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Gulls are opportunistic omnivores, which feed on a variety of fish (live and
dead), garbage, berries, rodents, bird eggs, and insects (Bent 1963). Seymour
(1972) observed three species of gulls hawking ants, and Harlow (1971) and
Baird and Meyerriecks (1965) observed many species, primarily passerines,
feeding on swarming ants. Lee and Clark (1981) reported on Common Terns
(Sterna hirundo) feeding on insects over land on Bodie and Pea Islands, North
Carolina. In this note I describe an episode of aerial feeding on swarming ants
by gulls and feeding on grounded ants by gulls, shorebirds, and grackles.
Between 1500 and 1600 h on 14 November 1988 I observed 12-15
Laughing Gulls (Larus atricilla) soaring in a thermal above my yard in Sneads
Ferry, Onslow County, North Carolina. Upon closer inspection with binoculars,
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I saw that these gulls were hawking, catching, and swallowing insects. Scores
of prey were captured by these gulls during about fifteen minutes of close
observation. On several occasions immediately after prey capture, the gulls
extended their necks and opened their beaks (movements resembled
regurgitation behavior). In a few instances these movements were accompanied
by brief apparent distress calls.
I was unable to identify positively the species of flying insect prey the
gulls were eating. However, females from a colony of ants (Lasius neoniger
Emery) were swarming in my yard at the same time. These ants flew upward
and the thermal appeared to carry them up to the gulls. I strongly suspect that
the aerial prey taken by these Laughing Gulls was the swarming ants from this
colony. The distress calls and regurgitation behaviors suggested that some of
the gulls were bitten or received an oral dose of repellent chemicals from these
ants. Lasius and related genera lack stingers, but possess mandibular and
Dufour's glands and can spray the contents of these glands (Holldobler and
Wilson 1990).
The second episode was of gulls, shorebirds and grackles feeding on
swarming ants between 1600 and 1725 h on 30 May 1990 on North Topsail
Beach, Onslow County, NC. On this occasion, incoming tides were washing
tens of thousands of winged ants onto the beach. Some were dead, but many
were still alive though apparently unable to take flight again. I counted 175
ants in a 30 cm by 7.5 cm area of the tidal driftline. The beach was similarly
littered with ants for a distance of 300-400 m. I observed 3 immature Herring
Gulls (L. argentatus), 4 Red Knots (Calidris canutus), 1 Willet
(Catoptrophorus semipalmatus), about 70 Sanderlings (Calidris alba), and 2
Boat-tailed Grackles (Quiscalus major) walking among these ants and feeding
on them. No distress behavior resulting from sprayed chemicals, biting, or
stinging was seen in these feeding birds. Several Barn Swallow (Hirundo
rustica) and Purple Martins (Progne subis) were observed flying about 0.4 m
above this tidal driftline of ants. In contrast to the other species, the swallows
and martins were not seen actually feeding on these ants. Several recent papers
(Sealy 1982, Erskine 1984, Hobson and Sealy 1987) describe swallows groundfeeding on swarming insects (midges and mayflies). I returned to this area on
31 May, 1 June, and 3 June 1990. Only a few ants were found on those dates.
David L Stephan identified representative ants that I collected at the site.
Sixty–eight (91%) were Lasius umbratus (Nylander) and 7 (5 males, 2 females; 9%) were Formica sp. Winds apparently carried these swarming ants
out over the ocean, where they fell to the water when they became exhausted
or when the winds diminished. Tidal currents then washed them to the beach.
Insects have been caught in flight far out to sea, carried there passively by
moving air masses (Johnson 1969). Ants were found in the digestive tract of a
post-hatchling Loggerhead Turtle (Caretta caretta) collected at the edge of the
Gulf Stream 75 km off St. Augustine, FL (Richardson and McGillivary 1991).
In summary, these observations of aerial feeding and ground feeding on
swarming ants by gulls and shorebirds illustrate opportunistic feeding on a temporary, superabundant food source.
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