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A second Sabine’s Gull Xema sabini in Brazil
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The north-east Brazilian coast in the states of Maranhão and Pará hosts internationally 
significant numbers of waterbirds and has recently proven to be an excellent ‘hunting 
ground’ for Palearctic vagrants (Almeida et al. 2013, Lees et al. in press). In August 2013 
AFT, MT, AT & DC participated in a bird tour of Maranhão, led by T. Rodrigues. They 
subsequently archived their images on WikiAves (hereafter WA; www.wikiaves.com). On 6 
September 2013 ACL noticed that WA1074998 taken at Praia Raposa, in the municipality of 
Raposa (02o24’S, 44o05’W) on 24 August 2013 and captioned as a Laughing Gull Leucophaeus 
atricilla was a first-summer Sabine’s Gull Xema sabini, an identification confirmed via 
contact with AFT who along with AT, 
MT & DC posted additional photographs. 
Identification was straightforward given 
the bird’s small size, evident alongside a 
Common Tern Sterna hirundo (WA1075741), 
extensive white ‘moons’ in the primaries 
and a ‘half-hood’ effect produced by the 
white head contrasting with the grey nape 
(Fig. 1). The bird was aged as a first-
summer based on the all-dark bill, lacking 
the yellow tip of an adult.

Sabine’s Gull has a circumpolar 
breeding distribution, and winters along 
the Pacific coast of South America, off Peru 
and Chile in the Humboldt Current, and 
along the west coast of Namibia and South 
Africa in the Benguela Current (Mayaud 
1965, Olsen & Larsson 2004, Stenhouse et 
al. 2012). It is rare in the eastern Atlantic 
south of the Gulf Stream (Moser & Lee 
2012) with just three previous records 
from eastern South America: two in French 
Guiana and one in Brazil. Both those from 
French Guiana involved birds at sea: a 
winter-plumaged adult photographed by 
O. Tostain, 15–20 km off Grand Connétable island (04°50’N, 51°56’W, 18 km from the 
Approuague estuary), on 1 November 1999, and an immature photographed by E. Hansen 
off Îles du Salut, 14 km north of Kourou, on 31 December 2004 (Comité d’Homologation de 
Guyane per O. Claessens). The sole previous Brazilian record was an adult photographed at 
Praia do Cassino, 4 km south of Casino, Rio Grande do Sul, on 16 November 2009 (Parrini 
& Carvalho 2009). Stenhouse et al. (2012) used geolocators to track the migrations of adults 
breeding in Greenland, finding that southbound birds appeared not to venture far from the 
coast but northbound birds took a shorter, more direct, route towards Ascension Island. 
Most first-summer birds do not return to breed (Olsen & Larsson 2004) and probably remain 

Figure 1. Sabine’s Gull Xema sabini, Praia Raposa, 
municipality of Raposa, Maranhão, Brazil, 24 August 
2013 (A. F. Távora)
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in their wintering areas where they may be prone to transatlantic vagrancy caused by the 
intense storms prevalent in the Southern Ocean during the austral winter.
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