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Introduction
World-wide there are over 600 species of

waterbirds. Waterbirds refer to water-dependent
birds excluding ducks, geese, swans and shorebirds.
They are wading birds, marshbirds and seabirds.
Many of these species are long-lived, produce few
young each year, have high juvenile mortality and
have delayed sexual maturity. Several species make
spectacular long distance annual migrations between
breeding and wintering areas. Approximately 130
species are commonly found in North America. At
least 90 species have been documented in the Great
Plains region, including the prairie states and
provinces of the United States and Canada. The
Great Plains is the largest ecosystem in North
America covering an area nearly 2,500 miles long
and 600 miles across. 

Dependence on water during part of their life cycle
renders waterbirds vulnerable to challenges associated
with management and conservation of aquatic
habitats. Species found in the region may use
wetlands, lakes, streams, reservoirs, estuaries and open
waters. They face multiple threats including habitat
destruction, pollution, invasive species and natural
events, such as storms and droughts. Because many
species are colonial, large numbers of individuals can
be affected by a single event. Abandonment of colonies
is likely when people enter breeding sites during the
nesting stage. This can move adults away from nests
giving predators easier access to unprotected eggs and
young. Several species with robust populations are
legally harvested in parts of their range. Still others
are considered to be in direct competition with human
interests and are legally taken under depredation
orders and permits (e.g., Double-crested Cormorants). 

This pocket guide highlights key characteristics of
the most visible and common waterbirds found in the



Great Plains. The following waterbird orders occur
in the Great Plains region: Gaviiformes (loons),
Podicipediformes (grebes), Phoenicopteriformes
(flamingo), Procellariiformes (shearwaters),
Pelecaniformes (boobies, gannet, pelicans,
cormorants, anhinga and frigatebirds), Ciconiiformes
(bitterns, herons, egrets, night-herons, ibises,
spoonbill, jabiru and stork), Gruiformes (rails,
gallinule, moorhen, coot and cranes) and the
Charadriiformes of the families Laridae (gulls and
terns), Stercorariidae (skua and jaegers) and Alcidae
(guillemot and murrelets). 

Brief descriptions of rare
species known to occur in small
numbers, or those found only in
localized sites within the region
are also given. Accidental
species, those vagrants which
have been seen in the region but
not on any regular or predictable
basis, are also listed. Species
accounts and scientific names
are in taxonomic order and
follow the 7th edition (1998) of
The A.O.U. [American
Ornithologists’ Union] Checklist
of North American Birds and its
supplements (42-57). Name
changes and reordering occur
regularly as biologists learn more
about species and how they are related. 

The purpose of this guide is to help you identify
waterbird species found in the region and provide
information on their habitat and natural history. We
hope it helps you learn about waterbird conservation
needs and increases your enjoyment of these
fascinating species of the Great Plains.
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Loons

Four species of loons (or divers) are reported from
the Great Plains. Loons are highly adapted to water and
spend most of their time on large bodies of water like
reservoirs, lakes and rivers. they catch their prey,
primarily fish, by diving using their webbed feet and
occasionally their wings for propulsion. Loons need
clear water to find their prey. Feeding studies show it
takes over a ton of fish to fledge a brood of chicks. Loons
have long bodies and their legs are set far back making
them clumsy on land. Although strong fliers, they need
“running” room across the water surface to become
airborne. Several Native American tribes link loons to
the creation of the world and see them as symbols of
pride and bravery.

Loons begin breeding between 2 and 6 years of age,
depending on the species and are not likely to breed
every year. they are site faithful, territorial and
monogamous. they generally build nests on small
islands or along the edges of shorelines of freshwater
lakes. Both parents incubate the 1-2 eggs, beginning with
the first egg laid. Young can swim soon after hatching,
but are often seen resting on their parents’ back until
they are about 2 weeks old. chicks fledge in 7-11 weeks,
but may still be fed by the parents even after they leave
the breeding area. during migration, loons travel as
single birds or in small, loose flocks, usually at night.
Most loons winter in larger groups in coastal marine
environments. 

Loons are highly susceptible to disturbance from
development and recreation. Mercury and lead
contamination are also major threats to loons. oil spills
can kill wintering loons or destroy their food supplies.
Wintering loons are sometimes entangled in ocean
fishing nets and drown. 
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Red-throated Loon
Gavia stellata

Red-throated Loons are the smallest of the loons and
can be distinguished from other breeding loons by their
dark backs and gray necks with red throat-patches.
during the nonbreeding season, the white on their face
extends above the eye and almost completely around the
neck. their backs have white speckling. immatures have
a spotted appearance on their backs but never a barred
pattern. their bills appear upturned near the tip. they
tend to hold their heads tilted upwards and during
flight their necks appear drooped. unlike other loons
found in the region, Red-throated Loons show white
along their flanks when swimming. Red-throated Loons
are becoming more common in the region. they can be
found on large reservoirs throughout the central Great
Plains during winter and migration.

� Red-throated Loon ©Mark Chappell
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Pacific Loon
Gavia pacifica

in breeding plumage individuals of this small species
have pale gray napes, dark throats extending under their
slim, straight bills and small white patches on their
backs. in nonbreeding plumage look for a black back,
dark gray hind neck and a dark “chinstrap” across a
predominantly white throat. Young birds have napes
that are paler than their backs. there is a sharp contrast
with a straight border between the white throat and
nape. unlike common Loons, Pacific Loons do not have
white around the eyes. Reports of Pacific Loons in the
central Great Plains have increased in recent years,
although they are still not common. Look for migrating
individuals on reservoirs.

� Pacific Loon ©Bob Gress
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common Loon
Gavia immer

this is the only loon species that could be found
breeding in the northern Great Plains. common Loons
are the most regularly occurring species in the Great
Plains and often found on large lakes and reservoirs. the
larger size, dark head and white-patterned neck choker
distinguish them from Pacific and Red-throated loons.
Heavy, black bills distinguish them from Yellow-billed
Loons when in breeding plumage. immatures and
nonbreeding birds have a partial white neck collar, dark
gray or blue bill, white around the eyes and dark barring
on the back.

� Breeding Common Loon ©Bob Gress

� Nonbreeding Common Loon ©Bob Gress
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Grebes

Grebes are adapted to an aquatic lifestyle. they sit
low in the water, have streamlined bodies and short,
hidden downy tail feathers. their legs are set far back on
their bodies giving them great propulsion, but making
them clumsy on land. they can sit or swim with just
their head above water and they have waterproof
plumage. Pectoral muscles are poorly developed in
grebes and there are several flightless species world-
wide. Grebes run along the surface of the water while
rapidly beating their wings to take off. it is suspected
most grebes simultaneously molt all their flight feathers
at the end of the breeding season or prior to completing
their southbound migration. they may be completely
flightless for a period of 3-4 weeks. 

during the breeding season, grebes are found on
lakes, reservoirs and wetlands. Migration usually takes
place at night and flocks can be quite large. Migrating
grebes use a variety of wetlands. they winter along
coasts and on inland lakes. 

Grebes have highly ritualized courtship displays.
Partially floating nests with easy access to water are
constructed from aquatic vegetation by the breeding
pair. Both sexes incubate the eggs. After the eggs hatch,
adults leave the nests and carry the chicks on their backs
in pockets formed by the wing and back feathers. 

Although the floating nest reduces the predation risk
from many mammalian species, gulls, crows, harriers,
coots, turtles and large fish are known to take eggs and
chicks. introduced exotic fish also compete with grebes
for food, prey on young chicks and alter aquatic
vegetation. Grebes face many other challenges, including
entanglement in fishing nets and habitat degradation
through oil spills, pollution and destruction of nesting
vegetation. 
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Pied-billed Grebe
Podilymbus podiceps

this brown, small-bodied, short-necked, stocky grebe
has a short, stout bill and black eye. during the breeding
season, their white bill has a distinctive black ring and
the chin and throat are black. in the nonbreeding season,
birds do not show the ring around the bill and the chin
and throat are white. Pied-billed Grebes are relatively
common breeders on wetlands throughout the northern
and central Great Plains and winter in the southern
Great Plains. their stocky appearance and short bill and
neck make them distinguishable from other grebes
found in the region.

� Pied-billed Grebe ©Bob Gress
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Horned Grebe
Podiceps auritus

during the breeding season, this striking grebe has a
rufous neck and flanks, dark back and face and solid
yellow “horns.” its eyes are red, even in the nonbreeding
season. Wintering birds have white cheeks, throat, neck
and lower flanks. the shorter, straighter, white-tipped
bill and flatter crown of Horned Grebes distinguish
them from eared Grebes. the smaller size and shorter,
dark bill distinguish them from Red-necked Grebes.
Horned Grebes breed in the northern Great Plains,
usually solitarily or in small colonies. they winter in
sheltered marine environments and occasionally on the
open sea. in the southern Great Plains they are found on
inland waters. declines in breeding numbers are
suspected. Several conservation activities, such as
preventing the encroachment of woody vegetation
around wetlands and maintaining stable water levels
during nesting, have been incorporated into habitat
management plans to increase breeding success.

� Horned Grebe ©David Seibel, BirdsInFocus.com
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Red-necked Grebe
Podiceps grisegena

Breeding birds are large with a heavy, tapered yellow
bill, white throat and cheeks, dark crown and a reddish
foreneck. in winter, their throat becomes dusky and the
white from the chin extends to the back of the face in a
crescent. they are distinguishable from Western and
clark’s grebes by their dark eyes, smaller size, shorter
necks and stockier appearance. Red-necked Grebes
breed in the extreme northern Great Plains and winter
primarily on deep, open water along the Atlantic and
Pacific coasts. they also winter in limited numbers on
the Great Lakes.

� Red-necked Grebe ©Bob Gress
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eared Grebe
Podiceps nigricollis

Breeding adults have a black neck and dark back and
sides. Golden, wispy feathers fan out behind their eyes.
Winter birds have dark cheeks, nape and back and a
variable dusky throat and neck. Heads have a “peaked”
appearance over the eye. the bill is longer, thinner,
pointed upward at the tip and lacks the white tip of
Horned Grebes. eared Grebes nest in the northern Great
Plains and western states. these large colonies may
include over 1,000 pairs of eared Grebes. they primarily
winter in the Gulf of california and occasionally off the
coast of texas. they migrate mostly through the arid
west where they use saline wetlands. eared Grebes go
through several unique physiological changes. in the fall
they molt, double their body mass and their flight
muscles atrophy. Following this, they quickly increase
heart size and metabolize fat to make a nonstop flight to
wintering sites. Flightless periods may total 9-10 months
each year. 

� Eared Grebe ©Bob Gress
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Western Grebe
Aechmophorus occidentalis

Like clark’s Grebes, Western Grebes are large-bodied
and have long necks. However, their black caps extend
below the eyes and their bills are yellow-green in color.
Although they occasionally hybridize with clark’s
Grebes, the two species differ in behavior, calls and use
of micro-habitats. Both species breed on large fresh and
brackish bodies of water, but Western Grebes tend to
forage in areas with shallower water. Western Grebes are
more numerous and have a wider distribution within
the Great Plains. they winter along the Pacific and Gulf
coasts. their larger size distinguishes them from
Horned, eared, Red-necked and Pied-billed grebes.

� Western Grebe ©Bob Gress
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clark’s Grebe
Aechmophorus clarkii

Although similar to Western Grebes, clark’s Grebes
in breeding plumage can be distinguished by orange
bills and dark caps that do not extend to the eye. in
wintering plumage both birds are similar, although bill
color may still reliably be used to differentiate them.
clark’s Grebes are less common in the northern and
eastern Great Plains than Western Grebes. Western and
clark’s grebes were once considered to be the same
species. However, differences in vocalizations and
appearance and a tendency to forage in deeper water
than Western Grebes have led to classification as
different species.

� Clark’s Grebe ©Bob Gress
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Pelicans, cormorants and Allies

the order Pelecaniformes includes several species of
tropicbirds, gannets, boobies and frigatebirds, as well as
the species of pelicans, cormorants and Anhinga
commonly found in the Great Plains. All of these are
adapted to fishing. Long necks and long, conical bills are
used to quickly strike and catch fish. Pelicans use their
large, bare, extendible gular pouches, which can hold
over 3.5 gallons of water, to scoop up fish. Although
their tongues are small, it is the tongue muscles that
control the pouch and allow pelicans to expel the water
after they make a catch. All of the birds in this group
have excellent propulsion through water due to large,
webbed feet and short, sturdy legs set far back on their
bodies. Hollow bones and air sacs make them buoyant
in the water. the micro-structure of the feathers of
darters and cormorants allows the feathers to become
wet and reduces their buoyancy making diving easier.
the trade-off is they need to spend considerable time
perched with their wings spread to dry in the sun. 

Birds in this group are long-lived and have delayed
sexual maturity. they lay few eggs each year and usually
only a few chicks per nest survive. Since many are colonial
nesters, factors that affect a colony can have impacts on

American White Pelicans



local and even regional populations. outbreaks of diseases
such as Newcastle’s disease and West Nile Virus can kill
entire colonies. Many species are sensitive to human
disturbance and mammalian predators during breeding
and will often abandon their nesting colonies if disturbed.
As fish eaters, they are exposed to large quantities of heavy
metals and contaminant bioaccumulation. eliminating the
use of ddt in the u.S. and canada allowed pelican and
cormorant populations to recover. Although most species of
fish taken by this group of birds have little or no
commercial or recreational value, human perception of
them as competitors often causes conflict and persecution.
Aquaculture facilities are attractive to these birds because of
the relatively easy feeding opportunities they provide, often
resulting in conflicts. 

Several cultures have historically depended on this
group for a variety of purposes. cormorants and darters
have been kept as working pets to catch fish for their
owners. Feathers from several species were used in the
millinery trade. eggs, chicks and adults have been taken
for human consumption. Guano from nesting colonies
provides fertilizer. Several species play key roles in
maritime lore, medieval art and Asian medicine.
Frigatebird chicks were hand raised and used as
message carriers by early sailors.

17
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American White Pelican
Pelecanus erythrorhynchos

American White Pelicans feed on fishes, salamanders
and crayfish and often fly great distances between feeding
and nesting areas. they are common in the Great Plains,
often seen cooperatively fishing on large water bodies and
riding the thermals in sizable flocks during migration.
during the breeding season, both sexes grow a horny knob
on top of the bill. knob size depends on the individual’s
age and previous breeding experience and is shed after
eggs are laid. American White Pelicans nest on islands on
alkaline and fresh water lakes and reservoirs. there are
several large colonies within the Great Plains, such as the
one at chase Lake National Wildlife Refuge, North dakota.
At approximately 3-4 weeks of age the young gather into
large groups called crèches while adults are away feeding.
Adults return to feed their own chicks, which they
recognize from hundreds of other chicks. in flight, pelicans
are easily recognized by their crooked, s-shaped necks,
bulky white bodies, orange bills, short bright yellow to
orange legs, short tail and black-tipped wings.

� American White Pelican ©Bob Gress
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Neotropic cormorant
Phalacrocorax brasilianus

this species was formerly known as the olivaceous
cormorant. Neotropic cormorants are more common in
the southern Great Plains although they are being found
with increasing frequency in the northern plains. they
can be distinguished from other cormorants by a white
outline around the gular pouch and base of the bill. the
gular pouch appears triangular rather than rounded as
in double-crested cormorants. tails are long,
approximately the same length as their necks. Neotropic
cormorants are noticeably smaller than the more
commonly seen double-crested cormorants. during the
breeding season, males acquire a head tuft and scattered
plumes on the head and neck. immatures are browner
than the adults.

� Neotropic Cormorant

©Bob Gress
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double-crested cormorant
Phalacrocorax auritus

double-crested cormorants are common throughout
the Great Plains. during the breeding season they
develop small crests along each side of the head. their
gular pouches are always yellow-orange and are
rounder than the Neotropic cormorant’s. Young birds
are browner than adults and have white under the neck
and chest. occasionally, the gular pouch may be tinged
with white causing them to be confused with Neotropic
cormorants. in flight, the tail is noticeably shorter than a
Neotropic cormorant or Anhinga.

� Double-crested Cormorant

©Bob Gress
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Bitterns, Herons, ibises and Allies

Seventeen species of the order ciconiiformes are
regularly found in the Great Plains. they include bitterns,
herons, egrets, night-herons, ibises and the Roseate
Spoonbill and Wood Stork. Birds in this group have long
necks, legs and bills. their necks are held in an s-shape
which they can quickly extend and retract to catch prey.
the birds spend much of their time wading or standing
motionless in shallows waiting to ambush their quarry. 

Several species nest in trees in large, mixed-species
colonies. others form colonies in heavy marsh
vegetation. Bitterns are cryptic, solitary and usually nest
in thicker aquatic vegetation. clutch size varies from 2-7
eggs depending on the species and young hatch
helpless, mostly unfeathered and with their eyes closed. 

Great Blue Heron

Herons typically fly with their necks held in an s-shape.

©Judd Patterson, BirdsInFocus.com
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Several species grow ornamental plumes on the
head, lower neck, breast and back during the breeding
season. these plumes, once used to adorn fashionable
hats, were highly valued by the milliner’s trade. the
overharvest of birds through the early 1900s resulted in
the near extermination of several species. World-wide
they have also been harvested for food and killed
because they are fish-eaters and seen as competitors
with humans. Habitat loss and pollutants are the biggest
problems facing this group of birds.

Sandhill Cranes

Cranes fly with their necks extended.

©Bob Gress
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American Bittern
Botaurus lentiginosus

American Bitterns are short, stocky, solitary herons
found in wetlands with tall, emergent vegetation. When
startled they “freeze,” pointing their long necks and bills
skyward, relying on their plumage to blend in with
surrounding vegetation. their pump-er-lunk call is
unique and easy to recognize. American Bitterns are
most active at dusk and dawn, but can be seen
throughout the day along shorelines and edges of
marshes. they eat amphibians, fish, crayfish, reptiles,
small mammals and insects. American Bitterns are most
likely confused with immature night-herons. they can
be differentiated by the bold, distinctive stripes on the
neck, lack of white spots on the wings and a longer,
stretched-out appearance of the neck. they are found
throughout most Great Plains wetlands, breeding across
the continent from central canada through kansas. they
winter from coastal u.S. through central America.

� American Bittern ©Bob Gress
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Least Bittern
Ixobrychus exilis

Least Bitterns inhabit marshes with dense cattails,
bulrushes, sedges and other aquatic vegetation. they
feed primarily on insects and small fish and appear to be
weak, clumsy fliers. Least Bitterns are found along the
eastern portion of the Great Plains during the breeding
season. they are territorial and often answer to
recordings of their calls. Nests are made along channels
through vegetation in wetlands. Because this waterbird
is so secretive, much remains to be learned about its
wintering and breeding ecology and population status.
Least Bitterns are approximately half the size of
American Bitterns and the dark back, cap and dark and
buff-colored wings are distinctive. A rare, darker color
morph, the cory’s Least Bittern, has been reported from
the eastern Great Plains. Least Bitterns are larger than
most of the rails. immature Green Herons are slightly
larger with dark wings.

� Least Bittern

©Bob Gress
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Great Blue Heron 
Ardea herodias

Great Blue Herons are the largest and most common
heron across the region. they build large, stick nests in
trees, heavy brush or on the ground. they may nest as
an isolated pair, in a single species colony or in multi-
species colonies with other wading birds. they are
primarily fish eaters, but also eat amphibians, reptiles
and occasionally small birds and mammals. Larger size
and coloration can be used to distinguish Great Blue
Herons from Reddish and tricolored herons. in flight
they carry their neck coiled rather than straight, which
distinguishes them from cranes. Great White Herons,
currently considered white color morphs, are found
along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts. they are
distinguished from the Great egret and white morph
Reddish egret by their yellow legs and heavy yellow
bills. Würdemann’s Herons, hybrids between Great Blue
Herons and Great White Herons, appear as intermediate
in color. Both Great White and Würdemann’s herons are
rare in the Great Plains.

� Great Blue Heron

©Bob Gress
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Great egret
Ardea alba

Although less common in the northern and western
parts of the Great Plains, Great egrets have been found
throughout the region in shallow, fairly open salt,
brackish and freshwater habitats. Great egrets are
distinguishable from other white herons by their large
size, thin, slightly down curved yellow bill and long,
black legs and feet. during the breeding season they
develop long, white breeding plumes called “aigrettes”
on the back. these filamentous plumes were highly
prized by the millinery trade and led to the birds’ near
extirpation in parts of their range.

� Great Egret

©Bob Gress
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Snowy egret
Egretta thula

Breeding Snowy egrets have plumes on their head,
chest and back. they are small and white, most easily
confused with immature Little Blue Herons. However,
an adult Snowy egret’s dark legs, yellow feet, dark bill
and lack of black on the primaries make distinguishing
between the two species possible. Juvenile Snowy egrets
may show yellow-green legs, but they usually have
some dark on their forelegs and lighter colored feet. the
legs and feet of Little Blue Herons are always a pale,
dull-green. Like other species of egrets and herons, this
species typically nests in large multi-species colonies.
Snowy egrets are known to walk slowly through
shallow water, shaking their bright colored feet to flush
fish and other prey. they are only found in small
numbers in the northern Great Plains, but are abundant
to the south.

� Snowy Egret

©Bob Gress



28

Little Blue Heron
Egretta caerulea

this species is most common in southeastern
portions of the Great Plains. However, extensive post-
breeding dispersal occurs and birds have been recorded
in canada. Juveniles are white and most likely confused
with Snowy egrets; however, their legs and feet are
greenish. Adults are reddish-purple to slate blue with a
bluish, black-tipped bill. An intermediate molt stage
results in a pied or calico white and blue plumage and
generally a white body with blue primaries. it may be
confused with a tricolored Heron. Little Blue Herons are
much smaller and duller colored than Reddish egrets
which have a bill with a pink base.

� Little Blue Heron

©Bob Gress
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tricolored Heron
Egretta tricolor

Previously called Louisiana Herons, tricolored
Herons are usually found in coastal areas using
mangrove swamps, tidal creeks, shallow saltwater
habitats and mudflats. Within the Great Plains, they have
occasionally been reported breeding as far north as the
dakotas. Like other herons and egrets, they nest in mixed
species colonies. tricolored Herons are similar in size to
Little Blue Herons and are most similar in appearance to
Great Blue Herons. they have a white belly and neck,
dark blue upperparts and reddish plumes on the back
and upper wings during breeding. immatures may have
a rusty or rufous colored head and neck.

� Tricolored Heron ©Bob Gress
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cattle egret
Bubulcus ibis

cattle egrets, originally from Africa, first arrived in
the Western Hemisphere in the 1930s and quickly spread
throughout North America. they are often observed in
close association with cattle and following tractors
searching for fleeing insects and small mammals. they
have shorter bills, necks and stockier bodies than other
white egrets. the dark bills of juveniles change to yellow
as they become adults. during the breeding season,
adults develop orange-buff colored crest, back and
breast feathers. their legs turn from a darker green to
yellow or pinkish-red. Like other species of herons and
egrets they nest colonially, often in mixed-species flocks
and primarily in trees. they are often found in large
breeding colonies.

� Cattle Egrets ©Bob Gress
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Green Heron
Butorides virescens

Formerly considered a subspecies of the Green-
backed Heron, the Green Heron is currently considered
a distinct species with four recognized subspecies. A
relatively small, dark, stocky heron, the Green Heron
prefers wetlands with thick vegetation. Fish, amphibians
and invertebrates comprise their diet. they are known to
“bait” prey into closer striking range using a variety of
objects, including live insects and earthworms. Primarily
solitary in their foraging and breeding behavior, Green
Herons may nest on the ground or in vegetation
singularly, in small loose groups or even colonially.
Adults are distinctive with greenish-black caps and
wings and rufous-colored necks and breasts. immatures
may be confused with American Bitterns or immature
night-herons. However, the smaller size, darker back,
neck and wings, longer, straighter bill and slight crest
can help distinguish them from other species.

� Green Heron ©Bob Gress
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Black-crowned Night-Heron
Nycticorax nycticorax

common throughout the Great Plains, Black-
crowned Night-Herons use a variety of different
habitats, including wetlands, pastures and coastal areas.
Primarily active at night, dusk and dawn, they also feed
during the day. they are opportunistic feeders eating
fish, amphibians, reptiles, rodents, invertebrates and
even bird eggs and chicks. they are colonial nesters,
most commonly rebuilding old nests of sticks and reeds
in bulrush stands or in trees. immatures are most likely
confused with American Bitterns and immature Yellow-
crowned Night-Herons. Black-crowned Night-Herons
are stockier with thicker necks, browner backs, longer,
thinner bills and paler necks, chests and bellies. in flight,
their feet barely extend beyond the tail. Adults of both
night-heron species develop long, off-white head plumes
during the breeding season. Black-crowned Night-
Herons take 2-3 years to reach sexual maturity.

� Black-crowned Night-Heron

©Bob Gress
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Yellow-crowned Night-Heron
Nyctanassa violacea

Yellow-crowned Night-Herons tend to forage
solitarily. they may roost and nest either singularly or in
small loose colonies, usually in urban woodlands and
riverine forests. Nests are usually built of sticks in tall
trees and may be reused each year. their bills are
adapted to feed on crabs, crayfish and other crustaceans,
but they also eat fish, amphibians, reptiles, mussels and
other invertebrates. during breeding, the legs turn from
yellowish-green to a coral or scarlet color. immatures
may be misidentified as young Black-crowned Night-
Herons, American Bitterns or Green Herons. However,
immature Yellow-crowned Night-Herons have a more
slender appearance, longer neck, darker bill and their
feet and legs extend well beyond the tail.

� Yellow-crowned Night-Heron

©Bob Gress
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Glossy ibis
Plegadis falcinellus

Glossy ibises are similar to White-faced ibises which are
more common in the Great Plains. However, both species
are undergoing range expansion and may hybridize where
they overlap. in breeding plumage, Glossy ibises have dark
eyes and dark lores with narrow bluish borders above and
below the eyes which do not extend under the chins or
behind the eyes. their gray legs and feet contrast with
reddish ankle joints. during the nonbreeding season, adult
Glossy ibises’ legs are entirely grayish and most of the
bluish eye and chin borders disappear. in contrast, red
eyes, pink or red lores with wide, white borders extending
behind their eyes and under their chins and more extensive
pinkish legs and feet are characteristic of breeding White-
faced ibises. immatures of both species are difficult to tell
apart in the field.

� Glossy Ibis

©Judd Patterson, BirdsInFocus.com
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White-faced ibis
Plegadis chihi

the most common ibis encountered in the Great
Plains, White-faced ibises nest in large colonies, usually
in dense, emergent, marsh vegetation. ibises feed in
large flocks in flooded fields and shallow wetlands,
primarily on insects, crustaceans and earthworms.
Pesticide and heavy metal contamination and drainage
of wetlands led to an alarming drop in numbers in the
1960s and 1970s. Banning ddt and dieldrin, as well as
habitat conservation and improvement projects, have led
to an increase in ibis numbers. conflicts with crayfish
producers may arise when ibises flock to their ponds to
feed. White-faced ibises are most likely confused with
Glossy ibises.

� White-faced Ibis ©Bob Gress
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Rails, coots and cranes

the order Gruiformes has species representing both
the smallest and largest waterbirds found in the Great
Plains. these species inhabit marshy wetlands, are highly
territorial and are solitary breeders. Several species have
developed intricate courtship behaviors. due to their
longevity, monogamous habits and extended care of
young, cranes, the largest species in this order, have long
been viewed as symbols of good luck, long life, peace and
marital bliss. cranes have developed several elaborate
displays and vocalizations which can include leaping,
dancing and calling. 

“thin as a rail” describes the laterally compressed
bodies of all rails. Flexible vertebrae allow them to
effortlessly squeeze through dense marsh vegetation.
Long toes, strong legs and vestigial claws at the tips of
the wings assist them in navigating floating vegetation
and climbing stems of emergent vegetation. Rails are
also able to swim to elude predators and are not strong
or graceful fliers. Most species of rails build nests on the
ground or in vegetation above water level. Many nests
are covered with a dome canopy thought to be built for
concealment. chicks can leave the nest within days, but
depend on the parents to feed and brood them. Rails are

Sandhill Cranes



often killed when they collide with objects, including
lighted towers, overhead wires, buildings and vehicles.
As with most species of waterbirds, wetland habitat
degradation and destruction are their biggest threats. 

Vocalizations are distinctive and often the only way small
secretive species like rails can be reliably surveyed. Good
recordings are readily available for species found in the Great
Plains. Learning the calls can provide clues to bird presence
and the use of playback calls may allow individuals to be
coaxed into view. However, be aware birds are reacting to
perceived threats. overuse of calls to lure birds during the
breeding season means time spent away from nesting and
foraging, which is detrimental to breeding success.

Gruiformes is the only waterbird order in which
several species are legally harvested within parts of the
Great Plains. crane and rail hunting is a specialized
sport – to the point of developing its own culture among
die-hard aficionados. care is taken to delineate hunting
areas, bag limits and season lengths sustainable for each
hunted species. understanding the biology and habitat
needs of each species is important and researchers work
with land managers to maintain high quality wintering
and breeding habitat to ensure robust populations. Legal
species, season dates and bag limits vary among states
and years, so hunters should consult current regulations.
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Yellow Rail
Coturnicops noveboracensis

Little is known about this cryptic species and it takes
a special effort to locate it. Yellow Rails are rarely seen
and best heard late at night. their call sounds like two
small pebbles being tapped together four or five times.
they require flooded, dense cover such as fens, sedge,
grass and hay meadows, stream floodplains and rice
fields. during migration, look for Yellow Rails in moist
agricultural land and upland grasslands in the eastern
Great Plains. they are small, yellowish tan on the neck,
chest, and upper belly and have a short, light colored
bill. they have a striped back and in flight, large white
trailing wing patches. Yellow Rails breed in the northern
Great Plains and winter along the southern Atlantic and
Gulf coasts. Several migration records in the Great
Plains are from specimens collected after collisions with
radio and television towers.

� Yellow Rail ©Brian Pauly
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Black Rail
Laterallus jamaicensis

About the size of a sparrow, this is the smallest of the
rail species. Little is known about behavior, populations,
threats or how they are affected by habitat management
activities. Breeding in the Great Plains is localized and
scattered. due to their secretive nature, many sites with
nesting Black Rails may not yet be identified. in the
Great Plains they are found in riverine marshes, shallow
saline marshes, wet prairies with cordgrass and in
spring seeps with permanent water. Black Rails winter
along the southern Atlantic and Gulf coasts. they feed
on small invertebrates and seeds. Both juveniles and
adults have black bills, rufous napes and dark backs and
wings speckled with white. downy young of all rails are
small and black. Hence, young of any rail species could
be mistaken for a Black Rail.

� Black Rail ©Bob Gress
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king Rail
Rallus elegans

king Rails are found in the eastern and southern
portions of the Great Plains. they usually occur in
freshwater marshes with a mosaic of marsh vegetation
and open water. they feed on crustaceans, aquatic
invertebrates, grasshoppers, small fish and aquatic plant
seeds. Like other rails, they migrate at night. king Rails
are larger and browner overall than Virginia Rails and
always have brown cheek feathers. clapper Rails are also
similar, but are smaller, have gray cheek feathers and lack
the chestnut-colored upper wing coverts found on king
Rails. Apparent long-term population declines have led
to the development of a comprehensive conservation
plan for the king Rail and listing as an endangered or
threatened species in several states and canada.

� King Rail ©Bob Gress
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Virginia Rail
Rallus limicola

Virginia Rails are similar in appearance to king Rails,
but are smaller with shorter necks, gray cheek feathers
and reddish legs and bills. As with other rail species,
learning the calls made by Virginia Rails is important in
identification as they are rarely seen, but can often be
heard in appropriate habitats. one of their calls is
described as a wheezy grunting series of wep calls which
descend and accelerate. Another is described as a
mechanical gik or clattering skew. Virginia Rails are
relatively widespread and common in North America
and found throughout the Great Plains during the
breeding and migration seasons.

� Virginia Rail ©Bob Gress



42

Sora
Porzana carolina

With their medium size, bright, yellow bill and black
face mask extending down the throat, Soras are easy to
identify and not likely to be confused with other rail
species. their distinctive call, a high pitched descending
whinny, is a common sound associated with wetlands.
Soras are the most abundant and widespread of North
American rails. they are likely to be encountered in
freshwater marshes throughout the Great Plains during
breeding and migration.

� Sora ©Bob Gress
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common Gallinule
Gallinula galeata

common Gallinules are uncommon breeders
throughout the southern and eastern Great Plains.
Similar in appearance to an American coot, adult
common Gallinules have a yellow-tipped red bill and a
red frontal shield. they are browner than American
coots, have a large white patch under their tails and
show a white line along their flanks where their wings
rest against their sides. in flight their wings have a white
leading edge. they may build several platforms for each
nesting attempt, one for the actual nest and others for
display and chick brooding. Like coots, they conceal
nests in cattails and other tall emergent vegetation,
usually anchoring them to surrounding vegetation and
constructing ramps leading to them.

� Common Gallinule ©Bob Gress
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American coot
Fulica americana

American coots are often mistaken for ducks and are
one of the most common and visible waterbirds in the
Great Plains. their long, lobed toes are distinctive and
assist with swimming. clumsy on land, coots are
reluctant fliers and must run across the water surface to
become airborne. they have a white frontal shield and
the white bill sometimes shows a reddish-brown or
black ring toward the tip. At the base of their tails they
have a small white patch on otherwise dark bodies. in
flight they may show white trailing edges along the
secondary feathers. Breeding adults can be aged based
on the color of their legs. Green-legged adults are
probably in their first year of breeding while red legs
indicate at least a 4-year old bird. Young chicks have
downy black bodies, red and blue skin and reddish-
orange curly fluff on their heads. American coots are
primarily herbivorous, although they opportunistically
feed on aquatic invertebrates and small fish. they are
most common in clear marshes and ponds.

� American Coot ©Bob Gress
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Sandhill crane
Antigone canadensis

Sandhill cranes nest in isolated marshy wetlands,
flooded meadows and river valleys. Although two eggs
are typically laid and hatched, usually only one chick,
called a colt, fledges. during migration and winter,
Sandhill cranes form large flocks and are found in wide,
shallow river channels, large open marshes, agricultural
fields, pastures and playa lakes. under certain lighting
conditions, gray Sandhill cranes appear silvery and may
be mistaken for Whooping cranes. occasionally, Sandhill
cranes appear brown or rusty which is a result of feeding
in muddy conditions. Although similar in size to a Great
Blue Heron, cranes fly with necks stretched out straight.
Powerful wing strokes consist of a snapping upstroke
followed by a slower downstroke. When standing, herons
lack the feathery pompadour rump of a crane.

� Sandhill Cranes ©Bob Gress



Whooping crane
Grus americana

Whooping cranes are listed as an endangered species
throughout the Great Plains. From an estimated 1,300
individuals in the 1860s, numbers dropped to less than 20
in the 1940s. conservation measures, including captive
rearing and release, have increased the wild population to
about 300 birds. the primary flock breeds in Wood Buffalo
National Park, Alberta and winters 2,500 miles to the south
at Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, texas. the birds
migrate through the Great Plains along a narrow 100-mile
wide route through cropland, shallow wetlands and wide,
shallow rivers. Whooping cranes are usually seen in late
March to mid-April and from mid-September to mid-
November. they usually migrate in family groups or small
flocks, fly with their necks and gray-black legs held straight
out and show black wing tips. immature birds show
varying amount of white and cinnamon-colored feathers.
Several white-plumaged species, including geese, swans,
pelicans and egrets, are often misidentified as Whooping
cranes. Lack of winter food resources, severe weather,
pollution and collisions with powerlines all threaten
Whooping cranes.
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� Whooping Cranes ©Bob Gress
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Gulls, terns and Jaegers

this large suborder of seabirds is most closely related to
shorebirds. Several species have a worldwide distribution.
Viewing areas for gulls and terns within the Great Plains
include wetlands, reservoirs, sand bars in rivers and garbage
dumps. Because they are powerful fliers, prefer open spaces
and congregate in groups around food resources, most
people are aware of gulls. terns are generally smaller and
more slender than gulls and are primarily fish eaters. they
can be easily distinguished from gulls by their hunting
technique. Gulls pick things off the surface of the water or
land, whereas terns dive after their prey in open water.
Jaegers are primarily oceanic, usually only coming inland to
breed. At sea they steal food from other seabirds and on land
they are predators feeding on lemmings, small birds and
other animals. 

correctly identifying different gulls takes practice and
careful observation. individual bird identification can be
challenging as gulls look different depending on age,
feather wear, individual variations and the tendency of
some gulls to hybridize. Size, leg and bill color and patterns
on wings and tail are important for identification. only the
most general identification characteristics are offered here. it
is recommended that you take time to make careful
observations and take extensive notes on species you are
unsure of. Because of the subtle differences and the low
likelihood of encounters, similar species, which we have
classified as rare in the Great Plains region, are not
differentiated here. A specialized gull identification guide,
showing standing birds and the wings and tails of flying
birds, in both winter and breeding plumage and the
different age classes, is highly recommended as a study aid
for gulls, terns and jaegers. However, even with an excellent
resource, some gulls and jaegers may not be identified to
species in the field.
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Bonaparte’s Gull
Chroicocephalus philadelphia

Bonaparte’s Gulls nest solitarily in conifers around
bogs in the boreal forest zone. they migrate in small
flocks through the Great Plains and winter in the
southern Great Plains and along coastal areas. Similar to
Franklin’s, Black-headed, Laughing and Little gulls,
Bonaparte’s Gulls are differentiated by their size, thin
black bill, black trailing edge on the primaries, pale
underwings and pale gray mantle and wings. A
triangular white patch on the wings is very conspicuous.
Winter birds show a dark ear spot in all age classes.
Breeding birds have a black hood and orange-red legs.
Bonaparte’s Gulls feed primarily on insects, other
invertebrates and small fish.

� Bonaparte’s Gull ©Bob Gress
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Franklin’s Gull
Leucophaeus pipixcan

these small black-headed gulls nest in prairie
marshes in the northern Great Plains. colonies may
contain hundreds of thousands of individuals. colonies
may shift locations between years as water conditions
change. Floating nests are built of bulrushes, cattails and
other vegetation. Franklin’s Gulls often share their
colonies with nesting ibises, egrets, terns, grebes and
coots. there has been a general southern and western
expansion into the Great Basin over the past 80 years. As
with other species of waterbirds, colonies are vulnerable
to human disturbance during nesting and may be
abandoned if disturbance is excessive. Franklin’s Gulls
are most likely to be confused with Bonaparte’s and
Laughing gulls.

� Franklin’s Gull ©Bob Gress
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Ring-billed Gull
Larus delawarensis

Probably the most common gull species in North
America, Ring-billed Gull numbers are estimated up to 4
million individuals rangewide. they are medium in size.
Adults are pale gray along their backs with white heads,
yellow legs, pale yellow eyes with a red eye ring and a
broad black ring around their yellow bills. they nest on
the ground, usually on sparsely vegetated islands in the
northern Great Plains. Ring-billed Gulls winter along the
coast as well as inland in the southern Great Plains.
they forage on lakes and reservoirs, landfill sites and
farm fields. their diet consists of fish, insects,
earthworms, rodents, grain, fruit and discarded human
food.

� Ring-billed Gull ©Bob Gress
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california Gull
Larus californicus

these are large-bodied, white-headed gulls. Similar
species include the Herring and Lesser Black-backed
gulls. Breeding california Gulls have a red orbital ring,
dark iris, yellow-green legs and both a red and a black
mark at their bill tip. Lesser Black-backed and Herring
gulls have only a red spot on their bills and light colored
irises. california Gulls winter along the Pacific coast
and breed on islands in saline and freshwater lakes in
the interior of western North America. they are
opportunistic feeders and are known to eat fish,
vegetable matter, insects and young birds. the current
record for longevity for this species is 30 years.

� California Gull ©Bob Gress
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Herring Gull
Larus argentatus

A large, white-headed gull with pink legs, breeding
adults have black wingtips with white “windows” on
their first two primaries and a yellow bill with red spots
underneath. immature plumages are difficult to
distinguish from those of other immature and wintering
species. the light colored iris, pink legs and lack of black
on the bill will distinguish Herring Gulls from california
Gulls in breeding plumage. Pink legs and lighter colored
mantles contrast with the bright yellow legs and dark
mantles of breeding Lesser Black-blacked Gulls. Herring
Gulls also hybridize with Lesser Black-backed, Glaucous
and Glaucous-winged gulls. Herring Gulls are
opportunistic feeders but feed primarily on fish and
invertebrates. Within the Great Plains, they nest
primarily on the northern and eastern edges and winter
in the central and southern parts.

� Herring Gull ©Bob Gress
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Least tern
Sternula antillarum

the smallest of the terns found in the Great Plains,
Least terns nest colonially along sparsely vegetated
coastal beaches, rivers, sand and gravel pits and dried
mudflats. elaborate aerial courtship displays precede
creation of a simple scrape in which 2-3 eggs are laid.
eggs, chicks and adults may be taken by predators,
crushed by hail storms and drowned by water from
thunderstorms or water releases from reservoirs. Habitat
losses, human recreation in nesting areas and pollution
are continual threats. they winter along coastal areas.
their diet consists of small fish and shrimp and other
invertebrates they catch by hovering, followed by
quickly diving and grasping their prey in their bill. Least
terns are federally listed as endangered where they
occur in the Great Plains. they are unlikely to be
mistaken for other terns in the Great Plains due to the
combination of small size, light color, yellow legs and
white forehead.

� Least Terns ©Bob Gress
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caspian tern
Hydroprogne caspia

the caspian tern is the world’s largest tern and the
crested tern most likely seen in the Great Plains. this
species has a large, stout, black-tipped red bill and black
legs. in flight, their tail appears only slightly forked, the
undersides of their primaries are dark and their wings
are relatively short and wide giving them a gull-like
appearance. Winter birds have a heavily streaked cap
and forehead and breeding adults have a black cap.
caspian terns feed primarily on fish, crayfish and
insects and occasionally on carrion, bird eggs and chicks.
they nest on bare, sandy or rocky islands in the
canadian Prairie Provinces, North dakota and eastern
Montana. Human disturbance in breeding colonies can
lead to substantial chick mortality. Larger size, bill color,
and shape and color of the wings and tail can
distinguish caspian terns from similar species.

� Caspian Tern ©Bob Gress
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Black tern
Chlidonias niger

Breeding adults are distinctive with gray wings,
white undertail and black head, neck and body.
Juveniles and nonbreeding adults are gray across the
wings and back and have gray underwings. the lower
body is white. the white head has a dark crown and a
dark spot behind the eyes. these small terns are semi-
colonial and nest in emergent vegetation in shallow,
freshwater marshes across the northern u.S. and central
canada. they winter along both coasts of central and
South America. First year birds usually summer from
the Gulf of Mexico south. Black terns eat small fish,
insects and other invertebrates. they are unlikely to be
mistaken for other species.

� Black Tern ©Thane Rogers
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� Common Tern

common tern
Sterna hirundo

By the 1870s, populations of common terns were
decimated by the millinery trade but rebounded in the
1930s due to protection brought about by the Migratory
Bird treaty Act. However, they fell again when the
effects of ddt and competition with gulls for limited
breeding sites affected their breeding opportunities and
success. common terns usually nest on islands in open
areas with sand, shell or gravel and some vegetation for
chicks to use as shelter. they are rare local breeders in
the northern Great Plains, but they migrate through the
region and are often found on lakes and reservoirs. they
are most likely to be confused with Forster’s terns.
However, common terns are slightly smaller with
shorter legs and their pale-gray upper wings usually
show a dark wedge on the trailing edge of the primaries.
their forked tails show dark outer edges and do not
extend past their wingtips when at rest.

©Bob Gress
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� Forster’s Tern

Forster’s tern
Sterna forsteri

Almost entirely restricted to North America, Forster’s
terns spend their entire lives from the central canadian
Prairie Provinces south to Panama. A marsh specialist,
Forster’s terns build nests on muskrat houses, vegetation
mats and low islands. they are rarely found on sandy
beaches or rocky islands. they nest colonially, often in
association with other waterbird species. they are most
likely confused with common terns. Look for the
Forster’s terns’ longer, orange-red legs and longer,
thicker, orange-yellow bill with a black-tip in the
breeding season or all-black bill in the winter. At rest,
breeding adults have outer tail feathers that project well
beyond their wing tips. their pale gray forked tails show
white outer edges and their wings are frosty white with
lighter wingtips year-round. immatures and nonbreeding
adults show a dark eye mask and a pale nape.

©Bob Gress
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Rare Great Plains Waterbirds:

the following species are not regularly encountered
every year or are known to occur only in small numbers
in localized sites within the Great Plains. Many common
waterbirds can be misidentified as a rare species.
Sightings of suspected rare and accidental species should
be confirmed using a more detailed text and carefully
documented with photographs and detailed descriptions.

Yellow-billed Loon

Yellow-billed Loon
Gavia adamsii

Yellow-billed Loons are the largest of the loons. Similar
in breeding plumage to common Loons, their heavy bill is
yellow in all seasons and slightly angled upward. Along
with the tendency to keep their head raised, Yellow-billed
Loons have a unique silhouette. in nonbreeding plumage
they do not have the jagged neck pattern of white on dark
seen on common Loons. they are heavier and larger than
both the Red-throated and Pacific loons and are paler in
nonbreeding plumage than either species.

©Jim Burns
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Brown Pelican
Pelecanus occidentalis

Nonbreeding Brown
Pelicans have a white to
yellowish head and neck.
Breeding birds have a dark
hind neck, yellowish head

and a dark to red gular pouch. Young birds are dark
gray with a white belly. this species is found along
ocean shores and bays and the only pelican to plunge-
dive for fish. Nests are constructed on the ground on
small remote islands, cliffs or occasionally in small trees
and bushes.

Brown Pelican
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Anhinga
Anhinga anhinga

Males are iridescent black
while females and juveniles
have a brown chest and neck.
Anhingas are most likely to be
confused with cormorants.

However, Anhingas’ bills are dagger-like and do not
have a hooked end. they swim with only the neck and
head above water and spear fish with their bills. in
flight, the long tail is fanned open. they are often seen
with their wings outstretched to dry and warm
themselves in the sun.

Anhinga

©
B

ob
 G

re
ss



60

Reddish egret
Egretta rufescens

Reddish egrets are
typically found along the
coast. Although usually
reddish, there is also a white
color morph. Both morphs

have blue legs and a pink-based black-tipped bill.
Feathers on the head give breeding adults a shaggy
appearance. unlike the stealthy techniques used by
other egrets and herons, Reddish egrets hold out their
wings and run and lurch in an erratic fashion while
chasing fish and other prey in shallow water.

Reddish Egret
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White ibis
Eudocimus albus

White ibises generally forage in
groups, walking slowly with their
heads down probing for prey with
their bills. Breeding adults have red
legs, black-tipped red bills and red
faces. in flight, mottled brown and
white young birds show a triangular

white rump patch. Adults show black tips on their first
four primaries. decurved orange-red bills and reddish
legs distinguish them from herons, egrets and other ibises.

White Ibis
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Roseate Spoonbill
Platalea ajaja

the Roseate Spoonbill’s
size, color and bill are
distinctive. When foraging,
spoonbills walk slowly in
shallow water sweeping their

spatula-shaped bills side to side hunting fish,
crustaceans and aquatic insects. Roseate Spoonbill
numbers plummeted during the millinery trade era. 
But like many species of waterbirds, they have made a
comeback due to protective laws and habitat
conservation.

Roseate Spoonbill
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Wood Stork
Mycteria americana

Wood Storks are among the
largest of the waterbirds found in
North America. the white body,
bare, black head and neck, massive
bill, pinkish-yellow feet and black
posterior half of their wings and tail
make them unique. their primary

habitat is the wooded swamps of the southeast where
they are sensitive to local water availability. Regional
droughts and drainage have resulted in federal listing as
an endangered species.
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Wood Stork
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Purple Gallinule
Porphyrio martinicus

these colorful birds use their
long, yellow toes and legs to walk
across floating and emergent
vegetation in their coastal
marshland habitat. their purple
color, pale blue frontal shield and
yellow-tipped, red bill are

distinctive. they feed on grains, seeds, aquatic insects
and frogs. Within the Great Plains, there are a few
localized areas in the southern part of the region where
they occur and they are scarce elsewhere.
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Purple Gallinule

Black-legged

kittiwake
Rissa tridactyla

A Holarctic breeder, Black-
legged kittiwakes nest on
narrow ledges on sea cliffs and

winter offshore along coastal areas. they feed on small
fish and occasionally insects and other invertebrates.
Breeding birds have gray upper parts, black legs, yellow
bills and pure black wing tips. Winter adults have a dark
ear spot. immatures have a black patterned “M” that
stretches from wing to wing and a black tail band. they
are present in the Great Plains during migration and
occasionally in winter months.

Black-legged Kittiwake
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Sabine’s Gull
Xema sabini

Sabine’s Gulls nest in
marshy areas of the arctic
tundra and winter in
subtropical and tropical
coastal areas off South

America and Africa. Breeding adults have black heads,
yellow-tipped black bills and black legs. in flight, all
ages show a unique wing pattern with dark primaries,
large white triangles on the trailing edge of each wing
and a gray or brown triangle across the back. Great
Plains observations are of single birds or small flocks
during fall migration.

Sabine’s Gull
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Laughing Gull
Leucophaeus atricilla

Primarily found along the
Atlantic and Gulf coasts,
Laughing Gulls in breeding
plumage resemble this region’s
more common Franklin Gulls.

in flight, breeding Laughing Gulls show more dark on
their primaries, whereas the Franklin’s Gulls’ wingtips
show a white bar and black and white wing tips.
Laughing Gulls are slightly larger, less stocky and have a
heavier, more drooped bill than Franklin’s Gulls.

Laughing Gull
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thayer’s Gull
Larus thayeri

thayer’s Gulls breed in
small colonies on coastal cliffs
on arctic islands. they are
most likely to be confused
with Herring and iceland

gulls. Adults have a yellow bill with a red spot and
sometimes a green base. eye color is usually dark, but
may appear yellow under some lighting conditions. A
reddish-purple eye ring is present during the breeding
season. the outer primaries show a distinct black with
white pattern.

Thayer’s Gull
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iceland Gull
Larus glaucoides

A medium to large-sized
species, iceland Gulls have
pink legs and may show
narrow, dark streaks on the
tips of their primaries. Like

thayer’s Gulls, they nest in small colonies on arctic
islands. in North America, they winter primarily along
the Great Lakes and north Atlantic Provinces and States.
Within the Great Plains, they are usually observed
during the winter months on open water in the vicinity
of dams. iceland Gulls are most likely confused with
thayer’s Gulls and the larger Glaucous Gulls.

Iceland Gull
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Lesser Black-

backed Gull
Larus fuscus

this large, old World
species has been found in
North America since the 1950s

in increasing numbers. Adults have slate-gray
upperparts, black wing tips with white spots on the
outer two primaries, yellow legs, yellow eyes and a
yellow bill with a bright orange-red spot. First winter
Herring Gulls can be mistaken for first winter Lesser
Black-backed Gulls. immature california Gulls can be
confused with Lesser Black-backed Gulls.

Lesser Black-backed Gull

©
K

yl
e 

G
er

st
n

er

Glaucous Gull
Larus hyperboreus

Glaucous Gulls are large,
pink-legged, white-winged,
white-bodied birds. they are
aggressive scavengers. they
have a circumpolar breeding

range and nest on open tundra and coastal cliffs. they
feed on fish, young birds, crustaceans and carrion.
Glaucous Gulls are more commonly reported than
iceland Gulls but may be confused with them.

Glaucous Gull
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Pomarine Jaeger
Stercorarius pomarinus

individual variations and
two color morphs make it
difficult to differentiate
among the three jaegers.
Pomarine Jaegers are larger,

have a heavier, barrel-chested appearance and broader
and longer wings than other jaegers. Although usually
lost soon after leaving their arctic breeding grounds, the
two central tail feathers are broad, blunt, have a half-
twist and extend beyond the rest of the tail. on breeding
grounds their main food is lemmings.

Pomarine Jaeger
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Parasitic Jaeger
Stercorarius parasiticus

known for their agility
and ability to pursue other
seabirds until they drop their
food, Parasitic Jaegers are
highly acrobatic and

aggressive during chases. during the breeding season
they also eat small birds, eggs and lemmings. Parasitic
Jaegers usually show 4-6 white primary shafts. Light and
intermediate-phase juveniles have a distinctive
cinnamon-toned plumage. Adults show a pale crescent
just behind their bills, a peaked head and their central
tail feathers are narrow and pointed.

Parasitic Jaeger
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Long-tailed

Jaeger
Stercorarius longicaudus

of the three jaegers, Long-
tailed Jaegers are the most
petite and have a graceful, tern-

like flight. Breeding adults have long, ribbon-like central
tail streamers. they have a distinctive clean cap. their
breasts are generally light colored and do not have breast
markings as other jaegers. they breed in dry, upland
tundra and feed on rodents, berries, insects and young
birds. they winter in the southern temperate oceans.

Long-tailed Jaeger
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Pocket Guides Jim Mason, Editor
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Single copies of GPNC Pocket Guides may be picked up free at the 
Great Plains Nature Center.All GPNC Pocket Guides may also be 
downloaded in pdf format from GPNC.org. Copies can be mailed 
for $3.00 each by sending your check, payable to FGPNC, to: Pocket 
Guides, Great Plains Nature Center, 6232 East 29th Street North,
Wichita, KS 67220.

Great Plains Nature Center
The Great Plains Nature Center is a cooperative project between 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Kansas Department of Wildlife, Parks 
& Tourism, and the City of Wichita Department of Park and Recreation.
The GPNC features the Koch Habitat Hall, Owl’s Nest gift shop,
Coleman Auditorium, and 2 miles of Chisholm Creek Park nature trails.
The Friends of the Great Plains Nature Center was formed to increase 
awareness of and help sustain the Center’s environmental education 
mission. For more information visit the Great Plains Nature Center 
web site at gpnc.org. Please visit or contact us at Great Plains Nature 
Center, 6232 East 29th Street North,Wichita, KS 67220 or phone us 
at 316-683-5499



Chickadee Checkoff
The Chickadee Checkoff program

is a voluntary donation program for
nongame projects sponsored by the
Kansas Department of Wildlife, Parks
and Tourism. Kansas taxpayers are
able to contribute on their individual
state income tax form. Donations can
also be made by sending a check to
Chickadee Checkoff Program, 512 SE
25th Ave., Pratt, KS 67124. Since
1980, the Chickadee Checkoff
program has distributed over $4
million to projects that help
endangered species, assist in
reintroduction efforts of sensitive
species, supports wildlife education
projects at schools and nature
centers, and supports hundreds of
other nongame conservation projects.

Kansas Alliance for
Wetlands and Streams

The mission of KAWS is to ensure
the future of wetlands, streams,
riparian areas and prairies as an
integral part of our Kansas heritage
and landscape. We work with our
partners and citizens of Kansas
towards a vision of a healthy,
sustainable ecosystems and
watersheds that preserve a high
quality of life and water for us all and
future generations. This Pocket Guide
highlights some of the important
native species that are part of our
natural heritage, and KAWS is proud
to be involved in work to conserve
these important species in Kansas.
Learn more by visiting kaws.org.

The Nature Conservancy
The Nature Conservancy is the

leading conservation organization
working around the world to protect
ecologically important lands and
waters for nature and people. Our
effective and pragmatic solutions
have enabled The Nature
Conservancy to protect more than
119 million acres and thousands of
miles of rivers worldwide. In Kansas,
the Conservancy has protected
100,000 acres including owning
48,000 acres of biologically rich and
diverse habitat. For more information,
contact The Nature Conservancy in
Kansas at (785) 233-4400, by email
at kansas@tnc.org, or visit
nature.org/kansas and
facebook.com/TNCKansas.

Westar Energy Green Team
Westar Energy, Inc. is the largest

utility in Kansas serving nearly
700,000 customers with about
35,000 miles of transmission and
distribution lines. Since 1989, their
employees have operated an
environmental team. The Green Team
members volunteer hours to improve
wildlife habitat through wetland
creation and restoration and native
grass and tree planting. They build
bridges and trails and work to protect
and reintroduce sensitive plant and
animal species. The Green Team can
be contacted at 785-575-8125 or at
Ben.Postlethwait@Westarenergy.com.
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Suzanne D. Fellows is with the Federal Duck Stamp Office, U.S. Fish 
& Wildlife Service, Falls Church, Virginia.

Bob Gress is a wildlife photographer and was Director of the Great Plains
Nature Center from 1996-2012.


