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Gulls are a not a regular feature of the avifauna of insular South-East
Asia. Five species have been recorded in Indonesia (Sukmantoro et
al. 2007, Marc Gardner pers. comm. 2009). Only one, the Common
Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus, has been recorded from
Wallacea, with several records in northern Sulawesi since 1986
(White & Bruce 1986, Coates & Bishop 1997). The other species are
likely to occur as vagrants during the Palaearctic winter. H. Kuhn
observed a gull on Wetar Island during a September–October 1902
visit, but did not collect a specimen (Hartert 1904). It was speculated
that Kuhn had probably seen Common Black-headed Gull (Bruce
1987). Remarkably, this is the only  published gull record for the
Lesser Sundas (covering the islands from Lombok in the west
through to the Tanimbar archipelago).

During a 45-day survey (26 September to 9 November 2008) of
the north and west of Wetar, Maluku province in the Banda Sea, we
visited (on 12 occasions) a small estuary on ‘Sungai Besar’, about
400 m east of Lurang village (7º40’36”S 126º20’35”E) (see Trainor et
al. 2009). Although the estuary is small, with c.2–3 ha of mangrove,
lagoons, river mouth and stones and cobble, it supported a
regionally rich array of Palearctic migrant shorebirds (18 species)
including five species that are rare to uncommon in the Nusa
Tenggara and Maluku regions (White 1975, White & Bruce 1986,
Trainor 2005): Little Ringed Plover Charadrius dubius, Oriental Plover
C. veredus, Little Curlew Numenius minutus, Great Knot Calidris
tenuirostris and Sanderling C. alba.

On 30 October 2008, a gull (see photo BirdingASIA 12, p.85, Plate
1) was observed to fly over our (CRT & Imanuddin) heads and land
on rocks near the mouth of the estuary. At the time we were unable
to identify it, but between 07h30 and 08h30 we took about 20
photographs down to 15 m from the bird, and these were later sent
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to several gull experts to assist with identification. The gull was
silent and thirsty—it drank freshwater from the stream about 15
times. It flew off twice—after about 20 minutes, and again after
40 minutes of observation—and was not seen during two
subsequent visits to the estuary on 31 October and 8 November.

Based on the bird’s large size, bare part coloration (with pale
yellow legs), and plumage (combining a dark grey adult-type ‘saddle’
with worn brown wing-coverts and tertials, and an unmarked white
head), the gull appeared to be in third-year type plumage (Ruud
Altenburg pers. comm.), and it was eventually identified as a
Heuglin’s Gull Larus heuglini (following Inskipp et al. 1996), here
defined to include nominate heuglini and subspecies barabensis
and taimyrensis. The plumage shown in Plate 1 in Trainor et al. (2009)
is typical of immature faster-moulting large gulls, which include
Heuglin’s and also Mongolian Gull L. mongolicus (N. Moores pers.
comm.). Heuglin’s Gull is currently treated as a species by OBC (OBC
2009) but the IOC (http://www.worldbirdnames.org/names.html)
include it with Lesser Black-backed Gull L. fuscus and BirdLife
International include it with Herring Gull L. argentatus (BirdLife
International 2010). Many gaps remain in our understanding of these
(and other closely related) taxa, so its exact subspecific identity may
remain unknown (Nial Moores pers. comm.).

Nominate Heuglin’s Gull breeds in western Siberia, on the Kanin
Peninsula and Pechora Delta of the eastern Arctic (Liebers et al.
2001); taimyrensis on the Taimyr peninsula (Brazil 2009); and
barabensis in south-west Siberia to south-east Urals, Baraba and the
Kulunda Plains (Olsen & Larsson 2003). Of the three, only taimyrensis
is regular and locally numerous in East Asia. However, the saddle of
the Wetar Island bird appears darker than typical taimyrensis, and
both the white-headedness of a third-year bird and the bill shape

Higuchi, H. (1989) Responses of the Bush Warbler Cettia diphone to artificial
eggs of Cuculus cuckoos in Japan. Ibis 131: 94–98.

Higuchi, H. (1998) [‘Host use and egg color of Japanese cuckoos.’]
Pp. 80–93 in S. I. Rothstein & S. K. Robinson, ed. Parasitic birds
and their hosts: studies in coevolution. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Hoover, J. P. & Robinson, S. K. (2007) Retaliatory mafia behavior by a parasitic
cowbird favors host acceptance of parasitic eggs. Proc. Natn. Acad. Sci.
USA 104: 4479–4483.

Kamioki, M., Kawaji, N., Kawaji, K. & Ueda, K. (2011) Reddish cuckoo eggs
found on the Asian Stubtail Urosphena squameiceps and the Eastern
Crowned Warbler Phylloscopus coronatus nest in Hokkaido. Strix 27: 97–
103. (In Japanese with English summary.)

Kawaji, N. (2009) Removal of Short-tailed Bush Warbler’s Urosphena
squameiceps nestlings by the Oriental Cuckoo Cuculus saturatus. Jpn. J.
Orn. 58: 118–120. (In Japanese.)

Kawaji, N., Kawaji, K. & Hirokawa, J. (1996) Breeding ecology of the Short-
tailed Bush Warbler in Western Hokkaido. Jpn. J. Orn. 45: 1–15.

Kim, C.-H. & Yamagishi, S. (1999) Nestling crow-tits Paradoxornis webbiana
ejected from their nest by common cuckoo Cuculus canorus. Raffles
Bull. Zool. 47: 295–297.

King, B. (2005) The taxonomic status of the three subspecies of Cuculus
saturatus. Bull. Brit. Orn. Club 125: 48–55.

Kinoshita, M. & Kato, C. (1995) Killing nestlings Stonechats by the Common
Cuckoo. Jpn. J. Orn. 44: 99–100.

Lindholm, A. & Lindén, A. (2007) Some notes on the distribution and songs
of two Oriental Cuckoo taxa, Cuculus (saturatus) saturatus and Cuculus
(saturatus) optatus. Forktail 23: 12–16.

Moskát, C., Barta, Z., Hauber, M. E. & Honza, M. (2006) High synchrony of egg
laying in common cuckoos (Cuculus canorus) and their great reed
warbler (Acrocephalus arundinaceus) hosts. Ethol. Ecol. Evol. 18: 159–
167.

Pietz, P. J. & Granfors, D. A. (2000) Identifying predators and fates of grassland
passerine nests using miniature video cameras. J. Wildl. Mgmt. 64: 71–
87.

Soler, J. J. (1999) Change in host rejection behavior mediated by the
predatory behavior of its brood parasite. Behav. Ecol. 10: 275–280.

Stake, M. M., Faaborg J. & Thompson, F. R. (2004) Video identification of
predators at Golden-cheeked Warbler nests. J. Field Orn. 75: 337–344.

Vogl, W., Taborsky, M., Taborsky, B., Teuschl, Y. & Honza, M. (2002) Cuckoo
females preferentially use specific habitats when searching for host
nests. Anim. Behav. 64: 843–850.

Wyllie, I. (1981) The Cuckoo. London: Botsford.
Zahavi, A. (1979) Parasitism and nest predation in parasitic cuckoos. Amer.

Nat. 113: 157–159.

Masayoshi KAMIOKI and Keisuke UEDA, Laboratory of Animal
Ecology, Graduate School of Science, Rikkyo University, Nishi-ikebukuro
3-34-1, Toshima, Tokyo 171-8501, Japan. Email: kamioki@gmail.com

Noritomo KAWAJI, Hokkaido Research Center, Forestry and Forest
Products Research Institute, Hitsujigaoka-7, Toyohira, Sapporo,
Hokkaido 062-8516, Japan. Email: kawajin@ffpri.affrc.go.jp

Kimiko KAWAJI, Nishioka 2-11-20-18, Toyohira, Sapporo, Hokkaido
062-0032, Japan



96 SHORT NOTES Forktail 27 (2011)

and coloration also appear unusual. In the Inner Gulf of Thailand,
Heuglin’s Gull is a regular visitor in small numbers of up to 20 birds
(Round et al. 2009), and there are also a few records of Slaty-backed
Gull L. schistisagus, Mongolian Gull and Lesser Black-backed Gull (N.
Upton and P. Round pers. comm.) The nearest records of Heuglin’s
Gull sensu stricto are from Peninsular Malaysia (Anon. 2006), where
it has also been recorded as a vagrant, and there is an unconfirmed
record from Singapore of a Herring-type gull which may have been
Heuglin’s (Wells 1999). The nominate form of the rather similar (but
darker-mantled) Lesser Black-backed Gull has been recorded as far
south-east as the Cocos (Keeling) Islands (Olsen & Larsson 2003).

Description: A large gull of c.60 cm body length. Head white
and unstreaked. Upperparts overall dark in appearance; primaries
dark brown, and primary coverts and alula showing substantial
white; scapulars, mantle, lesser coverts, median coverts and greater
coverts dark grey. Underparts white (and unstreaked) on neck, chest,
belly and vent. Tail all white above when viewed in flight. Legs light
yellow; bill shortish, stout, extensive yellow on distal upper mandible
and dark red and black on gonys, with a pale base. Difficult to judge
primary moult score but an old primary five (p5) feather present.

The following possible confusion species in third-year plumage
can be excluded: Slaty-backed Gull, ruled out at any age owing to the
yellowish tone to the legs of the Wetar bird; Vega Gull L. vegae, which
in its third year would show brown streaking on the head and nape;
Mongolian Gull, which in its third winter shows paler grey rather than
dark grey wings; and Caspian Gull L. cachinnans and Lesser Black-
backed Gull, which would show a substantially darker mantle.
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India harbours nine species of vultures, and of these White-backed
Vulture Gyps bengalensis, Indian Vulture G. indicus and Red-headed
Vulture Sarcogyps calvus are classified by IUCN as Critically
Endangered (BirdLife International 2008). Their sudden decline in
the Indian subcontinent in the last decade was attributed to disease,
poisoning and reduction in food availability, although diclofenac
poisoning is now widely regarded as the principal cause in India
(Prakash et al. 2003, Green et al. 2004, 2007, Shultz et al. 2004, Swan
et al. 2006). Apart from their own threatened status, vultures are
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ecologically important in human-dominated areas, as scavengers
at primitive slaughterhouses and carcass dumps (Satheesan 1989,
Mundy et al. 1992), and in natural areas, as scavengers on animal
carcasses of large mammals killed by carnivores (Houston 1974,
Hunter et al. 2007, Majumder et al. 2009). As most of the studies on
vultures have been restricted to the northern, western, eastern and
central states of India (Prakash et al. 2003), baseline studies are
needed in southern India to understand the status and dynamics of
the populations there.


