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Extralimital occurrence of Slender-
billed Gull in Europe

Gert Ottens

n Europe, increasing numbers of Slender-

billed Gull Larus genei have been observed
away from the breeding colonies in recent years.
This paper describes this extralimital occurrence,
both in space and in time, by analyzing the spe-
cies’ migration strategies, dispersal behaviour
and vagrant records. In order to establish a pic-
ture of all records of vagrant Slender-billed Gulls,
reports of national rarities committees were con-
sulted and, in addition, information was asked
from several committees (vagrant reports were
not taken into account when not accepted by the
relevant committee).

Distribution and status

Slender-billed Gull breeds locally (and rather dis-
junct) in coastal areas of West Africa (c 22 500
individuals), the Mediterranean and Black Sea
(123 000-237 000 individuals), and eastwards

into Central Asia and north-western India
(c 150 000 individuals; Delany & Scott 2002).
Since the 1960s, it has spread from the Black Sea
through the eastern Mediterranean to the western
Mediterranean (Serebryakov & Zubakin 1997).
More than 90% of the total number of European
breeding birds are concentrated at just a dozen
sites (BirdLife International 2004; figure 1).

The current European breeding population is
concentrated in ltaly, Turkey and Ukraine, with
smaller populations in Azerbaijan, France and
Spain (BirdLife International 2004). The latest
published figure for Italy is 3350 pairs in 2001
(Serra & Brichetti 2004). The Spanish breeding
population is estimated at 800-900 pairs (Marti &
del Moral 2003). In France, c 850 pairs breed, all
in the Camargue, Bouches-du-Rhone (Sadoul et
al 2003).

92 Slender-billed Gulls / Dunbekmeeuwen Larus genei, adult and first-summer, ile de Noirmoutier, Vendeg,
France, 27 July 2004 (Matthieu Vaslin)

[Dutch Birding 28: 69-78, 2006)
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Extralimital occurrence of Slender-billed Gull in Europe
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FIGURE 1 Distribution of vagrant Slender-billed Gulls Larus genei in Europe (records per site, 1960-2003) and most

important, regular breeding sites / verspreiding van Dunbekmeeuwen Larus genei als dwaalgast in Europa (gevallen

per locatie, 1960-2003) en belangrijkste reguliere broedlocaties (Handrinos & Akriotis 1997, Serebryakov &
Zubakin 1997, Marti & del Moral 2003; Pierandrea Brichetti in litt)

Migration
The European populations have developed differ-
ent migration strategies. The western Mediterra-
nean populations winter in the south of their
breeding range and both the Atlantic and
Mediterranean coasts of north-western Africa,
partly together with the western African popula-
tion (Olsen & Larsson 2004). Birds of the Black
Sea population spend the winter on the northern
African coast from Egypt west to Tunisia but also
in Bulgaria, Greece and lIsrael (Olsen & Larsson
2004). Most ringing recoveries in Tunisia, for ex-
ample, relate to birds from the Black Sea popu-
lation. After the species extended its breeding
range into the western Mediterranean, French,
Italian and Spanish birds were also increasingly
observed there. Individuals ringed in Tunisia have
also been recovered in Egypt and Libya
(Isenmann et al 2005). The species returns to its
Black Sea and western Mediterranean breeding
sites from late March, with adults peaking in
April and early May and immatures in May (Dies
& Dies 2000, Olsen & Larsson 2004).

Most movements outside the breeding season
occur within the species’ breeding range, with

70

the exception of those by the populations from
West and Central Asia that winter around the
Arabian Peninsula, east to western India (Glutz
von Blotzheim & Bauer 1982, del Hoyo et al
1998). Birds leave their breeding grounds in July
(Olsen & Larsson 2004).

Dispersal and immigration
The species mostly breeds in dynamic habitats:
shallow saline areas or salt marshes where con-
ditions may vary with or within breeding sea-
sons. In the western Mediterranean, breeding
colonies are regularly found on artificial islands
in salinas. Modern management of these salinas
involves levelling each salina to maximize the
surface water area. Ground-nesting birds, like
Slender-billed Gull, are thus regularly displaced
from their breeding sites. Also, natural breeding
sites are being converted for agriculture or recre-
ation (Tucker & Evans 1997). From year to year,
numbers (as well as breeding sites) tend to fluc-
tuate accordingly (Serebryakov & Zubakin 1997,
Oro 2002), causing dispersal.

Within a colony, the females (and their mates)
in the best breeding condition have been found
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93 Slender-billed Gull / Dunbekmeeuw Larus genei, adult, Préverenges, Vaud, Switzerland, 10 May 2001 (Lionel

Maumary) 94 Slender-billed Gull / Dunbekmeeuw Larus genei, second calendar-year, Les Grangettes, Vaud,

Switzerland, May 1998 (Lionel Maumary) 95 Slender-billed Gull / Dunbekmeeuw Larus genei, adult, with Black-

headed Gulls / Kokmeeuwen L ridibundus, Pori, Satakunta, Finland, May 1993 (Hannu Kettunen) 96 Slender-billed

Gull / Dunbekmeeuw Larus genei, adult, with Black-headed Gull / Kokmeeuw L ridibundus, Playa de Sotavento,
Fuerteventura, Canary Islands, 22 March 2004 (Michiel Versluys)

to select the most suitable breeding site (Oro
2002). This is another cause for the high breed-
ing site turnover in this species, which is con-
firmed by several ringing programmes.
Individuals ringed in France have been found
breeding in colonies in ltaly and Spain, birds
ringed in Italy have been found breeding in
France and Spain, and birds ringed in Spain have
been recorded in France. For example, in a
newly established colony in Aude, southern
France, in 2004, birds were controlled that had
been ringed in Italy (one) and Spain (two). The
Italian bird was the oldest in the colony; it had
been ringed 12 years earlier in the Po delta,
Veneto, Italy. Since 1999, it had been controlled
as a breeding bird only in the Camargue (Gonin

2004). The Spanish population, however, shows
a higher degree of philopatry. Most recoveries of
birds ringed in the major colonies at the Ebro
delta, Catalunya, and Coto Donana, Andalucia,
are local with only some individuals recovered
from France and Italy (Manuela Forero in litt).

In Italy, ¢ 2500 Slender-billed Gulls have been
ringed (Po delta, Apulia and Sardinia) in 1991-
2004, which resulted in more than 1400 resight-
ings of 666 individuals. Most were observed in
or near ltalian breeding colonies, as well as in
France and Spain, and during winter in Tunisia.
Interestingly, one individual ringed as pullus in
Foggia was observed in N’Djamena, Chad, the
following winter (Nicola Baccetti in litt).
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97 Slender-billed Gulls / Dunbekmeeuwen Larus genei, adults, Les Grangettes, Vaud, Switzerland, 14 May 1997
(Jean-Marc Fivat)

98 Slender-billed Gull / Dunbekmeeuw Larus genei, adult, with Pied Avocets / Kluten Recurvirostra avosetta and
Black-headed Gulls / Kokmeeuwen L ridibundus, lle de Noirmoutier, Vendeé, France, 29 March 2005
(Matthieu Vaslin)
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Extralimital occurrence of Slender-billed Gull in Europe

TABLE 1 Extralimital records of Slender-billed Gull Larus genei in Europe / gevallen van Dunbekmeeuw Larus genei
als dwaalgast in Europa (cf Dymond et al 1989, Komsija za Redkosti 1993, Sovinc 1993, Ranner et al 1995,
Nikiforov et al 1997, Maumary 1998, Maumary & Fivat 1998, Winkler 1999, Dubois et al 2000, Rogers et al 2000,
2001, Bozic¢ 2001, Rubinic et al 2002, Breife et al 2003, www.birdlife.fi/english/rc/index.shtml; Peter Barthel in litt,
Jean-Yves Frémont in litt, Leander Khil in litt, Gabor Magyar in litt, Lionel Maumary in litt, Tadeusz Stawarczyk in litt)

Austria (seven records (14 individuals) until 2004)

12 May 1985, Seewinkel, Burgenland, two adults

20-21 May 1993, Rheindelta, Vorarlberg, two adults

4 May 1997, Rheindelta, Vorarlberg, four adults

9 April 1998, Seewinkel, Burgenland, adult

13-19 May 2001, Bregenzerachmiindung/Rheindelta,
Vorarlberg, adult

15-18 May 2001, Rheindelta, Vorarlberg, two adults

16-23 May 2002, Rheindelta, Vorarlberg, two adults

Belarus (two records until 2000)

Nikiforov et al (1997) mention one record in the 1920s
and another in the 1950s but no further data are
given.

Britain (seven records (nine individuals) until 2004)

19 June to 10 July 1960, Langney Point, East Sussex,
England, first-summer

28 April 1963, Rye Harbour, East Sussex, probably first-
summer

21 July to 1 August 1971, Dungeness, Kent, England, &
15, 31 August & 6, 12 September 1971, Minsmere,
Suffolk, adult

12-15 May 1987, Cley and Blakeney Harbour, Norfolk,
England, two adults

5 May 1999, Grove Ferry, Kent & 6-8 May 1999,
Monk’s Wall, Kent, adult

5 May 2000, Cley-Norfolk, two adults

30-31 May 2000, Dungeness, Kent, adult

Croatia (five records (18 individuals) in 1997-2002)

2 October 1997, Delti Neretva, Dubrovnik-Neretva,
adult

29 April 1998, Delti Neretva, Dubrovnik-Neretva, six
adults

1 May 1998, Delti Neretva, Dubrovnik-Neretva, five
adults

27 April 2001, Delti Neretva, Dubrovnik-Neretva, four
adults

5 May 2002, Delti Neretva, Dubrovnik-Neretva, two
adults

Before 1997, a few, mostly early 20th century, records
were published (Rubinic et al 2002).

Finland (one record until 2004)
23 May to 22 June 1993, Pori, Satakunta, adult

France (20 records (53 individuals) outside breeding

range until 2004)

28 April 1973, Villars-des-Dombes, Ain, adult

21-24 May 1989, Art-sur-Meurthe, Meurthe-et-Moselle,
one

10 June 1989, Saint-Cyr, Vienne, two adults

26 April 1993, Certes/Audenge, Gironde, adult

9 May 1993, Montrevel-en-Bresse, Ain, six adults
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1 May 1994, Meyzieu, Rhone, two adults

12 May 1994, Rochefort, Charente-Maritime, adult

12 May 1995, Excenevex, Haute-Savoie, adult

8 March 1997, ile de Ré, Charente-Maritime, first-win-
ter

20 May 1997, Clermont-Ferrand, Puy-de-Déme, adult

27 April1999, Baie de Chingoudy, Pyrénées-
Atlantiques, first-summer

24 May 1999, Miribel-Jonage, Rhone, two adults

8 April 2000, Lac de Grand-Lieu, Loire-Atlantique,
first-
summer

14 April 2000, Embouchure de la Dranse, Haute-
Savoie, eight adults

27 April 2000, Etang des Landes, Creuse, two adults

23 March 2001, Tle de Noirmoutier, Vendée, adult

13 May 2001, Desnes, Jura, 17 adults

13-14 June 2001, Lac de Freycenet, Haute-Loire, adult

24 May 2003, Pouilly-sur-Loire, Niévre, two adults

14 April 2003 into 2005, fle de Noirmoutier, Vendée,
first-
summer

The last bird on lle de Noirmoutier stayed in 2004 and

2005 and was joined by a first-summer female in May

2004; the two birds attempted to breed in 2004 but

without success.

Germany (six records (14 individuals) until 2004)

23 May 1989, Urmitzer Werth, Rheinland-Pfaltz, adult

8 July 1994, Dornumersiel, Niedersachsen, adult

8-1 May 1995, Tagebau-Restloch Haselbach, Sachsen,
two adults

9-15 May 1997, Wollmatinger Ried, Baden-Wiirttem-
berg, seven adults

18 May 1997, Chiemsee, Bayern, adult

1 May 1999, Rothsee, Bayern, two adults

Hungary (eight records until 2001)

3-7 May 1992, Hortobagyi-halasté, Hajdu-Bihar, adult

22-29 June 1994, Décsi-rizsfoldek, Békés, adult

11 May 1998, Begécsi-viztarol6, Békés, adult

30 May to 4 June 1998, FertSujlak, Gy6r-Sopron-
Moson, adult

22 April 2000, Biharugra, Békés, first-summer

25 April 2000, Borzas, Hajdu-Bihar, adult

2 June 2000, Fenyes, Hajdu-Bihar, first-summer

30 June to 21 July 2000, Jaszjdkohalma, Jasz-Nagykun-
Szolnok, first-summer

Poland (two records until 2004)

19 and 25-26 July 1987, Vistula mouth, Pomorskie,
adult

21 May 1998, Brzostowo, Biebrza marshes, Podtaskie,
first-summer
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Slovenia (three records (six individuals) until 2001)

25 June 1989, Cernisko jezero, Notranjsko-Kraska, four
adults

11 April 1990, Hojtina vas, Podravska, adult

10 March to 7 April 1991, Secoveljske soline, Obalno-
Kraska, adult

Sweden (two records until 2004)

17 May 1992 to early June 1992, Furilden, Gotland,
adult

29 April 1994 to 1 May 1994, Ovre Foret/Lilla Ultuna,
Uppland, adult

Switzerland (15 records (76 individuals) until 2004)

4 May 1988, Préverenges, Vaud, two adults

3-11 May 1997, Chablais de Cudrefin, Vaud, and
Fanel, Bern, seven adults

11 May 1997, Yverdon, Vaud, two adults

14 May 1997, Préverenges/Les Grangettes, Vaud, 20
adults

15 May 1997, Geneve, Genéve, adult

16-31 May 1998, Les Grangettes, Vaud, first-summer,
wearing colour ring

30 May 1999, Chablais de Cudrefin, Vaud, six adults

15 April 2000, Fanel, Bern & Chablais de Cudrefin,
Vaud, two adults

10 May 2001, Préverenges, Vaud, five adults

10 May 2001, Morges, Vaud, five adults

11 May 2001, Fanel, Bern, and Chablais de Cudrefin,
Vaud, at least 11 adults

13 May 2001, Klingnauer Stausee, Aargau, adult

16 May 2002, Chablais de Cudrefin, Vaud, 10 adults

5 June 2002, Wangen, Schwyz, second-summer

24 May 2003, Chablais de Cudrefin, Vaud, two adults,
one wearing colour ring

Vagrancy in Europe

Figure 1 shows both the breeding distribution
and records of vagrant Slender-billed Gulls in
Europe. In France, observations away from the
Mediterranean coast have increased correspond-
ing with the exponential increase in numbers of
breeding pairs in the Camargue. Most of these
records are from the valley of the Rhéne and its
tributaries (up to northernmost France), with
some birds reaching the Atlantic coast (Dubois et
al 2000) where, in 2004, the first (unsuccessful)
breeding attempt took place on fle de Noirmou-
tier, Vendée (Desmots et al 2004). Interestingly,
the majority of these vagrants in Europe were
recorded at inland sites. As with many French
vagrants, birds found in Central Europe may have
followed rivers like the Rhone and the Po (and
their tributaries) and from here to, for example,
Austria, Germany and Switzerland. Other birds
probably follow the (Atlantic) coast lines and end
up in the North Sea area. In Spain, however, the
species is very rare on the Atlantic coast, with
only a handful of records for Asturies and the
Basque country (Ricard Gutiérrez in litt). In
Portugal, the species is being assessed since
1995, when the Portuguese rarities committee
(Comité Portugués de Raridades, CPR) became
operative. During 1995-2003, 14 records of 71
individuals have been accepted. It is very rare on
the west coast but probably a scarce migrant
(and rare winter visitor) to the eastern Algarve,
especially Castro Marim. It is not unlikely that in
the near future the CPR will stop considering the
species (Gongalo Elias in litt). The Portuguese
records have therefore not been included in table
1. On the Croatian and Slovenian side of the
Adriatic Sea, the species is surprisingly rare,

given the rather close proximity of Italian popu-
lations. However, recent records (see table 1)
may suggest that the species is probably a very
scarce visitor (Komsija za Redkosti 1993, Rubinic
et al 2002, Sovinc 1993).

The French and Spanish breeding populations
have increased by more than 80% over 1990-
2000 (BirdLife International 2004). It is clear
from figure 2 that, accordingly, the number of
extralimital individuals in Europe has increased
dramatically over the past decade. The French
and Spanish populations (together with the grow-
ing Italian population) are also the likely sources
for vagrancy north of the European breeding
range. The fact that both of the ringed birds
found in Switzerland (see table 1) had been ring-
ed in the Camargue seems to confirm this.

The first three British records (see table 1) are
very interesting in this respect, because they
occurred at a time when the European breeding
population was concentrated around the Black
Sea, while breeding in the western Mediterra-
nean was irregular, involving very small num-
bers. Likewise, records from Belarus, Finland,
Poland and Sweden and some of the Hungarian
records (see figure 1) seem to confirm the notion
that some European vagrants originate from east-
ern populations (Breife et al 2003). On that note,
Cramp & Simmons (1983) mention a bird ringed
as a chick in the Ukraine and found on the
Canary Islands. However, this record is consider-
ed suspect due to the possibility of misidentifica-
tion with Mediterranean Gull L melanocephalus
in the breeding colony (if the chick was seen
away from the parents). The species is currently
considered a vagrant in the Canary Islands, with
only a few records (Ricard Gutiérrez in litt).
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Interestingly, a bird ringed in Coto Dofana in
2001 was observed on Fuerteventura, Canary
Islands, in January and March 2002. In March
2004, it was again observed and photographed
there (Michiel Versluys in litt) and, the following
month, it was observed at Oued Souss, Morocco
(Manuela Forero in litt).

Away from France, the increase in the number
of vagrants in Europe started with the influx in
Switzerland in 1997. Until that year, records
were widely scattered around Europe but since
1997 have been concentrated in central Europe
(Austria, Germany, Hungary and Switzerland)
and France (table 1). The reasons for this chang-
ing pattern are unclear. Data on French and
Spanish colonies indicate that nothing out of the
ordinary happened in the years leading up to
1997 (Daniel Oro in litt). Further influxes took
part since then and particularly in 2001, which
was most pronounced in France and Switzerland
and, to a lesser degree, Austria. Also, until the
invasion of 1997 mainly individual (in a few
exceptions more than two) birds were recorded
(see figure 2). Since that year, group size increas-
ed dramatically. Besides Portugal, the largest
groups were recorded in Switzerland (20 in
1997, 11 in 2001 and 10 in 2002) and eastern
France (17 in 2001).

Of a grand total of 205 individual vagrants in
Europe (78 records), only 11 first-summer and
two second-summer birds have been recorded.
Most observations were of birds that stayed for
only a very short period, usually one day, before
moving on. All groups consisted of adults only.
Since many immature birds stay on the wintering
grounds (Olsen & Larsson 2004), this is not unex-
pected. This could indicate that mostly birds in
breeding dispersal were involved, as was evident
from observations of displaying pairs in Austria,
Britain and France. Of the seven birds present in
Germany in May 1997 (see table 1), two pairs
showed courtship behaviour and even copu-
lated. The notion of breeding dispersal is further
augmented by the seasonal pattern of extralimital
European records, with the great majority of
birds (151) recorded in May (figure 3). A notable
exception is the influx in France in 2000, which
took place in April (see table 1). The total for
April is 33 individuals (16 records, figure 3). The
few late June-July records of adults probably re-
late to post-breeding dispersal (or failed breed-
ers). No pattern is evident for records of imma-
ture birds but (as far as the few data allow) their
occurrence seems to mirror that of adults, al-
though with a slight emphasis on April.
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Vagrancy outside Europe

In Asia, Slender-billed Gulls have reached Nepal
and Sri Lanka (Olsen & Larsson 2004). Further
east, vagrants have been recorded in South Korea
(adult-winter at Gwangyang Bay, Jeollanam, on
9-11 January 2002; Moores 2002) and Japan (two
wintering in Fukuoka City, Fukuoka, with one
returning to the same areas between 1984 and
1992 and the second (or another) bird in
Kitakyushu, Fukuoka, in the winter of 1991/92
(Brazil 1991, Moores 2002). Three records have
been accepted for Hong Kong, China; an adult
on 10 and 25-26 February 1990, a first-summer
on 3-10 April 1992 and an adult on 27-28
February 1993, with several (mostly recent)
records for China (Carey et al 2001). In Thailand,
the species is considered a vagrant to the central
coast (Robson 2000).

The western African population is considered
to be resident. The record mentioned before of
an ltalian ringed bird recovered in Chad is pos-
sibly the furthest inland record for Africa, al-
though a few Saharan records are known for
Algeria (Isenmann & Moali 2000), Morocco
(Thévenot et al 2003) and Tunisia (Isenmann et al
2005). Other vagrants in Africa have been
recorded in Ethiopia, Nigeria and Sudan (Urban
et al 1986). In Kenya, it is considered a scarce
migrant to the Rift Valley lakes, with a few coast-
al records (Zimmerman et al 1996). The species’
status in (landlocked) Uganda is comparable
with inland Kenya, as it appears to be extending
its Eastern African wintering range (Carswell et al
2005). An exceptional record is that of an adult
at Durban Bay, Kwazulu Natal, South Africa, on
10-13 September 1999 (Trevor Hardaker in litt).

In the Western Hemisphere, vagrancy to the
Caribbean region has been suggested but could
not be substantiated (cf Ebels 2002).

Discussion

Most populations in Europe have increased con-
siderably over the last two decades, especially in
the western Mediterranean basin. This period
corresponds with the putative decrease of the
Black Sea populations due to degradation of the
wetlands on which the birds depended (Rudenko
1996). The increase in the western Mediterra-
nean therefore appears to derive from displaced
birds from these populations (Sadoul 1997).

It is thought that some populations are not even
viable without immigration. In southern France,
for example, breeding success remained quite
low while the population size has increased
exponentially from the 1990s. The expansion,
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generally interpreted as an indication of a healthy
population, does not match the observed breed-
ing success (Sadoul et al 2003).

The recent upsurge of vagrant Slender-billed
Gulls might be a consequence of conditions in
the wintering range that could push some indi-
viduals to change migration routes. Hence, some
birds decide to move northwards and others fol-
low them (see Dispersal and immigration, Daniel
Oro in litt). Increasing vagrancy in a northern
direction has, in this species, also been explain-
ed as a response to climatic warming as with a
number of other southern breeding species
(Burton 1995). This last subject needs more
research, as its effects on bird distribution are not
yet fully understood. Increased observer aware-
ness of the species’ subtle characteristics (Barthel
& Konigstedt 1993, Corso 1999) could be an-
other factor but probably does not account for
the rapid increase of records.

It is clear that Slender-billed Gulls have be-
come more prone to vagrancy over the last
decades, probably because of apparently increas-
ing movements between breeding colonies and
between different countries. Whether this is due
to population pressure or other (ecological) fac-
tors remains to be seen. More research is needed,
preferably over the whole breeding range.
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Samenvatting
DUNBEKMEEUW ALS DWAALGAST IN EUROPA Het afgelopen
decennium zijn in toenemende mate Dunbekmeeuwen

Larus genei waargenomen in Europa, tot ver buiten de
Europese broedgebieden. De soort heeft zich in de
tweede helft van de 20e eeuw vanuit de Zwarte Zee uit-
gebreid in westelijke richting. In het westelijke Middel-
landse-Zeegebied bestaan groeiende populaties in
Frankrijk, Italié en Spanje. Deze populaties brengen de
winter door langs de Noord- en West-Afrikaanse kusten.
Dit zijn waarschijnlijk ook de bronnen van waaruit de
toename aan dwaalgasten, vooral in Centraal-Europa,
heeft plaatsgevonden, hoewel sommige Europese geval-
len (bijvoorbeeld in Polen, Wit-Rusland en Zweden)
waarschijnlijk eerder zijn terug te voeren op een oor-
sprong uit het Zwarte-Zeegebied. De meeste gevallen
betreffen adulte vogels en vaak gaat het om meerdere
exemplaren, tot groepen van 20. Mei is bij uitstek de
beste maand voor dwaalgasten, gevolgd door april en
juni (tabel 1, figuur 1-3).

De toename van het aantal gevallen buiten de
broedgebieden is begonnen in 1997, zonder dat hier
aanwijsbare redenen voor zijn. Sinds dat jaar duiken
jaarlijks Dunbekmeeuwen op in (Centraal-) Europa,
vooral in het binnenland langs meren en rivieren. Het
betreft hier waarschijnlijk vooral dispersie van broed-
vogels op zoek naar geschikte broedgebieden. Aanwij-
zingen hiervoor zijn niet alleen het feit dat het vooral
om groepen adulte in mei gaat maar ook hun gedrag
(zo zijn balts en paringen vastgesteld).

Dunbekmeeuw is een soort van dynamische habitat
(waaronder zoutmoerassen), waar de omstandigheden
jaarlijks en soms zelfs binnen een broedseizoen sterk
kunnen veranderen. Dispersiegedrag is deze soort dan
ook niet vreemd. Door de veranderende condities wor-
den kolonies soms gedwongen om elders hun geluk te
beproeven. Met ringprogramma’s is bovendien vastge-
steld dat dezelfde vogels afwisselend tot broeden kun-
nen komen in Frankrijk, Italié, Spanje en Tunesié.
Waarschijnlijk is een deel van deze populaties zelfs
niet levensvatbaar zonder immigratie.

Als oorzaken voor de toename aan gevallen buiten
de broedgebieden worden de verslechterende omstan-
digheden in broedgebieden in het Zwarte-Zeegebied,
de situatie in de wintergebieden en gevolgen van
klimaatverandering genoemd. Deze factoren zijn tot op
heden echter niet of nauwelijks onderzocht.

Het is duidelijk dat Dunbekmeeuwen de laatste
decennia meer de neiging hebben om (ver) buiten de
broedgebieden op te duiken. Waarschijnlijk komt dat
door de toegenomen bewegingen tussen verschillende
kolonies en tussen landen. Of populatiedruk hieraan
ten grondslag ligt of andere (ecologische) factoren zal
moeten worden onderzocht in het gehele versprei-
dingsgebied.
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Not ever

white bird is an albino:

sense and nonsense about colour

aberrations in birds

Hein van Grouw

n the birding world, general confusion seems

to exist about colour mutations in wild birds
and the correct naming of these aberrations.
Almost all whitish aberrations are called ‘(partial)
albino’. However, most of these are not albino
and ‘partial albinism” is — by definition — not
even possible. Some mutations are hard to distin-
guish in the field (and in museum collections)
because the colour of feathers with a pigment
reduction is easily bleached by sunlight and can
even become almost white. For the correct iden-
tification and naming of colour mutations, it is
necessary to know which changes have occurred
in the original pigmentation. But first of all, it is
necessary to understand which pigments deter-
mine the normal colours of feathers and how
these pigments are formed. All colour aberrations
described here have a genetic basis, ie, they are
caused by a mutation.

There are more possible colour mutations in
birds than those described below. However, the
ones dealt with here are those occurring most
frequently and are more or less clearly recog-
nizable, either in the field or in museum speci-
mens.

The aim of this paper is to present clear defini-
tions of the most common types of colour muta-
tions in birds and to give a basic insight into the
genetic or food-related mechanisms that cause or
influence these mutations. The paper is based on
the study of colour mutation genetics and the
study of many 1000s of bird skins and live birds
during the course of 15 years of working with
cage birds and as bird collection manager and
taxidermist of the Nationaal Natuurhistorisch
Museum Naturalis at Leiden, Zuid-Holland, the
Netherlands, as well as in other European natural
history museums (van Grouw 1997, 2000ab).

Pigmentation

The most important pigments that determine
plumage coloration in birds are melanines and
carotenoids. Carotenoids vary in colour from
pale yellow to scarlet red. They are taken in with

[Dutch Birding 28: 79-89, 2006)

food and transformed into colour pigments by
enzymes. The deposition of the pigments takes
place directly at the start of feather growth.

Aberrations in this pigmentation are mostly
caused by a food problem and usually do not
have a genetic cause. Well-known examples are
flamingos Phoenicopteridae and Scarlet Ibis
Eudocimus ruber, which owe their respective
pink and red colours to the presence of red caro-
tenoids in their natural food. When these carote-
noids are in short supply, these birds will appear
white after the next moult. In the past, this hap-
pened frequently in captive individuals of these
species before caretakers understood this relation
between food and coloration.

In several European passerines, part of their
colours are caused by yellow and red carote-
noids, eg, Blue-headed Wagtail Motacilla flava,
Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus, European
Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus, Great Tit Parus
major, Eurasian Golden Oriole Oriolus oriolus,
Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs, European
Greenfinch Chloris chloris, European Goldfinch
Carduelis carduelis, Eurasian Siskin C spinus and
Common Crossbill Loxia curvirostra. But also the
red in spotted woodpeckers Dendrocopos and
the yellow-green in green woodpeckers Picus are
caused by carotenoids. However, not every red-
dish coloration is a result of carotenoids; for
instance, the red underwing-coverts and flanks of
Redwing Turdus iliacus and the orange-brown
breast in European Robin Erithacus rubecula are
caused by a melanin (see below). Mutations
causing changes in carotenoid-based colour pig-
ments are rare but melanine mutations occur far
more often.

Melanins

Two types of melanin are present in birds: eume-
lanin and phaeomelanin. Depending on concen-
tration and distribution within the feather, eume-
lanin is responsible for black, grey and dark
brown feathers. In a high concentration, phaeo-
melanin is responsible for reddish-brown feath-
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99 Carrion Crow / Zwarte Kraai Corvus corone, Heeze, Noord-Brabant, Netherlands, 12 June 2005 (Rob G
Bouwman). Albino, juvenile wild bird. Complete absence of melanins in plumage, skin and eyes caused by
genetically determined absence of enzyme tyrosinase. Because Carrion Crow has no carotenoid-based colours,
whole plumage is colourless (white), as well as skin and eyes. Red of eyes is caused by blood shining through. In
nature, survival chances of such birds are very low because of bad eyesight of albinos.

100 Common Blackbird / Merel Turdus merula (Pieter van den Hooven). Albino, adult in captivity. Complete
absence of melanins in plumage, skin and eyes caused by genetically determined absence of enzyme tyrosinase.
Because Common Blackbird has no carotenoid-based colours, whole plumage is colourless (white), as well as skin
and eyes. Red eyes are caused by blood shining through.

101 European Goldfinch / Putter Carduelis carduelis (Pieter van den Hooven). Albino, adult in captivity. Complete
absence of melanins in plumage, skin and eyes caused by genetically determined absence of enzyme tyrosinase.
Carotenoid-based colours are still present.

102 European Goldfinch / Putter Carduelis carduelis (Pieter van den Hooven). 100% leucistic. Total absence of
melanins in all feathers but melanins are still present in skin and iris. Carotenoid-based colours are still present.
103 European Goldfinch / Putter Carduelis carduelis (Pieter van den Hooven). Diluted (isabel). Reduction in
eumelanin concentration, phaeomelanin is unaffected. Normally black plumage parts have turned grey. Because
this bird remained in captivity, there has been no further bleaching by weather and sunlight and visible colour is
result of mutation only.

104 European Goldfinch / Putter Carduelis carduelis (Pieter van den Hooven). Ino. Strong reduction of both mela-
nins: phaeomelanin (back) is almost absent, while there is hardly any oxidation of eumelanin. Normally black
plumage parts have turned pale brown. Carotenoid-based colours are still present. Because this bird remained in
captivity, there has been no further bleaching by weather and sunlight and visible colour is result of mutation only.

ers. In lower concentrations, the colour will
appear as yellow-brown to almost white. Both
melanins together can give combination colours
such as greyish-brown. In skin and eyes, only
eumelanin is present.

In some species, the colour is completely
caused by eumelanin, eg, Common Murre Uria
aalge, Razorbill Alca torda, Western Jackdaw
Corvus monedula, Rook C frugilegus and Carrion
Crow C corone. In most species, however, both
types of melanin are present. As far as currently
known, there are no wild bird species in which
only phaeomelanin occurs. In feathers that con-
tain both types of melanin, the eumelanin is
mainly found in the central part of the feather
while the phaeomelanin is mainly located in the
feather edges.

Most of the basic knowledge on biochemistry
and development of melanins already originates
from studies in the first half of the 20th century
(eg, Frank 1939, Mason 1953, Rawles 1953,
Lubnow 1963). The normal formation of melanins
starts after the first cell divisions of the fertilized
egg. Already in this early stage of embryonal
development, basic colour cells are formed
which soon migrate to the so-called pigmentation
centres. From these pigmentation centres, the
basic colour cells spread to, amongst others, the
feather follicles. The basic colour cells contain
the amino acid tyrosine. Controlled by the en-
zyme tyrosinase, the basic colour cells can pro-
duce melanins during feather development; the
basic colour cells are now called the colour cells.
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Melanin formation involves a series of chemi-
cal reactions, starting with the oxidation of tyro-
sine, katalysed by tyrosinase. The melanin itself
is a polymere molecule which is also subject to
oxidation. The amount of oxidation varies: black
is the strongest oxidation form, brown a weaker
form. The colour cells deposit the pigments into
the feather cells through ‘extensions’.

The melanin formation process is determined
genetically. Any aberration in the process has a
potential influence on the colours of a bird.
A mutation in the formation of the enzyme tyro-
sinase may (partially) inhibit the formation of me-
lanin. Also a mutation causing a change in intra-
cellular conditions may have an effect on the
eventual outcome of melanin formation, eg,
causing a reduction in either phaeomelanin or
eumelanin. Changes may also occur in the distri-
bution of the basic colour cells which may result
in reduction or complete absence of coloration
in some feather tracts. And when a mutation
blocks the formation of extensions, the feathers
will also remain devoid of colours.

In summary, eumelanin is responsible for the
colours black and brown, depending on the
amount of oxidation. Differences in shade are
mainly caused by the concentration of pigments.
For example, the amount of oxidation of the
eumelanin in grey and black feathers is similar
but the concentration of eumelanin pigment gra-
nules is much lower in grey feathers.

Phaeomelanin is responsible for red-brown
pigments. Probably, phaeomelanin is also an oxi-
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105 Eurasian Coot / Meerkoet Fulica atra, Capelle aan den lJssel, Zuid-Holland, Netherlands, 28 February 2004
(Chris van Rijswijk). 100% leucistic. Total absence of melanins in all feathers but melanins are still present in skin
and iris. In this almost completely white bird, virtually all feathers lack melanins.

106 Snow Bunting / Sneeuwgors Plectrophenax nivalis, Vlieland, Friesland, Netherlands, 15 November 2004
(Menno van Straaten). 100% leucistic. Total absence of melanins in all feathers but melanins are still present in skin
and iris.

107 Eurasian Oystercatcher / Scholekster Haematopus ostralegus (Pieter van den Hooven). 50% leucistic. Total
absence of melanins in some (random) feather tracts but melanins are still present in skin and iris. Note that deposi-
tion of melanins in affected feathers is blocked, not development of melanins itself. Therefore, unaffected feathers
have their normal colours.

108 Eurasian Oystercatcher / Scholekster Haematopus ostralegus, Texel, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, May 1974
(René Pop). Probably 100% leucistic. This white bird lived for many years on Texel, which makes an albino very
unlikely. Colour of eye and down layer have to be studied to identify it as a certain 100% leucistic bird and not a
bleached ino. In an ino, the down layer would be cream-coloured and the pupil ‘dark red’ (see main text). In a leu-
cistic bird, the down layer would be pure white and the eye would be normal (red iris with ‘black’ pupil). These
features can not be properly judged from this single photograph but considering the pure white plumage, a 100%
leucistic bird is the most likely identification.

109 Eurasian Coot / Meerkoet Fulica atra, Rotterdam-Ommoord, Zuid-Holland, Netherlands, 2 March 2003 (Chris
van Rijswijk). Diluted. Reduction of melanin concentration. Because Eurasian Coot only has eumelanin in its plum-
age, no distinction can be made in ‘pastel’ or ‘isabel’. Normally black plumage parts have turned grey, normally grey
parts are now paler grey.

110 Eurasian Jay / Gaai Garrulus glandarius (Pieter van den Hooven). Diluted (pastel). Strong reduction of concentra-
tion of both melanins, but they are still present. This results in very pale plumage but skin remains unaffected. Same
mutation as in House Sparrow Passer domesticus of plate 111. Because this bird remained in captivity, there has been

no further bleaching by weather and sunlight and visible colour is result of mutation only.

dation product of eumelanin. The different
shades of this pigment as the human eyes see it,
from deep red-brown to yellowish-cream, also
depend on the concentration.

Albinism

Albinism is defined as a total lack of both mela-
nins in feathers, eyes and skin as a result of an
inherited absence of tyrosinase (Fox & Vevers
1960). It is probably one of the most frequently
mentioned colour mutations whereas it is, in
fact, one of the least frequently observed muta-
tions (especially in adult birds) in the field. Due
to a mutation, an albino completely lacks the
enzyme tyrosinase in its body. Tyrosinase is
necessary for the chemical process that produces
melanin pigments in vertebrates. Because of the
absence of tyrosinase, an albino cannot produce
melanin at all. The result usually is a completely
colourless bird (but see below the remark on
albinos with carotenoid pigments). Also, the eyes
and skin are colourless. The red or pinkish
‘colour’ of these parts is caused by the blood that
can be seen through the colourless tissue of eye
and skin. A mostly white bird which nevertheless
shows some form of melanin pigmentation is
never an albino, by definition. ‘Partial albinism’
does not exist and is a ‘contradictio in terminis’,
even if it is often used in the birding literature
(eg, Ogilvie 2001). It is simply impossible, just
like being ‘partially pregnant’.

Tyrosinase has no influence on the formation
of carotenoids. In an albino of a species with
carotenoids as additional colour, these pigments
remain present. Such a bird will remain com-
pletely or partially yellow (or red), dependent on
the natural location of the carotenoids in the
plumage. These birds do have red eyes and a
colourless skin. Contrary to popular belief, albi-
nos are therefore not necessarily all-white.

In all animal species, the mutation albino is
inherited through an autosomal recessive gene.
This gene is not rare and occurs in most popula-
tions. Albinos are born more frequently than one
would expect, given the rarity with which they
are observed. The reason that (adult) albinos are
observed so infrequently is related to their bad
eyesight. Due to the absence of pigments in the
eye, albinos are very light-sensitive and they
have difficulties in observing depth. As a result,
they are an easier prey for predators than normal
birds and also more readily fall victim to traffic
and other hazards. Most of them die soon after
the start of their independence, at fledging.

Leucism

Leucism is defined as a partial or total lack of
eumelanin and phaeomelanin in the feathers as a
result of inherited disorder of the deposition of
these pigments in the feathers. It is probably the
most frequently occurring inheritable colour
aberration in birds and it is most often — errone-
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111 House Sparrow / Huismus Passer domesticus, Camperduin, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, May 2000 (René
Pop). Diluted (pastel). Strong reduction of concentration of both melanins, but they are still present. This results in
very pale plumage but skin remains unaffected. There are many gradations of dilution but this is one of the more
extreme examples. Weather and sunlight have caused further bleaching. So, visible colour is result of mutation in
combination with bleaching by sunlight.

112 Common Starling / Spreeuw Sturnus vulgaris (Pieter van den Hooven). ‘Brown’. Incomplete oxidation of
eumelanin. Normally black plumage parts have turned dark brown. Phaeomelanin is unaffected. Incompletely oxi-
dised eumelanin is very light-sensitive and, in nature, ‘brown’ plumage will soon strongly bleach. However,
bleached ‘brown” Common Starlings in adult-type plumage will not become as white as juveniles because of still
rather dark ‘starting point’ of adult-type feathers. Because this bird remained in captivity, there has been no
further bleaching by weather and sunlight and visible colour is result of mutation only.

113 European Greenfinch / Groenling Chloris chloris (Pieter van den Hooven). ‘Brown’. Incomplete oxidation of
eumelanin. Normally black plumage parts have turned dark brown. Phaeomelanin is unaffected. Dark (melanine)
ground colour of green parts is paler than normal. Incompletely oxidised eumelanin is very light-sensitive and, in
nature, ‘brown’ plumage will soon strongly bleach. Because carotenoids are unaffected, a bleached European
Greenfinch will gradually appear more yellow. Because this bird remained in captivity, there has been no further

bleaching by weather and sunlight and visible colour is result of mutation only.

ously — called albinism or ‘partial albinism’. In
leucistic birds, the enzyme tyrosinase is normally
present and the production of melanin in the
basic colour cells and the transformation into
colour cells is normal. However, the deposition
of melanin in the feather cells does not occur
due to an inherited disturbance disorder of the
pigment transfer. As a result, more or less colour-
less (white) feathers occur at random anywhere
in the plumage.

Different forms of leucism are known and can
vary from only a few white feathers (<25%) to
totally white individuals (100%). White feathers
of leucistic birds are fully without melanin, with
no coloured patches (however, similar to what
has been described above under albinism, if
colours are present that are caused by carote-
noids, these remain visible). In certain forms,
only feathers become colourless while eyes, skin
and horny bare parts are normally coloured. In
other forms, these parts can become colourless
as well. Nevertheless, even birds with the latter
form of leucism still have dark eyes. The reason
for this is that only the pigments of the iris are
missing. The pigments in the back of the eyeball
remain present and therefore the eyes look dark.

So, leucistic birds always have coloured eyes
which distinguishes them from albinos. In all
forms of leucism, the eyesight is normal. Such
birds are not hampered by reduced eyesight, and
thus do not have reduced chances of survival.
Consequently, leucistic birds are observed rather
frequently.

Partly coloured feathers are very unusual in
leucism. Individual feathers that are partly
coloured usually indicate a bad condition of the
bird during feather growth and is not an inherit-
able character (ie, is not leucism). This is often

84

seen in, eg, Carrion Crows, especially those
eating junk food in cities.

Brown

Brown as aberration is defined as a qualitative
reduction of eumelanin. In this mutation, the
amount of pigment remains unchanged but the
appearance of the eumelanin is changed (cf Kopf
1986). As a result of an inherited incomplete oxi-
dation of eumelanin, black feathers will turn dark
brown. The phaeomelanin is unaffected.

In bird species in which both melanins occur
naturally, this mutation is less obvious than in
species which only have eumelanin. So, a
‘brown’ House Sparrow Passer domesticus (both
melanins present) appears less aberrant than a
‘brown’ Carrion Crow (only eumelanin). How-
ever, feathers with a qualitative reduction of
eumelanin are very sensitive to (sun)light and
bleach quickly and strongly. So, old plumage is
often almost white because the feathers are
bleached by (sun)light. For that reason, this
mutation is sometimes hard to distinguish in the
field. In the hand, such a bleached ‘brown’ bird
can be recognized by, eg, the colour of the down
layer under the contour feathers and the colour
of those parts of the remiges and rectrices cover-
ed by neighbouring feathers (often inner webs).
In these parts, sunlight cannot penetrate and
reduce the actual coloration.

The mutation ‘brown’ is widespread and can be
encountered regularly. The juvenile ‘biscuit-
coloured” Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris
reported from Weerselo, Overijssel, Netherlands
(Dutch Birding 18: 244-245, 1996) is also an ex-
ample of this mutation. Many reports of so-called
‘leucistic’ birds actually refer to ‘brown’ birds. For
instance, the published photographs of pale Great



Not every white bird is an albino: sense and nonsense about colour aberrations in birds




Not every white bird is an albino: sense and nonsense about colour aberrations in birds




Not every white bird is an albino: sense and nonsense about colour aberrations in birds

114 Northern Lapwing / Kievit Vanellus vanellus (Pieter van den Hooven). ‘Brown’. Incomplete oxidation of eu-
melanin. Normally black plumage parts have turned dark brown. Phaeomelanin is unaffected. Incompletely oxi-
dised eumelanin is very light-sensitive and, in nature, ‘brown’ plumage will soon strongly bleach to almost white.
In this bird, many old feathers have bleached strongly, a combined effect of the mutation and exposure to sunlight.
From a distance, it seems to have white and coloured feathers, and might be taken for a leucistic bird. However,
closer view reveals that the pale feathers are not white and the coloured feathers do not show their normal colora-
tion. In the hand, the down layer will be ‘brown’.

115 Common Gull / Stormmeeuw Larus canus canus, Maasvlakte, Zuid-Holland, Netherlands, May 1981 (René
Pop). ‘Brown’. Incomplete oxidation of eumelanin. Normally black plumage parts have turned dark brown.
Phaeomelanin would have been unaffected but Common Gull does not have phaeomelanin. In first-winter/first-
summer Common Gull, normally black colours are restricted to outer primaries and primary coverts and tail-band.
Grey of mantle has turned into pale creamy-brown. Remainder of brown feathering (especially wing-coverts) has
bleached to almost white. Feathers that are still brown are at rest covered by other feathers, and have been less in-
fluenced by sunlight.

116 Song Thrush / Zanglijster Turdus philomelos (Pieter van den Hooven). Ino. Strong reduction of both melanins:
phaeomelanin is almost absent, while there is hardly any oxidation of eumelanin. Normally black breast-spots
(eumelanin) have turned pale brown and are only faintly visible. Because this bird remained in captivity, there has
been no further bleaching by weather and sunlight and visible colour is result of mutation only. In nature, an ino
soon will bleach to almost white and may resemble an albino or 100% leucistic bird. Inspection in the hand of the
down layer (or other parts covered from sunlight) will reveal that it is the mutation ‘ino’.

117 House Sparrow / Huismus Passer domesticus (Niedersdchsisches Landesmuseum Hannover, Germany) (Hein
van Grouw). Schizochroic (‘grey’) male. Phaeomelanin is completely absent, whilst eumelanin is unaffected. This
results in black or grey appearance.

118 House Sparrow / Huismus Passer domesticus (Pieter van den Hooven). Schizochroic (phaeo) male. Eumelanin
is completely absent. Phaeomelanin, which is largely restricted to the feather edges, is unaffected and even seems
brighter in absence of eumelanin.

119 House Sparrow / Huismus Passer domesticus (Pieter van den Hooven). Schizochroic (phaeo) female.
Eumelanin is completely absent. Phaeomelanin, which is largely restricted to the feather edges, is unaffected and
even seems brighter in absence of eumelanin.

Grey Owls Strix nebulosa in Finland (Dutch
Birding 17: 19-20, 1995, 20: 296, 1998) do not
involve leucistic but bleached ‘brown’ birds.

In all species, the inheritance of the mutation
‘brown’ is recessively sex-linked. It is also the
only colour mutation that is sex-linked in all bird
species. This means that a brown mutant with
two normally coloured parents is always a fe-
male. In nature, ‘brown’ males are very rare
because they can only be born from a ‘brown’
mother and a normal father that is hetero-
zygotous for this mutation (and of course from
parents that are both ‘brown’). The chance for
this to occur in nature is normally very minute.
(Remember that in birds, males have two X chro-
mosomes and females have X and Y.)

Dilution

Dilution is defined as a quantitative reduction of
melanins. In this mutation, the amount of pig-
ment is reduced (cf Kopf 1986). The pigment
itself is not changed but due to a reduction in
pigment concentration, a ‘diluted” colour is
observed compared with the original coloration.
Two forms of dilution can be distinguished.

Pastel

Pastel is defined as a quantitative reduction of
both eumelanin and phaeomelanin. Black feath-
ers will turn grey an