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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

74

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. 