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FIRST SUMMER RECORD 
OF THE COMMON 
BLACK-HEADED GULL 
FOR PUERTO RICO 
by Paul M. McKenzie, llie C. Barrow, 
Jaime A. Collazo, and Cynthia Staicer 

ON JULY 22, 1986, WHILE CON- 
ducting a shorebird census on the 
Cabo Rojo salt flats in southwestern 
Puerto Rico, McKenzie and Barrow 

located and photographed a second- 
year Common Black-headed Gull 
( Larus ridibundus) (Fig. 1). Al- 
though it appeared exhausted and 
allowed close approach from a vehi- 
cle, the bird flew away shortly after 
being photographed and could not 
be relocated. On the following day 
the bird was rediscovered near the 

original location and was seen by 
many observers. 

The gull was photographed again 
by Staicer and McKenzie on August 
3 on a salt flat north of the original 
site. The bird was apparently molt- 
ing into its first-adult winter plum- 
age, with a very worn tail and wings 
(Figs. 2, 3). The conspicuous dark 
undersides of the primaries, a field 
mark of this species, were visible in 
flight and in a photograph by Staicer 
(Fig. 3). The bird often foraged 
along the edge of the water and 
apparently attempted to stir up in- 
vertebrates by "pattering" its feet 
(described as foot-paddling in 
Cramp and Simmons 1983). It was 
last seen on August 20. 

This is the first summer record of 

the. species in Puerto Rico. To date, 
the only record of a Common 
Black-headed Gull in the West 

Indies outside of the fall or winter 

season is a sight record in the Gren- 
adines on June 9 (Bond 1980). The 
origin of such a northern species at 
this tropical location during July is 
unknown. This bird could have 

been a vagrant from Europe or an 
early fall migrant from recently es- 
tablished breeding colonies in east- 
ern North America. 

Substantial evidence exists that 

numbers of Common Black-headed 

Gulls are increasing in many areas. 
McKinnon and Coulson (1987) esti- 
mated that numbers of the species 
have risen in England and Wales at 
an average annual rate of 5.2% since 
1958 and the number of Common 

Black-headed Gulls overwintering in 
the British Isles has grown dramati- 
cally in recent decades. They contend 
that the grown birds are coming from 
Continental Europe. Although win- 
ter visitors of this species to eastern 
North America are suspected to have 
been from the North Atlantic, trans- 

adantic vagrancy may occur and is 
more likely at lower latitudes (Cramp 

and Simmons 1983). Erskine (1963) 
reported that two Common Black- 
headed Gulls banded in Germany 
were recovered the following winter 
in Barbados and in Veracruz, Mex- 

ico. Post-breeding dispersal from 
established colonies in Europe often 
begins as early as July (Harrison 
1983). 

Expansion of the North Atlantic 
breeding range of the Common 
Black-headed Gull to the eastern 

coast of the United States has been 

well documented (Finch 1978, Salo- 
monsen 1979, Gossdin and David 

1982, Cramp et al. 1983, David 
1983, Aubry 1984, Nikula 1984, 
Holt et aL 1986, Weseloh and 
Mineau 1986, Drennan eta/. 1987, 
and Montevecchi et al. 1987). Al- 
though this species is described as 
casual in the Antilles (A.O.U. 1983) 
and a rare visitor to Puerto Rico and 

the Virgin Islands (Bond 1980, Raf- 
fade 1983), increased sightings have 
recendy been made during the late 
fall-winter season in the West Indies 

(Table 1). ß 
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Figure 1. Common Black-headed 
Gull, Cabo Rojo salt flats, south- 
western Puerto Rico, July 22, 
1986. PhotograplVP. M. McKenzie. 
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Figure 2. Common Black-headed 
Gull, Calm Rojo salt fiats, south- 
western Puerto Rico, August 3, 
1986. Note worn condition of tail 

feathers. PhotograplVC. Staicer. 

Figure 3. Common Black-headed 
Gull molting into first-adult winter 
plumage, Calm Rojo salt fiats, 
southwestern Puerto Rico, August 
3, 1986. Note molting of wings 
and tail and characteristic dark 

undersides of primaries on right 
wing. PhotograplVC. Staicer. 
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