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Birding in Syria - little-known
destination in the Western Palearctic

Remco Hofland & Bert Saveyn

yria has a lot to offer to birders — especially to

those interested in both Western Paleartic
(WP) birding and ancient cultural sites. Although
few birders have visited the country so far, these
few visits resulted in some unexpected observa-
tions. A recent expedition in January-February
2004 (hereafter referred to as the ‘2004 winter
expedition’, Murdoch et al 2004) shows that
Syria not only has internationally important bree-
ding birds but also is home to large numbers of
wintering waterfowl.

For birders keeping a WP list, Syria, being
readily accessible unlike Irag, has two WP spe-
cialities on offer: White-cheeked Bulbul Pycno-
notus leucogenys and lIraq Babbler Turdoides
altirostris, along with the last remaining wild
birds of the eastern population of Northern Bald
Ibis Geronticus eremita. In addition, some of the
isabelline shrikes Lanius found wintering may

prove to be Chinese Shrikes L arenarius, a taxon
breeding locally in western China and of which
the wintering quarters are not fully known (iden-
tification of these shrikes remains tentative, see
below). However, the country has much more to
offer: a desert avifauna that equals the ones of
Egypt and Israel (including Dunn’s Lark
Eremalauda dunni and Thick-billed Lark Ram-
phocoris clotbey); a riverine habitat that hosts
large numbers of wintering waterfowl including
internationally important numbers of Ferruginous
Duck Aythya nyroca, Pygmy Cormorant Phala-
crocorax pygmeus and Greater Spotted Eagle
Aquila clanga; a great potential for migrant song-
birds in the oases of the south-eastern desert; a
number of good (WP) species, such as Black
Francolin Francolinus francolinus, Blue-cheeked
Bee-eater Merops persicus, Upcher’s Warbler
Hippolais languida, Scrub Warbler Scotocerca

196 Desert near Palmyra, Syria, winter 2003/04 (Gianluca Serra)

[Dutch Birding 27: 155-170, 2005]
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inquieta, Chestnut-shouldered Petronia Gymno-
ris xanthocollis and Syrian Serin Serinus syriacus;
and the potential to equal Israel’s soaring-bird
numbers (storks and birds of prey) during migra-
tion over the western mountains.

General information

The Syrian Arab Republic is a medium-sized
country situated in the heart of the Middle East,
just north of the Arabian peninsula. It measures
185 180 km2, which is about half the size of
Italy, and is bordered by (clockwise from the
north) Turkey, Iraq, Jordan, Israel and Lebanon.
The main geographical features are a small series
of mountain ranges in the west, and a large open
area to the east, which is crossed by the
Euphrates river basin. The east has its occasional
small mountain ranges, with peaks reaching 800
m; ¢ 45% is considered to be arable land, most
of which is found in the west, around the larger
reservoirs in the Euphrates and Khabur rivers and
within 5 km either side of the Euphrates. During
the past 15 years, vast areas of the northern step-
pes have been converted to arable land, mostly
producing cotton, while the western areas main-
ly produce fruit, olives and tobacco. In addition,
oil fields are being exploited in the north-east.
The population stood at over 18 million in 2002,
with urban population still on the increase.

The three prime natural habitats are small-
scale wetland vegetation along the Euphrates and
its old oxbow lakes, mountainous habitat ranging
from Mediterranean garigue scrub and olive
groves to fir and spruce forests (found in the
west) and (mostly stone) desert in the south-east.
Much of the original steppe vegetation has
disappeared, although a few small reserves are
instated and small patches of original steppe may
still be found. The creation of large reservoirs in
the Euphrates and Khabur has added another
type of ‘natural’ habitat — that of large areas of
open water, where large numbers of waterfowl
are found in winter.

People may be put off in going to Syria be-
cause of the current political situation in neigh-
bouring countries. However, the country is very
safe and is inhabited by hospitable and friendly
people. Petty crime is virtually non-existent and,
so far, there have been no major terrorist attacks.

Cultural sites

Syria is not a country for a family holiday. It lacks
a good beach, whereas swimming pools or
theme parks are not common either. However, if
one is contemplating a trip with spouse or (non-
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birding) friend(s), know that it is one of the
world’s richest countries in archeology. Any visi-
tor should consider visiting the cities of
Damascus and Aleppo, Byzantine Resafah and
the famous Crac des Chevaliers — the largest
crusader castle in the Middle East (with 20 Blue
Rock Thrushes Monticola solitarius and passing
Black Storks Ciconia nigra, Lesser Spotted Eagles
A pomarina, Short-toed Eagles Circaetus gallicus
and Levant Sparrowhawks Accipiter brevipes on
a single day in September 2002). Saladin’s
Castle, Roman Apameia, Hellenistic Doura
Europos, the amphitheatre at Bosra and Hama
are also highly recommended.

When to go

White-cheeked Bulbul and Iraq Babbler are
residents and can be found any time of year.
Northern Bald 1Ibis, however, only occurs
between late-February and mid-July. A visit
between December and February should pro-
duce large numbers of wintering waterfowl,
flocks of larks, as well as Pallid Harrier Circus
macrourus, Greater Spotted Eagle and isabelline
shrikes. April may be even better, since Blue-
cheeked Bee-eaters are likely to be found and
the array of species on migration is much larger
— including all of the ‘winter’ birds. Likewise, a
visit in September would probably produce
many migrants and good concentrations of
soaring birds on their way south.

Main temperatures in winter can vary between
heavy snowfall, gale force winds and conse-
quently wind chill feeling like well below zero in
the north, with bright sunshine and temperatures
of up to 25° C in the west and south. Summer is
invariably hot, with temperatures ranging from
30 to 45° C. The western mountains can be more
comfortable then, with lower temperatures and
occasional rain.

Transport
Syria is served by the main international airline
companies, with weekly flights between for
instance Amsterdam and Damascus by, eg, Air
France-KLM (around EUR 400.00 for a return
ticket). In addition, Syrian Arab Airlines offers
twice-weekly flights from Amsterdam to both
Damascus and Aleppo, for EUR 325.00 (return).
As Syria is a cheap country, independent
birders can choose between car rental (four-
wheel drive vehicle or saloon car) and public
transport with an occasional taxi. All major bird-
ing sites can be reached with saloon car, the
exception being the Hamad desert south-east of
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Palmyra, where only few tarmac roads exist. The
main cities Damascus, Aleppo, Homs (connected
by highway), Deir ez-Zor and Palmyra are all
connected by good roads and public transport,
so a circular itinerary, taking in the most impor-
tant birding sites of Sabkhat al-Jabbul (from
Aleppo), Euphrates basin (from Ar-Raqqa and
Deir ez-Zor), Deir ez-Zor, Palmyra (including
Hamad) and the Anti-Lebanon mountains (near
Damascus) is much recommended. This itinerary
can be expanded, according to available time
and your wishlist, with visits to north-eastern
Syria, the southern deserts and/or the western
mountains.

TransTour four-wheel drive vehicles were used
in the 2004 winter expedition. As well as being
robust, their vehicles have steel plates on top
enabling birders to scan water bodies while
standing on top of their car, a must in Syria since
the reeds can grow up to 6 m high!

Modern air-conditioned buses connect major
cities, including Deir ez-Zor and Palmyra, with
old but interesting-looking Pullman-buses serving
smaller towns on a regular basis. As few Syrians
have their own transportation, ‘dolmuses’ (shared
taxi vans) serve even the smallest of villages.

It is quite easy to cross into Syria from, eg,
Turkey or Jordan, especially if a visa has been
arranged well in advance. Rental cars are unlike-
ly to be allowed to cross the Syrian border. In
1994, it was possible to take a bus from Istanbul,
Turkey, to Aleppo, which took ¢ 15 h (including
the border crossing).

Accommodation

The main cities all have good hotels, where a
double room costs ¢ EUR 20 a night. Hotels are
found in a wide range of prices. Camp sites are
non-existent but given the people’s hospitality it
should be possible to camp almost anywhere
(with the obvious exception of anywhere near
military presence). It is very likely, however, that
one will be invited to stay as a guest with the
locals. Members of the 2004 winter expedition
all slept in various houses in Jerablus village
north of Tishreen reservoir, upon inquiring about
lodging with local villagers.

Main birding areas
Below, the main interesting birding areas are
treated clockwise, starting from the north-west.

Euphrates basin
The entire Euphrates valley encompasses a 420
km long stretch of river between Turkey and Iraq.

The biggest body of water is the artificial Lake
Assad, a reservoir of 63 000 ha constructed in
the 1960s. Other interesting (artificial) lakes
include Lake Tishreen, just south of the Turkish
border (constructed in the late 1990s), and
Ba’ath Lake, a shallow reservoir 10 km long just
below the southern dam of Lake Assad. Besides
these reservoirs, the meandering river has in the
past formed some small dead-end ponds and
small lakes (‘oxbows’), of which over 30 are
found between Ar-Raqga and the Iragi border.
These oxbows were censused during the 2004
winter expedition.

One of the most remarkable finds of the 2004
winter expedition was that Iraq Babbler turned
out to be common all along the Euphrates,
occurring even within 15 km of the Turkish bor-
der at the north-eastern corner of Lake Tishreen.
Even in places with very little reed bordering the
river, this highly vocal species could be found as
the various simple trills that make up their song
were heard easily — small flocks were regularly
encountered as they were heard gnawing at the
base of the reed stems, or when flying from one
reed bed to another. Note, however, that the spe-
cies can be surprisingly hard to find in summer,
since it is much more quiet then.

All along the river, typical species include
Pygmy Cormorant, Pied Kingfisher Ceryle rudis,
Graceful ~ Prinia  Prinia  gracilis,  Eastern
Moustached Warbler Acrocephalus melanopo-
gon mimicus and Dead Sea Sparrow Passer
moabiticus, whereas the ‘howeijat’ (riverine)
forest, most commonly found on islands in the
river, typically holds Black Francolin and Greater
Spotted Eagle (the latter only in winter; ¢ 12 were
seen here by the 2004 winter expedition).

During the 2004 winter expedition, over
150 000 Eurasian Coots Fulica atra were count-
ed, the second-most common waterbird being
Common Pochard A ferina. Both Ferruginous
Duck and Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina were
found in flocks of several 100s. Armenian Gull
Larus armenicus was the most common gull,
with several 1000s seen in a two-week trip;
Pallas’s Gull L ichthyaetus occurred in smaller
numbers (largest flock 21 in February 2004).
Furthermore, Grey-headed Swamp-hen Porphy-
rio poliocephalus caspius, Spur-winged Lapwing
Vanellus spinosus, Eurasian Penduline Tit Remiz
pendulinus and Bearded Reedling Panurus biar-
micus were found in several locations.

In summer, White-tailed Lapwing V leucurus
breeds in good numbers (arriving at the breeding
grounds in late February, with small numbers
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FIGURE 1 Map of Syria

present mid-winter) while Blue-cheeked Bee-
eater is not uncommon along the river. The
occurrence of Pallid Scops Owl Otus brucei as a
breeding bird is likely, although the most recent
breeding record dates back to 1924. Ménétries’s
Warbler Sylvia mystacea and Chestnut-shoulder-
ed Petronia are likely to breed in areas with
suitable habitat.

Lake Tishreen is a large reservoir in the
Euphrates river that stretches from the Turkish
border to ¢ 80 km southwards. Its western shore
is quite steep, whereas the eastern shore has
small patches of reeds where species like Black
Francolin and Iraq Babbler are found (breeding
of the latter was confirmed in May 2005). The
lake holds 100s of Black-necked Grebe Podiceps
nigricollis in winter, while the nearly 1400
Pygmy Cormorants that flew out of their roost in
February 2004 and 2500 present in May 2005
constitute internationally important numbers.
A roost at the bridge near Jerablus held 190
Black-crowned Night Herons Nycticorax nycti-
corax. The steep sides of Lake Assad do not look
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favourable for wintering wildfowl but 2000
Whiskered Terns Chlidonias hybrida seen in
January 2004 are an internationally important
number. Ba’ath Lake is situated just west of
Ar-Ragqga town and has good reed bed habitat
with extensive areas of wet grassland. This site is
excellent in winter for Red-crested Pochard and
Red-throated Pipit Anthus cervinus. Lesser
Kestrel Falco naumanni breeds on nearby cliffs.
The old Roman fortress of Halabbiyah is situ-
ated halfway between Ar-Raqga and Deir ez-Zor
and is a good site for See-see Partridge
Ammoperdix griseogularis and Desert Lark
Ammomanes deserti. Zalabbiyah, situated on the
opposite, northern side of the Euphrates, is much
smaller and much more ruined but still holds the
latter species as well as wintering Finsch’s
Wheatear Oenanthe finschii. In January and
February 2004, the Al Mustah salt fields, situated
near Halabbiyah, and a nearby oxbow held up to
35 Eurasian Curlews Numenius arquata, some
showing features of the eastern subspecies N a
orientalis. Other birds here included Marsh
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197 Lesser Kestrels / Kleine Torenvalken Falco naumanni, Palmyra, Syria, October 2002
(Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah)

198 Northern Bald Ibises / Kaalkopibissen Geronticus eremita, near Palmyra, Syria, May 2002
(Gianluca Serra)
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199 Bonelli’s Eagle / Havikarend Hieraaetus fasciatus, Palmyra, Syria, September 2001 (Gianluca Serra)

200 Saker Falcon / Sakervalk Falco cherrug, Palmyra, Syria, November 2002 (Gianluca Serra)
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Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis, Pallas’s Gull and
Iraq Babbler.

Mheimideh is probably the most rewarding
oxbow site along the Euphrates. Since its ‘dis-
covery’ in June 1994 it has been visited by most
birders visiting Syria, and all agree that the site is
unique. It measures about 1x1 km and is found
on the northern side of the Euphrates, ¢ 25 km
west of Deir ez-Zor. The site is found in between
the villages of Mheimideh and Sfeira Tahtani,
along the main road, but birds seem remarkably
undisturbed by grazing cattle or passers-by. The
list of birds found at this site is quite long (espe-
cially considering the fact that the site has only
been visited by birders about eight times), and
includes Marbled Duck Marmaronetta angusti-
rostris, (breeding) Ferruginous Duck, White-
headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala (22 were
seen with 35 Marbled Ducks in September
2002), Black Francolin, Pygmy Cormorant, Great
Bittern, Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus, Cattle
Egret Bubulcus ibis, Grey-headed Swamp-hen,
Spur-winged Lapwing, White-tailed Lapwing,
Slender-billed Gull L genei, Great Spotted
Cuckoo Clamator glandarius, Pied Kingfisher (50
in February 2004), Blue-cheeked Bee-eater (com-
mon in summer), Citrine Wagtail Motacilla citre-
ola (present both in winter and in June 1994),
Eastern Moustached Warbler, Iraq Babbler (com-
mon), Lesser Grey Shrike L minor and isabelline
shrike (Daurian Shrike L isabellinus and/or
Chinese Shrike).

The main reason for visiting Deir ez-Zor, apart
from it being a good base to explore several
nearby Euphrates oxbow sites, is the occurrence
of White-cheeked Bulbul within the city limits.
These birds have been found in the parks border-
ing the river, near the (pedestrian) suspension
bridge, although in February 2004 they were
(only) very apparent in the small palm garden
bordering the Hotel Al Saeed in the town centre.

The parks and university grounds north of the
Euphrates have turned up Iraq Babbler in the
recent past. This area should be good during
migration (eg, for Little Crake Porzana parva) and
Chestnut-shouldered Petronia and Ménétries’s,
Eastern Olivaceous Acrocephalus pallidus elaei-
cus and Cetti’s Warblers Cettia cetti are common
(the former two only in summer).

Further south down the river Euphrates,
between Deir ez-Zor and the Iraqgi border, several
promising oxbows are found. The Al-Ashara
pool, next to the village by the same name, held
Grey-headed Swamp-hen, Little Crake, Eastern
Moustached Warbler and the first Clamorous

Reed Warbler A stentoreus for the Syrian
Euphrates basin, in February 2004. The isabelline
shrikes (resembling Chinese Shrike as well as
Turkestan Shrike L phoenicuroides), Siberian
Stonechats Saxicola maurus (both nominate S m
maurus and Caspian Stonechat S m variegatus)
and Common Stonechats S rubicola found here
make for an interesting morning for any taxono-
mist — PSC or BSC. This oxbow is found ¢ 40 km
south-east of Deir ez-Zor.

Large quantities of pellets found in February
indicated the occurrence of Pharaoh Eagle Owl
Bubo ascalaphus at Doura Europos, towering
high above the Euphrates. Other birds at this
Hellenistic site included Pygmy Cormorant,
Greater Spotted Eagle, Pallas’s Gull, Barn Owl
Tyto alba, Desert Little Owl Athene noctua lilith,
Finsch’s Wheatear and Iraq Babbler. Lesser
Kestrel breeds, with over 10 pairs in spring 2002.

Other interesting wildlife along the Euphrates
river includes Common Jackal Canis aureus
syriacus, which is indeed common and can be
seen even by daylight (especially near riverine
woodland). A record of a ‘leopard’ on an island
near Ar-Raqqa is thought to have been a Caracal
Felis caracal. The occurrence of Trionyx euphra-
ticus, a soft-shelled turtle endemic to the
Euphrates, cannot be ruled out.

North-eastern Syria

The real adventurous birders can have a go at
Red-wattled Lapwing V indicus in Syria. In the
WP, this species has so far only been found in
the border area of Turkey (Cizre) and Iraq (and
twice as a vagrant in Israel). At least one birder
has tried and succeeded to see it near the ancient
bridge of Ain Diwar, by pretending to be interest-
ed in the bridge: the lapwings can be seen near-
by. Extreme care must be taken, however, as this
is a highly sensitive area. Evans (1994) mentions
wintering sites for Great Bustard Otis tarda and
Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax in the northern Syrian
steppes but it is uncertain whether any of these
steppes have survived the domestic need for
more cotton fields. Hopeful, however, is the
news that Great Bustard has been found on the
Turkish side of the border in December 2004
(N Ozbagdatli in litt).

In February 2004, Tal Brak, a ruined site north-
east of the city of Al-Hasakah held birds like See-
see Partridge, Long-legged Buzzard Buteo rufinus
and Barn Owl, while on nearby agricultural land
three summer-plumaged Sociable Lapwings V gre-
garius were found amongst Northern Lapwings
V vanellus. Pallid Harrier is found regularly in
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winter, while Baumgart (1995) mentions an
October sighting of Pallid Scops Owl from the
Khabur region in 1986.

The Lower Khabur Reservoir, a few km south
of Al-Hasakah, did not hold any significant num-
bers or species in February 2004, although the
south-eastern corner of the reservoir produced a
flock of 14 Smew Mergellus albellus, which con-
stituted only the second record for Syria (the first
record involved two birds at the Euphrates near
Halabbiyah earlier in the same month). Several
1000s of Greater White-fronted Geese Anser
albifrons were present, as well as small numbers
of gulls, including Slender-billed Gull L genei
and Pallas’s Gull.

Southern deserts

Palmyra (Tadmor in Arabic) is a large (several
km2) and impressive ruin of a Roman city next to
an oasis, in the middle of the Syrian desert, easily
reached from both Damascus (3 h drive) and
Deir ez-Zor and Aleppo (both 5 h drive). Palmyra
is the number one tourist site in the country and
offers several good hotels and restaurants.
Thanks to the lack of mass tourism in the coun-
try, it is still a very easy-going place where sever-
al days can be spent. It is near the Northern Bald
Ibis colony, with access to the Hamad desert and
close proximity to Talila reserve, where an
attempt is being made to save the natural steppe
vegetation from overgrazing by sheep.

The Palmyra ruins, next to the main road and
bordering the town and oasis, are home to
Eastern Mourning Wheatear O lugens and Desert
Little Owl. The oasis itself holds breeding
Laughing Dove Streptopelia senegalensis, Eastern
Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin Cercotrichas galactotes
syriacus, Ménétries’s Warbler and Eastern Oliva-
ceous Warbler. During migration, several species
of raptor, such as Steppe Buzzard B b vulpinus,
European Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus, Pallid
Harrier, a variety of eagles Aquila, Levant
Sparrowhawk, Lesser Kestrel and Red-footed
Falcon F vespertinus pass in good numbers, many
of which come down to drink. The several km2 of
palm oasis attract numerous migrants and basical-
ly anything can turn up, as it is a ‘roosting bottle-
neck’ surrounded by 100s of km of barren desert
in every direction. The resident birders have, in
the recent past, found good birds like Namaqua
Dove Oena capensis and, locally rare, Long-
eared Owl Asio otus. According to Kinzelbach
(1986), White-cheeked Bulbul bred between
1977 and 1979 but searches by Gianluca Serra
during 2000-03 rendered no result.
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The main reason for visiting Palmyra is the
small relict breeding colony of the eastern popu-
lation of Northern Bald Ibis that was found in the
mountains near Palmyra in April 2002 (Serra
2003, Serra et al 2003). According to these
authors, in the early 1980s, they still numbered
in the 100s, but 20 February 2004 saw the return
of only five birds, while a subadult joined in
mid-May (again five birds returning in February
2005). Four chicks were raised in two nests in
2004, compared with three pairs raising seven
chicks in 2003. Their winter quarters are not yet
known since attempts to satellite-tag the birds
failed. The Palmyran team (see useful addresses
below), has protected and monitored the few
remaining Syrian Northern Bald Ibises during the
past four breeding seasons (2002-05) and can
help to find the birds. For details on conservation
efforts  during the past few vyears, see
the website www.gianlucaserra.com/community-
based%20conservation.htm.

Other interesting birds in these mountains
include Chukar Alectoris chukar, a small breed-
ing colony of Eurasian Griffon Vulture Gyps ful-
vus, Pharaoh Eagle Owl, numerous Temminck’s
Larks Eremophila bilopha, Desert Lark, Trum-
peter Finch Bucanetes githagineus (from Febru-
ary onwards), Brown-necked Raven Corvus rufi-
collis, Common Raven C corax and Red-billed
Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax, while Thick-
billed Lark is sometimes found. Beduin affirmed
that small numbers of Great Bustard frequent this
area in winter, although hunting parties of pre-
sumably Saudi origin may put an end to this in
the near future. The seasonally flooded salt lake
of Sabkha Al Moh has breeding Greater Sand
Plover Charadrius leschenaultii and 50-100
wintering Greater Flamingos, while Sed Wadi
Abiad, a small man-made reservoir, saw breeding
Dead Sea Sparrows in April 2004, over 100 km
from the nearest known breeding areas.

Talila reserve measures about 200 km? of ‘pro-
tected’ steppe vegetation, although over 300
dromedary are still allowed to graze within the
reserve’s boundaries. Talila is situated 17 km east
of Palmyra and is signposted from the main road
between Palmyra and Deir ez-Zor. Access can be
sought through the Palmyran team. A four-wheel
drive vehicle is necessary to get around easily,
since there are just sandy roads inside the
reserve. Keep to the tracks at all times, since
steppe vegetation is very vulnerable and cannot
deal with being driven over by heavy vehicles.
Alternatively, you can access the reserve on foot.

Birds found at the reserve are typical steppe or
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201 White-throated Robin / Perzische Roodborst Irania gutturalis, Talila Reserve, Syria, spring 2002 (Mahmoud

Scheisch Abdallah) 202 Temminck’s Lark / Temmincks Strandleeuwerik Eremophila bilopha, Talila Reserve, Syria,

spring 2001 (Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah) 203 Greater Hoopoe Lark / Witbandleeuwerik Alaemon alaudipes,

Talila Reserve, Syria, spring 2001 (Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah) 204 Caspian Stonechat / Kaspische Roodborst-
tapuit Saxicola maurus variegatus, Talila Reserve, Syria, winter 2001/02 (Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah)

sandy desert breeding birds, such as Bar-tailed
Lark A cincturus, Greater Hoopoe Lark Alaemon
alaudipes, Lesser Short-toed Lark Calandrella ru-
fescens, Temminck’s Lark (not as common here
as in the surrounding desert), Isabelline Wheat-
ear O isabellina, Desert Wheatear O deserti and
Finsch’s Wheatear (the latter only winters). From
late February, Cream-coloured Coursers Curso-
rius cursor return from their winter quarters. Up
to 100 Common Cranes Grus grus winter here,
feeding on truffles. Small flocks of Sociable
Lapwings have been found in recent winters
(2001, 2003 and 2004), including 17 on 7 March
2001 (Gianluca Serra pers comm) and four over
the reserve on 20 February 2004. A first-winter

Steppe Grey Shrike L pallidirostris in February
2004 constituted the first record for Syria.
Whether this was a vagrant or an irregular winter
visitor remains to be seen. Great Grey Shrike
L excubitor (probably of the subspecies L e
homeyeri) are more common, at least in winter.
In the north-western corner of the reserve, no
less than five Asian Desert Warblers S nana were
found in February 2004, so the reserve appears
to be a wintering site. One section of the reserve
holds enclosures for Arabian Oryx Oryx leucoryx
and Sand Gazelle Gazella subgutturosa marica,
and it is here where flocks of Desert Finch
Rhodospiza obsoleta can be found drinking.

The Hamad desert is home to some of the
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205 Chinese/Daurian Shrike / Chinese/Daurische Klauwier Lanius arenarius/isabellinus, al-Ashara pool, al-Mayadin,

Syria, 18 February 2004 (lan Andrews) 206 Probable Turkestan Shrike / waarschijnlijke Turkestaanse Klauwier

Lanius phoenicuroides, al-Ashara pool, al-Mayadin, Syria, 18 February 2004 (lan Andrews) 207-208 Chinese/

Daurian Shrike / Chinese/Daurische Klauwier Lanius arenarius/isabellinus, Mheimideh, Syria, 17 February 2004
(lan Andrews)

most sought-after species in the Western Pale-
arctic, such as Macqueen’s Bustard Chlamydotis
macqueeni, Dunn’s Lark and Thick-billed Lark.
The latter two, which are very hard to come by
in better-visited countries like Israel, have been
found repeatedly during the few visits made by
independent birders. Additional species here are
much the same as for Talila reserve, along with
Steppe Eagle A nipalensis, Long-legged Buzzard
and Greater Sand Plover (the latter during migra-
tion). Both Lanner Falcon F biarmicus and Saker
Falcon F cherrug can be found, especially in
September-November, although both species risk
capture for use as hunting falcons. A pair of
Black-bellied Sandgrouse Pterocles orientalis was
seen in February 2004. Pied Wheatear
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O pleschanka, Cyprus Wheatear O cypriaca and
Persian Wheatear O chrysopygia occur on
migration, as well as the occasional Caspian
Plover C asiaticus, Thrush Nightingale Luscinia
luscinia, Barred Warbler S nisoria and Greenish
Warbler Phylloscopus trochiloides.

Red-rumped Wheatear O moesta of the
localized subspecies O m brooksbanki could
occur in deserts further south, near Bosra, as it
occurs in nearby Jordanian eastern deserts. The
same applies to the possible occurrence of local,
dark morphs of Eastern Mourning Wheatear
(‘Basalt Wheatear’) and Desert Lark A d annae,
as well as the as yet undescribed (sub)species of
sand partridge Ammoperdix with characters
intermediate between Sand Partridge A heyi and
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See-see Partridge (see Andrews (1999) for photo-
graphs). According to Baumgart (1995), an
Egyptian Nightjar Caprimulgus aegyptius was
collected near Qarietayn as long ago as 1904,
but as the species has been found at Azragq,
Jordan, it might occur in Syria as well.

Other interesting wildlife around Palmyra
include Wolf Canis lupus (of which the winter
expedition probably saw one in February 2004),
Red Fox Vulpes vulpes arabica (a pale sandy-
coloured subspecies), Ruppell’s Fox V rueppellii,
Common Jackal (in Palmyra seasonally feeding
solely on dates), Sand Cat F margarita, African
Wild Cat F silvestris lybica, Cape Hare Lepus
capensis syriacus, Libyan Jird Meriones libycus (a
common rodent), Euphrates Jerboa Allactaga
euphratica, Lesser Jerboa Jaculus jaculus, Long-
eared Hedgehog Hemiechinus auritus, False
Cobra Malpolon moilensis, Black Cobra Wal-
terinnesia aegyptia, Horned Viper Pseudocersates
persicus  fieldi, Camel Snake Spalerosophis
diadema, Desert Monitor Varanus griseus, Sling-
tailed Agama Trapelus ruderatus and several
Acanthodactylus lizards (including A grandis).
Striped Hyena Hyena hyena is seen irregularly
and then mainly as roadkill, although the guides
at Palmyra have a stake-out for this species in the
mountains. The endemic subspecies of Sand
Gazelle G s marica has become very rare in the
wild and is found in extremely small numbers in
the mountains near Palmyra.

Sabkhat al-Jabbul
This saline lake, situated 35 km south-east of
Aleppo, used to dry out completely in most sum-
mers. However, recently, surplus water from new
irrigation projects has resulted in higher and
more stable water levels and lower salinity than
in the past. A dike on the west side of the lake
prevents flooding of the extensive eastern salt
flats. The lake is now said to measure 20 x 5 km
and has developed reed beds on its (southern)
shores. During high water levels, two large
islands are obvious. Jabbul definitely deserves its
Ramsar status, as the 2004 winter expedition
counted 12 880 Greater Flamingos and 13 430
Common Shelducks Tadorna tadorna. Rumour
has it that a large chemical plant will soon be
constructed at the northern end of the lake. For
access to some parts, a four-wheel drive vehicle
is needed. Most interesting species, however, can
easily be seen from the dike near Jabbul village,
at the north-western corner. The guard will be
happy to open the gate for visitors.

The saltpans on the western side of the dike

hold the typical species, while the eastern side
has a lower salt level with a more diverse bird
list. Shallow places and mudflats on both sides
produce good numbers of waders. For example,
the 2004 winter expedition counted 1000
Common Redshanks T totanus, 50 Marsh
Sandpipers, Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta,
Kentish Plover C alexandrinus and Black-winged
Stilt Himantopus himantopus, along with good
numbers of Dunlin Calidris alpina and Little Stint
C minuta. Small numbers of White-headed Duck
(nine) and Ferruginous Duck (13) were found.
A female Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serra-
tor probably constituted the third record for
Syria. Other interesting species seen from the
dike included a single Dalmatian Pelican
Pelecanus crispus, several Great White Pelicans
P onocrotalus, 200 Great Egrets Casmerodius
albus, 57 Eurasian Spoonbills Platalea leuco-
rodia, Common Crane and Whiskered Tern. The
reed beds along the dike produced species like
Great Bittern, Grey-headed Swamp-hen, Pied
Kingfisher (30 in a colony), Desert Finch, Red-
throated Pipit, Water Pipit A spinoletta (of the
subspecies A s coutellii), Citrine Wagtail, Blue-
throat L svecica, Cetti’s Warbler, Eastern Mous-
tached Warbler, both Common and Caspian
Stonechat, and Spanish Sparrow P hispanio-
lensis. In (late) spring, sightings here have includ-
ed Marbled Duck (with 100+ present in May
2005), Black Stork, Pallid Harrier, Spotted Crake
P porzana, Little Crake, Eurasian Oystercatcher
Haematopus ostralegus (locally rare), Stone-cur-
lew Burhinus oedicnemus, Spur-winged Lap-
wing, Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus,
Pallas’s Gull, Caspian Tern Sterna caspia, Little
Tern S albifrons, Greater Short-toed Lark
Calandrella brachydactyla, Lesser Short-toed
Lark, Great Reed Warbler A arundinaceus and
Black-headed Bunting E melanocephala (the lat-
ter also breeds here). In June 2003, a breeding
colony with 100 pairs of Gull-billed Tern
Gelochelidon nilotica was found. Greater Sand
Plover is a common breeding bird, while
Collared Pratincole Glareola pratincola is a likely
breeder. In February 2005, a flock of 725 White-
headed Duck was found in the north-western
corner of Sabkhat al-Jabbul (Richard Porter &
Derek Scott pers comm).

In the south-eastern sector, the Husayn depres-
sion is a smaller, more shallow lake with less
saline water, enabling reed beds to grow. It is
linked to the main water body of Sabkhat al-
Jabbul by a canal. In February 2004, the most
important species seen here were Great White

165



Birding in Syria — little-known destination in the Western Palearctic

Pelican, Greater Flamingo (c 50% of the Jabbul
total) and dozens of Red-crested Pochard and
Ferruginous Duck, as well as Greater Spotted
Eagle, Grey-headed Swamp-hen, Common Gull
Larus canus canus (locally uncommon) and
Armenian Gull. Noteworthy is the discovery of
five Iraq Babblers in the reed beds bordering the
canal exiting at the south-eastern side of the lake.
This is the most westerly occurrence of the spe-
cies so far and the site is one of few for this
species away from the Euphrates basin (others
exist in western Iran). In February 2003, a flock
of 160 White-headed Ducks was counted at this
Husayn depression (Gianluca Serra pers comm).

Western Syria

The area near the Yarmuk river in south-western
Syria forms the border with Jordan and Israel,
and holds species typical for the Jordan valley. In
June 2004, likely breeding was established for
species like White-throated Kingfisher Halcyon
smyrnensis, Long-billed Pipit A similis, Blackstart
Cercomela melanura and Palestine Sunbird
Nectarinia osea (Gianluca Serra pers comm). As
in neighbouring Israel, where the species was
probably last recorded in 1975, no recent
records are known of Brown Fish Owl Ketupa
zeylonensis (in Syria, two birds were collected in
1879; Ebels 2002).

The border between Lebanon and south-west-
ern Syria is formed by the Anti-Lebanon
Mountains, reaching as high as 2423 m in Syria.
In the south, this range stretches to Mount
Hermon and the Golan heights. In the north, it
borders the Allovite Mountains which separate
the Syrian coastal plain from the eastern steppe
and desert. The area close to Damascus is easily
accessible (1 h drive by both private and public
transport) and popular, as many inhabitants of
the capital want to escape the summer heat or
want to enjoy the snow.

BirdLife International has designated the
uplands of the Anti-Lebanon in the sector above
Bloudan and Halbun as an Important Bird Area
(IBA). Bloudan (1500 m) lies close to the main
road between Damascus and the archaeological
top attraction of Baalbek (Lebanon). This hill
resort has plenty of accommodation and has
grown enormously in the last 20 years. The land
above the village is treeless, open, with sparse
grassland, scattered scrub and bare rock. It is
snow covered in winter. The reclamation of land
has, in the last 10 years, restricted the potential
habitat for Bimaculated Lark M bimaculata.

During a visit in late February 2004, the area
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around Bloudan was still covered with snow. The
area south-west of the village is marked by
orchards, tiny fir and spruce forest patches, scat-
tered trees and more natural, rocky and scrubby
areas. Here, typical (winter) birds included
Western Rock Nuthatch Sitta neumayer, Syrian
Serin and over 100 Rock Sparrows Petronia
petronia, while Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus
and Yellowhammer E citrinella represented spe-
cies scarce in Syria. Isabelline Wheatears defend-
ed their territories by singing from stake-outs
— quite unlike the air-loopings seen in the flat
Hamad desert. In higher (and more snow-
covered) areas a Golden Eagle A chrysaetos and
a small flock of the local subspecies of Horned
Lark E alpestris bicornis were found. A most
remarkable find was a pair of Scrub Warbler at
1600 m, foraging in the scrub on the few snow-
free patches.

According to Evans (1994), other birds typical
of this area (in summer) are Egyptian Vulture
Neophron percnopterus, Syrian Woodpecker
Dendrocopos syriacus, Bimaculated Lark, Eastern
Black-eared Wheatear O melanoleuca, Finsch’s
Wheatear, Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush M saxatilis,
White-throated Robin Irania gutturalis, Upcher’s
Warbler, Sardinian Warbler S melanocephala,
Pale Rockfinch Carpospiza brachydactyla and
Asian Crimson-winged Finch Rhodopechys san-
guineus sanguineus.

Lake of Homs (Quattine in Arabic) is situated
15 km south-west of the city of Homs. It has
been dammed up since ancient times. This eu-
trophic reservoir has a surface ranging from 3000
ha in summer to 5300 ha in winter, with a water
depth of 4-8 m. In the 1970s, this lake was
regarded as an important wintering area and
migratory stop-over site for birds. More than
20 000 waterfowl were counted in the IWC sur-
vey in January 1993. The systematic counts of
the 2004 winter expedition were the first ever
since. In February 2004, a total of 25 000-30 000
waterfowl was estimated consisting mostly of
Common Pochard (5000), Northern Shoveler
A clypeata (4000) and Eurasian Coot (6000), with
smaller numbers of Northern Pintail A acuta and
Black-necked Grebe. Lake of Homs was believed
to be the most significant wintering site in Syria
for White-headed Duck, with counts of 100 in
1977 (MacFarlane 1978) and 30 in 1993 (Evans
1994). In January 2004, only seven birds were
counted while in February 11 were seen. The
best observation of the lake’s survey was without
any doubt a Sociable Lapwing among 2300
Northern Lapwings on an inundated field
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209-210 Iraq Babbler / Iraakse Babbelaar Turdoides altirostris, al-Ashara pool (Euphrates oxbow W28), Syria,
18 February 2004 (lan Andrews)
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between Moudan and Dbeen near the south-
western corner of the lake. Other interesting
observations in the western sector included
Merlin F columbarius, Pallas’s Gull, 600-1000
Whiskered Terns and four Common Jackals. The
north-western shore consists of fields with basalt
rocks, resembling the Little Bustard habitat found
in the Golan heights. The hunting pressure is
probably unsustainably high for large concen-
trations of this rare bird.

In the Fir-Cedar Reserve in north-western Syria
(close to the Turkish border), breeding White-
spectacled Bulbul P xanthopygos, Rufous-tailed
Scrub Robin, White-throated Robin, Eastern
Orphean Warbler S crassirostris, Long-tailed Tit
Aegithalos caudatus tephronotus, Masked Shrike
L nubicus (described by Evans (1994) as ‘very
common’), Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius atri-
capillus and Cretzschmar’s Bunting E caesia
were found in April-May 2004 (Gianluca Serra
pers comm). In addition, Evans (1994) mentions
(probable) breeding of Little Swift Apus affinis,
Olive-tree Warbler H olivetorum, Rock Bunting
E cia and Black-headed Bunting. Other animals
found here include the globally threatened
Persian Squirrel Sciurus anomalus and Lebanon
Viper Vipera bornmuelleri (listed as ‘Vulnerable’).

The potential of the western Syrian mountains
for spectacular migration of birds of prey and
other soaring birds such as storks and pelicans is
obvious. Such migrants over Israel and the Belen
pass in southern Turkey (a few km north of the
Syrian border) number in the 100 000s. Birds on
migration may include large numbers of White
Stork C ciconia, European Honey Buzzard,
Lesser Spotted Eagle and Levant Sparrowhawk.
However, the last person to witness any such
migration over Syrian territory was a visitor in
1953...

Additions to Syrian list

The recent discovery of Northern Bald Ibis and
Iraq Babbler shows that Syria has a high potential
for surprises. In recent years, the few birders
visiting Syria have added several species to the
country’s list, such as Namaqua Dove and
Dunn’s Lark (Gianluca Serra pers comm). The
2004 winter expedition (totalling six weeks)
found, if accepted, up to eight new taxa: Smew,
Siberian Buff-bellied Pipit A rubescens japonicus,
Asian Desert Warbler, Firecrest Regulus ignicapil-
la, Chinese Shrike, Daurian Shrike, Turkestan
Shrike and Steppe Grey Shrike. In addition,
several major range extensions were noted, eg,
for Iraq Babbler and Clamorous Reed Warbler. In
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211 Imperial Eagle / Keizerarend Aquila heliaca, Talila
Reserve, Syria, December 2000 (Gianluca Serra)

April 2005, the first Middle Spotted Wood-
peckers Dendrocopos medius for Syria were
observed and photographed at Selunfe near
Latakia (Kaestner 2005).

Predictions

It is tentative to predict what could be new addi-
tions to the already impressive bird list of Syria.
A discovery of breeding Kriper’s Nuthatch
S krueperi and Eastern Rock Nuthatch S tephro-
nota in the mountainous border region with
Turkey seems likely. The same applies to winter-
ing Wallcreeper Tichodroma muraria, as it regu-
larly winters in nearby Birecik, Turkey, and one
was found dead at Palmyra (Gianluca Serra pers
comm). Whether Syria still hosts a significant
(wintering) population of one of the three species
of bustard, or whether it is an important wintering
ground or migration stop-over site for the ‘critical-
ly endangered’ Sociable Lapwing, may be found
out during the next couple of winters. Given the
range extension of White-cheeked Bulbul and the
Mesopotamian endemic Iraq Babbler, the occur-
rence of other Mesopotamian specialities like
Grey Hypocolius Hypocolius ampelinus and
Basra Reed Warbler A griseldis or even Indian
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Roller Coracias benghalensis and Common
Babbler T caudatus must be a possibility.

Tentative identification of isabelline shrikes
found in Syria

During the 2004 winter expedition, 16 isabelline
shrikes were seen by expedition members. These
were tentatively identified by using Tim
Worfolk’s criteria (Worfolk 2000). All individuals
encountered were aged as adults; no first-winter
type birds with scaled underparts were recorded.
Most individuals seen well appeared to have
pale lores, a pale sandy-coloured cap, mantle,
wing (no contrast between cap and mantle or
between primaries and other flight feathers) and
underparts, and a pale reddish tail not gradually
becoming darker towards the tip. Provisionally,
these birds were identified as probable Chinese
Shrikes, a taxon which, according to Worfolk
(2000), winters in southern Iraq. Some warm-
coloured individuals had (partly) dark lores and
were therefore identified as probable Daurian
Shrikes, whereas an individual that showed
whitish underparts, with contrast between crown
and mantle, appeared to be a Turkestan Shrike.
However, given the complexity of the isabelline
shrike complex, our identifications of the Syrian
isabelline shrikes remain tentative for now.

Useful adresses

Anyone who wishes to visit Syria for bird-
watching is strongly recommended to use one of
the guides based at Palmyra. Ahmed Khaled
Abdallah, Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah and
Adib Al-Assaed are fluent in English and can act
as interpreters and drivers and know the sites and
birds, and are great characters as well. Further-
more, they know the exact breeding, roosting
and feeding sites of Northern Bald Ibis and are
indispensable when arranging a multiple-day trip
into the Hamad desert. Their contacts might also
help in getting into the Talila reserve near
Palmyra. They can be reached by sending an
e-mail message through Syria’s birding website,
found at www.andrewsi.freeserve.co.uk/birding-
in-syria.htm.

For more information on the numbers and spe-
cies of waterfowl encountered during the 2004
winter expedition, see the website www.osme.
org, where a full account of the expedition will
be published, including maps and GPS co-ordi-
nates. Some of these maps are currently available
at www.syria.renevos.net. General information
on birds and birding in Syria can be found on the
website of BirdLife Syria (www.birdlifemed.org/

Contries/syria/syria.html).

Help with travel in Syria may be provided by
Osama Annuri, who used to work at Transtour:
he can be reached at info@trans-asia.org.
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Samenvatting

VOGELEN IN SYRIE — WEINIG BEKENDE BESTEMMING IN HET
WEST-PALEARCTISCHE GEBIED In dit artikel wordt een over-
zicht gegeven van de avifauna van Syrié en de meest
bekende vogelplekken in dit weinig door vogelaars
bezochte land. Syrié is beter toegankelijk dan enkele
aangrenzende landen en biedt de kans om een aantal
voor het West-Palearctische gebied (WP) uitzonderlijke
soorten waar te nemen. De gegevens in dit artikel zijn
voor een deel gebaseerd op een ornithologische expe-
ditie met een aantal Europese deelnemers in januari-
februari 2004.

Bijzondere soorten die in Syrié kunnen worden
gezien zijn Kaalkopibis Geronticus eremita (een zeer
kleine kolonie met de laatste wilde vogels van de oos-
telijke populatie), Witwangbuulbuul Pycnonotus leuco-
genys en lIraakse Babbelaar Turdoides altirostris.
Daarnaast is het waarschijnlijk dat een deel van de
overwinterende izabelklauwieren naast Daurische
Klauwier Lanius isabellinus en Turkestaanse Klauwier
L phoenicuroides behoort tot Chinese Klauwier L are-
narius, een soort die in de WP nog nauwelijks is vast-
gesteld. Naast deze ‘target species’ biedt Syrié grote
aantallen overwinterende eenden en andere watervo-
gels, typische woestijnsoorten als Dunns Leeuwerik
Eremalauda dunni en Diksnavelleeuwerik Ramphocoris
clotbey, enkele karakteristieke taxa voor het Midden-
Oosten die in andere landen vaak moeilijk te zien zijn,
zoals Zwarte Frankolijn  Francolinus francolinus,
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Groene Bijeneter Merops persicus, Kaspische Rood-
borsttapuit Saxicola maurus variegatus, Grote Vale
Spotvogel Hippolais languida, Maquiszanger Scoto-
cerca inquieta, Indische Rotsmus Gymnoris xanthocol-
lis en Syrische Kanarie Serinus syriacus, en mogelijk
grote aantallen doortrekkende roofvogels en andere
thermiektrekkers, hoewel over dat laatste nog maar
weinig bekend is.

Praktische informatie wordt gegeven over de beste
tijd om Syrié te bezoeken, de belangrijkste archeologi-
sche en cultuurhistorische locaties (een bezoek waar-
aan vaak goed is te combineren met vogels kijken),
transport en accommodatie. De belangrijkste vogel-
gebieden worden ‘met de klok mee’ (beginnend in het
noordwesten) beschreven en er wordt een overzicht
gegeven van karakteristieke soorten en bijzondere
waarnemingen in deze gebieden.

In januari-februari 2004 waargenomen nieuwe soor-
ten voor Syrié zijn — mits aanvaard - Nonnetje
Mergellus albellus, Siberische Waterpieper Anthus
rubescens japonicus, Woestijngrasmus Sylvia nana,
Vuurgoudhaan Regulus ignicapilla, Chinese Klauwier,
Daurische Klauwier, Turkestaanse Klauwier en Steppe-
klapekster L pallidirostris. In april 2005 werden de eer-
ste twee Middelste Bonte Spechten Dendrocopos medi-
us voor Syrié vastgesteld. De verwachting is dat bij
toenemende interesse van vogelaars het aantal nieuwe
soorten snel kan toenemen, evenals de kennis omtrent
het verspreidingsgebied van bepaalde soorten.
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Eastern Black Redstarts at IJmuiden,
the Netherlands, and on Guernsey,
Channel Islands, in October 2003,
and their identification, distribution

and taxonomy

Laurens B Steijn

n 22 and 23 October 2003, a first-winter

male Eastern Black Redstart Phoenicurus
ochruros phoenicuroides was observed at l)mui-
den, Noord-Holland, the Netherlands (Steijn
2003). It was actively feeding on and along the
concrete blocks bordering the marina. Later, it
turned out that it had already been present and
photographed on 21 October when it was con-
sidered to be an aberrant Common Redstart
P phoenicurus. A few days later, on 28 October

2003, another bird was discovered at Vazon Bay,
Guernsey, Channel Islands, ¢ 570 km to the
south-west. This bird stayed until 31 October
and was trapped and measured (unfortunately, a
feather collected for DNA analysis was lost).
Both birds were well documented, enabling a
positive identification.

These two records are possibly the first for
western Europe to be fully acceptable. The rarity
of this taxon in western Europe is remarkable,

212 Eastern Black Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides, first-winter male,
IJmuiden, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, 23 October 2003 (Marten van Dijl). Note similarities between this bird and
Guernsey bird in plate 216.

[Dutch Birding 27: 171-194, 2005]
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considering that P o phoenicuroides is a long-
distance migrant. It breeds in mountains in
Central Asia (notably the Altai and Tien Shan
mountain ranges) and winters in central and
western Indian plains, southern Iran, Arabia,
Somalia and Ethiopia, and occasionally in Egypt
and Sudan (Cramp 1988). Its breeding and
wintering distribution is comparable with that of,
for instance, Daurian Shrike Lanius isabellinus,
Desert Wheatear Oenanthe deserti and Hume’s
Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus humei, species that
are known to occur regularly as vagrants in west-
ern Europe. Nicolai et al (1996) already predict-
ed that this taxon would turn up in Europe in the
near future.

It is interesting to compare both records and to
investigate the current status of this taxon in
western Europe, as well as the identification of
P o phoenicuroides: can this subspecies be safely
identified and what do hybrids Black x Common
Redstart P phoenicurus look like? This paper
deals with: 1 the description of both records;

2 the status of P o phoenicuroides in western
Europe; 3 subspecies of Black Redstart; 4 ageing
and sexing of Black Redstart; 5 identification
characters of P o phoenicuroides; 6 differences
from hybrids Black x Common Redstart; and
7 taxonomy.

IJmuiden

The description is based on field notes by
Laurens Steijn, photographs by Arnoud van den
Berg, Leo Boon, Marten van Dijl, Harm Niesen
and Patrick Palmen (cf Birding World 16: 418,
2003, Dutch Birding 25: 433, plate 512, 442,
plate 521, 2003) and video recordings by Leo
Boon (Plomp et al 2004).

STRUCTURE As Western Black Redstart P o gibraltarien-
sis, possibly slightly smaller. Wing formula: six visible
primaries (p5-10); wing-tip at p(4)-5 (primaries number-
ed ascendently). Emarginations on outer web on p3-6.
Length of emargination on p6 0.63 of length of emargi-
nation on p4. Little spacing between primaries p5-6;

213 Eastern Black Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides, first-winter male,

IJmuiden, Noord-Holland, 23 October 2003 (Patrick Palmen). Only a small percentage of first-winter male Eastern

Black Redstarts look like this first-winter. The remainder have a female-type plumage. On this bird, note retained

juvenile orange-brown feathers on lower back. The wing-tip is at p5 but p4 lies just underneath and is of similar

length. Spacing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 of this bird is 1:2.0. Careful study of the folded wing reveals emargi-

nations on p3-6. The emargination length ratio of p4-6 is measured at 1:0.63. This combination of features rules
out hybrid Black x Common Redstart P phoenicurus.
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216 Eastern Black Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte Roodstaart
Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides, first-winter male,
Guernsey, Channel Islands, 29 October 2003
(Mark Lawlor)

214-215 Eastern Black Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte Rood-
staart Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides, first-winter
male, Guernsey, Channel Islands, 29 October 2003
(Mark Lawlor). The wing structure of Eastern Black
Redstart is very similar to that of Western Black Redstart
P o gibraltariensis, as can be seen in plate 215. It has a
rounded appearance due to p3-6, which are more or
less equal in length. In Common Redstart P phoeni-
curus, p6 is noticeably shorter than p5, giving the wing
a more pointed effect. In plate 214, the spacing ratio
between p5-6 and p6-7 can be seen to be 1:2. P4 is just
visible beneath p5. Also visible in this picture is the
length of the distal dark shaft streak on the outermost
tail-feather. This is measured at 12 mm and fits best
within the range of an immature. Note that only 1% of
adult Black Redstarts show a dark shaft streak
measuring 12 mm or more.

pronounced spacing between p6-7, resulting in ratio of
1:2. Structure of wing thus resembling that of Western
Black Redstart.

HEAD Throat, lores and ear-coverts mottled grey with
black. Crown grey, forehead greyish-white. Small but
distinct white eye-ring.

UPPERPARTS & WING Mantle blue-grey, lower back
with some pale brown feathering, probably retained
feathers from juvenile plumage. Rump orange-red. Pale
fringe to all flight-feathers, forming indistinct wing-
panel on secondaries.

UNDERPARTS  Upperbreast mottled grey with black,
lower breast and belly rufous-orange, unicoloured and
appearing darker than in Common Redstart. Vent and
undertail-coverts pale orange with some paler feather-
ing between legs. Underwing-coverts orange.

TAIL Rusty-red with dark-brown central tail-feathers.
BARE PARTS Bill, eye and feet black.

VOICE No calls heard.

BEHAVIOUR Feeding on concrete blocks and embank-
ment wall bordering marina. Sometimes hanging on
wall to pick insects. Frequently moving very fast, flying
short distances and diving into cover in crevices.
MOULT Two to three inner greater upperwing-coverts
freshly moulted.

Guernsey

The description is based on measurements and
field notes by Geoff Atkinson and Phil Atkinson
and field notes and photographs by Mark Lawlor.

STRUCTURE  No obvious differences from Western
Black Redstart. Wing formula: wing-tip formed by p3-5,
all within T mm of each other in length; p3 and p4
longest. Other primaries shorter by following lengths in
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217-218 Eastern Black Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte
Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides or
P o rufiventris, first-winter male, northern Thailand, 25
November 2002 (Prapakorn Tarachai). Second record
of ‘Black Redstart’ for Thailand. Note fringes to flight
feathers, spacing between p5-6 and p6-7 and emargi-
nations to p3-6. On this bird, p10 is hidden under the
secondaries.
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mm: 1=42, 2=8, 5=1, 6=3, 7=7, 8=10, 9=13, 10=15.
Difference between p5 and p6 2 mm and between p6
and p7 4 mm, giving ratio of 1:2. Emarginated prima-
ries (with narrow outer web at feather tip) were p3-6.
On spread wing, emarginations obviously stepped on
p4-5, less so on p3 and p6. Length of emargination on
p6 measured at 0.67 (2/3) of length of emargination on
p4.

HEAD Crown and nape grey with brownish tinge, espe-
cially on top of head, palest grey above eye. Cheek,
lores, chin and throat blackish with grey, buff or
brownish tips, giving mottled appearance. Eye-ring
whitish, broken.

UPPERPARTS & WING Mantle grey with brownish
tinge, blackish base of feathers hidden underneath.
Rump and uppertail-coverts bright orange-red. Axilla-
ries bright orange-red, tinged fawn. Lesser coverts
blackish, tipped grey; median and greater coverts and
tertials dark brown, fringed fawn. Greater coverts
appearing all of same age. Secondaries and primaries
dark brown, fringed buff. Secondaries not forming clear
whitish wing-panel but some indication of buff panel.
UNDERPARTS  Upperbreast with blackish feathers,
broadly tipped buff. Sharp lower border to this black
colour, starting where wing meeting body, curving
round middle of breast. Lowerbreast, belly and flank
bright orange-red, some buff tips — quite uniform across
these areas, apart from paler orange colour on very rear

219 Eastern Black Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte Rood-
staart Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuriodes or P o rufi-
ventris, first-winter male, Barathpur, India, 29 Decem-
ber 2004 (Sander Lagerveld). Although difficult to
ascertain to which of the red-bellied subspecies this
bird belongs, first-winter males in female-type plumage
of both phoenicuroides and rufiventris show orange-
coloured flanks, like this bird. Also note large pale eye-
ring, pale throat and similarity to Common Redstart
P phoenicurus. However, spacing ratio between p5-6
and p6-7 and emargination on p6 clearly indicate this
is an Eastern Black Redstart.
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of belly, behind legs. Vent and undertail-coverts pale
orange.

TAIL Central pair of tail-feathers dark brown, fringed
orange. Other tail-feathers orange, outer tail-feather
with dark brown smudge extending for 12 mm along
shaft.

BARE PARTS Bill black, very slightly paler yellowish-
pink in gape area and nostril. Eye very dark, iris brown.
Leg black with paler sole.

BEHAVIOUR Chosen habitat and behaviour typical of
Black Redstart — on rocky and man-made concrete ter-
rain just above beach. Generally feeding on tarmac of
road, chasing insects underneath cars, and quite tame.
In company of ¢ 10 Rock Pipits Anthus petrosus,
European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola and female-type
Black Redstart. Occasionally flying up onto walls and
house roofs, only perching on vegetation once or twice
when flushed by cats.

Status of Eastern Black Redstart in western Europe
Eastern Black Redstart is a very rare vagrant to
western Europe. At present, there is only one
accepted record from before 2003. A female-type
bird (probably first-winter male) was observed at
Zeebrugge, West-Vlaanderen, Belgium, on 28
October 1993 (De Smet 1994). This record is not
documented with photographs and will probably
be reviewed because of problems to safely elimi-
nate hybrid Black x Common Redstart (Gunter
De Smet in litt). Apart from this record, there are
five other reports of possible and probable
Eastern Black Redstarts (see table 1). Most reports
have not been sufficiently documented to rule
out a hybrid Black x Common Redstart. Hybrids
can look very similar to P o phoenicuroides, at

least in spring. Various authors have dealt with
this problem and a number of presumed or pro-
ven hybrids have turned up in Europe (King
1996, Nicolai et al 1996, Lambert 1997, Rebis
1998, Lindholm 2001, van Dongen et al 2004).
The publication by Lindholm (2001) describing
apparent hybrid redstarts in Finland resembling
Black Redstart of the eastern subspecies P o
phoenicuroides has even led to the removal of
‘Eastern Black Redstart’ (P o ochrurus/phoenicu-
roides/ rufiventris) from the British list (Tony Marr
in litt). It is possible that insufficient documenta-
tion of these somewhat dated records is the main
reason. The most recent report of P o phoenicu-
roides in Britain dates from 7 to 8 November
1981 (Evans 1994).

Subspecies of Black Redstart

Cramp (1988) recognizes two main groups of
subspecies. The dark-bellied ‘gibraltariensis
group’ with P o gibraltariensis and P o aterrimus,
occurring in Europe and North Africa east to
western Turkey, and the red-bellied ‘phoenicuroi-
des group’ with P o phoenicuroides, P o rufiven-
tris, P o semirufus and P o xerophiles occurring
in Central Asia, west to Turkmeniya, north-east-
ern Iran and the Levant. Nominate P o ochruros
occurs in western and central Turkey, the
Caucasus and northern Iran and has intermediate
characters between the two groups. P o phoeni-
curoides differs structurally from the western sub-
species of Black Redstart by the slightly smaller
size and small differences in wing structure. On

TABLE 1 Reports of possible and probable Eastern Black Redstarts P o phoenicuroides in Europe before 2003 / waar-
nemingen van mogelijke en waarschijnlijke Oosterse Zwarte Roodstaarten P o phoenicuroides in Europa voor 2003

Denmark (1)

25 November to 1 December 2000, Hirtshals,
@sthavn, probably first-winter male in ‘paradoxus
plumage’ (see under ‘Ageing and sexing’), photo-
graphed (www.nordfugl.dk/stjert.html, Lars Pedersen
in litt). Quality of photographs is not sufficient to
rule out hybrid Black x Common Redstart.

Germany (2)

22 October 1973, Helgoland, Schleswig-Holstein, pos-
sible male in female-type (‘cairei’) plumage (see
under ‘Ageing and sexing’), photograph (plate 242)

26-28 October 1995, Helgoland, Schleswig-Holstein,
probably first-winter male in ‘paradoxus plumage’
(Limicola 9: 340, 1995 (photograph), Ornithol
Jahresber Helgoland 6: 44-45, 1996 (photograph),
plate 238-239). This bird was seen by many observ-
ers but has not been reported to the German rarities
committee (Peter Barthel in litt).

Sweden (2)

15 November 1986, Hamra, Gotland, not subspecific-
ally identified but has been accepted as a male ‘with
characters of P o ochruros, P o rufiventris or
P o semirufus’ (Var Fagelvarld 48: 458, 1989).

23 October 2000, Landsort, Stockholm, first-winter
female, photographed (plate 240-241). DNA analysis
showed that this bird belonged to one of the eastern
subspecies (P o phoenicuroides or P o rufiventris).
Cytochrome-b differed by up to 2% from a specimen
from Spain. Biometrics showed that the wing formu-
la corresponded with Black Redstart. Currently
accepted by the Swedish rarities committee as ‘prob-
ably of eastern origin’. This bird will probably be
reconsidered because the DNA analysis has only
recently been done (Urban Olsson in litt, Mattias
Petterson in litt).
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TABLE 2 Subspecies of Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros: main characters in adult male plumage; breeding
area and wintering area after Cramp (1988) and Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer (1988) / ondersoorten van Zwarte
Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros: belangrijkste kenmerken van adult mannetje; broedgebied en overwinterings-

gebied volgens Cramp (1988) en Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer (1988)

subspecies

gibraltariensis

aterrimus

ochruros

semirufus

phoenicuroides*

rufiventris*

adult male plumage characters

sooty grey/black breast fading to
pale belly. Upperparts grey. White
wing-patch

as gibraltariensis but more solid
black on upperparts and neck

as gibraltariensis but with variable
amount of rusty-red on undertail-
coverts and belly and lacking white
wing-patch

black upperparts, head, throat
and breast. Rufous belly and
undertail-coverts. No white wing-
patch

grey (northern population) to
blackish (southern population)
upperparts, black throat and breast,
rufous belly, paler undertail-
coverts. No white wing-patch

as phoenicuroides but larger and
with more black on upperparts

breeding area

western and central Europe
east to Latvia and Crimea
and south to northern Spain,
Sicily, Greece and western
Turkey, probably Maghreb

southern Iberia, possibly
Maghreb

eastern/central Turkey,
Caucasus and northern Iran

highlands of Israel, Lebanon
and Syria

mountains of central Asia
(Kazakhstan, Russia and
western Mongolia)

Turkmeniya and north-eastern
Iran east through Himalayas,
Transcaspia, central and eastern
China, Bhutan (Cramp 1988).
Glutz von Blotzheim &

Bauer (1988) place rufiventris
as the most eastern subspecies
occurring in Himalayas and
central China

wintering area

southern Europe, northern
Africa and Middle East;
southern populations
sedentary

sedentary

short movements to
western Zagros mountains
of Iran and in north-
western and western Iraq

presumably only small
scale altitudinal move-
ments; mostly sedentary

central and west Indian
plains, southern Iran,
Arabia, Somalia and
Ethiopia; long-distance
migrant

uncertain: Cramp (1988)
states that rufiventris
possibly winters in Middle
East and Egypt. Glutz von
Blotzheim & Bauer (1988)
do not mention winter
distribution of rufiventris.
According to Kees
Roselaar (pers comm),
rufiventris winters in
southern Asia

* In the literature, there is much confusion about the boundary between P o phoenicuroides and P o rufiventris.
Typical P o phoenicuroides, a small bird with grey upperparts (except sometimes black mantle or inner scapulars of
adult male) and more orange underparts, is restricted to the Tien Shan and Altai mountain ranges, from the northern
and eastern fringe of Fergana Basin east to the Sayan and northern Mongolia. P o rufiventris is larger, with largely
black upperparts (including crown) and deeper rufous underparts, and occurs along the southern and eastern fringe
of the Tibetan Plateau from Nepal east to northern Yunnan, China, and from there north to eastern Qinghai and
neighbouring Gansu, China. However, there are intermediate forms. Birds in Tajikistan are similar in size and colour
to P o phoenicuroides but the black of the upperparts is more extensive, often extending to the nape and sometimes
rear of crown. Birds from the western Himalayas are similar to the Tajikistan birds but are larger and thus approach
P o rufiventris except for the mainly grey crown and the more orange underparts (Roselaar & Shirihai in prep).
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A van dor Plas, Katwi, Decermber 2004

breeding area (=B)  wintering area (=)

P o gibraltariensis B8 W (shading = B & W)
P o aterrimus B&W

P o ochruros B w

P o phoenicuroides B '

P o rufiventris B w

P o semirufus B wW

P o xerophilus B&W

FIGURE 1 Breeding and wintering range of subspecies of Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros / broedgebieden en

overwinteringsgebieden van Zwarte Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros. Map follows Cramp (1988) except for breed-

ing ranges of phoenicuroides, rufiventris, xerophilus and ochruros for which Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer (1988)
is followed.

average, p10 is longer in P o phoenicuroides
than in P o gibraltariensis and P o aterrimus
(Cramp 1988). P o xerophiles, occurring in
China, is not dealt with in this paper, because it
is little known and not a long-distance migrant.

Movements

As indicated in table 2, P o phoenicuroides is a
medium- to long-distance migrant. It departs
from the high mountains in Central Asia during
late August and early September although in
south-eastern Kazakhstan not until late October
(Cramp 1988). It arrives at the winter quarters in
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) at the end of
October and is a fairly common winter visitor
there until early March (Richardson 1990). In
Somalia, it is fairly common from October to
March, mainly at an altitude of 1300-2000 m.
It is apparently common at Baghdad, Iraq, from
November to January (Cramp 1988). Of the red-
bellied subspecies of Black Redstart, P o phoe-
nicuroides is the most likely candidate for
vagrancy to western Europe. P o rufiventris win-
ters in southern Asia, whereas P o semirufus
moves only short distances.

Ageing and sexing

Adult Black Redstarts of any subspecies undergo
a complete post-breeding moult. The primaries
are moulted descendantly, starting with p10 and
finishing with p1-2 after ¢ 50 days. Post-juvenile
moult is partial and involves moult of head- and
body-feathers and lesser and median upper
wing-coverts. Occasionally, a few inner greater
coverts, tertial coverts and — rarely — tertials are
replaced (Cramp 1988, Svensson 1992, Nicolai
et al 1996). Sexing Black Redstarts is not always
possible, especially in immature plumages.
Immature males are known to show two different
plumages. The majority show a plumage resem-
bling females (the so-called ‘cairei plumage’).
Only a small percentage (12%, Nicolai et al
1996) show a plumage resembling that of adult
male (‘paradoxus plumage’). This is also the case
in the eastern subspecies. In the ‘paradoxus
plumage’, first-year males of the eastern subspe-
cies already show contrast between the dark
chest and chestnut underparts (Cramp 1988). The
fact that most first-winter males look like females
may account for the rarity of P o phoenicuroides
in western Europe. Females are more difficult to
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TABLE 3 Identification characters of Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros gibraltariensis and P o phoenicuroides,

Common Redstart P phoenicurus phoenicurus and hybrid P o gibraltariensis x phoenicurus. For extensive com-

parison of measurements of redstarts Phoenicurus, see table 4 / determinatieckenmerken van Zwarte Roodstaart

Phoenicurus ochruros gibraltariensis en P o phoenicuroides, Gekraagde Roodstaart P phoenicurus phoenicurus en

hybride P o gibraltariensis x phoenicurus. Voor uitgebreide vergelijking van maten van roodstaarten Phoenicurus,
zie tabel 4

P o gibraltariensis P o phoenicuroides P p phoenicurus hybrid

colour of lowerbreast, sooty grey/black bright orange-red, orange-red but paler orange-red but paler
belly and flank breast fading to pale deeper and more than phoenicuroides; than phoenicuroides;
belly uniformly coloured  belly pale belly pale
than P p phoenicurus
white wing-patch present absent absent (only present  often present
in P p samamisicus)
pale patch on lower/  absent absent present present, often similar
central belly in size and shape to
P p phoenicurus
emargination on outer p3-6 p3-6 p3-5 p3-5, in c 47% of
web hybrids also on p6
but then less obvious
and shorter
emargination length 0.61 0.63 - (no emargination 0.47
ratio p4:p6 on p6)
spacing ratio 1:2.29 1:2.19 1:0.90 1:1.33
p5-6 and p6-7
(average)

Note: beware that when assessing the spacing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 on a folded wing on redstarts, p10 is
often (but not always) hidden below the secondaries/tertials and therefore not visible. Another potential difficulty is
that on Common Redstart, the wing-tip is formed by p3 or p4 whereas on Black Redstart this is p4 or p5. The
spacing ratio between p4-5 and p5-6 on Common Redstart could therefore look similar to the spacing ratio
between p5-6 and p6-7 on (Eastern) Black Redstart. Also, beware that the given ratios are of birds with full-grown
primaries. Adults have a post-breeding primary moult which lasts ¢ 50 days. Therefore, the ratio might be difficult

to assess during the summer.

identify and will be overlooked more easily.

Only 1% of adult Black Redstarts show a dark
shaft streak measuring 12 mm or more (Nicolai
etal 1996)

Identification of Eastern Black Redstart

P o phoenicuroides

Adult males Eastern Black Redstart show a
unique combination of characters. They have a
black throat and breast, rufous belly and paler
orange undertail-coverts. The upperparts vary
from grey in northern populations to black in
southern populations. The fringes to the flight-
feathers are grey. The tail is rusty-red with dark-
brown central tail-feathers.

First-winter males in ‘paradoxus plumage’ (par-
tial adult male) differ from adults by: 1 pale
brown fringe to tertials, secondaries and prima-
ries; 2 pale patch on vent; 3 throat mottled grey
with black; 4 upperparts often with retained
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brown-orange juvenile feathers on (lower) back;
and 5 distal black shaft streak on outermost tail-
feather larger than on adult. Both Eastern Black
Redstarts at I)muiden and Guernsey showed the
above mentioned features and can thus be aged
as first-winter males.

First-winter males in ‘cairei plumage’ (female-
type) are more difficult to identify. They look like
female P o gibraltariensis Black Redstart with a
pale belly and orange-coloured lower flanks and
vent (Cramp 1988, De Smet 1994, Nicolai et al
1996). They are somewhat intermediate between
Black and Common Redstart and differ from first-
year female P o phoenicuroides by having greyer
upperparts and chest and a paler wing-panel
(Cramp 1988).

Females Eastern Black Redstart are rather non-
descript and typically mouse-coloured. The
upperparts including head, neck and mantle are
mostly greyish-brown. The flight-feathers are
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FIGURE 2A Wing of Common Redstart / Gekraagde Roodstaart Phoenicurus phoenicurus (Rob S A van Bemmelen).
Structure of the wing is very different from Black Redstart P ochruros. Common has no emargination on p6. Wing-
tip is at p3-4 and spacing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 of Common is 1:0.90. Note that because wing-tip is at p3-4,
spacing ratio between p4-5 and p5-6 in Common can look similar to ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 in Black.

FIGURE 2B Wing of Western Black Redstart / Westelijke Zwarte Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros gibraltariensis
(Rob S A van Bemmelen). Wing structure is comparable with that of Eastern Black Redstart P o phoenicuroides. The
spacing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 is 1:2.29. Emargination length ratio between p4 and p6 is 1:0.61.

FIGURE 2C Wing of hybrid Black x Common Redstart / hybride Zwarte x Gekraagde Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochru-
ros x phoenicurus (Rob S A van Bemmelen). The structure of the wing of hybrid Black x Common has intermediate
characters between the two parental species. In 53%, birds have no emargination on p6, as shown in Black;
47% have an emargination length ratio between p4 and p6 of 1:0.47, different from the 1:0.63 of Eastern Black
Redstart P o phoenicuroides. The spacing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 is measured at 1:1.33.

FIGURE 2D Wing of Eastern Black Redstart / Oostelijke Zwarte Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides
(Rob S A van Bemmelen). The structure of the wing of Common P phoenicurus, Black and hybrid Black x Common
Redstart differs markedly. The wing-tip of Eastern Black is at p4-5 whereas in Common this is at p3-4. Another
important difference between Black (of any subspecies) and Common is the presence of an emargination on p6 in
Black. Typically, the primary spacing of Eastern Black, measured by the ratio between p5-6 and p6-7, is 1:2.19 and
serves as an important identification character. Emargination length ratio between p4 and p6 is 1:0.63. When

assessing primary spacing, one should keep in mind that p10 is sometimes hidden under the secondaries.

brown with pale fringes to primaries, secondaries
and tertials in first-year plumage. The underparts
are pale buff-brown to pale buff-grey with buff-
white, sandy-buff or pale rufous-cinnamon belly.
The chest shows a slightly buffish wash. The chin
and throat and undertail-coverts are greyish
white.

Separation from Common Redstart

Male Eastern Black Redstart superficially resem-
bles Common Redstart (hence the scientific
name phoenicuroides meaning ‘like phoenicu-
rus’). In fact, the lJmuiden bird was already seen
on 21 October but was then believed to be an
aberrant Common Redstart. One of the skins at
the Zoological Museum Amsterdam (ZMA) was
first labelled as Common Redstart but was in fact
a juvenile or first-winter Eastern Black Redstart.
This particular individual is the lower bird in
plate 220-221. It indicates that confusion with
Common Redstart is a potential pitfall to con-
sider.

Autumn males Eastern Black Redstart differ
from similarly plumaged Common Redstart by
the black of the throat extending further down
the breast, more extensive orange-red on belly
and flanks and a different wing structure resulting
in a different p5-6 and p6-7 spacing ratio. See
table 3 for an overview of differences.

In female Eastern Black Redstart, the absence
of any rufous or buff on the underparts above the
vent separates it from female Common Redstart
(Cramp 1988).
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Separation from Western Black Redstart

Adult male Eastern Black Redstart is readily dis-
tinguished from Western Black Redstart (P o
gibraltariensis and P o aterrimus) by the rufous
underparts. Females are less dusky overall and
much paler brown below than female Western
Black Redstart and have a more distinct eye-ring,
pale throat and peach tone to the upperbreast.
First-winter males in female-type plumage have a
paler belly and orange-coloured lower flanks and
vent.

Separation from hybrid Black x Common Redstart
Hybridization between Black Redstart of the sub-
species P o gibraltariensis and nominate Common
Redstart occurs regularly in Europe in the wild,
and proven hybrids have turned up in Finland,
Poland, Sweden and Switzerland. These hybrids
can appear very similar to Eastern Black Redstart
and various papers have dealt with this problem
(eg, Nicolai et al 1996, Lambert 1997, Lindholm
2001).

Male hybrids Black x Common Redstart show a
breast pattern that is very similar to Eastern Black
Redstart. The throat and upperbreast are black
and the lowerbreast and flanks are orange.
However, there are a few hybrid features that
differ from Eastern Black Redstart. Most hybrids
show a pale wing-panel as in the western subspe-
cies of Black Redstart and an extensive pale patch
on belly and vent — usually an elongated central
white stripe — reminiscent of Common Redstart.
Also, the lowerbreast, belly and flanks of Eastern
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A Common Redstart B Western Black Redstart

spacing ratio p5-6:p6-7 = 1:0.90
no emargination on p6

spacing ratio p5-6:p6-7 = 1:2.29

emargination length ratio
p4:p6 = 1:0.61

spacing ratio p5-6:p6-7 = 1:1.33 & ’ spacing ratio p5-6:p6-7 = 1:2.19

emargination length ratio emargination length ratio
p4 p4:p6 = 1:0.47 p4 p4:p6 = 1:0.63
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FIGURE 3 Spacing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 of Western Black Redstart / Westelijke Zwarte Roodstaart Phoeni-
curus ochruros gibraltariensis (P o g), Eastern Black Redstart / Oostelijke Zwarte Roodstaart P o phoenicuroides (P o
p), Common Redstart / Gekraagde Roodstaart P phoenicurus phoenicurus (P p p) and hybrid Black x Common
Redstart / hybride Zwarte x Gekraagde Roodstaart (hybrid).

FIGURE 4 Emargination length ratio between p4 and p6 of Western Black Redstart / Westelijke Zwarte Roodstaart
Phoenicurus ochruros gibraltariensis (P o g), Eastern Black Redstart / Oostelijke Zwarte Roodstaart P o phoenicuroi-
des (P o p) and hybrid Black x Common Redstart / hybride Zwarte x Gekraagde Roodstaart (hybrid). Value marked
with * is a statistical outlier from measurements in Nicolai et al (1996).

In both figures, rectangles represent 50% of all values, vertical lines within rectangles are median values and hori-
zontal bars are value ranges. All values based on same data as in table 4. Values marked with x and o are statistical

outliers.

Black Redstart are more deeply uniformly colour-
ed orange-red. However, perhaps the most valu-
able difference between hybrid Black x Common
Redstart and Eastern Black Redstart, however, is
wing structure. The wing of Black Redstart (of any
subspecies) is characterized by four primaries
(p3-6) which are more or less even in length
(p4 is longest), resulting in a rounded wing-tip.
Common Redstart has p3-5 of even length (p3 is
longest), with p6 being noticeably shorter, result-
ing in a more pointed wing-tip (Cramp 1988). In
hybrid Black x Common Redstart, this effect is,
although not as pronounced, still visible. The dif-
ferences in primary length result in different
spacing ratios between p5-6 and p6-7 on Black,
Common and hybrid Black x Common Redstart.
These are measured at 1:2.29, 1:0.90 and 1:1.33,
respectively. Statistical analysis using a post-hoc
Tukey HSD test revealed that these spacing ratios
differ significantly between P o gibraltariensis and
P p phoenicurus, P o phoenicuroides and hybrids,
P o gibraltariensis and hybrids and between P p
phoenicurus and hybrids (all P=0.000), and con-
firmed the similarity in wing structure of P o
gibraltariensis and P o phoenicuroides (P=0.921)
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(see figure 3). Under good viewing conditions,
the primary spacing is visible in the field (or on
high quality photographs or video stills) and it
can serve as an important identification feature.
In a German study where hybridization experi-
ments between P o ochruros and P p phoenicurus
were carried out (Ertan 2002), the average spa-
cing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 was measured
at 1:1.22 (n=12). Two values of these hybrids
were within the range of (Eastern) Black Redstart
(1:1.83 and 1:2.25). These values are out-
liers compared with the other measurements (see
figure 3).

Besides primary length differences, there are
differences in primary emarginations (figure 4).
Black Redstart has emarginations on the outer
web of p3-6, Common Redstart on p3-5 and
hybrid Black x Common Redstart on p3-5, and
sometimes on p6 (but then less obvious and
shorter than in Black Redstart). In Black Redstart
the length of the emargination on p6 is 0.61
times the length of the emargination on p4
(measurements from Ertan 2002). In two known
hybrids Black x Common Redstart this was meas-
ured at 0.43 and 0.50, respectively. On a male
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220-221 Eastern Black Redstarts / Oosterse Zwarte Roodstaarten Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides, skins at
Zoological Musem Amsterdam, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, November 2003 (Laurens B Steijn). Above: probably
second-calendar year male, collected at Tien Shan, Kyrgizia, on 22 August 1907; below: post-juvenile (first-winter)
male, collected in eastern Kazakhstan on 18 August 1910. Immature males gradually become greyer on the upper-
parts through winter because of wear. In the post-juvenile male, the upperparts are still very brown but grey feath-
ers are beginning to emerge. In the second calendar-year male, the black of the throat is more intense and the back
more grey. Also note spacing ratio between p5-6 and p6-7 and pale feathering on vent of lower bird (on upper
bird, feathers of vent lacking and pale stuffing material visible).
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hybrid caught in Bad Harzburg, Niedersachsen,
Germany, on 13 June 1995, the length of the
emargination on p6 was measured at 0.32 times
the length of the emargination on p4 (cf Nicolai
et al 1996, see * in figure 4). Out of 12 hybrids
bred in captivity, only four showed an emargina-
tion on p6 and these were measured at 0.46 to
0.50 times the length of the emargination on p4.
In hybrids with an emargination on p6, this value
differs significantly from both taxa of Black
Redstart (P=0.000). Again, the similarity of P o
gibraltariensis and P o phoenicuroides was con-
firmed (P=0.238).

Both the primary spacing ratio and the shorter
and less obvious emargination on p6 in hybrid
Black x Common Redstart are obviously inter-
mediate expressions of characters shown by the
parental species.

Taxonomy

Eastern Black Redstart is a distinctive bird and it is
perhaps surprising that is treated as a subspecies
of Black Redstart. There are obvious differences
in plumage between Eastern Black Redstart and
western subspecies of Black Redstart, not only in

males but also in female-type plumages. Contrary
to the western subspecies P o gibraltariensis, P o
phoenicuroides is a long-distance migrant. The
breeding and wintering ranges do not overlap
with any of the dark-bellied subspecies or with
nominate P o ochruros (see figure 1).

To support these differences, DNA studies
through microsatellite analysis by Ertan (2002)
revealed that P o phoenicuroides and P o rufi-
ventris are ‘either associated together with
Hodgon’s Redstart P hodsgoni (a short-distance
migrant, resembling P o phoenicuroides, breed-
ing in western China and wintering in the
Himalayan foothills) or are seen as divergent
taxa’. This means that, using DNA studies
through microsatellite analysis, both P o phoeni-
curoides and P o rufiventris appear to be closer
related to Hodgson'’s Redstart P hodgsoni than to
Western Black Redstart P o gibraltariensis and
should therefore be treated as a different species
group. Cytochrome-b sequencing revealed gene-
tic differences of up to 3% between P o gibralta-
riensis and P o phoenicuroides and up to 3.7%
between P o gibraltariensis and P o rufiventris.
P o phoenicuroides and P hodgsoni differed by

222 Eastern Black Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte Roodstaart Phoenicurus ochruros phoenicuroides, first-winter male,

IJmuiden, Noord-Holland, 23 October 2003 (Patrick Palmen). An important difference between Black Redstart

P ochruros (of any subspecies) and Common Redstart P phoenicurus is the presence of an emargination on p6 in

Black. Hybrid Black x Common Redstarts sometimes show emargination on p6 but this is shorter than in Black.

Emargination length ratio between p4 and p6 of Black is 0.63. In hybrid Black x Common, it is 0.45. In this bird,
emargination length ratio between p4 and p6 is measured at 0.62.
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Eastern Black Redstarts at I/muiden, the Netherlands, and on Guernsey, Channel Islands, in October 2003
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223 Skins of redstarts / roodstaarten Phoenicurus, Zoological Museum Amsterdam, Noord-Holland, Netherlands,

November 2003 (Laurens B Steijn). From top to bottom: Common Redstart / Gekraagde Roodstaart P phoenicururs

phoenicurus, female, collected at Haarlem, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, on 20 September 1977; Eastern Black

Redstart / Oosterse Zwarte Roodstaart P o phoenicuroides, post-juvenile (first-winter) male