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Popular debate on the taxonomy and identification of Herring Gulls Larus 
argentatus and associated forms has become increasingly frequent. A contentious 
aspect for British birdwatchers is that the British Ornithologists' Union Records 
Committee has not (yet?) decided to 'split' Yellow-legged Gull L. (argentatus) 
cachinnans from the northwestern argentatus!argenteus Herring Gull group. The 
aim of this paper is not to recommend either taxonomic change nor stability; it 
originates from our field observations, with subsequent correspondence, literature 
searches and museum work flowing from what we have been able to see for 
ourselves. We prefer to deal with identifiable 'forms', or races, to which we 
generally refer by their scientific names for clarity. We do, however, use 'Yellow-
legged Gull' in a general sense to distinguish the cachinnanslmichahellislbarabensis 
complex from 'Herring Gulls' argentatus!argenteus, to allow a simpler discussion. 

The name Yellow-legged Gull is usually applied to individuals of the supposed 
species Larus cachinnans: in Britain, usually of the race michahellis. Nominate 
cachinnans (itself a candidate for species status) and other races are increasingly 
suspected in Britain; thus a greater precision is required. It is unfortunate that the 
western/southern European Yellow-legged Gull is L. cachinnans michahellis: 
reference to 'cachinnans' often leaves a reader unclear whether the species is being 
referred to (i.e. 'a Yellow-legged Gull', perhaps actually of the race michahellis) or 
the (in a British context, more significant, rarer) nominate race. Using the terms 
'michahellis' and the clumsy 'nominate cachinnans' seems to be the only way to be 
unambiguous. 

A new approach to large-gull identification 

Roger Tory Peterson long ago revolutionised bird identification: a few key 
features separated most species with relative ease. This is so ingrained in our 
thinking that most of us expect to put a name to an individual bird very quickly; 
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if not, we have a wealth of literature to hand to assist. Unfortunately^ this does 
not work well for the Herring/Yellow-legged Gull complex. For example, a large 
gull in non-breeding plumage with a pure white head, medium-dark grey 
upperparts, yellow legs, bright bill colours, red orbital rings, small white tips to 
the black outer primaries and contrasting underwings may not necessarily be a 
YeEow-legged Gull michahellis, although this would be a typical description 
submitted to a county records committee in support of such a claim. 

Kaufman (1990) summarised three categories of field mark: 
1. A diagnostic feature that is absolute: species A has it, species B does not; 
2. A diagnostic field mark that is relative: e.g. species A has longer wings, or a 
darker back, than species B; helpful only if one knows both species well or, 
preferably, has both present for comparison; 
3. 'Percentage differences': e.g. species A usually has a dark iris (but not always), 
and species B usually does not (but sometimes does). 

The field marks of large white-headed gulls tend to faJl into the second or third 
categories, with few diagnostic features that remove all possible doubt. 

Greatest emphasis has been placed on upperpart tone and bare-part colour in 
large-gull identification. We would urge greater attention to structure, moult and 
wing-tip patterns. 

Developing the right skills 

'As the study of gull taxonomy and identification becomes increasingly 
sophisticated, we are discovering we actually know less about these birds than we 
thought we did several years ago' (Zimmer, in Kaufman 1990). While he referred 
to Thayer's Gull L. (glaucoideslargentatus) thayeri, Kevin Zimmer's sentiments 
apply equally to the large, white-headed 'Herring Gulls'. 

Serious gull-watchers are aware that there is more that we do not know than 
that we do. Effective gull-watching involves a continuous learning curve (with 
some downward turns), and a willingness to adjust as new information is 
discovered, confirmed or discarded. There is no substitute for long and detailed 
field study, coupled with a willingness to learn. It is especially important to say 
what we see, even if a well-described bird is not finally identified: it is much 
better to have an open mind than to jump to an uninformed or unjustified 
conclusion. 

Structure 

The complex mixture of characters that makes an individual gull 'distinctive' 
includes subjective ones, but others are real: they are just hard to describe on 
paper. They are also much more useful in the field than in the museum. 

Facial expression and head shape (especially in view of the alterations that take 
place according to posture and actions) are indeed difficult to describe, but most 
experienced gull-watchers agree that many species exhibit genuine characters of 
real value: a Glaucous Gull L. hyperboreus may have a 'round head' at times, but 
usually looks different from an Iceland Gull L. glaucoides; a Mediterranean Gull 
L. melanocephalus has a highly distinctive 'face'. Similarly, Yellow-legged Gulls of 
the race michahellis have a distinctive facial appearance and nominate cachinnans 
can look quite different: the head shape, bill proportions, position of the eye, the 
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carriage of the head and neck and the stance produce a particular 'look' which is 
of prime importance in detecting an individual amongst commoner forms. 

Body shape, stance and posture vary greatly. Nevertheless, generalities apply 
and it is important to record the whole appearance of an interesting gull, including 
leg length, relative proportions of the head and bill (to each other and to the whole 
bird), wing length and primary extension, the slope of the back and the shape of 
the chest, in addition to more objective details. 

We suggest that observers try hard to learn such impressions, beginning from 
a sound knowledge of common forms, and do their best to describe what they 
see. It is, nevertheless, of immense value if unusual individuals are photographed 
so that subtleties of form and expression are captured for all to appreciate. 

Moult 

It is important to understand changes of plumage, with an appreciation of the 
timing and sequence of moult, as well as the effects of abrasion and bleaching. It 
is necessary to know the major feather tracts in order to understand such factors 
and to describe gulls in the field (or, indeed, in the museum). There are other 
practical benefits: for instance, it may be possible to pick out a juvenile/first-winter 
mkhaheUis in Britain in August because michahettis moults on average at least two 
weeks and up to three months earlier than do argentatus and Lesser Black-backed 
Gull L. fitscus graellsii (a result of age). 

Some descriptions of putative heugliniltaimyrensis in Britain, which sound 
promising, fail to include a vital feature: the exact state of moult, as judged by the 
primary moult Qieuglini moults up to two or three months later than does the 
similar Lesser Black-back L. f. graellsii). 

Wing-tip patterns 

As wing tips are subject to obvious effects of wear and primary moult which 
disrupt their patterns, and, in flight, tend to be the most mobile parts of the bird, 
there has been a tendency to ignore the detail of what is one of the most vital 
areas for field identification. Apart from general descriptions of grey, black and 
white and basic assessments of their extent, little has been attempted. Yet it is 
possible to glean vital clues when a gull preens, stretches or droops a wing while 
standing (figs. 1 & 2, page 28). 

Detailed descriptions of primary patterns have been ignored, with the 
assumption that variation within populations and overlap between forms render 
such details of no value. While no single wing-tip pattern may be foolproof, many 
are crucial clues, especially in combination with other characters. 

For example, separation of an adult Herring Gull L. a. argentatus, from 
Scandinavia, with pink or yellow legs, from a cachinnam-typt may be resolved by 
the patterns of the outermost primary (PIG) and the fifth primary (P5); or 
nominate cachinnans from michaltellis by the pattern of P10. 

Uppetpart tones 

The shade of grey on a gull's back is important but extraordinarily hard to record 
(even a photograph or video may be wrongly exposed). It is a matter of 



28 Gamer & Quinn: Identification of Yellow-legged Gulls 

Fig. 1. Wing structure of large gull Larus (David Quinn). It is convenient that, on large 
gulls, the tip of P5 almost always lies directly beneath the tip of the tertials on the closed 
wing. P6 therefore is the first visible primary tip beyond the tertials. P10 may not show 
beyond P9, but the underside of P10 may be visible on the other wing (see fig. 2) 

Fig. 2. Yellow-legged Gull Larus cachinnans of nominate race (David Quinn) 

comparison with other gulls alongside, so far as possible: assessments must be 
made in the same light conditions and, wherever possible, with individuals 
standing at the same angle to the observer. All gull-watchers realise that a gull 
may appear very dark at a certain angle, only to look remarkably pale when it 
turns; or it looks strikingly pale in strong sun, only to become rather dark in fading 
light (although dull, flat lighting is excellent for the accurate comparison of a 
range of greys). Pale greys are particularly subject to the effects of light and 
reflected light, as are underwings on gulls flying over dark earth, or over bright 
sand in strong sunshine, or blue water, or gleaming snow. Artists know the 
problems and possibilities well. 
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Every effort should be made to record the upperpart tone as accurately as 
possible, preferably by comparison with several individuals of different species (a 
typical Common Gull L. canus, a Black-headed Gull L. ridibundus or a British 
Lesser Black-backed Gull might prove a more stable basis for comparison than 
other 'Herring Gulls', which are notoriously variable). 

Leg colour and L. a. 'omissus' 

Many Yellow-legged Gulls (obviously) have yellow legs; but some adults do not, 
while some Herring Gulls do. Differences in leg colour have been seen as 
important species-isolating mechanisms, but this has frequently been over
emphasised. Lonnberg (1933) demonstrated that a carotinoid substance in gulls' 
legs and bills gives them the 'lipochrome' or yellow colour. It is found in the legs 
of non-yeEow-legged Herring Gulls. In, for example, L. a. argenteus, it is possible 
(but unproven) that a sufficient increase in the deposition of pigment can be 
stimulated by the onset of the breeding season to create yellow legs. There are 
documented records in Britain of Herring Gulls with yellow legs, all in the 
breeding season (e.g. Rooke 1949; Oliver 1981; David Chapman in litt.). 

Northwest European Herring GuDs L. a. argentatus have a greater propensity 
to show yellow legs: Barth (1975) found 28 yellow-legged specimens from 180 
Norwegian Herring Gulls, with no significant differences in their biometrics. He 
concluded that 'The more or less yellowish tint on the feet and legs is . . . 
individual variation, which is more common in certain localities than others.' 
There were relatively more yellow-legged birds farther north, but some occurred 
all along the Norwegian coast. 

Herring Gulls with yellow legs seen in Britain have been (and sometimes still 
are) referred to as L. a. 'omissus': something we emphasise should cease. 
Mierauskas & Greimas (1992) suggested that, up to the middle of the twentieth 
century, Herring Gulls with yellow legs (sometimes called omissus) were patchily 
distributed in bogs in Latvia, Estonia, the St Petersburg region and the Vitebsk 
district (populations in which all the breeding gulls had yellow legs). It may then 
have been valid to consider them as a separate ecological group, if not a separate 
subspecies, supported by a difference in colour of juveniles from those of coastal 
and Baltic Sea populations of argentatus (with both yellow-legged and pink-legged 
individuals). Around 1960, these inland colonies were invaded by gulls from the 
eastern Baltic, including pink-legged ones, and hybridisation occurred. 

Thus, if there was a valid subspecies omissus, it was restricted to these inland 
colonies and was an unlikely migrant to Britain; present-day gulls from the region 
are intermediate in appearance and can no longer be ascribed to a discrete race. 
Herring Gulls with yellow legs in Britain are much more likely to come from the 
Norwegian coast: it is unlikely that we shall prove that 'omissus' ever occurred in 
Britain and the 'race' may now be defunct (though it is still upheld by some 
authors, e.g. Monzikov & Panov 1996). 

Most yellow-legged forms have a small number of individuals with flesh-
coloured legs. This is less frequent among michahellis, but more common with 
nominate cachinnans. Some Siberian forms show a variation from 'flesh to bright 
yellow' (Yesou & Filchagov 1993). Sometimes, too, the tarsus may be differently 
coloured from the toes and webs (typically yellow 'legs', flesh-coloured 'feet'). 
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Ageing large gulls 

Many immature gulls can be aged with confidence in the field. Many subadult 
argentatus and fuscus are probably aged accurately, although there is undoubted 
variation (Monaghan & Duncan 1979). Some cachinnans and michahellis, 
however, do not fall so neatly into identifiable age classes—at least, there are more 
exceptions, and individuals with mixed age characters—and it is perhaps 
preferable to refer to plumages as, for example, 'second-winter-type' or 'third-
winter-type'. 

Other problems 

Further difficulties may be summarised as follows: 

1. Most populations of 'Herring Gull' show considerable intrapopulation 
variation, and Yellow-legged Gulls are no different. The full extent of variation is 
often unknown because many populations are poorly studied. Clinal differences 
are common, best described as 'clinal radiation'. Various pockets of gull 
populations can vary clinally in any direction from a population 'type'—not 
necessarily the straightforward north-south and east-west variation described by 
Grant (1986). 

2. The literature on 'Herring Gulls' is enormous, yet much of the best information 
is up to 70 years old, and often in French, German or Russian. Much is in 
obscure journals, for example a short paper on patterns of head streaking on 
michahellis in La Trajhasse (Burneleau 1987). 

3. Relationships between forms are still unclear and controversial, while some 
forms are little known, e.g. barabensis, which seems similar in plumage and bare 
parts to armenicus (pers. obs.); and the form breeding in northwest Iberia, easily 
accessible yet poorly documented. 

4. Much identification material is based on skins rather than field observations, a 
real drawback and cause of frustration for gull-watchers. This has led, for 
example, to the lack of information on separating nominate cachinnans from 
michahellis, which is not too daunting in reality. 

5. Ground-breaking literature equipped enthusiasts with new field marks and 
greater confidence, but also led to unchallenged assumptions and over
simplification: for example, it has become 'essential' to regard aE michahellis as 
'white-headed', yet many post-breeding individuals actually have extensive head 
streaking. 

6. The variety of names, e.g. antelius, lusitanicus, brittanicus and ponticus, and 
changes of opinion on taxonomy can be confusing and alter the apparent interest 
and potential for study of some forms. For example, taimyrensis has been viewed 
as a variable hybrid Herring Gull X Lesser Black-backed Gull; or the guEs from 
the geographical area given for taimyrensis in, for instance, Grant (1986) have 
been split into two species, Siberian GuE or Heuglin's GuE L. heuglini taimyrensis 
and Vega GuE L. vega birulai, occurring sympatricaUy over the Taimyr Peninsula. 
The latter view is the one more likely to create more interest and stimulate further 
research. 
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L. (c.) michahellis in Britain 

A knowledge of jizz and precise plumage features will assist in the location and 
identification of michahellis. Typical individuals have an appearance which is hard 
to convey in words, but which, with experience, renders them quite distinct. Even 
the briefest of views of a head in a flock, a swimming individual in a roost or a 
bird in flight can be enough to invite further scrutiny. 

Identification of adults 

A typical adult compared with argenteus is average argenteus-sized, but more 
sturdy, powerful or chunky (although it may appear sleek and elegant). The size 
varies, partly with sex and age (males and older birds are larger than females and 
younger ones) and also because those from western Iberia are small, while those 
from the western Mediterranean are the largest michahellis; both appear in Britain. 

The head looks chunkier, more filled-out, rather square in profile, with a steep, 
sometimes bulbous forehead, fuller chin and throat and a flat crown (or with just 
a slight dome) and square nape. Typically, argenteus/argentatus show a more 
obvious mid-crown peak, just behind the eye. At times, michahellis may look 
rounder-headed; males tend to be large, big-billed and squarer-headed, females 
smaller, smaller-billed and rounder-headed. The head shape is sometimes 
compared with that of the much smaller Mediterranean Gull. The often brighter 
bill appears slightly shorter, possibly a little thicker, with a 'pushed-in' 
appearance. 

The neck, when extended, looks long, thick, smoothly curved and 'muscular', 
or shapely; the body has a full-chested appearance. The head, neck and chest 
combine to give a 'proud' or 'confident' look and the birds may seem to lean 
forward. 

Except when in the later stages of primary moult, the rear looks long and 
attenuated. Yellow-legged Gulls moult earlier than most argenteus!argentatus and 
often stand out in early winter as cleaner-looking, virtually full-winged gulls in the 
midst of more stumpy-ended argenteus and argentatus. 

In flight, the wings look long and the Yellow-legged Gull remains a particularly 
'smart' bird. The bright white head (apart from post breeding season) and tail 
contrast with the grey back and upperwings; a bold white trailing edge and 
extensive black on the primaries (equally visible from below) heighten the effect. 
There are one or two white mirrors and the underside of the primaries and 
secondaries is clean mid-grey, generally darker than on Herring Gulls except 
darker argentatus and paler than on a graellsii Lesser Black-backed Gull: thus, 
rather distinctive. 

The legs are often the last feature to be seen well. They are usually bright 
yellow, or 'custard' yellow, but can look dull and washed-out, flesh-coloured or 
colourless in dull light. They tend to look rather longer than those of argenteus. 

UPPERPART TONE 

The grey upperparts are typically less bluish than those of fresh argenteus (worn 
feathers fade a fraction paler and browner) and fall between the pale grey of 
argenteus and the dark grey of L. f. graellsii. The tone is very close to that of a 
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typical Common Gull or just a little darker. Some may occasionally appear as 
dark as the palest graellsii, but in flight the striking contrast between the black of 
the primaries and the grey of the upperwing is more obvious. It cannot be stressed 
too often that comparison is best made between individuals at the same time, at 
the same distance and standing at precisely the same angle. 

HEAD PATTERN 

French and German vernacular names for cachinnanslmichahellis mean 'White-
headed Gull', but this feature is overemphasised. From late October to December, 
adult michahellis can stand out as strikingly white-headed amongst Herring Gulls 
with assorted streaks and dusky marks on the head, neck and chest sides. Yet 
most michahellis seen in Britain show head streaking during the post-breeding 
period, coinciding with the primary moult. Head streaking on michahellis is most 
obvious from late July to early November (rarely to February), while on 
argenteuslargentatus it is most obvious from September to January. 

The pattern of streaks on michahellis is finer, with thinner lines of streaks and 
less of the clouded, blotchy effect on the neck. The head therefore looks whiter, 
with thin lines, instead of grey-brown with dense streaking on the crown and 
broader blotching lower down as on argenteus. 

The whiteness of the head is related to age: Klein (1994) noted the presence 
of head streaking on adult Herring Gulls known to be four or five years old but 
hardly ever saw it on those older than 15 years. 

Of some 200 michahellis in Essex on 18th October 1995, nearly all showed 
clearly visible, sometimes extensive, head streaks (fig. 3). Burneleau (1987) 
studied post-breeding michahellis in Charente-Maritime, France, and found that 
98% had head streaking in September and 96% in October. 

Fig. 3. Heads of Yellow-legged Gulls Larus cachinnans of race michahellis {David Quinn) 
showing variations in degree of head streaking. Left, three adults; right, young adult. 

The commonest pattern is a grey smudge or fine streaking around or behind 
the eye, extending across the rear crown and lighdy over the top of the head, 
and/or over the ear-coverts. The streaks range from slight marks around the eye 
to regular, evenly spaced grey-brown pencil lines over most of the head and 
hindneck, ending abruptly at the base to give a pale 'hooded' effect with a very 
white fore face. On argenteusl argentatus, the face (forehead, lores, chin and throat) 
is streaked, less white, and the sides of the neck and chest are often broadly 
marked. Rare individual michahellis have been recorded with heavy and extensive 
streaking (P. Yesou in tin.; Burneleau 1987; pers. obs.): rarely with big gulls is 
anything unequivocal. 
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PRIMARY PATTERN 

Folded wing 

Most michahellis in Britain occur during the period of complete post-breeding 
moult, in July to September. Moult begins in late May or early June. Individuals 
in worn summer plumage show reduced (or no) white tips on the outer primaries; 
the closed wingtip appears black or brown apart from a white mirror/tip to P10. 
As moult continues, they can look scruffy, less immaculate than usual: a mixture 
of fresh grey and dull, faded, old, slightly brownish-grey or buffish-grey back 
feathers (and irregular areas of whitish where coverts are missing) combines with 
a short, stumpy rear as the outermost primaries are shed. 

On average, michahellis moults earlier than does argenteuslargentatus and 
possibly more quickly, so a new set of outer primaries with bright, perfect white 
tips may be seen in late September or early October. At that time, argentens looks 
untidy, with a short, incomplete wingtip or retained old outer primaries. 
Nevertheless, the outer two primaries may not be completely grown on some 
michahellis until late November. 

When fully grown, the wings look long, with four, five, sometimes even six, 
white primary tips visible beyond the closed tertials. These appear more evenly 
spaced than on argenteus; the outermost white primary tip is more often visible, 
while on argenteus it is hidden by an equally long ninth primary. The tips vary 
when fresh from small and diamond-shaped to larger, rounder and more distinct, 
as on argenteus. 

Spread wing (fig. 4) 

The black area on the primaries is large, the inner edge slightly curved against the 
grey; the white tips are neatly spaced and look distinctive on a bird in flight from 
the rear. Some adults retain black shaft-streaks on the primary coverts. 

The tip of the outermost feather varies from all white (as on many western 
nominate cachinnans and many argentatus) to a small white tip and a large or 
medium-sized white mirror. The inner web shows a basal wedge of grey 
extending down about 40% of the visible part of the feather beyond the coverts; 
the grey is the same tone as the upperpart colour. 

More than 50% of adults show a mirror on P9 as well, although it is not always 
large or easy to see. In Belgium, de Mesel (1990) found that 58.5% of captured 
females and 67% of captured males had this second mirror, on P9. Our 
experience in Essex is consistent with this: the mirror on P9 may be small, 
restricted to the inner web, or large and across the whole feather. 

There are always at least six black-marked primaries on michahellis. The band 
on P5 is fairly broad (10-20 mm) and complete, although it can be thinner on 
the inner web (or narrower at the shaft). At rest, this feather normally lies beneath 
the closed tertials. One museum specimen showed an incomplete band (by just 1 
mm) on the inner web. On argenteus, there may be a complete black band on P5, 
but it tends to be thinner; many show only a small black mark on the outer web. 
There is often a dark mark on P4 (the fourth innermost) on michahellis and 
occasionally even a mark on P3. Only 14% of British argenteus have a black spot 
on P4 (BWP). Any dark-mantled 'Herring Gull' which lacks any mark on P5 or 
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michahellis 
Extensive black pattern. 
No white mirror on P9. 
Small grey tongue on P10. 

michahellis 
More white on P9 and P10. 
Longer grey tongue on P10. 

L. f. graellsii 
Lacks contrast between 
grey and black, but paler 
grey individuals 
do occur. 

cachinnans 
Typical of adults seen 
in Essex. Long white tongue 
on P10. 

cachinnans 
White tongue less extensive, 
but shows broad black band 
on P5 and comma mark on 
P4. 

hybrid argenteus x graellsii 
May lack black band on P5 
and may show complete 
white tip to PI0. 

argenteus 
Small spot on P5. 

argenteus 
Complete black band on 
P5. 

Dark-mantled-type nominate 
argentatus. Note P10 similar to 
that of cachinnans, but P5 has 
only small spot and P9 shows 
'thayen pattern. 

Fig. 4. Wing patterns of adult Yellow-legged Lams cachinnans, Lesser-Black backed L f. 
graellsii and Herring Gulls L. argentatus {David Quinn) 
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shows a spot only on the outer web is almost certainly not michahellis (it is vital 
to establish that P5 is present and fully grown for this to apply). 

The underwing has a large area of intense black at the tip and the underside 
of the secondaries and inner primaries is mid grey. In July and August many 
adults show a less contrasted underwing owing to moult and wear. 

With perseverance in the field, quite precise details of wingtip patterns can be 
observed, especially as standing birds preen, stretch or show aggression (fig. 2). 

LEGS 

The legs of michahellis average slightly longer than those of argenteus, but the 
appearance varies in the field. Many are bright yellow, even orange-yellow, in 
spring and during the breeding season. Post breeding, the intensity of yellow may 
diminish, and in winter the legs often appear dull and pale. Some at close range 
show a straw-coloured wash to what at greater distance appear dull grey, grey-
flesh or creamy legs. On some individuals, the legs appear partly flesh-coloured; 
webs and toes are often flesh-coloured even when the tarsi are yellow. Very rarely, 
apparent adults have pale, flesh-coloured legs with no yellow (but not the brighter 
pink typical of argenteus). 

Accurate assessment of leg colour in varying weather and light conditions is 
difficult, but it is not vital to the identification of michahellis. Kehoe (1991) 
summed up the problems: 'The potential for ambiguity in leg colour is 
exacerbated by the use of different optical aids. It is sometimes difficult to arrive 
at a consensus on leg colour of an individual gull. Brief views of legs seen when 
a gull is bathing or in flight often lead to judgments which are later revised with 
better views.' 

BILL 

The bill of michahellis often differs in shape from that of argenteus, but this is 
variable and often of no value. It tends to look shorter, chunkier, 'pushed into the 
face', enhanced by the steeper forehead. Some individuals have parallel-sided bills 
that are blunter-tipped than others; some have a more obvious bulge towards the 
gonys and a strong gonydeal angle. On L. f. graellsii, the bill is often less blunt, 
less parallel-sided, with a longer downcurve on the culmen, to give a slightly 
thinner (even drooping) shape. 

The bill colour can often be brighter than on argenteus, with strong yellow or 
orange-yellow, but some individuals in the late summer or autumn have dull bills, 
often in combination with flesh-coloured legs, and need more careful separation 
from L. c. cachinnans (see section on other forms, page 62). The red gonydeal 
spot is often brighter and more extensive on michahellis, regularly spreading onto 
the upper mandible. Blackish subterminal marks are frequent, especially during 
July to October (Burneleau, 1987, found black bill markings on more than 80% 
of adults in September and October). The marks vary from small smudges to a 
thick and complete black band. 

These black bill marks, once considered a sign of immaturity, are quite normal 
features of the post-breeding period, as on several Asian forms (Filchagov 1993; 
Garner pers. obs.). 
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ORBITAL RING 

The orbital ring of michahellis is usually red to reddish-orange, rarely brownish, 
looking dark at long range, so often giving a distinctly beady-eyed look. Typically, 
argenteuslargentatus have yellow to dull orange rings, regularly brown in winter 
(sometimes redder on argentatus), and the eye looks paler and more glaring, 
especially on a well-streaked head. 

IRIS COLOUR 

Most michahellis have dull grey-yellow to bright lemon-yellow irides; a varying 
amount of darker pigmentation may be shown. Very rarely, apparent adults have 
dark irides (P. Stewart in litt.). Near-adults more often retain darker iris 
pigmentation. Other southern/Asian members of the complex show similar iris 
variations (Madge 1992; Hirschfeld 1992; Yesou & Filchagov 1993; Garner in 
prep.). Typically, the iris of argenteus is pale cream to very pale creamy-lemon, 
with less of a yellow hue. 

BEHAVIOUR 

Yellow-legged Gulls in Britain often consort, where possible, with Lesser Black-
backed Gulls. They may be loners': often assumed to be the same individuals 
noted at particular sites for several years. At large, mixed roosts in the English 
Midlands, for example, Yellow-legged Gulls may patrol the shoreline during the 
afternoon, well before the bulk of the local wintering Herring Gulls and Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls return to the roost; even then, they may soon drift to one end 
of a flock. Their liking for the shoreline may be in strong contrast to the behaviour 
of other big gulls present. Some individuals have been watched feeding over 
reservoirs by day, alone, long before thousands of Herring Gulls return for the 
night. The big numbers in southeast England, however, are noted at refuse tips, 
by day. 

Some pitfalls 

ARGENTEUS VERSUS MICHAHELLIS 

While argenteus is usually easily separated, care must always be used. By 
December, argenteus can be beautifully white-headed as in August/September, 
and, in comparison with adjacent argentatus, look very different. The contrasting 
white head may give an illusion of darker upperparts than is actually the case. The 
head then looks less aggressive and rounder, the bill brighter, and the primaries 
are full-grown, often with smaller white tips and with more extensive black than 
on argentatus, recalling michahellis. 

ARGENTATUS VERSUS MICHAHELLIS 

This is a more likely source of confusion, especially during November to March. 
In November and December, most argentatus are easily separated by heavy, 
blotchy markings on the head, neck and breast sides. The head looks long and 
angular, the bill long and pale. Some, however, can be white-headed and look 
smaller-billed. The very late moult gives a short-winged look late in the year. 
Growing outer primaries often show extensively white tips. Most argentatus seen 
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in Britain show little or no black on P5 and many have a long, pale wedge along 
the inner web of P9 reaching the tip, without a black bar (the so-called 'thayerf 
pattern) (fig. 4). In flight, most dark-backed argentatus have much more white on 
the wingtip than does michahellis, and the underside of the primaries is a paler 
grey. 

By late January, however, argentatus can look remarkably like michahellis, with 
clean white head now looking more rounded, bill much brighter, with large red 
spot, small, beady eyes, and a dark grey upperside matching that of Yellow-legged 
Gull. Many are not especially large: Coulson et al. (1984) found 71% of 213 adult 
argentatus in Britain to be female (and therefore small). The upperpart tone 
exhibits a cline from paler in the southwest to darker in the northeast of the 
breeding range; the grey may be more bluish, less lead-coloured, than on 
michahellis, but the tone can be identical. Not all Scandinavian argentatus lack 
extensive black in the wingtip (although the more migratory northern populations 
have the least black and are the ones most likely to be seen in Britain). Those with 
much black and less white look like michahellis, even to the darker grey beneath 
the flight feathers and the striking white trailing edge to the wing. Their legs look 
longer and are usually dusky pink or greyish-pink. Individuals with yellow legs are 
rarely seen in Britain (but are more frequent in Scandinavia in summer: Barth 
1975). Small numbers may remain in Britain in summer (C. Keyhoe, and P. A. 
Lassey verbally; pers. obs.) and some immatures have been recorded in summer 
(Coulson et al. 1984; BWP). 

L. K GRAELISU VERSUS MICHAHELUS 

The upperpart tone of graelkii varies a little: a pale one beside a darker individual 
may invite confusion with michahellis. Alternatively, a typical graellsii beside a 
darker L. f. intermedins can lead to the same mistake. Strikingly pale graellsii do 
occur. 

Hybrids 

L. A. ARGENTEUS X /.. [•'. GRAFUSIl 

Although rare, small numbers of apparent hybrids or known hybrid pairs produce 
young in Britain, west and northwest France, the Netherlands and Belgium. 
Hybrids are usually intermediate between their parents and so superficially 
resemble michahellis. Some hybrids on Skomer, Dyfed, have a structure unlike 
michahellis and with only a partial black band on P5 (Quinn pers. obs.). Harris et 
al. (1978) noted orange-yellow orbital rings on some hybrids in the breeding 
season. 

L. A. ARGENTEUS X L. C. MICHAHELLIS 

One such pair was observed at Dungeness, Kent, in 1991 (pers. obs.), apparently 
producing one hybrid young. The apparent michahellis may itself have been a 
hybrid. Other mixed pairs have been recorded in western France and the 
Netherlands; in France, they have not produced young. 

L. E. GR/IMISU X L. C. MICH/1HE1JJS 

Such pairs have been recorded in western France, the Netherlands, northwest 
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England, northeast England and southeast England. Young are known from the 
Netherlands. In Spain, there are hybrid graellsii and 'Cantabrican Yellow-legged 
Gulls' (see section on Atlantic Iberian gulls in Appendix, pages 58-59). 

PROBABLE HYBRID ARGENTEUS X GRAELLSII X L. C. MICHAHELUS 

A pair bred in Cumbria in 1993, producing three young; the pair returned in 
1994. 

L. F. FUSCUS X L. HEUGLINI HEUGLINllL. C. CACHINNANS 

Various hybrid combinations have been reported mainly from the Volga basin 
(Filchagov 1994; Monzikov & Panov 1996). 

L. C. CACHINNANS X L. A. ARGENTATUS 

Hybrid pairings have been reported on the Polish Baltic coast (M. Elliot verbally). 

Immature michahellis 

The paucity of published records implies a lack of confidence in identifying 
immature Yellow-legged Gulls (especially those up to two years old). Yet Essex 
flocks can be 40% immatures, of which half may be in their first or second year. 
There seems no reason why a similar proportion of immatures may not be 
expected elsewhere (see also Geroudet 1992). 

These individuals spend more than half the year in moult. Old and new 
feathers on immatures can be very different in colour and pattern. We reiterate, 
therefore, the importance of knowing the feather groups and the effects of moult, 
bleaching and wear. Note that the rate of moult, especially of the body feathers, 
seems to be individually variable rather than related to age. Two individuals of 
the same age may look very different. 

Popular literature generally fails to illustrate the range of variation in immature 
gulls, especially the 'darker' and 'paler' types of juvenile argenteus. There are also 
erroneous assumptions, such as the invariably 'white-headed, black-billed' 
appearance of first-winter michahellis. In fact, they can have quite extensive head 
streaking, and some even have a pale base to the lower mandible by the first 
autumn. 

AGEING AND MOULT 

Typically, michahellis are two weeks to three months older than more northerly-
bred argenteus^ and graellsii at any given time of year, so they moult earlier. The 
rate of progress to adult plumage is also more advanced in michahellis than in 
other forms. First-winters can moult inner greater coverts by September or 
October. First-summers tend to have more adult-type grey feathers than on 
argenteus (more like L. f. graellsii). Second-winter types tend to have more adult 
grey on the wing, especially in the median coverts, than equivalent argenteus; some 
third-winter types are much closer to adult than are equivalent Herring and Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls. 
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Fig. 5. Adult Yellow-legged Larus cachinnans and Herring Gulls L. argentatus of races 
L. c. michahellis, L. c. cachinnans, L. a. argenteus and L. a. argentatus {David Quinn) 
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• Fig. 7. Second-year Yellow-legged Larus cachinnans and Herring Gulls L. argentatus 
of races L. c. michahettis, L. c. cachinnans and L. a. argenteus {David Quinri) 

•4 Fig. 6. Juvenile/first-winter Yellow-legged Larus cachinnans, Herring L. argentatus and 
Lesser Black-backed Gulls L. fuscus of races L. c. michahettis, L. c. cachinnans, L. a. 
argenteus and L. f. graellsii (David Quinri). First-winter cachinnans based on two similar 
individuals observed in Essex in November 1996. 
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Fig. 8. Third-year and fourth-year Yellow-legged Gulls Lams cachinnans of races cachinnans 
(four on left) and michahettis (five on right) (David Quinri). (a) third-winter cachinnans; (b & 
c) third-winter michahellis; (d) third-summer/fourth-winter cachinnans; (e) third-summer/fourth-
winter michahellis, new P5 visible beneath tertials; (f) fourth-winter-type cachinnans showing 
distinctive adult wing pattern; (g) cachinnans showing less-distinctive fourth-winter-type wing 
pattern; (h) fourth-winter michahellis; (i) fourth-winter-type michahellis, note extensive black on 
P5 and P4 visible beneath tertials, some black on primary coverts. 
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Juvenile and first-winter michahellis 

While the extremes of Herring and Lesser Black-backed Gulls are fairly obvious 
to experienced observers, there is much variation and it is difficult enough to 
separate some of those without throwing YeDow-legged Gull into the equation. 
Nevertheless, many juvenile/first-winter michahellis are identifiable and clearly 
'different' to the practised eye. 

juvenile michahellis is more like a Lesser Black-back; first-winter michahellis is 
more like a Herring Gull. Juvenile michahellis may appear in Britain from early 
July and the plumage can be seen until mid September. 

Some juveniles/first-winters are readily identifiable between mid August and 
mid September, when their older plumage looks more obviously worn than that 
of the pristine young Herring and Lesser Black-backed Gulls, especially on the 
tertials and coverts, and first-winter scapulars and inner greater coverts begin to 
appear (although other individuals can be as fresh-looking as Herring or Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls). 

To an experienced gull-watcher, many michahellis can appear quite distinct as 
a result of a combination of factors. Many look more solidly built than do Herring 
and Lesser Black-backs, with a steeper forehead, more rounded rear crown or 
'squarer' head, and a thicker, more solid-looking bill. Some stand obviously tall, 
and have a long primary projection. 

From July some, and by August many, michahellis have a whiter head than do 
Herring and Lesser Black-backed Gulls (although some in early September can 
still have a fully streaked head and neck). An increasingly distinct pattern of white 
foreface, throat, cheeks and neck sides, dark cap and heavy streaking over the 
lower hindneck (sometimes joined by a thin central line of streaks) develops. The 
underparts become progressively paler, often with large, contrastingly dark 
patches on the breast sides, sometimes forming a broad 'pectoral band', and 
blotching along the flanks. 

The whitish-patterned head and underparts contrast strongly with the rather 
dark upperparts (much more than on Herring or Lesser Black-back), and the 
upperparts (as most are older) become clearly more worn, with variable amounts 
of gingery or rusty internal markings on the feathers. From early August, many 
show increasing numbers of first-winter greyish/buffy-ginger scapulars with 
double transverse bars (or anchors), not shown by Herring or Lesser Black-back 
until at least September. 

The greater-covert bar is variable, but often obviously darker than on most 
Herring Gulls, the inner coverts paler, but the tertials nearly always wholly dark 
over the visible basal half or more, with a variable but broad pale tip. 

In flight from below, the often whiter head and underparts are visible 
(especially in the vent/undertail-covert area); the black tail-band looks 'framed' in 
white, with mostly white outer feathers and a broad white tip. The underwing 
looks rather uniform, with mottled or barred coverts and an obvious paler inner 
primary window (much more obvious than from above). 

The upperside in flight has a distinctive dark outer wing, often with a small, 
dull, paler window with a dark surround (unlike Herring Gull), a bright whiter 
rump and tail base, and broad black tail-band outlined in white. 

From October to December, a first-winter michahellis looks more like a Herring 
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Gull, less like a Lesser Black-back. Most Lesser Black-backs have dark sooty-
brown or grey-brown first-winter scapulars giving a generally grey-brown 'muddy' 
appearance; in contrast, both Herring and michahellis have paler scapulars. 

On michahellis, the greyish/buffy-ginger first-winter scapulars of August fade to 
whitish-grey (with double black bar and anchors) and the birds take on a three-
tone appearance to the upperparts. This consists of pale greyish scapulars, dark 
brown, worn coverts and blackish primaries (and nearly blackish tertials), 
contrasting with a whitish head pattern and mostly whitish underparts. Both 
Herring and Lesser Black-back tend to look more uniformly paler and darker, 
respectively, over the upperparts. 

Most other features are valid as for juvenile, except that the tertial pattern is 
less reliable and the broad tail-tip wears off. Given the variation in all three forms, 
some will be best left unidentified. 

TERTIALS (fig. 9) 

In a good view, the tertial pattern is usually very helpful. It may, however, 
sometimes be best to concentrate first on the greater-covert bar, which usually 
narrows the options from three to two. 

The tertial pattern is a key difference (Dubois & Yesou 1984), but can be 
difficult to assess. All three forms may show tertials with thin pale fringes and 
weak internal markings. 

Most michahellis show: 
1. A broad pale tip, sometimes with a thin, dark shaft-streak or anchor shape 
(some with pale subterminal indentation or broad curved blocks or rectangular 
areas subterminally). The fringe may be very short or extend towards the base of 
the feather, either complete or broken, but without the notches or scallops of 
typical Herring. Innermost tertials are sometimes brown with only a dull buff (or 
no) pale tip, probably linked to wear. 
2. The basal half or more of the tertial is often entirely dark, with no pale fringe. 

Fig. 9. Some examples of juvenile/first-winter tertial patterns of large gulls Larus 
(David Quinn). Top row Herring Gull Larus argentatus argenteus; bottom row Yellow-legged 
L. cachinnans michahellis (left three), nominate cachinnans (based on two first-winters seen in 
Essex), and Lesser Black-backed Gull L. fuscus graellsii (right two). 
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3. The tertials look worn earlier than on Herring and Lesser Black-back. Once 
worn and faded in winter, they are less useful as a field character. 

Lesser Black-backs usually have sooty-brown tertials with only a very thin pale 
fringe (also shown by some michahellis), sometimes with a thin, indistinct, single, 
duller subterminal indentation or occasionally small notches. The fringe may 
reach the base of the feather or be cut abruptly short. There is often a paler, 
chestnut or gingery rectangular area towards the tip (also shown by the other two 
forms). Compared with this, michahellis has a broader pale tip or fringe. 

Herring Gulls usually have paler, milk-chocolate or creamy-brown tertials, 
extensively notched or at least scalloped on the fringes and with pale internal 
markings. Some have a thin pale fringe, but it is usually all around the visible 
feather margin, unlike michahellis. Rarely, a juvenile argenteus may practically 
match the pattern of a juvenile michahellis, so the tertial pattern is not absolutely 
diagnostic on its own. 

GREATER COVERTS 

The greater coverts of michahellis may appear dark (approaching those of Lesser 
Black-back) or paler, like Herring. Many show a half-dark, half-pale pattern: the 
outer (lower on closed wing) feathers are dark with small pale tips, grading 
progressively inwards to pale feathers with small dark bases (except for the 
innermost two, which are often all-dark). This 'double triangle' of dark above or 
in front and light behind or below can be quite distinct (although both Herring 
and Lesser Black-back can occasionally show somewhat similar patterning). Some 
individuals moult their inner greater coverts in autumn, with new ones patterned 
like first-winter scapulars (see below), not usually seen on Herring or Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls. 

MANTLE AND SCAPULARS 

The lower rear scapulars on a juvenile michahellis may be close to the pattern of 
those of a Lesser Black-back (dark with narrow pale fringes, either of uniform 
width or slightly broader towards the tip on each web) or have broader fringes, 
rather notched or scalloped, with a much larger 'scallop' shape each side towards 
the tip (leaving a dark 'holly-leaf centre, with a narrow tenninal point). These 
feathers also have U-shaped or V-shaped chestnut/gingery-brown marks internally 
(less bright, less rusty on Herring and Lesser Black-back from July to September 
and usually not obvious until later, when the feathers are worn, in October or 
November). Some michahellis have a narrow, rectangular pale 'notch' on one side 
of the juvenile scapulars. 

On a first-winter, after the moult in August to October, the scapulars are 
gingery to cream-coloured, fading to whitish, with double transverse bars (the 
distal one often anchor-shaped) and a creamy tip. They are similarly pale on a 
newly moulted Herring Gull, usually obviously darker on a Lesser Black-back. 

The characteristic effect on a first-winter michahellis is of a pale scapular or 
mantle area (often a paler greyish 'shawl' effect), dark brown lesser or median 
coverts with few pale fringes or bars, and blackish tertials and primaries, creating 
a marked tricoloured impression. Herring Gulls are usually more uniformly pale, 
Lessers more uniformly dark. 
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UPPERWING PATTERN 

Most Lesser Black-backs are dark, with little contrast. The whole outer wing is 
dark, and the greater coverts almost as dark as the secondaries. On Herring, the 
upperwing is contrasty, with dark outer primaries and a dark secondary bar 
isolated by an obvious pale area ('window') on the inner primaries, plus pale inner 
primary coverts and pale secondary coverts. 

On michahellis, the upperwing has a dark outer wing, with at best a faint paler 
inner-primary window, and dark primary coverts and outer greater coverts, so the 
slightly paler 'window' is surrounded by dark feathers, rather than showing a dark 
secondary bar surrounded by pale feathers as on Herring. The often dark outer 
greater coverts create a 'halfway house' effect approaching the second dark bar of 
a Lesser Black-back (although they can be mostly dark, or mostly pale). 

The inner primaries have different patterns on the three forms. On Herring, 
they are pale with an obvious dark shaft and a narrow dark tip which curls around 
the feather onto the inner web; both webs have a subterminal paler patch. On 
Lesser Black-backs, they are dark on the outer web and tip (ending abruptly or 
extending onto the inner web, forming a club shape) with an almost equally dark 
inner web (or merely a slightly paler gradation towards the inner edge). On 
michahellis, they are dark on the outer web and contrastingly pale on the inner 
web, sharply divided along the shaft; the dark tip often has a blunt, club shape. 
The outer web may have a long, paler 'mirror' (on 50% of individuals: BWP). 
These differences may be useful on photographs of 'difficult' individuals and can 
be visible in the field sometimes. 

UNDERWING 

This is variable and of limited use. TypicaEy, Lesser Black-backs are dark, rather 
'oily-looking', with all the primaries dark. Herring Gulls are more contrasty, with 
an obvious paler inner-primary window and pallid, translucent outer primaries 
(the coverts vary from pale with dark tips to dark). On michahellis, the underwing 
is paler than on a Lesser Black-back, the coverts dark or slightly mottled or barred 
paler (an effect like a series of dark parallel lines), and the inner primaries slightly 
paler than the outers (more obvious than on the upperwing), which are rather 
darker, less washed-out, than on Herring. 

RUMP AND TAIL 

Typically, michahellis has the whitest rump and most contrasted black tail-band, 
with a few transverse bars and arrowheads. In fresh plumage, it shows more white 
in the outer tail feathers and a broader white tip than when worn, so the black 
tail-band looks 'framed in white'. On the undertail-coverts or vent there are just 
a few dark bars on a very white area. (Some paler, presumably northern, 
argentatus types arriving from late September onwards show more white in the 
rump/tail region.) 

Usually, Herring Gull has the dullest tail, with much brown barring and more 
extensive barring on the undertail-coverts, while Lesser Black-back has a tail more 
like michahellis (and do overlap), but frequently are more marked with dark bars: 
some may have a much broader area of black than is ever shown by michahellis, 
more like the Nearctic race of Herring Gull smithsonianus. 
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HEAD AND BILL 

Some first-winter michahellis are strikingly white-headed, with a blackish mark 
through/behind the eye. Others are streaked, but with a whiter face, throat and 
underparts than is usual on a Herring Gull. Most Herring Gulls have a duller, 
buff or cream colour to the head rather than stark white. A typical juvenile or 
first-winter michahellis head pattern would be a white forehead and lores, dark 
streaky cap from forecrown to nape and down to eye level, a broad whitish band 
from the chin and throat curving back and up behind the ear-coverts to the 
hindneck and a dark lower hindneck extending upwards in the centre (most 
obvious from the rear), so the main element is the whitish curved band from nape 
to throat between darker areas above and below. 

The bill colour is variable, as many michahellis gain a rather faint paler fleshy-
coloured or brown area on the base of the lower mandible in their first winter, by 
late August or September. Others remain black-billed. Herring Gulls are variable, 
with more extensive reddish-brown on many, but blacker bills on others. 

First-summer michahellis 

These are confusingly variable, some so difficult that they are best left unresolved. 
Because michahellis moults earlier, it may show pale grey adult-type feathers on 
the mantle, scapulars and eventually some wing-coverts much earlier than the 
others. Most michahellis moult from April, and until September show a mixture 
of spotted, dark-centred feathers, anchor or arrowhead marks and plain grey over 
the scapulars. 

Primary moult averages earlier: inner primaries may be new, greyer ones by 
May or June and the outer feather (P10) is dropped by late July. 

The head and body streaking is often quite distinct. Both Herring and Lesser 
Black-backs vary from heavily streaked to plain, pale-headed; michahellis is 
similarly variable, but, especially in July and August, often shows a characteristic 
combination of white face, thin, pencil-line streaks on the crown and nape, a 
triangle of heavily etched lines of streaks on the hindneck (so it looks white-faced 
head-on but heavily marked from the rear) and a well-defined C-shape of white 
from the lores, around the ear-coverts and down to the sides of the neck. The 
heavy streaking of the hindneck extends down to bolder, rounded blotches on a 
whiter background than on Herring on the breast sides. Dusky eye marks add to 
this characteristic appearance. 

The bill varies from black to grey-green or flesh-coloured at the base, with a 
black tip. Some have a yellow bill with a black tip. The legs are flesh-coloured; 
some show a yellow tint by late May. 

These first-summer individuals still look long-winged, with thick but shortish 
bills, and more adult-type grey above than the other species; they look more 
contrasty than darker Lesser Black-backs (which develop darker grey feathers 
above by their second winter), with rounder blotches on the breast sides, distinct 
head streaking and, especially, a hind collar of heavy marks. 

Subsequent subadult plumages 

Not all individuals fall neatly into identifiable age groups. Essentially, michahellis 
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looks more advanced than do Herring or Lesser Black-back at a similar age, most 
obviously developing grey wing-coverts earlier, but they are also more likely to 
retain a dark iris later into their second winter. Most have a clean grey 'saddle' by 
the second winter; the brown coverts tend to be wholly dark-centred, not pale-
barred as on Herring; the head and underparts (except for the dark eye mark) are 
whiter than on Herring, but the hindneck collar of dark spotting, often extending 
onto the breast sides, remains distinct. 

Many have mostly dark-brown-centred tertials (Herring typically has paler, 
more barred tertials), though by their second summer some become more barred 
or worn/bleached. Some have chequered and barred second-winter plumage, with 
no adult grey feathers; others have a mixture of brown-barred and grey feathers 
in the mantle and scapulars. 

The bill pattern of second-winters is variable, commonly developing a pale 
greenish or yeEowish base and a darker tip. 

In flight, michahellis are more contrasted, with blacker outer primaries, 
secondary bar and tail-band than second-year Herring Gulls, more like a huge 
first-winter Common Gull. 

By the second summer, many have rich-yellow legs and a red orbital ring, as 
well as a yellow bill with a black tip or band. 

L. c. cachinnans in Britain 

It seems very likely that nominate cachinnans has been occurring in Britain for 
some time, unnoticed or unproved. A ringing recovery from northern France in 
1953 was in the same year as three from Denmark and one from Heligoland, 
Germany (BWP; Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer 1982; Klein 1994). It may be 
that there have been minor influxes in some years, but the race is not yet admitted 
to the British List. 

At Mucking, Essex, a remarkable site for michahellis Yellow-legged Gulls, we 
found it relatively easy to locate adult cachinnans on almost every visit during the 
13 months from August 1995 to August 1996, with more than 20 records (a 
maximum of five individuals on one visit) altogether, including some immatures. 
Others showing features associated with cachinnans were well seen and drawn or 
photographed, in Hertfordshire in December 1994 (A. Harris in litt.) and in 
Gloucestershire in January 1996 (P. Stewart in litt.). Records have been submitted 
to the BBRC and eventually will be considered by the BOURC for admission to 
the British List. 

Nominate cachinnans appeared from July onwards (our first second-summer 
type was on 5th July and first adult on 10th August) and it seems that cachinnans 
may be more likely than michahellis to remain through the winter to the following 
spring. In mid December at Mucking, there were about six michahellis, down 
from 500 in September, but still two or three cachinnans present. Klein (1994) 
found ringed cachinnans in February and May in northern Germany, but no 
michahellis there then. The French ringing recovery was also in May. Klein 
estimated that perhaps one-third of all Yellow-legged Gulls in a study area on the 
Baltic coast of Germany were nominate cachinnans. 

The individuals at Mucking showed characters which, in combination, clearly 
pointed to western nominate cachinnans (or 'ponticus'). Having studied several 
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hundred michahellis in detail, we found these relatively distinctive: their shape, 
proportions, wing-tip patterns, bare-part colours, head streaking, upperpart tone 
and some behavioural differences were helpful. 

The following is based extensively on experience in Essex plus a visit by MG 
to the United Arab Emirates in February-March 1996. 

Identification of adults 

Adults need to be separated with care from michahellis, but are likely to be 
overlooked because of their more Herring Gull-like head shape and less brightly 
coloured bill and legs. It is not yet known whether the descriptions refer only to 
the most well-marked individuals of nominate cachinnans of the western 
populations (leaving less-obvious ones overlooked), since more-easterly 
populations appear to have head shapes, on some at least, closer to michahellis 
(pers. obs.), with far-eastern types variable, some with a snouty, pear-shaped look 
(from photographs). 

Stegmann (1934) separated cachinnans east and west of the Caspian Sea, 
naming the western population ponticus. Differences are clinal, allowing much 
intergradation, and general differences are visible on skins and in the field. On 
average, western individuals more often have a complete white tip to the 
outermost primary (P10), a longer white 'tongue' from the base of P10 along the 
inner web towards the tip, and look longer-billed. Eastern birds tend to have a 
white mirror on the tip of P10, and sometimes darker upperparts (although 
eastern birds remain very little studied). 

The general appearance is striking, as individuals can appear longer-legged, 
longer-billed, longer-winged and longer-necked than other large gulls seen in 
Britain. The head shape is distinctive, with a 'snout' effect caused by a long, 
sloping forehead merging into the profile of a long, parallel-sided bill. In this 
respect, individuals can be reminiscent of Great Black-headed L. ichthyaetus, 
California L. californicus and even Sooty Gulls L. hemprichii. On some, the crown 
is particularly low and flat, with no pronounced forehead. The head shape and 
general structure of michahellis are obviously variable. Small females can be 
slender with pear-shaped heads, large males more like Great Black-headed. 
Nevertheless, with practice, the jizz of many nominate cachinnans remains 
distinct. 

The eye tends to appear high and well forward on the head, so much of the 
long head appears behind the eye. Some larger individuals have rather small 
heads, looking somewhat pear-shaped and too small for the disproportionately 
long bill. Smaller (female?) individuals are sometimes more reminiscent of 
Common Gull in head shape. The neck of cachinnans seems relatively long, often 
curved, sometimes stretched up, exaggerating an upswept, smooth-backed look, 
with a flat head and long bill completing a peculiar profile. 

Smaller individuals with a dark iris recall California Gull (pers. obs.), which 
inhabits a similar ecosystem (prairie) to the steppe inhabited by cachinnans. A 
large, pale California Gull of the form albertaensis (see Jehl 1987) would be very 
difficult to separate from a small cachinnans at long range, but most have the outer 
primary mostly (70-90%) black (grey tongues on P9 and P10 are sometimes 
present, but are short and hard to see). 
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The stance often involves a steeply sloping back, with wingtips particularly 
close to the ground, accentuating (or accentuated by) the long legs. There is often 
no obvious tertial step. Individual michahellis and argentatus more often stand 
nearer to a horizontal pose. This varies greatly, of course, but, in a group of gulls 
facing one way, the peculiar stance and posture of cachinnans serves to pick it out 
from the crowd. 

In flight, the wings look long, particularly long-armed with long, thin hand 
(outer wing) on some, and the action is languid and relaxed. On some, the head 
has been held low, almost drooped, with a 'hunch' at the shoulder evident. 

HEAD PATTERN 

From late August to mid October, cachinnans tends to be whiter-headed than is 
michahellis, most of which have streaking, especially around the eye and over the 
rear crown. Most cachinnans in Bahrain in December nevertheless showed some 
streaks (P. Yesou in litt.). If there are streaks, they appear as fine, grey-brown 
pencil lines over the nape and hindneck, with a greater concentration around the 
lower hindneck as a slight collar. Many have larger brown tear-drop spots on this 
area, while the rest of the head is white. This pattern is less often shown by 
michahellis (though can appear similar on those moulting from streaky to white-
headed), but is frequent on Asian forms such as heuglini and armenicus. 

By January, most adults are entirely white-headed. 

UPPERPARTS 

The grey varies slightly in tone individually. Most are very slightly paler than 
michahellis or midway between michahellis and argenteus. One Essex individual 
matched michahellis in tone. The hue is obviously grey, lacking blue. The white 
scapular and tertial crescents vary from fairly wide and obvious to weak, with the 
white scapular tips lacking. 

WING PATTERN 

Western L. c. cachinnans in adult plumage has a distinctive wing-tip pattern above 
and below: crucially important in clinching identification in combination with 
other characters. It is vital to note the exact pattern of the outermost primary 
(P10) when present; and the presence and extent of black on P5, while checking 
P4 and P3 as well (figs. 2, 4 & 10). 

At rest 

When the longest outermost primaries—P9 and P10—are fully grown, nominate 
cachinnans looks particularly long-winged. P10 can be nearly 1 cm longer than P9 
and clearly visible on some individuals (it is normal on large gulls for P10 and P9 
to fall approximately level with each other when closed). Most importantly, P10 
shows a long white or greyish-white tongue, or panel, clearly paler than the 
upperpart tone, extending from the base of the exposed feather at least 50%, and 
up to 75%, of the length of the inner web towards the tip. This leaves a relatively 
narrow band of black between this tongue and the white tip (or subterminal 
mirror). At rest, the longest tertial tip falls approximately halfway along the 
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Fig. 10. Yellow-legged Gulls Lams cachinnans in mid to late August, illustrated at 
same stage of moult for comparison {David Quinn). Even during moult, the primaries 
can be numbered in the field. 

outermost primary, so the white tongue is frequently visible from below—on the 
far wingtip—extending a little beyond the tertials. 

On michahellis, there is, at most, a wedge or tongue of grey (not white or 
whitish) extending at most just 40% along the feather from the primary-covert 
tips on the inner web of P10. This is much more difficult to see at rest (usually 
only on a preening bird or as a wing is raised). Also, on nominate cachinnans, 
both P9 and P8 tend to have long greyish-white tongues on the inner webs, with 
these becoming progressively greyer towards the inner primaries. 

The width of black between tip or mirror and whitish tongue differs (BWP; 
Shirihai 1996): 

nominate cachinnans P9 = 70-98 mm 
michahellis P9 = 96-140 mm 

There is nearly always a complete black band across P5 on nominate cachinnans 
and, on 74% of specimens, at least a black mark on P4 (BWP). 

The black on the outer webs of the outer primaries ranges from virtually the 
whole of the outer web on P8, P9 and P10 to a long black outer web on P10 
only, with P9 mostly pale with a subterminal black band above the white mirror. 

Nominate cachinnans, especially large (male) individuals, tend to have more 
white on the tips of P9 and P10 than do michahellis. Many show an obvious long, 
virtually complete white tip to P10 and a large white mirror across both webs of 
P9. Kohl (1958) examined 18 specimens from the western Black Sea coast and 
found 15 with white tips to P10 complete or separated from the 'mirror' only by 
tiny dark spots; only three females had large white mirrors separated from the tip 
by a black bar. Mierauskas et al. (1991) examined a larger sample of 71 
individuals of both sexes from Lake Sivash (northern Black Sea) and found the 
following: 

P I 0 all-white tip 74% P9 broad white mirror on both webs 86% 
trace of black near tip 14% white spot on both webs 12% 
incomplete black bar 5% 'thayer? pattern 2% 
complete black bar 

separating mirror from tip 7% 

On michahellis, there is often a dark mark on P4, sometimes on P3; P5 has a 
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broad (10-20 mm) black band; on argenteus, 14% of British individuals (none on 
the Continent) have a subterminal dark spot on P4 (BWP); P5 usually has a 
black subterminal spot on one or both webs (not a complete broad band); P9 
has grey at the base (not white) with a small white tip and a white mirror often 
confined to the inner web, sometimes across both and sometimes absent; P10 
has a grey base to the inner web and a broad white mirror and white tip, the two 
frequentiy merging into a large white tip or separated by only small spots of 
black. 

In late August and early September, it can be particularly easy to see the 
patterns of the outer wing as the new inner primaries (P3-5) appear and the gap 
left by missing P6-8 allows the outer feathers to be examined. On 4th September, 
two Essex individuals had P10 remaining as the only feather protruding beyond 
the tertials at rest; many nearby michahellis had already dropped P10. 

Most nominate cachinnans are not full-winged again until mid November, so 
the diagnostic P10 is not easily visible, if at all, between early September and 
November: this is the period when a firm identification is most difficult. Beware, 
also, the complications of part-grown feathers on other forms. For example, 
michahellis can have a part-grown, white-tipped P10 which merges on the closed 
wing with the mirror of P9, giving an erroneous impression of a long white tongue 
on the outer primary. 

In flight 

Most nominate cachinnans show less black on the wing tip than do michahellis, 
but the appearance varies. On some, the black on P10 extends only along the 
outer web around the mirror to a subterminal black band, with the whole of the 
inner web whitish. The contrast is clear, as the black tends to appear denser 
('blacker') than on argenteus or argentatus and the grey-white tongues stand out 
much whiter. These pale inner webs on several outer primaries produce lines or 
streaks of black and whitish on the outer feathers in a 'Venetian blind' or slotted 
effect. 

The underwing, with so much whitish on the inner webs of feathers more 
clearly visible from below than above, is noticeably pallid (as if 'flying over snow'). 
Some show darker grey on the inner primaries, creating some contrast, but none 
of the Essex individuals has shown anything like the obvious contrast between 
white coverts and grey primaries and secondaries seen on michahellis. The white 
trailing edge of the wing is of fairly uniform width, as on michahellis; on armenicus, 
this is broad on the secondaries but clearly narrower on the inner primary tips. A 
complication may arise with very worn and moulting michahellis from July to 
September, when the underwing contrast can be much reduced. 

BILL 

On nominate cachinnans, the bill is long, parallel-sided and relatively thin, often 
lacking the thickening tip evident on michahellis, with a less prominent gonydeal 
angle. Larger individuals have thicker bills, but still look obviously longer-billed, 
with more pear-shaped heads than do michahellis. The nostril shape may be 
longer, more parallel-sided, oblong and slit-like, rather than triangular (broader 
towards the bill tip) as on michahellis, but this is variable. 
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Most Essex cachinnans (August to December) had dull, olive-yellow or pale 
yellowish-green bills, sometimes more flesh-coloured towards the base. The 
gonydeal spot was dull orange or reddish-orange, confined to the lower mandible 
and not always extending fully across it (colours reminiscent of Iceland Gull). On 
typical adult rnichahellis, the bill is deep, rich yellow with an extensive bright 
gonydeal spot. The gape of some adult cachinnans showed vivid orange or bright 
red corners when open. 

Nearly all individuals outside the breeding season show some black on the bill, 
several in Essex having a prominent black subterminal band across both 
mandibles (sometimes obscuring the gonydeal spot, as on armenicus). 

IRIS COLOUR 

Ms colour on nominate cachinnans ranges from pale yellow to cloudy, dull yellow-
brown, or completely dark, looking blackish at long range. Two-thirds of the 
British individuals so far reported have shown dark eyes: this is an important 
component of the facial expression. The dark eye is rare in the case of rnichahellis 
and almost unknown in adult argenteus and argentatus, so, if confirmed as a real 
character and not illusory, it can alert an observer to the presence of a likely 
cachinnans. Beware, however, especially, subadult rnichahellis and also some 
individuals with 'apparent' dark eyes, even in quite good views, which prove to 
be pale, with a darker outer ring, at close range. 

ORBITAL RING 

On nominate cachinnans, this often appears to be bright orange (redder on 
rnichahellis), but was red on some. 

LEGS 

The long legs of nominate cachinnans (particularly long above the joint, giving a 
'shank-like' effect) seem less often to be bright yellow than on rnichahellis; they 
range from mid-yellow through milky-grey to dull, pale pinky-flesh. Most 
individuals in autumn have dull, slightly greenish-yellow to pale-greyish or flesh-
coloured legs. 

BEHAVIOUR 

On two occasions, different individuals failed to respond to the actions of the large 
flock of rnichahellis, argentatus and fuscus, remaining on the ground when all the 
others took flight. This recalls similar instances with individual Mediterranean or 
Ring-billed Gulls L. delawarensis among flocks of commoner British species. 

On three separate occasions, individuals have been located amongst thousands 
of gulls and later joined by a second nominate cachinnans. It seems that, to each 
other at least, they are sufficiently distinct to be identifiable and to attract 
attention. 

CALLS 

None of the Essex individuals has been heard to call, but cachinnans-types in the 
Arabian Gulf give a clear, higher-pitched call than do rnichahellis; sonagrams of 



54 Gamer & Quinn: Identification of Yellow-legged Gulls 

their calls clearly differ, with cachinnans having more elements and being higher-
pitched. 

Immature nominate cachinnans 

Some individuals showing characteristics of immature nominate cachinnans have 
been seen in Essex, but more work is needed to be sure. Some immature 
cachinnans and michahellis may be inseparable (and heuglini and barabensis 
immatures could compound the problem), but ground-breaking work by Klein 
(1994) and Gruber (1995) studying ringed individuals of known origin in 
northern Germany revealed differences, as has field experience in Essex and the 
UAE. Nevertheless, much remains to be confirmed by full field-testing. 

Structural differences are as for adults, but the bill and skull may still be 
developing and their proportions less clear-cut on first-years. (Some first-winters 
in the UAE, and suspected individuals in Britain, are noticeably small-billed and 
thin-billed, not always especially long-billed.) 

The following descriptions need further field-testing: they are based on limited 
evidence and the extent of individual variation is unknown. Nevertheless, the well-
marked, or 'extreme', individuals seem to be separable from michahellis, if very 
well seen. The descriptions concentrate on these well-marked immatures. 

Juvenile plumage 

Key features are the structure and underwing pattern. 

UNDERWING 

This is variable (pers. obs.), from mottled dark and pale underwing-coverts 
(overlapping with michahellis) to mostly pale (as on armenicus) with two lines of 
dark feather tips. The inner webs of the outer primaries can be much paler 
greyish or whitish, so the underside of the wingtip looks pallid, ghostly grey; on 
michahellis it often looks darker, closer to Lesser Black-backed GuE. 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

Nominate cachinnans can have richer, more obvious chestnut or rufous coloration 
on the U-shaped subterminal bands of the mantle, scapular and wing-covert 
feathers than do michahellis (BWP). Klein (1994) and Gruber (1995) confirmed 
this and added that the streaks on the neck and breast sides are more cinnamon-
brown. Note, however, that michahellis is variable, and some show bright rufous 
or gingery colours in these areas. 

Nominate cachinnans seems usually to have a broad white tip but no 
subterminal pale marks on the tertials, whereas michahellis has more subterminal 
marking (fig. 9). Some cachinnans have a juvenile plumage even closer to Lesser 
Black-backed Gull (P. Yesou in litt.). 

The head and upperparts of juvenile/first-winter nominate cachinnans are more 
often whiter than michahellis, even wholy white. 

On the spread wing, cachinnans typicaEy shows no pale marks on the inner 
webs of the inner four or five primaries, while 50% of michahellis have smaU, pale 
oval patches (BWP). 
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First-winter plumage 

The key feature is the coloration of the mantle and scapular (especially the lower 
row) feathers. 

A moult in August and early September replaces juvenile scapulars and mantle 
feathers with paler grey feathers than on michahellis; they look cleaner, less 
marked internally, and may create a paler (more uniform, less barred) grey 
'shawl' effect. The lower and rear scapulars may be almost uniform grey-buff 
with thin, dark anchor-shapes (rather like the pattern of the coverts of a juvenile 
Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilld). On michahellis, these feathers tend to 
have dark bases and broader dark transverse bars, giving a clearly darker and 
barred appearance. Inevitably, some cachinnans may be more barred, but we do 
not know of any michahellis looking so clean and pale on these feathers. Those 
cachinnans with 'classic structure', plainer scapulars and very pale underwing 
look very distinct. 

Subsequent plumages 

The key features are the structural differences, the emerging adult-type grey 
upperpart feathers (detectably paler than on michahellis), the retention of a dark 
iris (more often and for a longer period than on michahellis), the longer, slit-like 
nostril shape and the bill colour, which can be more olive-green (on michahellis it 
begins greenish but quickly becomes brighter and yellower). The head of 
cachinnans tends to be whiter than on michahellis at any given age. 

Second-winter-type cachinnans may be 'plain' with mostly unmarked grey 
mantle, back and scapulars and barred wing-coverts mixed with grey (as on 
michahellis), or 'spotted' with dark marks above (frequent on cachinnans, but not 
so on michahellis). These 'spotted' types show a mix of plain grey feathers, dark 
shaft-streaks and feathers with dark central spots scattered over the mantle, back 
and scapulars. Some individuals with third-year-type bare parts and tail may show 
these features. 

Open question 

The most marked individual adult cachinnans beside typical michahellis are very 
different in several respects: shape and structure; bare parts; wing-tip pattern; 
head streaking; and upperpart tone. Their calls are different, as revealed by 
sonagrams. The chick colour sometimes appears to be different, too: skins at the 
Natural History Museum (NHM), Tring, include a cachinnans chick with a 
darker, grey-brown ground colour to the body and a brown head and neck, the 
hindneck pale with dark spots, whereas michahellis chicks are paler creamy-yellow 
with a wholly pale head and bolder brown spots over the body. The long-call 
visual display includes 'wing-lifting' (Panov et al 1991; Mierauskas et al. 1991): 
the long-caE and this display are considered to be crucial in ensuring reproductive 
isolation and warrant further study and comparison with the long-call display of 
michahellis. Recently, michahellis and cachinnans have been found breeding close 
to each other near the Black Sea without extensive interbreeding. The taxonomic 
status of nominate cachinnans in relation to michahellis clearly needs to be 
reviewed. 
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Appendix 1. Some other possibilities 

This paper is essentially concerned with nominate cachinnans and michahettis, but there are other 
possibilities in the 'yellow-legged gull' area in Britain which may be dealt with more briefly. They 
are worth considering here because they include some of the more tantalising and little-known 
forms which observers may suspect but find difficult to prove and on which the literature is often 
obscure. 

Western forms 
Atlantic Iberian gulls 

Joiris (1978) proposed a new form, lusitanius, on the basis of about 200 Yellow-legged Gulls seen 
on the beach at Peniche, Portugal (directly opposite Berlenga Island), on 27fh January 1976. He 
considered that these birds were of lighter structure than mkhahellis and, in direct comparison 
with three streaky-headed, pink-legged gulls which he considered to be L. a. argentatus, they 
looked paler-mantled and white-headed. 

The conclusion reached by Joiris is considered inconclusive unless further observations 
corroborate his view. The darkest argentatus can be as dark as atlantis and, if the pink-legged 
birds were of this form, the Yellow-legged Gulls would look pale. Specimens of Yellow-legged 
Gull from Portugal (NHM) are all similar to or slightly darker than those of the west and central 
Mediterranean. 

The Portuguese specimens cannot be considered the same as those described by Teyssedre 
(1983, 1984), sometimes referred to as 'Cantabrican Yellow-legged Gulls', because of clear 
differences in wingrip patterns. Teyssedre compared the gull populations of the Camargue 
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(Mediterranean coast of France), Isle of Oleron (Atlantic coast of France) and Fuenterrabia 
(North Spain/French border). The two French populations were similar to typical michahellis, 
but the Fuenterrabia gulls differed in their long-calls and mew-calls (similar to argenteus) and 
later breeding period at the same latitude; also, they had a long white tip on the outer primary 
and a large white mirror across both webs of the ninth primary, with a usually longer pale grey 
tongue on the inner webs than is typical for michahellis. The pattern is more like that of 
argenteus. 

Others have noted gulls in the Cantabrican region as being closer to argenteus in head and bill 
shape (P. Yesou in titt.}, closer to argenteus in structure, with shorter legs, and paler than 
michahellis on the upperparts (Dubois 1987). Biometrics of individuals in Galicia (northwest 
Spain) were compared with those of two Mediterranean populations. While no differences 
appeared between the Mediterranean populations, the Galician birds were different enough to 
support 'the tendency to see the Galician population as a new subspecies' (Carrera et al. 1987). 
Genuine michahellis also occur there (as proved by ringing recoveries, Carrera et al. 1993) and 
DQ has seen gulls typical of michahellis, some with just a single wingtip mirror, there in July 1996. 

Thus, there appear to be three forms in the Atlantic Iberian region: 
1. Small, rather round-headed, as dark as or darker than west Mediterranean michahellis—at least 
off west Portugal. The occurrence of Portuguese birds in Britain is established by a ringing 
recovery (ringed Berlenga Island, July 1995, recovered Gloucester, May 1996: P. Stewart in litt.}. 
2. West Mediterranean michahellis occurring in and possibly expanding into this area. 
3. 'Cantabrican' gulls first described in the Basque region of northern Spain (and a probable 
specimen in Liverpool Museum, from Biarritz, southwestern France). They seem to show a 
number of argenteus Herring Gull-like features, although there is yet to be a definitive work on 
this surprisingly little-known form. 

The precise distribution of these forms in the region is not known, nor is the extent of overlap 
and interbreeding, if any. 

The race atlantis 

The eastern Atlantic archipelagos have Yellow-legged Gulls of the race atlantis which were 
thought to be sedentary, though possibly wandering occasionally to West Africa (Grant 1986). 
This has been opened to question with the publication of the first three records of Yellow-legged 
Gull in North America (Wilds & Czaplak 1994). The first, a specimen from Quebec, Canada, 
collected on 18th August 1983, was remarkably like atlantis. Furthermore, Moore (1996) sighted 
Yellow-legged Gulls of this race attending ships for more than 1,000 km out of Madeira and the 
Azores. 

The upperpart tone of atlantis is darker than that of michahellis, although some specimens from 
Portugal and Morocco are very close (NHM); in the field, they may show a very faint olive tinge, 
unlike darker graellsii, but look silver-grey, probably a little darker than Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla, 
in bright sun (R. A. Hume in litt.). The wing-tip pattern overlaps with that of Portuguese 
specimens: on the closed wing there are five white tips visible beyond the tertials, a sixth (the 
outermost) hidden beneath the adjacent feather; often a single large mirror is most evident from 
below; the white mirror on P9 is small or absent except in Canary Islands (BWP). The black on 
the primaries is much more contrasted than on graellsii above and is extensive below. The head 
streaking is more intense than on most michahellis in August, and on a November adult specimen 
(NHM); in late October, adults still had fine streaking on the crown, nape and hindneck, and 
especially concentrated behind the eye (R. A. Hume in litt.). Individuals with upperpart tone 
between that of michahellis and that of graellsii, with 'hood' of extensive streaking as described, 
have been seen in Essex, but their identification and origin remain uncertain. 

Juveniles and first-winters apparently have darker primaries, with no paler window on the inner 
primaries (but see Moore 1996); they look intermediate between first-winter argenteus and 
graellsii. The underwing has brown coverts with a pale line across the tips of the median coverts, 
paler greater coverts and a dark secondary bar, dark axillaries and often a general gingery tinge. 
Juveniles have darker, sooty-grey upperparts, often as dark as those of L. f. fuscus {BWP). A first-
winter specimen (NHM) has michahellis-'Skt tertials, but rump and tail, mantle and scapulars 
close to L. f. graellsii; in the field such individuals may look chequered on the back, but not nearly 
so contrasted as a Great Black-backed Gull L. marinus. Like adults in early winter, immatures 
can show more extensive and denser head streaking than does michahellis, usually with a white 
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forehead and throat. The bill is dull black with the extreme tip pale. Second-winters in October 
showed grey mantle and coverts, with variable brownish marks across the lesser and median 
coverts, dark brown primaries and secondary bar and a white rump contrasting strongly with a 
very broad black tail-band; the bill remained black. Third-winter types had dark outer primaries 
and coverts, grey secondary coverts, a dark secondary bar and striking paler grey inner primaries; 
the tail was white with a narrow, broken subterminal bar, the bill paler at the base (R. A. Hume 
in litt.). 

Eastern forms 
The race barabensis 
This form was originally included under a description of taimyrensis (Stegmann 1934), itself a 
form treated by BWP as a hybrid population within L. fuscus. In 1960, it was suggested that the 
large gulls of the steppe zone of northern Kazakhstan were more closely related to cachinnans 
and should be given subspecific status as L, c. barabensis (Johansen 1960). 

Recent opinion has varied: barabensis has been lumped with cachinnans as a darker variant 
(Stepanyan 1990; Shirihai 1996), and linked with armenicus and taimyrensislheuglini (Bourne 
1991, 1993; Filchagov 1993). Nowhere has there appeared a comprehensive field description: 
most published references refer to museum material or to breeding-area studies. 

In the United Arab Emirates, in February and March 1996, MG found a number of individual 
gulls with constant characteristics unlike other forms present (including heuglini, taimyrensis, 
'western' and 'eastern' cachinnans sad fuscus). These would appear to be barabensis, but illustrate 
the problem of studying unringed gulls in their winter quarters, without absolute knowledge of 
their breeding areas. Assuming a primarily north-south migration, the wintering areas for 
barabensis ought to be from the Arabian Gulf to Bangladesh, but some, at least, appear to reach 
Hong Kong (Kennerley et al. 1995). 

The field appearance of the UAE individuals is interesting, because this was very similar to 
that of armenicus: this comparison has only been hinted at in the various papers and articles that 
have recently advocated specific status for Armenian Gull Lams armenicus. Also, barabensis seems 
a possible vagrant to Britain as it breeds as close as the western forelands of the southern Urals 
(Johansen 1960) and is apparently a long-distance migrant, unlike armenicus, which is a rather 
short-distance migrant. (Darker-mantled individuals in newer colonies between Nizhnij 
Novgorod and the western Urals may include barabensis: E. Panov in litt) 

Richardson (1990) considered that armenicus was commoner in the UAE than cachinnans, but 
with his increasing awareness of other forms he has revised his view and now believes (in litt) 
that he may not have seen armenicus. S. C. Madge (in litt.) believes that many visiting observers 
are seeing barabensis individuals in the Gulf states and assuming that they are armenicus. 

As a first attempt to document these barabensis types, the characteristics may be summarised 
as follows. The sequence of similarity in the field appears to be 'western cachinnans'—'eastern 
cachinnans'—barabensis—armenicus. Along this line, very generally, the features appear to range 
from largest to smallest, palest to darkest, most white in wingtip to least white in wingtip, longest 
billed to shortest billed, and least brightly coloured bill and legs to most brightly coloured bill and 
legs. 

There appears in the Arabian Gulf to be more or less a continuous cline from large, pale types 
to small, darker types. When well seen, however, individuals can often be assigned to a particular 
form. There are two possible explanations. Across a large range, there may be a continuous cline, 
recalling L. a. argenuus—L. a. argentatus. Or there may be relatively distinct forms with constant 
features, meeting in small zones of overlap and producing pockets of hybrid or intermediate 
types, recalling Western L. occidentalis and Glaucous-winged Gulls L. glaucescens in North 
America. 

According to Juden & Firsova (1990), birds in the range of some barabensis start laying in mid 
May, thus breeding one or two months later than cachinnans and a month later than armenicus 
(closer to the breeding cycle of individuals on the Taimyr Peninsula) (Filchagov et al. 1992). 
This would presumably affect the moult, possibly resulting in moult two months later than that 
of cachinnans, thus being complete in mid December to mid January or later. A photograph of 
a barabensis from Oman in February reveals a still-growing outer primary. More information is 
required to confirm the timing of moult and the potential value of this feature in the field. 

STRUCTURE 

The race barabensis is a small, compact form with a very well-rounded head (including a steep 
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forehead, unlike most nominate cachinnans), a noticeably small (sometimes very thin) bill, and a 
rather light body. Some individuals are noticeably flat-chested and slender, others are more 
stocky, but often with a 'straight', deep, flat chest profile. The back looks very flat, with no tertial 
step; primary projection looks shorter and less attenuated than on nominate cachinnans and 
taimyrensis. The legs are rather short," noticeably so on some individuals, especially compared 
with the leggy, sloping-backed cachinnans. The general appearance recalls Common or Iceland 
Gull at times. 

PLUMAGE 

As on cachinnans, the head was wholly white in February (whereas taimyrensis retained 
nape/hindneck streaks). One January adult in the NHM still has fine brown streaks and spots on 
the lower hindneck (as would armenicus and cachinnans). The upperparts appear well-saturated, 
or rich, pale slate-grey, darker than most nominate cachinnans, but overlapping with taimyrensis, 
which, although usually a fraction darker, often looked less neat and immaculate. The white 
scapular and tertial crescents varied, but tended to be narrower than on taimyrensis and 
cachinnans, the scapular crescent often absent, accentuating the smooth, flat-backed effect. 

The outer six or eight primaries were marked with black and the outer ones had extensive 
black, similar in extent to or only slightly less than that on armenicus (but without direct 
comparison). Some individuals had a single white mirror, on P10; some had a second mirror, on 
P9. The white primary tips looked small and abraded in February (usually larger on taimyrensis). 

In flight, the underside of the primaries and secondaries looked contrastingly grey against 
the white coverts, unlike typical cachinnans; on some at least, the white trailing edge to the wing 
was narrow on the primaries and broad on the secondaries, as on armenicus. Most had a clearly 
marked grey wedge on the inner web of P10 along 30-50% of the distance from the visible 
base. 

BARE PARTS 

The bill and legs looked vivid: the legs constantly bright yellow or even orange-yellow, though 
photographs of some individuals from early/mid winter show duller bare parts. The bill appeared 
bright yellow or orange-yellow with distinct but variable dark subterminal marks, ranging from a 
bright red gonydeal spot, black band and white tip to a complete red band across both mandibles. 
Some had both red and black bands across both mandibles, others lacked black and retained only 
a large, vivid red patch. Filchagov (1993) found that 18 of 29 barabensis had dark bill marks in 
the breeding season. The nostril appeared to be triangular (broader towards the tip). 

The iris varied from pale yellow to dark mustard or sandy-brown or completely dark. The eye 
looked noticeably small, so colour was hard to detect, but probably at least 50% had a pale eye: 
even then, with a thin red orbital ring, the eye looked small and 'beady'. 

BEHAVIOUR 

The roosting flocks in the UAE in late evening appeared to be of mixed forms, while daytime 
gatherings could be found, usually near the coast, comprising 80-90% barabensis types. 

BARABENSIS V ARMENICUS 

Ascribing a potential British record to either subspecies would be extremely difficult. More 
armenicus have a darker iris and a more extensive area of black on the bill than barabensis, but 
the overlap is complete. The bill length of barabensis varies. Some looked a little longer, but 
obviously thin; others short-billed and clearly small-billed. The key difference was the less abrupt 
blunt tip than armenicus. On barabensis, there was a longer, gentle curve, giving a slight drooped 
effect. The inner webs of the outer primaries of barabensis have longer grey tongues, most marked 
on P10, which has 30-50%> of the inner web grey (armenicus has 90%> of the outer feather black: 
Buzun 1993). 

BARABENSIS V TAIMYRENSIS 

The upperpart tone may be identical; taimyrensis in direct comparison tends to look a little less 
smart, but averages a fraction darker. While the grey of the mantle was of a similar tone, the hue 
is subtly different: more ashy, or even bluish, on barabensis, slaty or slightly washed brownish on 
taimyrensis. On taimyrensis, the outer primary is more extensively black, the grey wedge on the 
inner web extending only 15-30% of its length from the base. The taimyrensis types appear large, 
long-legged and thick-billed with a big, Herring Gull-shaped head and larger-looking eye; they 
have broader white tertial and scapular crescents, more hindneck spotting in spring and duller 
yellow bare parts. The moult can overlap or be one to three months later in taimyrensis. Here, 
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'taimyrensis' refers to individuals with heuglini structure and similarly extensive black on the outer 
wing (especially on P10), with similar (i.e. overlapping) or only slightly paler grey upperparts (cf. 
Stegmann 1934; Kennerley et al. 1995), a form present in the Gulf, while acknowledging the 
variability/taxonomic uncertainty and degree of sympatry/intergradation of these forms 
{taimyrensis and birulai: Stegmann 1934) occurring over a large area of northern Siberia 
(Stepanyan 1990; Filchagov 1994; Kennerley et al. 1995). 

BARABENSIS V CACHINNANS 

Small cachinnans seen in Britain, Germany and the UAE show a barabensis-like structure together 
with a dark eye and bill band. They differ in their paler upperparts, whitish (not grey) tongue 
on the outermost primary, and whitish underwing without a strongly contrasted grey area on the 
flight feathers. Many cachinnans have paler, less bright bare parts. It is probable, nevertheless, 
that some individuals are indeterminate. 

BARABENSIS V MICHAHEUJS 

This is speculative owing to lack of direct comparison, but larger, full-chested, plain-billed 
barabensis must be extremely difficult to separate from some michahellis. Only smaller individuals 
with a range of characters including dark eye, black or red bill band, slim body, thin, small bill 
and dark upperparts seem likely to be detected or worth considering, given the present state of 
knowledge. 

It is vital to note that this description of 'barabensis' is based on a form seen on wintering 
grounds. The full confirmation of these characters and the variation within this population (and 
degree of intergradation with other forms) can be known with full certainty only from studies 
over the breeding range. This is a starting point, not the last word. 
Nominate cachinnans/michahellis intergrades 

Several 'Yellow-legged Gulls' seen in Essex showed some aspects of the jizz, structure and bare-
part colours reminiscent of nominate cachinnans (looking slightly different from nearby 
michahellis), but still seemed too thick-billed and bulky-headed compared with the more distinct 
cachinnans individuals. It was not possible to determine the exact wingtip pattern, but they 
seemed to be neither one form nor the other. 

An adult gull was caught and ringed at Frampton-on-Severn, Gloucestershire, on 5th February 
1994, by Peter Stewart. The wing pattern of this individual was within the normal range of 
michahellis except that P10 had a short, but clearly whitish, contrasting tongue on the inner web 
(on michahellis it is grey). The head and bill were more unusual. The head looked long and pear-
shaped, with a long, sloping forehead. The iris was clouded dark (unusual on michahellis, but 
common on nominate cachinnans). The bill shape was typical for michahellis but the dull yellow 
colour, dull orange gonydeal spot and extensive subterminal black marks are more typical of 
nominate cachinnans, as is the orange orbital ring. The legs were pale yellow. 

Thus, the individual showed a mixture of characters of michahellis and cachinnans. 
It is interesting to note that Yellow-legged Gulls occurring in Bulgaria and the Bosphorus are 

described as intergrades (BWF), They appear heavier, bulkier, heavier-headed and stronger-
billed (closer to michahellis) than nominate cachinnans in Israel (S. C. Madge in litt.). 

An excellent series of photographs taken on the Bulgarian Black Sea coast appears in Garve 
et al. (1987), although the birds are of unknown origin. Most are structurally close to michahellis, 
but one (plate 9) is reminiscent of nominate cachinnans. It is clear that there is yet much that we 
do not know, and some individuals are best left unidentified. 
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