
O
n the morning of 5th May 2003, I had
gone to the seawatch hide at Dunge-
ness, Kent, but after staring out to sea

for about 45 minutes, the only bird of interest I
had seen was a passing Arctic Skua Stercorarius
parasiticus. In desperation, I began scanning
through a large gathering of gulls Larus feeding
along the surfline, which included several
Mediterranean Gulls L. melanocephalus. At
about 12.00 hrs, as I continued to look for
‘Caspian Gulls’ L. (c.) cachinnans and ‘Yellow-
legged Gulls’ L. (c.) michahellis, I noticed an
unfamiliar gull flying along the beach towards
me from the east, initially some 250-300 m
away. It had an upperwing pattern somewhat
similar to that of a first-summer Mediterranean
Gull, but this was clearly something quite dif-
ferent, and considerably larger. As it flew by, I
was convinced that it had a red base to the bill
and I recognised the bird almost instantly as an
Audouin’s Gull L. audouinii! I yelled to the one
person nearby to ‘get on this bird!!’. I knew that
there had been a second-summer Audouin’s
Gull in The Netherlands a few days earlier, and
had even joked about it appearing at Dunge-
ness, but surely this would not really happen? In
stunned silence the two of us watched the bird
as it circled around the hide and then over the
top of the power station before flying back east
and, worryingly, out of sight.

Once over the initial shock, I was still sure
that it had to be an Audouin’s Gull, and most
likely the same bird as the one seen in The
Netherlands. I was well aware that it would be
the first for Britain, but who would believe me

given such brief views? After all, there is a wide-
spread assumption that a first for Britain
should, ideally, be seen by many observers, and,
furthermore, that a seabird record such as this
must be photographed. Clearly, I needed some
help to relocate the bird and I ‘phoned my assis-
tant, Andy Wraithmell (AW). Thankfully, some
15 minutes later, AW relocated the gull near ‘the
Patch’ (the outflow from the power station),
flying along the beach, then over the power
station and inland towards the RSPB reserve.
Mightily reassured that I had not gone com-
pletely mad, I called Ray Turley (RT) at home
and explained the situation, suggesting that he
go the RSPB reserve to check the gulls, while we
maintained a vigil at the Patch. RT, Anna
Hughes and Charles Wilkins rushed to the
reserve and, with his first scan of the islands
from the Firth Hide, RT picked out the bird
among the roosting Herring L. argentatus and
Great Black-backed Gulls L. marinus. A flurry of
radio and telephone calls were made and the
hide rapidly filled with reserve staff and local
birders.

At 13.10 hrs, the bird flew off again in the
direction of the power station. It was assumed
to have gone back towards the Patch, and many
of the Dungeness regulars spread out in an
effort to relocate it. For over half an hour there
was no further sign of it but, at about 13.45 hrs,
it was again seen flying over the power station
and back towards the reserve. During this time I
had remained in the Firth Hide, and a phone
call alerted me to its imminent arrival. This
time, the critical photographs and video record-
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ABSTRACT A second-summer Audouin’s Gull Larus audouinii was found at
Dungeness, Kent, on 5th May 2003. It lingered in the area for the remainder of
the day, commuting between the shore and nearby pools on the RSPB reserve.
It was present again the following day, enabling several hundred observers to

see it, and was also seen at roost on 7th May.This is the first record for Britain,
and almost certainly involves the same individual recorded in The Netherlands

on 1st May 2003.
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new to Britain
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308-309. Second-summer Audouin’s Gull Larus audouinii, Dungeness, Kent, May 2003.The first record for Britain.
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ings were obtained at last as it flew back onto
the island.

Present throughout the remainder of that
day, and much of the following day (6th May),
the Audouin’s Gull gave often brilliant views to
an estimated 1,400 birders who travelled to see
it, and huge number of photographs and many
hours of video footage were taken. It was not
seen on the 7th May until the evening, when it
came in to roost on the RSPB reserve for what
proved to be its final sighting.

Description
The bird was seen extremely well at times, in a
variety of light conditions, both at rest and in
flight. The first views of the bird were in flight
as it came towards me, more-or-less at eye level.
At this stage it looked like a large first-summer
Mediterranean Gull, but lacking any significant
head markings. The mantle was uniform light
grey and the wings appeared to have obvious,
unmarked, black primaries. As it passed me, I
noted a black secondary bar and a white tail
with a narrow black, subterminal band. The
head was white and the underparts appeared
white but with a smoky grey wash around the
sides of the breast. The bill looked large, with
extensive bright red at the base and tipped
black, while the eye appeared large and dark. As
the bird circled and climbed above me, I could
see that the underwings were mainly white but
with obvious contrasting black wing tips.

My next views of the bird were on the
reserve, at a range of about 270 m. Here, it was
possible to confirm most of the features seen in
flight. In comparison with Herring Gulls, it was
distinctly smaller but with noticeably long
wings, giving a elegant, elongated shape. The
tertials were dark brown with broad, uneven
white fringes, and the bend of the wing was also
dark brown, formed by dark centres to many of
the lesser coverts. The legs were relatively short
and dark grey. The bill pattern was striking with
a rich scarlet base and a solidly black tip.

When the bird left the reserve and went to
roost on the beach at the Point, more features
were noted. The bill was short and stout, lacked
an obvious gonydeal angle and was quite blunt-
tipped. Although the head shape seemed to vary
somewhat, it generally appeared to have a long,
sloping forehead and a slightly peaked crown
behind the eye, which combined to give a
snouted appearance not unlike the head shape
of some Caspian Gulls. The gape was long and

extended almost to the eye, and the feathering
at the base of the bill was extensive. The lower
nape showed a few faint, dark brown spots and
streaks, which at times produced a ‘necklace
effect’ to the head. The head was mostly white
except for a subtle pale grey shadow around the
eye. The eye was dark with no hint of a paler
iris and the orbital ring was white. The colour
of the underparts varied with the angle and
intensity of the light, best described as a beau-
tiful, satin grey which contrasted with the pure
white head. When the bird stretched its wing,
the broad black secondary bar was visible and it
was apparent that the secondaries were broadly
tipped white. The primary tips on the closed
wing were uniformly black and there was no
hint of any white mirrors on the underside of
the primaries.

On 6th May, the bird spent most of the day
roosting on the shingle beach at Dungeness. On
at least one occasion, however, it disappeared out
to sea, returning about an hour later. In the late
afternoon, it gave brilliant flight views as it
patrolled along the beach and at this point it was
possible to see fairly precise details of the wing
and tail pattern. The outer five primaries were
black and the inner primaries were medium grey,
with black tongues along the outer webs,
decreasing in extent inwards. All the primary
coverts, and the alula, were black. The lesser
coverts contained a mixture of recently moulted
grey feathers and unmoulted dull brown
feathers. The secondaries were black with broad
white tips, giving a white trailing edge to the
inner wing. The rump was white and squarely
cut off from the grey mantle. The uppertail-
coverts were white. The rectrices were white with
a broad black subterminal band and inward
extension of black along the feather shafts. There
was no sign of any active wing or tail moult.

Behaviour
Although the bird was often seen roosting with
other gulls, it would frequently fly off or stand
alone on the beach. It was rarely seen to feed,
but on the afternoon of 6th May, it was watched
as it picked small food items from the sea
surface. Its flight was always graceful, often
gliding long distances on slightly arched wings
with very few wingbeats. I did not hear it call.

Breeding range
As a breeding bird, Audouin’s Gull is restricted
to the Mediterranean basin where it breeds in
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several small colonies, mainly on islets or small,
rocky offshore islands; but also in two major
Spanish colonies, the Ebro Delta and the Cha-
farinas Islands, off the north coast of Morocco
(these two colonies accounted for approxi-
mately 70% of the world population in 1989;
Hagemeijer & Blair 1997). Unusually, the Ebro
Delta colony, which became established as
recently as 1981, is situated at the tip of a long,
sandy peninsula. Until recently, Audouin’s Gull
numbers were low and thought to be declining,
the total population estimated to be between
800 and 1,000 pairs in 1966. Since then, the
population in the western Mediterranean has
undergone a rapid expansion, particularly in
the Ebro Delta and on the Chafarinas Islands.
This increase averaged 10-11% annually and, by
1993, an estimated 9,373 pairs were breeding,
and 3,540 pairs in the Chafarinas Islands
(Hagemeijer & Blair 1997). Subsequently, the
rate of increase has slowed, with an estimated
11,328 pairs in the Ebro Delta in 1996, falling to
10,500 pairs by 2000. Breeding was recorded for
the first time in the Algarve, Portugal, in 2001,
and again in 2002. While numbers in the
western Mediterranean have increased rapidly,
those breeding to the east, in Lebanon, Turkey,
Cyprus and Greece, have not shown a corre-
sponding increase. Outside the breeding season,
the bulk of the population migrates through the
Strait of Gibraltar to winter along the Atlantic
coast of Africa between Morocco and Senegal.

Extralimital occurrences within Europe
Despite wintering alongside Lesser Black-
backed Gulls L. fuscus that breed in north-
western Europe, and migrating north with
them, Audouin’s Gull remains an extreme rarity
north of the Mediterranean. The huge increase
in the Audouin’s Gull population in the western
Mediterranean, together with the growth in
numbers of observers actively searching
through gull flocks in northern Europe, has not
resulted in a corresponding increase in the
number of birds being discovered. Over the past
ten years, numbers to the north of the Mediter-
ranean have averaged less than one per year. Of
these, most have occurred around the southern
shores of the North Sea but, perhaps surpris-
ingly, have included inland birds at Lac Lémen,
which were seen in both Switzerland and
France. Records of Audouin’s Gull north of the
Mediterranean region since 1995 are sum-
marised below, with data supplied by Phillippe

J. Dubois or taken from the Western Palearctic
year summary accounts published annually in
Birding World:

1995: France; second-summer/third-winter at
Boulogne-sur-Mer, Pas-de-Calais, 15th
June to 27th August, the first record for
northern France (Hoogendoorn 1995).

1996: France; adult, Saint-Nazaire, Loire-Atlan-
tique, 22nd January.

1997: Germany; adult following a ship 20 km
east of Helgoland, 16th July, the first
record for Germany (Flore 1997).

1998: Switzerland and France; first-winter at
Lac Lémen, 3rd-9th September, the third
record for Switzerland (and also seen in
adjacent regions of France).

2000: France; juvenile at Lège-Cap-Ferret,
Gironde, 8th October 2000.

2001: France and Switzerland; juvenile with
Italian ring, inland at Sechex/Margencel,
Haute-Savoie, Lake Lémen, 16th August.
Same individual at Allaman, Switzerland,
on 18th August, where it was the fourth
record for that country. Originally ringed
as a pullus on Pianosa Island, Tuscany,
Italy, in June 2001.
France; adult at Audinghen, Pas-de-
Calais, 9th May 2001.

2003: Netherlands; second-summer, at Neeltje
Jans, Zeeland, 1st May, the first record for
the Netherlands (and almost certainly the
same individual as the Dungeness bird;
see below).
Germany ; second-winter, at Sylt,
Schleswig-Holstein, on 14th November,
the second record for Germany.

This record has been accepted unanimously by
BBRC, and added to the British List by BOURC
(see below). There is little doubt that this is the
same bird which occurred in The Netherlands a
few days earlier, and which has been accepted
onto the Dutch List (Wolf 2004). This bird was
found by Pim Wolf on 1st May 2003, who
described the circumstances of its discovery as
follows:

‘Large groups of gulls can be found throughout
the year in the delta area in the southwestern
corner of the Netherlands. Careful scrutiny of
these groups has yielded many scarce and rare
species as well as interesting ring-readings. It
was for this last purpose that I decided to visit
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the former island of Noordland, now part of the
Oosterschelde storm surge barrier dam, and
colloquially known as Neeltje Jans, on 1st May
2003. At 12.55 hrs, I focussed my telescope on a
group of c. 110 mostly sub-adult ‘large white-
headed gulls’. Almost immediately, I noticed a
medium-sized gull with a pale grey mantle, long
bluish-grey legs and a very striking reddish bill.
When the bird stretched one of its wings,
revealing a pattern reminiscent of first summer
Mediterranean Gull, it became obvious that this
had to be a second-summer Audouin’s Gull! Its
presence was quickly relayed to Dutch birders
through our equivalent of a pager service, and
within half an hour several local birders
managed to see the bird and the record pho-
tographs where obtained. During its stay of at
least two hours, the bird stood around calmly in
the group of mostly Herring and Lesser Black-
backed Gulls. At around 15.00 hrs it flew off (of
its own accord!) towards the south with several

other gulls. Despite careful searching it was not
seen again until it resurfaced in Dungeness.
Owing to the fact that it was on view for only
two hours, the bird was seen by just over 20,
mostly local, birders.’ See Dutch Birding 25:
plates 183, 230 & 231; Wolf (2004).
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Colin Bradshaw, Chairman of the British Birds Rarities Committee com-
mented: ‘Audouin’s Gull has been on high on the list of likely new species for Britain and many keen
birders have been waiting for one to turn up. Bearing in mind the record in Pas-de-Calais in 1995,
Dungeness was always a likely spot and BBRC is delighted that Dave Walker has got his due reward
for a lot of hard work on the gulls of this area. Although not a full adult, this was still a classic indi-
vidual and the combination of detailed notes and superb photos made this an easy record for us to
assess. This a relatively straightforward gull to identify in all plumages after first-year, but juvenile
or first-year Audouin’s Gull is a more difficult identification challenge and will require careful docu-
mentation to eliminate other large white-headed gulls of an equivalent age.’

Eric Meek, Chairman of the British Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee, commented: ‘The
BOURC was extremely impressed by the quality of the material submitted to substantiate this
record. The detailed documentation, together with the excellent photographs, left no doubt as to
the identification and, there being virtually no escape risk, the decision to admit Audouin’s Gull to
the British List was a straightforward one.’
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