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The Laughing Gull Leucophaeus atricilla from the
Chithari estuary, Kasaragod, Kerala, India: An addition
to the South Asian avifauna

The Laughing Gull Leucophaeus atricilla is a medium-sized gull
with a small dark head typical of all Leucophaeus genus. It breeds
along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts of North America, Caribbean
Islands, the Gulf of California, and the Pacific Coast of Mexico
(Burger 2020). | report a Laughing Gull with photographs from
the Chithari estuary in the Kasaragod district, Kerala, India, which
is the first report from South Asia.

On 12 January 2024, at around 1000 h, | visited the estuary
(12.33°N, 75.01°E) of the Chithari River, located ¢5 km north-
west of Kanhangad, a small town in the northernmost district of
Kasaragod in Kerala. The estuary and the adjoining beach are
usually less crowded compared to other similar beaches in the
district. On the southern side of the estuary, there are skeletal
remains of a once luxuriant mangrove forest. During low tides,
large mud flats appear making it an ideal feeding ground for
shorebirds like Common Greenshanks Tringa nebularia and
Eurasian Curlews Numenius arquata. Here, a narrow watercourse
divides the beach into distinct northern and southern sections.

It was a bright and sunny day with a clear blue sky. The
tide was receding and a few fishing boats could be seen not
too far from the shore. A large congregation of gulls and terns
could be seen resting along northern side of the coastline in the
distance, and the site cannot be accessed from the southern
side due to the watercourse. This mixed flock included Brown-
headed Gulls Chroicocephalus brunnicephalus, Lesser Black-
backed Gulls Larus fuscus, Pallas's Gulls Ichthyaetus ichthyaetus,
Slender-billed Gulls C. genei, Lesser Crested Terns Thalasseus
bengalensis, Greater Crested Terns T. bergii, and Caspian Terns
Hydroprogne caspia. Initially, | observed this congregation from
a distance of ¢.80 m. One of the gulls among the flock appeared
quite unique with distinct features. It was smaller compared to
the Brown-headed Gulls, with a slightly longer dark drooping
bill and comparatively longer dark legs. Its small head had dark
markings as well as dark smudges on its nape and ear coverts.
Its upperparts were dark grey with black wing tips. Additionally,
there were dark markings on the head. It had dark eyes with
distinct eye crescents. Later, disturbed by the presence of a stray
dog, a part of the flock relocated to a mud flat on the southern
side where it remained for a few minutes until the entire flock
took to flight. The gull did not appear to be feeding during the
entire duration and once a Brown-headed Gull pecked on its
head. Further visits to the estuary during subsequent days did not
come up any sighting of this gull.

After studying the photographs [5-9], most features that |
observed in the field could be confirmed. A few images taken
from the northern side also showed slight grey wash on the
neck and breast. The dark back and small size, slightly smaller
than Brown-headed Gulls, excluded all regularly occurring gulls,
and the only other species with rather similar features was the
Franklin's Gull Leucophaeus pipixcan. Compared to that species,
this bird was longer winged, with a longer and heavier drooping
bill and dark legs suggesting a Laughing Gull (Olson 2003). The
images were posted in the ‘eBird Kerala Editors’ WhatsApp group,
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where Praveen J and Ginu George suggested that it could be a
Laughing Gull. Later, Hans Larsson, John Garret, and Eiden Kiley
confirmed this identification. The absence of white in the primary
tips and a few darker coverts in the forewing is suggestive of a
second winter bird.

Though the species has never been reported from South Asia
(Praveen et al. 2024), it appears to be a rare vagrant to East and
South-east Asia, with the first report from Asia and the Indian
Ocean being from Malaysia in the year 2000 (Tebb et al. 2003).

6. Laughing Gull showing slight grey wash on the neck and breast and dark markings on the head.

7. Laughing Gull showing long wings with black tips and dark smudges on ear coverts and nape.

9. Laughing Gull with comparatively larger Brown-headed Gulls.

This was followed by sporadic reports from Japan (Brazil 2009),
Taiwan (Ding Li et al. 2013), and the Philippines (Jensen et al.
2015), all of which are in the Pacific coasts. After the Malaysia
record, this is the second report of Laughing Gull from the
Indian Ocean and the first one from the western Indian Ocean.
Interestingly, an adult winter Laughing Gull tummed up at the
Philippines coast (Constantino 2024), while an adult in breeding
plumage turned up at the coast of eastern Queensland, Australia
(Summerville 2024); both on 14 January 2024, exactly two
days after my report from Kerala! The presence of three different
individuals during a short span of time might indicate a western
influx during this period.

I 'am indebted to Praveen J and Ginu George for providing
valuable insights into the identification of this Laughing Gull. They
additionally attempted to confirm its id by seeking the opinions
from Hans Larsson, John Garret, and Eiden Kiley. My thanks to
C. Sashikumar and Jishnu K for reviewing an earlier draft and to
Afsar Nayakkan and Roshnath. R for their support.
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Status of the Indian Spotted Eagle Clanga hastata in
Pakistan

The Indian Spotted Eagle Clanga hastata is a widespread
but sparingly resident species in the subcontinent that occurs
throughout most of India, the lowlands of Nepal, Bangladesh,
and Myanmar and occupies a myriad of habitats from wetlands
to deserts and savannas. This species is considered largely
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unknown from Pakistan (Roberts 1991; Grimmett et al. 2011;
Rasmussen & Anderton 2012); hence, we reviewed all available
records to evaluate its status in the country (Table 1). Historical
records pertaining to the Lesser Spotted Eagle C. pomarina, with
which it was formerly lumped, are being treated as of this species.
The post-2000 records are mainly derived from citizen science
initiatives such as the Facebook groups of Birds of Pakistan,
Birds of Sindh, and Wildlife of Pakistan. Not all records have an
exact date; for some, only a month is available, and in a few
cases, only an extended period of several months is available.
Wherever photographs are available for scrutiny, we have verified
the identification.

Three specimens of Indian Spotted Eagle' collected from
Pakistan are present in the Natural History Museum (NHM),
London (NHMUK #1885.8.19.1192-1194). All had been taken
by Colonel W. H. Unwin in May 1870 in North West Frontier
Province (now, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa); two were labelled adult
male and adult female, presumably a mated pair (Clarke & Khan
1995). At least one of these birds, in all probability, is the same
as that mentioned by Baker (1935) and attributed to Unwin.

Table 1. Records of Indian Spotted Eagle from Pakistan

Sl. Date Number of  Locality & Province

No. individuals

1. Untraced X Near Dunga Gali, Murree Hills, Punjab
2. May 1870 3* Agrove valley, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

3. 3 March 1988 1 Rawal Lake near Islamabad

4. 22 January 1993 1 Chashma barrage on the Indus River,

Mianwali district, Punjab
Rawal Lake near Islamabad
Dera Ismail Khan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

5. 27 January 1993 1
6. 25 October 1996 1

7 29 June 2018- X Indus River, Dera Ismail Khan, Khyber
7 May 2021 Pakhtunkhwa

8. September 2019 1 Nankana Sahib, Punjab

9. 27 March 2020 1 Sheikh Badin National Park, Dera Ismail
Khan district, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

10. March 2020 1 Sialkot, Punjab

1. February 2020 1 Headworks of Marala, Sialkot district,
Punjab

12. November 2019 1 Margallah Hills National Park,
Islamabad

13. 29 June 2021 2 (Pair) Headworks of Marala, Sialkot district,

Punjab
14. April-November 1 Central and North-Central Punjab
2021
15. March 2022 1 Lahore, Punjab

16. 28 August 2022 1 Islamabad Capital Territory

17. 18 September 2022

N

Headworks of Balloki, Kasur, Punjab

18. 5 March 2023 2 Talhaar stream, Islamabad

19. 4 November 2023 2 Minchinabad outskirts,

Punjab

Observation Details Observer(s) Reference
Observation Colonel Rattray Baker (1935)
(Nest found and adult shot)
Specimen (Birds shot; nest also Colonel W. H. Unwin Clark & Khan (1995)
found)
Observation Hirschfeld, Kjellen & Ullman  Clark & Khan (1995)
Observation W.S. Clark & AA. Khan Clark & Khan (1995)
Observation (soaring over the lake) ~ W.S. Clark Clark & Khan (1995)
Observation (adult) Juha Kylanpad Robson (1997)
Photographed (adults, nesting Muhammad Ali Rajput Rajput (2021)
records) 10.
Photographed (juvenile) Imran Bhutto Bhutto (2019)
Photographed (subadult in flight) ~ Muhammad Ali Rajput Rajput (2020)
Photographed (adult) Sajid Saeed Saeed (2020)
Photographed (adult) Muhammad Ayaz Mahmood (2020)
Mahmood
Photographed (adult in flight) Irshad Shaikh Shaikh (2020)
Photographed (Pair accidentally Zafeer Ahmed Shaikh & Shaikh (2021)
disturbed from a nest.) [11, 12] Tahir Abbas Awan
Indirect evidence of a radio-tagged ~ None Ram et al (2021)
individual via telemetry
Photographed (adult in flight) Muhammad Habib Habib (2022)
Photographed (adult in flight) Pharanaz Naveed Ashraf Ashraf (2022)
Observation Imran Bhutto Bhutto (2022)
Photographed (adults in flight) Pharahnaz Naveed Ashraf ~ Ashraf (2023)
& others
Photographed (adults in Ali Usman Baig Baig (2023)
flight)

' Clarke & Khan (1995) listed them as Lesser Spotted Eagle based on erstwhile taxonomy.
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