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Gull-billed Terns in north-western
Europe: breeding results, conservation
and post-breeding movements

Sebastian Conradt & Enno B Ebels

very year in late summer, several 10s of Gull-

billed Terns Gelochelidon nilotica have their
migration stop-over in the Netherlands, foraging
and resting at traditional staging sites. These birds
belong to the endangered north-western European
population. Formerly also breeding in Denmark
and the Netherlands, the last breeding site of this
population is now situated at the mouth of the
river Elbe in Schleswig-Holstein in northern Ger-
many. Here, conservationists and scientists strug-
gle for the survival of this colony and, since 2012,
there are reasons to be hopeful. This paper docu-
ments the fate of this relict breeding population
over the last ¢ 20 years, the current conservation
programme and the post-breeding movements
through the Netherlands.

Distribution

Gull-billed Tern is a globally widespread species,
breeding in Europe (mainly around the Medi-
terranean Sea and Black Sea), north-western Africa,
Central Asia, East Asia, Australia and along the east
and west coast of North America and South Ameri-
ca. Many populations are migratory and, in winter,
the range includes large parts of Central Africa,
South Asia, Central America and Australia (del
Hoyo et al 1996). The world population is estimat-
ed at 150 000 to 420 000 individuals and the spe-
cies is classified as ‘Least Concern’. Contrary to
many tern species, it is not a strictly coastal species
and can be found breeding far inland (Glutz von
Blotzheim & Bauer 1982, Cramp & Simmons
1985, Biber 1993, Tucker & Heath 1994, Hage-

178 Gull-billed Tern / Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica, adult, Neufelderkoog, Schleswig-Holstein, Germany,
28 June 2012 (Sebastian Conradlt)

[Dutch Birding 36: 147-158, 2014]
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meijer & Blair 1997, Wetlands International 2002,
Sanchez et al 2004, BirdLife International 2013).
A century ago, Gull-billed Tern was common in
central Europe. In those days, breeding colonies of
up to 200 pairs were known from stony riverbanks
exposed to seasonal flooding in Baden-Wiirt-
temberg and Bayern in Germany (cf Reichholf
1989), and also along the Donau river in Austria.
The species was also breeding at small inland wa-
ters in northern Germany. Typically, the species
forages on worms, insects, reptiles, amphibians
and mice at fields and moorlands. For the protec-
tion of their colonies, they rely on the presence of
other species and, in northern Germany, their nests
are always near breeding Black-headed Gulls
Chroicocephalus ridibundus or Common Terns
Sterna hirundo. The latter two species formerly
also had a more inland distribution. With the in-
crease in river engineering and the draining of wet
meadows, Gull-billed disappeared from many of
their breeding sites, eg, from Bayern in the early
1930s and from Austria in 1942 (Bauer et al 2012).
Gull-billed remained as a breeding bird in Europe
near the Mediterranean Sea and Black Sea, while a
small isolated population established itself in the
second half of the 19th century along the North

Sea coast and the adjacent fjords of north-western
Jylland in Denmark (Mauscherning et al 2011).

Netherlands

In the Netherlands, Gull-billed Tern was an occa-
sional breeder in the 20th century, the last breed-
ing year being 1958 (at Harderwijk, Gelderland,
and Swifterbant, Flevoland; van den Berg &
Bosman 2001, Bijlsma et al 2001, van Dijk et al
2007). The most regular breeding site was nature
reserve De Beer near Rotterdam, Zuid-Holland
(destroyed in the 1960s by harbour expansions),
where breeding occurred from the early 1930s to
1956 (van Oordt 1931, Strijbos 1931ab, Thijsse
1931, Kooijmans 1949, de Waard 1950ab, 1952;
www.natuurmonumentdebeer.nl/vogels/vogels_
lachstern.html). It also bred in the 1940s at
Wieringermeer, Noord-Holland (van Ijzendoorn
1948). Remarkably, a single pair did a breeding
attempt at Balgzand, Noord-Holland, in 2005 but
failed in the egg phase, possibly due to predation
by Stoat Mustela erminea (van Dijk et al 2007;
Ruud Vlek in litt). This area is the traditional post-
breeding roosting area for birds from Denmark
and Germany (see below).

179 Breeding site of Gull-billed Terns Gelochelidon nilotica at Neufelderkoog, Schleswig-Holstein, Germany,
3 May 2014 (Sebastian Conradlt)
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FIGURE 1 Number of breeding pairs of Gull-billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica in Denmark (red) and Germany (blue)
in 1930-2013 / aantal broedparen van Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica in Denemarken (rood) en Duitsland (blauw)
in 1930-2013 (figure by Landesbetrieb flir Kistenschutz, Nationalpark und Meeresschutz Schleswig-Holstein)

Denmark and Germany

In the 1940s, the north-western European popula-
tion in Jylland and Schleswig-Holstein, Germany,
numbered up to ¢ 500 breeding pairs. Since the
second half of the 20th century, this population
has dramatically decreased (figure 1-2). Especially
the draining and the agricultural use of once natu-
ral wet meadows and heathland but also the en-
largement of holiday parks has led to important
loss of suitable habitat for the species in Denmark.
In 1976-96, the average colony size was only five
breeding pairs or less, while, in 1973, the mean
size was still ¢ 36 pairs (Rasmussen & Fischer
1997). Small colonies are clearly more vulnerable
than larger ones: human disturbance, Red Foxes

FIGURE 2 Number of breeding pairs of Gull-billed Tern
Gelochelidon nilotica in north-western Europe in 2001-
12 (green = Denmark; red = Niedersachsen, Germany;
blue = Schleswig-Holstein, Germany) / aantal broed-
paren van Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica in Noordwest-
Europa in 2001-12 (groen = Denemarken; rood =
Niedersachsen, Duitsland; blauw = Schleswig-Holstein,
Duitsland)
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Vulpes vulpes and sheep force the birds to change
their breeding places often and cause low breed-
ing success. In the last stage of this decrease, egg
collecting (which was stopped in Denmark only in
1994) had huge impact. Finally, the population
reached a critically low level, which inevitably re-
sulted in the (virtual) disappearance of the species
from Denmark in the late 1970s, with in recent
years occasionally only one or two breeding pairs
(Mgller 1975abcd, Rasmussen & Fischer 1997;
figure 1).

The remaining Gull-billed Terns moved their
breeding sites gradually in a southerly direction
into Schleswig-Holstein, Germany. In the 1960s,
more than 20 breeding pairs were found at
Rantumbecken area at Sylt and in Hauke-Haien-
Koog, Nord-Friesland (Schlenker 1966), both just
south of the Danish border. In the early 1970s, up
to 40 pairs were breeding at Griininsel in the
mouth of the river Eider and, in 1974-91, up to 55
pairs at Meldorfer Speicherkoog in Dithmarschen.
So, from the 1960s to the 1990s gradually a south-
ward relocation of the population took place. As
usual, the birds preferred areas with fresh or brack-
ish water, which they found in polders and the
mouth of rivers. After the species had almost disap-
peared from Denmark, it also became so rare in
Germany that, at the end of the 20th century, it
was heading towards local extinction.

Remaining colony in Germany

Since 1995, there is only one colony remaining in
Germany. It is located at the mouth of the river
Elbe, in some vyears at the southern side in
Niedersachsen but most of the time in Neufelder-
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180 Gull-billed Tern / Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica,

chick, Neufelderkoog, Schleswig-Holstein, Germany,
28 June 2012 (Sebastian Conradt)

koog-Vorland in Schleswig-Holstein. The c¢ 40
breeding pairs prefer places grazed in spring by
migrating Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis. These
short, open salt meadows are also traditionally
grazed by sheep. The birds nest amidst ¢ 2000
nests of Common Terns. The Gull-billed Terns are
protected from intruders thanks to the aggressive
behaviour of the Common Terns. In May, Gull-
billed lay two to three eggs in a flat, bare scrape
nest. After about three weeks the eggs hatch. The
chicks fledge around mid-July. Usually, they start
to breed when they are four to five years old (Bauer
et al 2012). The breeding success in 1995-2012
strongly varied for each year but showed a strong
overall decline (figure 3-4).

Gull-billed Tern appears to be a somewhat for-
gotten species and the species’ fate in Germany
has received (too) little awareness. For too long,
the dramatic decrease has been overlooked by
German nature conservancy and regional authori-
ties and serious protection measures failed to ma-
terialize. For instance, a planned windmill park at
the mouth of the river Elbe would form a real
threat. Red Foxes and other predators, sea-level
rise and disturbance of the breeding site by people
and live-stock also pose risks. Disturbance by hu-
mans, partly deliberately, had a negative influence
on the breeding success in the past couple of years.
In 2010, several nests were destroyed by playing
kids and only one fledged bird could be observed.
In 2010 and 2011, a single opponent of nature
protection visited the colony several times, once at
night, causing a huge disturbance. Especially at
night, it took a long time before birds dared to re-
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181 Gull-billed Tern / Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica,
chick ringed with colour-rings, Neufelderkoog,
Schleswig-Holstein, Germany, 28 June 2012
(Sebastian Conradt)

;

turn to their nests and many young birds perished.

Finally, in 2011, a conservation project was
started to implement the recommendations from
earlier studies in Denmark. Several regional insti-
tutions co-operated, by order of the Schleswig-
Holstein Ministry of the Environment and under
coordination of the Biindnis Naturschutz in Dith-
marschen: the Kieler Gesellschaft fiir Freiland-
Okologie und Naturschutzplanung, National Park
Schleswig-Holstein Wadden Sea, Schutzstation
Wattenmeer and Universitit Hamburg, and other
co-operating institutes besides. From that year on-
wards, public awareness was raised by exhibitions,
information boards and flyers, and unintended dis-
turbance was prevented.

Predation by mammals and raptors remains a
problem for the Gull-billed Terns. In 2011, several
young were caught by Red Fox, Stoat, Western
Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus, Peregrine Falcon
Falco peregrinus and an escaped falcon Falco. Also
in 2012, Stoat, raptors and owls caused distur-
bance.

The colony can now be observed from a cabin
on the dike built by employees of the Schutzstation
Wattenmeer. With four cameras of the Universitat
Hamburg, it is possible to have live video footage
of the colony at every moment of the day. From
May until August, the rangers can react immedi-
ately in case of disturbances. They use, eg, crack-
ling PET-bottles and an electric fence around the
colony. When necessary, predators are killed prior
to the breeding season, in cooperation with local
hunters.
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FIGURE 4 Breeding success (calculated number of juveniles on basis of observations in the Netherlands) of Gull-billed

Terns Gelochelidon nilotica in north-western Germany in 1995-2012 (colour change at 30 indicates estimated

number of young required for healthy population) / broedsucces (berekend aantal juvenielen gebaseerd op waar-

nemingen in Nederland) van Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica in Noordwest-Duitsland in 1995-2012 (kleurovergang
bij 30 geeft geschat aantal jongen per jaar aan benodigd voor levensvatbare populatie)

Conservation results

high tides.

In 2011, the first year of the conservation project,
nine Gull-billed Terns fledged. In 2012, the project
was very successful with 32 fledglings. That year,
despite bad weather and strong winds, the breed-
ing birds were more fortunate than in earlier years
because a high tide, up to 70 cm above normal,
did not reach their nests. Previously, extremely
high tides washed away the nests many times. In
2007, for instance, all 90 fledglings drowned by

In 2012, 30 chicks were weighed, measured
and ringed. Apart from the normal metal Vogel-
warte Helgoland ring, the birds got colour rings in
order to follow them on migration and to monitor
their breeding success. In earlier years, only in
2007 colour rings were used and some almost full-
grown juveniles were ringed. Four years later, one
of them was caught on an automatic camera as a
successful breeding bird.
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In 2013, there were just 31 breeding pairs at
Neufelder Koog, raising a total of 20 chicks. In the
colony of Common Terns there had been heavy
disturbance by some American Minks Mustela vi-
son and Red Foxes but the Gull-billed Terns were
less affected, and there was no high tide. Never-
theless, breeding success of all terns along the
Wadden Sea was not as good as in 2012, due to
cold and wet weather in May-June.

Since the beginning of the conservation project,
the conservationists can use incubators from a
nearby animal park. When there is an extremely
high tide, eggs and young are collected and placed
in the incubators to keep them warm for a maxi-
mum of two days. There is now good hope to pre-
vent the collapse of the German population as
long as the birds raise a minimum of ¢ 30 birds a
year. Only then, the lack of a significant breeding
success in the past 10 years is compensated, be-
cause 30 fledged juveniles per year mean c four
breeding pairs after 4-5 years, considering the av-
erage mortality rate of 30% in the first year and
23% in the following years (Bauer et al 2012). As
Gull-billed Terns have a life span of ¢ nine years, a
colony of 40 breeding pairs would statistically be
extinct after ¢ 10 years if there would not be a

minimum of at least four new breeding pairs each
year.

Feeding behaviour

To improve and develop the conservation plan
each year, data on diet and feeding areas are very
important. Gull-billed Terns, contrary to other tern
species, need inland feeding grounds such as
moors and wet meadows with fresh and brackish
water. Prey from the sea or salt marshes is normal-
ly not taken, especially when they raise their
chicks, as the young birds do not tolerate salt. The
adults forage in the vicinity of the colony for worms
and insects. This is what the young chicks need in
their first days. Later, the adults feed their young
with mice, frogs and also various young birds.
These are collected at up to 5-10 km distance from
the colony. A speciality of the Neufelder Gull-
billed Terns is catching (introduced) Chinese Mitten
Crabs Eriocheir sinensis in the river and the
Neufelder harbour, where the birds can be ob-
served extremely well. Because the hinterland of
Dithmarschen has less ecological value, the birds
fly also to the other side of the Elbe in Nieder-
sachsen, where they can find plenty of lizards.

182 Gull-billed Terns / Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica, male (left) and female during courtship, Nordkehdingen,
Niedersachsen, Germany, 2 June 2013 (Gerd-Michael Heinze)
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183 Gull-billed Tern / Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica,
juvenile, Waarland, Noord-Holland, Netherlands,
12 August 2013 (Fred Visscher). Note colour-rings.

Post-breeding movements through

the Netherlands

Already in mid-July, the first families of Gull-billed
Terns leave the north-western European breeding
grounds (Mgller 1975e, Gloe & Meller 1978).
They migrate to the Netherlands, mainly to the tra-
ditional resting sites in Noord-Holland, where they
have their first stop-over during their migration to
the wintering areas (Vlek 2002; table 1-2). In re-
cent years, colour-marked birds ringed in Germany
are regularly observed. For instance, on 7 August
2012, 13 juveniles with colour rings were ob-
served at Balgzand (www.waarneming.nl). In total,
there were a record 570 observations that year (in-
cluding many double countings because long-
staying birds or groups are registered by multiple
observers) (www.waarneming.nl, see figure 5 and
table 1). At Balgzand, the main roosting site, groups
with a maximum of 31 were seen in 2012.

In the 1920s and early 1930s, Gull-billed Terns
on post-breeding migration from Denmark roosted
in the northern Netherlands at tidal beaches and
banks on the south-western coast of Friesland (cf
Vlek 2002). After the enclosure of lake lJsselmeer
in May 1932, the terns gradually relocated their

184 Gull-billed Tern / Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica,
adult, Waarland, Noord-Holland, Netherlands,
12 August 2013 (Fred Visscher)

night roost to Balgzand, which was in use for al-
most 60 years (1937-94), and attracted 100s of
Gull-billed Terns, especially from the late 1930s
until the early 1950s. This night roost reached a
peak in early August 1947, when 442 birds were
counted at Balgzand and in Friesland combined,
at the time representing ¢ 40% of the Danish-
German population. Maximum numbers per five-
year period in 1925-2002 are given in Vlek (2002).
Parallel to the decrease of the Danish population,
the numbers at the Noord-Holland roost in mid-
August declined to below 100 from the second
half of the 1950s until the early 1970s. In the 1970-
80s, maximum numbers decreased further to less
than 50 birds, while in the 1990s no more than
¢ 30 used this communal roost (however, total
numbers are hard to estimate, since it is difficult to
assess individual staging time and turnover). Since
1995, birds have started to use new roosts in the
north of Noord-Holland, facilitated by inundation
of harvested bulb-fields during summer. From the
second half of the 1980s, inundated bulb-fields
provided roosting sites nearer to the inland feeding
areas. Families with juveniles appear in Noord-
Holland in late July and early August, shortly after
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FIGURE 5 Observations (including double countings) of Gull-billed Terns Gelochelidon nilotica in the Netherlands in
1970-2012 / waarnemingen (inclusief dubbeltellingen) van Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica in Nederland in 1970-
2012

TABLE 1 Observations and age classification of Gull-billed Terns Gelochelidon nilotica at resting sites in the Netherlands
in 1995-2012 / waarnemingen en indeling naar leeftijd van Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica op pleisterlocaties in
Nederland in 1995-2012

Year Observations Adult Juvenile All birds % juveniles Juveniles/
breeding pair
1995 17 59 20 79 253 0.68
1996 3 2 1 3 33.3 1.00
1997 21 183 79 262 30.2 0.86
1998 8 12 6 18 33.3 1.00
1999 25 175 78 253 30.8 0.89
2000 11 15 9 24 37.5 1.20
2001 6 8 3 11 27.3 0.75
2002 9 15 1 16 6.3 0.13
2003 32 61 22 83 26.5 0.72
2004 29 57 8 65 12.3 0.28
2005 13 37 14 51 27.5 0.76
2006 24 69 30 99 30.3 0.87
2007 40 79 18 97 18.6 0.46
2008 28 80 11 91 12.1 0.28
2009 32 131 11 142 7.7 0.17
2010 41 120 3 123 2.4 0.05
2011 82 239 14 253 5.5 0.12
2012 268 718 416 1134 36.7 1.16

Number of juveniles among Gull-billed Terns observed in the Netherlands as indicator of breeding success. Numbers
include double countings of same birds on different days or at same or nearby sites on single days. Numbers for
1995-2002 collected in Noord-Holland (cf Vlek 2002). Numbers for 2003-12 collected in August in the entire
Netherlands (www.waarneming.nl)
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185 Gull-billed Terns / Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica, with Black-headed Gulls / Kokmeeuwen Chroicocephalus
ridibundus, Schagerbrug, Noord-Holland, Netherland, 3 August 2008 (Enno B Ebels) 186 Gull-billed Terns /
Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica, Nieuwe Pekela, Groningen, Netherlands, 5 August 2013 (Edzard Osinga)
187 Gull-billed Terns / Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica, adult feeding juvenile, Schagerbrug, Noord-Holland,
Netherlands, 21 August 2012 (Fred Visscher) 188 Gull-billed Tern / Lachstern Gelochelidon nilotica, juvenile,
Schagerbrug, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, 11 August 2012 (Douwe de Boer). Note colour-rings.
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189 Gull-billed Terns / Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica, with Black-headed Gulls / Kokmeeuwen Chroicocephalus

ridibundus, Nieuwe Pekela, Groningen, Netherlands, 29 July 2013 (Willem-Jan Fontijn)

fledging. In 1988-2002, an average of 0.96 young
per pair was observed. In five out of eight years
since 1995, it has been less than 1.0 young per
pair (Vlek 2002). This number diminished to 0.49
in 2001-09 and, in 2010, became as low as 0.05
(table 1). During the day, birds can often be found
at inundated bulb-fields around Schagen, Noord-
Holland, where they hunt for frogs; regularly, the
young are still being fed by the parents, as is nor-
mal in large terns on early migration. This is a cru-
cial precondition for survival of recently fledged
juveniles on migration.

In 2012-13, another roosting site was discov-
ered in the Netherlands at a sandpit near Alteveer
and Nieuwe Pekela, Groningen, where the birds
mainly foraged on long-horned grasshoppers
Tettigoniidae. In 2012, a maximum of 13 birds was
seen on 6 August 2012 (records between 31 July
and 18 August).

In 2012, in total, 16 colour-marked (out of 30
juveniles ringed in 2012) and six unmarked juve-
niles were observed in the Netherlands in August-
September 2012. Two of these colour-ringed juve-
niles were observed as part of a family group in
northern Spain on 1 September 2012 (Bernd Hal-
terlein in litt). An estimated 45% of the German
population stayed in the Netherlands in late sum-
mer 2012 (cf Koffijberg & Halterlein 2012).

The rest of the migration of the German Gull-
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billed Terns presumably takes place along the
Atlantic coasts south to Mauritania and Senegal as
historic ringing data from the Danish population
give reason to expect. Before the 1950s, some
birds of the north-western European population
were seen migrating through Bayern, Germany,
and ltaly to the Mediterranean (Reichholf 1989,
Dierschke et al 2012). Relatively late in spring, in
late April and May, birds return to north-western
Europe (see, eg, spring countings at Breskens,
Zeeland, the Netherlands (Meininger et al 2014;
www.trektellen.nl; table 2)). The tight breeding
season of the species is probably determined by
peaks in the life cycles of the main prey with which
the juveniles are fed. It leaves no time for replace-
ment clutches in case of loss, due to predation or
other disasters.

Reporting of sightings

Gull-billed Terns raised in the colony at the mouth
of the Elbe are wearing a metal ring and different
colour rings (without inscription). The colours used
are blue, green, orange, red, white and yellow.
When you observe a ringed bird, please read the
rings from the left leg from below to the top and
then from the right leg from below to the top.
Observations can be sent to Klaus Ginther:
k.guenther@schutzstation-wattenmeer.de.
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TABLE 2 Monthly distribution of observations of Gull-billed

Tern Gelochelidon nilotica in the Netherlands in 1970-

2012 (including double countings; cf www.waarneming.

nl) / maandverdeling van waarnemingen van Lachstern

Gelochelidon nilotica in Nederland in 1970-2012 (inclu-
sief dubbeltellingen; cf www.waarneming.nl)

Month Staging Flying over
Jan 0 0
Feb 0 0
Mar 0 0
Apr 44 370
May 138 536
Jun 71 27
Jul 1477 77
Aug 5362 324
Sep 118 38
Oct 2 4
Nov 0 0
Dec 0 0
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Samenvatting

RELICTPOPULATIE VAN LACHSTERN  IN. NOORDWEST-EUROPA:
BROEDSUCCES, BESCHERMING EN VERPLAATSINGEN NA BROEDEN
In dit artikel wordt beschreven hoe de relictpopulatie van
Lachsterns Gelochelidon nilotica in Noordwest-Europa
op de rand van uitsterven staat. In Denemarken is de
soort al jaren (vrijwel) verdwenen als broedvogel en al-
leen in Noord-Duitsland (grensgebied van Niedersachsen
en Schleswig-Holstein) is nog een kleine maar levensvat-
bare broedpopulatie te vinden (wereldwijd heeft de soort
een groot verspreidingsgebied en is mede daarom niet
bedreigd). Het aantal broedparen en het broedsucces

van deze populatie van het meest noordelijke deel van
Duitsland en Jylland, Denemarken in de periode 1995-
2012 is weergegeven in figuur 1-4. Pas de laatste jaren
wordt de populatie intensief beschermd en daardoor
neemt het broedsucces weer wat toe; in 2011 vlogen ne-
gen jongen uit, in 2012 32 en in 2013 20. Voor een ge-
zonde (‘self-sustaining’) populatie moeten er ten minste
30 jongen per jaar worden uitgebroed. De Duitse vogels
trekken in het najaar (bijna) allemaal naar Nederland om
daar in de nazomer te pleisteren voordat ze verder naar
het zuiden trekken. Het gaat om een totale populatie van
c 100 exemplaren. De bekendste slaapplaats is het
Balgzand, Noord-Holland (waar in 2005 ook een onsuc-
cesvol broedgeval plaatsvond), en veel vogels pleisteren
rondom Schagen, Noord-Holland. Daarvoor was het
laatste broedgeval in Nederland in 1958; vanaf begin ja-
ren 1930 tot 1956 broedde de soort onregelmatig op De
Beer bij Rotterdam, Zuid-Holland, maar in de jaren 1940
ook in de Wieringermeer, Noord-Holland. De vogels van
Balgzand foerageren overdag op diverse plekken in
Noord-Holland. In 2012 en 2013 foerageerde in de na-
zomer ook een aantal exemplaren bij Alteveer en Nieuwe
Pekela, Groningen. Sinds het begin van een kleurring-
programma worden in Nederland regelmatig gekleur-
ringde jongen van de Duitse populatie waargenomen.
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Himalayan Vultures in Iran in April
2007 and December 2010

Raffael Ayé, Thomas Stalling & Tobias Roth

imalayan Vulture Gyps himalayensis is a

widespread breeding bird in a crescent from
central China through the Himalayas to the Central
Asian mountains as far north as the Jungarian
Alatau and east to the Gobi Altai, Mongolia. In the
west, the species reaches Afghanistan, Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan (del Hoyo et al 1994, Forsman
1999, Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001, Ayé et al
2012). The species inhabits mainly high-altitude
areas but may descend to as low as 300 m above
sea level in winter (Naoroji 2006). Its distribution
and movements are not fully understood. Until
recently, it was not known from Mongolia nor
from central Afghanistan (del Hoyo et al 1994,
Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001) but has been re-
corded in both areas since (Busuttil & Ayé 2009,
Buchheim 2012, 2013ab). The lack of clarity
about its exact distribution and movements may
also be related to identification issues. Here we
report two records of this species in Iran, in North
Khorasan in April 2007 and in Sistan-Baluchestan
in December 2010. To our knowledge, these con-
stitute the first records of the species in the Middle
East.

North Khorasan, April 2007

In April 2007, Raffael Ayé was guiding a Liberty
Bird group on a 19-day birding trip to Iran. The
group spent one week in the north-eastern part of
the country, between Tehran and the vicinity of
Bojnurd, North Khorasan province. On 27th April,
just after noon, the group was birdwatching near
the village of Surak (c 37°37'30”N, 57°21'37"F),
when a large raptor caught the attention. One of
the group exclaimed 'Egyptian Vulture’ due to the
bird’s contrasting white underwing-coverts and
dark remiges. However, the bird was subsequently
identified as Himalayan Vulture and could be
watched for 2-3 min in total. It was gliding in a
westerly to slightly south-westerly direction. It
was north-east of our position when we first dis-
covered it, above hills of whitish soil, which prob-
ably accounted for the lightening up of the under-
parts, even though it was midday and the bird was
seen against the clear sky. The bird disappeared
behind one of the whitish hills but appeared again
further west and was then seen from a different

[Dutch Birding 36: 159-162, 2014]

angle, which, however, did not change the judge-
ment of its coloration. During this time, the bird
was ¢ 700-1000 m away but could be seen well
with binoculars and a Swarowski 30x80 HD tele-
scope. A description was taken.

Description

SIZE & SHAPE Silhouette similar to Griffon Vulture G ful-
vus; heavy, with broad and parallel-edged wings and
short tail, seeming even broader-winged than Griffon
(however, this was difficult to judge as bird was mostly
gliding and making few curves but not circling for ex-
tended periods).

PLUMAGE Rectrices and remiges looking black. Remiges
contrasting sharply with very white underwing-coverts,
not showing any brown markings except for brownish
leading edge around carpal bend. Body very pale sandy
but discernibly darker on breast than underwing-coverts.
Head pale greyish when sun-lit and somewhat duskier
below and towards neck. Upperparts only seen briefly,
showing contrast between pale coverts and darker
remiges (strong sunlight, unfavourable angle and par-
tially reflecting remiges making it difficult to assess exact
coloration).

Identification

The silhouette and basic coloration exclude all
species of Old World vultures except members of
the genus Gyps. In Asia, Griffon, Himalayan,
White-rumped G bengalensis, Indian G indicus
and Long-billed Vulture G tenuirostris have to be
considered. White-rumped Vulture can be exclud-
ed based on the pale body plumage. The size of
the birds and the parallel-edged wings, as well as
the white underwing-coverts, are inconsistent
with Indian Vulture and Long-billed Vulture. So,
the identification can be narrowed down to
Griffon Vulture and Himalayan Vulture. The uni-
formly white underwing-coverts with limited
brownish leading edge is typical of adult Hima-
layan and the pale sandy body supports this iden-
tification. The size and heavy silhouette are also
consistent with this species. Some Griffon may
show extensive pale or white areas on the under-
wing-coverts (see Forsman 1999, Naoroji 2006,
Ayé et al 2012) but even those individuals show
pale brownish markings, often in a band parallel
to the leading edge, and/or blackish subterminal
markings on the greater underwing-coverts which
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191-192 Himalayan Vulture / Himalayagier Cyps himalayensis, juvenile, near Chahbahar, Sistan-Baluchestan, Iran,
8 December 2010 (Raffael Ayé). Note heavy, broad-winged silhouette and bold creamy streaking of body and
axillaries.

reduce the overall size of the white area and the
contrast between the white underwing-coverts
and the dark remiges.

Sistan-Baluchestan, December 2010

In December 2010, we (RA, Tobias Roth and
Thomas Stalling) were travelling in Sistan-Balu-
chestan province and spent five days birding in
the Makran region in the southern part of this
province. On 8 December, we saw numerous rap-
tors along the road from Chahbahar airport to
Chahbahar town. We stopped to investigate these
further and soon found a few Griffon Vultures
among the many Black-eared Kites Milvus lineatus
and Cinereous Vultures Aegypius monachus.
Circling among Griffon and Cinereous at a dis-
tance of probably 3-4 km was another Cyps vul-
ture, which immediately struck us by its rather
uniform and dark upperparts similar to Cinereous,
and by a contrast of paler coverts and darker
remiges on the underwing unlike Cinereous. It
was impossible to identify the bird at such a dis-
tance but the basic pattern made us think of
White-rumped Vulture, a species previously
known from Makran (Zarudny 1916, cited in
Roselaar & Aliabadian 2009, Scott 2008). Luckily,
the bird came closer after 5-10 min, circling right
above us at a height of ¢ 300 m. A description was
taken as well as a few photographs (plate 191-
192) and the bird was identified as a juvenile
Himalayan Vulture. We later found out that there
was a carcass dump nearby, attracting five Long-
legged Buzzards Buteo rufinus, ¢ 150 Black-eared
Kites, ¢ 30 Egyptian Neophron percnopterus,
¢ 100 Cinereous and five Griffon Vultures, four
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Eastern Imperial Eagles Aquila heliaca and c 40
Steppe Eagles A nipalensis. The next day, 9 Decem-
ber, we returned to the carcass dump in mid-after-
noon but found far fewer raptors and no sign of
the Himalayan.

Description

SIZE & SHAPE Very large bird, even slightly larger than
five Griffon Vultures and about same size as Cinereous
Vultures flying nearby (but none of other two species
flew directly next to Himalayan Vulture). Silhouette
striking with very broad wings and especially broad
hand with deeply fingered primaries. Wings rather par-
allel edged but with tendency of widening from body
towards outermost secondaries, where trailing edge of
wing showed rather sharp bulge. Trailing edge of wing
sharply serrated and regular. Tail noticeably longer than
on typical Griffon and wedge-shaped.

PLUMAGE Remiges greyish-black, inner primaries slight-
ly paler than other primaries. Rectrices black. Under-
wing-coverts cold greyish-brown with narrow white line
on patagium, darker grey centre to greater coverts and
pale greyish to creamy area on median coverts of central
arm. Latter making large part of underwing-coverts seem
pale at certain angles. Axillaries blackish-brown with
obvious creamy edges or streaks. Area of axillaries con-
siderably darker than underwing-coverts. Upperwing
only seen from some distance and looking rather uni-
form dark. Body-feathers with similar dusky base colour
as axillaries but, due to bold and dense creamy-white
streaking, looking much paler. Dark base colour best
visible on upperbreast.

Identification

The bold and broad streaking of the body, longish
tail, very broad wings and sharp bulge near outer-
most secondary lead to the identification as
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Himalayan Vulture. The wing tip is often more
prominent and more angled in Himalayan than in
Griffon Vulture (Ayé et al 2012). Furthermore, the
generally dark upperwing without obvious con-
trast between coverts and remiges is another char-
acter that does not fit Griffon. This bird was aged
as a juvenile, based on the regular and strongly
serrated trailing edge to the wings.

Discussion

The two records of Himalayan Vulture presented
in this paper were accepted by the Iran Bird
Records Committee (Abolghasem Khaleghizadeh
in litt) and represent the first for Iran and the
‘greater’ Western Palearctic. They occurred far
west of the known breeding areas. The record in
North Khorasan was c 900 km west of the known
breeding areas in Uzbekistan. It is even more sur-
prising than the record in Sistan-Baluchestan be-
cause it concerned an adult or near-adult bird,
while Himalayan tends to be more sedentary
when adult (Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001,
Naoroji 2006) and also because the direct flight
from Uzbekistan would lead across extensive
lowland areas. The record in Sistan-Baluchestan
was ¢ 1500 km south-west of the known breeding
areas in northern Pakistan (Roberts 1991). Another
explanation would be that the birds came from
central Afghanistan, where the species was regu-
larly seen during the breeding season in recent
surveys (Busuttil & Ayé 2009). From central
Afghanistan, the ranges of the Safed-Koh run west
to the Hari Rud valley on the Iranian-Afghan bor-
der and almost form a continuum of mountainous
landscapes into Iran.

Himalayan Vulture is the third Cyps species
documented for Iran (Roselaar & Aliabadian 2009,
Khaleghizadeh et al 2011). Griffon Vulture is a
regular breeding species and White-rumped
Vulture was recorded on several occasions in the
past but not in recent decades (Khaleghizadeh et
al 2011). That now two records of Himalayan in
Iran and further records in other areas where the
species was not known happen within a short
time span may just be coincidence, or could be a
consequence of the different population dynam-
ics compared with White-rumped: while White-
rumped has experienced a population crash in
recent decades (BirdLife International 2013),
Himalayan has been found in Afghanistan, Mon-
golia, United Arab Emirates (see below) and
South-East Asia in areas where it was not previ-
ously recorded (Li & Kasorndorkbua 2008, Busuttil
& Ayé 2009, Buchheim 2012, 2013ab, Harrison &
Lambsdell 2013; Steve James in litt). However,

also Himalayan may be endangered by contami-
nated carcasses (Das et al 2011), and in some ar-
eas has experienced rapid population declines
(Acharya et al 2009). In this context, it would be
highly interesting to have more information about
thespecies’ distribution further westin Afghanistan.
Maybe, the recent increase in ornithological inter-
est and activity in Iran (Khaleghizadeh et al 2011)
will also provide new data on a more regular oc-
currence of the species in eastern Iran and partic-
ularly in the Kopet Dagh mountains.

Other record in the Middle East

The only other — and most recent — record of Hima-
layan Vulture in the Middle East and the ‘greater’
Western Palearctic concerns an immature bird
(estimated c¢ 3.5 years old) photographed with
four Griffon Vultures at Dubai Desert Conservation
Reserve, United Arabian Emirates, on 13-16 October
2012 (Harrison & Lambsdell 2013, Steve James in
lit; http://worldbirder.blogspot.nl/2013/10/october-
round-up.html, www.smugmug.com/gallery/
26007634_vtF2QN#!i). It was accepted as the
first record for the United Arab Emirates (www.
uaebirding.com/rbr_from_2010.html).

Samenvatting

HIMALAYAGIEREN IN* [RAN IN APRIL 2007 EN DECEMBER
2010 Dit artikel documenteert de eerste twee waar-
nemingen van Himalayagier CGyps himalayensis in Iran
en het Midden-Oosten. De eerste betreft een adult bij
Surak, Noord-Khorasan, op 27 April 2007. De determi-
natie was gebaseerd op het scherpe contrast tussen de
witte ondervleugeldekveren en zwarte slagpennen, als-
mede op de lichte kleur van het lichaam en de lichaams-
bouw met ‘zwaar’ silhouet. Op 8 december 2010 werd
een juveniel waargenomen bij Chahbahar, Sistan-
Baluchestan. Deze vogel werd onder meer gedetermi-
neerd op grond van de lichaamsbouw en op het grijs-
bruine lichaam met zware cremewitte streping. Beide
waarnemingen zijn aanvaard door de Iraanse zeldzaam-
hedencommissie en betreffen de eerste gevallen in het
Midden-Oosten. Ze worden besproken in de context
van gevallen in andere landen en regio’s waar de soort
tot voor kort evenmin bekend was, zoals Afghanistan,
Mongolié en Zuidoost-Azié, en van het inmiddels derde
geval in het Midden-Oosten in de Verenigde Arabische
Emiraten in oktober 2012. De vraag wordt gesteld of het
toegenomen aantal gevallen het gevolg is van uitbrei-
ding van het areaal.
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Titan Storm Petrel

The world of seabirds and seabird taxonomy is in
a state of flux. New species are being described,
others are being rediscovered, and many sub-
species are being (re-)elevated to species status.
White-bellied Storm Petrel Fregetta grallaria is tra-
ditionally considered to comprise four to five sub-
species, although most — if not all — of these taxa
may represent distinct species (eg, Howell 2010):
nominate grallaria, and segethi and titan of the
South Pacific; and leucogaster and the enigmatic
melanoleuca of the South Atlantic, with the latter
often treated as a white-bellied subspecies of
Black-bellied Storm Petrel F tropica. The least
known of these subspecies is titan, recognized in
1924 and described formally in 1928 (Murphy
1924, 1928). It is known to breed on only a few
rocky islets at remote Rapa in the Austral Islands
of southern French Polynesia (27°35’S, 144°22'W),
with the total nesting population in 1974 consider-
ed as ‘certainly not more than 100 pairs’ (Holyoak
& Thibault 1984), updated to at least 308-561
pairs based on a more thorough survey in 1989
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(Thibault & Varney 1991).

In September 2013, | was fortunate to be a par-
ticipant on an expedition to the Pitcairn Island
group and the Tuamotu archipelago, French
Polynesia, organized by Josep del Hoyo. We
travelled on the vessel Braveheart, based out of
New Zealand. On 4 September, while heading
from Mangareva, French Polynesia, to Pitcairn,
we stopped to chum for tubenoses at 24°19’S,
132°12'W, ¢ 260 km west-north-west of Pitcairn
(sea surface temperature 23.4°C). After 2.5 h,
numerous Murphy’s Petrels Pterodroma ultima,
several Soft-plumaged Petrels P mollis and a single
Herald Petrel P heraldica as well as Kermadec
Petrel P neglecta had appeared — but no storm
petrels. Finally, a spectacular Polynesian Storm
Petrel Nesofregetta albigularis danced in briefly
and, in an attempt to bring it back, more fish oil
was added to spice up the chum slick. A few
minutes later | spotted a large storm petrel on the
slick and shouted ‘storm-petrel on the slick’ be-
fore raising my binoculars and realizing in an in-
stant that it was not a Polynesian but was in fact a
‘giant’ White-bellied Storm Petrel. | yelled ‘Titan!’

[Dutch Birding 36: 162-165, 2014]
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2013 (Steve N G Howell) 196 Titan Storm Petrel / Titanstormvogeltje Fregetta (grallaria) titan, at sea, near Pitcairn
Island, 4 September 2013 (Kenneth Petersen)

and we watched the bird for perhaps a minute as
it made a circuit of the slick, swept once past the
vessel’s stern and then headed off into the big blue
yonder. The sighting was all too brief but luckily
Kenneth Petersen and | were able to snap a few
images of the bird, although the lighting was not
ideal. For most, it was their first White-bellied
Storm Petrel of any type but for the cognoscenti
on board (including myself, Bob Flood and Kirk
Zufelt) it was a grail among storm petrels, a bird
we never thought we would see.

The titan flew easily with strong, relatively re-
laxed wing beats, rather than the quicker flight of
a ‘typical” White-bellied Storm Petrel in similar
conditions. It appeared large and slightly rangy
compared with the small, relatively compact ap-
pearance of typical White-bellied. In fact, it did
not seem appreciably smaller than the Polynesian

Storm Petrel viewed minutes earlier, which is one
of the world’s largest storm petrels. Its wings ap-
peared relatively long and proportionately narrow
compared with a typical White-bellied, and its
feet fell short of the tail tip. The bird was in fresh
plumage and the striking silvery edgings to the
upperparts contrasted with the blackish hood;
conversely, the white rump did not contrast dis-
tinctly with the silvery back but it did with the
black tail. Photographs show well the silvery-grey
upperparts with broad white feather tips, as well
as revealing sparse dark flank streaking, a feature
noted as a ‘peculiarity’ of titan by Murphy
(1924).

Range at sea

Since titan was described, it has remained very
little known, and the photographs here appear to
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be the first published of it at sea. Only two speci-
mens have been collected at sea, away from the
breeding island: in June 1906 (identified after titan
was formally described) at 4°20'S, 93°30'W,
¢ 6850 km east-north-east of Rapa (Loomis 1918,
Murphy 1933), and in November 1988 at 5°N,
140°W, ¢ 3000 km north of Rapa (Spear & Ainley
2007). Given these far-flung points, titan might be
encountered anywhere in the central and eastern
equatorial Pacific. In the east of this region, how-
ever, its at-sea range overlaps with segethi and in
the west with migrant grallaria (Spear & Ainley
2007). Thus, any ‘white-bellied storm petrel’ seen
at sea in French Polynesia or Pitcairn waters
should not be assumed to be titan, and nominate
grallaria may actually be commoner in these wa-
ters in some seasons (Murphy 1924, Spear &
Ainley 2007).

In addition to our observation, which was
¢ 1250 km north-north-east of Rapa, Hadoram
Shirihai (pers comm) has also recorded titan at sea
in recent years. During 2005-08, HS conducted
petrel surveys across much of French Polynesia,
mainly around the Marquesas and the Tuamotus,
and also in the Pitcairn archipelago. Despite al-
most five cumulative months in the region, in-
cluding many mass chumming operations, HS
identified titan on only two occasions, which rein-
forces its rarity: one at 22°48'S, 136°54'W, be-
tween Tenararo and Morane in the Tuamotu archi-
pelago (c 880 km north-east from Rapa) on 14 July
2006; and one east of Mangareva, Gambier
Islands (c 1120 km north-east of Rapa) on 21
August 2007. In both cases, the birds behaved
similarly to the bird we saw, giving sudden and
very brief visits to chum slicks, not staying to feed
and thus not allowing photography. Both individ-
uals were identified by their large size, less rapid
wing beats (than typical White-bellied Storm
Petrel) on long wings, and bulky, long bodies, ap-
proaching the size of Polynesian Storm Petrel.
Both birds also showed very broad whitish tipping
on the back and upperwing coverts (but see
Identification limits below).

Taxonomy of titan

While the plumage of titan is similar to other
White-bellied Storm Petrel taxa, its very large size
sets it apart as something quite different. The wing
length of titan averages 182 mm (range 177-188
mm; n=27) versus an average of 156 mm (146-
163 mm; n=63) in segethi, breeding on the Juan
Fernandez Islands off Chile (Murphy 1928), and
163 mm (161-166 mm; n=4) of nominate grallaria
from Lord Howe Island, Australia (Murphy &
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Snyder 1952). Thus, titan averages c 17% longer
winged than segethi and 12% longer winged than
grallaria. As our observation suggested, its overall
size is comparable with Polynesian Storm Petrel,
of which the wing chord also averages 182 mm
(range 178-194 mm, n=13; Murphy 1924).

As noted by Murphy (1924): ‘The indicated dif-
ferences [between titan and Juan Fernandez birds]
are so great that they are not bridged, or even
nearly bridged, by individual variation among
scores of specimens studied... Fledglings taken at
Rapa have down of a much lighter gray than Juan
Fernandez chicks of the same stage of growth. The
contour feathers of the dorsal surface, which are
broadly edged with white, are also lighter in the
young Rapa birds. The difference in size is, how-
ever, the outstanding distinction, for downy chicks
from Rapa have larger bills than adult birds from
Juan Fernandez.

Breeding data for White-bellied Storm Petrels
are sparse but of the Pacific Ocean subspecies,
segethi on the Juan Fernandez Islands (33°42’S),
lays eggs in December (Johnson 1965); nominate
grallaria at Lord Howe Island (31°33’S) in January-
February (Marchant & Higgins 1990); and titan at
Rapa (27°35’S) in February (Murphy 1924).

In hindsight, it seems odd that Murphy did not
describe titan as a distinct species, although it
should be noted that much of his work was under-
taken in a period when subspecies were very
much in vogue. Thus, despite his numerous publi-
cations on seabirds, Murphy often confused and
confounded taxonomy simply by swimming
strongly in the prevailing taxonomic current. For
example, he lumped seven distinct taxa as sub-
species of Manx Shearwater Puffinus puffinus
(Murphy 1952) but today all are now treated (as
they were before) as well-marked species.

Given the conservative nature of morphological
variation among tubenoses, the size and plumage
differences of titan relative to other members of the
White-bellied Storm Petrel complex greatly exceed
those between many accepted species of seabirds.
Parallels among cryptic tubenoses may be found
with Beck’s Petrel Pseudobulweria becki, a minia-
ture version of Tahiti Petrel P rostrata, and perhaps
with the enigmatic ‘New Caledonia Storm Petrel’,
a large version of New Zealand Storm Petrel
F maoriana (Howell & Collins 2008, Collins 2013).
Examples nearer home include the ‘Fea’s Petrel
complex’, now usually regarded as comprising
two or three species (Desertas P deserta, Fea’s
P feae and Zino’s Petrel P madeira), and the saga of
multiple species within the Band-rumped (Madei-
ran) Storm Petrel Oceanodroma castro complex.



| believe that titan is most realistically treated as
a distinct species, Fregetta titan, for which the
English name Titan Storm Petrel seems appropriate
(the rendering ‘Titanic Storm Petrel’, while per-
haps more grammatically correct, conjures up un-
fortunate images of a doomed ship rather than of
a true titan among storm-petrels). Sadly, Titan
Storm Petrel also qualifies as a species of high
conservation concern, being limited as a breeding
bird to five small, predator-free islets where it
nests amid the rocks at only 3-4 m above sea level
(Holyoak & Thibault 1984).

Identification limits

Recent at-sea observations by HS off the Juan
Fernandez Islands suggest that two seasonal popu-
lations may occur there (distinguished by moult
timing); these populations may also differ in size,
with some birds appearing rather large and bulky,
approaching the appearance of titan (Hadoram
Shirihai pers comm). Many of the fresh Juan
Fernandez birds also have very extensive white
tipping above, so this in itself is not diagnostic of
titan. While HS and | agree that titan is distinctive
and should be recognized as a species, the varia-
tion in (presumed) Juan Fernandez birds (a situa-
tion in need of critical study), combined with the
difficulty of judging size in the field, indicates
caution in identifying titan at sea.
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Bait-fishing by Snowy Egret in
Dominican Republic in June 2013

During a week at the Iberostar Hacienda Domini-
cus hotel at Punta Cana, Dominican Republic, in
mid-June 2013, Kenneth Mitchell observed pas-
sive and active bait-fishing with bread on fish by
three heron species (present were one American
Great Egret Casmerodius egretta, two Snowy Egrets
Egretta thula and several Green Herons Butorides
virescens). There was an interspecies hierarchy: the
American Great Egrets chased off the Snowy Egret

[Dutch Birding 36: 165-167, 2014]

(editors@dutchbirding.nl)

and the Green Herons from the thrown bread and,
in the absence of the American Great Egret, the
Snowy Egrets chased off the Green Herons, so that
bait-fishing behaviour could only be observed for
the smaller two species in the absence of the larg-
er. One of the Snowy Egrets regularly present at the
pond was observed actively fishing with bait in the
absence of the American Great Egret. This Snowy
Egret appeared as soon as KM began throwing
pieces of bread and it chased off Green Herons if
they were in the vicinity. When bread landed on
the ground near the bird, it would rush to grab it
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and begin fishing with it (‘bait bringing’). It would
also recover pieces of bread that were floating out
of range and drop them closer. And, if bread was
sinking too deep, it would again recover it and
drop it again (‘bait repositioning’). One evening,
KM broke up small bread rolls and threw it one
piece at a time at the Snowy Egret. The bird dili-
gently picked up each piece, fished with it and
then waited for the next. Within less than 10 min,
it managed to catch six fishes with the successive
pieces of bread. KM attempted to document the
bait-fishing behaviour on video but the results
were poor and the footage was deleted.

Snowy Egret is a Nearctic heron species, closely
related to the Palearctic Little Egret E garzetta.
While active bait-fishing behaviour has been well
described for Little (Post et al 2009), there is only
an indirect report for Snowy (Grant 1993). Thus,
these observations in June 2013 constitute the first
well-observed active bait-fishing behaviour (‘bait
bringing’, ‘bait repositioning’ and many success-
ful catches) for this species and supports the previ-
ous indirect report (Grant 1993), which had not
been taken into account by Ruxton & Hansell
(2011) in their list of active bait-fishing bird spe-
cies. Multiple species of herons Ardeidae catch
fish using bait. Active bait-fishing involves birds
identifying and placing bait (eg, bread, insects)
into water to attract fish (eg, Boswall 1983,
McCullough & Beasley 1996, Ruxton & Hansell
2011). For example, Green Herons (Keenan 1981,
Preston 1986, Higuchi 1988a), Striated Herons
B striata (Walsh et al 1985, Higuchi 1988b,
Robinson 1994), Squacco Herons Ardeola ral-
loides (Crous 1994) and Little Bittern Ixobrychus
minutus (Réglade et al 2013) actively fish with in-
sects as bait. Striated Herons B striata and Green
Herons also actively fish with bread (Lovell 1958,
Sazima 2007) and with lures (eg, flowers, feath-
ers, twigs; Norris 1975, Higuchi 1986). Active
bait-fishing with bread as bait has also been docu-
mented for Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax
nycticorax (eg, McCullough & Beasley 1996, Riehl
2001, Gavin & Solomon 2009, Douglas et al
2011). Passive bait-fishing involves birds waiting
by bait to catch fish but not actively placing bait in
the water themselves or actively manipulating the
bait. For example, American Great Egret (Lovell
1958), Grey Heron A cinerea (eg, Post et al 2009)
and Great Blue Heron A herodias (Zickefoose &
Davis 1998) have been documented to passively
use bait to catch fish. Even if passive bait-fishing is
probably more often observed, this behaviour is
rarely published because it did not seem unex-
pected, contrary to the active one. And indeed
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there is surely a significant cognitive gap between
active and passive bait-fishing behavior (Ruxton &
Hansell 2011). Moreover, the reports of active
bait-fishing observations are welcome and really
contribute to scientific research on tool use and
innovation in birds (eg, Overington et al 2009).

Members of the heron family represent half of
the dozen bird species actively bait-fishing as re-
ported by Ruxton & Hansell (2011) but since at
least two new species — Little Bittern and Snowy
Egret — can now be added, the list and conse-
quently the proportion of heron species, are in-
creasing progressively, as previously predicted
(Voisin 1991).
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Ship-assisted passage by lago
Sparrows from Cape Verde Islands
to Madeira and the Netherlands
in May 2013

In May 2013, a group of lago Sparrows Passer
iagoensis undertook a ship-assisted voyage from
the Cape Verde Islands all the way to the Nether-
lands. The species is endemic to the Cape Verde
Islands, occurs on many islands and is not threat-
ened (cf Hazevoet 1995, 2013a). Their voyage
started on 6 May, when the MV Plancius, after

(axeman3d@gmail.com)

sailing from Antarctica to the Cape Verde Islands
and on its way to Madeira (the ‘West Africa
Pelagic’), stayed off Raso, Cape Verde Islands.
When birders observed Raso Larks Alauda razae,
endemic to this islet, from zodiacs close to the
shore (coming ashore is strictly forbidden), a
group of ¢ 30 lago Sparrows landed on the zodi-
acs (plate 197). The sparrows were very confiding,
even landing on people’s heads and other body
parts, especially when fresh water was provided.
Back on board of the MV Plancius, birders were
surprised to find ¢ 30 sparrows on the ship, be-
cause no zodiac had taken birds from the island.

197 lago Sparrows / Kaapverdische Mussen Passer iagoensis, on board of zodiac off Raso, Cape Verde Islands,

ZODIAC

[Dutch Birding 36: 167-171, 2014]

6 May 2013 (Harro H Miiller)
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Ship-assisted passage by lago Sparrows from Cape Verde Islands to Madeira and the Netherlands in May 2013

198 lago Sparrow / Kaapverdische Mus Passer iagoensis, male, on board of MV Plancius, off Deserta Grande,
Desertas, 12 May 2013 (Nils van Duivendijk)

199 lago Sparrows / Kaapverdische Mussen Passer iagoensis, on board of MV Plancius, Atlantic Ocean between
Cape Verde Islands and Desertas, 8 May 2013 (Nils van Duivendijk). Note aberrantly coloured male right of centre.




Ship-assisted passage by lago Sparrows from Cape Verde Islands to Madeira and the Netherlands in May 2013

As night fell and the ship was leaving Cape Verde
waters, a number of sparrows was still on board,
where they were provided with food. On 7 May,
while nearing Mauritania, 11 individuals were
counted. The group consisted of seven female-
types and four males, including one presumed im-
mature male (plumage as female but with bright
rufous lesser wing-coverts). They were regularly
offered food and water, which they readily ac-
cepted. On 10 May, while passing through the
Canary Islands, still 11 were present. Although the
island of La Gomera was within close sight and
birds reacted excited, calling regularly and perch-
ing on the railing to view land, they did not at-
tempt to leave the ship. Again, on 11-12 May,
while the ship moored off Deserta Grande,
Desertas, south of Madeira, the sparrows stayed
on board (plate 198). On 13 May, when the ship
approached Madeira, only six sparrows were
found aboard ship in the early morning and prob-
ably (although not proven) five of them had left for
Deserta Grande. Later that morning, during a stop
at Funchal harbour, Madeira, five birds briefly left
the ship to fly to the jetty and one even flew to the
quay but all returned and stayed on board (http://
observado.org/waarneming/view/76344378; plate
200). All birders left the ship on Madeira, the final
port