
RARE SPECIES DOCUMENTATION 
Records of Vermont Birds 

 
 
The following form has been prepared to encourage full documentation, when requested, of rare 
or unseasonal birds in the state of Vermont. These reports are put into a permanent file and 
should be as detailed as possible. New reports are reviewed annually by the Vermont Bird 
Records Committee, which evaluates records for their acceptability to future researchers and for 
inclusion in the state bird list. 
 
Please print or type 
 
SPECIES: Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus 
 
NUMBER OBSERVED: 1 
 
OBSERVER MAKING REPORT:  
 
Spencer Hardy, 133 Tucker Hill Rd, Norwich, VT 05055    curlewsandpiper17@gmail.com 
Ronald Payne, 496 Weybridge Street, Middlebury, VT 05753    rpayne72@myfairpoint.net 
Ian Worley, 1101 Snake Mountain Road, Cornwall, VT 05753     iworley@uvm.edu 
 
OTHER OBSERVERS: 
 
Larry Haugh 
Ted G. Murin 
Jim Phillips 
 
LOCATION: Turkey Lane, Panton, Addison County 
 
DATE: Saturday, March 2, 2013 
 
TIME AND LENGTH OF OBSERVATION: We were at the location for three hours and 48 minutes, starting 
at 11:19am.  The other observers were there for about the last hour.  The bird was first seen around 11: 50.  
The accumulated length of time we had the bird in sight was perhaps 40-60 minutes. 
 
DISTANCES FROM BIRD:  Maximum: 2500 meters    Minimum: 450 meters 
 
WEATHER:  
 
Wind direction: N Wind speed:  10 mph 
 
Sky cover: Overcast   Temperature: 30F    
 
Light in relation to observer's position: From behind and to our left. 
 
OPTICAL EQUIPMENT:  
 
Ron:  
Pentax 8x40 PCF WP Binoculars  
Nikon RA II 20x Spotting Scope 
 
Ian: 
Pentax 8X42 binoculars  
Kowa TSN-884 88mm scope with 20-60x eyepiece 
 
Spencer: 
Minox 8x42 Binoculars 
Swarovski 80mm scope with 25-50 eyepiece 
 



OBSERVER'S PREVIOUS ACQUAINTANCE WITH THIS SPECIES OR SIMILAR FORMS: 
 
Hardy, Payne, and Worley have seen most other gull species that could be confused with SBGU, including 
GBBG, LBBG, HEGU, and KEGU (Hardy only).  
 
 
OTHER DOCUMENTATION: Photo __X__ Tape Recording ______ Specimen ______ 
 
If yes to the above, where is this information deposited?  
 
https://picasaweb.google.com/lh/photo/12RwszRqhBeqEV9NnPoKFNMTjNZETYmyPJy0liipFm0?feat=direct
link 
https://picasaweb.google.com/lh/photo/KBbZhT0dDglI4zZeQFX1p9MTjNZETYmyPJy0liipFm0?feat=directlin
k 
 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/61161297@N08/8521569001/sizes/l/in/photostream/ 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/61161297@N08/8522680934/in/photostream/ 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/61161297@N08/8522680884/sizes/l/in/photostream/ 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/61161297@N08/8521568807/sizes/h/in/photostream/ 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/61161297@N08/8522680612/sizes/k/in/photostream/ 
 
 
HABITAT:  
 
The Bird was in a large mixed flock of Gulls including Ring-billed Gulls, Herring Gulls, Great Black-backed 
Gulls and a Glaucous Gull on and around Mud Island. The island is approximately .3 acres in area, has 
sparse deciduous trees, a rocky shore, and a rocky spit that extends 20 meters to the south of the island. It 
was on this spit that the flock was mostly centered. The island was 450 meters from our closest vantage 
point to the bird when it was on it. The lake is 2.75 miles across at this spot and extends beyond effective 
visual range to the north and south. 
 
BIRD'S BEHAVIOR:  
 
Bird seen perched, sleeping, flying, alit on the water and bathing. None of these actions distinguished it from 
other gulls. 
 
VOCALIZATION:   
 
None heard. 
 
DESCRIPTION:  
 
Spencer spotted the bird first in a large flock of approximately 100 mixed gulls (mostly Ringed-bills, a 
number of Herrings, and a few Great Black-backeds). It was bathing itself between some rocks the southern 
edge of Mud Island just beneath a Great Black-backed Gull standing on a rock. It was immediately notable 
for its slate gray color, brown streaking on its head and smaller size contrasting it from the Great Black-
backed Gull. It then flew to a spot mostly out of sight behind some rocks at which point Spencer noted its 
pink legs. From its new location we could occasionally see its wings and head as it shifted its position. 
Spencer suggested the possible ID of Slaty-backed Gull, and at this point we consulted with the Sibley 
Guide to Birds to acquaint ourselves with the field marks we should be looking for.  
 
It became visible again after a large portion of the flock flushed from the island. We re-found it standing atop 
a rock giving us great views of it. At this point Ian confirmed the pink legs - a striking contrast with the yellow 
legs of a Ring-billed Gull standing beside it - and we were able to note the features of its bill, and plumage 
pattern while perched. It then sat down and we noted it was almost the exact same size as a juvenile 
Herring Gull in the same posture a couple feet from it. Three more times we saw the bird take flight when the 
flock flushed allowing us good views of its wing patterning. The last time it flushed it flew to the southwest 
maybe 1000m away where it landed on the water. It stayed in that position for a several minutes and then 
flew further to the southwest. This was the last position where we observed the bird.   
 
 
 



Relative size and shape:  
 
Similar in size to nearby Herring Gulls, smaller than nearby Great Black-backed Gulls and a Glaucous Gull, 
and larger than nearby Ring-billed Gulls.  
 
Head:   
 
Overall white with quite evident brownish streaks on its cap, nape and sides of its neck. The brown streaked 
head immediately set it apart from any Great Black-backed Gull (as would also do so if a Lesser Black-
Backed Gull was present).  It also had noticeably dark brown streaking through the eye.   
 
Feet and Bill:   Bright pink feet and legs observed while perched and in flight, brighter than the legs of the 
other pink legged gulls present. Yellow bill with a red spot on the lower mandible. 
 
Upper back: 
 
Slate gray, lighter than nearby adult Great Black Backed Gulls and darker than nearby adult Herring Gulls.  
In the lighting in which we viewed the bird at the Island, the color of the back was quite distinctive. 
 
Lower back and rump: 
 
White lower back and rump. 
 
Wings: 
 
Standard tapered gull wing shaped.  
 
The upper side of the wing had slate gray coverts. The inner Primaries and the secodaries were slate gray 
with white at their ends creating a wide white trailing edge on the wings. The outer primaries were slate gray 
with black and white spotting on the tips. The black in this area was only on the outer web and did not 
extend far towards the wrist. When perched, primaries showed a regular pattern of consistently sized white 
diamonds, and the white trailing edge of the wing feathers created a broad white “skirt.”  
 
The underwing coverts were white. The inner primaries and secondaries were light gray on the inner 
primaries and secondaries with white at their ends creating a wide white trailing edge on the wing. The outer 
primaries light gray with black and white spotting on the tips.  When viewed from below in, there was seen 
no line of black extending from the tip of the wing along the underside of the leading edge of the wing. Also 
from below, the trailing edge of the wing tip appeared to be discontinuously black.   
 
Breast, belly, flanks, undertail coverts:  
 
All white, although the streaking from the head continued down the breast, then ended abruptly, which in 
flight gave an impression similar to that of a Pectoral Sandpiper.  
 
Tail: 
 
Rounded, standard Gull shape, white and unmarked. 
 
IMPORTANT: WHAT SIMILAR SPECIES WERE ELIMINATED WHEN MAKING THIS IDENTIFICATION 
AND HOW WAS THIS BIRD DIFFERENT? 
 
Ruled out Great Black-backed Gull due to lighter back and wings, smaller size, and well-marked, noticeably 
streaked head and neck.   
 
Ruled out Herring Gull due to darker back and wings. 
 
Ruled out Lesser Black-backed Gull due to pink legs. 
 
Ruled out Western Gull due to brown streaking on the head and nape. 
 
The broad white skirt also pointed away from any other gull species.  
 



COMMENTS:  
 
Aged as an adult based on uniform back color and clean white body.  
 
Ted Murin, who confirmed the first and only other Vermont record of the species had sufficient looks at the 
bird to easily conclude it was an adult Slaty-backed Gull.  His assistance by phone early in our sighting, and 
then in person while viewing the bird, was greatly appreciated.   
 
This report was written from memory on the day of the observation. All three observes made contributions to 
its writing. Certain observations were recorded (by Worely) as they were made and then transcribed later 
that evening. 
 
NAME  ____________ SIGNATURE_____________________ 
 
MAILING ADDRESS: ________________________________ 
 
DATE __________________ 
 
Return electronically (preferred) to: vbrc@vtecostudies.org or mail to: Vermont Bird Records 
Committee, Vermont Center for Ecostudies, PO Box 420, Norwich, VT 05055 


