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O B S E R V A T IO N S  A T  A  B R E E D IN G  

C O L O N Y  O F  L A R U S  (B E LC H E R I) A T L A N T IC U S

Pierre D e v i l l e r s

IN T R O D U C T IO N

T he presence o f «B and-tailed» o r «B elcher’s» G ulls on  the A tlantic  
coast o f A rgentina had long been repo rted  (Daguerre, 1933), though 
it was often  denied (e.g. M urphy, 1936). O lrog (1958a) clarified the 
situation  and described the  b irds as a new  race, atlanticus, o f the Pacific 
coast Larus belcheri. Later, he repo rted  (Olrog, 1967) the discovery 
o f a small colony near Bahia San Bias, Buenos A ires Province, in 
N ovem ber 1963; in  the  same region, D aguerre had seen the species 
in 1932, and identified old guii nests as those o f  this b ird. O lrog found 
12 nests w ith eggs, and no  young. N o o ther in form ation  on  the  bree­
ding o f atlanticus has been available, except for an am biguous and 
undocum ented  reference to  its nesting near M ar del Plata (M agno, 1971).

W ith  Jean A. T erschuren  and Edw ard Shaw, I visited Bahia San Bias 
in the spring o f  1975. W e spent a to ta l o f five days in the  area, 3 to  
7 N ovem ber, o f w hich 18 hours could  be devoted to  watching colonies 
o f atlanticus on  islands o f Bahia Anegada. V ery  few birds were seen 
away from  the nesting islands. O u r a tten tion  was m ostly  directed  
to  the agonistic and parental behaviour, and to  the co lour p a tte rn  of 
the  chick.

In  reporting  the breeding o f atlanticus a t Bahia San Bias, O lrog (1967) 
precised som e o f the  differences betw een atlanticus and belcheri and 
noted , w ith E isenm ann, th a t « fo r  gulls the differences ... are such ... as 
one m ight expect betw een allied b u t d istinct species » (see also Eisenm ann, 
in M eyer de Schauensee, 1966, p. 103). I concur, and feei th a t specific 
rank  will best express the great distinctness o f Larus atlanticus. I shall 
fu rther justify this choice in the  discussion o f the m orphological charac­
ters (Fig. 1) o f the species. For a vernacular nam e, none seems m ore 
appropria te  than  « O lro g ’s G uii» .

M E TH O D S

Tw o islands w ith  guii colonies were visited, on  5 N ovem ber from  
9:00 to  20:00 and on  6 N ovem ber from  7:30 to  14:30 respectively. 
D isturbance is always a serious risk  in  studying colonial birds, and can 
be considerable w ith som e gulls (Burger, 1974; G illeti et al., 1975;

Fig. 1. O lro g ’s G u ii, Larus atlanticus, B ah ia S an  Bias, A rg en tin a ,
<— 5 N o v e m b e r  1975.
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R obert and Ralph, 1975). The sh o rt tim e available d id  n o t allow the 
placem ent o f  a hide, b u t we found th a t a slow progression, begun at 
abou t 200 m, eventually perm itted  close approach w ithou t exaggerated 
interference. W e crawled fo r sh o rt periods, stopping at the  first 
signs o f alarm , and pausing for long periods to  perm it a re tu rn  to  norm al. 
G reat agitation was n o ted  in  the colony, som e adults flew up  and m ob­
bed us, and som e m ovem ent and relocation  o f chicks w ith in  the colony 
was unavoidable, bu t there  was never any mass panic o r desertion, 
and no  chick w andered ou t o f the  colony. In general, O lrog’s G uii 
proved bold, brooding  relatively calmly w ith  an observer at five m etres, 
in  con trast to  the flighty D om inican Gulls, Larus dominicanus, nearby. 
H ow ever, we did  n o t stay fo r a long period  at the  closest approach, 
and refrained from  entering the  colony to  examine nests or handle 
chicks fo r fear o f chasing them  o u t o f  the  colony and w ithin  reach of 
predato ry  D om inican Gulls. T he only chick exam ined in  the hand  
was one tha t was tended  by adults at a distance from  the colony, and 
w hich could thus be captured w ithou t d isturbance.

O bservations were m ade w ith  10 X 40 binoculars, and photographs 
secured w ith the aid o f a 400 m m  lens. Sounds were recorded  w ith 
a Nagra SN tape recorder (tapes in  In stitu t royal des Sciences naturelles 
de Belgique, IRSNB). V ocalizations are represen ted  in an approxim ate 
way by the letters o f the  in ternational phonetic  alphabet (italicized).

BREEDING SITES

Bahia Anegada is a large, shallow  em baym ent, abou t 80 km  by 20 km, 
form ed at the  m ou th  o f the  R io C olorado, at abou t 40° S. It is an 
in tricate maze o f tidal channels and m ud flats, sand bars, low, flat, 
sandy islands w ith  areas o f  low  rushes, sedges, Suaeda and Salicornia. 
Even at low  tide, there  are som e large expanses o f open  water, w hich 
can be rough under certain w ind conditions. The w aters are rich  in 
fish, and the m udbanks are know n fo r their large num bers o f crabs. 
The village o f  Bahia San Bias is bu ilt on  a large island near the sou thern  
shore o f  the bay. T he landscape a round  the settlem ent is a low  grass 
steppe, locally d o tted  w ith  small bushes.

W e were to ld  locally th a t several sm all islets have guii colonies, and 
we visited tw o o f these, b o th  in  the sou thern  p art o f the bay. O ne o f 
them , a very fla t islet, is p robably  the same th a t was visited by 
O lrog (1967). Six hundred  pairs o f D om inican G ulls and three pairs 
o f  Gull-billed Terns, Qelochelidon nilotica, b red  in  the central carpet o f 
Salicornia. A  group o f 70 O lrog’s G ulls was located im m ediately 
adjacent to  the D om inican Gulls, am ong the last isolated clum ps o f 
Salicornia, on  the edge o f a large sandflat. Five additional pairs bred 
elsewhere at the periphery  o f the  D om inican G uii colony. The high 
tide line was 100 m  d istan t from  the m ain atlanticus group, b u t less 
than  a m etre below  it. O n  the side o f  the  island occupied by O lrog ’s 
Gulls, an extensive ru sh  m arsh, inundated  even at low  tide, prolonged 
the islet.



Fig. 2. P a r t o f  a d ense  c o lo n y  o f  O lro g ’s G u lls, Larus atlanticus. A m o n g  th e m  tw o  
R o y a l T e rn s , Sterna m axim a, an d  tw o  C a y en n e  T e rn s , Sterna eurygnatha. D o m i­
n ican  G u lls, Larus dominicanus, in  b a ck g ro u n d .

T he second island was larger, and com prised, besides a fairly narrow  
beach, a raised, vegetated area of low, fixed sand dunes and a vast, 
com pletely bare sandflat. Again, ru sh  m arshes existed along part o f 
the shore. A  large colony o f D om inican Gulls, estim ated at 1000-1200 
pairs, nested in  the  sand dunes and am ong the  debris o f  the  upper 
beach, while tw o groups o f O lrog’s Gulls, o f 70 and 160 individuals, 
respectively, w ere nesting on the sandflat, 50 m  from  each o ther and 
abo u t 60 m  and 20 m, respectively, from  the nearest D om inican Gulls. 
T hree pairs o f Cayenne T erns, Sterna eurygnatha, and one, o r  perhaps 
two, pairs o f  Royal T erns, Sterna maxima, were associated w ith the 
larger O lrog’s G uii group. This islet may be the one visited by 
D aguerre (1933); his descrip tion  o f the  old nests he found  suggest 
th a t they belonged indeed to  this species.

The nests we saw w ere elevated platform s o f  twigs, grass stems, 
pieces o f Salicornia, or, som etim es, scrapes abundantly  lined w ith the 
same m aterials. T he colonies were m uch m ore closely packed (Fig. 2) 
than  those o f the D om inican Gulls, and were conspicuous even at a 
great distance by th e ir extrem e density. Som e nest p latform s were 
actually touching  each other. Such a high concen tration  is n o t typical 
o f  guii colonies in  general, bu t has been repo rted  by Beer (1966) for 
Black-billed, Larus bulleri, and Red-billed, L. novaehollandiae scopulinus, 
gulls, and I have observed it in  Scoresby’s Guii, Larus scoresbii.
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A s no ted  by O lrog (1967), guii colonies near Bahia San Bias are 
regularly egged, w hich m akes breeding schedules som ew hat erratic. 
In  the D om inican G uii colonies, we found  eggs, p ipped  eggs, hatching 
chicks, nest-bound chicks and very am bulatory  dow ny young. T he 
O lrog’s G uii colonies had p robably  been spared this year, as they 
seem ed to  have young o f reasonably  hom ogeneous age, while at a com ­
parable tim e in  1963 O lrog found  only eggs w hich he presum ed to  be 
replacem ent clutches. T he oldest chicks we saw  were just starting  to  
grow scapular feathers. O nly  in the larger group o f the  second islet 
w ere there  a few eggs on  the  periphery.

W e saw n o  p redation . Besides D om inican  Gulls, C inereous H arriers, 
Circus cinereus, and Chim angos, M ilvago chimango, are com m on in  the 
area and represen t a po ten tia l th reat, though  we never saw them  in 
the im m ediate vicinity o f  colonies.

T a b le  1 . M e a su re m e n ts  a n d  p ro p o r tio n s  o f  f iv e  L . atlanticus  f ro m  B a h ia  S a n  B ias 
(IR SN B ). T h ey  a re  c o m p a re d  to  th o se  o f  fiv e  L . belcheri (B ritish  M u seu m ) 
a n d  f iv e  L. dom inicanus (IR SN B  : S o u th  A m erica  an d  N ew  Zealand). 'W ing : 
a rc  (tape o v e r w ing); B ill : cu lm en , f ro m  fe a th e rs ; W /T  : w in g /ta rsu s  ra tio ; 
B /T  : b ill/ta rsu s  ra tio ; W 3/M , B3/M , T 3/M  : co m p a riso n  o f  lin ea r  d im en sio n s  
to  b u lk  (cubes o f  average lin ea r  d im en sio n s  in  cm  d iv id ed  b y  a p p ro x im a te  
average w eigh t in  g).

belcheri atlanticus dominicanus

m ales fem ales all m ales fem ales all

N u m b e r 5* 2 3 5 2 3 5
W in g  (m m ) m in 355 437 416 — 422 402 —

m ax 394 440 428 — 424 412 —
av 372 439 420 428 423 408 414

Bill (m m ) m in 46.2 53.7 49.3 _ 49.9 46.3 _
m ax 49.5 58.6 51.8 — 51.7 48.0 —
av 47.9 56.2 50.3 52.6 50.8 47.0 48.5

T a rsu s  (m m ) m in 60.7 63.3 58.2 _ 63.5 58.7 _
m ax 63.0 64.3 60.7 — 65.5 64.7 —

av 61.9 63.8 59.3 61.1 64.5 62.0 63.0

W /T m in 5.67 6.79 6.86 _ 6.47 6.37 __
m ax 6.25 6.95 7.25 — 6.65 6.98 —
av 6.02 6.87 7.09 7.00 6.56 6.59 6.58

B /T m in 0.74 0.85 0.84 _ 0.76 0.74 _
m ax 0.82 0.91 0.86 — 0.81 0.80 —

av 0.77 0.88 0.85 0.86 0.79 0.76 0.77

W e ig h t (g) m in — 900 750 _ _ — _
m ax — 960 790 — — — —

av 6 7 0 f 930 763 830 1065° — —

W 3/M 76.8 __ _ 94.4 71.0 _ __
B3/M 0.16 — — 0.18 0.12 -- —
T 3/M 0.35 — — 0.27 0.25 -- —

* : sex u n c e r ta in ; f  ; o n e  m ale, o n e  fem ale (M u rp h y , 1936); 0 ; o n e  b ird .



Fig. 3. O lro g ’s G u ii in  f lig h t. N o te  b lack -b an d ed  ta il an d  b ro a d  w h ite  area o f  se co n ­
daries.

A D U LTS

Larus atlanticus is a large guii, o f sim ilar size to  th a t o f L. dominicanus. 
L. atlanticus appears slightly sm aller and shorter-legged on the ground, 
slightly larger, longer-winged in  flight. Indeed, Table 1 show s domini- 
canus heavier and w ith a longer tarsus, bu t a sho rte r bill and wing. 
L. atlanticus is thus m uch larger than  the Pacific coast Larus belcheri 
(Olrog, 1967; Table 1), from  w hich it also differs in  p roportions, having 
m uch longer wing and shorter tarsus in relation  to  bu lk  and bill length 
(Table 1). The back, the scapulars, and the upper surface o f the  wings 
are jet black, the rest o f the body plumage, the head, neck and under- 
wing coverts pure  w hite (Fig. 1 and 3). The ou te r prim aries are black, 
w ith no  w hite m irrors. The inner prim aries are narrow ly tipped  w ith 
w hite and the secondaries broadly, form ing a bulging, crescent-shaped 
area on  the rear edge o f the  wing (Fig. 3). The tail is white, crossed 
by a subterm inal black bar tha t does n o t extend to  the  ou te r web of 
the ou ter rectrix  (Fig. 3). A s indicated by O lrog, Belcher’s G uii differs 
sharply in having a grey wash on  the nape, grey underw ing coverts, 
a brow nish  black m antle, and a m uch broader area o f black on the tail. 
The tail band is differently shaped.

B oth species have a dark , blackish brow n iris, yellow legs and feet, 
and a yellow  bill w ith  a red  and black tip. In O lrog’s G uii, how ever, 
the bill is m uch m ore pow erful w ith a m uch m ore pronounced  gonydeal 
angle, the tip  is extensively black, and the red  is deep and dark  (Fig. 1). 
Belcher’s G uii has the black generally m ore reduced, as well as differently  
located, and the red lighter and clearer, altogether resulting in  a ra ther 
d ifferent pa ttern  (pers. obs.). The eye-ring is bright red  in  atlanticus,



Fig. 4. O lro g ’s G u lls  fig h tin g  in  co lony .

yellow in belcheri. Eye-ring co lor is perhaps an im portan t character 
in species discrim ination  am ong gulls (e.g. Sm ith, 1966). The gape of 
atlanticus is orange-red, the cutting edges yellow, the flanges bright red 
and the inside o f  the  tips o f b o th  m andibles coloured  w ith red  and 
black, so th a t the open  bill offers a striking pattern .

Larus belcheri and L. atlanticus, though  obviously related, differ 
strongly in  size, p roportions, breeding plum age, bill shape and colora­
tion , eye-ring co lor and (Escalante, 1966; O lrog, 1967) in w inter and 
im m ature plum age. W ith in  Larus, no  tw o form s as d istinct as these 
are presently  considered conspecific. O n  the contrary , several sympa- 
trie species differ by far less and so do several generally accepted allopa- 
trie species. T o  regard belcheri and atlanticus as conspecific w ould 
n o t be consisten t w ith habitual trea tm en t of the  rest o f the genus and 
w ould  thus suggest m uch less divergence than  has actually taken  place.

A D U L T  B EH A V IO U R

Perhaps because o f the very close proxim ity  o f the nests w ith in  the 
crow ded colonies, interactions were extrem ely frequent betw een O lrog’s 
Gulls, m uch m ore so th an  am ong the D om inican Gulls. T he colonies 
were very lively, and frequently  in tu rm oil, and m any direct attacks, 
w ith birds grabbing each other, were seen. The state o f excitem ent 
was, o f course, aggravated by o u r approach, m ostly  because of reloca­
tio n  o f non-brooding  individuals; bu t even after the colony had becom e 
accustom ed to  our presence, the  ra te  o f in teraction  rem ained high.
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O lrog’s G ulls are, in  general, quite aggressive. A  few individuals were 
always am ong the first gulls to  greet the boat, at a fair distance from  
their colony, giving loud  alarm. They repeatedly  sw ooped at ap­
proaching observers in  m uch the  sam e way as skuas, Stercorarius sp., 
while D om inican G ulls sim ply flew overhead. They settled  im m e­
diately, as soon  as the observer w ould  stop, and sat m uch m ore tightly 
th an  D om inican Gulls. In add ition  to  d irect attacks, «pu lling»  
fights (Fig. 4) and escapes, we no ted  a certain  num ber of ritualized 
behaviours sim ilar to  those of o ther gulls. These are briefly discussed 
below . T he term inology o f postures and vocalizations is th a t o f 
T inbergen (1953, 1959), w ith a few additional term s taken  from  
M oynihan  (1962). A ll these term s are capitalized. T he sh o rt tim e 
available and the lack o f m arked birds did n o t perm it quantification  
n o r  any adequate study  o f  causality, so th a t o u r analysis is alm ost 
exclusively descriptive. In the term s of H ow ell’s chess analogy (in 
H owell, A raya and M illie, 1974), we w atched the game long enough 
to  discern  the physical fo rm  o f som e o f the  pieces b u t n o t to  understand  
the ir possible moves, and even less the ir use by the players.

U PR IG H T

T he U prigh t is a frequen t display o f O lrog’s G uii, and does no t 
differ in  fo rm  from  th a t o f o ther gulls. B oth «Aggressive» U prights, 
w ith bill po in ted  dow n, and, m ore rarely, «A nxie ty»  U prigh ts were 
no ted . A n  extrem e «A ggressive» postu re  was often  recorded, chest 
inflated, head and bill po in ted  dow n, alm ost touching the breast. This 
postu re  was assum ed by birds running  tow ard  an adversary, and 
also som etim es by tw o individuals walking side by side. In  the  U p­
rights w ith bill po in ted  dow n, the carpal joints were often held out, 
the  nape feathers ruffled, and the postu re  seem ed, as in  o ther gulls, 
to  be m ostly  aggressive.

L O N G  CA LL

Long Calls were very frequent in  the colonies o f O lrog’s G ulls tha t 
we w atched, m uch m ore so than  am ong the nearby D om inican Gulls, 
although these were at a com parable stage in  the breeding cycle. T heir 
use seem ed to  fit well the  advertisem ent role suggested by H owell 
et al. (1974) fo r the G rey G uii, L. modestus. These calls were given by 
standing o r by brooding  birds, often  w hen closely approached by a 
w andering adult. They appeared contagious. They were particularly  
often  delivered, som etim es repeated at sh o rt intervals in  long series, 
by pairs ( ?) standing over o r near chicks off nests. O ften , th ree birds, 
o r tw o apparen t pairs, w ould indulge in  series o f Long Calls. C on tra ry  
to  M oynihan w ith belcheri, we did n o t see any bird  deliver a Long Call 
o r any o ther vocalization on landing. T he fo rm  o f the  Long Call, 
w ith  its accom panying postures (Fig. 5), is very constant. A  bird  
suddenly  throw s its head dow nw ard and backw ard, bill alm ost betw een 
the legs, touching the ground (Fig. 6) and, in  th a t H ead-dow n posture, 
u tters tw o o r th ree  m uffled, long, draw n-out, slow notes. T hen, the 
neck and head are jerked in to  an O blique a t abou t 45° (Fig. 7), and a



Fig. 5. T w o  O lro g ’s G u lls  Long-C alling . T h e  b ird  in  th e  fo re g ro u n d  is in  th e  f irs t, 
H ead -d o w n  p hase , th e  o th e r  in  th e  seco n d , O b liq u e , phase .

series o f ra ther faster and m ore run-together notes is delivered. These 
notes are progressively slowed dow n and the neck is lowered, generally 
slightly, bu t som etim es to  nearly horizontal. The carpal jo in ts are 
usually, b u t n o t always, held quite far ou t during the w hole display. 
A t the end, the neck is contracted  and slowly relaxed to  its norm al 
position , bu t a few m um bled gek-gek notes are som etim es produced , 
as an «afterthough t» . The general tone  is soft, m elodious, plaintive 
and nasal.

W e never heard  any in tro d u c to ry  notes before the  head was th row n  
dow n (which does n o t m ean they  do n o t occur). O n  the contrary, 
there was very often  a sh o rt silence betw een assum ption o f the  Head- 
dow n postu re  and the first note. O therw ise, the Long Call perform ance 
seems very sim ilar o r identical to  th a t described by M oynihan (1962) 
fo r L. belcheri. Except fo r the lack o f an in tro d u c to ry  O blique, the 
phases o f the  display are sim ilar in  static appearance to  those o f  the 
H erring G uii (L. argentatus) as diagram m ed by T inbergen (1959:13). 
The accom panying vocalizations, how ever, are very different, and the 
m ovem ents are m uch m ore jerky, less supple, than  in  D om inican Gulls, 
the  species o f  the  H erring G uii group th a t was available fo r com parison.

C H O K IN G

Breast-lowered postures (Snow and Snow, 1968), in  w hich birds 
stand w ith bill po in ted  dow n, breast som ew hat low ered and the rear



Fig. 6. T h e  H ead -d o w n  p h ase  o f  th e  L ong C all. N o te  b ill to u ch in g  g ro u n d  an d  w ings 
h e ld  aw ay f ro m  bod y .

Fig. 7. O b liq u e  p h ase  o f  th e  L ong  C all.
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slightly elevated, were seen, though  seldom . Such positions ressem bled 
the C hoking display o f o th e r gulls b u t were never accom panied by 
head m otions, n o r by any vocalization. In this they  were sim ilar to  
a position  described fo r the  Swallow-tailed Guii, L. furcatus, by Snow  
and Snow  (1968) o r corresponded  to  sim ple «bending  dow n over the  
nest s ite»  (Tinbergen, 1959). M oynihan  found  C hoking a «com m on  
and conspicuous display o f L. belcheri», b u t no ted  it  was silent and n o t 
always accom panied by head m otion ; he felt th a t the hom ology o f 
this display w ith the C hoking o f  o ther gulls was questionable. O lrog’s 
G ulls seem ed to  us to  Long-call in  situations w here Black-headed Gulls, 
Larus ridibundus, w ould C hoke.

O T H E R  RITU A LIZED  DISPLAYS 

Gaping

D irect attacks were very frequent. A n  attacker w ould lunge forw ard 
w ith wings partially  o r  totally  open. The bill w ould alm ost always 
be w idely open, the postu re  being sufficiently exaggerated and held 
long enough to  be considered as ritualized. In  any case th is G aping 
reveals the  striking p a tte rn  o f the  cutting  edges o f the  m andibles, bright 
red  at the  tip  and at the com m issures, bright yellow in between.

Bill-down postures, Foot-w atching

Like m ost gulls, O lrog’s G ulls « inspect the ir feet»  although com ­
paratively rarely. W e did  n o t d irectly  observe Pecking at the  G round  
o r Grass-pulling, b u t tw ice we saw a b ird  fly from  the colony to  the 
w ater, w ith  a piece o f nesting m aterial in  its bill, land, and shake the 
piece in  the  water.

H ead-flagging, Facing-aw ay, Squinting

The first tw o postures were recorded  rarely, and were inconspicuous; 
Squinting was com m on.

W ing-drooping

Several tim es adults standing betw een us and the colony adop ted  a 
postu re  w ith  the wings held  d rooped  as if in jured  and walked back 
and fo rth  in  this position . This resem bles a rud im entary  d istraction  
display.

A L A R M

Like m ost gulls, b irds approached by an observer adopted  a som ew hat 
uprigh t position  (i.e. Fig. 1) corresponding to  w hat M oynihan (1962) 
calls unritualized alarm  (i.e. p. 47), b u t also labels A nxiety U pright
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(p. 138, fo r Larus scoresbii). They were often  silent, b u t they also 
u ttered  tw o types o f calls. O ne, a soft, rap id  gek, gek-gek, gek-gek-gek 
(1, 2, o r  3 syllables), is p robably  like the A larm  Call recorded for 
L. belcheri by M oynihan; it resem bles a call o f m asked gulls (e.g. 
L. novaehollandiae). The second type is a Long Call N ote o r a very 
sim ilar vocalization. It is u tte red  incessantly by birds o f  an agitated 
colony and is the  m ain elem ent in the chorus p roduced  by such a group. 
This behaviour is sim ilar to  tha t o f L. canus, o f the  m asked gulls and 
o f m any o ther species.

A  m ore characteristic postu re  w ith vocalization is often  adopted  by 
an apparently  pertu rb ed  individual. T he b ird  stands in  a curved 
oblique position  w ith neck held  obliquely  and curved slightly forw ard. 
It repeatedly jerks the head slightly forw ard and dow nw ard as if to  
regurgitate, opening the bill and producing a soft kjuk  th a t resem bles 
a Long Call no te  b u t is shorter, softer and less nasal. T he gullet is 
curiously depressed and p rom inent, p robab ly  because the tongue bone 
is low ered. A  bird  often  repeats this perform ance at ra ther long 
intervals over a prolonged period. Between calls, the  guii stays in 
the curved oblique position . This behaviour is som ew hat rem iniscent 
o f the  head-tosses perform ed by d istu rbed  Scoresby’s Gulls.

V O C A L IZ A T IO N S IN FLIG H T

Tw o types o f  vocalizations were used by flying birds. O ne was the 
kek, kek'kek, kek-kek-kek also u ttered  o n  the ground, and w hich is 
p robably  the «A larm  C ali», corresponding to  the ha-ha-ha o f the 
H erring G uii group. T he second type, was a characteristic, loud, 
em phatic, piercing, high-pitched wuuu ! by w hich flying O lrog ’s Gulls 
could be im m ediately located am ong the wheeling mass o f  D om inican 
Gulls. It was always u ttered  by birds first inspecting the approaching 
boat, and repeatedly by birds flying over an in truder near the  colony. 
It seems to  co rrespond  to  strong alarm . A  particularly  em phatic and 
prolonged fo rm  of this call is delivered by birds sw ooping at an in truder. 
These sw oops are very vigorous, m uch m ore so than  any action  by 
D om inican Gulls. G enerally the  b ird  dives from  a respectable height, 
approaches its target closely, scream ing at the nadir, th en  soars up  and 
away on  set wings. Occasionally, the approach is m ade in  low, 
horizontal flight, instead. These piercing calls are probably  w hat 
M oynihan (1962) considered Long Call notes in  belcheri and though t 
hom ologous to  the  Plaintive Charge Call o f large gulls.

FEEDING B EH A V IO U R

Away from  the colony, adults pa tro led  slowly along the  shores of 
the bay. N ear the breeding island, we observed m any birds swim m ing 
in  m arshy areas, am ong reeds, apparently  pecking in the water. They 
frequently  hovered  over the  w ater, w ith  the body at 45°, then  let 
them selves fall in to  the water. W e did n o t see any prey being caught,



Fig, 8, D o w n y  ch ick  o f  Larus atlanticus, ab ove. Below , d o w n y  L . dominicanus fo r  
c o m p ariso n .
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b u t the only rem ains found  around  nests were those o f crabs. D aguerre 
(1933) and Escalante (1966) have recorded  the crab feeding hab its o f 
atlanticus, and the la tte r has described how  the crabs are caught in 
shallow  w ater by action  sim ilar to  the ones we w itnessed.

CHICKS

The chicks are superficially sim ilar to  those o f  L. dominicanus 
(Fig. 8). W e  exam ined and pho tographed  chicks o f  com parable age 
o f b o th  species, including very small ones, b u t no  newly hatched 
atlanticus, w hich is unfo rtunate , as back patterns, in  particular, may 
fade quickly  w ith  age. T he overall co lo r o f atlanticus is dark  lead 
grey, d arker and bluer than  the silvery grey o r buffy grey o f  dominicanus. 
T he low er breast and belly are whitish, contrasting  w ith, and clearly 
dem arcated from , the rest o f the dow n coat. B oth species have essentially 
uniform , unspo tted  upperparts even as very young chicks; dominicanus 
always has a dark  shoulder patch, lacking in atlanticus; the  la tte r shows 
a fain t suggestion o f  a banded p a tte rn  on  the  back, w hich m ight have 
been stronger if  newly hatched  chicks had  been exam ined. T he head 
is concolorous w ith the back in atlanticus, lighter in dominicanus, and in 
b o th  species it is spo tted . In dominicanus the  spots are few, w idely 
spaced, ra ther large, black and very sharp. In atlanticus they  are 
num erous, evenly and closely d istribu ted , small, dark  grey, and ra ther 
diffuse. B oth species have one large, diam ond-shaped spo t just above 
the ridge o f  the  upper m andible. T he rest o f the crow n is finely 
spotted  in  atlanticus. T he spots extend to  the  sides o f the head and 
dow n to  the  sides o f  the chin, bu t the area on the side o f  th e  upper 
m andible is largely unspo tted . D ow ny dominicanus, on  the  contrary , 
usually have tw o large dark  spots on  th is area, one long line on  the 
auriculars, and tw o or th ree dark  spots a t the side o f  the  chin. The 
bill o f atlanticus is black w ith  a p ink o r reddish  p ink  tip, th a t o f  domini- 
canus b lack w ith an ivory o r buff tip.

The descrip tion  o f the chick given by M agno (1971), although 
supposedly  relevant to  A rgentina, clearly does n o t pertain  to  atlanticus, 
b u t to  belcheri, as it is repeated from  M u rp h y ’s (1936) account o f the 
Pacific b ird . I exam ined a very young belcheri chick in  the  British 
M useum . It is very pale, alm ost w hite, and  also differs from  atlanticus 
in the  m uch sparser, though  very sharp and black, spotting  o f the head. 
This specim en was the basis fo r D w ight’s (1925) descrip tion , apparently  
borrow ed by M urphy  (1936). Both au thors insist on  the paleness o f 
the chicks o f belcheri. M urphy  had seen them  in the field.

PA R EN T-C H IC K  B EH A V IO U R

The behaviour o f the chicks, and th a t of the  parents tending  them , 
is conditioned  by the virtually  bare surfaces on  w hich they  live, w ith 
no hiding places except the  nests, and  no  shade except th a t p rovided  
by the parents. Shade is p robably  im portan t (Fig. 9) as the  latitude is



Fig. 9. O lrog’s G uii shading chick.
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fairly low, the sum m er w eather norm ally  fair and the  substrate highly 
reflecting. T hus the chick-tending habits o f O lrog’s G uii are p robably  
m ore m eaningfully com pared w ith those o f a species like the G rey G uii 
(Howell et al., 1974) w hich also breeds on barren  ground, th an  w ith 
those of the neighbouring D om inican Gulls. T he la tter breed in  fairly 
dense vegetation, and chicks have the same reaction to  d isturbance as 
those o f H erring G ulls (Tinbergen, 1953); they  leave the nest and run  
in to  hiding places; som e scatter. The adults leave the colony w hen 
an in tru d er approaches, and circle overhead. In und istu rbed  colonies 
chicks seem  to  w ander around.

D ow ny O lrog’s G ulls are m uch m ore attached to  the nest. In 
und istu rbed  colonies, chicks were m ostly  in  the nests, b rooded  by 
adults; a very few were standing betw een nests, shaded by adults. 
D uring o u r slow approach, adults left the  nests and chicks relocated 
despite the  usually rap id  re tu rn  of m any adults. C hicks never stayed 
long in  un tended  nests, b u t w ould leave them  and often  jo in  nearby 
attended  nests. T he resu lt was a herding o f chicks (Fig. 10); we 
coun ted  fou r chicks and an egg in one nest, five chicks in another, 
six chicks in a th ird . C hicks scram bled head first underneath  adults 
w hich w ould th en  cover them  w ith  wings partly  open (Fig. 11). 
Brooding adults often  opposed the arrival o f new chicks by th rea t 
postures and pecking, while these responded  by assum ing bill-hiding 
postures. Eventually, how ever, the chick w ould  succeed in  m aking 
the m ove. W e saw adults peck at chicks quite vigorously, b u t never 
saw any a ttem pt at p redation  o r serious attack. The only violent 
attack o f a chick was directed at a young D om inican G uii w hich had  
strayed from  the neighbouring colony and w hich was viciously pecked, 
grabbed by the  neck, pulled and tossed. In the apparen t lack of 
p redation  tow ards the ir chicks and the acceptance o f strange chicks 
in  the  nest, O lrog’s G uii resem bles the G rey G uii, o r F rank lin ’s Guii, 
L. pipixcan (Burger, 1974). The details of behaviour involved in  the 
efforts o f adults to  keep chicks o u t o f nests, in the reactions o f  the 
chicks and the ir final acceptance, are like those recorded  fo r L. modestus 
(Howell et ah, 1974).

In con trast to  modestus, atlanticus cares fo r chicks ou t o f the nest. 
H ow ell et al. (1974) found  th a t G rey G uii chicks even a few inches 
from  a nest scrape w ould n o t be shaded; on  the contrary , we saw nu ­
m erous instances o f O lrog’s G ulls shading chicks o f any age or p ro tecting  
them  quite far from  nests (Fig. 12). Such birds were often Long Calling 
repeatedly, w hich may have corresponded  to  the  establishm ent o f a 
te rrito ry  a round  the chick. C hicks often  responded  by a Bill-down 
postu re  (Fig. 6), o r if farther away, by approach  (Fig. 13). T he only 
o ther ritualized postu re  recorded  fo r a chick o u t o f the  nest resem bled 
very  m uch the «A ggressive» U prigh t o f the adults (bill dow n, carpals out, 
nape ruffled; Fig. 13). W e drove away from  the colony a fairly large 
chick, w ith scapulars growing, w hich had  strayed from  the nest area, 
and was attended  by tw o adults. W e follow ed it fo r abou t 200 m; 
all the  while the  tw o adults walked w ith  it, launching in to  sh o rt aerial 
circuits, th en  relanding near it. O ne o f  them  charged us repeatedly



Fig. 10. H e rd  o f  ch icks. N o te  L ong-C alling  ad u lt.

at low  altitude. Several larids are know n to  accom pany o r lead chicks 
on  excursions away from  the  nest, generally after the onset o f adult- 
chick recognition (Burger, 1974; Em len and M iller, 1969; Evans, 1970).

Having no  m arked chicks o f  know n age, we could n o t determ ine 
w hether o r n o t strange chicks accepted in nests were younger than  
those cared fo r o u t o f the nest, b u t it d id  n o t seem  to  be the case. 
A cceptance o f  strange chicks in  nests is characteristic o f L. modestus 
(Howell et al., 1974) and L. pipixcan  (Burger, 1974), species w hich do 
n o t care fo r small chicks o ff the nest. In L. atlanticus the  tw o behaviours 
occur.

C O N SE R V A T IO N  O F TH E SPECIES

O lrog’s G uii has been observed along the A tlantic  coast o f South  A m erica 
from  the U ruguayan side of the  Rio de la Plata to  Puerto D eseado 
(Olrog, 1958a, 1967; Escalante, 1966), o r along 2 000 km  of coast. If 
the  nesting h ab ita t occupied in  Bahia Anegada is typical, o ther possible 
breeding sites exist in  the G eneral Lavalle area o f the  R io de la Plata 
estuary, 750 km  northeast o f Bahia San Bias, and in  the large Bahia 
Blanca, 200 km  to the n o rth  of Bahia San Bias. In the first area, how ever, 
records o f adults are m ostly  in w inter and during m igration periods 
(Olrog, 1967), though  M agno (1971) has referred  in  vague term s to  
nests found; in  the second area, adults have been found in late D ecem ber

Fig. 11. (R ight) R e lo c a tio n  a n d  accep tan ce  o f  ch icks. T o p  : ch icks m o v e  to w a rd s  a d u lt 
o n  n es t; p eck in g  b y  a d u lt  a n d  subm issiv e  p o s tu re  o f  ch ick . M id d le  : ch icks 
d ive  u n d e r  a d u lt  a t  c e n te r  (sam e b ird  as above). B o tto m  ; a d u lt  b ro o d s  ch icks; 
n o te  p ro x im ity  o f  n es ts . —





Fig. 12. O lro g ’s G u lls  ten d in g  ch ick  aw ay f ro m  co lo n y .

(Olrog, 1958b; 1967). In Bahia Anegada itself, according to  local 
inform ation , at least th ree  guii colonies exist in  add ition  to  the  ones 
we visited, one o f them  m uch larger, the  o thers sm aller. T hree hundred  
kilom etres w est o f  Bahia San Bias, there  m ay be favorable sites at 
Puerto  San A nton io , w hich we could n o t investigate; beyond, we 
visited guii colonies and feeding areas, in  N ovem ber and D ecem ber 1975, 
in  G olfo San José, o n  Peninsula Valdés, at Punta T om bo, in  Bahia 
C am arones, near C om odoro  Rivadavia, Puerto  D eseado, R io Gallegos 
and Rio G rande, and could never locate a single O lrog’s Guii.

It is ou r im pression th a t the to ta l popu la tion  o f L. atlanticus is very 
small, and could  be quickly endangered by a developm ent o f  tourism , 
ornithological o r o ther, in  the  area, by an increase in fishing traffic, 
egging, petro leum  exploitation  or any o ther activities w ith a poten tia l 
fo r disturbance, by inconsiderate collecting o r  vandalism . C onservation 
m easures should  be taken  in  favour of the  species, and should  be prepared 
by an adequate study, beginning, o f course, by a com plete census o f 
its breeding colonies.

A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

M y studies o f  larids in S ou th  A m erica were sponsored by the 
Leopold III F oundation  for the E xploration and C onservation o f N ature  
and by the  Belgian M inistry  o f  N ational Education; they were conducted 
w ith  the k ind coopera tion  o f the A rgentin ian  authorities. The visit



Fig. 13. L eft : C h ic k  a p p ro ach in g  L ong-C alling  ad u lt. R ig h t : C h ick  in  «A gg ress iv e»  
U p rig h t.

to  Bahia San Bias w ould  n o t have been possible w ithou t the  m any 
kindnesses and generous help o f M me M . L. R obbrechts, o f Peter Eddy, 
Bill Eddy, Bruce T rousdell, and particularly, o f M aurice R um boll. 
To all o f them  I am  greatly indebted . I am  grateful to  Edw ard Shaw 
and Jean A . T erschuren  fo r the ir assistance in  the field, and to  the  la tter 
for her help in the  p repara tion  o f the paper. Joseph R. Jehl Jr. k indly 
read and com m ented on  the  m anuscript.

S U M M A R Y

O lro g ’s G u ii, Larus atlanticus, is an  en d em ic  guii o f  th e  A rg e n tin ia n  A tla n tic  coast. 
I t w as d esc rib ed  as a race  o f  th e  P acific  Larus belcheri, b u t  ap p ea rs  m o rp h o lo g ica lly  
to o  d is tin c t fo r  th is  a rra n g e m e n t to  be  w arra n te d . T h e  o n ly  k n o w n  b reed in g  sites 
are in  B ahia A negada , 40° S, v is ited  in  N o v e m b e r  1975, w ith  th e  in te n tio n  o f  describ in g  
th e  ch ick s a n d  o b se rv in g  th e  a d u lt h o stile  an d  p a re n ta l b eh av io u r.

T h e  co lo n ies are  lo ca ted  o n  flat, fa irly  b a r re n  is lan d s an d  are  ex trem ely  c ro w d ed . 
A  to ta l  o f  400 a d u lts  w ere  p re se n t. T h e  ch icks are  v e ry  d a rk  a n d  q u ite  d iffe re n t 
f ro m  th o se  o f  L. belcheri. T h e  a d u lt  d isp lays and  vocaliza tions , in  p a r tic u la r  th e  
L ong  C all, a re  s im ila r to  th o se  o f  o th e r  large gulls, d iffering  in  deta il. C h ick s  are  
sh a d ed  an d  te n d e d  b y  a d u lts  o u t  o f  th e  n es t b u t  a re  a lso  acce p te d  an d  b ro o d e d  in  n es ts  
o th e r  th a n  th e ir  ow n .

Larus atlanticus is a localized  species, w ith  p e rh a p s  a v e ry  lo w  p o p u la tio n . Its  
su rv iv a l co u ld  easily  b e  jeo p a rd ized  b y  an y  d ev e lo p m en t.
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S A M E N V A T T IN G

D e O lro g sm eeu w , Larus atlanticus, is een  en d em isch e  m e e u w e n so o rt v an  de  a tla n ­
tisc h e  k u s t  v an  A rg e n tin ië . D eze so o r t  w e rd  e e n  tw in tig ta l ja re n  geleden  o n td e k t  en  
b esch re v en  ais ee n  o n d e rso o r t  v an  d e  S im eo n sm eeu w , Larus belcheri, d ie  k e n m e rk e n d  
is v o o r  de  H u m b o ld ts tro o m . D eze tw ee  v o rm e n  v e rsch illen  e c h te r  zodan ig  in  g ro o tte , 
in  de  p ro p o rt ie s , in  d e  te k e n in g  v an  h e t  g evederte , a lsm e d e  in  d e  k le u r  v an  de  oog rin g , 
d a t h e t  v o ls tre k t  n o o d zak e lijk  is, ze ais v e rsch illen d e  so o r te n  te  b esch o u w en .

H e t enig g ek en d  b ro ed g eb ied , gelegen in  de B aai v a n  A n eg ad a  (40°Z), w erd  d o o r  o n s 
b ezo ch t in  h e t  b eg in  v a n  n o v e m b e r  1975. K o lo n ies w e rd e n  g ev o n d en  o p  k le in e ,
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n a a k te  en  p la tte  e iland jes, m e t een  sch ra le  zeek raa l beg roeiing . E r  w erd en  a ld aar 
400 a d u lte  ex em p la ren  geteld ; deze w aren  v e rd ee ld  in  d rie  zeer d ich te  co n cen tra tie s , 
in  de n ab ijh e id  v an  g ro te  k o lo n ie s  D o m in ican e rm eeu w en , Larus dom inicanus. D ergelijke  
d ich te  c o n cen tra tie s  zijn  o n g ew o o n  bij m eeuw en . In  h e t  m eren d ee l d e r  n e s te n  b e v o n d e n  
zich  k u ik e n s . Deze, d ie  n o g  n ie t g ek en d  w aren , w o rd en  n au w k eu rig  b esch re v en ; ze
sc h ijn e n  erg te  v e rsch illen  v an  de  k u ik en s  v an  L. belcheri.

V e rsch illen d e  b e s ta n d d e le n  v an  h e t  g e ritu a liseerd  gedrag  van  d e  a d u lte  vogels 
w erd en  g eo b serv eerd  ; in  h e t b ijzo n d e r de Long C ali P arad e , die u i t  tw ee fasen  b es taa t 
d ie  ge lijkaard ig  zijn  aan  deze v an  de  Z ilverm eeuw , m aar de  u itg e b ra c h te  gelu iden  
zijn  zeer v e rsch illen d . H e t o u d e r lijk  gedrag  is e igenaardig . D e a d u lte  O lro g sm eeu w e n  
b e sc h u tte n  e n  b e sc h e rm e n  p u lli b u ite n  de  n es ten ; bij a n d e re  m e e u w e n so o rte n  b es taan  
deze g e d rag sp a tro n en  slech ts teg en o v er d e  eigen jo n g en . D aa r teg en o v er s ta a t d a t 
v reem d e  k u ik e n s  in  h e t  n e s t aan v aa rd  w o rd e n  e n  o n d e r  de  a d u lte  vogels e e n  sc h u il­
p laa ts  v in d en , vo lgens een  g ed rag sp a tro o n  d a t gelijkaard ig  is aan  d it  b esch re v en  v o o r  
de G rijze M e eu w , Larus modestus, e e n  s o o r t  d ie  h a a r  e igen jo n g e n  n ie t sc h ijn t te
h e rk e n n e n  en  alle p u lli, b u ite n  h e t  n es t, vo lled ig  negeert.

H e t v ersp re id in g sg eb ied  v an  de  O lro g sm eeu w  is zeer g e lokaliseerd  en  h a a r  lev en s­
o m sta n d ig h e d e n  zijn  zeer k w etsb aar. D e o v erlev in g sk an sen  v an  deze so o r t  k u n n e n  
gem ak k e lijk  bed re ig d  w o rd e n  d o o r  p e tro le u m  on tg in n in g , to e ris tisch e  d ru k , e .d . 
B escherm in g sm aatreg e len  sch ijnen  d an  o o k  n o o d zak e lijk  te  zijn.

R E S U M E

Le G o é la n d  d ’O lro g , Larus atlanticus, e s t u n  la rid é  e n d é m iq u e  de  la  cô té  a tla n tiq u e  
a rg en tin e . D é c o u v e rt il y  a u n e  v in g ta in e  d ’années, il a  é té  d éc rit co m m e sous-espèce  
d u  G o é lan d  sim éo n , Larus belcheri, c a rac té ris tiq u e  d u  c o u ra n t de  H u m b o ld t. Les deu x  
fo rm e s d iffè re n t to u te fo is  te llem en t, p a r  la ta ille , les p ro p o r tio n s , le p lu m ag e , la 
c o u le u r  d u  cercle  ocu la ire , q u ’il sem ble  in d isp en sab le  de  les co n s id é re r  co m m e deu x  
espèces d istin c tes .

La seule zone de  n id if ic a tio n  co n n u e , la ba ie  A negada , à 40° S, a é té  v isitée  au  d é b u t 
de  n o v e m b re  1975. D es co lo n ies o n t  é té  tro u v é e s  su r  des îlo ts  p la ts  e t d én u d és , à 
m aigre v ég é ta tio n  de sa lico rnes. Q u a tre  cen ts  ad u ltes  o n t  é té  recensés, en  tro is  c o n c e n ­
tra tio n s  e x trê m e m e n t denses, au vo isinage de  g randes co lon ies de G o é lan d s  d o m in i­
cains, Larus dominicanus. D e te lles den sité s  n e  so n t pas h ab itu e lle s  chez les goélands. 
La p lu p a r t  des n id s  c o n te n a ie n t des p o u ss in s . C eux-ci, q u i n ’é ta ie n t pas c o n n u s , so n t  
d éc rits  e n  d é ta il; ils  s e m b le n t d iffé re r  fo rte m e n t de  ceux  d e  L. belcheri.

D iffé ren ts  é lém en ts  d u  c o m p o r te m e n t r itu a lisé  des ad u lte s  o n t  é té  obse rv és , e n  
p a rticu lie r, la  P a rad e  d e  P ro c la m a tio n , fo rm ée  d e  d eu x  p h ases sim ila ires à  celles de  
la p a ra d e  d u  G o é la n d  argen té , m ais accom pagnée d e  v o ca lisa tio n s trè s  d iffé ren tes . 
L e c o m p o r te m e n t p a re n ta l e s t cu rieu x . Les ad u lte s  a b r i te n t  e t  d é fe n d e n t des p o u ss in s  
h o rs  des n id s, u n  c o m p o r te m e n t q u i, chez d ’a u tre s  la ridés, s’acco m p ag n e  d ’u n e  
reco n n a issan ce  p a r  les p a re n ts  de  leu rs  p ro p re s  jeu n es . P ar c o n tre , des p o u ss in s  é tra n ­
gers so n t  accep tés e t couv és d an s les n id s, su iv a n t u n  p ro c e ssu s  trè s  se m b lab le  à  celu i 
q u i a é té  d é c r it p o u r  le G o é lan d  gris, Larus modestus, u n e  espèce q u i ne  sem b le  pas 
id e n tif ie r  ses jeu n es  e t ig n o re  to u t  p o u ss in  h o rs  d ’u n  n id .

Le G o é la n d  d ’O lro g  e s t trè s  localisé  e t sa s itu a tio n  sem ble  fragile. La su rv ie  de  
l ’espèce  p o u r ra it  fac ilem en t ê tre  c o m p ro m ise  p a r  u n e  e x p lo ita tio n  to u r is tiq u e , p é t r o ­
lière  o u  a u tre  de la rég ion . D es m esu res de  p ro te c tio n  se m b le n t nécessa ires.
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