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BLACK-BACKED GULLS LARUS FUSCUS IN AMERICA
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The Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus has increased in
number and distribution over its world range during the 20th
century (Snow & Perrins 1998, Calladine 2004). The taxonomy of
this species has been a subject of several recent taxonomic studies,
and three to six subspecies are commonly recognized (Liebers &
Helbig 2002, Malling Olsen & Larsson 2004, Sangster et al. 2007).
Three subspecies live in Europe: (1) the black-mantled nominate
race L. f. fuscus, breeding in the Baltic region and northern Norway;
(2) the grey-mantled race L. f- graellsii, breeding mainly in western
Europe from Iceland south to Iberia; and (3) an intermediate race
L. f. intermedius, breeding between southern Scandinavia and the
Netherlands as well as in Northern Norway for the past two decades
(Cramp & Simmons 1983, Strann & Vader 1992, Bustnes et al.
2006). Since 2000, Lesser Black-backed Gulls of the race graellsii
have increased in numbers and expanded their breeding distribution
to southwest Greenland. In 2003 the Greenlandic population was
estimated to be at least 700 pairs but might be considerably larger
(Boertmann 2008). While graellsii has increased dramatically,
fuscus has declined continuously since the 1950s and is now on
the Red List of endangered species in the countries where it breeds
(Strann & Vader 1992, Hario et al. 2004).

Lesser Black-backed Gulls differ from other large European gulls
in their long-distance migration. The wintering grounds of graellsii
and intermedius overlap in southwestern Europe and northwestern
and western Africa, while fuscus winters mainly in mid- and
eastern Africa (Cramp & Simmons 1983, Kilpi & Saurola 1984).
Furthermore, in addition to their traditional wintering grounds,
Icelandic and Faeroes birds have been claimed to migrate to North
America (Malling Olsen & Larsson 2004), but no data have yet
confirmed this.

The first sight record of a Lesser Black-backed Gull in America was
on 9 September 1934 in New Jersey, US (Edwards 1935). During
the 20th century, Lesser Black-backed Gulls were seen regularly on
the east coast of North America (Post & Lewis 1995, Malling Olsen
& Larsson 2004), with numbers increasing between 1995 and 2010.
They were particularly found in Pennsylvania, the location of an
average 33% of all Lesser Black-backed Gulls found during annual
winter counts 1996-2006. Significant numbers were also reported
in Florida, New Jersey, Virginia and North Carolina (Rutt 2009).
The origins of these birds are unknown, but they are unlikely to

have originated from North America as the only breeding records
that involve Lesser Black-backed Gulls (in both cases paired with
American Herring Gulls Larus argentatus smithsonianus) are from
Juneau, Alaska, in 1993 (van Vliet et al. 1993) and at Appledore
Island, Maine, in 2007-2009 (Ellis et al. 2008, Ellis 2009). It
therefore seems likely that these birds came from Europe or from
recently colonized Greenland, although there may be undiscovered
colonies in North America. Here we describe the only records of
Lesser Black-backed Gulls in America that had been banded in
Europe, through banding programs in Iceland and the Netherlands.
We briefly discuss possible reasons for the low number of
resightings in America. Furthermore, we speculate about the origin
of wintering birds in North America by looking at known migration
habits of this species and population trends in different European
countries in relation to changes in numbers of wintering birds.

From 1990 to 2008 Lesser Black-backed Gulls were color-banded
by our teams: 1 100 in Iceland and 20 000 in the Netherlands.
These color-bands had engraved digits that enable birdwatchers
to read the bands from a distance with binoculars. Data on the
number of wintering Lesser Black-backed Gulls in America were
obtained from the Christmas Bird Counts (CBCs) on the Audubon
website (birds.audubon.org/historical-results). The information on
population trends in Iceland was based on estimates of the largest
Lesser Black-backed Gull colony in the country, believed to hold
roughly 80-90% of the Icelandic population (G. T. Hallgrimsson
& P. Hersteinsson, unpublished). UK population data were from
surveys covering coastal colonies (Calladine 2004), and data from
the Netherlands were based on the whole breeding population in the
country (Spaans 1998, Van Dijk et al. 2003, Van Dijk et al. 2008).
The banding efforts in Iceland and the Netherlands resulted in two
resightings in America. An unfledged chick banded at Gardaholt,
southwestern Iceland (N64°05', W21°59") on 29 July 2002 was seen
and photographed at Rio Grande de Arecibo, Puerto Rico (N18°29',
W66°44") on 16 and 20 November 2002. Another juvenile banded
at the Port of Rotterdam, the Netherlands (N51°57', E04°06') on 13
July 1990 was resighted at Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island, New
York (N40°51', W73°26") on 7 October 1997.

Sightings of Lesser Black-backed Gulls in North America increased
rapidly between 1990 and 2005, according to data from the CBCs
(Fig. 1). These birds have been considered to be of the graellsii
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subspecies, and all specimens have been identified as such (Post
& Lewis 1995, Malling Olsen & Larsson 2004). The breeding
populations of graellsii in Iceland, UK and the Netherlands also
increased after 1970, the former from 1 250 pairs in 1974 to 40 204
pairs in 2004 (5.4% increase per annum 1991-2004). In the UK,
the breeding population increased from 50 035 pairs in 1970 to 91
323 pairs in 2000 (average increase 3% per annum 1987-2000) and,
in the Netherlands, from 50 000 in 1996 to 92 000 in 2006 (7.3%
increase per annum 1996-2006).

The Lesser Black-backed Gull has been the subject of many color-
banding studies, with 91 such programs registered in Europe in
2011 (Raes 2011). The two resightings presented here confirm that
at least some Lesser Black-backed Gulls seen in America originate
in Iceland and the Netherlands. With only two recoveries, it is
impossible to estimate how much each population contributes to
the American wintering population, but the much lower number of
color-banded birds in Iceland suggests that this source population
may contribute more individuals. Although the bulk of winter
sightings are from the east coast of North America, sightings have
increased, albeit in much lower numbers, farther south, particularly
on the northeast coast of South America and in Trinidad (Hayes et
al. 2002). In these areas, younger birds are seen more frequently
than in North America (Hayes et al. 2002, Rutt 2009). This fits well
with the two resightings of the European-banded Lesser Black-
backed Gulls presented here.

From 1990 to 1997 roughly 40 000 birds were banded in the
UK (Rock 2002), and 10 557 were individually color-banded in
a single project between 1997 and 2007 (Marques et al. 2010),
but not one of these birds has been seen in America. This and the
slower population growth rate in the UK compared to Iceland and
the Netherlands might indicate that UK birds are less likely to
contribute to the American wintering population. The rapid increase
of breeding Lesser Black-backed Gulls in Greenland, however,
corresponds well with the increase in America. Unfortunately, no
birds have been color-banded in Greenland, at least not prior to
2001 (Lyngs 2003). If the majority of the Greenlandic population
winters in North America, the contribution from other populations
may be negligible.

The migration routes of the various subspecies of Lesser Black-
backed Gulls are mainly in a north-south direction (Malling Olsen
and Larsson 2004). Given that Iceland and Greenland are the
westernmost extensive breeding sites, their populations might be
more likely to contribute to the American wintering population than
the UK and Netherlands populations.

It is striking that the extensive banding of Lesser Black-backed
Gulls in Europe over the last two decades (and with 91 registered
programs up to date) has resulted in only two American resightings.
This suggests that these eastern populations of graellsii probably do
not contribute much to the wintering population in America. Focus
should therefore be narrowed to the westernmost breeding sites in
Iceland (where there is a large population but relatively few birds
banded) and Greenland (where the population is increasing but not
banded). Color-banding (and/or geolocation studies with loggers
or satellite-telemetry) of wintering birds in America and of birds
breeding in Iceland and Greenland are thus recommended to solve
the question of the origin of Lesser Black-backed Gulls wintering
in America.
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Fig. 1. Numbers of Lesser Black-backed Gulls Larus fuscus
wintering in North America, based on Christmas Bird Counts (CBC)
on the Audubon website (birds.audubon.org/historical-results).
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