Identification of
Glaucous Gull and
Iceland Gull
by
Dick Coombes
Introduction
The process of identifying gulls can be enjoyed
at any level from the fanatical to the casual.
Gulls are big, obvious and widespread and there
are plenty of them. On a typical winter’s day in
Co. Dublin, you can clock up seven gull species
without too much difficulty, and there is the potential for one or two additional ones if you look
hard enough.
Picking out one of the scarcer gulls amongst
hundreds of the ‘regulars’ is a rewarding experience and not so difficult. Glaucous Gulls
Larus hyperboreus and Iceland Gulls L. glaucoides turn up annually in small numbers, but
they look remarkably alike, so it is a good idea
to equip yourself with a few basic pointers to
help you sort out which one it is when or if you
come across one unexpectedly. Both species are
winter visitors to Ireland and almost exclusively
coastal in distribution. November to March is
the main time to see them.

Fig 1. 3rd-winter Iceland Gull
Vartry River, near Wicklow. 22nd January 2012.
Photo: Dick Coombes.

Where and when
They breed in far northern latitudes, but confusingly, Iceland Gulls come from Canada and
Greenland, not Iceland and Glaucous Gulls
breed in Iceland, Greenland and Siberia. Iceland Gull breeds in small to medium sized
colonies on the rocky shorelines of fjords and
sounds in western Greenland usually far from
the open sea. Glaucous Gull breeds in a variety
of arctic environments, e.g. along coasts, on
sea-cliffs, freshwater and coastal islands etc.
Both species disperse and drift south into the
North Atlantic and north-western Europe in
winter, with some even reaching as far south as
Morocco, Madeira and the Azores on rare occasions.
Discard from fishing boats provides easy eating
and very often individual birds follow trawlers over long distances and even right in to the
quay side. So busy fishing ports like Killybegs
(Donegal), Rossaveel (Galway) and Dunmore
East (Waterford) are excellent gull watching
spots. A strong stomach may be required however – the fish processing plants and sewage
outfalls where these gulls hang out are smelly
places. They can of course turn up anywhere
along our coasts.
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Figs 2 & 3. 1st-winter Iceland Gull (top) & 1st-winter Glaucous Gull (above).
Superficially the plumage of Glaucous and Iceland Gull look very similar but note the structural differences as
indicated in the photographs on this page and in the text.
Photos: Dick Coombes.
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First things first
The vast majority of gulls occurring in Ireland
show black or black-and-white tips to the primaries (wing-tips). The key feature that leaps
out when you see either a Glaucous or an Iceland Gull is the white wing-tip.
While scanning through a flock of gulls you clap
eyes on a large gull (roughly Herring Gull L. argentatus size or larger), with white primary tips,
then you are looking at one or other of these two
species. In fact the two are collectively known as
‘white-winged gulls’. The next step is to sort out
which of them it is.

Separating Iceland and Glaucous
Gulls
Iceland and Glaucous Gulls take four years to
attain full adult appearance and the two species
share many of the same characteristics at all
ages, which makes separation tricky. It is useful
to point out the similarities first before tackling
the differences.

The similarities
The plumage of first-year birds of both species
is a mass of brown flecks on white. The intensity
and amount of brown flecking can vary – some
individuals will look as if smeared with muddy
splashes, while others appear more refined with
delicate mottling creating a paler, coffee tone
effect.

Fig 4 (top left). 1st-winter Iceland Gull.
1st-winter Iceland Gulls usually have an almost all
dark bill as shown in this individual.
Fig 5 (top). 1st-winter Iceland Gull.
Some 1st-winter Iceland Gulls have a more Glaucous-like bicoloured bill like this individual. This is
a feature of 2nd-year Iceland but note this bird still
has the dark eye of a 1st-winter bird. This photo was
taken in late January, so perhaps the change in bill
colour had already started.
Fig 6 (above). 1st-winter Glaucous Gull.
This is a darker individual than Fig 3. Note the large
pink bill with contrasting black tip.
Photos: Dick Coombes.

As birds get older, the brown markings steadily disappear, so second-year birds are much
whiter.
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Third-year birds show a very clean white body
and head and the upperwings acquire the pale
grey feathering of adulthood with just a few
brown flecks here and there.
Finally, adult Iceland and Glaucous Gulls look
almost identical, plumage-wise – pure white
with pale wings and mantle. Of course throughout their development, both species display the
distinctive white or off-white wing-tips at all
ages.
The eye is dark in both gulls for the first year,
then the iris turns pale yellowish from year two
onwards. Both species have pink legs throughout their development.

The differences
So, with that many similarities, how do you
sort out which species you are looking at when
you are confronted with a white-winged gull
hunched on the rocks on a windy winter’s day?
Well it all boils down to size, structure and
shape.
The Glaucous Gull is a big brute of a bird,
roughly the same size as a Great Black-backed
Gull L. marinus. The body has a bulky, chunky
appearance, accentuated by the relatively short
body and wings.
A feature known as a ‘tertial step’ is sometimes
apparent – this is where there is a distinct drop

in the bird’s profile where the tertials meet the
primaries (see Fig. 3).
Iceland Gull is a smaller, daintier bird (marginally smaller and slighter than Herring Gull) with
longer wings and rear end and it rarely shows
much of a tertial step.
The head of Glaucous Gull is large and angular
and a peak towards the rear of the flat crown
creates a squared off appearance. The bill is
large, long and thick with almost parallel upper
and lower edges. It has a mean, fierce expression.
These features contrast with the Iceland Gull’s
neat rounded head, smaller bill and more gentle
expression. Seen side by side, these differences
between the two species are obvious, but you
will rarely have that luxury and size can be hard
to gauge if one is seen in isolation. So it is best
to concentrate on the structure of body, head
and bill.
Fig 7. 2nd-winter Glaucous Gull.
This bird has lost most of its 1st-year brown markings and has become whiter looking. It has also
developed a pale iris, but retained its bicoloured bill.
Note: 2nd winter Iceland Gulls show similar features
and are best told apart by differences in structure.
Photo: Tom Shevlin.
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Fig 8 (top). 3rd-winter Iceland Gull.
By their 3rd winter, both Glaucous and Iceland show many of the characters of full adult birds and the two
species continue to look very alike. The iris is pale yellow and the bill a washed out yellow with a red mark
near the tip of the lower mandible beginning to show – this is known as the ‘gonydeal spot’. The last traces of
brown flecking on the plumage will disappear by year four.
Photo: Dick Coombes.
Fig 9 (above). Adult Glaucous Gull.
Photo: Mark Carmody.
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There is one other useful tool to help tell them
apart, but it only applies to first-year birds. The
colour and pattern on the bill of these immature
birds is usually strikingly different –
• Glaucous Gull has a pale pink bill with a
contrasting black tip, as if it has been dipped in
black paint.
• Iceland has a similar black tip, but because
the basal part of the bill is much darker, there is
very little contrast with the tip, so the bill looks
more uniform and doesn’t have the bicoloured
appearance of a Glaucous Gull’s.

To summarise
Most of the Glaucous and Iceland Gulls that
reach our shores are immature birds and full
adults occur rather infrequently.
Sightings away from the coast are very rare. The
white wing-tips or overall paleness of the bird
are normally what first catches the eye. Size
can be deceptive and varies considerably, with
overlap at the extremes – the smallest Glaucous
Gull can be near enough the same size as a large
Iceland Gull.

Fig 10. Adult Iceland Gull.
The plumage, leg, bill and eye colour are more or less
identical for adults of both species. However there
are noticeable differences in structure – compare
the relative head sizes and body/head shape with the
adult Glaucous Gull in Fig 9.
Photo: Derek Charles.
So always focus on overall structure, head size,
bill proportions and primary projection. With
first years, have a good look at the bill pattern.
In flight, Glaucous has broader, shorter wings,
but this can be hard to discern. Experience will
help, but there will be occasions when positive
ID gets away on you, especially if it’s in flight,
and you will just have to let it go and settle for a
‘white-winged gull’.

Finally
Thanks to Derek Charles (http://nibirding.
blogspot.ie), Tom Shevlin (www.wildlifesnaps.
com) and Mark Carmody (www.markcarmodyphotography.com) for their pictures.

Dick Coombes, November 2014
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Fig 11. 1st-winter Glaucous Gull.
Glaucous Gull has broader and proportionately shorter wings than Iceland, which has narrower, longer
wings. It can be hard to make a snap decision on ID if the view is brief or distant. In this example of a 1stwinter bird, look at the proportions and colour of the bill.
Photo: Tom Shevlin.
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