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I  dent i f icat ion of  ' large whi te-headed gul ls '  in  general ,
I  and of  ' lesser b lack-backed gul ls '  in  part icular ,  has
long been the subject  of  debate.  Extensive var iat ion in
plumage and structure wi th in and between populat ions
and in pat terns of  moul t  and ageing,  has resul ted in
slow advances in f ie ld ident i f icat ion of  th is group of
taxa.  Jonsson (1 998) descr ibed the ident i f icat ion of
'Baltic Cull ' Larus fuscus fuscus (hereafter fuscus) in a
western European context ,  Cruber (1 999) d iscussed the
ident i f icat ion of  juveni le -  and to a lesser extent  o lder
immature -  Lesser Black-backed Cul ls  and Rauste
(1999)  dea l t  w i th  'Ba l t i c  Cu l l '  and  'Tundra  Cu l l '
(Heugl in 's  Cul l )  t  heugl in i  (hereaf ter  heugl in i )  f rom a
Finnish perspect ive.  The emphasis in these papers is  on
descr ib ing the var iat ion and ident i f icat ion of  the north-
eastern laxa fuscus and heuglini. Cenerally, variation in
(western)  Lesser Black-backed Cul l  was bel ieved to be
rather wel l  known; eg,  as emphasized by the most
recent publ icat ion by Olsen & Larsson (200a).  The
general picture was that the taxa L f graellsii (hereafter
graellsii) and L f intermedius (hereafter intermedius)
di f fer  only s l ight ly  in upperpart  colorat ion as adul ts,
whi le íuscus is  rather d ist inct  at  a l l  ages,  except per-
haps for  juveni les.  From recent observat ions,  many of
them made in the Nether lands,  i t  has become clear that
much of  the plumage var iat ion observed does not  f i t  in
wi th the general ly  accepted picture and that  especia l ly
cont inental  western European birds deviate strongly
from what has been described so far. Some of these
and  s im i la r  Í i nd ings  have  been  dea l t  w i th  o r  men t ioned
elsewhere (Adr iaens 2002, AERC TAC 2003, Cibbins
2005, Muusse et  a l  2005).  Here,  some aspects of  the
moul t  and plumage var iat ion of  Lesser Black-backed
Cul ls  are reviewed in the l ight  of  these observat ions in
order to evaluate their  use as an ident i f icat ion feature.
Subsequent ly the ident i f iabi l i ty  of  fuscus is  evaluated.

Taxonomy, phylogeny and nomenclature
The systemat ics of  ' lesser b lack-backed gul ls '  have
recently been reviewed by Yésou (2002), who pro-
posed to maintain intermedius as a valid taxon and to
regard Lesser Black-backed Cul l  (compris ing fuscus,
graellsii and intermedius) and Heuglin's Cull as sepa-
rate species.  Almost s imul taneously,  a detai led study on
the  phy logeny  o f  ' l esse r  b lack -backed  gu l l s 'was
publ ished (L iebers & Helbig 2002).  They found some
evidence for  a three-way grouping wi th in the complex
(graellsii & intermedius, fuscus, heuglini & barabensis)
but  the di f ferences were s l ight  and separat ion between
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the groups was far from complete. The western taxa
graellsii and intermedius showed such a high degree of
intergradat ion that  they behave as a s ingle populat ion
and should therefore be t reated as a s ingle taxon.  Cene
flow was also present between fuscus and graellsii l
intermedius, but at a lower level. The authors postu-
lated that  studying Swedish bi rds (which were not
include in their  s tudy) would most probably reveal  a
stronger gene flow between fuscus and intermedius,
reducing the (apparent)  separat ion between the groups.
The taxonomic advisory commit tee of  the Associat ion
of  European Rar i t ies Commit tees (AERC) decided to
leave the quest ion of  assigning species status to both
Ba l t i c  Cu l l  and  Heug l in ' s  Cu l l  pend ing  (AERC TAC
2003).  The CSNA (2004),  having maintained a three-
way  sp l i t  s ince  1998 ,  l umped  the  taxa  in to  two  spec ies :
Lesser Black-backed Cul l  L fuscus (compris ing grael ls i i ,
intermedius and fuscus) and Heuglin's Cull L heuglini
(comprising heugli ni and barabensis).

Status and occurrence in the Netherlands
Lesser Black-backed Cul l  is  a numerous bi rd a long the
Dutch coast  in March-September.  Vir tual ly  a l l  b i rds
found in the Nether lands belong Io grael ls i i  or  inter-
medius,  ie,  populat ions using a migrat ion route along
the European west coasts. The north-easterly fuscus is
considered very rare;  11 records had been accepted by
the Dutch rar i t ies commit tee (CDNA) for  the oer iod
1992-2001 (van der Vl iet  et  a l  2OO2).  Fol lowing the
lump ing  o f  'Ba l t i c  Cu l l '  and  ' Lesser  B lack -backed  Cu l l '
a l l  records except those referr ing to b i rds of  known
or ig in were removed f rom the Dutch l is t  (van der Vl iet
et  a l  2004).  There are f ive recover ies of  Finnish r inged
birds,  in Apr i l ,  June,  September,  October and Decem-
ber (Cottaar 2005, van der Vl iet  et  a l  2005, Al tenburg
et al 2006). There have been several reports of heuglini
(eg,  Bakker 1999) but  the ident i f icat ion of  th is taxon is
st i l l  very compl icated and,  so far ,  no records have been
accepted by the CDNA.

Materials and methods
I  s tud ied  Lesser  B lack -backed  Cu l l s  ma in l y  i n  the
Nether lands,  and mainly in the per iod 1999-2003.
Photographs and notes were gathered dur ing f ie ld t r ips
to var ious locat ions.  By far  the most important  s i te was
the dump near Wi jster ,  Drenthe.  The informat ion
gathered dur ing these f ie ld t r ips was amended by
photographs taken in Fin land,  France,  lsrael ,  Morocco
and Portugal .  A few 1000s photographs of  several  100s
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176 Lesser Black-backed Cull  /  Kleine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus intermedius, juveni le, Lauwersoog, Croningen, Netherlands,
14 November 2000 (Theo Bakker). Colour-r inged at Lista, Norway. Note that only a few scapulars have been moulted. 177 Lesser
Black-backed Gull  i  Kleine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus, second calendar-year, Wijstel Drenthe, Netherlands, 22 Apri l  2000 (Rik

Winters). Note restr icted black on tai l .  178 Lesser Black-backed Gull  /  Kleine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus, second calendar-year,
Wijster, Drenthe, Netherlands, 22 Apri l  2OOO (Rik Winters). Note two dist inct types of scapulars. 

.1 
79 Lesser Black-backed Cull  /

Kleine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus, second calendar-year, Wijster, Drenthe, Netherlands, 7 May 2OOO (Rik Winters). Fuscus-type.
Both  w ings  show e igh t  new pr imar ies ;  ear l ies t  da te  fo r  a  b i rd  o f  th is  age w i th  such a  mou l t  pa t te rn .

of immature Lesser Black-backed Cul ls  were studied
for  th is paper.  Fie ld notes were made to descr ibe
moul t ,  and a score system was developed to s impl i fy
th is.  More than 35 colour-r inged second and th i rd
calendar-year b i rds were found, of  which 17 were
photographed. The r inged bi rds or ig inated f rom Bel-
g ium, Br i ta in,  France,  the Nether lands and Norway.
The r inging data on these bi rds were used to correlate
di f ferences in moul t  and plumage pat terns to geo-
g raph ica l  o r ig in .  C iven  the  low  number  o f  r i nged  b i rds
involved,  however,  these correlat ions should be regard-
ed as no more than an indicat ion of  what the actual
s i tuat ion may look l ike.

Based on the r inging data and the features shown,
the bi rds observed at  Wi jster  wi l l  mainly have or ig i -
nated f rom ' intermediate populat ions' ,  ie ,  populat ions
breeding on the eastern shores of  the North Sea.

Moul t
One of  the perceived main dist inguishing characters
between fuscus and graellsii is their difference in moult
t iming and the resul t ing moul t  pat terns.  The use of
these di f ferences for  ident i f icat ion purposes is  most
oronounced in immatures.  Observat ions and descr io-
t i ons  by  Jonsson  (1998)  and  Raus te  (1  999)  emphas ized
the di f ferences,  some of  which were al ready ment ioned
by Stresemann ( '1966) and elaborated on the t iming of
moul t  in fuscus.  Adr iaens (2002),  Cibbins (2004) and
Muusse et  a l  (2005) a l ready presented some l imi tat ions
to the use of  the moul t  cr i ter ia def ined by Jonsson
based on observat ions on cont inental  western
European birds.

In general ,  the moul t  of  Lesser Black-backed Cul l
can be understood in terms of  the seouence of  moul ts
described for Western Cull t occidentalis (Howell &
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180 Lesser Black-backed Cull / Kleine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus intermedius, second calendar-year, Wijster, Drenthe,
Nether lands,  3 June 2OO1 (Rik Winters) .  Colour-r inged at  L ista,  Norway,  in 2000. Al l  v is ib le wing-coverts moul ted but  pr imar ies
juvenile and worn. 181 Lesser Black-backed Cull / Kleine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus, second calendar-year, Wijster, Drenthe,
Netherlands, 8 June 2001 (Rik Winters) ' lB2 Lesser Black-backed Cull / Kleine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus intermedius, second
calendar-yea1 Wijstel Drenthe, Netherlands, 3 June 2001 (Rik Winteri. Colour-ringed at Lista, Norway, in 2000. Note probably no
juveni le feathers reta ined on back and in wing-coverts;  ta i l  completely renewed, but  pr imar ies and secondar ies reta ined juveni le
(not  v is ib le in th is photograph).  l83 Lesser Black-backed Cul l  /  Kle ine Mantelmeeuw Larus fuscus and European Herr ing Cul l  /
Zilvermeeuw L argentatus, Wijster, Drenthe, Netherlands, 10 June 2001 (Rik Winters). On second calendar-year Lesser Black-
backed Cul l ,  note f reshly moul ted pla in dark grey scapulars contrast ing wi th worn grey-brown ones moul ted dur ing autumn/winter .

Corben 2000),  as was al ready suggested by Howel l  Larsson 2OO4).  For reasons of  c lar i ty ,  here the moul ts of
(2001) .  Th is  means  tha t  each  mou l t  and  p lumage  cyc le  immatu re  Lesser  B lack -backed  Cu l l s  a re  numbered  and
in Lesser Black-backed Cul l  is  considered to contain not  nameo.
two moul ts and hence two plumages;  the f i rs t  moul t
being the one that  replaces the juveni le p lumage and First  moul t
tha t  i s  common ly  known as  the 'pos t - j uven i l e  mou l t ' .  The  f i r s t  mou l t  compr i ses  the  rep lacement  o f  j uven i l e

Howel l  & Corben (2000) argued for  apply ing the feathers dur ing the f i rs t  autumn, winter  and ear ly
Humphrey & Parkes terminology of  moul ts and plum- spr ing.  This moul t  is  most  of ten a part ia l  moul t  but  i t  is
ages (Humphrey & Parkes 1959) when descr ib ing highly var iable in extent .  l t  does,  however,  a lmost
moul t  in general ,  and in large gul ls  in part icular  (see always fo l low a rather st r ic t  sequence of  replacement
a lso  Du tch  B i rd ing  1985 ,  Howe l l  2001) .  Th is  approach  o f  the  fea the rs .
is  in general  bet ter  sui ted for  descr ib ing the plumage First  calendar-year b i rds observed in the Nether lands
development in Lesser Black-backed Cul ls than thetra-  roughly fa l l  in to two categor ies corresponding wi th the
di t ional  model  in which three moul ts were supposed to previously descr ibed moul t  s t rategies oÍ  grael ls i i  and
occur  du r ing  a  s ing le  year  (eg ,  Cran t  1986 ,  O lsen  &  fuscus .  B i rds  f rom loca l  co lon ies  usua l l y  s ta r t  mou l t i ng
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