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Note: A previous version of this document was provided to the Nevada Bird Records Committee (NBRC) as part of its deliberations.  However, the current version has been updated and is not official NBRC documentation.

As of July, 2010, there have been four records for Lesser Black-backed Gull in Reno (Washoe), all of which have been endorsed by the Nevada Bird Records Committee (NBRC).
In winter 2007/2008, two Lesser Black-backed Gulls appeared at Virginia Lake, Reno.  One, NBRC record 2009-121, was present from mid-January, 2008 through the end of March, 2008.  During the time that bird was present, an adult Lesser Black-backed Gull was seen for one afternoon, 1/27/08 – in fact, both birds were seen and photographed at the same time.  (This second bird, record ID 2008-005, was endorsed unanimously by the committee in 2008, adding the species to the Nevada State Checklist, and plays no further part in the current discussion.)

The first of those two birds was judged by most to be in its second cycle, and some observers and others who viewed numerous photos thought the bird might represent a subspecies other than the expected graelsii, possibly one of the subspecies from Asia such as heuglini.  Those opinions were based on considerations of molt as well as the subjective impression that the bird seemed to be larger-billed and generally bulkier than typical graelsii.  No consensus was ever reached, and attempts at obtaining genetic information failed.  The record was not submitted to the NBRC until late in 2009 – hence the ID number of 2009-121.  ID numbers are assigned based on the year of submission, not the year of the sighting. It was endorsed unanimously by the committee in mid-2010.  It represents the first record (by sighting date) for the species for the state.
The following winter, 2008/2009, a Lesser Black-backed Gull appeared at Virginia Lake on 12/18/08.  This bird (record ID 2008-108) spent several weeks in the Reno/Sparks area, alternating between Virginia Lake and Sparks Marina.  The record was reviewed by the NBRC and endorsed unanimously.  This bird was judged to be in its third cycle, based on the primary pattern (very restricted white tips, no mirror on P10,) dark ring near bill tip, dark markings on alula and primary coverts.)  
In the next winter, 2009/2010, a Lesser Black-backed Gull was first observed at Virginia Lake on 1/7/2010 and remained for at least a few weeks.  This bird is clearly a full adult.  Like 2008-108, it has also been seen at the Sparks Marina.  This record, ID 2010-003, was circulated to the NBRC in the same packet as record ID 2009-121, and both were endorsed unanimously.

The committee was then asked to consider whether the three records (i.e., 2008-108, 2009-121, and 2010-003) might all represent visits from the same individual (or whether any two of them might be the same individual.)  The majority view (not unanimous) of the committee was that there was a greater likelihood that all three records were for the same individual, based on structural similarities, age considerations, location, etc.  (It is important to realize that Lesser Black-backed Gull is still a major rarity in Nevada, with only four NBRC-endorsed records other than the three gulls involved in this discussion – specifically, the earlier Virginia Lake adult, two records from Lake Mead. and one record from Ash Meadows NWR.  So a major consideration was whether it was more likely that three different additional gulls have been at Virginia Lake or whether it was more likely that the three sightings were of a returning individual.)
Because the second-cycle (2009-121) and third-cycle (2008-108) birds both remained for an extended visit and were often seen and photographed at close range, we have many very detailed photos of those birds.  We also have good photos of the adult (2010-003).  A photo obtained by Steve Ting, in which the bird is standing on a stump on the island, in precisely the same location as a photo I had taken of the third-cycle bird in 2009, is quite good (as are all of Steve Ting’s photos!).  In that photo, I think one could make the case that the shape and structure, and the relative bill size, are similar between those two birds.  (Absolute sizes are generally not ascertainable from the photos, and side-by-side comparison photos must be analyzed very carefully with that in mind.  Even if the two birds’ images appear identical in absolute size in photos, that is meaningless, and has, in fact, been artificially produced through cropping and re-sizing of the images.  
The one meaningful aspect of the comparison composite photo showing the birds standing on the same stump would be that the stump, and the stick coming out from the stump, should be the same absolute size in the two photos. I have made several attempts to resize and crop those two photos based on the size of the stump (or the size of the stick) rather than the size of the birds. If it could be done, it would have allowed a somewhat reasonable comparison of actual size.  Unfortunately, I was unsuccessful. The two photos were taken from different vantage points, so the angle of view is different.  Sorry.
It is well-known that Lesser Black-backed (and other) Gulls have a tendency to return to a location in successive winters, sometimes over many years.  That would seem to be an argument in favor of all three of these records being of the same bird.  Clearly an even stronger piece of circumstantial evidence involves the ages of the bird(s), which is certainly remarkable.  I doubt that it would ever be possible, without banding or otherwise permanently marking the bird, or without some sort of deformity or irregularity evident in each year’s bird, to conclusively state that the same bird is involved.  

