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On the afternoon of Thursday 13th
January 2011, I had planned to visit
my local patch at Rainham Marshes,

which lies along the north shore of the River
Thames on the Greater London/Essex border.
My main objective was to test a new camera
body, and the RSPB reserve at Rainham
Marshes often provides excellent photo-
graphic opportunities. As I drove eastwards
along the A13 towards the reserve, however, I
could see so many gulls around the adjacent

landfill site that I decided to divert and do
some ‘gulling’ instead.

Scanning the tip from the perimeter fence,
I worked my way systematically back and
forth through the huge numbers of birds
present. After an hour of doing so, I had just
a single adult Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis among the expected commoner
species to show for my efforts, a disap-
pointing result given the number of birds
present. As I was panning through the swarm
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Abstract An adult or near-adult Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus at Rainham
Landfill, Greater London, in January 2011, seen later at Wennington Marshes, 
Pitsea landfill and Hanningfield Reservoir, Essex, has been accepted as the first
record for Britain. The discovery and identification of this individual are discussed,
and the species’ distribution and vagrancy occurrences are summarised. Possible
factors relating to this occurrence and the subsequent spate of records of Slaty-
backed Gull in northwest Europe include a significant reduction in the extent of
Arctic sea ice and resulting new routes connecting the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans.

222. Adult Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus [centre], Rainham Landfill, Greater London, January
2011. Even at distance, this Slaty-backed Gull has a distinctive appearance that sets it apart from the
accompanying Herring L. argentatus and Great Black-backed Gulls L. marinus. 
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for about the eighth time, however, my gaze
froze on a striking-looking bird, and instantly
I exclaimed to myself ‘adult Slaty-backed
Gull!’ I could scarcely believe what I was
looking at and tried to remain calm and
rational, yet everything about the bird
screamed ‘Slaty-backed’. Another gull flushed
the bird a few metres away, so I fired off some
quick shots through the chain-link fence to
document it while it was still in view. They
were not as clear, sharp and bright as the bird
appeared in life, but I managed to get a total
of 13 images for the record and also began to
note some of its key features.

With the bird seeming settled, I tried to
alert other birders to its presence. My first
call was to Howard Vaughan at the nearby
RSPB reserve, but while I was talking to him
the gull took off and flew through the throng
of birds, over the tipping area and away in
the direction of Wennington Marshes. I
hoped it was still in the area and after more
hurried calls several other birders arrived,
including Andy Tweed (AT), but the gull
could not be relocated before dark. I
remained happy that it was probably a Slaty-
backed Gull L. schistisagus, a species I had last
seen ten years previously in South Korea, and
prior to that in the Russian Far East in 1999.
However, AT had brought with him for refer-
ence a copy of Gulls of the Americas (Howell
& Dunn 2007), and images in that work
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included a darker-
mantled adult Slaty-
backed that caused me
some concern, since the
upperparts of this bird
were closer in shade to
Lesser Black-backed Gull
L. fuscus of  the sub-
species L. f. graellsii .
Clearly, with only 
one Slaty-backed Gull
recorded previously in
Europe, caution had to
be exercised in the iden-
tification process.

At home that
evening, still believing
the bird was most likely
a Slaty-backed Gull, 
I contacted Martin
Garner for feedback. His

response to my images was encouraging, and
he also contacted Chris Gibbins, who had
found an adult Slaty-backed Gull in Latvia in
April 2009, and who also had experience of
the species in Asia. Chris was positive too,
and both he and Martin said they felt that the
tone of the upperparts probably fell within
the likely range of variation of the species.
However, both also stressed the need for
images of the pattern of the spread wing-tip
to help clinch the identification.

I had uploaded my record shots on an
unlabelled page on my blog at www.
birdingetc.com for Martin and Chris to view,
but became aware that the page was also
starting to get hits from elsewhere. With initial
feedback supportive of my original identifica-
tion and interest increasing, I felt I had to post
about the bird publicly, so late that evening 
I couched it in a post to the ID-Frontiers 
Listserv as a ‘candidate’ Slaty-backed Gull in
London, and solicited further opinions.

Early the next morning, I returned to the
landfill with the aim of refinding the bird
and getting photos of the primary pattern.
While waiting for gull numbers to build on
the landfill, I received a phone call from
Harry Lacey, standing further along the
perimeter fence, who told me that Richard
Millington was also on site and had seen the
gull very briefly before I arrived. Harry put
Richard on the phone, and it emerged that he

223. Adult Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus, Rainham Landfill,
Greater London, January 2011. This was just the third record (and
second individual) for the Western Palearctic, but the regional total has
now risen to eight. 

D
om

in
ic 

M
itc

he
ll

w
w

w
.b

ird
in

ge
tc

.c
om



had seen my post online, contacted other
birders in Norfolk and travelled down very
early to look for the bird. It was clear from
our conversation that Richard was also
enthusiastic about the identification as Slaty-
backed Gull.

A tense interlude of  several hours 
followed, with no further sign of the bird and
the gulls seemingly reluctant to settle on the
landfill as they had done the previous after-
noon. But later in the morning Laurence
Pitcher, David Callahan and others finally
relocated the bird on nearby Wennington
Marshes, a large area of grazing pasture just
across the Essex county boundary where gulls
often loaf after feeding on the tip. However,
the bird soon moved on, and I received 
a call from Paul Whiteman to say that it had
flown back towards the landfill. Within 20
minutes I managed to relocate it, at closer
range than on the previous day, and in that
brief encounter I fired off several shots while
it was on the ground. All too quickly the bird
was flushed by a bulldozer, but I was then
able to obtain more images as it departed,
clinching the all-important wing-tip pattern
in the process.

There was no further sign for more than
an hour, but then I saw the bird once more,
on the far side of
the landfill among
a large gathering
of resting gulls. By
phoning direc-
tions through to
AT, positioned
with 25 or so other
birders about 100
m from where I
was sitting, every -
one else present
manag ed to see
the bird from 
just outside the
perimeter fence.

At home that
evening, I ana -
lysed my photos 
at length, study -
ing the primary
pattern and also
noting some
plumage details

that hadn’t been visible in the field. 
From observations, notes and images on
both days, it was now possible to build a
complete description of this distinctive gull
and establish its identity beyond doubt.

Description
Size 
Almost as large as accompanying Great
Black-backed Gulls L. marinus (possibly
bigger than one individual) seen in close
proximity on the first day, and clearly larger
than Lesser Black-backed Gull and the
numerous local Herring Gulls L. argentatus
argenteus. One Herring Gull of the larger
Scandinavian subspecies L. a. argentatus was
of similar size.

Structure 
Bulky and solid, though different in char-
acter from Great Black-backed Gull. The
head was less powerful, a little more like
Herring Gull, and its body profile was more
pot-bellied, broader at the shoulder and
slightly shorter-legged than Great Black-
backed. The result was a somewhat heavy-
bodied and ‘dumpy’ large gull, with wings
that projected only a little beyond the tail-tip
at rest.
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224. Adult Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus, Rainham Landfill, Greater
London, January 2011. Although the mantle colour was distinctly darker than
that of the accompanying Herring Gulls L. argentatus, it was considerably paler
than most observers had expected and closer to Lesser Black-backed Gull 
L. fuscus graellsii. Yet this falls within the known range of variation, and
observers familiar with the species in Japan confirmed its similarity to birds
that winter there. 
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Head, neck, underparts and tail 
The bird was clean white from the breast to
the tail, but this ground colour was overlaid
on the head and neck by extensive pale
greyish-brown streaking. This was finer and
denser on the head, nape and hindneck, and
noted as heaviest around and behind the eye,
the streaks coalescing to form a short dark
line running backwards from the eye and
over the ear-coverts, with a separate dis-
cernible patch on the lower rear ear-coverts.
On the chin, and the front and sides of the
neck, the streaking gradually became more

‘open’, diffuse and
blotchy, in a hard-
to-define pattern
that is character-
istic of  many
Pacific and
Nearctic large gulls
in winter, but
seems far more
unusual in their
European counter-
parts. The streaking
ended at the base
of  the neck,
extending slightly
lower in front than
behind, where it
was separated from
the grey upperparts
by clean white
feathering on the
lower hindneck
and the uppermost
back (the latter
area being grey or
black in other large
gulls).

Upperparts 
Uniformly and
solidly slate-grey,
perhaps with the
faintest bluish cast,
and thus very
subtly different
from graellsii Lesser
Black-backed Gull,
although broadly
similar in shade. 

Wings and primary pattern 
When the bird was settled, distinctive broad
white scapular and tertial crescents were a
striking feature, the latter merging with white
tips to the secondaries to form an obvious
white lower edge or ‘skirt’ on the folded wing.
In flight this feature was even more conspic-
uous, showing as a very broad white trailing
edge to the inner wing, while the darkness of
the upperwing showed through as a ‘shadow’
on the underside of the flight feathers. 

The primaries were black, with four con-
spicuous white tips (to P10–P7, numbered
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225 & 226. Adult Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus, Rainham Landfill,
Greater London, January 2011. Seen here in flight with Herring L. argentatus
(lower) and Great Black-backed Gulls L. marinus (left), where the differences
in wing-tip pattern and mantle tone are immediately apparent. In particular,
the broad white trailing edge to the secondaries narrows across the inner
primaries and merges into the characteristic ‘string of pearls’ – white tips to
the grey inner webs of P5–P8 that are separated from the white feather tips
by blackish subterminal markings – a feature unique to Slaty-backed Gull
which helped to clinch the identification.
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descendantly from the outermost) being
visible beyond the tertials at rest. In flight, it
was apparent that the black of the wing-tip
was relatively restricted in area, apparently
not reaching the primary coverts even on the
outermost primary. Crucially, images of the
bird in flight confirmed the critical details,
including the so-called ‘string of pearls’
feature – the white tips to the grey inner webs
of P5–P8, which are separated from the white
feather tips by black subterminal markings.
This feature was most obvious on the upper-
wing, but also visible in the photos more dif-
fusely on the underside of the wing-tip.
Specifically, the individual primary markings
were as follows:
P10:  large white mirror running to the edge

of the outer web, estimated at 3–4× the
depth of the white tip, and separated from
the latter by a narrow black subterminal
band. Feather fading from black to slate-
grey towards the base.

P9:  no mirror on the right wing, just a white
tip. On the left wing, a small white spot
was visible towards the white tip. Feather
mainly slate-grey, but blackening on the
outer edge and towards the tip.

P8:  white ‘pearl’ at the end of the grey inner
web, separated from the white tip by a
black subterminal band which broadened
diagonally across the outer web. This and
the rest of the primaries were essentially
slate-grey, with black barely (if at all)
visible along the outer edge, and only
obvious subterminally at the tip.

P7:  very similar in pattern to P8, though
white ‘pearl’ slightly more prominent.

P6:  similar in pattern to P7 and P8, but
white ‘pearl’ clearly more prominent and
black subterminal band correspondingly
reduced and narrower, though still broad-
ening on the outer web. Tip of  P6
damaged or missing on left wing.

P5:  pattern like P6, but black reduced subter-
minally to a very narrow bar, sandwiched
between the broader white ‘pearl’ and the
white tip.

P4–P1:  slate-grey with distinct white tips, no
black markings.

Bare parts Eye colour was difficult to estab-
lish in the field on the first day, but in the
closest photos obtained subsequently, the iris

was a dull pale yellowish brown (described by
some as olive), contrasting with the black
pupil, but not obviously bright. The bill was a
dull yellow, dullest and more straw-coloured
towards the base and brightening towards the
tip, with a small red spot near the tip of the
lower mandible. There was also a small black
mark between the nostril and tip on the
upper mandible, with a corresponding black
mark on the lower mandible. Structurally, the
bill was not especially bulbous at the gonys.
The legs were quite a strong pink but the
colour was not deeply saturated.

Discussion
With confirmation of the bird’s identification
announced on the evening of its second day,
Friday 14th, it was inevitable that a huge
twitch would result over the weekend. I
wasn’t able to be there the next morning, Sat-
urday 15th, but more than 1,200 birders
arrived at Rainham hoping to see the bird,
and the RSPB reserve recorded easily its
highest-ever visitor day count (Mitchell
2011). Birders lined the perimeter fence of
the landfill site from one end to the other, the
crowd stretching eastwards along the edge of
Wennington Marshes towards the RSPB
reserve. But despite the huge number of
observers and good numbers of gulls present
in the area, there was no mass sighting that
day, although several claims subsequently
emerged in postings to BirdForum.

Debate about the bird’s identity continued
online, mainly focusing on the shade of the
upperparts, with some observers (including
some with no experience of the species)
believing it was not dark enough for Slaty-
backed Gull and suggesting that it was a
hybrid. Over time, however, opinions became
much more settled in favour of Slaty-backed
Gull as the bird was more widely seen and
further photos emerged. Similarly, responses
to my original post to ID-Frontiers from the
international birding community were
largely positive. I also received a number of
helpful e-mails from experienced observers
worldwide, including from Japanese gull
experts Osao and Michiaki Ujihara, who
commented: ‘We feel your bird is a Slaty-
backed Gull, and can’t find any wrong
feature. Its overall appearance including the
short-winged structure, wide tertial crescent,
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moderately dark mantle shade and “string of
pearls” look very nice.’

Amazingly, the Slaty-backed Gull was
refound by Steve Arlow (SA) and Simon
Buckell on 3rd February at Pitsea landfill, in
Essex. SA obtained closer, clearer images of
the wing-tip pattern and was able to use
these and other plumage details to ascertain
that the same individual was involved in the
sightings at Rainham and Pitsea. What was
surely the same bird was then photographed
by David Acfield at Hanningfield Reservoir,
Essex, on 6th February, and SA found it once
more at Pitsea on 19th February and
obtained more photographs. It was also
claimed again at Rainham on a number of
occasions, though some of these sightings
were known to be erroneous and only a few
were supported by photos or documentation.

Distribution and vagrancy
Slaty-backed Gull breeds in northeast Asia,
principally in the Russian Far East from Cape
Navarin and the Koryak Highlands south to
Kamchatka, the Sea of Okhotsk and the Kuril
Islands, and also in northernmost North
Korea and northern Japan (Malling Olsen &

Larsson 2004; Denlinger 2006; BirdLife Inter-
national 2016). It is said to be mainly seden-
tary, but there is some dispersal southwards
into ice-free waters in the Bering Sea, Sea of
Japan, South Korea and less commonly to
coastal eastern China, Taiwan and Hong
Kong (Howell & Dunn 2007; Malling Olsen
in prep.). The species ranges as far as the
northwest Hawaiian Islands (Pyle & Pyle
2009) and has wandered to Guam and the
Philippines, and the first for Indonesia
occurred as recently as February 2016 (Iqbal
& Albayquni 2016). There is also a single
Australian record, from Queensland in 2008
(Palliser 2013).

In North America, very small numbers are
regular in western Alaska, where breeding –
involving both pure and hybrid pairings –
has occurred on several occasions (Malling
Olsen & Larsson 2004; Denlinger 2006). The
species is casual or very rare in southern and
southeastern Alaska, Yukon and on the
Pacific coast in British Columbia and Cali-
fornia, with fewer records in Washington
State and Oregon (Howell & Dunn 2007;
Toochin & Cecile 2015). Elsewhere it is essen-
tially a vagrant, mainly south to Colorado
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227 & 228 (right). Adult Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus, Pitsea Landfill, Essex, February 2011.
Taken when the bird had been relocated in Essex, almost three weeks after its initial discovery,
these two images reinforce the features shown in the original photographs, and display all the
characters that are considered diagnostic of Slaty-backed Gull. In particular, the extensive pale
greyish-brown streaking to the head and neck, uniform slate-grey upperparts with little contrast 
with the primaries, distinctive broad white scapular and tertial crescents and deep pink legs are
characters that are typical of Slaty-backed Gull and not found in any similar North Atlantic gulls. 
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and east to the Great Lakes region and
southern Quebec, but there are also records
on the Atlantic seaboard (e.g. Sibley 2007;
McKee et al. 2014), including no fewer than
17 from Newfoundland since 2006, when the
first five were recorded (Mactavish 2016).

Records in the Western Palearctic
Prior to the individual in London and Essex,
only one Slaty-backed Gull had previously
been recorded in the Western Palearctic – an
adult seen first in Lithuania in November
2008 and then refound in Latvia five months
later. There have now been eight accepted or
well-documented records, involving seven
birds, as follows (based on Mitchell 2017):
● adult, Dumpiai Klaipeda, Lithuania, 

17th–20th November 2008; same, Riga,
Latvia, 13th–21st April 2009 

● adult or near-adult, various sites in
London/Essex, intermittently from 13th
January to 26th February 2011

● adult, Húsavík, Iceland, 14th May 2012
● adult, Kirkkonummi Ämmässuo,

Uusimaa, Finland, 3rd–4th November
2012

● adult, Minsk, Belarus, 26th December
2012 to 4th January 2013

● fourth-winter, Galway City, Ireland, 
8th February 2014

● adult, Killybegs, Donegal, Ireland, 
17th–18th January 2015*

* Record remains subject to formal acceptance by
the Irish Rare Birds Committee.

This spate of records of the species in
northwest Europe in recent years mirrors
occurrences on the east coast of  North
America, though neither continental region
bordering the Atlantic seems a likely venue
for multiple records of this Pacific gull. In
both instances the phenomenon may be
partly related to greater observer awareness
of the species and its field characters, as well
as more popular interest in the subject of gull
identification generally.

However, it also seems likely that vagrancy
has been facilitated by a significant recent
reduction in the extent of Arctic sea ice. Over
the past 30 years the Arctic has warmed more
than any other region on earth, and satellite
data during this period show that sea ice
cover has declined by 30% in September, the
month that marks the end of the summer
melt season, when the ice is at its minimum
extent (NSIDC 2016). The annual Arctic sea
ice extent decreased over the period 1979–
2012 at an estimated rate of 3.5–4.1% per
decade, equivalent to 0.45–0.51 million km2

per decade (Vaughan et al. 2013). Accelerated
loss of sea ice is opening routes connecting
the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans for longer
periods each year, and these changes will
increase the ease and frequency with which
birds (and mammals) are able to move
between them (McKeon et al. 2015). 
Follow ing the first British records of Long-
billed Murrelet Brachyramphus perdix and
Glaucous-winged Gull L. glaucescens in 2006,
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and Pacific Diver Gavia pacifica in 2007,
Vinicombe (2007) outlined the likely factors
and transit routes of  vagrants from the
Pacific Ocean reaching Europe. He also
named other Pacific species which might
potentially occur, and predicted that ‘it must
surely be only a matter of time before we get
our first Slaty-backed Gull’ in Britain. The
rest, as they say, is history.
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Editorial comment Paul French, BBRC Chairman, commented ‘That a Slaty-backed
Gull would occur first in London was perhaps not that much of a surprise, but its appearance
certainly was to many observers. This bird did not show the classic “slaty” or blackish upperparts
that we expected. Indeed, many observers commented it was even paler and bluer in the flesh
than depicted in the majority of available images, and the comment that the “tone of the upper-
parts probably fell within the likely range of variation” says a lot about the early uncertainties.
However, it quickly became apparent that upperpart colour and tone is far more variable in
Slaty-backed Gull than many had realised. Or is it? Intraspecific variation in mantle colour
within gulls is widespread, but is usually the result of geographical, rather than individual varia-
tion. Indeed, it seems possible that there may ultimately prove to be two subspecies of Slaty-
backed Gull, with paler birds (similar to the Rainham bird) predominating in certain areas.
Observations made during visits to Hokkaido, Japan, in 2013 and 2016 by various BBRC



members suggest that pale birds vastly outnumber the classic blackish birds, at least in some
years. The Committee was unanimous in accepting the identification on a single circulation.’

Andrew Harrop, Chairman of BOURC, commented: ‘Although the Rainham bird was 
relatively large, BOURC accepted that the combination of characters it showed – especially the
broad white trailing edge of the wing – established the identification beyond reasonable doubt.
Hybrids between Great Black-backed Gull and both American Herring Gull L. smithsonianus and
Herring Gull provide potential pitfalls (e.g. Howell & Dunn 2007 pp. 293 and 490, Malling Olsen
& Larsson 2004 p. 135). A bird presumed to be the latter on Shetland in January 2016 was 
initially reported as a possible Slaty-backed, so observers should be aware. 

‘It is notable that the first British records of Glaucous-winged Gull, “Thayer’s Gull” L. glau-
coides thayeri and Slaty-backed Gull have all involved birds discovered at rubbish tips, the last two
close to London. Clearly the cosmopolitan nature of the metropolis extends to birds as well as
people. Might “Vega Gull” L. smithsonianus vegae, which was recorded in Ireland in January 2016
(although that record is still under consideration by the Irish committee), be next? 

‘Dominic Mitchell’s dedication to his local patch and to keeping his hand in with the tricky
task of identifying large white-headed gulls were significant factors in the discovery and identifi-
cation of this bird. Some very rare birds might be discovered “by accident”, but others will only
be found by those who are mentally prepared and who search systematically.’

413© British Birds 110 • July 2017 • 413–415

Slaty-backed Gull: new to Britain

Notes
Active predation on adult dragonflies by Little Egret

On 23rd October 2016, in the late morning,
we visited the Suffolk Naturalists’ Trust
reserve of Hen Reedbeds, near Southwold. In
a hide overlooking a muddy, half-dry pool,
we watched an immature Little Egret Egretta
garzetta feeding. When the bird arrived at the
pool, it began dashing about, evidently
catching flying prey. Our binoculars revealed
that there were numerous coupled dragon-
flies, apparently darters Sympetrum, egg-
laying in the shallow muddy water. The egret
was catching these in a variety of ways: by
simply snatching them from the air as they
flew past, running after them and snatching,
or stalking up to a landed pair and striking.
The rear (female) dragonfly was generally
captured towards the end of its abdomen in
the egret’s bill, and the bird then struggled
somewhat to manoeuvre the insects into
position to swallow them; the male some-
times became detached and escaped in the
process. After about 15 minutes, during
which time the egret caught and ate some
40–50 coupled dragonflies, it stopped feeding
and walked away from the pool, perhaps to
digest its haul. There were several Little
Egrets on the reserve during our visit, but

this was the only bird seen feeding in this
way; in fact, this particular spot was the only
place with a concentration of dragonflies. 

Since there was an electric fence around
the reserve, it was not possible to approach
the pool to identify the dragonflies, but
coupled egg-laying by dipping to the water
surface is typical of darters (Gibbons 1986;
Miller 1995). The site, the date and the size of
the dragonflies indicate Common Darters S.
striolatum, although Ruddy Darters S. san-
guineum cannot be ruled out (Adrian Parr
pers. comm.). Darters are not normally
thought to lay in high concentrations (Corbet
& Brooks 2010), but Parr, the Suffolk drag-
onfly recorder, did not consider it unusual.

The bird’s catch rate was enormously
higher than that of (for example) Hobbies
Falco subbuteo feeding on single hunting
dragonflies, and the coupled dragonflies
appeared unable to take effective evasive
action. Dragonflies, at least when not car-
rying eggs, are not particularly nutritious,
and Clarke et al. (1996) estimated that a
Hobby would need to eat 200–250 Common
Darters (as its only food) per day to survive.
Little Egrets are around twice the weight of a


