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Laridae Gulls 

 
 
Euring Species* Distribution, status in Europe 

5730 Pallas’s Larus ichthyaetus Black Sea (Crimea east to Balkhash and NW Mongolia, possibly 
also N China. European status: secure 

5750 Mediterranean Gull Larus melanocephalus Mainly Black Sea coasts of Ukraine, recent spread to N Caucasian 
Plains and Azerbaijan (Baku Archipelago). Scattered localities 
throughout Europe. European status: secure 

5760 Laughing Gull Larus atricilla megalopterus SE California to W Mexico (Jalisco) and Nova Scotia to Florida 
and Texas, locally through E Central America (megalopterus); 
West Indies to Trinidad and islands off Venezuela (atricilla) 

5770 Franklin's Gull Larus pipixcan Inland North America, British Columbia to Alberta and from 
Montana to Minnesota with scattered populations in N Rocky Mts 
and Great Basin 

5780 Little Gull Larus minutus N Scandinavia, Baltic republ. and W Russia to W Siberia (R Ural to 
R Ob), E Siberia (from R lena basin and L Baikal), sporadically in 
W and C. European status: depleted 

5790 Sabine's Gull Larus sabini Svalbard east to Taymyr and Lena Delta (palaearctica); Arctic 
Canada to W Greenland (sabini). European status: secure 

5810 Bonaparte's Gull Larus philadelphia W Alaska and S British Columbia east to E Quebec and N Maine 

5820 Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus S Greenland and Iceland through most of Europe and C Asia to 
Kamchatka, extreme SE Russia and NE China; marginal in NE 
North America. European status: secure 

5850 Slender-billed Gull Larus genei NW Africa, Mediterranean, Black Sea, Asia Minor, Middle East. 
European status: localised 

5880 Audouin's Gull Larus audouinii Mediterranean coasts, main breeding area Ebro Delta (NE Spain) 
and Chafarinas Isl (off NE Morocco), scattered colonie east to 
Tunesia, Aegean Sea, S Turkey. European status: localised  

5890 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis N California, E Washington and interior British Columbia across 
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Euring Species* Distribution, status in Europe 
Prairie Provinces and northern mountain and plains states; Great 
Lakes to Maritime Provinces 

5900 Common Gull Larus canus Iceland and British Isl east to White Sea (canus), Russia, from 
Kanin Peninsula and Moscow area east to Siberia (River Lena) 
(heinei). European status: depleted (no subspecific evaluation) 

5910 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus Iceland, Faeroes, Britain, France and Iberia, Netherlands 
(graellsii), Denmark, S Norway (intermedius). European status: 
secure (no subspecific evaluation) 

5910 Baltic Gull Larus fuscus fuscus Sweden and N Norway eastwards to White Sea. European status: 
secure (no subspecific evaluation) ). European status: secure (no 
subspecific evaluation) 

 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus North America, winters S to Central America 

5920 Herring Gull Larus argentatus Iceland, Faeroes, Britain, W France to W Germany (argenteus), 
Denmark and Fenno-Scandia, to E Kola Peninsuls (argentatus). 
European status: secure (no subspecific evaluation) 

5926 Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis W and S Europe and NW Africa east through Mediterranean 
(michahellis), also Azores, Madeira and Canary Isl (atlantis). 
European status: secure (no subspecific evaluation) 

5927 Pontic Gull Larus cachinnans Black Sea to Caspian Sea and E Kazakhstan (Lake Balkhash and 
possibly Lake Zaysan further east). European status: secure 

 Armenian Gull Larus armenicus Caucasus through Armenia to NW Iran. European status: 
localised 

5970 Thayer's Gull Larus thayeri N Canada from Banks Isl east to N Hudson Bay and N Baffin Isl, 
north through Ellesmere Isl to W Greenland 

5980 Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides glaucoides S and W Greenland. European status: secure 

 Kumlein's Gull Larus glaucoides kumlieni NE Canada, on Baffin Isl and NW Ungava 

5990 Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus Jan Mayen, Svalbard, east to Taymyr Peninsula (hyperboreus), E 
MacKenzie region through N Canadian archipelago, Greenland 
and Iceland (leuceretes). European status: secure (no subspecific 
evaluation) 

6000 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus N Atlantic, Great Lakes (E Canada) to North Carolina, Greenland, 
Svalbard, Iceland, Faeroes, Britain, NW France and Scandinavia 
to at least White Sea. European status: secure 

6010 Ross's Gull Rhodostethia rosea NE Siberia, Taymyr Peninsula east to R Kolyma, locally in 
Greenland and Canada. European status: secure 

6020 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla N Atlantic, from NC Canada and NE USA through Greenland to W 
and N Europe and to N Taymyr Peninsula and Severnaya Zemlya. 
European status: secure 

6040 Ivory Gull Pagophila eburnea Almost circumpolar in Arctic seas and pack ice, breeding from N 
Canada (Queen Elizabeth Isl, N Baffin Isl) through Greenland, 
Svalbard, Franz Josef Land. European status: rare 

*Other taxa on AERC TAC Checklist of bird taxa occurring in Western Palearctic region: Larus hemprichii (Red Sea, Persian Gulf, Indian 
Ocean), Larus leucophthalmus (Red Sea), Larus cirrocephalus poiocephalus (subsaharan Africa), Larus fuscus heuglini (N Siberia, Kola to 
Taymyr), Larus dominicanus vetula (South Africa), Larus michahellis lusitanius, Larus glaucescens (N Pacific). 
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External features: 

Assessing Categories Characteristics Database coding 
Age adult, 

immature, 
juvenile 

Plumage characteristics (patterns); relatively easy, 
but still a specialists’ job 

A 
I 
J 

Plumage breeding 
winter 

Less relevant, but most clearly different in dark-
hooded species 

B 
W 

Sex  From biometrics only, otherwise sexes alike M 
F 

Colour phase    
Biometrics Bill length 1 Bill tip to feathers (0.1 mm) Bill tf 
 Bill length 2 Bill tip to nostril (0.1 mm) Bill tn 
  Bill depth 1 Bill depth at base Bill base 
  Bill depth 2 Bill depth at gonys Bill gonys 
 Head length (mm) Head 
 Wing length (mm) Wing 
 Tarsus length (mm) Tarsus 
Priority Bill tf – Bill base –Head – Wing – Tarsus  

Structure Primaries Longest Primary Tail feathers Shape of tail 
L. canus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. audouinii 10 + 1m P10 12 square 
L. delewarensis 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. marinus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. hyperboreus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. glaucoides 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. thayeri 10 + 1m  12 square/rounded 
L. smithsonianus 10 + 1m  12 square/rounded 
L. argentatus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. michahellis 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. cachinnans 10 + 1m P10 12 square/rounded 
L. graellsii 10 + 1m P10 12 square/rounded 
L. fuscus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. ichthyaetus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. ridibundus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. philadelphia 10 + 1m P10 12 square 
L. melanocephalus 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. atricilla 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square 
L. pipixcan 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square/rounded 
L. minutes 10 + 1m P9/P10 12 ad square, juv forked 
Pagophila eburnea 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 square 
Rh. rosea 10 + 1m P10 12 wedge 
Larus sabini 10 + 1m P10 (³P9) 12 forked 
Rissa tridactyla 10 + 1m P10 12 forked 
 
General characteristics (from BWPi 2006): Small to large seabirds with predominantly 'light' plumages. Bodies 
slender to robust. ♀♀ generally slightly smaller than ♂♂. Necks slender to stout. Wings long and narrow, about 20–
22 secondaries. Tails with 12 feathers; square or rounded in most species, slightly forked in a few. Bills strong: 
upper mandible hooked and decurved, lower usually with prominent gonys angle. Tarsi fairly short to relatively 
long; scutellated anteriorly, reticulate at sides. 3 front toes fairly long, fully webbed; raised hind toe short or 
vestigial, often absent in Rissa. Plumages usually predominantly grey above, variously patterned with black or 
white towards wing-tips, and white below. Some with dark hood, others with white head. Non-breeding plumages 
usually differ on head and neck only, e.g. dark head lost in hooded species. Sexes alike. Feathers notably dense 
on underparts. Bills, eye-rings, and irises variously coloured. Bill often with contrasting spot near gonys or band 
near tip. 2 moults in course of annual cycle: post-breeding complete, primaries descendant; pre-breeding confined 
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to head and neck in most speciesJuvenile plumages with variable amount of brown, becoming progressively paler 
with each annual moult until full adult plumage attained in 4–5 years (larger species) or 1–2 years (smaller 
species). 
 
Basic biometrics (summarised) 
Species sex Bill tf Wing Tarsus 
L. c. canus ♂ 32-41 326-383 46-55 
 ♀ 27-38 321-371 43-52 
L. c. heinei ♂ 33-39 355-395 50-54 
 ♀ 31-35 351-379 46-55 
L. audouinii ♂ 46-52 401-423 57-62 
 ♀ 40-48 384-406 52-58 
L. delewarensis ♂ 37-44 369-401 55-60 
 ♀ 36-39 360-377 53-55 
L. marinus ♂ 57-71 472-523 73-85 
 ♀ 53-65 447-497 64-78 
L. hyperboreus ♂ 52-72 438-496 63-80 
 ♀ 49-65 422-492 60-78 
L. gl. kumlieni ♂    
 ♀    
L. gl. glaucoides ♂ 39-51 395-443 50-66 
 ♀ 37-50 380-428 49-60 
L. thayeri ♂    
 ♀    
L. smithsonianus ♂ 56-70 400-460 65-76 
 ♀ 52-62 384-447 60-73 
L. argentatus ♂ 46-61 391-466 57-73 
 ♀ 45-56 387-438 56-66 
L. michahellis ♂ 52-55 428-442 63-66 
 ♀ 47-51 395-413 57-64 
L. cachinnans ♂ 52-64 435-464 63-73 
 ♀ 48-56 410-435 61-67 
L. graellsii ♂ 46-60 397-458 56-70 
 ♀ 41-55 370-435 54-68 
L. fuscus ♂ 46-58 416-462 58-68 
 ♀ 40-52 377-430 54-63 
L. ichthyaetus ♂ 59-70 490-517 77-84 
 ♀ 47-60 462-491 68-76 
L. ridibundus ♂ 30-42 282-330 40-50 
 ♀ 28-36 283-315 39-47 
L. philadelphia ♂ 26-31 252-274 33-37 
 ♀ 25-32 256-270 32-37 
L. melanocephalus ♂ 30-38 295-320 46-54 
 ♀ 30-36 290-316 47-53 
L. atricilla ♂ 37-41 300-321 45-53 
 ♀ 31-37 299-325 43-48 
L. pipixcan ♂ 27-32 280-295 40-44 
 ♀ 26-33 273-298 39-44 
L. minutes ♂ 19-25 209-242 24-29 
 ♀ 19-24 204-237 24-29 
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Pagophila eburnea ♂ 30-40 310-360 35-43 
 ♀ 29-40 320-362 34-41 
Rhodostethia rosea ♂ 18-20 248-277 31-33 
 ♀ 16-19 238-277 28-33 
Larus sabini ♂ 23-29 262-289 32-36 
 ♀ 22-28 245-288 29-36 
Rissa tr. tridactyla ♂ 31-39 290-326 32-36 
 ♀ 31-36 279-318 31-35 
 
Geographical variation (commoner species only) 
 
Mediterranean Gull (from BWPi 2006): Monotypic. 
 
Little Gull (from BWPi 2006): Monotypic. 
 
Black-headed Gull (from BWPi 2006): Monotypic. Geographical variation slight, if any. Far-eastern birds (sibiricus) 
average slightly larger-billed; also said to have possibly more black on primaries, but difference slight or non-
existent. 
 
Common Gull (from BWPi 2006 and Bukacinski & Bukacinska 2003): Polytypic. Extralimital: kamtschatschensis, 
north-east Siberia, on outer Aleutians and occasionally along Pacific coast; brachyrhynchus, north-west North 
America, exceptionally on Komandor Islands off the coast of Kamtschatka Peninsula.  
Marked plumage differences between canus and brachyrhynchus, clinal nature of plumage, intergradation between 
heinei and kamtschatschensis in Siberia, first year plumage very similar. heinei adult upperparts darker (darkest of 
all four subspecies). Darker underparts should be noticeable also in first-winter bird (Guthrie et al. 1999). Adult 
kamtschatschensis slightly darker than canus and brachyrhynchus but lighter than heinei; larger and longer and 
heavier bill. First-year immature similar to brachyrhynchus. First-winter birds with broad secondary bar and dark 
inner primaries. Further differences see Bukacinski & Bukacinska (2003) and specialised literature. 

L.c. brachyrhynchus similar to canus in size and structure (although some individuals look small-billed), but 
differs in plumage at all ages. Adult has more white on wing-tip than canus; winter head marking more diffuse; bill 
usually lacks dark subterminal mark in winter. First-year strikingly different from canus of same age (Lauro & 
Spencer 1980, Grant 1989, Guthrie et al. 1999). Browner underparts (chest and belly) and darker mantle than 
canus; paler and browner wing markings; tail much darker with subterminal band blending in with upper part of 
rectrices; tail-coverts heavily barred and mottled (not clear-cut, broad black tail-band and white tail-base as in 
canus); dark bill tip often extensive, contrasting less sharply with pale base. 
 
 
Lesser Black-backed Gull (from BWPi 2006): Polytipic 
Baltic Gull (from BWPi 2006):  
Herring Gull (from BWPi 2006):  
Yellow-legged Gull (from BWPi 2006):  
Pontic Gull (from BWPi 2006):  
Great Black-backed Gull (from BWPi 2006):  
Black-legged Kittiwake (from BWPi 2006):  
 
 
Sexing Larus-gulls based on Head (from Coulson et al. 1983) 
 
Mean, SD and discriminant values for Head 

 ♀♀ ♂♂  % correct 
 mean ± SD mean ± SD Discr value ♀♀ ♂♂ 
L. ridibundus 78.0 ± 1.9 85.0 ± 2.3 81 96.7 93.6 
L. canus 85.5 ± 1.8 92.5 ± 2.6 88 95.3 93.8 
L. marinus 135.5 ± 3.6 148.5 ± 3.0 142 97.4 97.7 
L. argentatus 113.0 ± 2.7 124.0 ± 3.3 118 97.9 95.3 
L. graellsii 108.0 ± 2.7 118.5 ± 3.0 113 97.9 95.3 
R. tridactyla 86.5 ± 1.7 91.5 ± 1.7 88 92.1 93.7 
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Juvenile Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides 

 

Identification is not always straightforward, 
a clear-cut blackish bill tip does occur in 
Iceland Gulls. (CJ Camphuysen) 
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