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Larus atricilla (Laughing Gull) 

Family: Laridae (Gulls and Terns) 

Order: Charadriiformes (Shore Birds and Waders) 

Class: Aves (Birds) 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Laughing Gull, Larus atricilla. 

[http://greglasley.com/laughinggull.html, downloaded 7 November 2014] 

 

TRAITS. Laughing gulls are migratory birds found in large numbers on beaches, docks and dump 

sites. They are recognized by their entirely black head and distinct raucous calls. The gulls are 

medium sized of about 37-40cm in body length and a wingspan of 1-1.2m for adults. Both male 

and female laughing gulls look alike with a black head and neck, grey back and wings, white belly 

and breast, a dark red bill, a black extending tail and dark red/black legs. During the winter, there 

is colour variation in the gulls compared to the summer where their heads tend to be grey/white in 

colour instead of black. Younger gulls are also different in colour compared to adults with a brown 

body and grey and white patterns tend to be more subtle. 

 

ECOLOGY. During the summer, laughing gulls breed on the northern-coast of America where it 

then migrates south to Central America and the north coast of South America. They nest year 

round in the Caribbean coast of Central America and the West Indies. The gulls tend to nest in 

large numbers near the shore, isolated from terrestrial predators. Since they feed on a wide variety 

of foods, they congregate in garbage dumps, beach shores, salt marshes and tops of rocky islands, 

http://greglasley.com/laughinggull.html


UWI The Online Guide to the Animals of Trinidad and Tobago             Behaviour  

circulating the air for prey that they can catch from garbage disposals or steal from the discards of 

fishing boats. 

 

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION. The gulls mate, court, nest and fledge young on the coasts in a 

period of three months. The gulls developed a system of calling signals that is used to deter from 

violence as much as possible. The gulls use these signals to maintain territory space just 4-5m 

apart. Territory begins when a male arrives during the season of spring, followed by its mate, and 

they return to the same patch of rock they held in past years. These experienced pairs search for 

spots for nesting and to regain territorial boundaries. Boundaries must be constantly defended since 

they nest in large numbers. 

 

ACTIVITY. Laughing gulls nest in large flocks on beaches or circulate over dump sites looking 

for food. It is known as a scavenger and therefore is seen as noisy flocks congregating wherever 

food is available. Pelicans, terns and other seagulls are often prime choices to steal food from. 

After they have made a catch, they spend most of their time gathering food to eat. 

 

FORAGING BEHAVIOUR. Gulls are described as carnivore-scavengers and feed on anything 

they can catch. Feeding habitats consist of natural habitats like harbours, rivers, oceans and 

streams, or man-made habitats like garbage dumps. These gulls therefore favour marine foods and 

forage in marine habitats but also use terrestrial sites caused or influenced by humans for food 

sources. They feed by diving to the surface of water. Their diets vary and include items include 

small fishes, sewage, garbage and remains from fishing boats; basically anything they can obtain. 

They feed within site of one another by methods such as aerial dipping, contact dipping and 

plunged diving (Burger, 1996). Their behaviour includes snatching food in flight and surface 

feeding at dump sites without the presence of bulldozers or other machinery present. Laughing 

gulls usually do not dive into water but prey on organisms at water surfaces. In shallow areas they 

through the water or stamp their feet to stir up organisms. 

 The adults generally obtain food more quickly than the young while sub adults have an 

intermediate inter-food interval. A reason for the difference in success rates stems from the fact 

that it takes time for the young to learn the technique to dive for fishes and other invertebrates and 

to dig for garbage. Learning techniques are more so prevalent for diving for fish than at dump sites 

since food is more abundant, stationary and not under water or sand when compared to other 

habitats and thus the young are found at these sites more. Hence the young fed mostly where their 

success rate was closest to that of the adults (Burger, 1996).  

Research done by T. Martin in 2005, found that knobbed whelks were often food for 

laughing gulls and many other different species of gulls on the Eastern shores of America. 

Knobbed whelks are the largest marine gastropods and food for the gulls when they are washed up 

on the shores. During low tides, the whelks are easily visible to the gulls. They circulate the shores 

looking for food and when one is spotted it will land, walk up to the whelk, and pull it out of its 

resting spot. The gull either consumes it right away or would fly away with it to eat elsewhere. 

Also, to effectively crack open the whelk’s shell, the gull will drop it from the air unto a hard 

surface, breaking the shell (Fig. 5). 

 

COMMUNICATION. Vocal communication: Laughing gulls are recognized by their loud 

raucous calls that are similar to a human high pitched laugh of “ha-ha-ha”. These calls are alarm 

calls which may change in different circumstances. Some other types of calls include; “long calls” 
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which are threats directed to trespassers. The next call is the “mew” which is when they there is a 

territory dispute among other gulls. They call upon the support from mates to regain territorial 

ownership. The next type of call is the “kek kek” which is used when other gulls disturb the colony 

as a whole and lastly there is the “yeow” which serves these two functions to either gain ownership 

of a territory or a colony. 

Visual display: Laughing gulls shows visual signs of threats when other gulls try to claim 

their territory by extending their neck and head and lowering it towards the ground. They then 

display their calls while tossing their heads backward repeatedly while calling and nodding their 

heads while raising their wings. 

 

SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR. The gull is at sexual maturity at two years old and begins breeding 

during the breeding season from early April to May. Breeding occurs predominantly in the 

Caribbean to the Gulf of Mexico where they nest on rocky, grassy, sandy beaches (Burger, 1996). 

In some cases, males start building nests with the hopes of attracting a mate thus both sexes take 

part in nest building. The males bring the materials whereas the female organizes the nest. For 

paired mates, gulls nest on mats in tall grassed areas on low grounds that are near water. The grass 

is about 35cm in height and the grass height is inversely related to ground elevation. (Burger, 

1996). The mats which they nest on are used to stabilize the nests during flooding and also to 

conserve energy in the collecting of nest material. The tall grass around the nest also is to the 

benefit of the protection of chicks from predators and weather. On average, gulls spend four weeks 

on nesting grounds before they lay two to four eggs per female. The eggs are brown/ black in 

colour and both parents partake in the incubation period which lasts for 21-23 days. After a few 

days of hatching the young leaves the nest but for about 35 days the parents will continue to raise 

them. The behaviour of males to gain mates starts off with pairing charge, followed by head 

flagging, food begging and then the long call. Interested females respond with submissive head 

flagging postures followed by mutual food begging. If the female does respond to the males’ 

pairing charge then the two will pair (Fig. 3). 

 

JUVENILE BEHAVIOUR. Much research was not done on the juvenile laughing gulls other 

than a distinct appearance from the adult gulls which are more of a mottled brown colour with 

white head, breast and belly (Fig. 4). Also, feeding success rate was much lower than the adults so 

Young gulls thus appeared to compensate for their generally lower feeding success by feeding at 

certain sites like dump sites where diving was not necessary and food was stationary on land. 

(Burger, 1996). After nesting for around 35-40 days, the young leaves leaver their nest and they 

stay together in large groups rarely having any association with adult gulls. Juvenile gulls are often 

found sleeping while the adults nest and forage for food. They sleep by standing on one leg with 

its head turned around and resting between its wings sitting in the sand surrounded by flocks of 

adult gulls (Fig. 6). 

 

ANTIPREDATOR BEHAVIOUR. Laughing gulls prey on anything they can catch, tear apart 

and kill including other species of gulls.  If an invading gull approaches another’s territory, it is 

greeted with a series of signals or displays intending to drive it away. They sound their calls of 

alarm with a high pitched “ha-ha-ha” while their head extends back and wings raised. Fights 

happen in despite of signalling systems but they are risky. The gulls use their beaks to fight other 

gulls. Injury to a parent gull would mean that they cannot tend to their eggs and chicks and thus 

can lead to death of their offspring. Therefore, there is a selective pressure on individuals over 
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time that has selected communication as opposed to conflict resulting in a signalling system which 

reduces the levels of violence in the breeding colonies (Fig. 2). 
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Fig. 2. Laughing gulls displaying. 

[http://www.southtexasbirders.com/having-a-laughing-gull-time/, downloaded 8 November 2014] 

 

 

http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/225?__hstc=75100365.46f65666f5248bcaf6f95d23069ae2ff.1415396717531.1415486444031.1415488535015.6&__hssc=75100365.1.1415488535015&__hsfp=2074622554
http://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbl/longevity/longevity_main.cfm
http://www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/specl10.html
http://www.southtexasbirders.com/having-a-laughing-gull-time/
http://www.southtexasbirders.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/laughing-gulls.jpg
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Fig. 3. Laughing gulls mating. 

[http://www.georgialifetraces.com/tag/laughing-gull, downloaded 8 November 2014] 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 4. Juvenile laughing gull with different appearance to adult gull. 

[http://www.oiseaux-birds.com/card-laughing-gull.html, downloaded 8 November 2014] 

http://www.oiseaux-birds.com/card-laughing-gull.html
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Fig. 5. Predatory behaviour of laughing gull dropping whelk to crack its shell. 

[http://www.georgialifetraces.com/tag/laughing-gull/, downloaded 8 November 2014] 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 6. Sleeping juvenile laughing gull. 

[http://beacononlinenews.com/news/daily/4389, downloaded 14 November 2014] 
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