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Atlantic Islands Yellow-legged Gulls:
an identification gallery
Philippe Dubois

Plate 1. Azorean Yellow-legged Gulls Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August 2000, adult (centre), with
one juvenile and two first-summer/second-winters (Philippe Dubois). This powerful and heavily-built adult is probably a male; it is
in summer plumage, with an almost completely white head. Note that atlantis can appear rather short-legged.
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Structure and jizz

Juveniles

Plate 2. Juvenile Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August
2000 (Philippe Dubois). 
The bases of the outer greater coverts are mainly dark brown
and the underparts are strongly streaked with dark brown.
Dark markings are present on the front of the tarsus.
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Plate 5. Juvenile Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August
2000 (Philippe Dubois). The upperparts are evenly chequered
with quite uniform scapulars and outer wing coverts. Note the
dark markings on the front of the tarsus.

Plate 6. Juvenile Canarian Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis, Canary Islands, late July 1997 (Frédéric Jiguet).
Compared to Azorean Yellow-legged Gull of the same age,
this individual shows more chequered upperparts, bolder
whitish fringes to the scapulars, and a paler head; it strongly
recalls juvenile Lesser Black-backed Gull.

Plate 3. Juvenile Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August
2000 (Philippe Dubois). This bird shows no sign of any post-
juvenile moult. Note the uniform brown upper back. The
tertials recall those typically shown by many juvenile Lesser
Black-backed Gulls.

Plate 4. Juvenile Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August
2000 (Philippe Dubois). A paler individual with a more
chequered pattern, especially on the scapulars, and on the
tertials, which  have white notches. As in graellsii/intermedius
and michahellis, the juvenile plumage of atlantis is variable.
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First-winters

Plate 7. First-winter Madeiran Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis, Madeira, September 1999 (Keith Regan). 
This bird shows worn tertials and some second-generation scapulars, indicating that it has begun its post-juvenile moult. Note the
paler head and underparts and warmer tone on the upperparts than Azorean Yellow-legged Gulls of the same age.

Plate 8. First-winter Mediterranean Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis michahellis, Calais, Pas-de-Calais, France, early
September 1999 (Philippe Dubois). Compared to Atlantic Islands birds, note the whiter head, paler underparts, more chequered
appearance and the presence of some new first-winter scapulars. This individual recalls Madeiran birds of the same age, but
already lacks the dark markings on the tarsus. Also compare the leg length and scapular patterns.
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Plate 9. Juvenile Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, August 2000
(Philippe Dubois). The overall rather uniform dark upperparts
contrast strongly with the whitish rump and uppertail-coverts.
Note the white at the base of the outer rectrices.

Plate 10. Juvenile Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis atlantis, Lajes, Pico, Azores, mid August 2000
(Philippe Dubois). The plain bases to the outer greater
coverts form an extra dark bar on the wing (as on some
michahellis). The black band on the tail is broad.

Plate 11. Juvenile Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August
2000 (Philippe Dubois). Note the dark underwing pattern and
the dark body; such an individual might recall an American
Herring Gull L. (argentatus) smithsonianus.

Plate 12. Juvenile Canarian Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis, Canary Islands, July 1997 (Frédéric Jiguet). Note
the broad tail-band, dark underwing pattern and dark body
like Azorean juveniles. The greater coverts are more pat-
terned than in Azorean birds and the extra bar is less visible.

Plate 13. Juvenile Mediterranean Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis michahellis, Les Sables d’Olonne, Vendée,
France, late August 1997 (Frédéric Jiguet). Note the paler
and more patterned upperwing (especially coverts), paler
head, slightly more obvious pale ‘window’ on the inner
primaries, and neat tail-band.

Plate 14. Juvenile Mediterranean Yellow-legged Larus
michahellis michahellis (upper), Herring L. argentatus
argenteus (middle) and Lesser Black-backed L. fuscus
(lower) Gulls, Les Sables d’Olonne, Vendée, France, August
1997 (Frédéric Jiguet). This photograph offers the opportunity
to study the tail and upperwing patterns of juveniles of the
three species, and compare to the Atlantic Islands’ juveniles.
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First-summers/second-winters

Plate 15. First-summer/second-winter Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid
August 2000 (Philippe Dubois). This bird shows second generation tertials, scapulars and coverts, as well as otherwise dark
immature plumage, and is typical of Azorean birds at this age. The outer primaries are re-growing. Note the black bill, the dark
markings on tarsus and feet, and the already pale eye. Canarian birds more closely resemble michahellis in second-winter
plumage. Note that the median coverts (the first covert tract to be moulted in most large gulls) are missing (see also Plate 16).
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Plate 16. First-summer/second-winter Azorean Yellow-legged
Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid
August 2000 (Philippe Dubois). This bird is slightly paler and
more patterned than the bird in Plate 15. The second genera-
tion greater coverts are quite uniform, and dark markings
remain on the legs, while the eye is darker and browner.

Plate 17. First-summer/second-winter Azorean Yellow-legged
Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid
August 2000 (Philippe Dubois). 
A paler and much more chequered individual. Note the
pinkish base to the bill and the whitish eye; these features
give a characteristic appearance to birds at this age.

Plate 18. First-summer/second-winter Azorean Yellow-legged
Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid
August 2000 (Philippe Dubois). Even in this plumage, the
Azorean birds have an overall dark apperance in flight initially
recalling some American Herring Gulls L. (a.) smithsonianus
of the same age – although the bill pattern is different.

Plate 19. First-summer/second-winter Azorean Yellow-legged
Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Lajes, Pico, Azores, mid
August 2000 (Philippe Dubois). 
In flight, atlantis of this age can appear more ‘immature’ in
pattern than typical michahellis.

Plate 20. First-summer/second-winter Canarian Yellow-
legged Gull Larus michahellis, Canary Islands, late July 1997
(Frédéric Jiguet). Birds of the Canary Islands seem more
advanced in their moult than those of the Azores. Note the
finely streaked white head and the almost white underparts.
The iris is also very pale.

Plate 21. First-summer/second-winter Canarian Yellow-
legged Gull Larus michahellis, Canary Islands, late July 1997
(Frédéric Jiguet). This is a more advanced bird in second-
winter-type plumage, with most of its scapulars and mantle
feathers grey. The almost black bill is typical of this age. Note
the dark markings on the tarsi may be retained longer than in
congeners. 
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Second-summers/third-winters

Plate 22. Second-summer/third-winter Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid
August 2000 (Philippe Dubois). Note the tri-coloured bill and the very pale eye. The rather short legs are pale yellow and their
dark markings have almost totally disappeared.
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Plate 23. Second-summer/third-winter Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid
August 2000 (Philippe Dubois). The heavy dark grey streaking on the head (especially the forehead, lores and throat) is typical
and makes birds look ‘hooded’ at a distance. Note also the almost-adult grey plumage.

Plate 24. Second-summer/third-winter Canarian Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis, Canary Islands, late July 1997 (Frédéric
Jiguet). The plumage is quite similar to that of Azorean birds (with brown secondaries and some greater coverts), but the head is
not as darkly streaked on this July bird; the bill is similar to that of Mediterranean birds (nominate michahellis) of the same age.
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Adults and near-adults

Plate 25. Second-summer/third-winter Canarian Yellow-
legged Gull Larus michahellis, Canary Islands, late July 1997
(Frédéric Jiguet). 
The underwing can still be very dark at this age.

Plate 26. Adult Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August 2000 (Philippe
Dubois). This bird’s primary moult has reached P5, and it has very worn tertials. It has rather heavy streaking on the face. Note
the whitish iris typical of Atlantic Islands birds; Mediterranean birds generally have darker, yellower irises.
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Plate 28. Near-adult Canarian Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis, Canary Islands, late July 1997 (Frédéric Jiguet). The small
black dot on the lower mandible may be a sign of immaturity; it may be a fourth-winter bird. Note the very pale yellowish eye.

Plate 29. Adult Mediterranean Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis michahellis, Boulogne-sur-Mer, Pas-de-Calais, France,
September 1997 (Roger Tonnel). Note the relatively dark yellow iris.

Plate 27. Adult Azorean Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis atlantis, Madalena, Pico, Azores, mid August 2000 
(Philippe Dubois). This adult in ‘winter’ plumage has pale yellow legs and a large orange-red spot on the gonys.
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Plate 30. Adult Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis 
specimens, from left to right: ‘Mediterranean’, Bouches-du-
Rhône, France, April 1921; ‘Atlantic Moroccan’, Essaouira,
Morocco, April 1981; ‘Madeiran’, Salvage Islands, 1978; and
‘Azorean’, Pico, Azores, September 1930 (MNHN, Paris
Philippe Dubois). The mantle colour seems to be clinal from
the Mediterranean (palest) birds to the Azorean (darkest)
birds. More studies are needed to assign a definite sub-
specific name to the birds of Iberia and Morocco, and Madeira
and the Canary Islands.
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