
              BIRD  SIGHTING  REPORT

SPECIES          Slaty-backed Gull (Larus schistisagus)

DATE             March 2, 2013
 
NUMBER One adult in non-breeding plumage

LOCATION Lake Champlain, about 400 yards from shore near the western extension of  Turkey Lane, 
Panton, Vermont.  (44.134N, -73.373W)  The bird frequented the vicinity of  Mud Island 
which separates Spaulding Bay and White Bay, then flew to the middle of  the lake and settled 
on the water.  The lake was completely unfrozen in this area, however the southern edge of  
open water was near Potash Bay only about 2.5 miles to the south.

CONDITIONS       This bird was observed periodically from about 1:40 to 2:30 p.m. at distances ranging from 
about 400 yards to one-half  mile.  The sky was overcast and the wind was 5 to 10 miles per  
hour  from the north.   Trees  near  the  shoreline  provided the observers  respite  from the 
breeze.  The air temperature was roughly 35 degrees Fahrenheit and the water temperature 
was approximately 34 degrees Fahrenheit, producing no detectable atmospheric distortion. 
Observations  were  made  with  a  Nikon  20-45x60  spotting  scope  and  Celestron  8-inch 
Schmidt-Cassegrain  telescope  with  a  Televue  image  erector  and  Celestron  Plossl  26mm 
eyepiece (effective 78x magnification) mounted on a custom platform, Manfrotto 3066 video 
head, and Manfrotto 132XB heavy duty tripod..  Overall viewing conditions were excellent.

IDENTIFICATION This bird had roughly the same dimensions as nearby Herring Gulls (Larus argentatus) but 
was much more plump with stockier wings, which was particularly noticeable in flight.  The 
bird's back, scapulars and coverts were dark gray though distinctly lighter in tone than Great 
Black-backed Gull (Larus marinus) and distinctly darker than Herring Gull.  The white head 
and neck were extensively streaked with grayish brown, most pronounced around the eye. 
The bill was fairly large and stout, bright yellow with a large red gonydeal spot. Feet and legs  
were a brilliant reddish pink.  Underside was white except for light gray under wings.  Tail was 
white.  The dark gray secondaries had a particularly wide white trailing edge which stood out  
both in flight and when perched.  The white trailing edge to the dark gray inner primaries was 
thinner.  The outermost primaries were the darkest gray, approaching black.  The pattern at  
the ends of  the outer  primaries was beautiful  and unique.  A polka-dot or checkerboard 
pattern was formed by white spots between the dark gray of  the primaries and the black  
subterminal ends, along with small white terminal tips.  This pattern was present on perhaps  
the outer six or seven primaries.  The outermost feather had the largest white inner spot.

BEHAVIOR The bird was loosely associating with a flock of  about eighty gulls, consisting of  Ring-billed 
Gulls (Larus delawarensis) and Herring Gulls (Larus argentatus) along with one adult Great 
Black-backed Gull (Larus marinus).  The flock was frequenting the rocky southern extension 
of  Mud Island, with some birds perched on rocks out of  the water and some on the water. 
The  entire  flock  was  spooked  several  times  by  overflying  Bald  Eagles  (Haliaeetus 
leucocephalus).  The Slaty-backed Gull flew out from the island a couple times, perched on 
the water  nearby,  then returned to a  tiny  cove on the  island within  the  rocks.   On one 
occasion it was briefly chased by a Herring Gull.  The last time it perched on the water, it 
spent a good deal of  time checking overhead.  On the final eagle pass this bird set out for the  
open lake and eventually landed by itself  about a half  mile from shore, presumably having 
had enough of  the eagles' poor hospitality.

DISTINCTIONS Size, heavy build, gray shade intermediate between Herring and Great Black-backed Gulls, 
heavily streaked head and neck, bright reddish pink legs, and striking and unique primary  



pattern distinguish as an adult of  this species in non-breeding plumage.

OBSERVERS Theodore G. Murin, 77 Overlook Drive, South Burlington, VT 05403
Spencer Hardy, Norwich, VT
Ron Payne, Middlebury, VT
Ian Worley, Cornwall, VT
Larry Haugh, Shelburne, VT

NOTES This bird was first discovered at this location by Spencer Hardy who called me.  Spencer 
Hardy and Ron Payne photographed the bird from a distance.
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