
ATLASSING TIPS: HYBRID GULLS  
By: Art Martell Region Comox Valley- Campbell River Regional Coordinator 
Photos: Art Martell.   
Gull-head modified from Gulls: a guide to identification, P.J. Grant, 1982. 
 
WHICH GULLS HYBRIDIZE 
 
The occurrence of hybridism in gulls varies from rare to common, depending on the species.  
The most likely hybrid gull to be found breeding in British Columbia is Glaucous-winged Gull x 
Western Gull, although hybrid Glaucous-winged Gull x Herring Gull could occur.  Hybrids can 
show the full range of characteristics of the parental types making field identification of 
individual birds difficult or impossible, except for those that are clearly intermediate. 
 
Glaucous-winged Gulls (Larus glaucescens) breed throughout coastal British Columbia and at a 
few inland sites, and Herring Gulls (Larus argentatus smithsonianus) breed on freshwater lakes 
throughout the interior of B.C.  Pure Western Gulls (Larus occidentalis occidentalis) breed 
nearby on the coast of Washington but they have not been confirmed to breed on the coast of 
B.C.  Glaucous-winged Gulls and Western Gulls hybridize freely on the coast of Washington and 
Oregon, where up to 75% of some colonies are hybrids.  Hybrids are common on the south coast 
of B.C., which is a zone of introgression (backcrossing of a hybrid with a pure parent) rather than 
hybridization for these species. 
 
Glaucous-winged Gulls and Herring Gulls hybridize in southeastern Alaska where both species 
are common breeders, and hybrids are found in coastal B.C. in winter.  Herring Gulls have not 
been reported breeding in coastal B.C., but there is a single record of an interbreeding pair in 
the Okanagan.  Although unlikely to occur, we should look for hybrids.  
 
HOW TO IDENTIFY HYBRID GULLS 
 
The best way to identify hybrid gulls is by comparison with parental types using several 
characteristics, rather than a single one, to confirm that the bird in question is intermediate.  A 
short description of the most useful characteristics to distinguish among adults in breeding 
plumage is presented below and in Table 1.  A useful reference for identification of these gulls, 
which presents a variety of photographs as well as descriptions, is:  Howell, S.G.N. and J. Dunn. 
2007. A reference guide to gulls of the Americas. Houghton Mifflin Company, New York, New 
York. 516p. 
 

Glaucous-winged Gull 

This large, grey-winged, pink-legged gull is distinctive; no other grey-winged gull occurs regularly 
in its range.  It is heavily built and broad winged, with wingtips the 
same or barely darker colour than the mantle.  The head is round with 
a stout, bulbous tipped bill (depth of bill generally deeper at gony-angle 
than at base). The general shape is similar to Western Gull but the head 
is rounder and the bill appears longer and less bulbous tipped. 
 
 
 

Generic gull head 



Western Gull 

This large, dark-backed, pink-legged gull is distinctive; no other dark-backed gull occurs regularly 
in its range.  It is heavily built and broad winged. The head is flat crowned with a domed 
forehead, a peak behind the eye and a sloping hind-crown.  The bill is stout and bulbous tipped, 
often broader at the tip than at the base.  
 
Glaucous-winged Gull x Western Gull 

Although hybrids show the full range of parental characteristics, the colour of the mantle and 
the tips of the primaries are good indicators of hybrids and identification is improved by 
examination of the colour of the bill, iris and orbital ring (Table 1).  In B.C., most hybrids look like 
Glaucous-winged Gulls but the wingtips are a shade too dark. Others may look more like 
Western Gulls but their backs are a shade too pale and their wingtips are blackish (not black). In 
both cases the eye rings are mixed yellow and pink. 
 
They differ from Herring Gulls and many Glaucous-winged Gull x Herring Gull hybrids in colour of 
mantle, wingtips, bill and iris. They can appear similar to Glaucous-winged Gull x Herring Gull 
hybrids but structure (head and bill shape, long wings) separates them.  
 
Herring Gull 

This is a large, pale grey, pink-legged gull with moderately long wings with clean-cut, black 
wingtips and small mirrors. The square, blocky head peaks behind the eyes.  The bill is fairly 
stout and parallel edged (gonydeal expansion distinct but not bulbous tipped).  The pale mantle, 
jet black wingtips with small mirrors, pale eyes and parallel-edged bill makes it fairly distinctive 
in its breeding range in B.C. 
 
Glaucous-winged Gull x Herring Gull 

Hybrids span range of characteristics of the parental types (Table 1).  Some look like Herring 
Gulls but their backs are a shade too dark, their wingtips blackish (rather than jet black) with 
more extensive mirrors, their eyes flecked dusky, and their eye rings mixed with pink.  Others 
look like Glaucous-winged Gulls but have narrower wings and more slender bills, their wingtips a 
shade too dark and their eye rings mixed with yellow.  Head and bill shape are key factors in 
identifying many Glaucous-winged Gull x Herring Gull hybrids. 
 
They can look similar to Glaucous-winged Gull x Western Gull hybrids but the latter are heavier 
overall with shorter and broader wings, a darker mantle and less contrasting wingtips, and a 
rounder head with a heavier, bulbous-tipped bill.  
 
HOW TO SURVEY 
 
You should collect Atlas data on nesting gull colonies as described in 
the Guide for Atlassers.  Fill out a Colonial Species Form and include an 
estimate of the proportion of hybrids breeding in the colony.  That 
information will help determine the amount of hybridization and 
introgression in British Columbia. 
 
 



DO NOT DISTURB... 
 
Colonial species are sensitive to disturbance at the colony, so you should estimate the number 
of nests, and the proportion of hybrids, from a distance without entering the colony. 
 
 

TABLE 1 Herring Gull 
Glaucous-

winged Gull x 
Herring Gull  

Glaucous-
winged Gull 

Glaucous- 
winged Gull x 
Western Gull 

Western Gull 

Mantle 
very pale grey 

(Kodak 4-5) 
pale grey 

(Kodak 5-6) 
pale grey 

(Kodak 5-6) 

pale grey  
to slate grey 
(Kodak 6-8) 

slate grey 
(Kodak 8-9.5) 

Tips of 
Primaries 

jet black 
(Kodak 18-19) 

blackish 
(Kodak 11.5-

16) 

medium grey 
(Kodak 6-7) 

blackish 
(Kodak 9-16) 

black 
(Kodak 16-18) 

Bill yellow 
pale greenish-

yellow to  
fleshy-yellow 

yellowish 
pale greenish-

yellow to 
orange-yellow 

bright yellow  
to orange-

yellow 

Iris pale lemon 

pale lemon 
with dusky 

flecking to dull 
olive 

dark  brown  
to tawny 

pale lemon  
to dusky 

lemon whitish  
to dull olive 

Orbital Ring 
orange  

to yellow-
orange 

pinkish  
to yellowish 

(mixed) 
pink 

pinkish  
to yellow  
(mixed) 

chrome yellow 
 

 

 


