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fhellittielGulliimXimwin
° By Steve Mulkeen

Species: Little Gull Larus minutus.

Location: About 2 km north of Xin Wun village, Tainan County.

Date: 10th January 2006.

Observers: Steve Mulkeen (SMM),

Time: About 10:20.

Distance from bird: Relatively close, from about 80 metres down to 30 metres.
Optics: 10x40 Leica Ultravid binoculars, 30x Optolyth TBG80 HDF scope.
Weather: Clear and sunny with scattered cloud. Good light. Wind light northerly.

Previous experience of species: Good. Little Gull is a regular passage migrant in the UK in varying numbers
and I see (or used to see) small numbers annually (some tens). In some years quite large numbers can be seen
migrating off the east coast of the UK (some hundreds). I have also seen Little Gull in other parts of Europe as well as
on Lake Eerie, Canada.

Experience of similar species: “Hooded” gulls: Bonaparte’s L. philadelphia (Canada), Black-headed L.
ridibundus (Europe/Asia), Franklin's L. pipixcan (UK/Taiwan (not photographed)), Laughing L atricilla (UK/Canada/
Texas). Saunders’s L. saundersi (Taiwan), Sabine’s X. sabini (UK), Mediterranean L. melanocephalus (UK/Europe).
Also gulls with black marked wings in juvenile/ first winter plumage: Kittiwake R. tridactyla (UK/Taiwan), Ross’s
Gull R. rosea (perhaps the most similar species)(UK).

Account of find:

It had already been an excellent winter for gulls, what with Kamtchatka Gull L. (canus) kamtschatschensis at Au
Gu on 8th, a juvenile to first winter Slaty-backed Gull L. schitisagus there on the morning of the 10th, a smattering
of Heuglin’s Gulls L. (heuglini) taimyrensis at certain coastal locales, and no shortage of Mongolian Gulls L.
(cachinnans) mongolicus at Xin Wun, together with perhaps some other taxa (in immature plumage stages. not the
casiest of birds to identify!). I had arrived at Xin Wun at about 10:00 AM on the 10th to take a closer look at some of
the big gulls there and was happy to find several adult Mongolian Gulls (at this time entering summer plumage with
all white heads and quite bright yellowish legs) and a few nice, strikingly whitish and bleached-looking first winter
individuals, A few further immature birds looked “too dark™ and one third winter had quite extensive head streaking
(somewhere in between what I would call the “maximum extent” of streaks possible for Mongolian Gull and that more
typical of Vega Gull Larus vegae, though I hasten to add my study of the big gulls in Taiwan is still in its infancy). 1
left the identity of these “intermediates™ “open to question”, with a resolution to return and tackle them at a later date
armed with the superb new Gulls (Olsen and Larsson) guide I had bought the previous summer.

Even so, I did a quick count of the adult Mongolians anyway with my binoculars, “one, two, three...wait a moment!”
My attention was caught by a very small-looking (“tiny™ in fact) gull not far away (about 80 metres) and actually a lot
nearer to myself than the place that many of the big gulls were sitting (1 had completely overlooked it when ‘scoping
the big gulls!) Was it a Little Gull? I reached for my ‘scope.
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It was indeed a Little Gull and in fact was most certainly the “cutest” bird I had seen so far in 2006. It looked absolutely
tiny when compared to the Siberian race Black-headed Gull L. r. sibiricus that occurs in Taiwan (larger than the western)
and. from previous experience of the species. I recognised it straight away. It had a slim bill, a nice black cap and mask
through the ear coverts, a pure grey saddle contrasting with extensive black markings through the upperwing coverts and
a white tail with a clear black subterminal band. It swam on the water, slowly drifting nearer all the time, until it settled
on the water about 30 metres away allowing for a thorough “grilling”. It couldn’t really be confused with any other gull,
and, in fact (in view of its apparent size) suggested Grey Phalarope rather than another gull species!

I watched the bird for about half an hour (it having been found at about 1020), during which time I sent text messages
to Tsai Zhi Yuan (TZY) and Pan Zhi Yuan (PZY) informing them of the discovery. Only later did I learn that it was
pehaps the first record for the island! Luckily, PZY twitched and saw the bird in the afternoon and managed to take
the photographs that are used in this report (for which many thanks!) and TZY successfully twitched the bird on the
afternoon of the following day.

I had been expecting to find Little Gull in Taiwan for some time. looking at its distribution in China. 1 had rather fancied
that one might fly past on migration (they sometimes associate with marsh terns Chlidonias) and that I might pick one

A, out on a sea-watch. I was nevertheless very surprised to find a winter individual but have had my suspicions for some

time as to why such a large congregation of Black-headed Gulls as one finds at Xin Wun had not yet attracted any other
gull species. Xin Wun is very popular with the smaller gulls and this winter flock is certainly the biggest accumulation of
Black-headed Gulls T have yet seen in Taiwan (often numbering a few thousand). T am sure still yet more uses Xin Wun
than has actually been discovered.

Detailed description:

A tiny gull, at least a third smaller than Black-
headed Gull, and very easy to locate within the
flock on size alone. Bill small, slender, wholly
black and quite “fragile-looking”. Forehead
white, crown solidly black and ear cover ~
spot” likewise black with rather extensive
dusky ear coverts creating a mask. Saddle pale
grey. a similar shade to Black-headed Gull,
appearing marginally darker than that species
but this perhaps due to black on other parts
on upperside, Saddle apparently lacking black
marks hence moult to first winter complete.
Also a small amount of grey on neck sided
forming “half-collar”. About 90% of upperwing
coverts black (some grey on innermost lessers
and outermost greaters only forming “carpal
bar™) with carpal area likewise black. Primaries
with black outer webs throughout entire length

and white inners, with black on very tips of

inner webs (visible when “wing- stretching™ A first winter Little Gull. The best photo, clearly showing upperwing
). Secondaries grey but with black subterminal pattern, pale saddle and broad black terminal bar to tail.

bar on outermost few. Rump and tail white

with prominent black terminal bar on tail. Rest

of bird white. Leg colour not noted.
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