Separation of Western and Eastern
Black-eared Wheatear

Magnus Ullman

/B lack-eared wheatear’ appears in two taxa,
the western hispanica and the eastern
melanoleuca. Most often, they have been regard-
ed as two subspecies of the same species (Black-
eared Wheatear), Oenanthe hispanica hispanica
and O h melanoleuca, but they are nowadays
also treated as separate species, Western Black-
eared Wheatear O hispanica and Eastern Black-
eared Wheatear O melanoleuca (eg, Sangster et
al 1999), a treatment that is followed in the pres-
ent article. This paper focuses on the separation
in the field of both taxa which, so far, has receiv-
ed only limited attention in the birding literature
and may be more complex than sometimes sug-
gested. The separation from other wheatears is
beyond the scope of this paper. Especially Pied
Wheatear O pleschanka can be easily confused
with Eastern Black-eared Wheatear in several
plumages and should be taken into account
when identifying black-eared wheatears (see, for
instance, Ullman 1994). Moreover, Pied Wheat-
ear and Eastern Black-eared Wheatear frequently
hybridize where their ranges meet or overlap.
Thus extensive hybridization is reported, eg from
northern Iran and Transcaucasia (Cramp 1988).
In Europe, hybridization occurs in eastern
Bulgaria, perhaps to an increasing extent.
Hispanica breeds in north-western Africa,
Iberia, southern France, much of Italy and
Croatia, while melanoleuca breeds in southern
Italy, over most of the Balkans south of Croatia
and eastwards through Asia Minor to the Levant,
the Caucasus, southernmost Russia, western Iran
and westernmost Kazakhstan. The two taxa win-
ter throughout the Sahel zone in Africa, hispani-
ca in the western part and melanoleuca in the
central and eastern part. There is some overlap in
the area of Mali, Niger and Nigeria. Both taxa
generally migrate along a fairly north/south-
orientated axis, and thus regularly occur side by
side in Tunisia, Malta, southern ltaly and
adjacent regions (Cramp 1988). Both taxa regu-
larly occur as vagrants in north-western Europe,
north and west of their respective ranges, mostly
in spring. Hispanica seems to be more regular
than melanoleuca but in many cases vagrant
black-eared wheatears have not been identified
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to taxon and any patterns in occurrences of both
taxa may only become clearer when all vagrants
are correctly identified — when possible — to
taxon.

Ageing and sexing

Adult male

The ear-coverts and throat (unless white-
throated) are pitch black, possibly with some
buffish mottling in fresh plumage — particularly at
the rear end of the ear-coverts and/or the lower
part of the throat-bib — but even then essentially
black and with the lower border well defined.
Chin and lores are always pitch black. In fresh
plumage in early autumn, the wing-feathers are
black with pale — whitish, buffish or ochre —
fringes on the greater (and sometimes median)
coverts as well as the tertials and the remiges,
particularly the inner secondaries. The primaries
and primary coverts are finely tipped white. The
lesser coverts are all black or with very narrow
pale fringes that soon wear off. During spring
migration, ie, from March onwards, the wings
are normally all black, but may retain traces of
pale fringes on the feathers, at least on the inner
secondaries. The axillaries and underwing-
coverts are black, occasionally with very narrow
whitish tips to the marginal coverts.

Immature male

The ear-coverts and throat (unless white-
throated) are basically black but with obvious
pale fringes in first autumn, generously spread
over the whole black area. In spring, the throat
and ear-coverts of immature males vary from
adult-type all-black to blackish parts all covered
by pale fringes, though narrower and more
sparse than in autumn. From early autumn to
winter, the wing-feathers are blackish with ob-
vious whitish, buffish or ochre fringes on most
feathers, including the lesser coverts. While the
primary coverts of most adult males are — at most
— white tipped, the entire outer web shows a pale
fringe in first-autumn males. The pale fringes
wear considerably but to some extent usually are
still visible in April and sometimes throughout
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FIGURE 1 Autumn birds. Western Black-eared Wheatears / Westelijke Blonde Tapuiten Oenanthe hispanica

(left two birds of each group) and Eastern Black-eared Wheatears / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuiten O melanoleuca

(right two birds of each group) (Peter Elfman). Upper four: adult males, middle four: immature males, bottom four:

females.

1a Adult male hispanica. Typical bird with rather warm brownish-buff, uniform upperparts (not unlike spring bird).
Black face pattern much as in spring plumage: small amount of black above lores and on forehead; virtually
all-black feathers indicate adult male.

1b Adult male hispanica. Another typical bird, also quite reminiscent of spring male. Restricted black face pattern,
smaller than in melanoleuca. Lower border of throat-bib may be quite ill-defined in autumn, but apart from that
most feathers all-black.

2a Adult male melanoleuca. Typical bird with rather dull, grey upperparts (and less suggestive of spring plumage
than in hispanica). Some birds have even darker upperparts than this one. Large, black face pattern as in spring
males, although some birds may have faint pale fringes on lower throat (generally less than in hispanica).

2b Adult male melanoleuca. Another typical bird with two-toned upperparts: darkish grey crown/nape and slightly
paler, warmer mantle. Some birds have lighter mantle (or whitish, underlying feathers more obviously visible).
Black face pattern much as in spring birds.

3a Immature male hispanica. Typical bird with obvious brownish-buff tinge to upperparts (recalling adult male but
slightly less warm). Face pattern similar to adult male but blackish area extensively covered with pale fringes,
which make it more difficult to assess actual size of black mask.

3b Immature male hispanica. Some birds have slightly greyer or darker upperparts but still recall adult males. There
may be so much pale fringing to lores and ear-coverts that it resembles a female.

4a Immature male melanoleuca. Rather typical, quite dark, greyish bird, recalling adult and less warm brownish
than hispanica. While the black face pattern is extensively covered with pale fringes (indicating immaturity),
some individuals still display the large black area typical of melanoleuca and which excludes hispanica.

4b Immature male melanoleuca. Another typical bird with crown—nape-mantle very similar to adult bird and too
grey, too little brownish-buff to fit hispanica. On many melanoleuca, pale fringes of black face-mask obstruct

reliable assessment of its true size.

5a Female hispanica. Typical bird, somewhat warmly brownish coloured and slightly recalling immature male.

5b Female hispanica. Another typical bird, slightly darker brown, but still with warm, russet tinge. Some females
may have the dark of lores and ear-coverts just a trifle darker than crown and nape.

6a Female melanoleuca. Rather dark individual. Some birds may have such a faint brownish tinge on the upper-
parts, that it is impossible to see in the field on a dull autumn day.

6b Female melanoleuca. Rather typical bird, with brownish upperparts showing slight russet tinge, very similar to a
dark hispanica. Some females may have the dark of lores and ear-coverts just a trifle darker than crown and nape.

May or even later. In a similar way, the black
scapulars of adult males are all-black in spring,
while they normally retain at least some pale
fringes in second calendar-year birds, while in
others they are only slightly darker than the
mantle. By spring, the originally blackish remiges
have become quite brownish in immature males.
This is often particularly evident in the primaries,
which contrast with the blacker central rectrices.
Ageing by pale primaries (or tertials), however,
may not always be reliable, because the exposed
parts of these feathers become bleached by the
African sun during winter even in adult males,
and may sometimes be noticeably pale by
spring. A more reliable way to age difficult
second-year males is by the contrast between
newly moulted, black feathers and retained,
brownish feathers. Thus, most immature males
have black lesser and median coverts, a variable
number of greater coverts (varying from none to
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all) and sometimes single tertials (see below for
differences between hispanica and melanoleu-
ca). These feathers contrast with the rest of the
wing, and the contrast is often most easily
observed in the area of black coverts versus
brownish primary coverts, or sometimes black
median coverts versus brownish (outer) greater
coverts. Quite often, newly moulted, black
scapulars ‘intensify’ the black of the lesser and
median coverts. (The newly moulted, black
feathers may or may not have pale fringes.) In
adult birds, all these feathers are black. The axil-
laries and underwing-coverts are quite dark
— blackish or dark brown-grey. The marginal
coverts (sometimes all underwing-coverts) have
obvious pale fringes. Although these fringes
normally are difficult to see under field con-
ditions, they may be visible when the bird is
preening or on good photographs.
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FIGURE 2 Spring birds. Western Black-eared Wheatears / Westelijke Blonde Tapuiten Oenanthe hispanica (left two
birds of each group) and Eastern Black-eared Wheatears / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuiten O melanoleuca (right two
birds of each group) (Peter Elfman). Upper four: adult males, middle four: immature males, bottom four: females.

1a Adult male hispanica. Rather typical bird with warm, uniform upperparts, small amount of black on forehead
and throat, but slightly more than normal on lores. Also note rather wide pale mantle section.

1b Adult male hispanica. Some males lack the deep ochre upperparts of typical birds (but most still are rather uni-
form on crown-nape-mantle). Some are even whiter and more like melanoleuca than 1b. In pale-throated
males, the ear-coverts patch is slightly smaller than in melanoleuca. Some birds have very little black on
lores/forehead.

2a Adult male melanoleuca. Typical bird with ‘dirty’ whitish upperparts, much black above bill and large throat-
bib. On many melanoleuca, there is a slight but obvious difference between the hue of crown/nape and mantle.
Also note rather narrow pale mantle section.

2b Adult male melanoleuca. Another typical, bi-coloured bird with ‘dirty’ greyish crown/nape and rather obviously
ochre mantle. Some may have more ochre on the head, thus resembling hispanica. Apart from more black on
lores and forehead, white-throated males have a larger ear-coverts patch than hispanica.

3a Immature male hispanica. While some immature males have the same deep ochre upperparts as adult males,
birds with more obvious grey or brown tinge are not uncommon. Black of face is generally similar to that of
adults, although lower border of throat-bib is often less well defined.

3b Immature male hispanica. Typical, rather ‘clean” ochre upperparts, slightly paler than in normal adult males.
Some are even whiter than 3b.

4a Immature male melanoleuca. Typical bird with dull, greyish (and quite uniform) upperparts as well as slightly
brownish coverts, retaining more immature appearance than hispanica generally does. Large amount of black
on head is typical for melanoleuca.

4b Immature male melanoleuca. Particularly from mid/late spring, ie, from May, some birds are whiter, much in
manner of ‘dirty” white adult males. Note that some immature melanoleuca have as little black above eye and
on lores/forehead as hispanica, while some have newly moulted coverts as black as hispanica.

5a Female hispanica. Typical bird with pale, rather warm tinge to upperparts, somewhat recalling ochre of male
hispanica.

5b Female hispanica. Dark female, very much like melanoleuca. Many dark hispanica have slight russet tinge,
which others lack. Some females may have very dark ear-coverts and throat-bib, but not fully black as in males.
Dark-throated females normally have a pale chin.

6a Female melanoleuca. Typical, rather dark, dull bird. Upperparts very similar to many hispanica. Although most
lack russet tinge to upperparts (as depicted bird), some have a slight hue. Some females may have very dark ear-
coverts and throat-bib but not fully black as in males. Dark-throated females normally have a pale chin.

6b Female melanoleuca. A minority of females have slightly lighter upperparts, normally with no or very little rus-

set.

Female

The ear-coverts and throat (unless pale-throated)
may be brown, brownish or rather dark greyish
brown. However, in fresh plumage, there are
pale tips to the feathers, often making the ear-
coverts quite similar in colouration to the nape
and mantle, so that there is only a faint impres-
sion of an ear-coverts patch (this impression may
be retained throughout the spring). In spring and
summer, some females may be quite dark but in
good light there is still a brown tinge to the per-
haps blackish general impression. Even in spring,
when the pale tips have worn off, the pattern is
often quite mottled. Unlike males, some females
exhibit a ‘dusky’ throat-bib even in spring —
neither whitish, nor ‘dark’, but still clearly sepa-
rated from the colouration of the breast. The
remiges are not black but rather very dark brown

or blackish brown, often becoming slightly paler
in spring. In autumn, they are pale fringed, while
most of the fringes have worn off by late spring,
usually leaving some traces, though. Ageing may
be possible in autumn females, if there is a com-
bination of outer, shorter, juvenile greater coverts
and inner newly moulted, longer, adult coverts,
indicating that the bird is immature. The axilla-
ries and underwing-coverts are similar to those of
immature males, though often slightly paler.

Female or immature male?

Some immature males may be difficult to sepa-
rate from females. In autumn, the face-mask or
‘dark’ throat of females is normally only slightly
darker than the crown and nape, while in males
there is an obvious pattern of mixed blackish and
whitish feathers. Thus, while the dark face-mask
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(and throat-bib) is clearly visible in autumn
males, it often seems to merge with the rest of
the darkish upperparts in females. In spring,
females may have a surprisingly dark face-mask
and throat, sometimes even blackish, but still
with a brown tinge. In males, the base of these
feathers is pitch black (unless pale-throated),
although they may be covered by pale fringes,
particularly on the throat. Most dark-throated
females show a pale chin throughout spring and
summer, while the chin is black in black-
throated males once the pale tips have worn off
(normally by March or earlier). While males nor-
mally have black scapulars in spring (with or
without pale fringes), the scapulars of most fe-
males are uniform with the mantle. However,
some spring females may have quite dark, con-
trasting scapulars, although not truly black ones.
Similarly, some spring females have fresh, sur-
prisingly blackish wing-coverts, although a close
look will reveal a brownish tinge. Still, difficult
birds may be puzzling. In some cases, underlying
obvious whitish parts to the mantle feathers
revealed by the wind may prove the bird to be a
male. However, there may also be single cases
when the true sex of an autumn bird in the field
may be impossible to assess.

Identification

Characters shared between hispanica

and melanoleuca

Both taxa are quite small and neatly built wheat-
ears with fairly long wings, longish tail and fine
bill, which give them a light and rather slim out-
line, lacking the somewhat stocky expression of
some other wheatears. Moreover, both hispanica
and melanoleuca appear in a pale-throated and a
dark-throated morph, white or black in the case
of males but less contrasting in the case of fe-
males, which also may appear with intermediate

throat patterns. The black tail pattern is quite
anchor-shaped in both taxa, rather than like an
inverted ‘T as in Northern Wheatear O oenan-
the. There is much variation and some birds
altogether lack black in the middle of each side
of the tail-tip. This distinctive tail pattern is
shared with Pied Wheatear.

Primary projection

The primary projection is, on average, slightly
shorter in hispanica. The difference indeed is
small but may be used as a supporting field mark
in single, extreme birds, and can sometimes be
judged on excellent photographs or video-stills.
For details on (other) in-hand biometric charac-
ters, see Cramp (1988) and Svensson (1992).

Adult male

Upperparts

In fresh autumn plumage, hispanica is brownish
buff on crown, nape and mantle with a rather
obvious warm touch, sometimes tinged ochre or
slightly reddish. By spring they have become
lighter and less brownish, normally with a rather
strong ochre colour. During much of the spring
there is even a slight yellowish or orange tinge to
the ochre upperparts, while single birds become
more whitish in late spring and summer.

Adult males melanoleuca have less warm
upperparts in autumn with crown, nape and
mantle quite greyish. It is not uncommon that the
crown and nape are fairly obviously grey, while
whitish and ochre tones shine through on the
mantle. This gives many melanoleuca a less
‘clean’ appearance than hispanica, with an
obvious difference between the crown-nape and
the mantle, while these parts are rather uniform
in hispanica. By spring, the upperparts of
melanoleuca have become distinctly whitish.
Thus, crown and nape may be whitish with

62 Western Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, adult male, Italy, May 1981
(Goran Pettersson). Narrow black mask as well as bright ochre nape and mantle typical for hispanica. Although
most hispanica — unlike melanoleuca — have uniform upperparts (crown/nape/mantle), birds with whiter crown

than mantle are not rare.

63 Western Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, immature male, Spain,
September (Vicente Moreno). A rather typical immature male with slight but obvious warm tinge particularly to
nape and sides of neck, and to some extent also on mantle. Immature melanoleuca has slightly duller, darker and
more greyish-brown upperparts. The extensive amount of pale fringes to lores, ear-coverts and wing-coverts rules
out an adult male. However, it is not self-evident that the bird actually is an immature male and not a female
(which can be very similar!). Still, the underlying colour to lores and ear-coverts is too obviously blackish for a
female (revealing that these parts will be jet-black by spring). In addition, the scapulars are very dark, even black-
ish, beneath the paler, warmish tips (revealing that these, too, will be black by spring).
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64 Western Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, immature male, Valladolid,
Spain, July 2002 (Alejandro Torés Sanchez). The very whitish plumage may suggest melanoleuca, but ‘white” hispa-
nica’s do occur, particularly in summer. Also note, that the bird lacks the greyish, ‘dirty’ suffusion to crown and/or
nape, characteristic of melanoleuca. Very small amount of black above bill typical for hispanica, but not impos-
sible for immature melanoleuca. However, throat-bib too small for melanoleuca. While this is not really a ‘half-bib’
male, the bib is restricted enough to reveal the rear shape of the ear-coverts, typical for hispanica and inconsistent
with melanoleuca. While this very distinct black-and-white bird certainly looks like an adult male at first glance,
the retained brownish, pale-fringed greater coverts and primary coverts reveal that it actually is an immature bird
(and the adult perception of an immature male is, in itself, indicating hispanica).

65 Western Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, immature male, Portugal, June
1998 (Ray Tipper). Fresh black wing-coverts and scapulars in contrast with worn, brownish remiges show this bird
to be a second-year male. Restricted amount of black above bill, lores and eye typical for hispanica but not impos-
sible for immature Eastern Black-eared Wheatear O melanoleuca. However, throat-bib small, typical for hispanica
and indicating that this is not a melanoleuca. Moreover, new coverts are blacker than normally on melanoleuca.
While most immature melanoleuca males have darkish browner/greyer upperparts in spring, some are as pale as
this bird but still normally with greyer crown, and whiter, less ochre mantle. Rather white crown and slight ochre

tinge on mantle are typical for the palest immature hispanica males.

much grey admixed, giving a ‘dirty’, sooty
impression, while the mantle is whitish with an
ochre tinge. Or crown, nape and upper mantle
are ‘dirty’ whitish and lower mantle whitish with
an ochre tinge. Or all of crown, nape and mantle
is ‘dirty’ whitish. While summer melanoleuca
generally have less ochre than spring birds, they
may be essentially white — displaying or lacking
a sooty tinge — already in March.

Thus, the vast majority of adult males are typi-
cal. However, the situation is quite complicated
by the fact that some hispanica males are ‘dirty’
whitish from early spring as in melanoleuca,
while some melanoleuca are deep ochre on all
of the crown, nape and mantle. So, although
upperpart colouration is not a safe character on
its own, especially in spring, it is often a good
guide.

In both taxa, the scapulars are essentially
black, albeit with pale brownish fringes in fresh
autumn plumage. Generally, the black scapular
area is somewhat larger in melanoleuca, leaving
the pale mantle section narrower and slightly
more triangular. So, the pale mantle section of
hispanica is broader and sometimes a trifle more
U-shaped; in some hispanica, most of the scapu-
lars are actually uniform with the mantle, thus
suggesting Desert Wheatear O deserti. Obvious-
ly, there are variations but in typical birds this is
a good complementary character (although of
less value in autumn plumage, when the pale
fringes tend to obstruct judgement).

Underparts

In autumn, the underparts of hispanica are simi-
lar to the upperparts, although showing a paler
hue of ochre. The ochre is usually strongest on

the breast, while the belly normally is a little
paler and the vent is whitish, sometimes with a
faint ochre tinge. The underparts of melanoleuca
are very similar, definitely within the variation of
hispanica. However, there seems to be a slight
general difference regarding the ochre of the
breast which roughly reaches the black throat-
bib in melanoleuca, while there is a diffuse
whitish (or very pale ochre) border between the
breast and the black throat in hispanica.

By spring, most hispanica have become slight-
ly paler, with an obvious ochre breast-band
while the rest of the underparts are whitish with
a faint ochre tinge. Most spring melanoleuca are
very pale with a slight ochre tinge on the entire
breast, belly and vent. However, some have a
breast-band like typical hispanica, while others
have entirely ochre underparts, much as in
autumn.

Thus, the deeper ochre a late spring bird is, the
greater the chances that it is a hispanica. And the
paler and whiter an early spring bird is, the
greater the chances that it is a melanoleuca. Still,
none of these are safe characters on their own.

Head

Hispanica has a smaller black face-mask than
melanoleuca (whether white-throated or not). On
hispanica, the black in front of the lores barely
reaches above the culmen, while on melanoleu-
ca, there usually is a black band of up to 3 mm
width above the base of the bill. When seen
head-on, there is a pale gap of at least T mm
above the culmen in hispanica, even in birds
with relatively much black on the lores (in some
birds the black actually meets above the bill). In
many melanoleuca, the black barely meets
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66 Western Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, adult male, Spain, April 1988 (Ola Bondesson).
Typical male with uniform, warm upperparts, small amount of black above bill and small throat-bib. 67 Western Black-eared
Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, immature male, Spain, April 2001 (Vicente Moreno). Deep ochre/orange
crown and nape (and apparently uniform with what is glimpsed of the mantle) typical for male hispanica and suggesting an adult
bird. However, pale fringes to the coverts as well as over much of the centre of the throat-bib reveal that it is an immature bird.
Small amount of black on lores/forehead typical for hispanica but not impossible for immature melanoleuca. Note, however, throat-
bib which is too small for melanoleuca, and a diffuse whitish/pale ochre zone between the breast and the black throat, more
consistent with hispanica.

68 Western Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, adult male, Valladolid, Spain, July 1999
(Alejandro Torés Sanchez). A very white hispanica, although this is partly due to the late date (early July). It certainly recalls a
melanoleuca with a rather ‘deep’ ear-coverts patch and greyish crown and nape contrasting with the white mantle. Note, however,
the untypical distribution of grey — which in melanoleuca normally is concentrated to the centre of the crown and nape, leaving a
broad, white ‘supercilium’. Small amount of black on lores and particularly forehead confirms that this is a hispanica. 69 Western
Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, immature male, Spain, May 1988 (Lluis Gustamante). Fresh
black wing-coverts in contrast with worn, brownish remiges show this bird to be a second-year male. Restricted amount of black
above bill and lores typical for hispanica but not impossible for immature melanoleuca. However, throat-bib very small (nearly
‘half-bib” type) and uniform pale ochre upperparts typical for male hispanica (of any age) but not good for immature melano-
leuca. Also note that the new coverts are jet black, typical for hispanica.
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FIGURE 3 Adult ‘half-bib’ spring male Western Black-
eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe
hispanica (Magnus Ullman). While most black-throated
male hispanica have slightly smaller throat-bib than
Eastern Black-eared Wheatear O melanoleuca, a mino-
rity has noticeably restricted throat-bib, so small that
the silhouette of the black ear-coverts becomes clearly
visible (the ‘rear-end-shape’ of the ear-coverts tends to
be suggested in many normal hispanica as well). In
most ‘half-bib’ males, the lower border of the bib is
diffusely marked.

above the culmen, while in others the area of
contact is 1 mm, occasionally more (see figure
4). Although the difference is normally obvious
on birds which are seen well, there may be prob-
lematic individuals. Thus, this is a good charac-
ter in most birds, while some birds seem inter-
mediate.

Similarly, the black extends 1-2 mm above the
eye in melanoleuca, while the eye tends to reach
just above the black feathering in many hispani-
ca. In other hispanica, the black seems to raise
above the eye, although there may be only little
black in front of and behind the eye. These
differences are usually less obvious (and less
reliable) than the lores/forehead pattern.

In black-throated males, the black only covers
the throat in hispanica, while it also reaches
some 2-4 mm down the upper breast on melano-
leuca. In typical birds, the difference may be
obvious. However, there is some variation in
both taxa, and in birds where the black reaches
some 1-2 mm down the breast, this character
should not be used. Moreover, the true extension
of the black bib may be concealed by the way
the bird holds its head. And likewise, it is not
always possible to tell where the throat ends and
the breast starts.

In white-throated males, there is a similar dif-
ference in the size and shape of the black patch.

FIGURE 4 Adult spring males of Western Black-eared
Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispa-
nica (left) and Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Ooste-
lijke Blonde Tapuit O melanoleuca (right) (Magnus
Ullman). In difficult males, it may be necessary to
assess the amount of black on lores/forehead both from
the side and from the front. When hispanica is seen
from the front, the black of the lores normally does not
meet at all above the bill (even in males that seem to
have a lot of black from the side), but a gap of at least
1 mm (often more, sometimes obviously more) is left.
In some hispanica, the black of the lores just about
touches above the bill. In melanoleuca, the black of
the lores meets above the bill. However, even in males
with a lot of black, the meeting area is often rather
narrow, so that a small notch is visible just above the
culmen. So, while there are differences in typical birds,
the difference in some birds may be smaller than
expected when the bird is seen side-on.

In hispanica, the black forms a narrow band
along the lores, while the black ear-coverts patch
is also quite narrow. On melanoleuca, the band
along the lores is broader and the ear-coverts
patch is larger and ‘deeper’.

Some black-throated males hispanica have a
very narrow black bib, just reaching little more
than halfway down the throat. The lower border
is usually more ill-defined than in normal black-
throated birds and the rear end of the ear-coverts
tends to have the same shape as in white-
throated birds (actually, the ‘rear-end-shape’ of
the ear-coverts tends to be suggested in many
normal hispanica as well). Such ‘half-bib’ males
are generally easily identified, since they do not
occur in melanoleuca.

Immature male

Autumn
Crown, nape and mantle are similar to adult
male in first-autumn male hispanica, though on
average somewhat duller and more brownish or
greyish, but still with a warm, perhaps ochre or
cinnamon tinge in typical birds. Breast and belly
are also very similar to those of adult, though
somewhat paler, not so deeply coloured.

The crown, nape and mantle of first-autumn
male melanoleuca are similar to the darkest,
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most brownish-grey adult males, occasionally
with a slight warm tinge (particularly on the
mantle), sometimes rather dark brown and not
unlike a female. They are thus darker, more grey-
ish brown and less reddish than hispanica. The
underparts of melanoleuca are similar to those of
adults, though perhaps slightly duller. There is no
substantial difference in relation to hispanica (al-
though melanoleuca essentially lacks hispanica’s
diffuse whitish stripe between the breast and the
black face-pattern, as in adults).

Spring

Most immatures hispanica have ochre upperparts
in the same manner as adults (thus varying from
deep orange ochre to white with a slight ochre
touch), although some are quite obviously
browner and duller. Immature melanoleuca nor-
mally retains much of the greyish brown autumn
tinge of the upperparts throughout April, not
uncommonly throughout May, some still resem-
bling female upperparts colouration. With wear
the mantle turns ‘dirty” white, initially leaving the
crown and nape greyish brown, whereupon the
head turns ‘dirty’ greyish (rather than white).
Although by May some young males are quite
similar to adult, melanoleuca generally retains
more immature features than hispanica.

The fact that the pale mantle section is smaller
in melanoleuca than in hispanica, due to more
black in the scapulars, is just as pronounced in
immature spring males as in adults. While the
newly moulted wing-coverts, and sometimes
single tertials, are pitch black in hispanica, they
often have a slight brownish tinge in melanoleu-
ca, thus contrasting less to the old feathers (al-
though birds with pitch black new coverts do
occur). These circumstances intensify the more
‘immature’ character of melanoleuca.

The underparts — breast, belly and vent — are
similar in the two taxa, varying from virtually
white with a slight ochre tinge on the upper
breast, to quite deep ochre on breast and pale
ochre on belly and vent. However, a bird with
obvious ochre on belly, vent and undertail-
coverts is more likely to be a hispanica, although
not necessarily so. (There is still a tendency that
melanoleuca lacks hispanica’s whitish stripe
between the ochre breast and the black throat-
bib.)

Head

Generally, the same conditions regarding the size
of the black face pattern apply to both immature
spring males and adult males. In principle, they
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apply to first-autumn males as well, although the
size is often impossible to assess due to ample
cover of pale fringes (however, many melanoleu-
ca do have extensive throat-bibs, thus facilitating
identification). The lore-pattern is normally not a
useful character in first-autumn males. Also,
beware that in spring, immature melanoleuca
males sometimes show a hispanica-type black
face-mask: the eye reaching above the black and
limited black across the lores and above the base
of the bill. In some spring males with many
retained pale fringes, these characters may be
difficult to apply.

Female

Female hispanica sometimes reflects the male in
being somewhat warmly coloured. In autumn,
the crown, nape, mantle and scapulars may be
rather light brown with a warm buffish tinge, ie,
just slightly darker and browner than adult
males. Others are darker and browner, some
rather dark brown, but generally with a touch of
russet. Melanoleuca seems to vary less, and are
generally rather dark or at least dull brown with
a slight greyish touch. While some lack the warm
tinge of the brownest hispanica, others have it.
Occasionally the feathers on the lower part of
the mantle and scapulars have faint pale fringes
in fresh autumn melanoleuca, which is not the
case in hispanica (although the odd exception
certainly could occur!). The underparts — breast,
belly and vent — are very similar: pale with a
slight ochre tinge and with a diffuse deeper
ochre breast-band. There is a slight tendency for
hispanica to be paler, including the breast-band,
while melanoleuca’s ochre tones generally are a
bit deeper, a bit more reddish and with a greyish
or brownish smudge to the breast-band (or the
sides of the breast). However, the difference is
slight and may be of little value in a single bird,
unless very typical.

By spring, not very much has happened to
facilitate identification, although perhaps a larger
percentage of hispanica have typically pale, buff-
ish upperparts, sometimes with an ochre tinge,
occasionally approaching Desert Wheatear.

Conclusions

While most males are typical and quite easily
identified within their breeding ranges, vagrant
birds may prove very tricky, and some are not
possible to identify accurately.

Adult male
In autumn, dusky, greyish upperparts in adult
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70 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, adult male, Egypt, March

1997 (Johan Vanautgaerden). Typical bird in most respects: 7 much black above eye, lores and bill; 2 large throat-

bib covering upper breast; 3 whitish crown and nape with traces of grey on crown in slight contrast with whitish

mantle with some ochre; and 4 very slight ochre of breast not separated from throat-bib by white division. Pale
mantle section seems rather narrow but not typically so.

71 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, adult male, Israel, March

1993 (Felix Heintzenberg). Typical bird in most respects: T much black above the base of the bill; 2 fairly broad

black band across the lores; 3 whitish crown and nape with traces of grey on crown in contrast with whitish mantle

with slight ochre tinge; and 4 narrow pale mantle section. Typical melanoleuca males have more black above the
eye and a slightly ‘deeper’ black ear-coverts patch.
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72 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, adult male, Lesvos, Greece,
April 2001 (René Pop). Typical bird, showing very white upperparts (apparently without any trace of ochre or yel-
low) but obvious peach wash on breast. Much black on lores and forehead as well as ‘deep’ black ear-coverts
patch also typical.

73 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, adult male, Lesvos, Greece,

May 2001 (René Pop). Typical bird, showing whitish upperparts with slight contrast between grey-stained crown

and ochre tinge to mantle. Very slight ochre/orange tinge to breast reaches rather large black throat-bib. Much
black on lores and forehead.
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74 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde
Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, adult male, Lesvos,
Greece, April 2002 (René Pop). Rather typical bird with
much black on lores, forehead and throat, too much for
hispanica. The ochre tone on the breast is very weak
(and will probably have disappeared within a month or
so), leaving a narrow whitish fringe below the black
throat-bib, more typical for hispanica.

males point towards melanoleuca, while bright,
deep ochre upperparts point towards hispanica.
In spring, whitish crown and nape with pale
brownish/greyish tinge and only a slight
ochre/orange touch on the mantle, as well as
whitish breast and belly indicate melanoleuca,
while deep ochre, uniform upperparts indicate
hispanica. The most reliable of these plumages is
the typical autumn melanoleuca plumage. The
others are not conclusive and will need support-
ive characters for identification. Melanoleuca has
more black on the scapulars, leaving a narrower
pale mantle section than on hispanica — a good
additional field mark for typical birds, mainly in
spring. There is more black on the head in
melanoleuca than in hispanica, thus covering a
larger area of the lores, the forehead, the ear-
coverts and — in black-throated males — the
throat. This is the most reliable single field charac-
ter in autumn as well as spring, and safe identifica-
tion normally requires trustworthy assessment of

75 Eastern Black-eared Wheatears / Oostelijke Blonde
Tapuiten Oenanthe melanoleuca, adult male (lower
left) and juvenile, Crete, Greece, July 1984 (René Pop).
Typical bird with obvious grey suffusion to crown and
nape, and all-white triangular, rather narrow mantle,
giving bi-coloured character to upperparts. By July,
adult melanoleuca males rarely display any obvious
ochre. Moult has started and the middle, black,
rectrices are missing.

this pattern. Please note that a minority of males
exhibit intermediate plumage in this respect.

Immature male

In autumn, immature males melanoleuca are
quite dark greyish brown on upperparts, some
approaching the darkness of females, while
hispanica are lighter and brighter, with an
obvious ochre tinge, generally just a trifle duller
than adult males. Typical birds probably are safe
to identify on upperparts colouration. In spring,
most hispanica have the same bright ochre
upperparts as adult males, while melanoleuca
retain much of the ‘immature’ brownish grey, al-
though by May some have become extensively
whitish, in the manner of adults. Typical bright
ochre upperparts strongly indicate hispanica and
brownish-grey  upperparts strongly indicate
melanoleuca, while whitish plumage is less sig-
nificant. As in adults, immature male melanoleu-
ca has more black on the scapulars, leaving a
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76 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, immature male, Israel, March 2001 (Arend
Wassink). Traces of pale fringes on the black throat and ear-coverts, as well as newly moulted black median coverts and most
greater coverts in contrast with brownish wing show this male to be an immature. New coverts are black with slight brownish tinge,
not jet-black as in Western Black-eared Wheatear O hispanica. Although the rather bright ochre upperparts are more typical for
hispanica, the large throat-bib and extensive black above the lores and the base of the bill verify that this is a melanoleuca.

narrower pale mantle section than in hispanica,
which is a good supportive field mark for typical
birds in spring. Moreover, the same difference in
the extent of the black on the head (lores, fore-
head, ear-coverts and throat) as in adult males
applies to immature spring males of melanoleuca
and hispanica. However, there is one exception,
since immature melanoleuca may have a small
hispanica-type black face-mask. Thus, much
black on the lores indicates melanoleuca, while
little black on the lores not necessarily indicates
hispanica.

Female

Many vagrant females should be left unidenti-
fied, including all intermediate ones. However,
females with obviously light ochre-tinged
upperparts and ochre breast-band lacking deep
reddish or greyish tones may be identified as
hispanica. At the other end of the scale, the
darkest, brownest females will cause problems.
While — statistically — most of them definitely are
melanoleuca, some hispanica will perhaps be
inseparable. A somewhat dark, greyish breast-
band will strengthen the case for the bird to be a
melanoleuca.
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Samenvatting

HERKENNING VAN~ WESTELUKE  EN  OOSTELJKE  BLONDE
Tapuir  Dit artikel behandelt de herkenning van
Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica (hierna
hispanica) en Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit O melanoleuca
(hierna  melanoleuca), die voorheen meestal be-
schouwd werden als twee ondersoorten van Blonde
Tapuit O hispanica. Het broedgebied van hispanica
strekt zich uit over Noordwest-Afrika, het Iberisch
Schiereiland, Zuid-Frankrijk, grote delen van ltalié en
Kroatié, terwijl melanoleuca broedt in Zuid-Itali€, de
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77 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, immature male, Lesvos, Greece, April 2002
(René Pop). Typical bird with obvious ‘immature impression’ produced by black coverts with slight brownish tinge (and with
obvious pale fringes) and grey-brown touch to crown, nape and lower mantle. ‘lmmature impression’ in itself is a character for
melanoleuca. Extensive fringes to black on lores and ear-coverts as well as blackish greater coverts in contrast with brownish prima-
ry coverts and remiges are all signs of immaturity. 78 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melano-
leuca, immature male, Eilat, Israel, March 1990 (René Pop). New blackish coverts in contrast with brownish remiges and primary
coverts indicate immature bird. Typical melanoleuca with obvious ‘immature impression’ produced by the fact that the coverts are
not the jet-black coverts immature Western Black-eared Wheatear O hispanica usually displays. The rather dull buffish-brown
crown, nape and mantle are more reminiscent of a female than of an adult male and are incompatible with a spring male
hispanica. Restricted black in the region of the upper eye, lores and forehead is more typical for hispanica, but is regularly found in
immature melanoleuca. However, the black ear-coverts patch is too ‘deep’ for hispanica. The non-black scapulars may suggest a
female, but the face-mask is too black to support that suspicion, while the somewhat diffuse borders and pale fringing emphasize
that this male is an immature.
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79 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, adult male, Yemen, November
1993 (Magnus Ullman). Totally black (indicating adult bird) and very large face-mask typical for melanoleuca.

80 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, immature male, Israel, March
1999 (Ola Bondesson). Traces of pale fringes on the black throat and ear-coverts, as well as newly moulted black
median coverts and inner five greater coverts in contrast with brownish wing show this bird to be an immature. New
coverts are black with slight brownish tinge, not jet-black as in Western Black-eared Wheatear O hispanica. Although
the upperparts colouration as well as the size of the throat-bib are possible for both immature males hispanica and
melanoleuca, the large amount of black above the lores and the base of the bill are consistent only with melanoleuca.

81 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, immature male, Eilat, Israel,
March 1990 (René Pop). Typical bird with obvious ‘immature impression’ produced by black coverts with slight
brownish tinge (and with obvious pale fringes). ‘Immature impression’ in itself is a character for melanoleuca.
Somewhat diffuse lower border to throat-bib indicates immature rather than adult bird. Throat-bib large and black, too
large for hispanica. While the black reaches high up on the lores (excluding hispanica), there is not very much black
above the bill — as is not uncommon in immature melanoleuca males. Ochre tones of the breast reach the black

throat-bib.

82 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, immature male, Turkey, May
1988 (Magnus Ullman). Newly moulted black wing-coverts in contrast to old brownish feathers (particularly primary
coverts and outer greater coverts) show that this is an immature male. New coverts in this bird are jet-black, as is typi-
cal for Western Black-eared Wheatear O hispanica, but this may also be the case in melanoleuca. Narrow ‘hispanica-
type’ black band across the lores and inner bill is not conclusive for hispanica, as it occurs in immature melanoleuca
as well. ‘Deep’ black ear-coverts patch and narrow, triangular mantle demonstrate that the bird is a melanoleuca.

83 ‘Black-eared wheatear’ / ‘blonde tapuit’ Oenanthe hispanica/melanoleuca, female, ltaly, May 1981 (Goran
Pettersson). Pale, slightly warm buffish upperparts as well as light ochre breast-band render it highly likely that this
bird is a Western Black-eared Wheatear O hispanica, although safe identification is not possible. Fairly short primary
projection indeed indicates hispanica.

84 Western Black-eared Wheatear / Westelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe hispanica, female, Spain, April 2000
(Ola Bondesson). Rather pale, slightly warm bird, too ‘bright’ for Eastern Black-eared Wheatear O melanoleuca.
Unlike immature males, many females (of both taxa) have very faint face markings that could hardly be called a
‘mask’.

Balkan (ten zuiden van Kroatié), Turkije, het Midden-
Oosten, de Kaukasus, Zuid-Rusland, West-Iran en
West-Kazakhstan. Hispanica overwintert in het weste-
lijke gedeelte van de Sahel-zone in Afrika, en melano-
leuca in het centrale en oostelijke gedeelte. Beide zijn
als dwaalgast vastgesteld in Noordwest-Europa.

Voor de herkenning van beide taxa is leeftijds- en
geslachtsbepaling van belang. Met name het onder-
scheid tussen eerste-zomer mannetjes en volwassen
mannetjes, tussen onvolwassen vrouwtjes en volwassen
vrouwtjes, en tussen vrouwtjes en onvolwassen manne-
tjes is in sommige gevallen niet eenvoudig. De meeste
eerste-zomer mannetjes verschillen van volwassen man-
netjes door een zichtbaar contrast tussen (zwarte) pas
geruide veren en (bruine) oude veren in vleugel en
schouder. Kleine en middelste dekveren en een variabel
aantal grote dekveren, schouderveren en soms tertials
steken zwart af tegen bruine overige vleugel- en schou-
derveren bij eerste-zomer mannetjes, terwijl bij volwas-
sen mannetjes al deze veren zwart zijn. Leeftijds-
bepaling van mannetjes uitsluitend op grond van lichte
handpennen en tertials is niet volkomen betrouwbaar,
omdat de onbedekte delen van deze veerpartijen relatief
snel kunnen verbleken onder invloed van fel zonlicht.

85 Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / Oostelijke Blonde
Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, female, Turkey, June
1990 (Hans-Jochem Fiinfstiick). Combination of rather
dull brownish upperparts lacking ochre or russet tinge
and brownish patches on the breast-sides strongly
indicates that this female is a melanoleuca.
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86 ‘Black-eared wheatear’ / ‘blonde tapuit’ Oenanthe hispanica/melanoleuca, female, Egypt, March 1997 (Johan

Vanautgaerden). Since this bird is photographed on migration in Egypt, it is most likely an Eastern Black-eared

Wheatear O melanoleuca but as a vagrant elsewhere it would be impossible to identify with certainty. A little paler

on the upperparts than typical melanoleuca and a little greyer, less ochre than typical Western Black-eared

Wheatear O hispanica, the bird is intermediate and could be any of the two. Also, note the lack of a grey or brown

tinge in the breast-band, which would have been a pointer towards melanoleuca. Fairly long primary projection
indeed indicates melanoleuca.

87 ‘Black-eared wheatear’ / ‘blonde tapuit’ Oenanthe hispanica/melanoleuca, female, Lesvos, Greece, April 2002
(René Pop). Lack of any obvious black tones to ear-coverts or wings shows this to be a female rather than an im-
mature male. While some hispanica have an ochre or russet tone to the upperparts and some melanoleuca are
darker, more obviously deep brown, birds like this one occur in both taxa. Since the photograph is taken on
Lesvos, it is most likely melanoleuca but it is not possible to identify a vagrant displaying a similar appearance.
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Leeftijdsbepaling van vrouwtjes is in het najaar
mogelijk bij onvolwassen vogels, die nog juveniele
buitenste grote dekveren bezitten, die korter zijn dan
reeds geruide, meer naar binnen gelegen, grote dek-
veren.

Sommige onvolwassen mannetjes kunnen veel lijken
op vrouwtjes. In het najaar blijkt het onderscheid voor-
al uit de meer uitgesproken koptekening van manne-
tjes. In het voorjaar is het verschil in koptekening gerin-
ger, maar dan tonen de meeste mannetjes zwarte
schouderveren, terwijl vrouwtjes hooguit donkerbruine
schouderveren hebben.

De herkenning van hispanica en melanoleuca, die
beide voorkomen in een lichtkelige en een donker-
kelige vorm, is door overlap in kenmerken niet eenvou-
dig. Voor verschillen in biometrie, zoals een gemiddeld
kortere handpenprojectie bij hispanica, wordt verwe-
zen naar Cramp (1988) and Svensson (1992). Een aan-
tal kenmerken, die bruikbaar zijn bij veldwaarnemin-
gen, wordt genoemd.

Volwassen mannetjes

Kleur van kruin, achterhoofd en mantel is over het
algemeen warmer bij hispanica, maar er bestaat over-
lap. Door individuele variatie en verbleken van kleuren
gedurende voorjaar en zomer is dit kenmerk alleen niet
doorslaggevend. De lichte mantelvlek is door een gro-
tere hoeveelheid zwart op schouderveren, geringer in
omvang en meer driehoekig in plaats van U-vormig bij
veel melanoleuca, vooral in het voorjaar. Door indivi-
duele variatie is dit slechts een aanvullend kenmerk.
De kleur van de onderdelen is over het algemeen war-
mer bij hispanica, maar het verschil is gering en er
bestaat overlap. Een mogelijk verschil is dat de oker-
kleurige borst bij hispanica vaak gescheiden is van de
zwarte keelvlek door een lichte baan, die ontbreekt bij
melanoleuca. Deze kenmerken zijn echter niet door-
slaggevend. Het zwarte masker is bij melanoleuca
omvangrijker, en reikt verder boven snavel en oog en
tot op bovenborst (uitsluitend bij donkerkelige exem-
plaren) dan bij hispanica. Ofschoon de omvang van

het masker vaak moeilijk exact is te bepalen, geldt dit
als een goed kenmerk.

Onvolwassen mannetjes

De meeste onvolwassen mannetjes hispanica in het
najaar onderscheiden zich van melanoleuca door een
warmere kleur op kruin, achterhoofd, mantel en onder-
delen, en mogelijk ook door een lichte baan tussen
borst- en koptekening. Zoals bij volwassen exemplaren
toont melanoleuca een omvangrijker donker masker,
maar de verschillen kunnen kleiner zijn, doordat lichte
veerranden het werkelijke patroon vertroebelen. In het
voorjaar verschillen onvolwassen mannetjes weinig
van volwassen mannetjes, ofschoon melanoleuca over
het algemeen meer kenmerken van onvolwassen kleed
behoudt dan hispanica.

Vrouwtjes

Net als bij mannetjes vertoont het verenkleed van
vrouwtjes hispanica gemiddeld een warmere kleur dan
melanoleuca. In tegenstelling tot bij hispanica, worden
de achterste mantel- en schouderveren van diverse
melanoleuca gekenmerkt door vage lichte randen. De
onderdelen van hispanica zijn over het algemeen lich-
ter gekleurd, maar het verschil is gering en zonder ver-
gelijkingsmogelijkheden van weinig waarde. Determi-
natie van vrouwtjes zal niet altijd mogelijk zijn.
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‘Black-eared wheatear’ at
Aagtekerke, the Netherlands,
in June 1996

An immature male ‘black-eared wheatear’ at
Aagtekerke, Zeeland, the Netherlands, on 2-4
June 1996 was identified and accepted as a
Western Black-eared Wheatear Oenanthe hispa-
nica (hereafter hispanica) (eg, Klootwijk & Kuij-
pers 1996, van den Berg & Bosman 1999, 2001;
Dutch Birding 18, 154, plate 168, 1996, 20: 157,
plate 120, 1998).

However, first-summer males hispanica gene-
rally resemble adult males with a uniform and
often rather warm ochre crown, nape and mantle
as well as jet-black coverts. This is inconsistent
with the Aagtekerke bird which shows an obvious
contrast between the greyish, ‘dirty’ crown and
nape and rather ochre mantle as well as brown-
ish-black greater coverts indicative of immature
male Eastern Black-eared Wheatear O melano-
leuca (hereafter melanoleuca). Moreover, the

throat-bib to some extent covers the upper breast,
again inconsistent with hispanica. While many
melanoleuca males undeniably show a larger
throat-bib than the Aagtekerke bird, the blackish
‘stains’ below the rear end of the ear-coverts sug-
gest that ‘there is more to come’ — this bird will
probably have a larger throat-bib when it be-
comes adult. The fact that the breast is thoroughly
warm ochre all the way up to the throat-bib also
indicates melanoleuca, while typical hispanica
has a narrow pale, off-white zone between the
throat-bib’s black and the breast’s ochre (cf
Ullman 2003).

The amount of black above the eye and across
the forehead may seem too restricted for melano-
leuca, but immature males melanoleuca regularly
have less black on these parts than adult males.
And anyway, the black on the lores reaches too
high for hispanica, and indicates that the bird is a
melanoleuca.

Thus, | suggest that the Aagtekerke wheatear is,
in fact, an Eastern Black-eared Wheatear.

88 Presumed Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / vermoedelijke Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca,
immature male, Aagtekerke, Zeeland, Netherlands, June 1996 (René Pop)
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89-90 Presumed Eastern Black-eared Wheatear / vermoedelijke Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, imma-
ture male, Aagtekerke, Zeeland, Netherlands, June 1996 (René Pop) 91-92 Presumed Eastern Black-eared Wheatear /
vermoedelijke Oostelijke Blonde Tapuit Oenanthe melanoleuca, immature male, Aagtekerke, Zeeland, Netherlands, June
1996 (Marten van Dijl). Obvious ‘immature impression’ increased by slight brownish tinge to black greater coverts is a
character for melanoleuca. The contrast between the greyish, ‘dirty’” crown/nape and ‘cleaner’ ochre mantle is typical for
melanoleuca. The throat-bib is too large for Western Black-eared Wheatear O hispanica, while the ochre of the breast
reaching the throat-bib is more typical for melanoleuca. Moreover, there is too much black on the lores for hispanica.
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Editorial note: On basis of Magnus Ullman’s arguments
described in this letter, the record has been resubmitted
to the Dutch rarities committee (CDNA); the CDNA has
decided that the record should be reviewed as Eastern
Black-eared Wheatear. In addition, all accepted records

of black-eared wheatear on the Dutch list (four hispani-
ca and two melanoleuca) will be reviewed, together
with a pending record of a presumed hispanica from
2001 (cf van der Vliet et al 2002) (Nils van Duivendijk
in litt). EDITORS
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Plains-wanderer

Plains-wanderer Pedionomus torquatus is an
endemic bird species of eastern and south-
eastern Australia. Its exact taxonomic status has
long been debated, with most authors formerly
placing it in the order Gruiformes (cranes),
closest to the family Turnicidae (buttonquails),
which it superficially resembles. However,
studies of anatomy and behaviour (Olson &
Steadman 1981) and recent DNA research have
confirmed that Plains-wanderer is, in fact, most
closely related to the Thinocoridae (seedsnipes)
of South America and thus belongs to the
Charadriiformes (cf Madge & McGowan 2002).
The species probably represents ‘an ancient
member of Australia’s avifauna, with origins
dating back to when Australia was part of the
Gondwanan supercontinent and connected to
South America via the Antarctic land bridge’ (del
Hoyo et al 1996). Plains-wanderer only inhabits
sparse grassland with low growing plants and a
considerable amount of bare ground (Baker-
Gabb 1988, 1998). Its very low habitat tolerance
contributes to the decreasing numbers of the spe-
cies, the most important factor being cultivation
of native grasslands. Plains-wanderer is one of
the few bird species in which the male is the
most active parent. Incubating is done mostly (or
exclusively) by the male and the male solely
takes responsibility for rearing the young. In
10-15 nests investigated in ¢ 20 years, Philip (or
Phil) Maher (in litt) never found an incubating
female. Estimates of the number of birds vary
from 2500-5000 in drought years to 8000-11 000
in good years, but numbers are decreasing
(Stattersfield & Capper 2000, Madge &
McGowan 2002). The conservation status of the
species has been ‘upgraded’ from ‘vulnerable’ in
1996 to ‘endangered’ in 2000 (cf Stattersfield &
Capper 2000).

Because of its most interesting avifaunistic
position, Plains-wanderer was the species we
(Pieter and Sandra van der Luit) most wanted to
see during our six week birding trip through
Australia in June-July 2002. Before leaving for
Australia, we searched the Internet, trying to find
a way to see the species without the help of the
Plains-wanderer guide, Philip Maher (see, eg,
Maher 1997). It soon became obvious that it
would be almost impossible to find the bird our-

100

selves, so we contacted Phil, asking him what
the success rate would be for a night of spot-
lighting in June. His wife Patricia replied, saying
Phil would not be around at that time, thereby
reducing our chances of seeing the species to
virtually zero. A few weeks later, we sent a mes-
sage to the Australian birding e-mail group,
Birding-aus, asking for details on where to find
specific birds, among which Plains-wanderer.
Again Patricia replied, this time telling us she
was going to look for another option to enable us
to see the species. An arrangement was made to
meet another guide who would try to show us
the species.

The only known and reliable way to see a
Plains-wanderer is by taking a spotlighting night
tour through suitable habitat with a knowledge-
able guide. Very few people have ever seen birds
or heard their mysterious mooing call without the
help of a guide (for a sample sound recording, see
www.philipmaher.com). Our guide was Robert
Nevinson, a farmer in New South Wales and
owner of a large area of suitable Plains-
wanderer habitat. Usually Robert accompanies
Phil Maher on his tours, scanning the ground with
a spotlight. Robert told us beforehand he estimat-
ed our chances of seeing Plains-wanderer at 80%
and less than 10 min into our tour, he had already
found a single bird. Plains-wanderers are very
reluctant to fly, only doing so if forced to, and
therefore getting close to the bird was a simple
matter. Our bird was a female, distinguished from
the male by its slightly larger size, brighter
colours, and, most obviously, by a black-and-
white collar and buff breast-band (cf Madge &
McGowan 2002). Due to these obvious differ-
ences, in the past, the male and female have been
described as separate species. After studying the
bird for some time, Robert continued, finding
more difficult-to-see species, such as Inland
Dotterel Peltohyas australis, Banded Lapwing
Vanellus tricolor, Stubble Quail Coturnix pectora-
lis, Tawny Frogmouth Podargus strigoides and
Australian Bush Lark Mirafra javanica. At the end
of the tour, his invitation to spend the night on his
driveway in our campervan was gladly accepted.

Next morning, 20 June 2002, Robert went to
work and we left for the nearby town of
Deniliquin. Robert’s property is in the middle of
extensive grasslands and while driving on the dirt
road to the main road, we suddenly spotted a

[Dutch Birding 25: 100-102, 2003]



93-94 Plains-wanderer / Trapvechtkwartel Pedionomus torquatus, adult female, near Deniliquin, New South Wales,
Australia, 20 June 2002 (Pieter van der Luit)
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small bird crouching across the road, which we
expected to be a Stubble Quail. However, when
I (PvdL) got out of the car to take photographs,
the bird was nowhere to be found. When, after a
minute, | decided to stop looking, the bird blink-
ed its eye just 2 m away and much to my sur-
prise turned out to be a Plains-wanderer! | im-
mediately realized how very fortunate we were
to have found a Plains-wanderer, especially con-
sidering the fact that it was at broad daylight.
Making a full circle, | photographed the bird
from every angle. Still amazed, but fully satisfied,
we returned to Robert’s house to tell his wife
Rhonda about the bird. She told us that seeing a
Plains-wanderer during daytime is indeed ex-
tremely rare. Normally, mostly farmers some-
times see birds during daytime, when they are
flushed by sheep. Some of the photographs taken
are shown here. They are, as far as we are aware,
the first published photographs of a Plains-
wanderer in daylight. One of these photographs
was included in World of birds 2003 (supple-
ment to Birdwatch issue 127, January 2003), a
review of the world’s top 50 (most-wanted) birds.
More photographs of the bird are shown on the
Internet (members.lycos.nl/warbler). If you know
of any other daylight photographs, please contact

PvdL at the address below.

We want to thank Patricia Maher for arranging
another guide and Robert and Rhonda Nevinson
for their hospitality. Philip Maher added some
interesting information to the text. Patricia and
Philip Maher can be contacted through Internet
(www.philipmaher.com). Their site gives details
about scheduled Plains-wanderer trips.
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Corrigenda

In het artikel van Daniele Occhiato over herkenning
van Witkopgors Emberiza leucocephalos zijn de bij-
schriften van figuur 2 en 3 (Dutch Birding 25: 12-13,
2003) helaas verwisseld. REDACTIE

102

In the paper by Daniele Occhiato on identification of
Pine Bunting Emberiza leucocephalos the captions of
figure 2 and 3 (Dutch Birding 25: 12-13, 2003) unfortu-
nately have been switched. EDITORS
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Speciation in Pica magpies

The magpies of the genus Pica form a distinctive
group within the corvids Corvidae and are easily
separated from other corvids by their black-and-
white plumage and long and graduated tail. Until
recently, two species were recognized: the poly-
typic Common Magpie Pica pica, occurring
widespread throughout the Nearctic and
Palearctic region, parts of south-eastern Asia and
very locally in Arabia, and the monotypic
Yellow-billed Magpie P nuttalli with a restricted
range in central California, USA, and occurring
north almost to Oregon only by exception.
Although some authors prefer to lump all Pica
taxa into a single species (for instance, Phillips
1986), this two-species treatment has prevailed
for most of the 20th century.

In the early 1990s, a stone was thrown in these
tranquil waters when studies of the North
American taxon hudsonia revealed that there
was sufficient evidence to distinguish this taxon

as a separate species from Pica pica (Birkhead
1991, Enggist-Diiblin & Birkhead 1992, Madge &
Burn 1993). Vocal and behavioural data suggest-
ed that hudsonia is actually more closely related
to nuttalli than to nominate pica and thus that
retaining hudsonia in Pica pica would create a
paraphyletic species (cf Sangster et al 1999). The
choice was to consider hudsonia as a distinct
species or to combine all Pica taxa into a single
species. As a consequence, P hudsonia was
instated as a monotypic species on the North
American checklist by American Ornithologists’
Union (2000) and named Black-billed Magpie
(the Palearctic Pica complex being renamed
Eurasian Magpie).

Black-billed Magpie was described as Corvus
hudsonius by Sabine in 1823 from Cumberland
House, Saskatchewan, Canada. It is resident from
southern coastal Alaska, USA, through western
Canada and northern Minnesota, USA, south to
California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, western
Oklahoma, Kansas and Nebraska, USA. Wan-

95 Black-billed Magpie / Amerikaanse Ekster Pica hudsonia, Rocky Mountains NP, Colorado, USA, June 2001
(Brian E Small)

[Dutch Birding 25: 103-116, 2003]
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96 Yellow-billed Magpie / Geelsnavelekster Pica nuttalli,
Nojoqui Park, California, USA, 12 March 1982
(Arnoud B van den Berg)

derers have been recorded in most eastern states
of North America and vagrants have reached the
Atlantic coast of all eastern states from New-
foundland, Canada, south to North Carolina,
USA (cf Sibley 2000). Magpies are reluctant to
cross large stretches of water (cf Cramp & Perrins
1994) and the chances for a Black-billed Magpie
to cross the Atlantic Ocean to Europe must be
considered zero. However, the possibility of
ship-assisted vagrancy to Europe should perhaps
not be entirely ruled out and this would lead to a
serious identification challenge. The same would
be true for the hypothetical (ship-assisted)
Eurasian Magpie turning up on the Atlantic coast
of North America.

Morphologically, Black-billed Magpie differs
only slightly from Eurasian birds such as western
European P p pica and, especially, eastern Asian
P p sericea (Kees Roselaar in litt). In the field,
separation on plumage and bare parts would be
almost impossible. The main differences describ-
ed are a smaller size (weight) with relatively
longer wing and tail in Black-billed, a blue iris at
least in first-years (brown in Eurasian birds) and
the gloss of upperwing and tertials in Black-
billed being dark bluish-green, less deep blue on
the secondaries and tertials than in Eurasian. In
addition, the gloss on the crown is slightly more
bronze-green in Black-billed (Birkhead 1991,
Madge & Burn 1993, Cramp & Perrins 1994).

Research by Enggist-Diiblin & Birkhead (1992)

Enggist-Diiblin & Birkhead (1992) studied the so-
called ‘chatter calls’ of hudsonia, nuttalli and
nominate pica. Four different characters were
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97 Yellow-billed Magpie / Geelsnavelekster Pica nuttalli,
Nojoqui Park, California, USA, 12 March 1982
(René Pop)

analysed: duration of separate notes, duration of
intervals, chatter rate and frequency (Hz). They
found that the calls of hudsonia and nuttalli are
much more similar to each other than either is to
pica. In pica, the duration of the chatter elements
is about half of that of the two Nearctic taxa, as
is the average interval between elements. The
chatter rate in pica is faster and the frequency is
lower. In short, pica calls more hurriedly and
slightly lower than hudsonia and nuttalli (cf
figure 1). The calls of hudsonia and nuttalli differ
only slightly in most characters but the mean fre-
quency is different, with hudsonia (3876 + 491
Hz) positioned between pica (3426 + 571 Hz)
and nuttalli (4638 + 769 Hz). Remarkably, the
difference between the calls of American and
European birds and the similarities between the
calls of the two Nearctic taxa were noted in
publications as long ago as 1833 and 1931,
respectively (Birkhead 1991). For recordings of
hudsonia and nuttalli, see Cornell Laboratory of
Ornithology (1992), Neville (1995, 1996, 1997)
Colver (1996, 1999), and Peyton (1999). To com-
pare these with calls of pica and fennorum, see,
for instance, Kettle & Ranft (1992), Wahlstrom
(1995) and Trilar (1999).

According to Enggist-Diblin & Birkhead
(1992), the similarities between hudsonia and
nuttalli could be a result of convergent evolution
but are more likely to reflect a closer evolutiona-
ry relationship between these two taxa than
between pica and either hudsonia or nuttalli. In
addition to these vocal similarities, hudsonia and
nuttalli are much more closely related based on
aspects of communication behaviour and social



organization. According to Birkhead (1991), who
compares ‘Black-billed Magpie in Europe’,
‘Black-billed Magpie in North America’ and
Yellow-billed Magpie, ...the two [European and
North American Black-billed Magpie] are very
different and in terms of their social systems,
North American Black-billed Magpies are more
similar to Yellow-billeds than they are to
European magpies’. Although obvious to birders,
the distinctive yellow bill and facial skin colour-
ing of nuttalli may, in fact, represent only ‘a fairly
minor genetic change, since several European
magpies have been recorded with yellow bills’
(Enggist-Diiblin & Birkhead 1992).
Enggist-Diiblin & Birkhead’s (1992) suggestion
that hudsonia and nuttalli are presumably more
closely related than either is to the closest
Eurasian taxa was confirmed by Zink et al (1995),
who found that Russian (camtschatica) and
American  (hudsonia) samples ‘are highly
differentiated in mtDNA’ and therefore unlikely to
be each other’s closest evolutionary relatives.
These results indicate that Voous’s (1960) hypo-
thesis that North American magpies are relatively
recent Asian colonists following the end of the
last glaciation (and thus should be more similar in

Trends in systematics

molecular terms to Asian taxa such as camtschati-
ca) can no longer be upheld. This conclusion led
the AOU to their decision to recognize hudsonia
as a full species, separate from the Eurasian taxa.

The remarkably slight morphological differen-
ces between hudsonia and pica may be a result
of the long-term separation of these taxa and
their reluctance to wander. As a result, ‘mtDNA
evolution may have proceeded faster than that of
plumage’ (Zink et al 1995). In other words, the
fact that some taxa look the same does not have
to indicate that they are the same (species).

The close affinities of hudsonia and nuttalli are
illustrated by the fact that southern hudsonia are,
on average, smaller and smaller billed than
northern birds and tend to show a small patch of
bare skin around the eye, thus approaching nut-
talli in appearance (cf Sibley 2000). This patch of
bare skin is also present in juvenile birds in the
Old World and is prominent in adult mauritanica
from north-western Africa and, to a lesser extent,
in adult melanotos of lberia (see below). This
may well indicate that this patch of bare skin is a
vestigial character that was once present in all
Pica ancestors but is now retained in adult plum-
age by just a few taxa.

98 Yellow-billed Magpie / Geelsnavelekster Pica nuttalli, Nojoqui Park, California, USA, 12 March 1982
(René Pop)
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5 P (pica) sericea

FIGURE 1 Chatter calls of magpies Pica: 1 Black-billed Magpie / Amerikaanse Ekster P hudsonia, California, USA,
reproduced from Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology (1992). 2 Yellow-billed Magpie / Geelsnavelekster P nuttalli,
California, USA. Reproduced from Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology (1992). 3 Eurasian Magpie / Ekster P pica
pica, Velsen, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, 11 September 2002 (Magnus S Robb/The Sound Approach). 4 Maghreb
Magpie / Maghrebekster P (pica) mauritanica, c 100 km south of Agadir, Morocco, February (Claude Chappuis),
reproduced from Chappuis (2000). 5 Oriental Magpie / Oosterse Ekster P (pica) sericea, Ganghwa-do, South Korea,
26 October 2002 (Magnus S Robb/The Sound Approach). Compare mean frequency and, especially, duration of
chatter elements and of intervals between elements.

Palearctic taxa

The taxonomic developments in North America
may well lead to a renewed interest in the Old
World taxa of the Pica complex. Up to 21 differ-
ent subspecies have been described for the Old
World (Arabia, North Africa and Eurasia),
although some are of doubtful status or even
erroneous. This latter qualification, for instance,
applies to the subspecies japonica given to the
population on Kyushu, Japan (see table 1). Given
that these birds are known to be descendants of
birds introduced from Korea in 1598, they

belong to the subspecies sericea (cf Brazil 1991).
Other subspecies, however, are distinctive and
show one or more unique characters. For these
most distinctive taxa, species status has been
suggested by different authors. An overview of all
subspecies and their possible treatment is given
in table 1. Of the 23 taxa listed, the two Nearctic
species are not further discussed here. Of the
remaining 21, 11 are of doubtful status and not
recognized by one or two recently published
handbooks (Madge & Burn 1993, Cramp &
Perrins 1994) or by Birkhead (1991). Of the
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99 Oriental Magpies / Oosterse Eksters Pica (pica) sericea, Ganghwa-do, South Korea, 26 October 2002
(Arnoud B van den Berg)

100 Eurasian Magpie / Ekster Pica pica pica, Julianadorp, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, 14 February 2003
(René Pop)
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TABLE 1 Taxa within the Pica-complex with author and year of original description and distribution. Extinct taxa
only known from fossil remains, such as P mourerae from the Balearics (cf Segui 2001), are not included.

alashanica ***
amurensis ***
anderssoni **

Stegmann, 1928; China

Stegmann, 1928; eastern Siberia
Lonnberg, 1923; northern China,
Korea and extreme eastern Russia

asirensis Bates, 1936; Asir massif, western
Saudi Arabia

bactriana Bonaparte, 1850; central and eastern
Russia

bottanensis Delessert, 1840; north-eastern Qing-
hai, south to north-eastern India and
Bhutan

camtschatica Stejneger, 1884; north-eastern Sibe-
ria, Russia

fennorum Lonnberg, 1927; Scandinavia to
western Russia

galliae * Kleinschmidt, 1917; western Europe

(excluding south-west)

Brehm, 1831; Germany

Momiyama & Isii, 1928; Hainan,
Guangdong, China

Stegmann, 1928; western and central
Siberia, south to Xinjiang Zizhiqu,
China

germanica ***
hainana ***

hemileucoptera *

(Sabine, 1823); central and western
North America (originally described
as Corvus hudsonius)

Stegmann, 1928; southern Ussuriland
to eastern Manchuria

Temminck & Schlegel, 1848; Kyushu,
Japan

hudsonia

jankowskii ***

japonica ***

kot *** Gavrilenko, 1929; eastern Ukraine

laubmanni *** Stresemann, 1928; Pakistan

leucoptera Gould, 1862; southern Transbaikalia
and eastern Mongolia

mauritanica Malherbe, 1845; north-western Africa

melanotos Brehm, 1857; Iberia

nuttalli (Audubon, 1837); California, USA
(originally ~ described as  Corvus
Nuttalli)

pica (Linnaeus, 1758); northern and east-
ern Europe (originally described as
Corvus Pica)

sericea Gould, 1845; eastern Asia, from

Amurland south to Vietnam and Laos

* recognized in Birkhead (1991) and Madge & Burn (1994), not recognized in Cramp & Perrins (1994)
** recognized in Cramp & Perrins (1994), not recognized in Birkhead (1991) and Madge & Burn (1994)
*** additional taxa not recognized or mentioned in Birkhead (1991), Madge & Burn (1994) and Cramp & Perrins
(1994) (cf Becker 2001, Kees Roselaar in litt). Kees Roselaar (in litt) supports a classification with 11 valid subspe-
cies for the Old World: anderssoni (including jankowskii, amurensis and alashanica), asirensis, bactriana (including
hemileucoptera, laubmanni and kot), bottanensis, camtschatica, fennorum, leucoptera, mauritanica, melanotos,

pica (including galliae), and sericea (including japonica).

bold = possible specific status according to Madge & Burn (1994)
underlined = possible specific status according to Cramp & Perrins (1994)
bold & underlined = specific status according to AOU (2000)

remaining 10, four have been suggested as possi-
bly deserving specific status (cf Goodwin 1986,
Madge & Burn 1993, Cramp & Perrins 1994,
King 1995, 2000, Zink et al 1995).

As illustrated above, Black-billed Magpie is
morphologically much like Eurasian Magpie and
differs mainly in vocalizations and behaviour.
With this in mind, it is well possible that more
taxa within the complex — some of which show
much more obvious morphological differences —
may deserve specific status, especially if they
show vocal differences as well. Distinctive vocal
differences — compared with nominate pica —
have been noted for asirensis from Saudi Arabia
(Cramp 1980, Yahya & Salamah 1996) and for
mauritanica from North Africa (Madge & Burn
1993, Roché & Chevereau 1998, Chappuis
2000; Arnoud van den Berg in litt). Information

on vocal differences between different taxa can
be found in, for instance, Goodwin (1986).

If specific status is advocated for certain Pica
taxa, most authors propose to separate distinctive
and geographically isolated taxa as monotypic
species and to retain one widespread polytypic
species (cf Madge & Burn 1993). Zink et al
(1995) also suggested treating the Pica complex
as six species but at variance with other treat-
ments, to treat ‘the set of populations ... from
south-eastern Asia’ as a single species. This
would result in two species in the New World
(hudsonia and nuttalli) and four in the Old
World, with specific status for birds from south-
eastern Asia (presumably bottanenis and sericea),
Europe to Central Asia (anderssoni, bactriana,
fennorum, galliae, hemileucoptera, leucoptera,
melanotos and pica), North Africa (mauritanica),
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and north-eastern Asia (camtschatica). [Remark-
ably, asirensis is not mentioned in this study.]
Most interesting are the results based on recent
DNA studies by Choe (2002). In this study, the
grouping of hudsonia and nuttalli as closest rela-
tives is again supported. Other conclusions,
however, are much more unexpected and may
have strong impact on the known phylogeny of
the Pica magpies. Choe (2002) infers that
camtschatica and western European pica are
each other’s closest relatives and that sericea is
the basal group of the genus, standing further
apart from camtschatica and pica than from
hudsonia and nuttalli. Comparison of the chatter
calls seems consistent with this hypothesis (cf
figure 1). If valid, these results imply that group-
ing of camtschatica, pica and sericea within one
single species whereas hudsonia and nuttalli are
treated as separate species can not be retained
because it creates a paraphyletic species. It also
implies that camtschatica can not be split from
pica and other Eurasian taxa without the status of
sericea being established first.

The taxa most worthy of further research from
a systematic point of view are asirensis, botta-
nensis, camtschatica, sericea and mauritanica.
Each of these taxa is briefly discussed here to
highlight the main characters, after summarizing
the general variation within the Pica complex.

Variation within the Pica complex

The different subspecies within the Pica complex
in the Old World mainly show clinal variation
and the definition of some subspecies is difficult.
As a result, the number of recognized subspecies
differs from author to author (see table 1). The
main differences relate to the colour of the rump
(ranging from white through grey to black),
amount of white on the scapulars and outer
wing-feathers, presence or absence and colour of
sheen on wings and tail, and overall measure-
ments including wing and tail length and wing to
tail ratio; these characters are only valid in
adults. The cline related to size and wing to tail
ratio of Palearctic taxa (excluding asirensis and
some doubtful taxa, cf table 1) is as follows:
mauritanica — melanotos — galliae — pica — fenno-
rum - kot — bactriana - hemileucoptera -
leucoptera — camtschatica. In this cline, there is a
‘step’ between mauritanica and melanotos (Kees
Roselaar in litt). The amount of white increases
from south-west to north-east, being most exten-
sive in camtschatica of north-eastern Siberia. The
southern taxa melanotos and asirensis show an
all-black rump. Size generally increases from
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south-west to north-east, with bottanensis being
the largest subspecies. Mauritanica shows the
smallest wing to tail ratio, with relatively short
wings and relatively long tail, whereas asirensis
and bottanensis have a relatively short tail. From
west to east, the sheen on the secondaries
changes from blue to green and on the tail from
green to brass-yellow (Cramp & Perrins 1994).

Asir Magpie Pica (pica) asirensis

The most remarkable member of the Old World
Pica’s may well be this taxon. It has an extremely
restricted range and occurs only in juniper scrub
between 2400 and 3000 m in the Asir massif in
extreme south-western Saudi Arabia. Given that
the Asir massif is part of the Hayez and Asir
mountain range stretching into Yemen and home
to a significant number of Arabian endemics, it
seems likely that Asir Magpie has been separated
from other Pica populations for a very long time
(Madge & Burn 1993). These endemics include
Philby’s Partridge Alectoris philbyi, Arabian
Woodpecker Dendrocopos dorae, Yemen Thrush
Turdus menachensis, Yemen Warbler Parisoma
(or Sylvia) buryi, Arabian Accentor Prunella faga-
ni, Arabian Serin Serinus rothschildi, Yemen
Serin S menachensis and Yemen Linnet Carduelis
yemenensis (cf Porter et al 1996). In the past,
some of these taxa have been regarded as sub-
species of more widespread Afrotropical or
Palearctic species; for example, Arabian Accen-
tor has been considered a subspecies of Radde’s
Accentor P ocularis and Arabian Serin a sub-
species of Yellow-rumped Seedeater S atrogularis
(cf Howard & Moore 1984).

The population of Asir Magpie is presumably
very small; five surveys between February 1995
and July 1996 resulted in a total of 147 sightings
of only 90 birds in the area between Taif and
Abha. Peter Symens (in litt) estimated that less
than 1000 and possibly only less than 500 birds
remain. This taxon presumably used to occur
throughout the Asir region up to Taif but its exist-
ence in 1995-96 was limited to Abha and an
area of 120 km north of this town, as well as
Jebel Qahar. Considering the earlier reports from
a wider area, the small number recorded is a
cause for concern and this taxon may be in
immediate danger of extinction. Natural habitats
in the Asir region are disappearing alarmingly,
mainly due to promotion of tourism, and the bio-
diversity of this unique region may even be at
stake (Yahya & Salamah 1996). Changes in
climate, however, may also account for the
reduced numbers; the warmer and drier weather



Trends in systematics

101 Maghreb Magpie / Maghrebekster Pica (pica) mauritanica, Sidi Bou Rhaba, Morocco, 24 March 2002
(Arnoud B van den Berg)

102 Asir Magpie / Asirekster Pica (pica) asirenisis, Raydah, Asir Province, Saudi Arabia (Bruno Pambour/NWRC-Taif)
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103 Black-billed Magpie / Amerikaanse Ekster Pica hudsonia, Glacier NP, Montana, USA, 19 September 1988
(René Pop)

104 Eurasian Magpie / Ekster Pica pica pica, Julianadorp, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, 14 February 2003
(René Pop)
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forces birds to concentrate in the few remaining
cool and wet places high in the mountains (Peter
Symens in litt). On the positive side, Asir
Magpies feed as opportunistically as most other
Pica taxa and breed in many types of habitat, as
long as year-round water is near (Peter Symens in
litt).

Asir Magpie has developed some unique char-
acters in structure and plumage, such as a very
dull plumage, small amount of white on scapu-
lars and outer wing, short tail with purple gloss,
strong feet and large bill (Madge & Burn 1993,
Cramp & Perrins 1994; Peter Symens in litt).
Birds are gregarious and occur in small groups
throughout the year, mostly of three to seven
birds. Compared with nominate pica, vocaliza-
tions are ‘very different’ (Cramp & Perrins 1994),
‘markedly different’ (Birkhead 1991, based on
recordings by Bruno Pambour) or even ‘startling-
ly different [calls]” (Yahya & Salamah 1996).
Peter Symens, who studied this taxon during
many visits to the Asir region in 1986-96, was
puzzled when he heard the call for the first time
in 1987 and remarked (in lit) that the call was
completely different from European magpies.
Yahya & Salamah (1996) described three types of
calls, a full loud quaynk quaynk (presumably the
main contact call, when calling from top branch
or while moving), a similar-toned quenk quenk (a
sort of alarm call, when searching for insects or
under some stress), and a much softer qua qua
(uttered by young birds when begging for food or
following their parents) (Yahya & Salamah 1996,
Yahya 1998, which see for more details on beha-
viour and breeding).

Regardless of its possible specific status, this
taxon must be one of the rarest of the corvids. It
is rare even in collections. For example,
Birkhead (1991) states that only two specimens
are present in the collection of the Natural
History Museum (NHM) at Tring, England.
However, in the late 1980s, Peter Symens (in litt)
examined ‘nearly 10 specimens’ at NHM, so
Birkhead (1991) may not have traced all speci-
mens present in this collection. The limited
accessibility of Saudi Arabia for foreign bird-
watchers and researchers may have contributed
to the restricted knowledge.

Himalayan Magpie Pica (pica) bottanensis

This taxon occurs in the eastern Himalayas in
eastern and north-eastern Tibet, Bhutan and
Sikkim, India. It is very large (the largest taxon),
with a very long wing and a relatively short tail,
and is extensively dull black; these characters
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may justify specific status (cf Madge & Burn
1993). However, intermediates with anderssoni
reportedly occur in the north-east of the range
and the characters of bottanensis are generally
similar to those of P p pica. The case for specific
status seems rather weak.

Kamchatka Magpie Pica (pica) camtschatica

This taxon occurs in extreme north-eastern
Siberia, Russia, mainly on Kamchatka with an
extension into Anadyrland. Its range is isolated
from other Pica taxa, with P p jankowskii occur-
ring most ‘nearby’ in Amurland, Russia. Although
occurring geographically close to Black-billed
Mapies in Alaska on the other side of the Bering
Strait, these two taxa differ considerably, for
instance, in the amount of white in the wing.
Kamchatka Magpie is relatively large and has the
largest amount of white in the outer wing and,
even on the closed wing, white is visible on the
primary tips. The gloss on the tail and wing is
greener than in any other taxon. Camtschatica is
generally considered to be at the end of a cline
from west to east (see above). In many bird spe-
cies (for instance, raptors, woodpeckers and
Parus tits), populations breeding in Kamchatka
are larger and paler/whiter than their relatives
breeding in central and eastern Siberia. Gener-
ally, these differences are not considered suf-
ficient basis for specific status (Kees Roselaar in
litt). Probably, camtschatica and leucoptera have
been in contact ‘recently’ and old reports from
the Ma’gadan region and possibly Aldan-Maya-
Onon region seem to support this assumption
(Kees Roselaar in litt). As camtschatica has not
yet been compared with leucoptera and sericea
in detail, the case for specific status of camtscha-
tica seems rather weak.

Maghreb Magpie Pica (pica) mauritanica

This taxon occurs in the Maghreb countries in
north-western Africa, mainly in Morocco but also
in northern Algeria and, possibly, Tunisia (where
there are no recent records; Cramp & Perrins
1994). This taxon seems to have a healthy popu-
lation and does not seem to be at risk. It is easily
separated from other Pica taxa by its relatively
long tail and, especially, the conspicuous patch
of bare blue skin around the eye (largest behind
the eye). However, birds in southern Spain
belonging to P p melanotos may show a similar
patch as well and this complicates the discussion
about possible specific status for mauritanica.
South of Madrid, some birds have a small spot
and from Extremadura southwards, many or all
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birds show this spot (Cramp & Perrins 1994).

Compared with European races, mauritanica
seems to utter a more varied selection of calls,
with a higher-pitched chatter and uttered with a
more undulating rhythm (Madge & Burn 1993).
Chappuis (2000) remarks that the structure of the
notes in south-western Morocco is markedly dif-
ferent from that in Europe, whereas the structure
prevalent in the north is far more closely linked
and that the population (therefore) appears to be
acoustically heterogeneous.

In other species or species complexes, a simi-
lar situation exists in which the North-African
taxon has been granted specific status, distinct
from the taxon or taxa in western Europe. In
some of these cases, the Iberian taxon shows
intermediate characters (at least in morphology)
and its status is still subject of discussion. An
example are the green woodpeckers Picus,
where European Green Woodpecker P viridis
and Levaillant's Green Woodpecker P vaillantii
are generally regarded as separate species but
where species status for the ‘in-between’ Iberian
Green Woodpeckers P sharpei has only recently
been given (cf van den Berg 2001, Redactie
Dutch Birding 2002). Another example are the
pied flycatchers Ficedula where the proposed
specific status for Atlas Pied Flycatcher F speculi-
gera (cf Seetre et al 2001) highlights the
complicated position of Iberian Pied Flycatcher
F (h) iberiae which shows intermediate charac-
ters of both Atlas Pied and European Pied
Flycatcher F hypoleuca.

Oriental Magpie Pica (pica) sericea

This taxon may prove to be the basal taxon with-
in the Pica group (see above). It is widespread in
eastern Asia, occurring from Amurland, Russia,
through China, Korea and (introduced) on
Kyushu, Japan, south to Vietnam and Laos. It
looks much like nominate pica but is
characterized by a relatively small and short bill,
relatively long wings and short tail and a more
purple blue gloss on wings and tail. Its chatter
call is much slower than the same call of nomi-
nate pica and therefore closely resembles the
chatter call of both Nearctic taxa. The strong
similarities between the Nearctic taxon hudsonia
and the Palearctic taxon sericea (including
anderssoni) were already noted in the mid-1900s
by the German/Hungarian ornithologist Endre
Kleiner (who changed his name after World War
Il to Anders Keve) (Kees Roselaar in litt). Sound
recordings from Japan can be found in Ueda
(1998). Behaviourally, it appears to be more
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105 Maghreb Magpie / Maghrebekster Pica (pica)
mauritanica, Sidi Bou Rhaba, Morocco, 24 March 2002
(Arnoud B van den Berg)

often highly gregarious than European taxa (cf
Moores et al 2002).

Further research

The developments in North America will hope-
fully stimulate research into the taxonomic rela-
tionships and status within the Old World Pica’s.
The American experience with Black-billed
Magpie shows that vocalizations and behaviour
are important for speciation and further research
could focus on these aspects, as well as on
further molecular analyses.

Under the premises of the Phylogenetic
Species Concept, Asir Magpie should probably
rank as a separate species and, given its presum-
ed long-time separation from any other Pica
taxon, applying the Biological Species Concept
could well lead to the same conclusion. Given
its unique distribution, it deserves protection and
any taxonomic debate should not overshadow
the fact that this may be one of the most
threatened taxa of Arabia, in need of urgent con-
servation measures. For Himalayan Magpie, the
reported intergradation of bottanensis into
anderssoni should be further studied and the
nature of a presumed zone of hybridization
should be investigated. The isolated breeding
range and distinctive morphological characters
of Kamchatka Magpie make it a candidate for
specific status. Further research should concen-
trate on differences in vocalizations, behaviour
and mt-DNA from the other Pica taxa breeding
‘nearby’ (leucoptera and sericea). The indications
that camtschatica is genetically more closely
related to pica than to sericea deserve to be



further investigated. This may lead to the con-
clusion that Oriental Magpie, rather than
camtschatica, should be regarded as a separate
species and even that this taxon (sericea) may be
more closely related to the Nearctic taxa than to
other Palearctic taxa. For Maghreb Magpie,
research may concentrate on establishing further
differences — if present — from European birds
(pica/galliae), especially in behaviour, vocaliza-
tions and mt-DNA. Further studies could also
focus on Iberian birds (melanotos) to present a
clearer picture of this population’s affinities with
those from north-western Africa and from Europe
north of the Pyrenées, respectively.

In addition to these taxa, another interesting
topic of research may be the magpies on Cyprus.
These birds are included in nominate pica
(Cramp & Perrins 1994) but have a very different
wing to tail ratio (Kees Roselaar in litt). Since
Cyprus is home to a number of endemic taxa,
further research could well lead to interesting
conclusions.
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