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Sexing of juvenile Montagu’s Harrier

Andrea Corso

he identification (including ageing and sex-

ing) of Montagu’s Harrier Circus pygargus has
been discussed in a number of publications (eg,
Forsman 1995, 1999, Clarke 1996, Lontkowski
1995). Nevertheless, sexing of juveniles is still
primarily based on the eye colour, without utiliz-
ing structural or plumage characters. During a
study of breeding Montagu'’s Harriers in Italy, dif-
ferences in structure and plumage between juve-
nile male and female were found which may be
useful for sexing a juvenile without necessarily
determining the eye colour. The established sex
differences are based on observations of juveni-
les of ¢ 35 breeding pairs of Montagu’s Harrier
studied in central and northern Italy and on exa-
mination of more than 200 specimens.

Juvenile male

Structure

The wing-tip reaches the tail-tip or falls short
only a few millimetres, resulting in no or a very
short tail projection in juvenile male. The legs
and talons are less strongly built and structurally
smaller than in juvenile female.

Plumage

The dark ear-covert patch is usually smaller and
paler (not solidly dark-brown or black) than in
juvenile female. Normally, the white area around
the eye is larger and more contrasting than in
juvenile female, especially above and behind the
eye. Often, there is a collar, generally paler and
more obvious than in juvenile female. The centre
of neck and the upperbreast are paler and more
uniform, without dark streaks (or with only a few
spaced and diffuse ones). The wings are darker,
more solidly black, although the outer primaries
(‘fingers’) are usually paler, less solidly black.
Generally, the primary base is more evenly bar-
red, with more distinct and darker bars. On the
underwing, the dark secondaries have a grey
wash, with more obvious pale and dark bars. On
the upperwing, the primary base is paler than in
juvenile female, with a grey wash; consequently,
in flight, the primary base appears paler than in
juvenile female, contrasting more with the dark
secondaries which are often also more uniform,
with less obvious dark bars. The best and most
reliable character is found in the axillaries and

[Dutch Birding 21: 189-192, 1999

the greater underwing-coverts. These parts are
nearly unpatterned without obvious marks in
juvenile male but with often conspicuous dark
marks in juvenile female. As a result, these parts
are uniform in juvenile male, with only occa-
sionally traces of dark shaft-streaks. However,
some juvenile males show darker and more
obvious shaft-streaks but these are always thinner
and less obvious (or not at all) than in juvenile
female. Instead, a juvenile female shows con-
trasting thick dark shaft-streaks, combined with
two or three large dark spots, on the axillaries,
forming bars or anchor-shaped marks. The white
rump-patch is often less extensive, narrower than
in juvenile female. The rectrices show less
obvious dark bars, with often a grey wash on the
central rectrices (which, in most cases, are also
paler than in juvenile female).

Bare parts

The iris is distinctly paler than in juvenile female,
ranging from pale-grey(ish) to yellow(ish). In
nestlings, the iris is pale- to dark-grey(ish), clearly
contrasting with the pupil; after fledging, the iris
becomes paler and, by autumn, it is already yel-
low(ish) (cf Clarke 1996, Forsman 1999).

Juvenile female

Structure

The wing-tip falls well short of the tail-tip in most
cases, resulting in a longer tail projection than in
juvenile male. The legs and talons are more
strongly built and structurally larger than in juve-
nile male.

Plumage

The dark ear-covert patch is generally darker and
larger than in juvenile male. Often, the white area
around the eye is smaller than in juvenile male.
The sides of the breast are darker than in most
juvenile males. The dark streaks on the neck and
upperbreast are more obvious and more numer-
ous than in juvenile male. They extend much
more often onto the flanks, a pattern rarely seen in
juvenile male (and, when present in juvenile
male, the dark streaks are more diffuse and less
numerous). The outer primaries (‘fingers’) are
more solidly black. The primary base usually has,
but not always, bars which are less uniformly dis-
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Sexing of juvenile Montagu’s Harrier

199 Montagu’s Harrier / Grauwe Kiekendief Circus pygargus, juvenile female, Valli di Ferrara, Italy, September
1996 (Maurizio Azzolini & Andrea Corso)

200 Montagu’s Harrier / Grauwe Kiekendief Circus pygargus, juvenile female, Valli di Ferrara, Italy, September
1996 (Maurizio Azzolini & Andrea Corso)
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201 Montagu’s Harri

(Maurizio Azzolini & Andrea Corso)

202 Montagu’s Harrier / Grauwe Kiekendief Circus pygargus, juvenile male, Valli di Ferrara, Italy, September 1996
(Maurizio Azzolini & Andrea Corso)




Sexing of juvenile Montagu’s Harrier

tributed and less evenly spaced, creating a pale
‘boomerang’ (like in juvenile Pallid Harrier
C macrourus) more often than in juvenile male.
The dark secondaries are darker on the underside
and, on average, also darker on the upperside,
with more obvious dark bars. On the upperwing,
the primaries are generally darker, with a less grey
wash and less obvious pale primary base; con-
sequently, in flight, there is a less obvious contrast
between the dark secondaries and the pale prima-
ry base. As already described, the axillaries and
the greater underwing-coverts have distinct dark
marks. Only rarely, these marks are less distinct,
with a pattern similar to that of juvenile male. The
white rump-patch is normally more extensive,
broader than in juvenile male. The tail is in most
cases darker than in juvenile male, with darker
rectrices having darker and more obvious bars,
especially on the outer rectrices. The central rec-
trices never show a grey wash as in juvenile male.

Bare parts
The iris is distinctly darker than in juvenile male,
ranging from dark-brown to warm-brown or

blackish-brown. In nestlings, the iris is perhaps
similarly coloured as the pupil or a shade paler;
after fledging, the iris becomes gradually paler
but, throughout the first year, it is still brown (cf
Clarke 1996, Forsman 1999).
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Juvenile plumage of Javan Crested
Honey Buzzard, with comments on

mimicry

in south-eastern Asian

Pernis and Spizaetus species

S (Bas) van Balen, Resit Sézer, Vincent Nijman, Rona Dennis, Eric Meijaard & Paul R Jepson

On 16 October 1995, when travelling be-
tween Pelabuhanratu and Bogor, West Java,
Indonesia, Rona Dennis and Eric Meijaard dis-
covered an immature raptor at a roadside bird
market. Initially, the bird was thought to be an
immature Javan Hawk-eagle Spizaetus bartelsi
and, because of the protected status of raptors in
Indonesia in general and of this rare raptor en-
demic to Java in particular, it was photographed
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for documentation and identification purposes.
Three weeks later, the bird was still present and
Paul Jepson took additional photographs. How-
ever, examination by Bas van Balen and Reflit
Sozer of the taken photographs showed that it
was not an immature Javan Hawk-eagle or an-
other Spizaetus (or Hieraaetus) eagle but a juve-
nile Javan Crested Honey Buzzard Pernis ptilo-
rhyncus ptilorhyncus, another (very) rare raptor

[Dutch Birding 21: 192-198, 1999



endemic to Java which, according to del Hoyo et
al (1994), may be close to species threshold.

As no descriptions or illustrations of the juve-
nile plumage of Javan Crested Honey Buzzard
are available in the literature, and in view of its
confusing resemblance to the immature plumage
of the sympatric Javan Hawk-eagle, it seems use-
ful to publish the compiled description of the
photographed juvenile Javan Crested Honey
Buzzard and to discuss its identification. Further-
more, it seems appropriate to comment on mim-
icry in south-eastern Asian Pernis and Spizaetus
species.

The data presented in this article are largely
derived from observations done during field stud-
ies by the authors throughout the Indonesian part
of the ranges of Crested P ptilorhyncus and
Barred Honey Buzzards P celebensis (ie, Bali,
Java, Kalimantan, Sulawesi and Sumatra) in the
period of 1980-98.

Description

The description is based on the photographs
taken of the juvenile Javan Crested Honey Buz-
zard. Also, comparisons were made with skins of
Javan and other Crested Honey Buzzards in the
collections at the National Museum of Natural
History, Leiden, the Netherlands, and at the Mu-
seum Zoologicum Bogoriense, Bogor, Indonesia.

STRUCTURE Head long and narrow, with long and
erect crest. Tail (very) short, apparently still growing.
Bill weak. Tibia feathered (‘trouser’); tarsus short (about
as long as middle toe) and unfeathered, talon slightly
curved.

HEAD Forehead with white frontal band. Crown much
darker than in any Javan Hawk-eagle, forecrown pre-
dominantly sooty-black and hindcrown (especially
more central part) distinctly paler and browner. Crest
sooty-black, shorter feathers with brown tip and longer
ones with whitish tip. Nape and rest of neck buff-
brown, feathers with dark centre (shaft-streak) (ap-
proaching buff-cinnamon of underparts). Lore whitish,
lore-feathers seemingly scaly (not clearly visible on the
photographs). Ear-coverts brownish, with black ‘cres-
cent’ below eye and black spot at rear edge, and sur-
rounded by white line, running from rear corner of eye
down around ear-coverts to base of bill. Chin and thro-
at whitish, showing traces of black outline or mesial
stripe typical of adult Javan Crested Honey Buzzard
(chin- and throat-feathers seemed to be damaged or
were moulting).

UPPERPARTS Dark brown, feathers with pale brownish
fringe.

UNDERPARTS Plain buff-cinnamon, feathers with slight-
ly darker shaft-streak. ‘Trouser’ pale buff to whitish.
WING Primaries blackish-brown. Secondaries, tertials
and wing-coverts dark brown with pale brown fringe.

Juvenile plumage of Javan Crested Honey Buzzard

TAIL  Undertail-coverts buff-cinnamon. Base of under-
side of tail white (rest of tail hardly visible on photo-
graphs).

BARE PARTS Iris brown, no obvious contrast with pupil.
Orbital ring white to dirty-white. Upper mandible grey-
ish; lower mandible whitish, greyish towards tip; cere
bright yellow. Tarsus and foot pale yellow, talon black.

Identification

The unfeathered tarsus and the long narrow head
excluded the possibility that the photographed
raptor was a Javan Hawk-eagle or another
Spizaetus (or Hieraaetus) eagle. In fact, the short
unfeathered tarsus, the long narrow head with
the weak bill and the yellow cere only fitted
Crested Honey Buzzard. The long, sooty-black
and pale-tipped crest was typical of juvenile
Javan Crested Honey Buzzard. Presumably, it
was a recently fledged bird on account of the
‘simultaneously growing’ crest-feathers and ‘very
short’ tail (Kees Roselaar pers comm). The partly
sooty-black head and the plain buff-cinnamon
underparts strongly resembled those of immature
Malaysian Crested Honey Buzzard P p torquatus
(of which skins were studied at Museum Zoologi-
cum Bogoriense). The white pattern on the head
is also found in immature Siberian Crested
Honey Buzzard P p orientalis. Apart from the
long crest, Javan and Malaysian Crested Honey
Buzzards differ from the almost-crestless Siberian
Crested Honey Buzzard by the structure of the
feathers of the upperneck: broad and rounded in
Javan and Malaysian Crested Honey Buzzards
and long and lanceolate in Siberian Crested
Honey Buzzard (M E G Bartels in litt in van
Heurn & van Heurn 1923).

The sooty-black pattern on the head and the
sooty-black crest were more like an adult Blyth's
Hawk-eagle S alboniger or even a Rufous-bellied
Eagle H kienerii but the buff-brown neck (includ-
ing the nape) made the bird look more like a
Javan Hawk-eagle, especially when seen from
aside or from behind.

Status on Greater Sundas

As already mentioned, Javan Crested Honey
Buzzard is endemic to Java. There are only two
skins of Javan Crested Honey Buzzard among the
50 skins of Crested Honey Buzzard in the Bartels
collection from Java brought together between
1898 and 1942 (René Dekker pers comm), sug-
gesting that Javan Crested Honey Buzzard has
always been (very) rare. However, van Heurn &
van Heurn (1923) reported the presence of no
less than 14 skins (and one egg) of Javan Crested
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Honey Buzzard in the Bartels collection (now at
National Museum of Natural History). The 12
missing skins may have got lost during World War
II. Four skins of Javan Crested Honey Buzzard are
at Museum Zoologicum Bogoriense. It should
also be pointed out that well-documented field
records of Javan Crested Honey Buzzard are rare.

Convergent evolution or mimicry

Immature Javan Crested Honey Buzzard may
cause confusion with immature Javan Hawk-
eagle. Apart from the above-described similari-
ties in plumage, the flight silhouettes are also
similar. Both raptors are confined to Java and
have not been recorded on any of the off-lying
islands like, for instance, Bali, Kangean and
Madura. Although few data are available, Javan
Crested Honey Buzzard and Javan Hawk-eagle
seem to be confined to primary and secondary
rain forests. Their altitudinal ranges largely over-
lap although, in the (upper) montane forest zone,
only Javan Hawk-eagle is recorded, albeit in-
frequently. Although Javan Crested Honey
Buzzard and Javan Hawk-eagle occur largely in
the same habitat and show similarities in plum-
age and flight silhouette, there is little resem-
blance in morphology or hunting and flight
behaviour. Bill, head, foot and talon differ
markedly in morphology. Javan Hawk-eagles
feed on vertebrates taken from either perches in-
side the forest or by soaring close to the canopy.
Javan Crested Honey Buzzards mainly prey on
social insects, including larvae, taken both from
forest and non-forest areas. Hawk-eagles have a
higher wing-loading (tail included) than Crested
Honey Buzzards, 34-39 and 22-23 Newton per
square metre, respectively (eg, Gamauf et al
1998b). In general, a higher wing-loading is
associated with a more rapid flight (Burton
1989). Javan Crested Honey Buzzard flies with
deep wing-beats and Javan Hawk-eagle with
more shallow ones (Nijman & Sézer 1998).

In conclusion, the resemblance between Javan
Crested Honey Buzzard and Javan Hawk-eagle
may represent mimicry rather than convergence,
similar to other Pernis-Spizaetus pairs discussed
below.

Mimicry in south-eastern Asian Pernis

and Spizaetus species

Despite the fact that mimicry is a frequently dis-
cussed phenomenon, it has been verified by few
studies and until now has been scarcely taken
into consideration in raptors. As pointed out by
Gamauf et al (1998a), members of the genus
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Pernis exhibit the highest local variability in
plumage colour and pattern among raptors
world-wide, including dark morphs in some taxa
(del Hoyo et al 1994). The general trend of this
variation in Crested Honey Buzzards is for the
taxa inhabiting tropical forests to be darker or
more richly barred in adults, with a crest and a
black gorget surrounding a whitish throat to be
common; immatures are paler than adults but
browner than in the more northern taxa (Brown
& Amadon 1968).

As first described for Sulawesi by Meyer &
Wigglesworth (1898), in the Indo-Malayan and
Philippine archipelagos, plumage colour and
pattern of geographically distinct populations of
Barred and Crested Honey Buzzards closely
resemble those of sympatric hawk-eagles, either
in adult plumage, as on Borneo and Sumatra, or
in immature plumage, as on Java, or in both
plumages, as in the Philippines and on Sulawesi.
Five mimetic species pairs can be distinguished.
Similarities in these species pairs extend to flight
silhouette, presence of crest (pairs 1-4 with crest
and pair 5 without crest), breast and belly colora-
tion and tail pattern (with a broad pale bar).

1 Malaysian Crested Honey Buzzard P p torquatus
(adult dark morph) and Blyth’s Hawk-eagle S albo-
niger: Borneo and Sumatra

2 Malaysian Crested Honey Buzzard P p torquatus
(adult normal morph) and Wallace’s Hawk-eagle
S nanus: Borneo and Sumatra

3 Javan Crested Honey Buzzard P p ptilorhyncus
(immature) and Javan Hawk-eagle S bartelsi (imma-
ture): Java

4 Barred Honey Buzzard P celebensis steerei/winkleri
(adult and immature) and Philippine Hawk-eagle
S philippensis: Philippines

5 Barred Honey Buzzard P c celebensis (adult and
immature) and Sulawesi Hawk-eagle S lanceolatus:
Sulawesi

Mimic or model?

The central question now lies in identifying in
what direction the mimicry has evolved, ie,
which species is the mimic and which is the
model. Crested Honey Buzzard as a mimic may
take advantage from the fierceness of hawk-eagle
whereas especially immature hawk-eagles as
mimics may gain from the innocence of Crested
Honey Buzzards.

Gamauf et al (1998a) proposed that, at least in
the Philippines, the ‘weak’ Barred Honey Buz-
zard is, through its similarity, protected against
attacks by the ‘aggressive and dominant’ hawk-
eagles. This is because the latter would avoid
aggressive interactions with similarly coloured
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203-204 Javan Crested Honey B cus ptilorhyncus, juvenile, roadside
bird market between Pelabuhanratu and Bogor, West Java, Indonesia, 16 October 1995 (Rona Dennis) 205 Javan
Crested Honey Buzzard / Javaanse Wespendief Pernis ptilorhyncus ptilorhyncus, adult, Taman Safari Zoo, Cisarua,
West Java, Indonesia, 10 December 1994 (Bas van Balen) 206 Javan Hawk-eagle / Javaanse Havikarend Spizaetus

bartelsi, immature, Taman Safari Zoo, Cisarua, West Java, Indonesia, 10 December 1994 (Bas van Balen)
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207 Javan Hawk-eagle / Javaanse Havikarend Spizaetus bartelsi, adult, Taman Safari Zoo, Cisarua, West Java, Indo-
nesia, 10 December 1994 (Bas van Balen) 208-209 Javan Hawk-eagle / Javaanse Havikarend Spizaetus bartelsi,
adult, bird market, Jakarta, Java, Indonesia, 5 July 1989 (Arnoud B van den Berg)
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competitors to avert injury in escalated fights.
The coloration may protect Barred Honey Buz-
zard also from being attacked by other birds. A
prediction that arises from this hypothesis is that
hawk-eagles would always avoid confrontations
with conspecifics whereas other raptors are nor-
mally attacked. Although hawk-eagles may ap-
pear fierce, no aggressive interactions between
Javan Hawk-eagles and other raptors were ob-
served (cf Nijman & Sozer 1995). Also, other
bird species with good powers of flight did not
seem to be alarmed by the presence of Javan
Hawk-eagles, in contrast to their reaction to pa-
trolling falcons or accipiters (Mooney 1997).
Compared with Javan Hawk-eagle, other Indo-
nesian hawk-eagles were less intensively studied
but no aggressive interactions between them and
other raptors were observed either. The more
abundant a mimic relative to the model, the less
well-protected a mimic is (Calow 1998). Further-
more, the model should have larger or at least
equal geographical and ecological distributions.
On Sulawesi, Barred Honey Buzzard is slightly
more abundant than Sulawesi Hawk-eagle (Mey-
burg & van Balen 1994) but, on Java, Javan
Crested Honey Buzzard is far less often recorded
than Javan Hawk-eagle. Siberian Crested Honey
Buzzard is an abundant visitor to Java in the
northern winter (it is largely a passage migrant on
Borneo and Sumatra while there are no records
on Sulawesi). This abundance would make the
less abundant model less useful. It must be
noted, however, that Siberian Crested Honey
Buzzards may only superficially resemble Javan
Hawk-eagles, ie, in flight but less so perched as
they lack a crest and have different coloration of
the underparts.

An alternative explanation for the observed
instances of mimicry is that the hawk-eagle is
actually the mimic. Mimicking Crested Honey
Buzzards might be advantageous for hawk-eagles
because of the innocuousness of the former. This
type of mimicry was described by Jensen (in
prep) to explain the mimetic relationship be-
tween Wallace’s Hawk-eagle and Malaysian
Crested Honey Buzzard on Kalimantan. Especial-
ly, immature Wallace’s Hawk-eagles would take
advantage of this as they are ill-experienced hun-
ters and may mislead potential prey animals in
this way (‘a wolf in sheep’s clothing’). On Java,
immature Javan Hawk-eagle may profit from the
abundance of Siberian Crested Honey Buzzards
in the northern winter.

Interestingly, on Java (unlike on the other
islands), only immature Javan Crested Honey

Juvenile plumage of Javan Crested Honey Buzzard

Buzzards mimic immature Javan Hawk-eagle
whereas adult Javan Crested Honey Buzzards do
not seem to have a model. This may be because
a different situation is prevalent on Java, either
through the influx of Siberian Crested Honey
Buzzards, in which case the second explanation
would come in force (as there would not be
enough models for the first explanation), or
because, on Java, the adult Javan Crested Honey
Buzzard’s model has gone extinct through large-
scale forest destruction on Java. As it is unlikely
that Blyth’s Hawk-eagle ever occurred sym-
patrically with Javan Hawk-eagle (both form allo-
species within one superspecies) on Java, the
existence may be suspected of an unknown dark
crested hawk-eagle that stood model for adult
Javan Crested Honey Buzzard. This explanation
would still be consistent with the higher (tempo-
rary) abundance of Siberian Crested Honey
Buzzards as in ancient times the birds would be
more dispersed over the then-existing forest.
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Samenvatting

JUVENIEL VERENKLEED VAN JAVAANSE WESPENDIEF, MET COM-
MENTAAR OP MIMICRY BIj ZUIDOOST-AZIATISCHE PERNIS- EN
SPIZAETUS-SOORTEN  In oktober-november 1995 werd
een juveniele Javaanse Wespendief Pernis ptilorhyncus
ptilorhyncus gefotografeerd op een vogelmarkt tussen
Pelabuhanratu en Bogor, West-Java, Indonesié. Javaan-
se Wespendief is een (zeer) zeldzame en op Java ende-
mische roofvogel. De structuur, het verenkleed en de
naakte delen van de gefotografeerde vogel worden
beschreven. De gelijkenis van onvolwassen Javaanse
Wespendief en onvolwassen Javaanse Havikarend
Spizaetus bartelsi wordt besproken. Dit in verband met
het mogelijke bestaan van een mimetische relatie tus-
sen Javaanse Wespendief en Javaanse Havikarend zoals
die ook wordt gevonden bij andere Pernis-Spizaetus-
soortparen in het Indo-Maleise gebied en op de Filip-
pijnen. Javaanse Havikarend komt eveneens alleen op
Java voor.
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Churchill

Churchill, a small village in north-eastern Manitoba,
Canada, is often advertised as the ‘Polar Bear
Capital of the World'". It is, however, much more
than that. Because of its unique location on the
shore of Hudson Bay, where taiga and tundra con-
verge, it is a birdwatcher’s paradise and in summer
large numbers of Beluga Whales Delphinapterus
leucas gather at the mouth of the Churchill River.
Although Churchill’s location is not extremely far
north (58:46 N), the prevailing winds coming over
the Hudson Bay, which is ice-covered for nine
months of the year, give the place a truly ‘arctic’
look and atmosphere.

The first migrants appear in mid-April, but the
peak time of migration is late May and early June.
During the third week of June most birds start
nesting and hatching reaches its peak in early July.
Beluga Whales arrive when the river breaks up in
June, usually around the second week, and their
numbers steadily increase until there are as many as
3000 in the area by the end of July. Polar Bears
Ursus maritimus come ashore from the sea ice from
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late July to early November; their presence is almost
guaranteed during the last two weeks of October
and the first week of November. In autumn, as
many as 150 Polar Bears pass close to or even
through Churchill. Sometimes a lone individual or
even a mother with cubs may be present in spring
or early summer. Churchill’s bird list has well over
200 species, an unusual high number for such a
subarctic location. A visit during the second and
third week of June is best, when migration is still in
progress and most local birds have arrived. Because
of the diversity of habitats, visiting birders can
expect to see a wide range of birds.

Wildfowl includes Whistling Swan  Cygnus
columbianus, Snow Goose Anser caerulescens and
small numbers of Ross’'s Goose A rossii, Green-
winged Anas carolinensis and Blue-winged Teals
A discors, American Wigeon Mareca americana,
King Eider Somateria spectabilis (rare), Harlequin
Duck Histrionicus histrionicus, Long-tailed Duck
Clangula hyemalis, Black Melanitta americana, Surf
M perspicillata and White-winged Scoters M de-
glandi and Bufflehead Bucephala albeola (rare).
Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica, American Bittern
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210 Tundra landscape near Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1994 (Chris Schenk)
211 Pacific Loon / Pacifische Parelduiker Gavia pacifica, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1994 (Chris Schenk)
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212 Hudsonian Godwit / Rode Grutto Limosa haemastica, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1996 (Chris Schenk)

213 White-rumped Sandpiper / Bonapartes Strandloper Calidris fuscicollis, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada,
June 1996 (Chris Schenk)




214 Semipalmated Sandpiper / Grijze Strandloper Calidris pusilla, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1996
(Chris Schenk)

215 Semipalmated Plover / Amerikaanse Bontbekplevier Charadrius semipalmatus, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada,
June 1994 (Chris Schenk)




216 Short-billed Dowitcher / Kleine Grijze Snip Limnodromus griseus, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1996
(Chris Schenk)

217 Ross’s Gull / Ross’ Meeuw Rhodostethia rosea, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1994 (Chris Schenk)




218 American Hawk Owl / Amerikaanse Sperweruil Surnia ulula caparoch, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June
1994 (Chris Schenk) 219 Great Grey Owl / Laplanduil Strix nebulosa, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada, June 1994

(Chris Schenk) 220 Bonaparte’s Gull / Kleine Kokmeeuw Larus philadelphia, Churchill, Manitoba, Canada,
June 1996 (Chris Schenk)
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Botauris lentiginosus, Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leuco-
cephalus (rare), Spruce Grouse Dendragapus cana-
densis, Willow Ptarmigan Lagopus lagopus, Sora
Porzana carolina and Sandhill Crane Grus canaden-
sis can all be seen, although the grouse can be
notoriously hard to find. Churchill is especially rich
of breeding and passing waders, such as American
Golden Plover Pluvialis dominicus, Semipalmated
Plover Charadrius semipalmatus, Killdeer C voci-
ferus, Greater Tringa melanoleuca (rare) and Lesser
Yellowlegs T flavipes, Solitary Sandpiper T solitaria,
Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularia, Hudsonian
Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus hudsonicus, Hud-
sonian Godwit Limosa haemastica, American Dun-
lin Calidris alpina hudsonica, Semipalmated C pu-
silla, Least C minutilla, White-rumped C fuscicollis
(migrant), Baird’s C bairdii (migrant) and Pectoral
Sandpipers C melanotos, Stilt Sandpiper Micropala-
ma himantopus, Short-billed Dowitcher Limnodro-
mus griseus, Wilson’s Snipe Gallinago delicata and
Wilson’s Phalaropus tricolor (rare), Red P fulicaria
(rare migrant) and Red-necked Phalaropes P loba-
tus. Long-tailed Jaegers Stercorarius longicaudus can
be seen off Cape Merry in small numbers among
the common Parasitic Jaegers S skua. Regular gulls
include Bonaparte’s Larus philadelphia (nesting in
trees), Ring-billed L delawarensis, Thayer’s L glau-
coides thayeri, American Herring L smithsonianus,
Glaucous L hyperboreus and Sabine’s Gulls L sabini
(migrant). The best spot for the larger gulls is, of
course, the rubbish dump east of the airport. Other
non-passerines include Short-eared Asio flammeus,
American Hawk Surnia ulula caparoch and Great
Grey Owls Strix nebulosa (rare), Belted Kingfisher
Ceryle alcyon, Three-toed Woodpecker Picoides tri-
dactylus and Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus.
Several passerine species breed around Churchill
(with very few species migrating to breed further
north), such as Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicolor,
Grey Jay Perisoreus canadenis, Boreal Chickadee
Parus hudsonicus, Grey-cheeked Thrush Catharus
minimus, Bohemian Waxwing Bombycilla garrulus
and Great Grey Shrike Lanius excubitor. Breeding
warbler species are Orange-crowned Vermivora
celata, Yellow Dendroica petechia, Myrtle D coro-
nata, Palm D palmarum and Blackpoll Warblers
D striata and Northern Waterthrush Seiurus novebo-
racensis. Breeding sparrows include American Tree
Spizella arborea, Savannah Passerculus sand-
wichensis, Fox Passerella iliaca, White-crowned
Zonotrichia leucophrys and Harris’s Sparrows
Z querula. Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis is com-

mon and Smith’s Longspur Calcarius pictus can be
found at the right spots without too much trouble.
Breeding finches are rather poorly represented but
include Pine Grosbeak Pinicola enucleator, White-
winged Crossbill Loxia leucoptera leucoptera and
both Mealy Carduelis flammea and Arctic Redpolls
C hornemanni. When you visit Churchill in October
for the Polar Bears, most birds have left, although
Willow and Rock Ptarmigans L mutus (the latter
being absent in summer) and their predators, Snowy
Owl Nyctea scandiaca and Gyr Falcon Falco rusti-
colus, remain. Of the passerines, only Grey Jay,
Common Raven Corvus corax, Boreal Chickadee,
Arctic Redpoll and the non-native House Sparrow
Passer domesticus stay all-year round.

Numbers are low, but after a few years of near-
absence there were again two Ross’s Gulls Rhodo-
stethia rosea in 1998. In the 1980s, Churchill be-
came famous as the first easily accessible place in
the world to see, study and photograph this species.

Churchill can only be reached by air or rail from
Winnipeg, Manitoba; there is no road connection to
the outside world. The 38 h train ride is said to be
an unforgettable experience, in the true sense of the
word. There are several hotels and some less expen-
sive bed & breakfast addresses. With a rental car
you can drive the 80 km of paved and unpaved
roads from which you can explore the various habi-
tats on your own. Mountain bikes can also be rent-
ed and enable you to reach most areas, although
the mosquitos, black-flies and other insects that
become abundant from late June can be a nuisance.
If you plan to go, get a copy of the ABA birdfinding
guide A birder’s guide to Churchill (Chartier 1994)
to prepare your visit. Also worth reading is de Knijff
(1993), who summarized the main birding spots,
with excellent photographs of several characteristic
species. It is also a good idea to spend a day birding
with Churchill Wilderness Encounter, run by Bonnie
Chartier, the author of the birdfinding guide. She
can show you the birds that are on the top of your
wanted-list and can tell you where to find all the
other species. She can be reached by telephone

(+204-675-2248) and by e-mail (BChartier@

compuserve. com).
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Fuegan Snipe

In the southern summer of 1988, we made a trip
with the Society Explorer to the Antarctic Pen-
insula. After embarking in Puerto Williams
(67:39 W, 54:56 S), Antartica Chilena, Chile, we
steamed straight to the Historic Cape Horn
(67:15 W, 55:58 S), Antartica Chilena, where we
made a landing in the early morning of 8
December. After walking ¢ 500 m through the
tussocks, we observed a snipe Gallinago show-
ing a peculiar behaviour. It was walking con-
tinuously through the small corridors between
the tussock grass and refused to take flight. A few
photographs and ¢ 5 min of video film were
made. Intrigued by the bird’s behaviour, we con-
sulted some literature back home (mainly,
Hayman et al 1986) but did not reach a conclu-
sion on its identity although we strongly suspect-
ed the bird to be a Fuegan Snipe (also named
Cordilleran or Strickland’s Snipe) G stricklandii.
During a special wader trip to Gabon and
Cameroon in 1998, organized by Dave Rosair
and ourselves, we were joined by Tony Prater
and Don Taylor. After many discussions about
waders all over the world, we forwarded a copy

Varia

of the video to TP and DR. Both were of the
opinion that the bird was a Fuegan Snipe. How-
ever, we were still not completely convinced
because the description and some illustrations of
Magellan Snipe G magellanica look very similar
to our Fuegan (eg, Hayman et al 1986). Magellan
mainly differs from Fuegan by its shorter wings
and bill (eg, Blake 1977; note that measurements
given by Hayman et al 1986 differ considerably
from those given by Blake 1977). The pale grey-
yellowish legs and the clear facial pattern of
‘our’ bird are very unlike the available illustra-
tions and descriptions of Fuegan Snipe in del
Hoyo et al (1996). We therefore seeked help
from Theunis Piersma and C S (Kees) Roselaar
who were asked to examine the photographs.
From CSR’s conclusions, the remaining doubts
disappeared and the identification as Fuegan
Snipe was established beyond doubt. Important
features are the round, ‘kiwi-like” body, the deep-
based bill, the short wings in relation to the tail
and the lack of a broad chestnut subterminal tail
band seen in other snipe species in this region.
Because the bird refused to fly but remained
walking, it was not possible to see its woodcock
Scolopax-like wing shape. It is clear that the

221 Fuegan Snipe / Vuurlandsnip Gallinago stricklandii, Historic Cape Horn, Antartica Chilena, Chile,
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available illustrations of this species in Hayman
et al (1986), Woods (1988) and del Hoyo et al
(1996) are inaccurate and thus not very helpful.
This was one of the reasons why it took so long
to establish a firm identification and to publish
this photograph. Photographs of Fuegan Snipe
are extremely rare and, as far as we know, have
been published before only in Rosair & Cottridge
(1995).

Cordilleran Snipe was formerly placed in a
separate (sub)genus, Chubbia, together with
Andean Snipe G jamesoni and Imperial Snipe
G imperialis (Hayman et al 1986), although the
latter was once given its own (sub)genus, Homo-
scopolax. These poorly known species share a
heavy woodcock-like posture and lack a white
belly patch. Imperial Snipe is by far the rarest; for
a century, it was known from only two specimens
collected near Bogota, Colombia, but was redis-
covered in 1968 at one locality in southern Peru
and was since seen elsewhere in Peru and in
Bolivia and Ecuador (Terborgh & Weske 1972). It
lives at above 3000 m, around the tree-line, in
damp, mountainous, forested country. Andean
Snipe occurs in the Andes from Colombia to
Bolivia in marshy areas where montane forest
grades into grassland, mainly at 3000-3500 m.
Fuegan Snipe occurs ¢ 2000 km south of the
most southerly breeding Andean Snipes, in a nar-
row zone in southern Chile and southern
Argentina down to Tierra del Fuego, from 3000 m

in central Chile down to almost sea-level in the
south. It is most common in the southern part of
its range, often appearing on quite small islands.
It is very rare in the Falklands, where there are no
documented breeding records nor recent sight-
ings (Hayman et al 1986, Woods 1988).
Magellan Snipe is the only other snipe taxon
occurring this far south in South America and
therefore the main confusing species. In the
southern winter, Magellan Snipe migrates north
to northern Argentina and Uruguay.

We are grateful to the people mentioned for
their help in identifying this bird. Oscar van
Rootselaar helped us to obtain information about
Fuegan Snipe.
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Corrigendum

In het artikel over de Dwergooruil Otus scops in de
Ooypolder, Ubbergen, Gelderland, in mei-juni 1998
(Dutch Birding 21: 148-149, 1999) is in de inleiding
per abuis niet de correcte locatie vermeld. De exacte
locatie waar de vogel zich bevond was: langs de
Ooijse Bandijk ¢ 1.5 km ten noorden van Tiengeboden
en c¢ 1.5 km ten westen van de Bisonbaai (atlasblok 40-
43-41). Dit is ¢ 6 km westelijk van de in het artikel
aangegeven locatie. REDACTIE
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In the article on the European Scops Owl Otus scops at
Ooypolder, Ubbergen, Gelderland, the Netherlands, in
May-June 1998 (Dutch Birding 21: 148-149, 1999), the
locality of the bird was given incorrectly in the Dutch
text. The exact locality was along Ooyse Bandijk, c 1.5
km north of Tiengeboden and ¢ 1.5 km west of
Bisonbaai. EDITORS



Trends in systematics

Relationships among gulls:
new approaches

The gulls are currently classified in five to eight
genera. All except one of these genera are very
small. Ross’s Gull Rhodostethia rosea, Ivory Gull
Pagophila eburnea and Swallow-tailed Gull
Creagrus furcatus are currently placed in mono-
typic genera and the two species of kittiwake are
separated in the genus Rissa. Additional genera
(ie, Xema, Gabianus and Leucophaeus) are
sometimes recognized for Sabine’s Gull Larus
sabini, Pacific Gull L pacificus and Dolphin Gull
L scoresbii, respectively. The remaining species
are classified in Larus. However, the genus Larus
is morphologically extremely diverse and includ-
es disparate species such as Little Gull L minutus
and Great Black-backed Gull L marinus. Never-
theless, the current generic classification of the
gulls of the Northern Hemisphere has been more
or less stable during the past 20 years which is
primarily due to the influential lists of Voous

(1973, 1977). Voous (1975, 1992) pointed out
that the classification of gulls should be consist-
ent with that of the terns (and vice versa). He
argued that placing most species of gulls in Larus
is consistent with the facts only if a similarly
wide genus Sterna is recognized for widely dis-
parate species of terns, including Caspian Tern
S caspia and Little Tern S albifrons.

Voous' list and other contemporary classifica-
tions of gulls were not based on the phylogenetic
methods that later became dominant in avian
systematics. The recognition of several mono-
typic or otherwise small genera was based on the
presence of unique characters (such as a collar
or elongated central tail-feathers) and differences
that were judged to be ‘important’ in these spe-
cies (such as a forked tail or a strong and thick
bill). However, groupings resulting from this pro-
cedure do not necessarily represent natural,
monophyletic units. Wolters (1971) was among
the first ornithologists to recognize the problems
of placing some distinctive species in monotypic

222 Dolphin Gulls / Dolfijnmeeuwen Larus scoresbii, Falkland Islands, December 1990 (René Pop)
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Trends in systematics

genera and the remaining taxa in large variable
genera. Wolters (1971), who emphasized the
importance of natural, monophyletic higher taxa,
suggested that large variable genera should be
split into smaller, less variable groups to reduce
the risk of recognizing unnatural (para- and poly-
phyletic) taxa. In his classification, Wolters
(1975-82) accepted 12 genera of gulls, many of
which containing only one to three species.
Wolters’ classification did not enter mainstream
ornithology because leading ornithologists did
not like his large number of small genera (Bock
& Farrand 1980, Voous 1992). Among phylo-
genetic systematists, Wolters’ work did not be-
come popular as well because it appeared to
suffer from the same problem as Voous’ and
other classifications, namely the lack of a detail-
ed character analysis.

The introduction of computers in systematics
in the 1960s facilitated the analysis of massive
data sets. The first quantitative study of gull rela-
tionships was a major and ground-breaking study
by Schnell (1970). His study grouped the gulls
according to levels of overall similarity. This
study, however, remained unsuccessful in resolv-
ing evolutionary relationships because it did not
separate similarity based on shared derived char-
acter states (which are informative of evolution-
ary relationships) from similarity due to con-
vergence or the retention of primitive characters
(which are not informative of relationships).
Schnell’s study nevertheless represented a major
advance in the evolutionary study of gulls and
set the stage for a series of modern studies.

Since the late 1970s, a number of attempts
have been made using molecular, cytological
and other data sets, including chromosomes
(Ryttman et al 1979), immunological data (Rytt-
man et al 1980a), proteins (Ryttman et al 1980b,
Ryttman & Tegelstrom 1981, Snell 1991) and
mitochondrial DNA (Baker 1991, Wink et al
1994). Most of these analyses involved the ‘large
white-headed gull’ complex. However, many of
these studies had limited success in resolving
relationships because most species of gulls turn-
ed out to be extremely similar and insufficient
characters could be identified to perform phylo-
genetic analysis. Moreover, none of these studies
included representatives of all currently recog-
nized genera. The broader picture of gull rela-
tionships thus remains unclear and generic limits
still lack adequate documentation.

A new study by Philip Chu (1998) now pro-
vides a detailed analysis of the phylogenetic rela-
tionships among gulls. His elaborate study over-
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comes several problems that have plagued pre-
vious studies, such as a lack of a phylogenetic
framework, insufficient characters and small
numbers of taxa. Chu used 64 plumage charac-
ters and 117 skeletal characters; these data repre-
sent the most extensive evolutionary study ever
undertaken on gulls. A large body of literature
was covered to assess moult and plumage char-
acters, including numerous references to articles
and photographs in the birding literature (Dutch
Birding, Birding, Birding World and British
Birds). Chu assessed the relationships of 58 gull
taxa, which include all species that were
recognized by the early 1990s plus a number of
diagnosable forms not (yet) recognized as spe-
cies. Together, these forms represent nearly all
valid taxa of gulls, although a few interesting
Palearctic and Australasian taxa were not includ-
ed (see below).

Evolutionary relationships of gulls

The new data strongly suggest that the gulls form
a natural, monophyletic group, a conclusion
supported by 11 derived character states. Though
the monophyly of gulls is perhaps not surprising,
it had not been tested before. In the study, the
closest relatives of the gulls are the terns, skuas
and jaegers, which again is not surprising. What
was surprising, however, was that the skuas and
jaegers turned up among the terns as a sister
group of the noddies Anous, with Inca Tern
Larosterna inca as the closest relative of the
noddy-skua group. This ‘skuas-as-modified-terns’
hypothesis is supported by features associated
with a dark plumage as well as a series of skel-
etal similarities. Some of the similarities between
noddies and skuas were previously noted by
Verheyen (1959). It would be interesting to see if
this alliance between skuas and terns will be
confirmed by further, perhaps molecular, phylo-
genetic assessments.

The gulls sorted into two major groups (figure
1). One group is formed by small and medium-
sized gulls that may be characterized as tern-like.
This group, which Chu has termed ‘the sternine
gulls’, includes Ivory, Sabine’s and Swallow-tail-
ed Gulls, the kittiwakes, Little Gull and Ross’s
Gull and the small hooded gulls. The second
major group is formed by medium- to large-sized
gulls and may be referred to as ‘the larine gulls’
(for gull-like). Many species in this group have a
white head but the group also includes dark-
headed species such as Mediterranean Gull
L melanocephalus, Pallas’s Gull L ichthyaetus,
Relict Gull L relictus, Hemprich’s Gull L hem-
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P eburnea Ivory Gull

L sabini Sabine’s Gull

C furcatus Swallow-tailed Gull

R brevirostris Red-legged Kittiwake

R (tridactyla) tridactyla Atlantic Kittiwake
R (tridactyla) pollicaris Pacific Kittiwake
R rosea Ross's Gull

L minutus Little Gull

L saundersi Saunders’s Gull

L philadelphia Bonaparte’s Gull

L serranus Andean Gull

L ridibundus Black-headed Gull

L genei Slender-billed Gull

L maculipennis Brown-hooded Gull

L (cirrocephalus) poiocephalus African Grey-headed Gull
L (cirrocephalus) cirrocephalus American Grey-headed Gull
L brunnicephalus Brown-headed Gull

L novaehollandiae Silver Gull

L scopulinus Red-billed Gull

L bulleri Black-billed Gull

L hartlaubii King Gull

L melanocephalus Mediterranean Gull
L ichthyaetus Pallas’s Gull

L relictus Relict Gull

L pipixcan Franklin’s Gull

L atricilla Laughing Gull

L scoresbii Dolphin Gull

L hemprichii Hemprich’s Gull

L leucophthalmus White-eyed Gull

L heermanni Heermann’s Gull

L modestus Grey Gull

L fuliginosus Lava Gull

L belcheri Band-tailed Gull

L atlanticus Olrog's Gull

L crassirostris Black-tailed Gull

L pacificus Pacific Gull

L (dominicanus) vetula Cape Gull

L californicus California Gull

L audouinii Audouin’s Gull

L armenicus Armenian Gull

L delawarensis Ring-billed Gull

L (canus) canus Common Gull

L (canus) kamtschatschensis Kamchatka Gull
L (canus) brachyrhynchus Short-billed Gull
L livens Yellow-footed Gull

L (dominicanus) dominicanus Kelp Gull
L graellsii Lesser Black-backed Gull

L cachinnans Pontic Gull

L marinus Great Black-backed Gull

L vegae Vega Gull

L schistisagus Slaty-backed Gull

L occidentalis Western Gull

L smithsonianus American Herring Gull
L thayeri Thayer’s Gull

L glaucescens Glaucous-winged Gull

L (glaucoides) kumlieni Kumlien’s Gull
L (glaucoides) glaucoides Iceland Gull

L hyperboreus Glaucous Gull

skimmers
t terns and skuas

(]

w hath A

FIGURE 1 Evolutionary relationships among gulls, as inferred from morphological characters (Chu 1998).
For clarity, geographic designations in Chu (1998) have been substituted by taxon names
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prichii and White-eyed Gull L leucophthalmus,
and gulls with largely dark bodies, including
Heermann'’s Gull L heermanni, Grey Gull L mo-
destus and Lava Gull L fuliginosus.

Chu (1998) points out that, among gulls, the
dark hood is a primitive character — a character
inherited from a common ancestor that has been
lost or modified in other descendant species.
Because some species have lost the dark hood
and others have retained it, hoodedness is not a
reliable indicator of phylogenetic relationships
among gulls.

Note that the evolutionary tree (figure 1)
places Ross’s Gull as the sister-species of Little
Gull, a relationship that was previously suspect-
ed on the basis of behavioural and other charac-
teristics (Moynihan 1959, Cramp & Simmons
1983). This means that the current designation of
a monotypic genus Rhodostethia for Ross’s Gull
is no longer warranted.

The tree depicts the genus Larus as a poly-
phyletic group — a group that has two or more
independent evolutionary origins. In other
words, the data indicate that the genus Larus
does not constitute a natural group and needs
revision. In such cases, taxonomists basically
have two options: the limits of Larus may be
expanded to a larger group that encompasses
other gulls that are presently classified in sepa-
rate genera, or the name Larus may be restricted
to a smaller monophyletic group (see below).

Taxonomy

The taxonomic name of an organism (or group of
organisms) has a dual function. First, a name pro-
vides information about the evolutionary rela-
tionships of the organism(s) as determined by
systematic analysis. Second, an organism’s name
is ‘the key to its literature” and helps biologists to
retrieve information about that taxon. There is
some tension between these functions because a
well-known scientific name of a species might
not accurately reflect the evolutionary relation-
ships of that species.

Taxonomists differ in the priority they assign to
these functions. Voous (1992) suggested that the
recognition of genera should not be considered a
necessary means of expressing evolutionary rela-
tionships, a presumption that he considered to be
‘an unwelcome heritage of 19th century think-
ing’. Voous (1992) believed that the general
public is more interested in the name of a genus
than in the genus itself. He suggested that prag-
matic rather than scientific values should be
attached to bird genera and their naming. Phylo-
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genetic taxonomists, on the other hand, suggest
that taxonomy should be fully consistent with
current knowledge of evolutionary relationships,
even if this might lead to some species being
reclassified (eg, Sibley 1996, Sangster et al 1998).
To phylogeneticists, representation of evolution-
ary relationships is paramount to the stability of
names.

A third aspect that merits consideration is the
quality of the phylogeny that is used to construct
a taxonomy. Systematists seek to establish phylo-
genies that are both well-resolved and well-
supported. A well-resolved phylogeny is com-
pletely dichotomous, which means that all
branches in the tree split into no more than two
descendant branches. A well-supported phylo-
geny means that all branches are based on reli-
able evidence. The present phylogeny of gulls is
well-resolved, thus satisfying one criterion of a
good phylogeny. However, most branches in the
phylogeny were not well-supported by the data,
which means that not too much confidence
should be placed in the groupings depicted in
figure 1. This should be taken into consideration
when the new phylogeny is translated into tax-
onomy.

Chu’s work resolved the genus Larus as a poly-
phyletic group and, therefore, some taxonomic
adjustments are necessary to let nomenclature
reflect current knowledge of evolutionary rela-
tionships. He suggested three alternative taxo-
nomic treatments which differ in the number of
recognized genera. One way to express phylo-
genetic relationships is to recognize six genera:

1 genus Pagophila (lvory Gull)

2 genus Xema (Sabine’s and Swallow-tailed Gull)

3 genus Rissa (the kittiwakes)

4 genus Hydrocoloeus (Little and Ross’s Gull)

5 genus Chroicocephalus (Saunders’s Gull to
King Gull, figure 1)

6 genus Larus (the larine gulls)

This arrangement preserves four of the five to
eight currently used genus names. It also pre-
serves information about some of the major
groupings in Chu’s study. A drawback of this
arrangement is that several species would be-
come known by a different name. Little and
Ross’s Gulls would become known as Hydro-
coloeus minutus and Hydrocoloeus roseus,
respectively; most of the remaining smaller gulls,
including Saunders’s Gull L saundersi, Bona-
parte’s Gull L philadelphia, Black-headed Gull
L ridibundus and Slender-billed Gull L genei,
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223 Brown-hooded Gull / Patagonische Kokmeeuw Larus maculipennis, Falkland Islands, December 1990
(René Pop)

224 Short-billed Gull / Amerikaanse Stormmeeuw Larus (canus) brachyrhynchus, Vancouver Island, Canada,
17 September 1998 (René Pop)




Trends in systematics

225 Red-billed Gull / Roodsnavelmeeuw Larus scopulinus, New Zealand, January 1997 (Theo Roersma) 226 Black-
billed Gull / Zwartsnavelmeeuw Larus bulleri, New Zealand, January 1997 (Theo Roersma) 227 King Gull /
Hartlaubs Meeuw Larus hartlaubii, Namibia, 30 March 1999 (Arnoud B van den Berg)




would be placed in the genus Chroicocephalus.
Another drawback of this arrangement is that
several of these groups are poorly supported by
the data.

A second way to express phylogenetic rela-
tionships is to recognize two genera:

1 genus Xema (the sternine gulls)
2 genus Larus (the larine gulls)

In this classification, the name Xema (which
currently is sometimes used for Sabine’s Gull
only) would become the generic name for close
to half the number of species of gulls, which
most ornithologists would probably find un-
desirable. More importantly, both groups are
poorly supported by the data.

A third possibility is to expand the genus Larus
to include all species of gulls. This is the option
that Chu (1998) prefers. He argued that even
though this alternative does not provide informa-
tion about the basic groups of gulls, it is prefer-
able to the other two arrangements because it
does not recognize any poorly supported groups
and minimises the number of species reassigned
to another genus. This alternative thus promotes
the stability of names, and is still consistent with
the phylogenetic tree obtained. The placement of
all species in Larus is not unprecedented; based
on behavioural similarities, Moynihan (1959)
also suggested this treatment.

Gull species

The study by Chu (1998) provides information on
the relationships of many forms, which provides
a test of the monophyly of several putative ‘poly-
typic’ species. Most ‘polytypic’ species taxa were
recognized on the basis of gross similarity and
may not represent natural, monophyletic groups.
The new work by Chu (1998) suggests that sever-
al previously accepted polytypic species do not
represent monophyletic groups. However, as
with any phylogenetic study, the relationships
inferred in Chu’s (1998) study represent hypoth-
eses, which are subject to further testing.

The analysis suggests that Grey-headed Gulls
in South America (L cirrocephalus cirrocephalus)
are not sister to those in Africa (L ¢ poiocepha-
lus); instead they appear more closely related to
Brown-headed Gull L brunnicephalus. Differ-
ences in the external morphology of the two
Grey-headed Gulls are not impressive (L ¢ poio-
cephalus is smaller, has darker grey upperparts
and wings and has more black on the wing-tips
than L c cirrocephalus). These differences were
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considered to barely justify recognition of these
taxa (Cramp & Simmons 1983) but Chu (1998)
was able to discern differences in several ana-
tomical and plumage characters.

Silver Gulls L novaehollandiae from Australia
(L n novaehollandiae) and New Zealand (L n sco-
pulinus) did not emerge as each other’s closest
relatives. Instead, those from New Zealand lined
up with Black-billed Gull L bulleri and King (or
Hartlaub’s) Gull L hartlaubii whereas those from
Australia assumed a more basal position (figure
1). Another study based on mitochondrial DNA
(Baker 1991) also associated the New Zealand
population with Black-billed Gull and placed
Australian birds at the base (King Gull was not
included in this study). The fact that two studies
failed to document a sister-relationship between
the two Silver Gull taxa lend some support to
recent views (del Hoyo et al 1996, Sibley 1996)
that the New Zealand bird should be treated as a
full species: Red-billed Gull L scopulinus.

Surprisingly, Kelp Gulls L dominicanus in
South Africa (ie, L d vetula) did not associate
with South American Kelp Gulls (ie, L d domini-
canus). The South African and South American
forms of Kelp Gull were separated as recently as
1979 (Brooke & Cooper 1979) but now appear
only distantly related. If the non-sister-relation-
ship among kelp gulls is correct and these lin-
eages represent independent branches in the gull
tree, then there is no reason to keep them as sub-
species in a single species. Chu’s study suggests
that the characters that were originally used to
include them in the same species (dark upper-
parts, limited streaking on head in winter plum-
age, greenish or yellowish legs and feet) are
primitive and hence are no valid basis for group-
ing them.

The new data also suggest that herring gulls
from north-eastern Asia (ie, Vega Gull L vegae)
and North America (ie, American Herring Gull
L smithsonianus) are not sister taxa (figure 1).
Further studies must determine how closely Vega
Gull and American Herring Gull are related to,
eg, Heuglin’s Gull L heuglini and European
Herring Gull L argentatus. The latter two species
were not included in Chu’s study.

Evidence for Thayer’s Gull’s L thayeri evo-
lutionary relationship to other gulls has been con-
tradictory, with previous studies variously align-
ing it with (American) Herring  Gull,
Glaucous-winged Gull L glaucescens and Iceland
Gull L glaucoides. Chu’s study (figure 1) suggests
that Thayer’s Gull is more closely related to
Glaucous-winged Gull than either is to Iceland
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228 African Grey-headed Gull / Afrikaanse Grijskopmeeuw Larus (cirrocephalus) poiocephalus, Namibia,
July 1997 (Peter Scova Righini)

229 Cape Gull / Kaapse Meeuw Larus (dominicanus) vetula, Namibia, July 1997 (Peter Scova Righini)




Gull. Given the limitations imposed by the speci-
mens that Chu examined, the treatment of
Thayer’s Gull as a variant or subspecies of
Iceland Gull is not supported. Instead, Thayer’s
Gull is grouped with Glaucous-winged Gull, a
relationship first suggested by Bishop (1944).

Another striking result was that Iceland Gulls
from Greenland (ie, Iceland Gull L g glaucoides)
and Canada (ie, Kumlien’s Gull L g kumlieni) did
not emerge as sister-taxa. L g glaucoides and
Glaucous Gull L hyperboreus appear more close-
ly related to each other than either is to L g kum-
lieni (figure 1). The characteristics by which L g
glaucoides and L g kumlieni are currently group-
ed — limited melanism on the primaries in adult
winter plumage, purplish eye-ring in adult sum-
mer plumage and relatively small size — are infer-
red as primitive within the pale-winged gull
complex and are thus not informative for group-
ing (Chu 1998). The grouping of Iceland Gull
with Glaucous Gull is a consequence of the ad-
ditional reduction in primary pigmentation that
these species share (Chu 1998). The significance
of this result is that no hybridization scenario has
to be invoked to explain the morphological char-
acters of Kumlien’s Gull. The current classifica-
tion suggests that Iceland and Glaucous Gulls
independently evolved all-white adult plumages
and many ornithologists believe that the plumage
characters of Kumlien’s Gull are the result of past
hybridization of Thayer’s and Iceland Gulls
(Weber 1981, Garner & McGeehan 1998). Chu’s
study allows a simpler scenario. The common
ancestor of Kumlien’s, Iceland and Glaucous
Gulls had limited black on the primaries. This
black was subsequently lost in the lineage lead-
ing to Iceland and Glaucous Gulls but was
retained in the lineage leading to Kumlien’s Gull.
Put another way, the white primaries of adult
Iceland and Glaucous Gulls evolved only once
and evolved after Kumlien’s Gull branched off.
Note, however, that Chu’s study does not falsify a
hybrid origin of Kumlien’s Gull; phylogenetic
analyses are designed to reconstruct a diverging
(branching) pattern of relationships and are not
capable of testing converging patterns of rela-
tionships such as those of hybrid taxa. The above
hypothesis should be viewed as a viable alter-
native to the current hybridization scenario.
Subsequent studies should determine which of
these ideas provides the best explanation for the
variation observed in this group.

Chu (1998) noted that in each of the above
cases the species name refers to an assemblage
that is demonstrably para- or polyphyletic (ie,
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unnatural). If one rejects such assemblages as
species, then none of the above assemblages can
be treated as a single species, at least given the
evidence assembled in Chu’s study. In other
words, if the phylogenetic relationships inferred
by Chu are correct, all the aforementioned taxa
should be treated as full species. This would
result in the recognition of several additional spe-
cies taxa: African Grey-headed Gull L poiocepha-
lus, Red-billed Gull L scopulinus, Cape Gull
L vetula, and Kumlien’s Gull L kumlieni. Only
Red-billed Gull is sometimes accepted as a dis-
tinct species (del Hoyo et al 1996, Sibley 1996),
whereas recognition of African Grey-headed Gull
and Cape Gull as full species would be novel. To
my knowledge, Sutton (1968) has been the only
recent author to support species status for
Kumlien’s Gull. However, given the controversial
status, origin and relationships of Kumlien’s Gull,
and the rather small differences beween the Grey-
headed Gull taxa and between Kelp and Cape
Gulls, these changes are unlikely to be accepted
without corroboration by further evidence.

The evolutionary tree (figure 1) also indicates
that Mew Gulls L canus in eastern Asia (ie,
Kamchatka Gull L ¢ kamtschatschensis) are more
closely related to those in North America (ie,
Short-billed Gull L ¢ brachyrhynchus) than either
is to those in Europe (ie, Common Gull L ¢
canus). Sibley (1996) treated Short-billed Gull as
a separate species based on DNA comparisons
(Zink et al 1995). If Short-billed Gull is regarded
as a separate species, the new findings imply that
Kamchatka Gull should also be treated as a full
species because it is closer to Short-billed Gull
than to Common Gull. Interest in this group is
likely to grow as diagnostic differences in im-
mature plumages have recently been document-
ed for Common, Kamchatka and Short-billed
Gulls (Carey & Kennerley 1996; see also Tove
1993) and because vagrants have been reported
on other continents (Kwater 1992, Tove 1993,
Carey & Kennerley 1996).

An unexpected result was that Armenian Gull
L armenicus did not line up with Pontic Gull
L cachinnans but with the Mew Gull complex
and Ring-billed Gull L delawarensis. Until the
mid-1980s, Armenian Gull was not even recog-
nized as a valid taxon and was regarded as a
synonym of the yellow-legged group of gulls in
the southern part of the Palearctic. Subsequent
work, both in the field (Dubois 1985, Buzun
1993) and the museum (Cramp & Simmons
1983), has shown that Armenian Gull is a diag-
nosable species. The alliance of Armenian Gull
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with Mew and Ring-billed Gulls is unconven-
tional and needs further corroboration.

Western Gull L occidentalis and Glaucous-
winged Gull form a broad hybrid zone in west-
ern North America (Bell 1996, 1997) but did not
emerge as sister-taxa in Chu’s analysis. Extensive
hybridization between distantly related taxa
undercuts the use of hybridization as a basis for
lumping taxa. Thus, contrary to past practice,
hybridization alone can no longer be cited as
evidence that gull taxa are conspecific.

Discussion

Taken at face value, Chu’s (1998) report suggests
the need for a thorough taxonomic revision of
the gulls. It remains to be seen whether such a
revision will become quickly and widely accept-
ed by mainstream ornithology. A major challenge
for ornithologists will be to overcome biases
about relationships suggested by traditional tax-
onomies. For instance, at first glance, the differ-
ences between adult Ross’s and Little Gulls in
breeding plumage seem considerable, and on
this basis it may appear that they are not closely
related. Indeed, the recognition of the genus
Rhodostethia for Ross’s Gull is entirely based on
differences from other gulls. However, the basis
for establishing phylogenetic relationships and,
hence, the recognition of genera, is not the exist-
ence of differences but of derived similarities, of
which in the case of Ross’s and Little Gulls there
are several (Chu 1998). It is the new discovery,
through phylogenetic analysis, of such derived
similarities (synapomorphies in systematists’ jar-
gon) that forms the basis for new ideas of rela-
tionships.

Given the similarities between dominicanus
and vetula Kelp Gulls and between Kumlien’s
and Iceland Gulls, what are birders to make of
the suggestion that the members of these pairs
are not closely related? A common theme in
Chu’s study is that several of the characters that
were previously used by taxonomists are not
indicative of evolutionary relationships because
they are primitive. A central tenet of phylo-
genetic systematics is that it is not enough for
organisms to share characteristics; two species
may share a great number of characters and still
not be considered members of the same group.
Consider a kangaroo, a monkey and a whale.
The kangaroo and monkey are both terrestrial,
are largely covered by hair and have two fully-
developed hind legs, and one might therefore
suppose a close relationship. These similarities,
however, do not indicate phylogenetic relation-
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ships because the whale and monkey are more
closely related to each other than either is to the
kangaroo. All three characteristics are believed
to have been present in the common ancestor of
living mammals and are thus not helpful to infer
relationships because all three species belong to
the mammals. Such shared primitive characters
are known as symplesiomorphies in systematists’
jargon. Whales are different from the other two
groups but these characteristics arose after they
branched off from the common ancestor of
whales and monkeys. These newly evolved char-
acters are called apomorphies by systematists.
Apomorphies (such as the unique characters of
Ross’s Gull) and symplesiomorphies (such as the
similarities of the two Kelp Gulls, and Kumlien'’s
and Iceland Gulls) are invalid characters to
group taxa; only synapomorphies are evidence of
a common evolutionary history.

Though phylogenetic systematics is simple in
theory, in practice it can be difficult to find
enough characters that unambiguously indicate
relationships. Chu’s study is methodologically
sound and well-executed, yet due to the varia-
bility of many characters several parts of his tree
are poorly supported and must be treated with
caution. This need not depress us: systematists
are in the business of erecting hypotheses. Chu’s
study is the first modern hypothesis of the rela-
tionships among gulls, and others will soon fol-
low. Molecular analyses are now under way in at
least four laboratories. These will focus on both
the basic structure of the tree and the parts that
have attracted special attention such as the ‘large
white-headed gull” complex of which coverage
in the present study has been incomplete. When
key taxa, such as Herring Gull, Baltic Gull L fus-
cus, Heuglin’s Gull, Atlantic Yellow-legged Gull
L michahellis atlantis, Mediterranean Yellow-leg-
ged Gull L m michahellis and Baraba Gull
L cachinnans barabensis, are added it will be-
come possible to address issues that so far
remained unresolved. For instance, T does the
southern Palearctic yellow-legged group of taxa
represent a natural, monophyletic group?; 2 is
Atlantic Yellow-legged Gull more closely related
to Lesser Black-backed Gull L graellsii (as sug-
gested by its head-streaking in winter and its ori-
ginal description as a subspecies of the latter)
than to Mediterranean Yellow-legged Gull?; 3 is
Armenian Gull sister to Heuglin’s Gull (as sug-
gested by Bourne 1993), to Baraba Gull (which
in the Arabian Gulf has been confused with
Armenian Gull) or to the Mew Gull complex (as
suggested by Chu’s study)?; and 4 is Heuglin’s



Gull a member of the Baltic Gull-Lesser Black-
backed Gull group, as suggested by some classi-
fications (Cramp & Simmons 1983)?

Gull systematics now increasingly focuses on
phylogenetic relationships, yet in some cases the
taxonomic status of basal taxa has not been
elucidated. For instance, very little attention has
been paid to the distinctive New Caledonian form
of Silver Gull L n forsteri, and to the western sub-
species L p georgii of Pacific Gull. These forms
are distinct in plumage and bare parts, respective-
ly (Higgins & Davies 1996) and deserve further
appraisal. The status of Thayer’s Gull and
Kumlien’s Gull, in contrast, has received consider-
able attention from ornithologists and birders but
so far no consensus has been reached. A funda-
mental concern is whether Thayer’s Gull,
Kumlien’s Gull and Iceland Gull are discrete taxa
in the first place (Howell 1998). In the past, the
question of whether Thayer’s Gull, Kumlien’s Gull
and Iceland Gull are valid taxa has been confused
with several other relevant questions, such as:
1 what is the evolutionary origin of these taxa,
and of Kumlien’s Gull in particular?; 2 how are
the three forms phylogenetically related?;
3 should these taxa be ranked as species or as
subspecies?; 4 what are the interactions (if any) of
Thayer’s Gull, Kumlien’s Gull and Iceland Gull on
the breeding grounds?; 5 how can Thayer’s Gull,
Kumlien’s Gull and Iceland Gull be identified in
the field? Unless these issues are treated separate-
ly, interpretations of the status and relationships of
these forms are likely to remain controversial.

Studies into gull phylogeny and taxonomy pro-
ceed at full tilt and birders are likely to witness a
change in the number of species of gulls as well
as changes in the scientific names of some spe-
cies. In the meantime, birders should continue to
closely study little-known plumages and taxa, the
results of which have already produced many
important insights (Carey & Kennerley 1996,
Garner & Quinn 1997, Klein & Gruber 1997,
Jonsson 1998). Because such descriptions are
likely to be used by systematists, progress in field
identification of gulls will be particularly gratify-
ing to the many gull aficionados who are
increasingly asking evolutionary questions.
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DBA-nieuws

Uitverkochte nummers van Dutch Birding De inza-
melingsactie van uitverkochte nummers van Dutch
Birding (cf Dutch Birding 20: 242, 299, 1998) is een
groot succes geworden. Inclusief het volgende nummer
zijn exact 100 nummers van Dutch Birding verschenen
en tot voor kort stonden 52 daarvan te boek als zijnde
uitverkocht. Wij zijn erin geslaagd van ieder uitver-
kocht nummer exemplaren te bemachtigen en geinte-
resseerden verwijzen wij naar de mededeling en adver-
tentie in het volgende nummer van Dutch Birding.

Out-of-stock back issues of Dutch Birding The request
for out-of-stock back issues (cf Dutch Birding 20: 243,
299, 1998) has been very successful. Including the next
issue, exactly 100 issues of Dutch Birding have been
published. Of these, 52 were officially out-of-stock, but
we managed to obtain copies of every one of them.
Those interested are referred to the announcement and
advertisement which will appear in the next issue of
Dutch Birding.
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Gunter De Smet nieuw redactielid Met ingang van 1
juli 1999 is Gunter De Smet uit Gentbrugge, Belgig, als
nieuw lid toegetreden tot de redactie van Dutch
Birding; voorheen leverde GDS al met enige regelmaat
bijdragen als lid van de redactieadviesraad. GDS is
voorzitter van het Belgisch Avifaunistisch Homologatie-
Comité (BAHC) en verder bekend als redactielid van
Oriolus en als actief vogelaar in Belgié en ver daarbui-
ten. Met deze personele uitbreiding hoopt de redactie
onder meer de banden met het Belgische vogelen ver-
der te versterken. De volledige bezetting van de redac-
tie is te vinden in het colofon.

Gunter De Smet new editorial member From 1 July
1999, Gunter De Smet from Gentbrugge, Belgium, has
joined the editorial board of Dutch Birding. GDS is
chairman of the Belgian rarities committee (BAHC) and
well-known as an active birder in Belgium and far
abroad. The complete line-up of the editorial board
can be found on the inside of the cover.

[Dutch Birding 21: 218, 1999]



Aankondigingen & verzoeken

BOU Records Committee completes its Taxonomic
Sub-committee There was a good response to the
recent invitation for applicants to join the Taxonomic
Sub-committee (TSC) of the British Ornithologists’
Union Records Committee (BOURC). Two new mem-
bers have been appointed to bring the TSC up to its
increased strength of six members, chaired by Tony
Marr. The new members are Martin Collinson
(Scotland) and George Sangster (Netherlands).

Martin Collinson is a genetics researcher at the
Medical School of Edinburgh University. He is a keen
birdwatcher and amateur ornithologist, well-travelled
in the Middle East, Africa and the Americas. He has
been a member of the editorial board of British Birds
since June 1998 and recently wrote the lead article
‘Subspecies — more than meets the eye?” He will be
known to many as a regular and responsible contribu-
tor to UKBirdNet (Internet discussion group) debates
and discussions.

George Sangster, one of Dutch Birding's editors, is
well known as an active member of the Dutch commit-
tee for avian systematics (CSNA) who has prepared
most of the taxonomic summaries and proposals which
have been published in Dutch Birding since early 1996.
In that connection, he has documented all relevant lit-
erature on species concepts, classifications, taxonomy
and population genetics of Western Palearctic birds
which will be very helpful to the TSC in its discussions.
A keen proponent of the Phylogenetic Species Concept,
his contributions to the TSC will undoubtedly lead to
lively and constructive debate and help to build bridges
between the PSC and the Biological Species Concept.

The full membership of the TSC is now Martin
Collinson, Andreas Helbig, Alan Knox, David Parkin,
Tony Prater and George Sangster.

Andreas Helbig joined the TSC in January 1999 and
is well-known as a member of the German rarities

Recensies

committee for 12 years. He is editor of Vogelwelt and
serves on the editorial boards of Limicola and Journal
fur Ornithologie (in 1985, he was also one of Dutch
Birding’s editors). He is a research scientist at the
University of Greifswald and director of Vogelwarte
Hiddensee. His research interests are in bird