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Far commoner now; but do the patterns of records 
shed any light on the reasons for the increase and 
the probable origin? 

Since the early 1950s, short papers and notes scattered in the regional 
ornithological literature of Britain and Ireland have indicated an 

increase in the number of Little Gulls Larus minutus recorded in various 
parts of these islands. The status of the species has been reviewed for at 
least eight widely scattered counties of mainland Britain, and also for 
Ireland (Hutchinson 1972): in all cases, increases in the frequency of 
records and the occurrence of much larger parties than hitherto were 
reported. Since these accounts covered only very limited areas, and most 
were published in local journals or reports, there is an obvious need for a 
general review of all records of Little Gulls. This paper outlines the 
status in Britain and Ireland, based on an analysis of the records up to the 
end of 1973. 

The great majority of the records have been extracted from the annual 
bird reports of the English and Welsh county and regional ornithological 
societies, Scottish Birds and the Irish Bird Report. The Scottish, Irish and 
major county avifaunas were consulted for older records. Supplementary 
unpublished data were obtained from county and regional recorders, 
bird observatory wardens and other individuals. 

One of us (BN) began a search of the literature in the early 1960s and 
requests for information were published in British Birds, Bird Study and 
Scottish Birds. Much useful information was received from some areas, 
but in general the response was poor. 

For comparison between areas, we have estimated the minimum 
number of Little Gulls recorded in every county in every month. Some 
counties, such as Sussex, published records in this form themselves, but 
most gave summaries of status each month and details of the largest 
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counts. In these cases, we have used our judgement to estimate the mini
mum number which occurred. When making these estimates, we have 
assumed that the number per month is the highest count unless (a) from 
an analysis of the ages of the birds recorded, it is clear that there were more, 
or (b) it is indicated by the narrative of the source that different birds 
were involved in a series of sightings. Some counties gave very much 
abbreviated summaries (e.g. '1-4 on 48 dates in all months except Jan
uary') and in these cases we sought further information from the editor or 
recorder and converted the records to birds per month. 

The old county names and boundaries have been used throughout, as 
the majority of the records under consideration occurred before the 
reorganisation of county boundaries in England and Wales on 1st April 
1974 and in Scotland on 16th May 1975. 

Status in Britain and Ireland 
(a) Up to 1900 
The first known record is of an immature shot near Chelsea, London, 
'before 1813'; by the end of the 19th century, the Little Gull had become 
recognised as a scarce but fairly regular autumn and winter visitor to the 
east and south coasts of England. 

Throughout western Britain, Scotland and Ireland it was extremely 
rare, although the few Scottish records included some surprisingly large 
parties for that period: seven or eight together in the Old Harbour at 
Dunbar, East Lothian, in 1840 and ten in Orkney on 8th October 1899. 

Occurrences on the east coast were often associated with severe gales 
and there was an exceptional influx in such conditions in February 1870, 
when at least i n were seen, the majority being shot. The largest numbers 
were obtained in Yorkshire and East Anglia, but there were records from 
all along the east and south coasts from Northumberland to Devon. 

Generally, only single birds were seen and the remaining 226 Little 
Gulls recorded in England and Wales up to 1900 included only four 
records of more than two together. The month of occurrence is known for 
176 of these: all but 17 were between September and March. 

(b) 1900-33 
In the first 34 years of this century, Little Gulls continued to occur 
primarily as scarce autumn and winter visitors to the east and south 
coasts. There was, however, a tendency for relatively fewer to appear in 
winter and more in spring and summer. Of the 201 dated records for this 
period in England and Wales, only 21 % occurred between December and 
March, compared with 44% before 1900. The months April to July in
clusive showed an increase from 5% to 17%. 

The species remained rare in western Britain and Ireland, but in 
Scotland there was an increase in the number of records from the Tay 
and Forth areas. The shortage of observers in eastern Scotland unfortun
ately resulted in the records being very spasmodic, but it seems probable 
that the Little Gull's association with the counties of Angus, Perth and 
Fife began during this period, for it was recorded there in all months 



207. Adult Little Gull Larus minutus, Cornwall, March 1969 (J. B. & S. Bottomley) 
ao8. Adult Little Gull Larus minutus, Tyne & Wear, September 1977 (Daniel M. Turner) 
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209. Juvenile Little Gull Larus minutus, Lincolnshire/Norfolk, August 1974 (Keith Atkin) 

except February, March and August. 
The only large flock seen during this period was about 30 off Redcar, 

Yorkshire, in October 1905, Parties of seven were reported at Lowestoft, 
Suffolk, in August 1927 and at Berwick, Northumberland, in January 
!930-

(c) 1934-73 
Fairly comprehensive information is available for this 40-year period, and 
a detailed analysis of these data has shown that the status of the Little Gull 
changed completely in most parts of Britain and Ireland (figs. 1-4). 
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Fig. 1. Numbers of Little Gulls Larus minutus in five areas on east coast of England in 
each year during 1934-73 

From the late 1940s, flocks of from 40 to 135 began to appear annually 
in the Firths of Tay and Forth, mostly during spring (March to April) 
and autumn (August to November). From the early 1960s, even larger 
flocks were recorded, including some of more than 500. 

In other parts of Britain, the increase was less spectacular and much-
later. There is little evidence that the more frequent observations during 
210. First-winter Little Gull Larus minutus, Cornwall, March 1973 (J. B. & S. Bottomley) 
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the 1940s and 1950s were anything more than a reflection of the larger 
number of birdwatchers, combined with a greater interest in sea-watching. 
From 1952, however, flocks of up to 30 were observed on autumn passage 
in Kent, and, from 1956, flocks of up to 35 began to appear in autumn in 
Durham, both on the coast and at inland reservoirs; on 24th September 
1964, there was an extraordinary influx of at least 200 at Hurworth Burn 
Reservoir. 

Large westerly movements were observed off Portland Bill, Dorset, in 
the autumns of i960 and 1961; although these have not been repeated in 
subsequent years, a steady increase in the annual totals seen in southwest 
England began at about that time. 

In the mid 1960s, larger numbers began to be reported from inland 
and northwest England and from Ireland. During the late 1960s, the 
increase gathered momentum, with flocks of over 100 becoming regular 
on the Lancashire coast, and the species appearing annually in Wales. 

Between 1970 and 1973, there were large increases in Yorkshire, 
Norfolk, Kent and all along the south coast of England; parties of 24 to 
30 occurred in widely scattered localities in Wales; and the first sub
stantial flocks appeared in Ireland, including a flock of 45 in February 
1972, and 134 off the Wicklow coast in October and November 1973. 

Most of this increase took place in the autumn migration period and 
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Fig. 2. Numbers of Little Gulls Lams minutus in three areas on south coast of England in 
each year during 1934-73 
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approximately three-quarters of all the Little Gulls reported in England 
and Wales were seen during August to November. In Scotland, the autumn 
passage occurred slightly earlier, and about 75% of those recorded there 
were during July to October. 

The species was, however, more frequently recorded at all times of the 
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Fig. 3. Numbers of Little Gulls Lams minutus in five areas of western and inland England 
and Wales in each year during 1934-73 
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year and in most areas.. One exception was on the east coast of England, 
where Little Gulls became scarcer during the winter months (December 
to March) from about 1950, apart from one major influx in December 
1959, and there were still some areas where they remained rare : the 
Isles of Scilly, Cumbria, and north and northwest Scotland, including the 
Hebrides, Orkney and Shetland. 

(d) 1973 status 
ENGLISH EAST COAST Common autumn 
passage migrant, moving north and south 
along coast between Northumberland and 
Yorkshire and flying west along north-
facing coasts of Norfolk and Kent from 
July to November; also assembling at 
freshwater localities close to coast, such as 
Hurworth Burn Reservoir, Durham, and 
Hornsea Mere, Yorkshire. Rare along this 
entire coastline in winter, and uncommon 
in spring. Small parties of immatures 
appear at favoured localities in June and 
often stay through July. Most-frequented 
sites in summer are Gresswell Ponds, 
Northumberland, the Tees Marshes and 
Minsmere, Suffolk. 
SOUTH AND SOUTHWEST ENOLAND Common 
autumn passage migrant with regular 
westerly movements observed at Dunge-
ness, Kent; Beachy Head, Sussex; and 
Selsey Bill, Sussex, from August to October, 
a few remaining through winter, especially 
in Dorset and farther west. In spring, peaks 

in Devon and Cornwall in February and 
March, and regular easterly movements 
at Beachy Head and Dungeness in April 
and May. Numbers usually much smaller 
than in autumn, but 355 flew east at 
Dungeness on 4th May 1974. Unusual 
spring feature is regular occurrence of 
flock of about 20 at Arlington Reservoir, 
Sussex, in April. As on East Coast, small 
flocks of immatures summer at favoured 
haunts, such as Radipole Lake, Dorset; 
Langstone Harbour, Hampshire; and 
Dungeness. 

NORTHWEST ENGLAND Present on south 
Lancashire coast throughout year, often in 
large numbers, but, in contrast, extremely 
rare from Morecambe Bay to Solway. 
Flocks of over 100, sometimes over 200, 
in August and September, mostly in 
vicinity of Alt Estuary, near Formby, 
Lancashire, and flocks also regular in May 
and June at Crosby Marina/Seaforth Dock 
complex and on Ribble Marshes, both in 
Lancashire. Situation during rest of year 

211. Adult summer Little Gull Lams minutus, Lincolnshire, June 1973 {Keith Atkin) 
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212. First-summer Little Gull Larus minutus, Lincolnshire, June 1975 (Keith Atkin) 

not at all clear. Large flocks have occurred 
in all months, but not consistently. Those 
seen in January to March could be early 
spring migrants, or may result from weather 
movements of a wintering population in 
Irish Sea. South Lancashire is one of three 
major haunts in Britain and Ireland. 
INLAND ENGLAND Recorded at inland waters 
in all months, but most occur in April, 
May, August and September; least likely 
to be seen from December to March. 
Although large flocks appear at some fresh
water haunts near coast, singles and parties 
of up to five more usual farther inland, 
seldom exceeding 12 at any one water. 
Most frequented localities are in areas 
with greatest concentrations of reservoirs, 
such as London and West Midlands. 
WALES Reported throughout year, but 
scarce from November to February. 
Flocks of 15 to 27 appear in April and 
May in such localities as Blackpill and 
Kenfig Pool; 'Glamorgan, and Portmadoc/ 
Minffordd, Caernarvon. More widespread 
from August to October, but generally 
in smaller parties. 

ANGUS, FIFE AND PERTH Firths of Tay and 
Forth are still the two major haunts in 
Britain and Ireland. Present throughout 
year, with large numbers from March to 
October, and peaks in April/May and July 

to September. Principal localities Monifieth 
on Firth of Tay and Largo Bay and 
Kilconquhar Loch on Firth of Forth, 
where over 500 at times. (Many data in 
Boase 1961, 1962, 1964, 1970.) 
REST OF SCOTLAND Despite large numbers 
in Firths of Tay and Forth, and dramatic 
increase in other parts of Britain and 
Ireland, remains remarkably uncommon 
over most of Scotland. Regular south of 
Forth, but in very small numbers, in May 
and from August to October. In northeast 
and southwest, occurs in similarly small 
numbers from July to September. Else
where, occurrences very few. In Orkney 
and Shetland, mostly in May and June. 
IRELAND Regular spring migrant in south
east, mostly in May, but small parties of 
first-years summer at brackish lagoons in 
some years. In August and September, 
steady passage of singles and small parties 
on south coast and, to lesser extent, else
where. In October and November, large 
flocks (up to 140) appear in some years on 
east coast. Rare in December, but influxes 
on east and west coasts in January and 
February. West coast records mainly from 
sheltered Galway Bay. In largest influxes, 
adults outnumber immatures. 

MIGRATORY MOVEMENTS (fig. 5 ) F i r s t 
autumn migrants arrive east Scotland, 
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northeast England and Kent late July and arrival of second wave of migrants (Oliver 
early August. During August and Septem- 1976). This late passage continues through 
ber, passage heavy along East Coast, in November in Norfolk and Kent, and even 
Irish Sea and along Kent, Sussex and extends into December in some years. 
Hampshire coasts. Peak numbers occur Spring passage most noticeable in Irish 
east Scotland and northwest England in Sea, southwest England, southeast England 
August; in most of remainder of Britain in and east Scotland. Peaks occur in south-
September. The peak in Ireland and in west England in March, in southeast 
Norfolk, however, is in October, and in England and east Scotland in April/May 
Cornwall in November. While numbers and in Irish Sea and northeast England in 
drop rapidly in October in northeast May/June. 
Britain, Norfolk peak is complemented Spring numbers much lower than those 
by large numbers on Yorkshire coast and in autumn, with average ratio of approxi-
influx on north coast of Kent, indicating mately one to four. 

(e) Behaviour, site preference and age ratios 
The Little Gull occurs in a wide range of habitats and can turn up 
almost anywhere at any time of year. It is mostly associated with water 
(fresh, brackish and salt), but has also been observed on a number of 
occasions following the plough, usually in the company of Black-headed 
Gulls L, ridibundus. As the species has become more numerous, however, 
certain preferred habitats have become apparent. 

Two sites which have consistently attracted large flocks for many years 
are Monifieth and Largo Bay: at both sites, a freshwater burn runs out to 
sea across a shore of fine sand. Since 1968, Little Gulls have occurred in 
large numbers on the Alt Estuary, another area of extensive sandy 
beaches and, again, the mouth of a small river is the centre of activity. In 
August 1975, 103 were seen at a similar site at Castle Eden Dene Mouth, 
Durham. These sandy beaches are generally used only as roosts, the gulls 
flying out to feed over the sea; when winged insects are abundant, 
however, they have been seen feeding in the air over adjacent sand dunes. 

We have only one record of Little Gulls feeding on the foreshore: on 
2nd July i960, BN watched 30 immatures and one adult at the mouth of 
Buddon Burn, Monifieth, picking at the surface of the mud and wading 
irito the shallow water running across the beach. 

The largest flocks reported in Ireland have been seen along an 8-km 
stretch of steeply sloping sandy and shingle beaches in Go. Wicklow in 
January-February and October-November. They have never been seen 
roosting on this shoreline, but instead are seen feeding off the coast, 
resting on the sea or flying north or south along the coast. 

There is evidence to suggest that some show a preference for feeding 
over fresh or brackish water near to the coast in spring and early summer. 
Such feeding behaviour has been observed at several localities where the 
species is':more regular in spring than in autumn, including Crosby 
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Fig. 5. Distribution by regions of Little Gulls Lams minutus in Britain and Ireland in each 
month, 1969-73 
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Fig. 6, Numbers of Little Gulls Larus minutus recorded each month at beaches and at 

lagoons on east coast of Ireland, 1969-73. Adults and second-years shown in black 

Marina/Seaforth Docks in south Lancashire, Morton Locks in Fife and 
the brackish lagoons behind beaches in Co. Wicklow and Co. Wexford 
(fig. 6). Other freshwater lakes and reservoirs within a few kilometres of 
the coast are mostly frequented in July and August: these include Kil-
conquhar Loch in Fife, Hurworth Burn Reservoir and Hornsea Mere. 

Little Gulls are also seen in numbers passing certain sea-watching 
promontories, particularly in autumn on the east coast between Hartle
pool, Durham, and Spurn, Yorkshire, and along the southeast coast from 
the Isle of Sheppey, Kent, to Selsey Bill. Most of the few records relating 
to spring migration are from southeast England, particularly Beachy 
Head and Dungeness. 

Throughout Britain and Ireland, immatures are, on average, three or 
four times more frequent than adults. In the two areas, however, where the 

Table 1, Percentages of adu l t a n d second-year Li t t le Gulls Larus minutus of al l 
those aged in each m o n t h a t selected locali t ies 

Asterisk (*) indicates sample of five or less 
Locality Individuals 

and years Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec in sample 
Angus-Fife-
t a y , 1948-73 
Lancashire, 
Feb 1969-Feb 
1974 (after 
Smith 1974) 
English inland 
counties, 
1934-73 
Ireland, 
1969-73 - :•,■ 
Cornwall, •' 
i96i-73 
Durham, 
1967-73 
Northumber
land, 1961-73 o* o* 50* 20* 6 
Somerset, 
T965"73 20* - 16 12 12 

88 69 79 32 47 15 89 63 77 65 63 3,240 

87 92 59 55 2 »6 90 92 70 45 2 -

42 67 20 53 32 12 30 9 17 35 31 70 

26 34 25 20 6 20 24 38 19 36 43 50 

17 31 12 32 80* - - 27 4 7 31 32 

100* - 100* 100* 9 22 26 21 38 100* 57 -

6 16 63 23 24 37 o* 

o* o* 15 12 30 18 o 

1,217 

750 

722 

426 

361 

285 
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largest numbers occur—south Lancashire and east Scotland—adults 
outnumber immatures from January to March and from July to Septem
ber, often by as large a ratio as four or five to one (table i) . Only from April 
to June, when the majority of adults have returned to the breeding 
grounds, do the flocks in these areas regularly contain a higher proportion 
of first-years. In other areas, the highest adult to immature ratios occur 
from November to February, although, at inland waters, small parties of 
up to four or five adults appear most frequently in April and May. 

(f) Breeding indications 
Up to 1950, June and July were the months when the Little Gull was 
least likely to be seen in Britain and Ireland. From 1952 onwards, how
ever, the species has been recorded annually in these months and, since 
1966, there has been a sharp increase. Small summering flocks of im
matures have been established in many areas and, between 1957 and 
1970, there were eight records of Little Gulls in breeding colonies of other 
gulls (table 2). Sharrock (1976) gave three records of possible breeding 
during 1968 to 1972. In 1975, a nest was found in a colony of about 100 
pairs of Black-headed Gulls in the Ouse Washes, Cambridgeshire/ 
Norfolk, but the three eggs and the female were destroyed by predators, 
probably brown rats Rattus norvegicus (Carson et al. 1977). 

Status and movements in Europe, the Atlantic and North 
America 
(a) Europe and eastern Atlantic 
Analysing the British and Irish data in the wider context of the species' 
status in Europe and the recent colonisation of North America highlights 
how little is known about the movements of the Little Gull outside the 
breeding season. 

Table 2. Little Gulls Lams minutus in colonies of Kittiwakes Rissa tridactyla or Black-
headed Gulls L. ridibundus during breeding season 

Year County Comment 
1957 Kent Pair in gullery on Stoke saltings during May 
1958 Yorkshire Adult in gull colony for about two weeks from 17th June, until 

heavy rains caused many birds to desert; performed aerial display, 
involving shallow dive with neck and head held up 

1959 Dorset Adult in Kittiwake colony at Portland from 22nd April to 25th 
June; carrying nesting material on 6th June 

1964 Norfolk Adult and first-summer in aerial display at Cley marsh on 24th 
April; first-summer present until 29th. Presumably same pair 
discovered subsequently at Salthouse in gull colony, where fre
quently displaying between 20th and 26th May 

1966 Yorkshire Adult present in gull colony in Derwent Valley from 14th to 28th 
May; seen to display 

1966 Suffolk One made scrape and built thin nest on island at the Scrape at 
Minsmere in June 

1967 Dorset Immature in Kittiwake colony at Portland during June 
1970 Cardigan Adult in gull colony at Tregaron on 13th May 
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Fig. 7. Breeding distribution of the Little Gull Larus minutus in western Europe (after 
Erard i960) 

The three main breeding areas are eastern Siberia, western Siberia and 
a large stretch of northern Europe eastwards from the southern and 
eastern shores of the Baltic. There are small isolated colonies in the 
Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden and parts of southeast Europe (fig. 7). 
Nesting was first proved in Denmark in 1965; between 1920 and 1940 
about 100 pairs were estimated to be breeding; but in the 1940s and 1950s 
the population was considered to be between 20 and 50 pairs (Erard 
i960). Nowadays, there are between ten and 30 pairs (T. Dybbro in litt.). 
A small colony, discovered in the Netherlands in 1942, built up to 15 
pairs (Haverschmidt 1946), but was abandoned in 1956, and breeding 
was not proved again until 1972 (Marra 1973). In Poland, Tomialojc 
(1972) described the Little GullV?tatus as 'Extremely scarce breeder in 
the north; regular only on Lake Druzno (in 1962—14 pairs), sporadic in a 
few other places.' 

Erard (i960) considered the species to be mostly resident in the extreme 
eastern part of its range; those recorded in Britain and Ireland in autumn 
probably all originate west of the Urals. 

Some fly' overland across Germany and Austria to the Black and 
Mediterranean Seas, following the Rhine and the Danube and, to a 
lesser extent, the Oder and Elbe, but many others probably move on a 
broad front (Erard 1960, Isenmann 1975). The overland route is, however, 
adopted by far fewer in autumn than in spring (Knotsch 1964, Isenmann 
1975), and the main dispersal from the breeding grounds appears to be 
via the Baltic into the North Sea. 
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In late July and early August, numbers begin to build up in east 

Scotland and, soon after, huge flocks of up to 1,000 occur at Zeebrugge on 
the Belgian coast (van Impe 1966), several hundred remaining until mid 
September. Adults occur first, around mid August, and immatures follow, 
from the end of the month (Vande Weghe 196a). 

In contrast, the peak numbers at Cap Gris Nez on the French coast are 
in October and early November (Oliver 1977); t n e largest movements 
so far recorded there were of over 1,400 during three days in October 
1970 (Oliver & Davenport 1972) and of about 1,900 during three days in 
October 1974 (Oliver 1977). The movements at Cap Gris Nez coincide 
with the secondary wave of migrants in eastern England, which is noted 
primarily in Yorkshire, Norfolk and north Kent. 

In winter, Little Gulls occur in the Caspian, Black and Mediterranean 
Seas, in the eastern Atlantic Ocean south to west Africa, and northwest 
to the Faeroes, Iceland and Greenland. Erard (i960) considered, however, 
that the main winter quarters were in the Mediterranean, particularly at 
both the western and eastern ends, with a second, large wintering area in 
the North Sea, the English Channel and along the French Atlantic coast. 

Vaurie (1965) referred to the Little Gull as a pelagic species in winter, 
comparing it with the Sabine's Gull L. sabini. In December and January, 
flocks of several hundred have been reported, usually in gales, from much 
of the Atlantic coast of Europe. Dr W. R. P. Bourne (in litt.) has observed 
parties moving in to coastal lagoons in Cyprus during stormy weather in 
winter, but they do not settle there for long. 

The best-documented observations of the return migration in spring 
on the Atlantic coast are those by S. Bamiere at Cap Gris Nez from 
March to May 1974 (P. J. Oliver in litt.). They show that very large 
numbers of Little Gulls, mostly adults, move northeast through the 
English Channel in April: a total of 2,225 was counted between 30th 
March and 30th April, of which 1,752 were adults, 12 second-years and 
218 first-years, the other 243 remaining unaged. Smaller numbers were 
seen in May, and only one in the nine days before 30th March. The main 
spring movement in Denmark and Sweden occurs in May (Bruun 1968). 
In the Mediterranean, Isenmann (1975) recorded flocks of up to 1,560 
at the Camargue in southern France in April and May; adults predomi
nated in April, and first-years in May. 

(b) The colonisation of North America 
The Little Gull has been known as an autumn and winter visitor to the 
east coast of North America from Newfoundland south to New Jersey and 
west to the Great Lakes since the late 19th century. The first Canadian 
breeding record was in 1962 (Scott 1963), when three nests were found 
near Lake Ontario. Breeding took place at the same site again in 1963 
and at several other Canadian localities in subsequent years, but was not 
proved in the United States until 1975, when four nests were found in 
Wisconsin (Tessen 1975). Although the number of breeding records is 
few, the large increase in numbers of adults, second-years and first-years 
in recent years suggests the presence of a larger breeding population than 
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the published records indicate. 
The origin of Little GuJls in North America is a matter of some con

troversy. Baillie (1963) argued that, as they occur in North America in 
association with Bonaparte's Gulls L. Philadelphia, some of those breeding 
in eastern Siberia might make contact with Alaskan Bonaparte's Gulls 
in the region of the Bering Strait and migrate southeastwards with them. 
In June 1975, several Little Gulls were seen in the Yukon in northwest 
Canada, and there have been observations on the west coast of North 
America since 1968 (Johnson & Adams 1977). There is, however, no 
evidence as yet of Little Gulls nesting in far-eastern Siberia and no 
Alaskan records, so it seems more likely that the association with Bona
parte's Gulls has led Littie Gulls west and northwest from eastern North 
America, rather than the reverse. 

Other authors, notably Bruun (1968), have assumed that those occur
ring in eastern North America originated in Europe. The species' wide
spread distribution in autumn off southwest Europe, and as a vagrant, 
south to Nigeria (Wallace 1973) and west to Iceland, Greenland and 
Newfoundland in the north and Bermuda in the south, indicates how 
readily it wanders in the North Atlantic. Bruun (1968) suggested a dual 
exodus from the Baltic in autumn, the second one farther to the north in 
October and November, bringing Little Gulls into the Atlantic north of 
Scotland at a time when easterly gales are particularly frequent and some 
Little Gulls reach North America. The occurrence of two waves of 
migrants from the Baltic to the North Sea and English Channel has al
ready been referred to, and observations in southeast Sweden (Edelstam 
1973) corroborate it, but sightings in northern Scotland are very rare at 
any season and there is no reason to suppose that the later birds move 
farther north. 

It seems more likely that some stray across the Atlantic each year by a 
variety of routes, rather than by a movement to the north of Scotland. 
Some may drift across from southwest Europe to the Caribbean in the 
northeast trade winds as Dr W. R. P. Bourne {in litt.) has suggested, but 
records from Iceland and Greenland indicate a northerly element as well. 

Whichever route the birds follow, some Little Gulls appear in the 
vicinity of Buffalo, New York, from late August, and passage reaches 
peaks of up to ten in a day in late September and again in November 
(Burger & Brownstein 1968). Late August is remarkably early for any to 
have crossed the Atlantic: summering in North America seems more 
likely; even if those in late September originated in Europe, they must 
have crossed the Atlantic much earlier than Bruun suggested. 

Discussion 
The Little Gulls in Britain and Ireland are mainly spring and autumn 
migrants from the western and central European population. The 
breeding range of these birds covers a wide area, but ringing has been 
concentrated at relatively few sites in Estonia, Lithuania and Finland, 
on the fringe of the Baltic, so we do not know the extent of their area of 
origin. Nor do we know whether they winter along restricted stretches of 
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the western European seaboard; how many move into the Mediterranean; 
or how far from land they spend the winter months. 

We do know, however, that flocks occur occasionally in December and 
January gales in bays or coastal lagoons on the west coast of Europe. 
Although Little Gulls are capable of transatlantic wandering, their 
occurrence in gales indicates that many are wintering not very far from 
land. The species can hardly, therefore, be considered pelagic like the 
Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla or Sabine's Gull, with which Vaurie (1965) 
compared it. Off Britain and Ireland, there is evidence that some now 
spend at least late winter in the south Irish Sea, close to the coast of 
Angus and Fife and off Galway Bay. Records are still very rare in Decem
ber, even in these areas, but in January, February and March small 
flocks—usually mostly adults—occur, particularly when the wind is 
blowing onshore or in anticyclonic conditions. These flocks usually 
disappear out to sea when the weather changes, but they or others appear 
with the return of suitable weather. 

Although not strictly pelagic, Little Gulls do move from their inland 
breeding areas to the sea in autumn. Records of adults in eastern Scotland 
in July and August and on the Belgian coast in August are indications of 
early movement away from the breeding colonies, although this dispersal 
appears to be rather restricted. In Ireland, for example, only 19% of those 
seen in September during 1969-73 were adults; similarly in most parts of 
Britain and Ireland, except eastern Scotland and Lancashire, immatures 
greatly outnumbered adults. It seems likely that many adults remain in the 
Baltic and North Seas, and smaller numbers in the Irish Sea, until October, 
when there is a sudden exodus of all except a few wintering birds. The 
preponderance of adults among at least some of the late September and 
early October flocks at Cap Gris Nez supports this view. 

The few ringing recoveries, together with observations from Scotland, 
indicate that most juveniles have a rather similar, but slightly later, dis
persal from their natal colonies. Of 12 Little Gulls ringed as fledglings in 
Finland, Estonia and Lithuania and recovered before the end of October 
in the year of ringing, two had moved uj> to 220 km NNE, two south 
across central Europe, and the remainder were recovered in the Baltic 
or North Seas. None was recovered southwest of the Netherlands or in the 
Mediterranean. From observations in Britain and Ireland, we know that 
juvenile Little Gulls reach Kilconquhar Loch in eastern Scotland from 
mid August and are recorded on the east and south coasts in September, 
but the ringing recoveries confirm that some remain in the Baltic until 
October, From November to February, first-winter birds are rarely seen 
in British and Irish waters. 

Six recoveries between mid July and mid October in the year following 
fledging show that at least some return towards their natal area during 
their first summer and remain into October: two were recovered close to 
the original ringing site in Lithuania, in August and October, and the 
other four were recovered in the Baltic or North Seas. 

The most economical explanation of the initial dispersal from the 
breeding colonies, followed by a later movement away from the coast, is 
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that the limited nature of the first dispersal permits Little Gulls to undergo 
their autumn moult in relatively sheltered conditions, a suggestion similar 
to that advanced by Bourne (1970) to explain the pattern of occurrence 
of Mediterranean Gulls Lams melanocephalus in Britain: a post-breeding 
dispersal to late-summer quarters where they regularly complete their 
moult, followed in some, but not all, cases by a late-autumn movement to 
regular winter quarters. 

In spring, Little Gulls appear on return passage to the Baltic, both 
adults and first-years being involved. The pattern of ringing recoveries 
suggests that Little Gulls tend to return towards the natal colony in the 
first summer after fledging; Black-headed Gulls and some Kittiwakes 
show the same tendency (Coulson 1966, Cox & Flegg 1972). The move
ment of many first-year Little Gulls in May into habitats similar to that in 
which the adults breed may be allied initially to this homing. Those 
first-years which do not reach the breeding range usually move on to 
lagoons. Later, in late June and early July, marshes and lagoons, such as 
Farlington Marshes in Hampshire, Minsmere in Suffolk and Cresswell 
Ponds in Northumberland, provide the conditions suitable for moulting. 

The most perplexing aspect of the Little Gull records in Britain and 
Ireland is their increase. Although there has been an enormous growth in 
popular interest in ornithology over the past 40 years, which has exag
gerated its extent, there can be no doubt that the increase has been real. 
Until the early 1950s, and with the exception of eastern Scotland, the 
Little Gull was at best a scarce bird throughout Britain and Ireland. The 
increase was first noted in Angus and Fife; then, in the 1950s, on the east 
and south coast of England; and, finally, on the west coast of Britain 
and in Ireland, with even greater numbers in the areas already frequented. 
This increase culminated in the breeding attempt in 1975. 

Clearly, during the period of increase, substantial numbers of Little 
Gulls have been taking a more westerly route when dispersing from and 
returning to their breeding areas. The most likely explanation is that 
there has been an expansion of the breeding population, but our knowledge 
of the Little Gull's status on the edge of its range does not support this 
hypothesis. The history of breeding in Denmark and the Netherlands 
does not lend any support to a theory of an increasing population, but it 
may be that the species has increased considerably farther east without 
attracting attention. The fact that the dramatic nature of the increase in 
the Kittiwake population—by 50% every ten years since 1900—was not 
detected until 1959 (Coulson 1963) illustrates how easily quite massive 
population fluctuations can be overlooked. The alternative explanation, 
that a much larger proportion of the Little Gull breeding population 
disperses through the English Channel and across England nowadays than 
formerly, seems much less likely. 
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Summary 
Up to the early 1950s Little Gulls Lams minulus were scarce on the east and south coasts of 
England, appearing largely in autumn, and were even rarer elsewhere, except in Angus 
and Fife, where flocks had been regular since at least the early 1940s. On the east and south 
coasts of England, an increase began in the 1950s. It became even more pronounced in 
the 1960s; and was then especially evident in eastern Scotland and the Irish Sea. By 1973, 
Little Gulls occurred commonly in many parts of Britain and Ireland in autumn on 

, dispersal from their breeding grounds to the sea. In winter, they occur close to land in 
adverse weather conditions, mainly in eastern Scotland and the Irish Sea, but also off 
western Ireland. The spring movement represents the return passage to the breeding 
area. Some first-years remain on marshes during the summer to moult, and in 1975 
breeding was attempted in Britain for the first time. It is suggested that Little Gulls 
undertake a dual dispersal after breeding: the first to sheltered bays where they moult; 
the second farther out to sea for the winter. The increase in records is discussed: it seems 
most probable that it is due to an increase in the breeding population east of the Baltic. 

The species began to nest in North America in 1962. The source of the American 
colonists is discussed in the context of the Little Gull's migrations in western Europe. 
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