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Field identification of sand
plovers in East Africa

P B Taylor

P art 1 of this paper on the field identification of sand plovers Charadrius
in East Africa (Taylor 1982b) dealt with Greater Sand C /eschenaultii
and Lesser Sand Plover C mongolus. Part 2 covers five more species, ie
Caspian C asiaticus, White-fronted Sand C marginatus, Kentish C
alexandrinus, Chestnut-banded Sand C pallidus and Kittlitz's Sand Plover
C pecuarius. These species are treated in three groups: Caspianin group 1,
White-fronted and Kentish in group 2 and Chestnut-banded and Kittlitz's
in group 3.

No attempt is made to describe the other Charadrius plovers occurring in
East Africa, ie Little Ringed C dubius, Ringed C hiaticula, Forbes’ C forbesi
and Three-banded Plover C tricollaris. Space does not permit such a
coverage, and it is assumed that birders in Europe will be familiar with the
first two species while the last two are unlikely to be confused with the
species described here.

This paper is based on the author’s field observations and ringing notes
from eastern and southern Africa, with the emphasis on birds in East
Africa, supplemented by reference to museum skins. All the species except
Kentish are either locally common or widespread in East Africa and are
likely to be encountered by visiting birders during brief trips to the well-
known birding localities. Even Kentish, although rare in East Africa, may
occasionally be encountered at Rift Valley lakes in Kenya. Although the
paper does not attempt to describe in detail all plumages of these five
species, it is hoped that no important features have been overlooked. The
author does not, however, claim total familiarity with all plumages of
White-fronted, Kentish and Chestnut-banded, and the notes on Kentish
are based on a very few observations in East Africa supplemented by notes
from Europe and details from Cramp & Simmons 1982. Thus some
sections of the paper may need later enlargement or revision, and the
author will be pleased to hear from any observers who can contribute to
the better knowledge of these species. Published information on most of
the species is often scant or inaccurate, and published illustrations are
especially poor: the flight illustrations of Caspian, White-fronted,
Chestnut-banded and Kittlitz's in McLachlan & Liversidge 1978 are
incorrect while the plates of Kittlitz's in Cramp & Simmons are inaccurate
in some details.
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Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

24 Caspian Plover Charadrius asiaticus, probably in definitive basic (= adult winter) plumage,
Zambia, october 1976 (P B Taylor).

Moult pattern and timing have not been established for the Afrotropical
sand plovers but it is probable that all have a moult pattern similar to their
Palearctic relatives. Timing will presumably depend upon breeding
seasons which are sometimes ill-defined and may vary over the species’
range. Note that for all species in groups 2 and 3, alternate (= summer)
plumage is described before basic (= winter) plumage; for Caspian basicis
described first to agree with the sequence of descriptions in part 1. In
plumage descriptions, primaries and rectrices are numbered ascendantly.

group 1: Caspian Plover

This species has been covered in detail by Cramp & Simmons but these
authors’ accounts of habitat, field characters and call are incomplete and
occasionally inaccurate for birds in East Africa. Brief comments on field
identification have also been made by Sinclair & Nicholls 1980.

It is a widespread and often abundant passage migrant and winter visitor to
East Africa. Vast numbers winter on the upland plains of south-western
Kenya and northern Tanzania (eg Serengeti) while wintering flocks also
occur in many other areas such as Nairobi (Athi Plains) east to Tsavo East
NP and south through Tanzania. The bird is uncommon at the coast, andin
Uganda it is common only in the north and west, especially on passage
(Britton 1980). The main arrival is in october but flocks are present from
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Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

21,

25 Caspian Plover Charadrius asiaticus in first basic (= first-winter) plumage, Zambia,
september 1975 (P B Taylor).

early august. Departure is from late february to april and there is no
evidence of oversummering.

The birds occur on short dry grassland — plains, aerodromes, playingfields
and so on, and prefer sparsely-grassed or recently-burned areas. They also
occur in numbers on the dried mud of flood-plains and lake-shores and on
ploughed land. They are occasional on open sea-shores and may rarely be
seen at roosts of other waders (P B Taylor). Local movements are made in
response to prevailing conditions such as grazing and burning, and the
birds are often found far from water. However, they are not confined todry
areas and the assertions in Cramp & Simmons that they rarely wade and
are not known to enter water except to drink are not supported by
observations in Kenya. For example, birds at Shombole Swamp in the
autumn of 1983 were seen to fly after sunrise to shallowly-flooded areas
with sparse grass and to feed there alongside Ringed Plover, Little Stint
Calidris minuta, Curlew Sandpiper C ferruginea and so on. At sunset they
flew out to dry areas and did not return to the swamp until dawn (M Kelsey,
P B Taylor).

moults

Birds are moulting into definitive basic (= adult winter) plumage by their
arrival in East Africa and this moult is completed by december (Cramp &
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Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

26-27 Caspian Plover Charadrius asiaticus in definitive basic (= adult winter) plumage,
Kenya, september 1983 (P B Taylor).




Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

Simmons). A partial moult to alternate plumage takes place during the
winter and is completed between january and april (P B Taylor, museum
skins). First basic (= first-winter) birds undergo their prealternate (=
spring) moult later than older birds.

basic plumage

HEAD See plates 24 and 26-27. Forehead, long broad supercilium, chin
and throat are buffy-white, looking noticeably buff in flight; these areas are
white in Greater and Lesser which also have less well-defined supercilia.
Caspian’s dark face patch is pale sepia-brown, as dark as that of Greater
and Lesser. Crown to nape are pale sepia-brown, paler on the nape but
with no pale ‘shawl’ such as is shown by some Greater and Lesser.
UPPERPARTS See plates 24 and 28-30. Pale sepia-brown with pale rufous-
buff fringes, broadest when fresh. New feathers of the back and
upperwing-coverts are darker and give a patchy appearance to the
upperparts. Rump and uppertail-coverts are pale sepia-brown, the rump
with narrow white sides and the uppertail-coverts paler than the rump
with greyish fringes (plate 30). Caspian differs from Greater and Lesser in
having browner upperparts and in lacking broad white sides to the rump
and uppertail-coverts. Upperparts-feathers when fresh have a greenish
iridescence in some lights, especially on the tail, upperwing-coverts and
back.

UNDERPARTS The broad breast band is grey-brown, the feathers with pale
tips, and is normally complete (plates 26-27), in contrast to the relatively
narrow dark patches at the sides of the breast in Greater and Lesser.
Lowerbreast, lowerflanks and undertail-coverts are pearly-white. The
upperflanks and the long axillaries are pale grey; these areas are white in
Greater and Lesser.

WINGS The remiges are dark sepia, the tips and outer webs of p1-4 being
darkest, the inner primaries paler and the secondaries slightly paler still
(except when fresh). P(6)7-10 have a white patch on the outer web, these
patches being smaller than those of Greater and Lesser which also have
white on p6 and sometimes p5. Shaft colours are similar in all three
species. Note that Cramp & Simmons give white on p7-9 while Prater et a/
1977 give white on p7-10 as is the case in East African birds. The
secondaries have narrow white tips, and dark shafts with paler bases. The
greater primary coverts of p(6)7-10 have pale tips, as do the greater
secondary coverts (most on the outer five or six feathers), but these tips are
neither as white nor as extensive as those of Greater and Lesser. The
lesser and median upperwing-coverts are slightly paler than the back
while the marginal and primary covert and the alula are almost as dark as
the primaries. The underwings are grey, the coverts white-tipped; these
areas are white in Greater and Lesser.

These features are shown in plates 27-29 and 31-32 which should be
compared with plates 73-78 of part 1. The outerwing of Caspian is dark, the
secondaries often somewhat paler, and the central covert area palest
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28 Caspian Plover Charadrius asiaticus in first basic (= first-winter) plumage; 29 Caspian
Plover in definitive basic (= adult winter) plumage, Kenya, september 1983 (P B Taylor).
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30 Caspian Plover Charadrius asiaticus, Kenya, september 1983 (P B Taylor).

(paler than the back). Compared to Greater and Lesser, the upperwing
covert pattern is similar but less contrasting, and the wing-bar is
noticeably less prominent and extensive and is hardly visible on the
innerwing. Caspian also has grey underwings and less noticeable pale tips
to the secondaries. The white shaft of the outermost primary is often
visible in flight (plate 31).

TAIL See plate 29. The central rectrices (r6) are as dark as the back and
have white tips; much of their length is overlaid by the pale uppertail-
coverts. R1-5 have white tips and are grey-brown, darkest subterminally,
and r1 has a white or buff edge to the outer web and a white shaft.
Compared to Greater and Lesser, Caspian’s tail has much less white at
sides and tip, and in flight the white is normally only seen when the bird
spreads its tail on take-off and landing (plates 31-32). A dark subterminal
bar is visible in flight, and the tail base is pale (plate 31); this patternis also
shown by Greater and sometimes by Lesser.

alternate plumage

The upperparts are as in basic plumage but the nape may have a more
tawny tinge. Pale fringes are apparent when freshly-moulted but are
almost worn off by february (P B Taylor) when the upperparts appear very
plain. The underparts are white with a broad rufous-cinnamon breast band
attained from january to april; this band has a black bar at its lower border.
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31-32 Caspian Plovers Charadrius asiaticus, Kenya, september 1983 (P B Taylor).

The female often has a pale breast band with the black bar indistinct or
absent. The buff areas of the head become white and the face patch
darkens. In this plumage, separation from Greater and Lesser is easy on
head and breast pattern and the lack of a tawny tinge to the upperparts,
particularly the nape.

first basic plumage

As definitive basic plumage but the upperparts are a little darker, with
more distinct pale fringes giving a more patterned effect (plate 25). The
crown is dark and plain, and contrasts well with the pale areas of the head;
it may give the bird a capped appearance (plate 25). The breast band is
darker and more mottled than in the definitive bird.

bare parts

EYE Hazel to dark brown. Sinclair & Nicholls stated that the eye is very
large, and it usually appears larger than the eyes of Greater and Lesser
(compare plates 24 and 26-27 with plates 62-64 and 71 of part 1) but
occasionally it appears no larger (plate 25).

BILL Black, long, straight and slender, with only a slight bulge at the nail
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Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

and a hardly-noticeable gonydeal angle. In size and structure it is markedly
different from the bills of Greater and Lesser (compare plates 24-27 with
plates 61-65 of part 1).

LEGS Leg colour is variable, being pinkish-yellow, yellowish-olive, dusky
olive, greenish, slate-grey, light brown and so on but most birds’ legs
appear yellowish-horn in the field. The ground colour is often grey, with
yellow-brown scales. Toes and joints may be darker. Leg colour overlaps
with that of Greater but is normally paler than in Lesser. Legs are long and
slender, proportionately longer than in Lesser and recalling Greater in
their proportions. The tarsus averages longer than in Greater (see figures
in Cramp & Simmons).

size and appearance

Caspian is similar in size to Greater: wing length of 13 birds ringed in
Kenya (M Kelsey, P B Taylor)is 141-152 (145.4) mm, weight of 13 is 60.3-
89.0(75.0) g — compare these figures with those for Greater and Lesser in
part 1. Caspian does, however, differ markedly from Greater in shape and
appearance: it appears elongated, slender and elegant when standing,
with a narrower smaller head and a longer neck (plates 24-25). The
difference in bill structure is also obvious and the folded wings project well
beyond the tail-tip (plates 24-25 should be compared with plates 66-70 of
part 1). The stance is sometimes more upright than Greater and Lesser and
an upright attitude is temporarily adopted immediately after landing but
birds often adopt a horizontal stance, especially when undisturbed or
confident (plates 24-25).

behaviour and flight

Caspians run rapidly and their flight is fast, often erratic and impetuous,
with quick turns, banks and zigzags, and wide circles. They fly in close
flocks, normally very low on feeding grounds but single birds and moving
flocks will fly high. In flight they appear long-winged, slender and elegant
(plate 32), flight action recalling Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria. They are
often tame and approachable but are more wary when newly-arrived. The
feet project beyond the tail-tip in flight (plates 31-32) as do those of
Greater.

calls

Cramp & Simmons give the normal calls as: 7 a soft piping ‘tyk” and ‘ueet’
— daytime calls; and 2 a shrill whistling ‘kwhitt’, a spluttering ‘ptrrrwhitt’
or a whistled ‘ku-wit" — night-time calls. Observations in East Africa
suggest that the birds may not call frequently at night and that the normal
daytime call (also heard at night) is a single note, a sharp hard and loud
‘tyup’ or ‘tup’, sometimes repeated at widely-spaced intervals and
occasionally combined to form a long rapid series of almost rattling notes
‘tptptptptp’. Calling is frequent, in flight and on the ground when disturbed,
and the call is very different from the notes of Greater and Lesser.
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group 2: White-fronted Sand and Kentish Plover

These species are similar in plumage, and a recent paper by Kieser &
Liversidge 1981 dealt with some of the more important field characters.
More may be added, however, and field separation is made easier by a
more detailed study of plumage and structural differences than that paper
provided. All features of Kentish are described in detail by Cramp &
Simmons and only a brief summary of plumage characters is given here.

White-fronted Sand Plover

The subspecies C m tenellus is resident in East Africa, closely associated
with and breeding on sand beaches, sandbanks and sand dunes both atthe
coast and inland on the larger lakes and rivers; it also occurs at salt pans. It
is numerous only at Lakes Turkana and Malawi (Britton) and locally at the
coast, eg north of Malindi, Kenya, and at Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. Small
numbers are regular at Rift Valley lakes in western Uganda and on the Athi
River, Kenya (Britton). Seasonal movements probably occur, with
temporary flocks noted in several areas; such movements may be
influenced by fluctuations in water-levels. It is not normally found on the
alkaline Rift Valley lakes in Kenya but it does occur at Turkana where

Kentish also occurs (Britton). Breeding records are from may to august and
december.

33 White-fronted Sand Plover Charadrius marginatus, male in definitive alternate (= adult
summer) plumage, Kenya, july 1983 (P B Taylor).
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Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

alternate plumage: male

HEAD & BODY See plates 33 and 36-37. Forecrown, lores and a line from
the rear of the eye to the ear-coverts are black. Forecrown, supercilium (to
just behind the eye) and face are white. Crown, nape and upperparts are
grey-brown with a pale fawn wash, and the feathers are fringed pale tawny
(broadest on the scapulars). The broad collar on the hindneck is pale fawn,
tawnier at its anterior margin. The rump-feathers are pale-fringed and are
darker brown than the back; this colour deepens on the uppertail-coverts.
The sides of the rump and uppertail-coverts are white. Below, the bird is
white, washed with pinky-buff from breast to belly, often tawnier on the
breast and flanks. A small and usually poorly-defined patch at each side of

34-35 White-fronted Sand Plover Charadrius marginatus, female in definitive alternate
(=adult summer) plumage, Kenya, july 1983 (P B Taylor).
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36-37 White-fronted Sand Plover Charadrius marginatus, male in definitve alternate (=
adult summer) plumage, Kenya, august 1983 (G A Allport).
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the breast is tawny or deep buff with a darker, dull brown centre; the patch
is sometimes hardly visible (plate 36).

WINGS The upperwing-coverts are grey-brown, darker on the marginal
coverts, alula and greater primary coverts (plates 37-38). The scapulars are
also often slightly darker than the back. The inner primary coverts and
greater secondary coverts have broad white tips. The remiges are
somewhat darker thanthe rest of the upperwing (unless old), darkest at the
edges and tips of the outer primaries. P1-2 have white shafts, p3-10 white
central shaft areas, p6-10 a white central patch on the outer web and p1-5
pale central areas (plates 37-38). The secondaries are white-tipped,
broadest on the inners, and are darkest in the centre and paler at the base.
These characters give a broad white wing-bar over the inner primaries,
narrowing but still prominent over the bases of the secondaries, a pale
trailing edge to the secondaries, and an otherwise fairly uniformly-
coloured upperwing with a paler area on the lesser and median coverts
(plate 38). The underwings are white, greyer on the greater coverts and
remiges (plate 39).

TAIL R1-2 are white, sometimes with a small dark subterminal spot, r3 is
white with a dark tip, r4-6 are dark brown, darker towards the tip on r4-5
and all-dark on r6. The centre tail is the darkest area of the upperparts and
is offset by the broad white tail edges (the white broadest at the base).

alternate plumage: female

As male but the white on the forehead is often narrower, the forecrown
and ear-coverts are usually more dark brown than black, there is often less
pink or tawny wash on the underparts, the breast patches are usually
paler, and the upperparts are often less bright (plates 34-35).

basic plumage

Similar to alternate but the dark head markings are less prominent (in the
female the forecrown is often hardly darker than the crown, with only dark
feather-centres; it is apparently not black as was stated by Kieser &
Liversidge), the breast patches are more poorly-defined, the upperparts are
less bright, and the underparts are paler with less pink or tawny wash.

first basic plumage

As definitive basic but with pale buff fringes to the duller greyer
upperparts-feathers, less prominent dark head markings, less white on the
forehead, brown lores and paler underparts than the definitive bird.

plumage variation

This is a very variable species, both in overall tone of the plumage and in
differences between the sexes and birds of different ages. Some birds are
washed with rich ginger or tawny on the underparts and are
correspondingly brighter than normal on the upperparts (P B Taylor). This
wash may be deeper and richer on the breast, ending abruptly at a white
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38-39 White-fronted Sand Plover Charadrius marginatus, Kenya, june 1983 (P B Taylor).

throat; when the bird’s neck is retracted the deeply-coloured feathers are
compressed into a tawny line across the upperbreast. Such a breast
pattern may lead to confusion with Chestnut-banded (Taylor 1982a) but
such individuals are always richly-coloured above whereas Chestnut-
banded is always very grey above and pure white below except for the
breast band. Some White-fronted are much paler overall than normal, with
white underparts, while some first basic birds may be washed with tawny
or yellowish-buff above and below.

bare parts

EYE Brown to dark brown.

BILL Black, variable in shape but often with a noticeable bulge at the nail
and a noticeable gonydeal angle.

LEGS Yellowish-grey, greenish-grey, greenish-flesh or grey; occasionally
black (McLachlan & Liversidge, P B Taylor, museum skins). Leg colour may
therefore be similar to Kentish. Kieser & Liversidge did not mention that
the legs of White-fronted may be black.

size, appearance, behaviour, flight and calls
Summarized under Kentish.
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Kentish Plover

The subspecies C a alexandrinus is a scarce migrant to open mud-flats and
beaches at alkaline lakes in the Kenya Rift Valley between october and
april (Britton). It has been recorded at Lakes Turkana, Nakuru, EImenteita
and Magadi (Britton, East African bird reports 1977-81 in Scopus, P B
Taylor). It occurs with Chestnut-banded at Magadi, and the only known
area of overlap with White-fronted is Turkana, White-fronted apparently
being absent from the other alkaline lakes. Kentish has not yet been
recorded from the coastal habitats which White-fronted occupies, nor from
sand beaches on rivers and freshwater lakes; however it may have been
overlooked in these habitats as it can occur in such areas (Cramp &
Simmons) and it is known from the coast of Somalia (D J Pearson).

moults

Birds on arrival in East Africa should be in basic plumage. The prealternate
moult takes place from november to march with first basic birds often
undergoing their prealternate moult slightly later than the definitive birds
(Cramp & Simmons).

alternate plumage: male

HEAD & BODY The head pattern is similar to that of White-fronted but
Kentish differs in having a narrow white collar on the hindneck and a
cinnamon wash on the crown and nape. The upperparts are more ashy-
brown than White-fronted which is usually more tawny-tinged. The rump
and uppertail-coverts are similar in colour to the back and the tail is darker
whereas White-fronted’s plumage darkens noticeably on the rump and
uppertail-coverts. The underparts are white with a well-defined black
patch at each side of the breast; this plumage is very different to the buff-or
tawny-tinged underparts of White-fronted which also has much less
obvious breast patches.

WINGS The white in the wings is of similar extent and pattern to White-
fronted, except that the innermost one or two secondaries are often almost
all-white (Cramp & Simmons). There is a marked contrast between the
ash-brown median coverts and the almost black lesser coverts, primary
coverts and outer greater secondary coverts; White-fronted has much less
contrast in these regions. The underwings are greyish-white.

TAIL Kieser & Liversidge stated that the white outertail contrasts more
with the dark centre in Kentish but observations suggest that the reverse
may be the case: White-fronted’s central tail appears very dark along all its
length (plate 38). The amount of white in the outertail is similar in both
species.

alternate plumage: female

The black on the head and breast is replaced by dusky-brown and the
forehead and face patches may not be as dark as those of female White-
fronted. The breast patches, however, are larger, darker and better-
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defined. Differences in general plumage tone are as between males.

basic plumage

Similar to alternate but the male has the black of the head and breast
duller, often dark brown, while the female is dusky-brown in these regions.
The crown and upperparts are ash-grey, and the female has less white
than the male on forehead and supercilium. White-fronted is separable on
its less well-marked breast patches, darker ear-coverts (Kentish is grey-
buff), broader buff collar (Kentish is white), upperparts (Kentish is greyer),
more white on forehead and supercilium and usually less pale underparts.
The female White-fronted has darker head markings than either male or
female Kentish.

first basic plumage

As definitive basic but pale buff-fringed juvenile feathers are still visible on
the back, rump and wing-coverts until october; pale fringes are later visible
only on the coverts. It is separable from White-fronted first basic by the
good breast patches, paler lores, narrower white collar and usually whiter
underparts.

summary of plumage characters
The constant differences between the two species appear to be as
follows:7 Kentish always has well-defined lateral breast patches; those of

B

40 Kentish Plover Charadrius alexandrinus, Kenya, oktober 1982 (P B Taylor).

52



Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

table 1 Measurements mm and weights g of White-fronted C m tennellus, Kentish, C a

alexandrinus, Chestnut-banded C p venustus and Kittlitz’s Sand Plover C p pecuarius.

Sources: G A Allport = 1, Cramp & Simmons 1982 = 2, East African Ringing Scheme =

3, National Museum of Kenya = 4. Abbreviations: ap = all populations, df = definitive (
= adult), m = migrant, pf = post-fledged.

White-fronted?1,3,4 Kentish?2 Chestnut-banded? * Kittlitz’ss 4

wing 95-102 (98.9; 13 pf) 102-117 ( 110; 118 df) 89-97 (93.2; 43 df 95 -117 (103.5; 63 pf)

)
tail 41-48 (44.9; 10 pf) 42-50 ( 46.3; 42 df) 30-39 (36.2; 19 pf) 41.5- 47 ( 43.6; 27 pf)
bill 14-17 (15.7; 9 pf) 14-17 ( 15.4; 125 df) 13-15 (14.3; 19 pf) 15 < 7.5 15.9; 27 ph)
tarsus 23-28 (25.3; 10 pf) 26-30 ( 27.7; 65 df) 25-28 (26.4; 19 pf) 28 - 81 ( 29.8;28pf)
weight 28-40 (32.4; 8df) 37-39 ( 38.0; 7m) 22-33 (26.8; 46 df) 27.5- 43 ( 33.0; 71 pf)

32-69 ( 43.7; ap)

White-fronted are paler, vaguer, and are sometimes not visible; 2 Kentish
has a narrow white collar, White-fronted has a broader buffer collar; 3
White-fronted has a dark rump, uppertail-coverts and centre-tail while
Kentish is noticeably dark only on the tail; and 4 Kentish shows more
contrast between outer and inner upperwing, and darker remiges.

bare parts

EYE Dark brown.

BILL Black, rather slender and pointed, similar in length to that of White-
fronted (table 1).

LEGS Definitive birds have dark lead-grey to slate-black legs, rarely pale
yellowish-brown. Juvenile and first basic leg colour may be olive or brown-
tinged.

size and appearance

Structural differences are shown in plates 33-36 and 40. The two species
are superficially similar in appearance but White-fronted is a smaller bird
and appears slimmer in the field, with usually a more horizontal stance (but
not always — see plates 33 and 40). White-fronted’s wing-tips fall short of
the tail-tip while those of Kentish reach or extend beyond the tail-tip (plates
35 and 40); Kieser and Liversidge stated that White-fronted has a longer
tail but this is not so (table 1) and the difference in structure is due to the
shorter wings of White-fronted. Kentish appears rounder and plumper in
the body, longer and thinner at the rear end, and has a rounded crown;
White-fronted is flatter-crowned and often appears larger-headed. The bill
of Kentish is slim whereas White-fronted has a stouter bill usually with a
visible bulge and gonydeal angle. White-fronted is shorter-legged than
Kentish; the latter’s tarsus averages 10% longer (table 1). Although White-
fronted usually appear shorter-legged in the field, at times they can appear
very similar to Kentish in stance and height (plates 33 and 40).

behaviour and flight
Both species have arapid and graceful gait, that of Kentish being described
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as a ‘bicycling run’ by Cramp & Simmons who also state that Kittlitz's run
faster than Kentish. White-fronted is even faster than Kittlitz's and in
comparison appears to be motorized. White-fronted is reluctant to fly when
disturbed, preferring to run, and if flushed will usually fly low for a short
way before landing and running. Flight action is probably similar in both
species but the author has not been able to directly compare them in flight.
White-fronted has shorter, less pointed wings. The feet of both species do
not project beyond the end of the tail in flight.

calls

Kieser & Liversidge stated that White-fronted’s calls are distinct but did not
give comparisons. The normal calls heard from White-fronted are as
follows: 7 a hard dry clunking ‘pwut’, ‘trup’ or ‘pup’, probably a contact call
and uttered on the ground or flight; 2 a low quiet ‘twit’, ‘ke’ or ‘kewi’,
sometimes extended to ‘ke-du-ki’ and so on, probably a contact call; 3 a
loud rising ‘chuit’ of anxiety or excitement; and 4 a short sharp dry trill of
alarm ‘trrr’ or ‘trrrup’, often becoming a long sequence of notes, eg ‘trrr -
arar - arrar’ and so on. The author has little experience of the calls of
Kentish but the notes described by Cramp & Simmons appear to be similar
in form to White-fronted’s calls: 7 a quiet emphatic ‘wit” or ‘pt’, often
becoming a rattle; 2 a hard dry ‘prrr’ of alarm, sometimes developed into a
twittering sound; and 3 a plaintive ‘tooeet’ or ‘hwit’ of excitement. More
work needs to be done on the differences in calls between these two
species.

group 3: Chestnut-banded and Kittlitz's Sand Plover

Chestnut-banded Sand Plover

Two subspecies exist, the large pale C p pallidus in southern Africa (mainly
on the coasts) and the small dark C p venustus-at inland waters in East
Africa. C p venustus is a common breeding resident on strongly alkaline
lakes in northern Tanzania and southern Kenya. At Lake Magadi, Kenya,
where it is common, it occurs alongside Kittlitz's. Although C p pallidus is
suspected of having regular movements (Irwin 1981) and has wandered as
far north as Zambia (Taylor 1982a), there is no evidence that C p venustus
wanders, and its occurrence at Kenyan waters other than Magadi is
doubted by Britton. The breeding season in Kenya is may to september.

alternate plumage (C p venustus): male

HEAD & BODY Forehead, short supercilium to above the eye, upper eyelid
and face are white. A narrow line across the forecrown to just over the eye
is black with a bright light chestnut band behind it and continuing above
the eye, along the side of the face above the narrow dark cheek patch, and
around the nape as a rufous collar. The lores are black (see plates 41 and
43 for head pattern). The upperparts are stone-grey with a slight tawny
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tinge (feather-fringes), most on the head. The rump and uppertail-coverts
are darker than the back, plain but with slight pale tips to the uppertail-
coverts. The sides of the rump and uppertail-coverts are white. The
underparts are pure white with a narrow bright chestnut band across the
upperbreast, bordered black above its central region. The breast band
narrows at the sides to join the rufous collar at the base of the neck.

WINGS The lesser upperwing-coverts are as the back, the greaters and
alula are darker, and the median paler with whitish fringes. There isthus a
distinct pale central area to the upperwing-coverts (plates 44-45 and 48). A
narrow white leading edge to the marginal coverts is visible. The inner four
primary coverts and all greater secondary coverts are white-tipped,
broadest and whitest on the outermost secondary coverts. All primaries
are very dark, darkest on the tips, and have a white central shaft area which
is longest on p1. P5-10 have narrow pale tips and a central white patch on
the outer web, not always present on p5. The secondaries have narrow
pale tips but are otherwise as dark as the primaries with paler inner
margins and white basal halves of the shafts. The wing pattern is thus
distinctive, with a clear but narrow white bar across the secondaries

41 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover Charadrius pallidus, male in definitive alternate (= adult
summer) plumage, Kenya, july 1983 (P B Taylor).
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42 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover Chara- 43 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover Chara-

drius pallidus, female in definitive alternate drius pallidus, male in definitive alternate

(=adult summer) plumage, Kenya, august (=adult summer) plumage Kenya, july 1983
1983 (P B Taylor). (P B Taylor).

broadening to a wide white bar on the inner primaries and a pale area on
the outer primaries (plates 44-45 and 48). The bar is further highlighted by
the very dark outer primaries, tips to all regimes, and greater coverts. The
pattern appears somewhat similar to Kittlitz’s but with a more extensive
and prominent wing-bar (compare plates 44-45, 48 and 52-53). In flight
the darkest areas of the wing are the alula, primary coverts and outer
primary tips. The underwing is white, greyer on the greater coverts and
remiges.

TAIL See plates 44 and 48. R1-3 are white or with a variable small dark
subterminal spot; r3 may have a larger dark subterminal area. R4-5 are
dusky, darker subterminally, and are tipped and edged white. R6 is all-dark,
as dark as the darkest area of the upperwing. In flight the tail appears
darkest in the centre, becoming paler towards the sides, with the white
sides broadest at the base.

alternate plumage: female

See plate 42. As the male but the chestnut of the head is paler and is not
present over the eye; there is no black on the forecrown, and the lores and
ear-coverts are light chestnut. The collar is paler and less distinct with little
chestnut wash; the supercilium is buffish and broader than the male’s over
the eye. The breast band is broader, paler chestnut, with no black border.

basic plumage
Similar to alternate in both sexes.
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44 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover Charadrius pallidus, male in definitive alternate (= adult
summer) plumage, Kenya, july 1983; 45 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover in juvenile (left) and
definitive (= adult) plumage (right), Kenya, september 1983 (P B Taylor).
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46 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover Charadrius pallidus in juvenile plumage, Kenya, september
1983 (P B Taylor).

predefinitive plumage: male

Predefinitive (= immature) is similar to definitive but less black on the
forehead, paler chestnut head markings, and the chestnut line along the
face does not always meet the ends of the breast band. The collar is pale,
tinged chestnut. The breast band is mixed chestnut and dark grey-brown.
There are usually more noticeable pale fringes to the upperparts-feathers.

predefinitive plumage: female
Similar to definitive but less well-marked on the head, and with broader
pale fringes to the upperparts-feathers.

juvenile plumage

See plates 45-47. This plumage is distinct. There is no trace of chestnut
anywhere. Forehead, forecrown and narrow poor supercilium are white,
lores are mixed brownish-grey and white, a patch of brownish-grey
extends from below the eye to the ear-coverts, the crown and nape are grey
and the collar well-defined and off-white. The wings and tail are as the
definitive but with pale fringes to all upperwing-coverts. The underparts
are white with a well-defined stone-grey patch at each side of the breast;
as the bird ages these patches extend across the upperbreast to form a
narrow grey breast band (plate 47).
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47 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover Charadrius pallidus in juvenile plumage, Kenya, september
1983 (P B Taylor).

summary of plumage characters

Chestnut-banded is distinctive in all plumages, being much greyer in
upperparts colour than its congeners, pure white below and with a unique
head and breast pattern in all but juvenile plumage. However, confusion
has arisen with richly-coloured Kittlitz's (Dowsett 1977) and White-
fronted (Taylor 1982a). Kittlitz's should be easily-separable on head
pattern and upperparts, even if it is so well-marked as to have a deep tawny
wash across the breast, and all ages of Kittlitz's have some buff wash on
the underparts except some juveniles (see Kittlitz’s account). For
differences from White-fronted, see that species account.

bare parts

EYE Brown to dark brown.

BILL Black shorter and finer than in the other species, with a fairly even
taper to a sharp point. A small bulge is usually present at the nail but there
is usually no visible gonydeal angle. There is some variation in bill shape
and bulk.

LEGS Greenish-grey to grey, often with darker toes and joints.

size and appearance

Chestnut-banded is the smallest of the sand plovers but with a relatively
long tarsus (table 1). It appears long-legged, being taller than White-
fronted but not as tall as Kittlitz's. Its head is large and broad, appearing
bulky in proportion to its small body, and the crown is flat (plate 43). The bill
is small and fine, the neck is usually retracted and the bird stands
horizontally, on well-flexed legs, in a distinctive hunched pose (plate 43).
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48 Chestnut-banded Sand Plover Charadrius pallidus in definitive (= adult) plumage, Kenya,
august 1983 (P B Taylor).

The body is slim, the short wings just reach the tail-tip, and the long fluffy
white undertail-coverts and posterior flank-feathers often overlap the
sides of the rump, tail and wing-tips (plate 43). Leg colour is a fairly
constant grey or greenish-grey.

behaviour and flight

On the ground the bird behaves much as other small sand plovers but
normally feeds only in water and in liquid mud, and does not run over open
dry shore; its food is noted on museum skins as aquatic diptera larvae, so
its long legs, small bill and relatively slow movements are not unexpected.
Itis usually less wary than its congeners. When feeding in shallow water, it
occurs alongside Kittlitz's, Little Stint, Curlew Sandpiper, Marsh
Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis and so on and wades quite deeply at times. It
is aggressive towards members of its own species and also to other species
up to the size of Ruff Philomachus pugnax. Flights are normally not long,
and are less markedly dashing than those of other species; the wings are
ratfr;erhshort, broad and blunt (plate 48). The feet project beyond the tail-tip
in flight.

calls

The range of calls is similar to that of the other small sand plovers, the
commonest notes being: 7 a fairly quiet ‘chip’, ‘pip’ or ‘pup’, in flight and on
the ground; 2 a dry ‘trrrp’, ‘trrrup’, ‘tr-rp’ or ‘tp’, sometimes combined with
call 4 to give a ‘trr-eet’, uttered in flight and on the ground; 3 a high-pitched
rattling flight call ‘trr-drr-drr’, higher-pitched and less hard and dry than
the similar call of Kittlitz's; 4 a plaintive ‘hweet’ or ‘hwit’ of anxiety; and 5 a
call used in intra-specific aggressive encounters: a loud buzzing ‘joweew’
or ‘jeweew’ (the ‘|’ asinthe French ‘je’, and the accentuated second syllabe
rising sharply in pitch on the ‘ee’), often followed by ‘jo jo jo’ and so on.
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Kittlitz's Sand Plover

Widespread and locally common in East Africa at inland waters, most
numerous at Rift Valley lakes and Lake Victoria; also regular at the coast
(Britton). It prefers open dry ground, bare or with short grass, near water;
the substrate may be sand, earth or dry mud. It also feeds on wet mud and
in shallow water. It occurs at salt-pans, salt flats and sand dunes, and also
at sewage ponds. It is often alongside White-fronted and Chestnut-
banded, and feeds among flocks of Little Stint and other sandpipers. It is
possibly a resident species but may undergo local or more extensive
movements. In East Africa there are breeding records for all months.

alternate plumage: male

See plates 49-50. The plumage is distinctive and is described in detail by
Cramp & Simmons; brief details only are given here, with comments on the
occasional errors in that work.

HEAD & BODY A unique head pattern of white forehead, black forecrown
bordered white at the rear (not illustrated in Cramp & Simmons), broad
white supercilium continuing to form a white band on the nape and often
just continuous with the white forehead (not given in Cramp & Simmons),
black lores and line from the rear of the eye running under the white line
along the face and around the nape. The crown is dark grey-brown, plainer

49 Kittlitz's Sand Plover Charadrius pecuarius in definitive alternate (= adult summer)
plumage, Kenya, july 1983 (P B Taylor).
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50 Kittlitz's Sand Plover Charadrius pecuarius in first basic (= first-winter) (left) and definitive
alternate (= adult summer) plumage (right), Kenya, april 1982 (P B Taylor).

than the back (plate 50). The rest of the upperparts is dark grey-brown with
distinct pale fringes and dark shafts. The rump and uppertail-coverts are
black, the latter with white sides. Chin and throat are white, breast and
flanks cinnamon-pink, belly and undertail-coverts white. There is often a
dusky patch at each side of the breast (plate 49), usually obscure.
WINGS The upperwings are well-patterned (plates 49 and 52-53) with
blackish lesser and primary coverts, alula and primaries, dark secondaries,
and other regions pale grey-brown. The pale trailing edge to the
secondaries and inner primaries is prominent and the white wing-bar is
formed by white centres to the outer webs of p(6)7-10, white central shafts
to p(4)5-6 and white tips to the outermost greater secondary coverts. The
white shaft of p1 isvisible in flight. Note that the flight illustration in Cramp
& Simmons does not illustrate wing pattern correctly. The blackish lesser
coverts are often prominent in the folded wing (plate 49). The underwings
are white, greyer on the remiges and lesser primary coverts.

TAIL R1-2 are white or with a small dark subterminal spot, r3 is white with
a dark central line, r4-5 are dusky with white tips and r6 is blackish with a
narrow white tip. The tail appears very dark in the centre, becoming paler
towards the sides, with broad white edges (plate 53).

alternate plumage: female . [
Not as illustrated in Cramp & Simmons: the female is very similar to the
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51 Kittlitz's Sand Plover Charadrius pecuarius in mixed definitive alternate (= adult summer)
and basic (= adult winter) plumage, Kenya, april 1982 (P B Taylor).

male and sexing is sometimes difficult. There is usually less black on the
forecrown and behind the white collar, often a less deep cinnamon-pink
wash on the breast and less extensive breast patches.

basic plumage

Both sexes are as alternate but with less black on the head, a buffer
supercilium and collar, paler upperparts and more prominent breast
patches (plate 51). Some black may be visible on the forecrown and collar.

juvenile plumage

Normally fairly distinctive, all birds having the typical wing and tail pattern
of the species, though often less well-marked. However, the body plumage
is variable, and is not always as described in Cramp & Simmons. The
definitive head pattern is absent, there being only a pale buffy forehead,
supercilium and collar (plate 50); lores are pale, earcoverts grey-brown.
The upperparts are dull grey-brown, usually with pale buff fringes but
sometimes almost plain (plate 54). The underparts are buff to white and the
breast patches are often indistinct (plate 50) but are occasionally very well-
marked (plate 54). The combination of pale underparts, good breast
patches and almost plain upperparts in some birds gives an appearance
which, unless the bird flies, is very similar in pattern to non-alternate
Greater and Lesser (plate 54). Indeed, some lone juvenile Kittlitz's have
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52 Kittlitz’s Sand Plover Charadrius pecuarius, Kenya, april 1982 (P B Taylor).

been confused with Lesser, and, unless other species are present for size
comparison, the risk of confusion is great. The problem is not mentioned in
the literature on Kittlitz's. In such birds the best clues to identity, apart from
size, are wing and tail pattern, very long legs, the well-defined and broad
pale collar, and (usually) the long bill which is not as stout as that of Lesser.
Note that juveniles do not have ‘distinctly spotted’ chest and upper
foreflanks as is stated in Cramp & Simmons.

bare parts

EYE Brown to dark brown, rarely dark blue. Larger in proportion to the
head than in other small sand plovers (plate 49).

BILL Black long and often rather thin except at the tip where the bulge at
the nail is often prominent. The gonydeal angle is often slight. There is
much variation in bill thickness and shape but the bird always appears
long-billed.

LEGS Usually some shade of grey or greenish-grey but also olive-brown,
flesh-brown or black. Often darker on the joints.

size and appearance

Longer-legged than the other small sand plovers, this being a very useful
field character. The bill appears long but not often heavy (not as stoutasin
many White-fronted). The head is not as noticeably broad as that of
Chestnut-banded and the crown is not as flat as in White-fronted; crown
shape appears to vary (eg plates 49-51). Overall size is about that of White-
fronted, the shape is neat and the bird stands fairly upright. The folded
wings just or almost reach the tail-tip.

64



Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

S ; < % N

st . s >

53 Kittlitz's Sand Plovers Charadrius pecuaris, Kenya, april 1982; 54 Kittlitz's Sand Ploverin
juvenile plumage showing plain plumage and good breast patches, Kenya, august 1983 (P B
Taylor).
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behaviour and flight
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