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Sabine’s Gull Xema sabini is a long distance migrant. Mainly 
pelagic, it breeds in the Arctic and has a circumpolar 
distribution through northernmost North America and 

Eurasia (Olsen & Larsson 2003). It migrates south during autumn, 
winters in the cold waters of the Humboldt Current off the coast 
of Peru and Ecuador, and off south-west Africa in the Benguela 
Current region (Burger & Gochfeld 1996). It is a small gull, which 
can only be potentially confused with a first-winter Black-legged 
Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla. However distinctive features discussed 
later in this note, separate this species from the Kittiwake. The gull 
has not been reported previously from South Asia (Rasmussen 
& Anderton 2012). In the Oriental Region, there is a breeding 
population in north-eastern Siberia and there exist records from 
Japan, Korea, and Sumatra (Olsen & Larsson 2003). It has also 
been seen in the equatorial and northern Indian Ocean from 
Mozambique and Somalia (Olsen & Larsson 2003).  

This note describes the sighting of a single, possibly second-
summer Sabine’s Gull from Puthankadapuram beach, Thrissur 
district, Kerala (10°35’N, 75°59’E), which is c. 5 km from the 
nearest town of Chavakkad.

A solitary gull appearing similar to a Kittiwake, was 
photographed by PPS on 3 May 2013 at 0830 hrs along with a 
mixed flock of tern species. PPS posted two pictures [98, 99], on 
the Birdwatchers of Kerala Facebook discussion group showing 
the bird sitting on the beach; one picture showed a Common 
Tern Sterna hirundo for size comparison [100].

Since the Black-legged Kittiwake was recorded from the 
same site in February 2013 (Das et al. 2013), PJ and DK initially 
thought the gull to be that species. The black colouration on the 
nape matched with a first-winter Kittiwake, but the bi-coloured 
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beak, prominent white tips to the flight feathers, lack of a dark 
carpal bar while the bird was at rest, and the absence of a dark 
patch behind the eyes made identification inconclusive. PPS 
saw the bird once again on the morning of 4 May but could not 
photograph it.  PJ and PPS together analysed more photographs 
on the same evening—and one hazy photograph of the bird in 
flight [101] had the same upper wing plumage as a Sabine’s 
Gull. Realising the rarity, PJ contacted MP and DK immediately 
and sent them the photograph for further analysis. Meanwhile, 
PJ & PPS could not find the bird amidst flocks of terns on 5 May 
despite an extensive search.

The direct size comparison with a visibly smaller Common 
Tern in the picture tilted the discussion heavily towards a 
Kittiwake. The bi-coloured beak, which is a distinctive feature of 
Sabine’s, could be argued also for a Kittiwake, resembling the 
transition from the black beak of a first-winter to the yellow of an 
adult (a second calendar year bird). The absence of a dark carpal 
bar, a feature for Sabine’s, could also stand for a Kittiwake that 
had moulted its dark “M” feathers to yield a more Sabine’s-like 
upper wing pattern. The bill and head shape were a bit tricky 
to assess from photographs as they depended on the angle 
from which the picture was shot. The bird in the photos neither 
rendered a ‘cute’ small-billed appearance, nor the characteristic 
rounded head of a Sabine’s. The shape of the bill, particularly 
the upper mandible, did definitely not fit the description of a 
Kittiwake either. The legs appeared clearly longer, much longer 
than of individuals in any Kittiwake photographs and were 
distinctly flesh-coloured, which favoured an immature Sabine’s; 
although leg colouration can be variable in Kittiwakes. Though the 
Kittiwake certainly bears white tips on its primaries, the amount of 
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101.  Sabine’s Gull in flight.

98. Sabine’s Gull Xema sabini 99. Sabine’s Gull Xema sabini
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white on this bird was extensive and fit the Sabine’s. The extent 
of black on the nape possessed by this bird seemed to fit well 
for a first-summer Sabine’s. While a similar pattern is seen in first-
winter Kittiwakes, the extensive black colouration did not seem 
characteristic even of a Kittiwake transitioning out of its first winter 
plumage. Having completely moulted its dark carpal “M” it would 
have been expected to show a whiter nape as well. In summary, 
while there were a few reasons to consider the Kittiwake, most 
features seemed more appropriate for a Sabine’s Gull.

After concluding that there was no other species close 
enough to be considered, PJ circulated the pictures to Bill Harvey 
and Krys Kazmierczak who readily concurred that this was clearly 
a Sabine’s Gull and suggested an adult in its winter plumage 
initially as the month of sighting was not communicated. When 
the images were posted on the Oriental Birding discussion 
group, Roy Hargreaves suggested a first-summer bird over an 
adult winter for reasons given below. However, discussions with 
Klaus Malling Olsen brought out the possibility that it could be a 
second-summer bird and the same is discussed below.

To eliminate the obvious plumages, adult-summer can be 
ruled out, as the bird does not have a completely dark head. 
It is clearly not a first-winter bird as it shows clean grey wing 
coverts, with no sign of brown or scaly upper-wing coverts. A 
first-winter bird should also show a dark tail-band, absent in this 
bird. An adult-winter Sabine’s would be a fitting combination but 
for its known moulting pattern. Unlike all other gulls, Sabine’s 
Gull undergoes a full moult in spring and should have a fully 
dark head by early April, with birds in May expected to bear near-
adult plumage. The amount of black on the head of the specific 
individual under question was quite extensive for an adult–winter, 
whilst the bi-coloured beak was not as contrasting as a regular 
adult, hence a first-summer bird could be considered. However 

this bird shows an extensive pale bill-tip, a feature considered to 
be more typical of an adult-winter than a first-summer. Another 
probable feature of immaturity is that the legs appear a pale fleshy 
colour, atypical for a winter adult. In conclusion, the bird showed 
mostly adult features but with a few small signs of immaturity. 
Since it had not developed the full summer plumage but seemed 
to be in retarded winter plumage, the features overall fit better 
with a second-summer bird. It is considered not unusual for birds 
turning up away from their regular locations to show an atypical, 
or delayed moult (Olsen, pers. comm. May 2013)

The two closest sightings of Sabine’s Gull, to 
Puthankadapuram, are nearly 3,000 km away on either side 
of the Indian Ocean. One was reported from Sumatra on 22 
October 1984 (Andrews 1985) while another report exists of a 
first-summer bird from Somalia on 11 May 1981 (Ash 1983). 
The May sighting on the Somali coast was made amidst a flock 
of terns and the size was indicated as an intermediate between 
Greater Crested Tern Thalasseus bergii and Common Tern, 
and more similar to Lesser Crested Tern T. benghalensis. This 
matched with our observation too. Considering this species has 
occurred on the western coast of India, it is unlikely that the bird 

100.  Relative size of Sabine’s Gull versus Common Tern Sterna hirundo.
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belongs to the Siberian breeding population, which winters on 
the western coast of South America.  It is more likely that the 
bird strayed from the Atlantic wintering population that regularly 
occurs off South Africa on its northerly journey, and had flown 
north-east instead of north. This would take it across the Arabian 
Sea to first land on the south-western coast of India. A study of 
the weather reports in the northern Indian Ocean or Arabian Sea 
does not indicate any strong north-westerly winds or cyclonic 
activity during the last week of April or first week of May (http://
www.wunderground.com). For this reason, it is considered likely 
that the bird was disoriented during navigation rather than forced 
off its route by harsh weather, a phenomenon more regularly 
observed in immature birds. 
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Small and graceful, the phalaropes are the most specialised 
swimmers among waders. They have lobed, partially 
webbed feet, laterally flattened tarsii that reduce underwater 

drag, and plumage like that of a duck on their underparts, which 
provides a layer of trapped air on which they float as light as a 
cork! (Perrins 2003). There are only three species of phalaropes 
in a single genus, all of which breed in the northern hemisphere: 
Wilson’s Phalarope Phalaropus tricolor, Red-necked Phalarope 
P. lobatus, and Red Phalarope P. fulicaria. All are migratory and 
well known for their ‘spinning’ as they swim in shallow water. All 
three species have reversed sexual roles, with the more brightly 
coloured breeding females being both strongly territorial and 
polyandrous, laying clutches for more than one male (Paulson 
2005).

In the Indian Subcontinent Red-necked Phalarope and 
Red Phalarope are recorded (Grimmett et al. 1998, 2011; 
Kazmierczak 2000; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Both these 
species are circumpolar, Arctic and High Arctic breeders that 
spend the non-breeding season at sea. Both species winter in the 
South Pacific, with the Red-necked Phalarope also breeding in 
the Arabian Sea, and the Red Phalarope in the Atlantic off Africa. 
Red-necked Phalaropes in Europe and Asia migrate overland, 

and are sometimes encountered in some numbers on inland 
wetlands, but Red Phalaropes occur only inland when storm-
driven (Chandler 2009).

On the morning of 18 April 2012 SSP found a phalarope 
foraging in a small wetland near Tal Chhappar (28°27’N 73°47’E), 
Churu district, Rajasthan, and discussed with HSS and MS about 
its identity. He sent them images of the bird that same evening. 
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102.  Red Phalarope Phalaropus fulicaria at Tal Chhappar. Photo: Gaurav Bhatnagar.
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