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Q ince Peter Crant 's pioneering work (cf Crant
\,  1982, 1986), the knowledge of the identi f ica-
t ion and phenotypic variat ion of the gul l  taxa
belonging to the Larus argentatus-cachinnans-fus-
cus complex has dramatical ly increased in
Europe. lni t ial ly, this progress benefi ted from
studies conducted on breeding grounds where
mixed gu l l  co lon ies a l lowed the compar ison of
dif ferent taxa (eg, Dubois & Yésou 1984). Then,
the development of colour-r inging schemes gave
mult iple opportunit ies to study the appearance of
birds of known origin, sometimes at a great dis-
tance of  the r ing ing s i te .  Par t icu lar ly  remarkable
was the case of Pontic Cull  L (cachinnans)
cachinnans of which the f ield characters were
f i rs t  es tab l ished f rom b i rds r inged in  B lack Sea
colon ies and subsequent ly  observed in  Cermany
dur ing the winter  season (K le in  1994,  Cruber
1995) .  However ,  because on ly  a  smal l  number  o f
b i rds a t  the l imi t  o f  the spec ies '  w in ter  range had
been studied, the phenotypic variat ion fouÀd was
not representative for the species. Therefore,
further studies of birds on the breeding grounds
were needed to describe in detai l  the phenotypic
var ia t ion o f  th is  taxon (K le in  & Cruber  1997,
L iebers  & Dierschke 1997) .

The identi f icat ion of the other taxa breeding in
the former USSR remains far less easy as most
descr ip t ions,  based on b i rds seen on the breeding
grounds, are anecdotal (eg, Pleske 1928,
Dement 'ev  1951)  or  even d isputab le .  (Unfor tu-
nately, according to knowledgeable Russian orni-
tho log is ts ,  the rev iew by. lud in  & F i rsova (1990)  is
far from giving a rel iable account of the argenta-
tus-cachinnans-fuscus complex and wil l  not be
cons idered here. )  A lso,  a l though the sk in  co l lec-
t ion in  the Natura l  H is tory  Museum at  Tr ing,
England, has been a reference for decades, i t  now
suffers from the doubtful val idi ty of the
Meiner tzhagen co l lec t ion (Br i t ish  Orn i tho log is ts '
Union 1997)  and the er roneous labe l l ing o f  some
sk ins (Lars  Jonsson pers  comm).  The co l lec t ions in
Russ ian museums harbour  r ich re ference mater ia l
but have rarely been visi ted by western gul l  stu-
dents. Moreover, very few western observèrs have
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experience with the Asian taxa on their breeding
grounds (eg,  L iebers  & Dierschke 1997,  Yésou &
Hirschfeld 1997).

Further, the identi f icat ion of the Asian taxa at
migration stopovers and on wintering grounds
st i l l  remains specula t ive in  many cases.  For
instance, birds looking as dark mantled as Lesser
Black-backed Cul l  L  grae l ls i iused to  be ident i f ied
as Mongolian Culls L (c) mongolicus in Hong
Kong (Kenner ley 1987)  but  are now ca l led Ta imyr
Culls L (heuglini) taimyrensis there as well as in
Japan (Kenner ley e t  a l  1995,  Hoogendoorn et  a l
1996) although the only Asian taxon with such a
dark  mant le  is  the western S iber ian Heugl in 's
Cull  t  (h) heuglini (Yésou & Hirschfeld 1997).
Detai led descript ions based on birds studied on
the breeding grounds are ava i lab le  for  on ly  two
Asian taxa, ie, Armenian Cull  I  armenicus (eg,
Buzun 1993,  F i lchagov 1993,  L iebers  & Helb ig
1999) and Baraba Cull  L (c) barabensis (Panov &
Monzikov 2OOO, who suggested that this taxon is
a subspecies of heugliní),  and are therefore st i l l
needed for the other Asian taxa.

ln  th is  ar t ic le ,  the phenotyp ic  var ia t ion o f  adu l t
mongolicus is described and i ts systematic impli-
cat ions are d iscussed.  l t  is  main ly  based on s tud-
ies  o f  b i rds in  co lon ies a t  Lake Baika l ,  S iber ia .
Russia, in the spring of 1992 (24 May-30 June)
and of  sk ins a t  the Moscow Zoolog ica l  Museum,
the Zoological Inst i tute of St Petersburg and the
f ie ld  s ta t ion o f  the Univers i ty  o f  U lan Ude in  the
Selenga delta, Lake Baikal.  Moreover, I  benefi ted
from the experience and guidance of Sergey
Pyzhianov who has been s tudy ing co lon ies o f
mongolicus at Lake Baikal for years (and who has
developed an eff icient trapping technique for
r inging mongolicus, by putt ing cr-chloral ine baits
at  the nest ) ,  a l lowing me to  v is i t  a l l  main co lo-
nies, except those in-marshes at the north end of
the lake,  and to  handle  more than 150 adul t
b i r ds .

Distr ibution and numbers
Mongolicus has a patchy breeding distr ibution,
ranging from south-eastern Altai to north-eastern
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85 Part of Bolshoye Toïnik, Maloye More, north-western Lake Baikal, Siberia, Russia, May 1992 (Pierre Yésou). This island holds
main colony of Mongolian Cull / Mongoolse Meeuw Larus (cachinnans) mongolicus (c 1 000 pairs). Egg laying starts on c 5 May
when ice sti l l covers large parts oÍ Lake Baikal. Temperatures oÍ below 0'C regularly occur at night up to mid-June. Water surface
temperature is sti l l below 10'C by late June, except in some sheltered coastal bays 86 Mongolian Gulls / Mongoolse Meeuwen

Larus (cachinnans) mongolicus, Maloye More, north-western Lake Baikal, Siberia, Russia, June 1992 (Pierre Yésou)

66



Mongolia and the western part of north-eastern
China (Dement 'ev  1951) .  The iso la ted breeding
popula t ion o f  'Herr ing Cul ls '  a t  Lake Khanka,
situated at the border of easternmost China and
Far  Eastern Russ ia ,  has a lso been c la imed to
belong to this taxon (Pyzhjanov & Tupitsyn 1994)
but no systematic study of this populat ion has
been published so far.

According to Pyzhjanov & Tupitsyn (1994) and
Pyzhianov (1996), only 250-1200 pairs are breed-
ing in Altai,  western Mongolia and Tuva (Tuvins-
kaya) Autonomous Region. There are c 3600 pairs
at  Lake Khubsugul  in  nor thern Mongol ia  and
c 72OO pairs at Lake Baikal.  The lakes of Trans-
baikalya (Toresiskie Lakes) and north-eastern Mon-
gol ia  and Hukun Nor  in  nearby China harbour
75OO-10 000 pairs. The total populat ion of mon-
gol icus is est imated to be only 19 000-22 000
pai rs  (exc lud ing the popula t ion o f  'Herr ing Cul ls '
a t  Lake Khanka) ,  ie ,  less than 100 000 b i rds ( in-
c lud ing immature and non-breeding b i rds) .  Mon-
gol icus is clearly a scarce gul l .

Birds r inged at Lake Baikal have been recover-
ed on the Pac i f ic  coast  o f  Russ ia  in  autumn,
suggesting an eastward overland migration route
after the breeding season (Sergey Pyzhianov pers
comm).  The ent i re  popula t ion probably  win ters  in
coastal south-eastern Asia. Mongolicus has in-
deed been posit ively recorded in Hong Kong,
Japan and South Korea (Kenner ley e t  a l  1995,
Hoogendoorn et al 1996, Lethaby et al 2000). l t
has been c la imed in  Pak is tan by Rober ts  (1991)
who re l ied on ly  on bare-par t  co lorat ion,  a  char-
acter  o f  l i t t le  or  no d iagnost ic  va lue in  th is  case
(Yésou & Hirschfeld 1997). Therefore, the occur-
rence of mongolicus in western Asia remains
undocumented.

Phenotypic variation
The original descript ion of mongolicus by
Sushkin (1925) is as fol lows: 'Above as vegae
[Vega Cull  L vegae], darker than cachinnans
([from] Kirghiz steppe and Lake Zaissan), feet
p ink,  orb i ta l  r ing vermi l ion- red;  grey wedges of
the inner  webs of  pr imar ies shor ter  and darker
than in cachinnans but l ighter than in vegae.
Wing male 462-480, female 442-450, tarsus
65-70,  midd le  toe 52-58.  From B spec imens,
South-Eastern Altai and NW Mongolia. Type:
male àd. ,  9 .V11.1914,  Lake Ur ing-noor ,  NW
Mongol ia ' (Sushk in 's  descr ip t ions o f  new taxa are
both in  Russ ian and Engl ish) .

Fur ther  deta i ls  were g iven by Stegmann (1934) .
He studied 27 skins of adult birds and mentioned

Phenotypic variation and systematics of Mongolian Gull

a wing-t ip pattern darker than in cachinnans and
c loser  to  B i ru la  Cul l  t  v  b i ru la i ,  w i th  b lack on the
seven or eight outermost primaries and a subter-
mina l  b lack bar  on p10 (pr imar ies are numbered
ascendently). The latter taxon was given the name
birulai(Pleske 1928), in honour of the great sai lor
and Arc t ic  exp lorer  B i ru la ,  hence the male gen-
der. Regrettably, many authors kept using the
name 'birulae' 

,  a misspell ing by Stegmann
(1934). Birulai is hardly dif ferentiated from vegae,
except  for  the var iab le  leg co lour  and darker  i r is
in some birds. l t  is treated as either a svnonvm of
vegae or a subspecies of i t  (eg, Stepanyan lggo,
Kenner ley e t  a l  1995,  Yésou & Hi rschfe ld  1997,
Panov & Monzikov 2000) .

Thereafter, information on the phenotype of
mongolicus remained scanty for 

'a 
long t ime.

Dement 'ev  (1951) ,  in  h is  rev iew of  the gu l ls  o f
the USSR, s imply  s ta ted that  the p lumage is  s imi -
lar to that of vegae and summarized Stegmann's
(1934) descript ion of the wing pattern. The most
recent Russian systematic review (Stepanyan
1990)  was even more anecdota l :  'mant le  co lour  a
I i t t le darker than in cachinnans, leg colour vary-
ing f rom p ink-grey to  ye l low' .  In  h is  rev iew of  the
variat ion of the Palearct ic large white-headed
gu l l s ,  Dev i l l e r s  (1983 )  s imp l y  men t i oned  a  man t l e
s imi lar  to  or  darker  than that  o f  Ye l low- legged
Cull  t  michahell is, with more black on the pri-
mar ies.

Then, western pioneers began to visi t  the
breeding grounds oÍ mongolicus, in part icular
Steve Madge. He described the ir is as 'definit ive-

ly '  dark (Madge 1983), before acknowledging that
the ir is in fact varies from almost white to very
dark  (Madge 1985) .  A lso,  he found the legs to  be
f leshy-p ink in  most  adul t  b i rds  (Madge 1985) .
Crant  (1986)  ment ioned that  b i rds seen in  Mon-
gol ia  were p ink legged,  some ye l lowish legged,
and seemed to have a dark ir is.

Last ly ,  Pyzh ianov & Tupi tchyn (1992)  publ ished
a short art icle, unfortunately hardlv accessible to
western gul l  students, that is the most detai led
publ icat ion on the phenotyp ic  var ia t ion o f  mon-
golicus ïo date. They mostly focused on l"g
co lour  which var ied f rom p ink to  ve l low and
orange, none of these colouis o..rrríng in more
than ha l f  o f  the adul t  b i rds  a t  any.  o f  the i r  s tudy
plo ts .  Fur ther  ar t ic les  on As ian gu l ls  (eg,  Kenner-
ley et al 1995, Yésou & Hirschfeld 1997) were no
more informative, with the exception of Panov &
Monzikov (2000) who gave information on the
wing-tip pattern of mongolicus.
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