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Larus argentatus (American Herring Gull) 
Family: Laridae (Gulls and Terns) 
Order: Charadriiformes (Shore Birds and Waders) 
Class: Aves (Birds) 

                                                            

 

Fig. 1. American herring gull, Larus argentatus. 

[http://www.birdlist.co.uk/losangeles.shtml, downloaded 4 December 2012] 

 

TRAITS. American herring gulls are sometimes regarded as a subspecies of the herring gull, 
Larus argentatus smithsonianus, or as a separate species, Larus smithsonianus. They are large 
birds where males have a length of 60-66 cm and an average mass of 1050-1650 grams. Females 
are smaller with a length of 53-62 cm and an average mass of 600-900 grams. Regardless of 
gender, these gulls have a total wingspan of 120-155 cm with a bill length of 4.4-6.2 cm (Howell 
and Dunn 2007). Juveniles undergo various plumage stages where first winter juveniles have a 
sooty brown colour with a blackish tail and brown rump.  Eyes and bill are also dark but by 
midwinter the bill turns into a dull flesh colour. They have pale inner primaries on upper wing 
with outer primaries being dark. Second winter juveniles have pale grey feathers but tail is still 
mostly black. The bill is pinkish and eyes are pale. Third winter juveniles resemble adults and 
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bill is usually pink with black markings and eyes are still pale. Feathers are mostly white with a 
black band on tail. Juveniles require four years until reaching adulthood. Adults have feathers 
that are white except on the back and upper wings which are grey and on the wingtips which are 
black. Its feet are pink and eyes are yellow with a yellow-orange orbital. During winter, adults 
have brown streaking on their neck and head with its bill and legs duller in colour (Howell and 
Dunn 2007; Dunn and Alderfer 2006). 

ECOLOGY. These diurnal scavengers can be found throughout the year in Alaska, the Great 
Lakes and north-east USA but during the breeding period these birds travel near lakes in 
northern forests across Canada to Alaska and in some coastal areas. During winter they move 
southwards from the breeding grounds. They can be found feeding in mudflats, intertidal pools, 
open waters, newly plowed grounds, refuse dumps and fish processing plants ensuring that they 
have a good view of any incoming predators. These gulls nest on roof tops, cliffs, barrier beaches 
and isolated islands that are away from terrestrial predators and will chase smaller species from 
nesting areas when present in large groups (Dunn and Alderfer 2006; Tcheng 2012). They are 
occasional visitors to Trinidad.      

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION. American herring gulls are very sociable and will breed in 
colonies. Both parents are involved in the selection, construction and maintenance of the nest and 
chicks. Until chicks have reached roughly one month old, one parent always stays at the nest. 
Male gulls are responsible for setting up territories required for breeding but afterwards, the 
territory is defended by both parents. This mutuality in tasks causes these birds to form close 
bonds which results in them staying together for the rest of their lives. When scouring beaches 
and open waters for food, these birds will usually do so in scattered groups. However, when it 
comes to other birds, the American herring gull is competitive and opportunistic and will steal 
food from these birds (Dunn and Alderfer 2006). 

ACTIVITY. In a study done by Joseph et al. (2008), it was shown that, based on 50 gulls used 
for observation, resting and sleeping varied contrary to each other where midday had an 
accelerated sleep rate by 50%. Sleeping usually peaked before low tide but steadily decreased as 
low tide neared. This may have been done in an effort for gulls remaining at the nests to remain 
vigilant as others departed in search of food. During the night, the majority of gulls slept between 
the hours of 12-2 am (Joseph et al., 2008).  

FORAGING BEHAVIOUR. These scavengers acquire food by visually exploring while 
walking, flying or even randomly examining items that look like food. However, they also use 
foraging methods such as flying to a certain height above ground and dropping shell fish onto 
hard surfaces in an effort to crack them open or trampling on the same spot on the ground where 
it is believed to surface small animals which they then quickly peck at and swallow (Kent, 1981). 
Additionally, since these birds are opportunistic feeders, they will also steal food from other 
birds, raid nests and a few males may even engage in cannibalizing chicks belonging to other 
nests. Their diet consists of human refuse, marine invertebrates such as squids, seabirds of 
smaller size, insects, and on chicks and eggs of other nests. When on mudflats, they consume 
mussels and worms while on rocky shores they seek out crabs, mussels and urchins. When in 
open waters, they may trail predators that will provide them with food sources such as 
zooplankton and small fishes. These gulls also preferentially consume freshwater but when 
scarce they will drink seawater. Over their eyes, there are special glands them will secrete the 
salt which is visible as liquid dripping out of their nostrils (Delius, 1971).  
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COMMUNICATION. These birds are not songbirds but use a variety of sounds and cries to 
communicate. For instance, during courtship, the “choking call” is produced while young herring 
gulls produce high toned cries to commence feeding by a parent and if the parent was to depart; 
the chick will elicit a distress call comprised of several clicks. As an alarm call, “cack cack cack” 
notes can be heard which is then repeated quickly. American gulls also incorporate a “long call” 
which involves dipping and raising the head during repeated notes (Dunn and Alderfer 2006). 

SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR. American herring gulls court each other via mate feeding from March 
to April and select the nesting site mutually. Nests are constructed together from seaweed, 
feathers and grass and are prepared on soft sand or soil or even in low foliage within their 
territory. Nests are also assembled in close proximity to rocks or bushes in order to protect it 
from winds and predators. Eggs are usually laid in three’s extending over a span of six days and 
incubated for a period of 28-30 days. Eggs are 72 mm in length and have a blotchy, dark olive, 
pale blue or cinnamon colour with brown markings. Both parents further care, defend and feed 
chicks until their offspring are approximately 6 months old. This mutuality in tasks creates a 
close bond between parents causing them to remain near to each other throughout the year 
(Burger 1984). 

JUVENILE BEHAVIOUR. Much research was not done on juveniles of the American herring 
gull other than they are born with their eyes opened and have thick greyish feathers that have 
black spots. To initiate feeding, juveniles will knock a red spot on their parents’ beak using their 
own beak which will then cause their parents to expel food. After about 40 days from being born, 
chicks are able to fly. Among the chicks, there can be sibling rivalry where the third hatchling if 
born after the first two, can receive less food, weigh less and thus, have a slower growth rate 
(Dunn and Alderfer 2006).  

ANTIPREDATOR BEHAVIOUR. The main defence mechanism used by these gulls is 
mobbing where several gulls will collectively attack an incoming intruder. Mobbing can include 
acts of squawking, dive bombing and defecating on the intruder. Also, as noted above, they can 
also incorporate the use of the alarm call (Tcheng 2012).  
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Fig. 2. Adult American herring gull on nest. 

[http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Herring_Gull, downloaded 10 November 2012] 

 

Fig. 3. First winter, second winter, and third winter juvenile American herring gulls. 

[http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Herring_Gull/id, downloaded 10 November 2012] 

 [http://merseybirders.webs.com/gullidentificationpage.htm, downloaded 10 November 2012] 

 [http://www.flickr.com/photos/23326361@N04/5264310033/, downloaded 10 November 2012] 
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