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More Silver Gulls Larus novaehollandiae have been 
banded in Australia than any other non-passerine 
species (Baker et al. 1995). The 6 per cent recovery 
rate has resulted in over 9 000 recoveries and a 
longevity record of more than 28 years for one 
individual. However, the interpretation of these 
recoveries requires some understanding of the 
durability and readability of bands, especially for 
seabirds and other long-lived species. One major study 
of Silver Gulls used aluminium, numbered bands that 
were readable on free-living birds, combining them 
with visible colour bands (Ottaway et al. 1984). This 

resulted in recovery rates much greater than in most 
large-scale gull-banding programmes worldwide, many 
of which no longer use aluminium bands on gulls 
because of concerns about their rapid wear (Coulson 
1976). More recently, stainless steel bands have also 
been used on Silver Gulls in Australia. This note 
compares the wear rates of some conventional butt
ended aluminium and stainless steel bands used on 
Silver Gulls. 

The returned bands, kindly provided by the 
Australian Bird Banding Scheme, were weighed to 
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Figure 1. The weights of aluminium (D) and stainless steel ( ♦) bands 
in relation to the period they had been attached to Silver Gulls. 

±0.001 g, as were batches of 10-15 unused bands from 
the same series as those analysed. Due to concerns 
about possible differences between bands manufactured 
on different occasions, we restricted the comparison to 
one batch of 94 aluminium bands which were carried 
by Silver Gulls for up to 12 years and one batch of 
33 stainless steel bands carried for up to 8 years; 
recoveries from other batches were too few for 
analysis. The average unused stainless steel band 
weighed 868 mg (range 86 1-872 mg), substantially 
more than the 599 mg (range 593-607 mg) of the 
aluminium bands. 

Figure 1 shows the weights of bands in both batches 
in relation to their time on a gull. The lines through 
these points were fitted using least squares regression. 
Both types of bands lost weight at a constant rate with 
the time worn, but the aluminium bands wore faster. 
On average, a stainless steel band lost 12.3 mg per year 
or 1.4 per cent of its initial weight, whereas the lighter 
aluminium band lost twice this amount or 4. 1 per cent 
of its initial weight each year. If a band that has become 
reduced to half its original weight is more liable to be 
lost (Ottaway et al. 1984; Hatch and Nisbet 1983a), an 
aluminium band would reach this state after about 12 
years but a stainless steel band not for 35 years. 

The series of aluminium bands weighed has been 
used on Silver Gulls for up to 30 years and the oldest 
recovery was of a band carried for more than 26 years. 
However, 390 recoveries of birds carrying these bands 
showed that one third were recovered within one year, 
over half were recovered within the next five years and 
only about 1 per cent were recovered after ten years 
on a gull. It is unclear whether this represents an 
accurate reflection of mortality or dispersal rates in this 
species, or is the outcome of band loss. At the time of 

analysis, stainless steel bands had not yet been in use 
for long enough to resolve this question. 

A small sample of 16 bands from a different series 
of lighter (280 mg initial weight) aluminium bands 
carried for up to 4 years wore at an even faster rate 
(6 per cent per annum). Interestingly, Ottaway et al. 
(1984) found that 196 readable number bands on Silver 
Gulls had an initial weight of 956 mg and lost weight 
at 41 mg per year. The wear rate of these aluminium 
alloy bands ( 4.3 per cent per annum) was therefore 
almost identical to the 4. 1 per cent we recorded, 
despite being heavier bands with a coating on the outer 
surface. However, bands are affected more by abrasion 
than corrosion (Ludwig 198 1) and wear is greatest on 
the inner surface, even in seabirds that scrape their tarsi 
over rocks (Anderson 1980). Usually, most wear is 
concentrated on the top and bottom edges from the 
inside (Ottaway et al . 1984; Coulson 1976; Rowley 
1966; Wooller et al. 1985), causing notches and 
thinning that can eventually result in a band falling off. 

In common with other studies (Coulson 1976; 
Wooller et al. 1985), inspection of the raw data 
revealed no marked differences in the rates of wear of 
bands on birds first banded as adults or as young. 
Some studies have found that wear on bands carried 
by female gulls is greater than on males (Coulson 
1976; Mills 1972) but this may be attributable to the 
slightly smaller average size of females and looser 
bands wearing faster (Rowley 1966; Ludwig 198 1; 
Mills 1972). The sexes of individuals carrying the 
bands we analysed were unknown. 

Wear rates vary greatly between species and with the 
metal used (Ludwig 1981). In three species of tern that 
nested together, two coastal species had higher wear 
rates of aluminium-magnesium alloy bands (4.1 per 
cent and 6.3 per cent per annum of their initial 
weights) than a more pelagic species (0.9 per cent) 
(Hatch and Nisbet 1983a, 1983b; Nisbet and Hatch 
1983). Coulson (1976) found that bands of monel (a 
nickel-copper alloy) wore at a constant 2.2 per cent and 
3.8 per cent of their initial weights on two large gull 
species living together. On shearwaters, monel bands 
lost only 1.2 per cent of their initial weight each year 
(Wooller et al. 1985). However, although moue! bands 
normally outlast aluminium bands, corrosion under 
highly saline/alkaline situations can reverse this 
situation (Coulson 1976; Ludwig 198 1). If differential 
band wear leads to differential band loss, interpretation 
of recoveries of individuals carrying bands that will not 
outlast them may be problematical. Differential band 
loss may also make comparisons between apparently 
similar projects difficult. The retention of bands at the 
end of their period of attachment to a bird, and their 
subsequent analysis, would help address this problem. 
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ORDER OF AUSTRALIA - MR STEPHEN JAMES WILSON 

Steve Wilson, a long-standing member of the ABSA, 
was recently awarded the Medal of the Order of 
Australia (OAM) in the 1997 Queen's Birthday 
honours for services to ornithological research, bird
banding and the community. 

Steve first developed an interest in birds in the 
1960s when he moved to Canberra from Melbourne. 
Two of his school age sons, Brendan and Dennis, were 
particularly keen to become involved in bird banding 
but as they were not old enough to be issued with a 
Bird Banding Authority, Steve applied for, and was 
issued with, an Authority by CSIRO, who administered 
the Australian Bird and Bat Banding Scheme at that 
time. 

Bird banding was a relatively new technique in 
Australian field ornithology then and Steve quickly 
became proficient in its use. He established a number 
of banding stations throughout the Australian Capital 
Territory, including a site in the Brindabella Ranges, 
New Chums Road, which was visited every month for 
nearly 20 years. His interest in bird research soon 
outstripped that of his sons, and he recruited a number 
of interested school boys to assist in the banding 
projects he had undertaken. Under his tutelage, many 
of these boys developed their interest to a degree where 
they decided to make science their career. At least 
seven of them (and I am one) are now employed 
throughout Australia and the South Pacific in positions 
relating to nature conservation and ornithology. 

Steve has made a huge contribution to ornithology 
in the Canberra region in particular, and at 86 years 
of age continues to do so. He has authored over forty 
papers, five of which were written or co-authored 
within the last three years, and is still analysing data 
from the New Chums Road project. He has also 

contributed to books on the birds of the Australian 
Capital Territory, writing many of the species treatises 
for the Birds of the Australian High Country and the 
Readers Digest Book of Australian Birds. 

Steve was a foundation member of the ABSA and 
served as President from 1964 to 1966. In 1962 he 
started the Mist Net Service, which he ran for a period 
of 14 years. Initially started with a loan of 100 pounds 
($200.00), he quickly repaid this amount from profits 
and placed the Mist Net Service in a position where it 
was self funding, running from profits generated from 
sales. The Service has been used continuously since its 
establishment to fund publishing and other activities 
of the ABSA. 

His contribution in fields other than ornithology 
should also be mentioned. A tireless worker for his 
local church parish, Steve, and his wife Noni, have run 
what is loosely called the 'garden stall' which raised 
over $115 000 during the last 12 years. Although they 
have now h:mded over the reigns for selling plants, 
which they used to do all year round from their 
backyard as well as at church fetes, they still propagate 
the plants, which are sold at the parish stall every 
weekend. 

Steve is like many other amateur ornithologists who 
devote much of their own time and resources to 
studying birds and furthering their conservation. The 
ABSA is proud that one of its most active supporters 
has received recognition for his efforts and extends 
congratulations to Steve for this prestigious honour. 

Barry Baker, 
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Australian Capital Territory 2607. 


