

incrcascd very substantially in recent de-
cades. Paradoxically, breeding numbers
appcar not to have incrcased to anything
like the same cxtent over this period. We
rcvicw hcere recent trends in numbers of
cormorants in Britain, with particular re-
gard to diffcrences between the breeding
and non-breeding scasons, and the factors
responsible for these dilferences.

2. RESULILS

2.1. STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION IN THE BREEDING SEASON

The majority of British cormorants
are coastal breeders and occur more or
less wherever there is suitable breeding
habitat (cliffs, stacks and rocky islcts).
Colonies are comparatively small, gencr-

[71]

ally numbcering only 10-300 apparently
occupicd ncsts (aon). The nests are the
bulky tangle of scawced and twigs and
arc usually casy to sce, but the relatively
large number of colonics, and the fact that
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many are situated in inaccessible places,
poses problems for ccnsusing. Much of
what is known derives from two national
seabird censuses: Opecration Scafarcr in
1969/70 and the Scabird Colony Rcegister

Survey in 198587 (Lloyd ctal. 1991).
These found totals of 6400 aon and

7200 aon, respectively, for Britain (in-
cluding the Channel Islands and the Isle
of Man, but excluding Northern Ircland)
(Debout etal. 1995). The nct increased
in numbers demonstrated by these figures
belie quite marked regional differences in
population trends. Substantial dcclines
(more than 20% dccrecase between the
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two surveys) were evident in Shetland,
Caithness and the Western Isles, whilst
incrcasces (20% change) were apparent in
south-cast Scotland, north-east England
and along the south coast of England, and
with the population rcmaining more or

Icss constant in other areas.
Subscquent population developments

have been determined through annual
counts at sclected colonies throughout
Britain as part of a seabird monitoring
programme coordinated by the Joint Na-
turc Conscrvation Committce (Walsh
ct al. 1992). Improved coverage has been
achicved since 1990 following the setting
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Fig. 1. Breeding population trends in six regions of Britain
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up of a specific monitoring project, the
Cormorant Breeding Colony Survey. Cur-
rently about 30% of British colonics are
included. The data collected can be used
to generate regional population indiccs.
A convenient way of doing this is to com-
pare counts for a particular group of col-
onies in a particular year with those for
the same colonics in a base-line or refer-
ence year (for instance the Opcration Sca-
farer counts in 1969/70). A key assump-
tion is that the colonics counted are
representative of all those in the arca to
which the index refers. Population trends
bascd on indices determined in this way
are shown in Fig. 1. They emphasisc the
continuing strong growth in the Forth-
Humber region and south-west England.
Coverage of the west coast of Scotland
has bcen poor, partly a reflection of the
comparatively small numbers of bird-
watchers available to make the counts,
but also the difficultics of access to the
colonies there, and no attempt has been

made to dctermine a population index for
this arca.

Onc of the most interesting develop-
ments allecting British cormorants in re-
cent years has been the occurrence of tree
nesting at inland sites (Fig. 1). This began
at Abbcrton Reservoir, Essex in 1981
when 9 pairs nested. This colony has
since expanded rapidly and in 1993 held
526 aon (G.R. Ekins, pers. comm.), one
of the highest counts ever obtained at
a British cormorant colony. Some sixteen
other inland breeding attempts are on rec-
ord, most in the castern part of Britain.
Many ol these have failed and in at lcast
Iwo instances the birds are reported as
having been "discouraged”. In addition to
the¢ Abbcerton Reservoir colony, there
were five other colonies in 1992, the most
northerly in Nottinghamshire, the most
southerly 1in Greater London. Bcetween

them these six colonies held 617 aon in
1992.

2.2. STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION IN THE NON-BREEDING SEASON

Cormorants begin to move away
from their breeding colonics comparative-
ly soon after the complction of breeding
or fledging. The movements of British
cormorants are usually described as dis-
persive rather than truly migratory (cf
Coulson and Brazendalc 1968)
and are mostly dirccted to the south. The
distances moved are typically no more
than a few hundred kilomctres. The bulk
of the British breeding population thus re-
mains in Britain for the winter, but there
is a substantial redistribution and much
mixing of birds from dilfcrent arcas.

Prior to about 1960 cormorants were
unusual inland in Britain and the birds
seem to be remained almost exclusively
in coastal or estuarinc habitats. Over the
past 30 years the numbers inland have in-

crcascd very substantially, especially in
southcrn England, and currcently few lakes
or rivers arc without their complement of
cormorants. Following complaints from
anglers that the growing numbers of cor-
morants were having an effect on fish
stocks, the British Trust for Ornithology
and the Scottish Ornithologists” Club
undcrtook the joint survey of wintering
cormorants in Britain and Northern Ire-
land in the winter of 1985/86. A total of
13 500 individuals was rccorded in Bri-
tain (i.e. excluding Northern Ireland) of
which 33% were inland (47% in England)
(Porter 1987, Feare 1988). These
inland birds were concentrated in south-
cast England, the only countics having
morc than 300 birds being Norfolk,
Esscx, Surrcy and Kent.
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Subsequent monitoring of wintering
cormorants in Britain has bcen undcr-
taken primarily through counts collccted
as part of the National Waterfowl Counts
scheme (NWC) which is organiscd by
The Wildlowl & Wetlands Trust. This
has shown birds to be widcly distributed
throughout Britain with the greatest con-
centrations in south-cast and north-west
England and south-west  Scotland
(Kirby et al. 1995). Six inland arcas
regularly hold more than 300 bird: Sur-
rey, Greater London, Esscx, Cambridge-
shire, Norfolk and Tayside. Coastal arcas
with over 300 birds include Dorsct, Kent,
Essex, Cumbria, Strathclyde and High-
land. The average winter population over
the four scasons from 1987/88 to 1990/91
was estimated at 16 800 birds.

The NWC counts also show a sus-
tained increase in the winter population
over the four scasons for which data arc

available. The increases were particularly
markced on reservoirs and old mineral
workings. A shift from coastal to inland
habitats was also apparent. Thus in Scp-
tcmbcer about 75% of birds were recorded
on coastal sites, but by Fcbruary this had
fallen to almost 50%.

Many cormorants roosts in Britain
arc counted regularly by amatcur bird-
walchers, but in the past no attcmpt has
been made to coordinate and collate these
rccords nationally. To make use of this
largely untapped data a spccial monitor-
ing project, The Christmas Wecek Cor-
morant Survcy, has been cstablished. A
pilot survey was undertaken during
Christmas 1992 and the first full survey
will take place at the end of 1993. Only
limited data are available at present, but
by comparison with carlicr counts, it is
clcar that the wintering population con-
tinucs 1o rise.

3. DISCUSSION

Although the numbcrs of cormorants
breeding in Britain have shown a nct
increase over the past quarter century,
there remain a number ol arcas where the
population 1s dcclining. The rcason [or
these declines are not clear. A spcecial
study has bcen made of the position
in Caithness where the number of breed-
ing pairs decreased from 825 aon in 1969
(Lloyd etal. 1991) to 230 aon in 1992
(R. M. Sellers, unpubl. data). Breeding
performance is currently similar to that
in other parts of Britain and is unlikely
to be the cause of the decline. Similarly
first-year mortality rates, estimated from
ringing recovcrics, are roughly the same
as those experienced clsewhere in Britain.
Adult mortality i1s grcater than might
have been expected on this basis, but the
number of recoverics is limited and
the uncertainty on the mortality estimate

corrcspondingly large. Morcover simple
modclling shows that this [actor alone
cannot account [or the declines noted.

The inland wintering population has
incrcascd stcadily over the past scveral
dccades and these increases continue ap-
parcntly unchecked. A combination of
factors appcars to be responsible for this
growth including the [ollowing (cf
Kirbyctal 1993):

— the growth in the British breeding
population (however the rate of growth of
the wintering population is too large to be
accounted for this factor alone);

— growth of the continental popula-
tion of the cormorant, some of which
winter in Britain;

— an apparent shift in the winter
quarters of some British cormorants;

— a shilt from coastal to inland habi-
Lats.
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The relative importance of these fac-
tors 1s unknown and forms the basis of
ongoing investigations.

Programmes are now in place to
monitor the development of both the
breeding and non-breeding populations of
the cormorants in Britain (albeit with
some areas where coverage is poor) and

these will provide data relevant to the de-
velopment of conservation and manage-
ment polices for the species. However, a
clear understanding of the factors which
influence or govern cormorant popula-
tions is lacking at present and these re-
main important tasks for the future.

4. SUMMARY

Cormorants breed on coasts around much
of Britain in colonies of typically 10-300 pairs.
Overall the population is increasing by about
3% per annum, but there are marked regional
variations and declines have been noted in some
areas (Fig. 1). Recent regional trends are de-
scribed bascd mainly on a newly established na-
tional cormorant monitoring project. Since 1981
a number of inland breeding attempts have been
made. Many have been unsuccessful but a few
colonies are now firmly established and in 1992
there was a total of 617 pairs of these tree-nest-
ing birds. Totally the breeding populations was
estimated at 6400-7200 breeding pairs at the be-
ginning of the 1990s.

The wintering population in Britain
in 1987-1991 was averaged on estimated
16 800 birds. It has been increasing much more
rapidly (10-25% per annum) than that of the
breeding population for at least the past twenty
years. Recent data on these increases and their
rcgional varnation based on counts obtained
from the National Waterfowl Counts scheme are
reviewed. A number of factors seems to be
responsible for these changes including the
incrcase in the British breeding population,
a shift in winter quarters, a switch from coastal
to inland habitats and an increasing number
of birds from the rapidly expanding populations
of mainland Europe.

5. POLISH SUMMARY

Kormorany gniezdza sig na wybrzezach
prawie catcj) Wielkiej Brytanii, w koloniach
liczacych przewaznie 10-300 par (urwiska
skalne, skaliste wysepki). Liczebno$¢ populacji
legowe) wzrasta Srednio o 3% rocznie, ale
w réznych rejonach kraju zmiany te sa zréznico-
wane, a na niektorych terecnach zauwazono
spadek liczebnosci (rys. 1). Poczawszy od
1981 kormorany gniezdza si¢ rowniez w gicbi
ladu na drzewach. Na poczatku lat 90. liczeb-
noS¢ populacji lggowe) wynosita 6400-7200
par.

Liczebno$¢ populacji zimujgcej wzrasta
znacznie szybciej niz populacji lggowej — 10—
25% rocznie. Srednia liczebno$é kormoranéw
zimujacych na Wyspach Brytyjskich dla lat
1987-1991 oceniona zostata na 16 800 ptakow.
Wsrdd przyczyn, ktére sktadajg si¢ na znaczny
wzrost liczebnoSci zimujacych kormorandw,
wymienione s nast¢gpujace: wzrost populacji lg-
gowe], zmiana terendw zimowiskowych, zmiana
siedlisk lggowych z wybrzezowych na potozone
w glebi ladu, gwaltowny wzrost liczebnoSci lg-
gowej populacji w kontynentalnej Europie.
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