BASIC PRINCIPLES

| elore we mry
identity out-of
range Kumlicn's

" Gulls, it would he
good i5we conld somehow
define the taxon, This is
where the problems start,
hewever, The anly thing we
know for sure is that, even in
this modern age of high-1ech
birding, Kuml ien's Gull
remaing.a hig mystery.
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Research on the wpic has
been hampered by the
inaccessibility of both the
species’ high Arctc breeding
areas and its breeding hahitac
af tall and seep cliffs. If you
want to study these birds, i
seems you'll need a sled with
huaskies, a friendly Iruit
companion, professional
climbing gear and plenty of
thermal underwear!

There has alse been same
CONLFOVERSY Amang
researchers, one accusing tie
other of having fabricared his
data to an unknewn excent
{zee Snell 1989, Smich 199]
and Snell 1931}, Mo wonder
thal apinions on the
raxonomic position of this
gull vary widely: people see i
as 2 subspecies of Teeland Gull,
a valid species in irs awn
right, or as a papulaticn of
hyhrids, a so-called "hybrid
swarm', produced by
interbreading between
Thayer's and Teeland Gulls.

The last theory, n
particalar, seems to offer a
valid explanation for the
enormeus plumage variation
seen i Kumlien's Gull, and
has therefore gained some
pereral acceptance, Bu is that
ﬁ:ul]}- all there is 1o it? Think
abioun it
¢ BExtremmie variation ina taxon
ie, in itselt, not proot of
anything. Do you consider
Comrnon Bugzard 1o he a
good species, ar do you
helieve that every pale
individual iz a hybrid with

Rough-leggped Buzzard]

* The breeding areas of
Thayer'sand leeland Gulls
have been separated for well
aver 4 century now. The
hreeding area of Ieeland Gull
shrank sigilicantly from
1860, and by 1904 the species
was contfined 1o Greenland
(Weir et al 2000},

Thayver's Gull, on the other
liand, breeds in the high
Arcric regiom of Canada and
hias probably been ahsent as a
breeding bird from Greenland
gince 1930 (Boertmann 2001,
Moreover, is distriluition in
Greenland had always heen
limited o the extrome north-
west fabove 7778, while
Ieeland Gull mainly hreeds in
the sewliern pare of the
island, reaching its norchern
lirnir ar #4°N along the west
coast (Boerimann 20017,

* Prelimipary DA results have
cherwm that Thaver's Gull is
maore closely related
Glancous-winged Gall than o
either Teeland or Bumlien's
Gulls (AERC TAC 1003,

Gay ol ol 2005}, Chu (1998) had
reached the same conclusicn
previonsly, but on the basis of

morphaological and skeletal dara.

* Kumlien's Gull has a separate
range, in both sumrmer and
winter. Its breeding area is
mostly limited o the souchern
halt of Baffin Island, Canada.
Thayer's Gull breeds in the
narthern hall of Baffin lsland
andd further tothe narth and
west (Howell and Dunn 2007},
Therefore, it s only an Baffin
Island that the hreeding areas
of hoth raxa meet, ina 40-
milewide zone ar Heme Bay,
In Greenland, oo maore than
twa breeding recovds of
Kumlien's Gull have been
published so far, One of these,
in 1964, concerned a ratler
strange record of two chicks
caprured near Kangerhissuac,
south-west (rreenland, that
were ransported 1o a w00 in
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Germany, where they were
reared and developed limited
dlark grey pipmentation on the
oaterraosl primary as aduls
(Gocthe |986), The other
recored referred to o Kumlicn's
Gull breeding on a lift among
Ieeland Gulls near MNuukin
2007 {Boeromann 2001,

Knmlien's Gull mainly
winters alony the cast coast of
Canada, while Thayer's
migrates to the west coasl and
leeland mamly winters in
Greenland (and leeland)
{Howell and Dunn 2007;
Olzen and Larsson 2003},

* The carrent breeding
propulation of Eumbicn's Gull
i5 estimated al 7, 506-7, 500
pairs (Soell 2002), almost as
higgh as that of Thayer's Gull
{3,150-9,450} — quite 2 large
numher for any hybrid
populacicn’

* When reading whar is
published about Kumlien's
Gull in its breeding range, itis
clear thal most researchers
seeint 1o have underestimaced
irs separation from Thayer's
Gull in the field. They did not
define a rigid set of criteria 10
tell hlackish winged Eumbien's
Gulls fram the latier a1 the
start of their research, 5ot is
difficult i interprer their
reports of interbreeding. Many
surveys were done wich
nothing more than a pair of
hinaculars: Same of the
studies were even carried out
from planes {given the
difficulty of the terraing,
making identification nigh on
impossible ~ yet their results
have been widely quoted,

The evidence for extensive
interbreeding aciually seems
to be quite poor. Tn any caze,
the comract zane berween the
by Laxa ls very limited, and
does not necessarily alficl the
taxonomdc position of the two
{iarms,

When vou consider all chis,
does it not seem mone likely

there is a stable, separate and
self-sustaining population of
Kumlien's Gulls? Tt may have
sprumy from past hyhridisado
but current kncwledge seems
to indicate that it is pow
claiming s own place in the
world, behaving like a
sithspecies or, perhaps, even a
full species i the making,

Identification

We can think of Eumlien’s
Gull as a separare taxon, but
can we identify it? Mot every
leeland Gull is as pale-winge
as the field guides show, whi
at the other extrame some
Kumlien's Gulls have very pa
wing-tips indeed.

Forlunately, the hreeding
anel wintering ranges of botl
taxa are largely separate, so
the simple solution is 1o
compare birds from one rang
with those from the other,
and 1o focus mainly on those
birds that truly look ditferen

Mewloundland in winter,
lior instance, isa great place
study Kumlien's Gulls; hath
Teeland and Thayer's Gull ar
(very) rare chere. On the oth
side of the Atlantic, feeland §
winter is ¢ pood place 1o len
aboul variation in lceland
Gull, Though small numbers
of Kumlien's Gulls winter, tf
ratio of Teeland o Kumlien's
more than 9:1.

Variation in borh taxa is
illustrated in the images
accompanying chis article ar
the additicnal ocoline materi
{see the ID gallery on the
Birdwalch website), which ain
io be an aid in the
identificanon of difficol
individuals in Europe.

Fram a Furopean
perspective, it may be wise |
think of all plumages of
Kumlien's Gull as usually
Laving a discernible,
conirasiing pattern on the
wuter primaries, vaguely
suggesting Thayer's Gull,
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