Issues and Analysis: Herring Gulls as Indicators of Contamination in the Great Lakes
Herring gulls nest on islands and other protected sites throughout the Great Lakes region.  Since they feed primarily on fish, they are near the top of aquatic food chains and tend to accumulate toxic materials from the food they eat.  Eggs taken from nests can be analyzed for a variety of contaminants.

Since the early 1970s, the Canadian Wildlife Service has operated a monitoring program to assess trends in the levels of contaminants in the eggs of herring gulls.  In general, the contaminant levels have declined as both the Canadian and U.S. governments have taken action to stop new contaminants from entering the Great Lakes.  

PCBs are a group of organic compounds that were used as fire retardants, lubricants, insulation fluids in electrical transformers, and in some printing inks.  Some forms of PCB are much more toxic than others.  Both Canada and the United States have eliminated most uses of PCBs, reducing the levels found in herring gull eggs.  DDE is a breakdown product of DDT.  DDT use was discontinued in much of the world in early 1970s.  There has been a general decline in the amount of DDE present following the ban of DDT.

· Should the health of a bird species be used to develop policy?  Why or why not?

· If PCBs and DDT are no longer being used, why are herring gulls still being contaminated?
