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Observer: Steven Feldstein f\
Species: Lesser Black-backed Gull (Larus fuscus)

Subspecies: graellsii

Date and time of observation: Feb. 27, 1993, 11:30 am.

Weather: Sunny with a few scattered clouds

Duration of observation: Approx. 20 min

Bird-sun orientation: Sun toward south, bird seen toward east

Distance from bird: Approx. 50 yards

Optical equipment: Bushnell Spacemaster spotting scope; power 22X.

Habitat: At Baseline Reservoir in Boulder, CO, which is a fairly deep reservoir.

The bird was first observed through my spotting scope standing on ice at a distance of
about 50 yards. The bird was seen together in the company of several Ring-billed Gulls
(Larus delawarensis). After an observation period of about 20 minutes, the bird started
to fly. It first flew toward the north end of the reservoir. The bird then started to chase
after a Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos). While pursuing the Mallard, the bird flew past me
at a distance of about 20 yards. The bird then stopped chasing the Mallard, and flew past
me one more time also at a distance of about 20 yards. Then the bird returned to the
same location on the ice that I first saw it. In addition, on the day of the observation,
there was an adult Lesser Black-backed Gull present at Baseline Reservoir. That gull was
first found one week earlier.

The shape of the bird was typical of that of a gull. As mentioned above, the bird was
together with several Ring-billed Gulls. The bird was obviously larger than all of the
Ring-billed Gulls. In addition, as I have seen Herring Gulls (Larus argentatus) on many
occasions, I had the impression that the bird was smaller than a Herring Gull.

The entire head and neck of the bird was white with moderate streaking on its crown, and
the top half of its nape. The density and intensity of this streaking was less than is
typically seen on most winter adult Lesser Black-backed Gulls. There was also light
streaking on the side of its neck. The bird also had a much flatter forehead than the
Ring-billed Gulls. I had the impression that the forehead of the bird was about as flat as
that of most Herring Gulls. When the bird was standing on the ice, I could not determine
whether it had light or dark eyes. However, when it flew by at a closer distance I could
see that it had pale eyes.

The bill of the bird was yellow, with a black subterminal band on both its upper and
lower mandibles. The tip of the bill was also yellow. As the bird would change its
direction while standing on the ice, the color of the bill would sometimes appear all black
with a yellow tip. I attributed this to the angle of the sun, and whether clouds were
present. The bill of the bird also looked wider than those of the nearby Ring-billed
Gulls. In addition, the tip of the bill did not appear wider than the rest of the bill.

Both legs and feet of the bird were fairly bright yellow.



The color of the mantle and scapulars (hereafter, I will refer to the mantle and scapular
feathers as the "back") of the bird was a uniform very dark gray. Its back was not as
dark as an adult Great Black-backed Gull (Larus marinus) but obviously darker than that
of a California Gull (Larus californicus). Also the back lacked any white scapular
crescents which is typical of most adult dark-backed gulls. In flight it could be seen that
the rump and uppertail coverts of the bird were white.

The throat, breast, and belly of the bird were the same shade of white as its head. There
was a small area of dark brown streaking on the side of the breast, and some brown
mottling on its belly. The undertail coverts of the bird were also white.

The tail of the bird was white with a dark brown subterminal band on its upper surface.
The tail band was mostly mottled with dark brown and white on both of its boundaries.
This tail band was also rather narrow as its width was about one-quarter the length of the
tail.

While the bird was standing, I could see that its primaries projected farther back than
those on the nearby Ring-billed Gulls. In addition, the color of the primaries,
secondaries, and tertials were very dark brown, appearing almost black. Also, on the
standing bird, it could be seen that the wing coverts were almost as dark as the primaries.
As a result, there was little contrast between the dark brown wings, and the dark grey
back. When the bird was in flight, it could be also be seen that the entire primaries (the
inner primaries were just as dark as the outer primaries), secondaries, and primary
coverts were very dark brown. Thus much of the uppersurface of the wing of the bird
was very dark brown. There were no white mirrors anywhere on the uppersurface of
the wings. These dark areas contrasted the rest of the secondary wing coverts, which
were a lighter shade of brown.

When the bird flew past me, I could also observe the undersurface of its wings. The
outer primaries and primary coverts were a dark shade of brown. This gave the
impression that the entire outer wing was dark as seen from below. This contrasted the
inner primaries which were slightly paler. The darkness of its secondaries were
interinediate between that of the inner and outer primaries. The remainder of the
underwing coverts were mottled irregularly with gray and brown.

The combination of the dark gray back and the extensively brown wings indicate to me
that the bird is a second winter gull. The additional field marks, as described above,
indicate to me that this bird is a second winter Lesser Black-backed Gull. Furthermore,
as the back of the bird was not black, as in a Great Black-backed Gull, 1 regard the
subspecies of the bird to be L. f. graellsii (the nominate subspecies and the subspecies
intermedius both have much darker backs than graellsii). This is certainly the subspecies
of Lesser Black-backed Gull to be expected in Colorado, since as far as I know, there are
no satisfactory documented sightings of L. f. fuscus and L. f. intermedius in North
America.
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There are several similar species that one could confuse with Lesser Black-backed Gull.
This list of species includes California Gull, Western Gull (Larus occidentalis), Great
Black-backed Gull, Yellow-footed Gull (Larus livens), Slaty-backed Gull (Larus
schistisagus), and Herring Gull. As the plumage of gulls tend to vary more within a
species than between species, I will compare my description of the observed bird with
that of second winter gulls from the above list of species (Yellow-footed Gull will be an
exception where a comparison will be made with its first summer plumage, since the molt
to first summer plumage occurs between December and February).

Most large second winter gulls have the same general pattern on their upperwing surface.
This pattern consists of dark brown outer primaries and primary coverts, pale inner
primaries, dark secondaries, and pale secondary coverts. Each of the above six species of
gulls that resemble Lesser Black-backed gull do have this pattern. However, second
winter Lesser Black-backed Gulls have a different pattern as their inner primaries are
Just as dark as their outer primaries, and their greater secondary coverts also tend to be
dark brown.

There are also other differences between Lesser Black-backed Gulls and the other six
species of gulls. Second winter California Gulls have paler backs than Lesser Black-
backed Gulls. They also have dark eyes, grayish legs, and a two-toned bill. The southern
subspecies L. o. wymani of Western Gull does have a back color that from my experience
does resemble that of Lesser Black-backed Gull. However, this species has pink legs, it is
much larger than Lesser Black-backed Gull, with a bill that is particularly more massive
toward the tip than Lesser Black-backed Gull (as stated above, the bill of the observed
bird appeared to have a uniform width from the base to the tip). Second winter Great
Black-backed Gull has a darker back than Lesser Black-backed Gull. It has pink legs
(never yellow legs as the bird observed), and is significantly larger than Lesser Black-
backed Gull. First summer Yellow-footed Gulls are also much larger than Lesser Black-
backed Gull, with a darker back, and as with Western Gull, has a more massive bill with
a tip that is much wider. Also, based on range, Yellow-footed Gull would be extremely
unlikely. Second winter Slaty-backed Gull is also larger than Lesser Black-backed Gull,
with a darker back and pink legs. In addition, although second winter Slaty-backed Gulls
have the general upperwing pattern discussed in the preceding paragraph, all shades of
brown are very pale, much paler than all the species presently discussed. The back color
of most subspecies of second winter Herring Gull is much paler than that of a Lesser
Black-backed Gull. However, there is one subspecies L. a. heuglini, which breeds in NW
Russia and winters near the Black Sea, that can have a back color that is very similar to
that of a Lesser Black-backed Gull. In addition, L. a. heuglini does have yellow legs.
However, this subspecies is larger in size than a Lesser Black-backed Gull, and has the
general upperwing pattern discussed above. In addition, since this subspecies has never
been recorded in North America, its appearance in Colorado would be extremely
unlikely.

Lesser Black-backed Gull is a bird that I have had a fair amount of experience with as it
is a rare but regular species in New Jersey and Ontario (in particular along the Niagara
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River) where I previously lived. 1 have probably seen about 15 Lesser Black-backed
Gulls before the present observation. Even though I haven't previously seen a second
winter Lesser Black-backed Gull, of the approximately 15 Lesser Black-backed Gulls that
I have seen, one of these birds was a first winter individual, and another a third winter
individual. The above description of the Lesser Black-backed Gull was written in the
afternoon at home on the day of the observation. A field guide was never consulted in
writing the above description of the observed bird. However, after the description was
first written, I checked "Gulls: A guide to identification" by Peter Grant in order to read
about the leg color of 2nd winter Lesser Black-backed Gulls. I wanted to check this point
as at the time of the observation I had the understanding that 2nd winter Lesser Black-
backed Gulls have pink legs. However, this book indicated that 2nd winter individuals
can have either pink or yellow legs. In addition, I consulted the same book in order to
add some points to the above comparison between Lesser Black-backed Gulls and other
similar gulls. This guide was consulted only after the description of the observed bird
was completed.

Steven Feldstein Home Telephone (303) 499-9883
673 Walden Circle Work Telephone (303) 492-5997
Boulder, CO 80303 email  sbf@bjerknes.colorado.edu
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