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Variation and difference in son
between Western Bonelli’s Warbler
and Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler

Dick Groenendijk & Teus ] C Luijendijk

n the Western Palearctic, 19 species of leaf war-

bler Phylloscopus have been recorded (cf van
den Berg 2008). Several of these occur in so-
called ‘species pairs’. These allopatric sister taxa
have often been treated as one species in the past
but several have recently been elevated to species
status. This is also the case with Western Bonelli’s
Warbler P bonelli and Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler P
orientalis (hereafter called bonelli and orientalis,
respectively). These have recently been split,
mainly on the basis of genetic differentiation and
obvious differences in their calls (Helbig et al
1995, Sangster et al 1999). Both are typical leaf
warblers of the Mediterranean area, between the
19°C and 31°C July isotherms. In the west, bonel-
li is a common inhabitant of large parts of western
Europe and north-western Africa, including the
Alps, Apennines, France, Iberian peninsula, Moroc-
co, northern Algeria and north-western Tunisia. In
the east, breeding numbers of orientalis are lower
and scattered populations occur in south-eastern
Europe from Croatia or Serbia and Romania south-
ward with highest density in southern Bulgaria
and northern Greece, whereas it also breeds local-
ly in western and southern Turkey east to Iran/Iraq
and south in Syria and Lebanon (Hagemeijer &
Blair 1997, Kirwan et al 2008). Not only the breed-
ing ranges of both species are separate but the
wintering ranges do not seem to overlap either.
While orientalis migrates southwards or south-
eastwards to north-eastern Africa, bonelli heads
south or south-west to the southern Sahel zone
from Senegal and southern Mauritania east to lake
Chad basin (Cramp 1992).

The morphological differences between both
species are very subtle (see, for instance, van
Duivendijk 2002, Occhiato 2007) and the best
feature for most observers is the difference in con-
tact call (hereafter call), which was already men-
tioned by Reiser (1905). In bonelli, the call is de-
scribed as rather similar to Willow Warbler P tro-
chilus but louder and sharper, more like a whistle,
with a distinctive inflection and sharp rise at the
start of the second syllable and a descending pitch

[Dutch Birding 33: 1-9, 2011]

at the end, sounding like hoo-eet or doo-eeo with
the accent on the second syllable. In orientalis,
the call is clearly different and described as a me-
tallic, monosyllabic chip or tjip, not unlike a dis-
tant ‘type D’ flight call of Red Crossbill Loxia cur-
virostra (Helb et al 1982, Baker 1997). This differ-
ence has always been a discriminating criterion
between both taxa and was, for instance, used in
identifying the first two records of orientalis in the
Netherlands in May and June 1983 (Hazevoet &
van der Schot 1986). This difference in call is de-
scribed and sometimes nicely illustrated by sona-
grams in papers and field guides. However, one
has to keep in mind that it has been reported that
both species may use a disyllabic call when agi-
tated (Svensson et al 1999) and that young bonelli
may give a shorter and thus more monosyllabic
call, reminiscent of the normal call of orientalis
(Beaman & Madge 1998). Arnoud van den Berg
(in litt) recorded monosyllabic calls of migrants in
Morocco but sonagrams confirm that these differ
from orientalis contact calls. No recordings of
these atypical calls have been published nor did
we ever hear these calls ourselves.

Concerning a possible difference between the
advertising song of males in spring of both spe-
cies, much more confusion exists. The advertising
song can be described as a simple repetition of
one note, sounding like a dry, short and mechani-
cal high-pitched trill, sometimes compared with
the song of Cirl Bunting Emberiza cirlus. Many ob-
servers believe that the advertising song of males
in spring of both species is so similar that it is of
no use for field identification. However, in an ex-
periment in June 2009, in the Dadia forest in
north-eastern Greece, it was shown that territorial
orientalis males did not respond at all to playback
of advertising song recordings of bonelli (Arjan
Brenkman pers comm), suggesting that there are
audible differences in the advertising song be-
tween the two species. Also, Helb et al (1982),
Cramp (1992) and Bergmann et al (2008) describe
and illustrate differences in song by sonagrams,
which appear to be rather consistent. These differ-
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1 Western Bonelli’s Warbler / Bergfluiter Phylloscopus bonelli, Toscana, Italy, 31 May 2007
(Daniele Occhiato)

2 Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler / Balkanbergfluiter Phylloscopus orientalis, Eilat, Israel, 26 March 2007
(Daniele Occhiato)
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ences are not mentioned in the regular field guides
(Jonsson 1992, Svensson et al 1999, 2009).
Moreover, the extent of variation in song of both
bonelli and orientalis has never been illustrated
extensively. Although in Cramp (1992) the differ-
ence between both species is described and illus-
trated, it is commented on with the words ‘more
material is required to assess the value of this as
means of distinguishing between the songs of both
species’. The aim of this paper, therefore, is to de-
scribe and illustrate the differences in advertising
song of males in spring (hereafter shortly named
song) between bonelli and orientalis, to give in-
sight in the extent of intraspecific variation in both
and to assess the value of these differences for
field identification purposes.

A pitfall when identifying singing ‘bonelli’s war-
blers’ may be the shortened song of Wood Warbler
P sibilatrix (consisting of the trill series only and
lacking the familiar introductory tss-tss-tss-tss
notes), which is sometimes recorded in this spe-
cies, particularly from spring migrants, and has
caused confusion in the past. Analysis and discus-
sion of this song type is, however, beyond the
scope of this paper.

Methods

To study the differences and the extent of variation
in song between bonelli and orientalis, 36 record-
ings of different individuals were used, 11 of
bonelli and 25 of orientalis. Unpublished material
originated from the database of The Sound
Approach (n=29) and from one recording from
the first author. The latter recording was of a
bonelli from the Netherlands (identified by call).
The recordings by The Sound Approach were from
the Netherlands (identified by call) and Spain
(bonelli) and from Greece and Turkey (orientalis).
In addition, six supplementary recordings came
from publications of Sample (2003) and Bergmann
et al (2008). The criteria to use a recording in our
analysis were that for each recording date and lo-
cality were known, or that the recording was spe-
cifically identified as either (nominate) bonelli or
orientalis in the two publications used. All record-
ings referred to birds singing in late spring and
summer (between 27 April and 3 August) and are
assumed to relate to birds in their second calen-
dar-year or older. The risk of inclusion of the so-
called plastic song of first-year birds in autumn
that may not be fully developed is, therefore,
eliminated. Note, however, that some migrating
second calender-year birds still showing some as-
pects of plasticity in their song, may have been
included in the analyses.

Each song phrase consists of a repetition of one
note, which is called an element. One complete
song phrase is called a trill and each trill is, there-
fore, composed of several elements. The following
parameters were analysed: 7 number of elements
per trill; 2 length of each trill; 3 shape of the differ-
ent elements in a trill visible in a sonagram; 4 aver-
age frequency; and 5 number of calls between
song phrases. In long recordings, the average of
the first 15 complete trills per individual bird were
used for measurements of parameter 1-4. In short-
er recordings, all complete trills were used in the
analysis. The shortest recordings in this analysis
consisted of two complete trills.

Results

Number of elements per trill

In bonelli, the number of elements per trill ranged
from 6 to 13 (86 trills analysed), with an average of
9.3 + 1.5 elements per trill. In orientalis, the
number of elements per trill ranged from 5 to 30,
with an average of 15.3 + 3.9 elements per trill
(177 trills analysed). This differs significantly from
the average of bonelli (student’s t-test; p<0.01).
Figure 1 shows the frequency distribution of the
number of elements per trill. In bonelli, nearly
80% of the trills consisted of 8-11 elements. In ori-
entalis, the amount of variation is much higher and
there is considerable overlap with bonelli. Note,
however, that trills with less than 11 elements were
rare in orientalis and that trills with more than 13
elements were not found for bonelli.

Hardly anything has been published on the
number of elements per trill. Cramp (1992) men-
tioned 7-13 elements per trill, without, however,
referring to a taxon. The same number is men-
tioned by Bergmann et al (2008) for bonelli. In ad-
dition, Bremond (1976) mentioned 9-10 elements
per trill for bonelli from France. These values are
in agreement with our study.

The results of our study indicate that the number
of elements per trill can be useful for identifica-
tion. Although there is overlap, trills with few ele-
ments are a strong indicator for bonelli, while trills
consisting of many (>13) elements almost exclu-
sively point to orientalis.

Trill length

In bonelli, the length of a trill ranged from 0.53 to
1.24 s with an average of 0.81 + 0.18 s (86 trills
analysed). In orientalis, the length of a trill ranged
from 0.71 to 1.70 s with an average of 1.08 + 0.21
s (177 trills analysed). This differs significantly from
the average of bonelli (student’s t-test; p<0.01).
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FIGURE 1 Frequency distribution of the number of elements per trill in Western Bonelli’s Warbler Phylloscopus bonel-

li (green bars, n=11) and Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler P orientalis (blue bars, n=24); three trills per recorded individual

used / Frequentieverdeling van aantal elementen per triller bij Bergfluiter Phylloscopus bonelli (groene staven, n=11)
en Balkanbergfluiter P orientalis (blauwe staven, n=24); drie trillers per opgenomen exemplaar gebruikt.

Although the trill length of both taxa showed some
overlap, we found that the song of bonelli is on
average nearly 0.3 s shorter than that of orientalis.
In contrast, in Bergmann et al (2008), the opposite
is stated without a reference to published material.
Both Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer (1991) and
Cramp (1992) mention a trill length of up to about
1's, which is, however, not useful for comparison
as in both publications it is not clarified which
taxon is concerned. Bremond (1976) mentioned a
trill length of on average 0.7 s for bonelli from
France, which is more or less in agreement with
our findings.

We conclude that, based on the significant dif-
ference shown between bonelli and orientalis, the
actual length of the trill can be useful for identifi-
cation but only as a supportive character, as there
still is a considerable overlap. One must be aware
that external factors like agitation of the recorded
individual, time of day or season, population den-
sity or other factors, may influence the length of
the trills and, consequently, the number of ele-
ments in a trill as described above (Constantine &
The Sound Approach 2006). In a study like this, it
is virtually impossible to correct for these influ-
ences, as the recordings used can not be standard-
ised for the factors mentioned.

Shape of elements
Close study of the shape of the trill elements
seemed to yield a consistent character to separate

the two taxa, although both have a repertoire of
different trills. These elements seem to be specific
per taxon. One has to realise, however, that more
types of trill notes may exist than analysed here.

bonelli

Bremond (1976) describes the element shape for
bonelli as follows: ‘The inter-individual differences
are carried essentially by the first sub-unit, which
is always of a descending frequency. It is some-
what variable and is occasionally totally omitted.
The second sub-unit varies little from one indi-
vidual to another. It is always ascending. There is
no exception to this rule’. Indeed, in bonelli the
shape of the trill elements on sonagrams is most
often an upright ‘V’, consisting of a descending
(backslash-shaped “\’) part, and an ascending (for-
ward slash-shaped ‘/) second part (see figure 2:
bon3, bon4 & bon5). Sometimes, the first part of
the 'V’ is obscure or absent, resulting in just a for-
ward slash shape (see figure 2: bon1 & bon2). The
forward slash shape is however always present.
Sometimes, the backslash in the 'V’ is separated
from (but overlapping in time at a different fre-
quency with) a longer forward slash (see figure 2:
bon3). In all types, the next backslash was never
found to overlap in time with the previous forward
slash, thus making the elements well separated
from each other. Also, the backslash part of the V
(if present) was found to be always of a lower
maximum frequency than the forward slash (in



Variation and difference in song between Western Bonelli’s Warbler and Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler

contrast with the orientalis trill types, compare
figure 2-3). Sometimes, bonelli was found to sing
two or even three types of trills in alternation (and
up to five have been reported (Magnus Robb pers
comm)), but in most recordings only one trill type
was present. This seems to differ from orientalis,
which usually sings two types of trills in alterna-
tion. However, this character is not sufficiently
consistent to separate the two taxa and can also
be dependent on the context in which a singing
individual is recorded.

orientalis

The shape of the trill elements was found to vary
more in orientalis than in bonelli. As a conse-
quence, several types were discerned. Commonly
encountered shapes are represented in figure 3.
They are coded here as orit, ori2, etc, in an arbi-
trary order. All orientalis sonagrams showed trill
elements that start with a backslash shape. Often,
this is followed by another backslash. The two
backslashes often are connected by a forward
slash shape, thus forming an inverted ‘V’ shape or
a mirrored ‘N’ shape (ori2, ori4 & ori5). Other
sonagrams just show two backslashes per element
(ori3), or only one backslash (ori1). Usually, per
trill only one type of shape is rendered but occa-
sionally a trill starts with one type, and switches to
another halfway (eg, in ori4). On the other hand,
birds were mostly found to sing two trill types that
are given in alternation, so that the song often
seems to be changing slightly between trills.

In conclusion, it appears that elements ending
with a forward slash are strongly indicative of
bonelli, while elements ending with backslash-
shaped notes invariably indicate orientalis. In
bonelli, this final part of the element reaches the
highest frequency, while in orientalis the highest
frequency is reached in the first part of each ele-
ment.

Average frequency

bonelli

In bonelli, the maximum and minimum frequency
values of the trill elements differ more within each
trill type. This character therefore seemed to be of
little use for identification. However, the maxi-
mum frequency usually is above 7000 Hz, which
was only rarely found in orientalis sonagrams
(only in type ori3). Some bonelli recordings (cf
Sample 2003) showed two song types that were
delivered in alternation, with slightly differing fre-
quencies, thus being reminiscent of an orientalis
singing both ori1 and ori2.

orientalis
As described in the previous paragraph, at least
five trill element types were encountered in orien-
talis. Type oril and ori2 have somewhat different
frequency ranges, which makes them easily dis-
tinguishable, as long as the bird sings both types
of trills in alternation (as was regularly found in
the studied recordings). Type ori2 covers a fre-
quency range of 3200-6200 Hz, while type oril is
a little lower, 3000-5100 Hz. This difference may
sound small when expressed in absolute numbers
but it is well audible to the human ear when a bird
is encountered that sings both types in alternation.
Other birds, though, will sound equally pitched
throughout the song, as they sing only one trill
type. Birds that mix both types in a single trill may
trouble the picture somewhat, as they (for in-
stance) may start a trill like ori2 but change to an-
other type halfway (ori4). All trills, irrespective of
the type, are almost perfectly constant in pitch or,
at the most, only very slightly descending with a
maximum decline in frequency of about 100 Hz.
We conclude that the maximum frequency can
be used as a supportive character to distinguish
orientalis and bonelli, with the latter taxon reach-
ing somewhat higher frequencies. There is, how-
ever, a broad range of overlap in the song frequen-
cies of both taxa.

Calls during song

In the 11 recordings used of singing bonelli, 10
were without calls (91%). In contrast, of the 25
recordings from orientalis, this number was only
six (24%). It therefore appears that orientalis regu-
larly sings with intermittent calling, which makes
it rather easily identifiable as such. In general,
contact calls uttered intermittently during territo-
rial song of warblers may be a sign of immaturity
of the bird or can be related to other external fac-
tors (Constantine & The Sound Approach 2006).
However, in this study a much larger proportion of
recordings than expected for a normal age distri-
bution showed contact calls interspersed with
song in the case of orientalis, in comparison with
bonelli. Still, a singer of either of the two species
cannot be identified with certainty as bonelli just
on the basis of the absence of calls during the
song. The absence of calls during singing is there-
fore at most a weak supportive character for
bonelli.

Conclusions

We found strong indications that bonelli and orien-
talis can be separated on song alone. The identifi-
cation can be clinched, in order of importance,
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FIGURE 2 Five examples of song trills of Western Bonelli’s Warbler Phylloscopus bonelli illustrating amount of

variation /Vijf voorbeelden van trillers van Bergfluiter Phylloscopus bonelli ter illustratie van variatie. Bon1, bon2 &

bon4 (recording of same individual / opname van zelfde individu): Tornavacas, Sierra de Gredos, Extremadura, Spain,

11 June 2002 (Arnoud B van den Berg/The Sound Approach); bon3: Hoyos de Espinosa, Plataformes de Gredos,

Castillay Léon, Spain, 11 June 2002 (Arnoud B van den Berg/The Sound Approach); bon5: Valencia, Spain, 15 April
2001 (Geoff Sample, as published in Sample (2003)).
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ori 3

ori 4

FIGURE 3 Five examples of song trills of Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler Phylloscopus orientalis illustrating amount of vari-

ation / Vijf voorbeelden van trillers van Balkanbergfluiter Phylloscopus orientalis ter illustratie van variatie. Ori1 &

ori2 (recording of same individual / opname van zelfde individu): Akseki, Turkey, 12 May 2001 (Magnus Robb/The

Sound Approach); ori3: Avas valley, Evros, East Macedonia, Greece, 27 April 2002 (Magnus Robb/The Sound

Approach); ori4: lake Megali Prespa, West Macedonia, Greece, 8 May 2002 (Magnus Robb/The Sound Approach);

ori5: Kennemerduinen, Bloemendaal, Noord-Holland, Netherlands, 15 May 1983 (Cornelis | Hazevoet, as published
in Sample (2003)).
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TABLE 1 Discriminating parameters in song of Western Bonelli’s Warbler Phylloscopus bonelli and Eastern Bonelli’s
Warbler P orientalis in decreasing order of importance / Onderscheidende kenmerken in zang van Bergfluiter
Phylloscopus bonelli en Balkanbergfluiter P orientalis in afnemend belang

bonelli

shape of trill elements
last part of each trill element

uprightV

maximum frequency 7200 Hz
average number of notes per trill 9+2
length of trill 0.53-1.24 s

forward slash (/)

orientalis

inverted V (/\) or mirrored N (/1)
backslash (\)

6300 Hz

15+4

0.71-1.70 s

with the most important criterion mentioned first,
by: 1 shape of the trill elements; 2 maximum fre-
quency; 3 number of notes per trill; and 4 trill
length. The use of these parameters is explained in
table 1. If a singing bird obviously scores on all
four parameters, identification appears to be cer-
tain. Lowest and highest frequencies of the trill ele-
ments, and singing of high- and lower-frequency
trills in alternation can be used to support the iden-
tification.

For observers in the field, it means that a singing
orientalis sounds a bit lower, with longer trills. In
addition, a singing orientalis also sounds a bit
drier and more percussive. This song difference is
an important identification tool for out-of-range
birds as they may sing persistently without making
calls. Note, however, that for a reliable identifica-
tion it is necessary to obtain a sonagram of at least
several of the song trills.
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Samenvatting

VARIATIE EN VERSCHIL IN ZANG TUSSEN BERGFLUITER EN
BALKANBERGFLUITER Bergfluiter Phylloscopus bonelli (‘bo-
nelli’) en Balkanbergfluiter P orientalis (‘orientalis’) lijken
in morfologie zeer sterk op elkaar en in de praktijk wor-
den beide soorten meestal gedetermineerd op basis van
hun karakteristieke contactroep (‘de roep’). Het blijkt
echter dat de territoriumzang (‘de zang’) van beide soor-
ten eveneens verschilt. Daarmee zijn zingende vogels in
het voorjaar goed te determineren, zelfs als een exem-
plaar niet roept. In dit artikel wordt op basis van uitge-
breide studie van opnames en sonagrammen van beide
soorten beschreven in welke facetten hun zang verschilt.
Belangrijk is om een opname van de zingende vogel te

maken want alleen daarmee is een sluitende determina-
tie mogelijk.

In het veld klinkt de zang van orientalis wat lager met
langere strofes die gemiddeld wat droger en meer rate-
lend klinken dan die van bonelli. Het belangrijkste ver-
schil is de vorm van de elementen in een zangstrofe
zoals zichtbaar op een sonagram. Bij bonelli hebben de
elementen een V-vorm, terwijl dat bij orientalis een om-
gekeerde V (A) of een gespiegelde N (/) is. Het laatste
deel van een element in de zangstrofe is bij bonelli een
zogenaamde ‘forward slash’ (/), terwijl dat bij de orien-
talis een ‘backslash’ (\) is (zie figuur 2-3). De maximum-
frequentie in de zangstrofes van bonelli ligt op 7200 Hz,
terwijl deze bij orientalis wat lager ligt, op 6300 Hz. De
zangstrofes bij bonelli bestaan gemiddeld uit negen ele-
menten, terwijl dit er bij de orientalis gemiddeld 15 zijn.
Ook duurt de zangstrofe bij orientalis gemiddeld langer
dan bij bonelli. Deze kenmerken zijn samengevat in ta-
bel 1. Als een zingende vogel al deze kenmerken heeft
dan is een zekere determinatie mogelijk.
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Taimyr Gulls: evidence for Pacific
winter range, with notes on
morphology and breeding

Klaas van Dijk, Sergei Kharitonov, Holmer Vonk & Bart Ebbinge

he Taimyr peninsula in the northern part of

central Siberia, Russia, hosts a significant
breeding population of gulls Larus that belong to
the assemblage of large white-headed gulls. It is
as yet unclear where these gulls spend the winter.
Along with this, there is a lack of agreement about
their taxonomic status. Genetic analysis has
shown that they represent a distinct population,
ie, with a measurable degree of genetic differen-
tiation and without obvious introgression (Liebers
2000, Liebers et al 2001, Liebers & Helbig 2002,
Liebers et al 2004). In this paper, we simply refer
to this breeding population as Taimyr Gulls
L taimyrensis (cf Filchagov et al 1992).

The lack of long-distance ring recoveries is one
of the reasons for uncertainties and confusion
about the wintering areas of Taimyr Gulls. Grant
(1982) states that the wintering range is not known
but quotes Vaurie (1965) who suggested the
Caspian Sea as wintering area. Cramp & Simmons
(1983) indicate that Taimyr Gulls spend the winter
along the shores of the eastern Mediterranean, in

[Dutch Birding 33: 9-21, 2011]

the Caspian Sea area, along the Arabian Sea to
western India, and partly also along coasts in east-
ern Africa. Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer (1982)
mention that Taimyr Gulls may winter in roughly
the same area but clearly state that firm data like
recoveries are lacking. Both sources assume that
Taimyr Gulls migrate in a south-westerly direction
towards the Indian Ocean. Possible confusion in
these regions with, eg, Heuglin’s Gull L heuglini
and Caspian Gull L cachinnans is one of the rea-
sons for an unclear picture.

In contrast, several more recent sources state
that Taimyr Gulls migrate in a south-easterly di-
rection towards the Pacific Ocean and that they
spend the winter in coastal areas between
Kamchatka, Russia, and Hainan, China. II'icev &
Zubakin (1990) mention that Taimyr Gulls breed-
ing east of western Taimyr migrate in a south-east-
erly direction towards the Pacific. Kennerley et al
(1995) indicate that almost all large white-headed
gulls wintering in Hong Kong, China, are Taimyr
Gulls and they mention two long-distance ring re-
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3 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult in breeding colony, Bird Islands, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr,
Russia, 8 July 1991 (Jan van de Kam)

4 Taimyr Gulls / Taimyrmeeuwen Larus taimyrensis, breeding pair, Bird Islands, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia,
8 July 1991 (Jan van de Kam)
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80° 90° 100° 170° coveries, both of birds which had migrated in a
south-easterly direction towards the Pacific. Del
Hoyo et al (1996) indicate that Taimyr Gulls spend
the winter in the same area as shown by Cramp &
Simmons (1983) but they state that birds breeding
on eastern Taimyr winter along the north-western
Pacific as well.

In conclusion, not much is known about the
precise wintering areas. We obtained new long-
distance ring recoveries and the results are pre-
sented in this paper. We also present data on dis-
tribution and breeding biology and we give a

=y description of the general appearance of adults,
/ T illustrated with photographs taken on Taimyr. It
o % should be noted that Olsen & Larsson (2004) do
] & not provide photographs of Taimyr Gull.

Middendorf

Nizhnyaya
bay

Taimyra river

75°

q Mys

.
Elkson Vostochny
® Medusa

=y Pyasina

river.

Khatanga

Yenisey

Norilsk Study area and methods

The Taimyr peninsula is the northernmost region
of mainland Eurasia (figure 1). It covers more than
400 000 km2 and lies between 69°N and 77°N,
and it stretches for 1000 km from the Yenisey bay
(80°E) eastwards to 114°E. Almost the whole of
Taimyr is situated in the tundra zone. Many inter-
national ornithological expeditions to Taimyr have
been undertaken since 1989. Taimyr Gulls were

FIGURE 1 Map of Taimyr peninsula, central Siberia,
Russia

5 View over House Island, one of the Bird Islands, with large colony of 394 (2004), 412 (2005) and 340 (2006)
breeding pairs of Taimyr Gull Larus taimyrensis, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia, 9 August 2006 (Bram Feij)

~
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LN, T

6 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult trapped on nest, Bird Islands, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia,

22 July 2008 (Jim de Fouw) 7 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult trapped on nest, Bird Islands,

Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia, 22 July 2008 (Jim de Fouw). Note primary moult (p1-2 shed). 8 Taimyr Gull /

Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult in breeding colony, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia, 9 August 2006 (Bram Feij)

9 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult in breeding colony, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia, 9 August
2006 (Bram Feij)

studied and ringed during many of these expedi-
tions but often only as a side-project. Sergei
Kharitonov has visited Medusa bay (73°21’'N,
80°32E) in western Taimyr, 17 km south of Dikson,
several times since 1997, mainly to carry out re-
search on geese, waders and gulls (eg, Kharitonov
2009). Bart Ebbinge has visited Mys Vostochny (in
the mouth of the Pyasina river, 74°08’N, 86°43'E)
in north-western Taimyr, 205 km east-northeast of
Dikson, for a long-term research project on Dark-
bellied Brent Goose Branta bernicla in several
years between 1990 and 2008 (eg, Ebbinge &
Mazurov 2005-07). Klaas van Dijk (1993) and
Holmer Vonk (1994) spent a breeding season at
Mys Vostochny for research on waders as mem-

12

bers of a delegation of the Foundation Working
Group International Waterbird and Wetland
Research (WIWO, see Vonk (2003) and van Dijk
(2011)). Blood samples used in the genetic studies
by Dorit Liebers refer to individuals from colonies
at Mys Vostochny. The database of the Bird Ringing
Centre of Russia was checked for relevant infor-
mation. In addition, we used Filchagov et al (1992)
and Rogacheva (1992) as general sources and
checked all available reports and papers from re-
cent expeditions. Unpublished data are incorpo-
rated as well. The description of the general ap-
pearance of adults is based on field observations
and photographs of birds in the field as well as in
the hand.
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10 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis in breeding colony, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia, 22 June 2005

(Vasily Grabovsky) 11 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult in breeding colony, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr,

Russia, 17 July 2008 (Laurent Demongin) 12 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult trapped on nest,

Oleni islands, Medusa bay, Taimyr, Russia, 25 June 2001 (Leon Peters). Record 7 in appendix 1. 13 Taimyr Gull /

Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, egg and chick, Bird Islands, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia, 10 July 2005 (Raymond
Klaassen)

Results

Description of adults

Adults generally resemble Herring Gull L argenta-
tus in size and shape. The upperparts coloration is
darker than in Herring Gulls breeding in the
Netherlands, being more similar to Yellow-legged
Gulls L michahellis breeding in the Mediterranean.
The legs are short to medium in length and rather
firm. Most individuals exhibit dull yellows legs
but variation is extensive, legs being pink or grey-
ish in some individuals. The iris is pale yellow or
ochre, with a variable amount of dark speckling.
The orbital ring and gape are usually orange-red.
The bill is relatively short, firm and rather blunt

with a weak gonydeal angle and with an extensive
red gonys spot restricted to the lower mandible.
The wing pattern usually shows an isolated mirror
in a largely black p10, relatively small apical spots
to the outer primaries and dark markings extend-
ing to p4. There are some indications (Willems et
al 2002; Pierre Yésou in litt) that adults at Medusa
bay exhibit, on average, a darker mantle than
birds at Mys Vostochny. In late June 2001, breed-
ing adults at Medusa bay had started primary
moult (p1-2 shed). Details on morphometric char-
acters of 24 ringed individuals (23 adults, 1 sub-
adult) are presented in appendix 1. See Musch &
Tinbergen (1996) for video images taken at Mys
Vostochny in 1994-95 and see plate 21 (page 149)

13
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in Kennerley et al (1995) for a colour photograph
of adults in a breeding colony in the estuary of the
Nizhnyaya Taimyra river taken in 1990.

Adults show variation in several field characters
but assortative mating with regard to leg colour or
any other characteristic was not observed during a
detailed study at Mys Vostochny (Grabovsky
1991), and neither in various other colonies visit-
ed all over Taimyr (Filchagov et al 1992, Yésou
2002). In more recent years, there were also no
indications for assortative mating in the colonies
at Medusa bay and at Mys Vostochny (including
2008; Roeland Bom & Jim de Fouw pers comm).
This means that we have no indications that two
species breed on Taimyr (contra, eg, del Hoyo et
al 1996).

Distribution and numbers on Taimyr

Taimyr Gulls breed all over Taimyr in colonies on
islands along the coast, in inland areas along
rivers and near lakes with islands and rocky out-
crops, and in low densities on the tundra near
small ponds. Filchagov et al (1992) estimated that
10 000-12 000 pairs breed on Taimyr with con-
centrations on islands in the estuary of the
Nizhnyaya Taimyra river (¢ 1200 pairs) and on is-
lands near Mys Vostochny. The islands near Mys
Vostochny harbour the largest known colony with
up to 2518 breeding pairs, counted in 2004. At
least 180 pairs were counted in colonies along the
eastern shore of the Yenisey bay around Medusa
bay in 1999 (Willems et al 2002). A small island at
Middendorf bay in northern Taimyr held a breed-
ing colony of 100+ pairs in 1994 (Ake Lindstrém
in litt). Highest numbers reported from eastern
Taimyr are c 40 pairs around Pronchishcheva lake
(75°16’N, 112°28’E) in 1991 (Spiekman & Groen
1993, Schekkerman & van Roomen 1995). Pro-
kosch & Hotker (1995) mentioned that many birds
were present nearly everywhere along the coast
eastwards from Shturmanov (76°00’N, 96°30'E) in
the second half of July 1989, but numbers were
not indicated.

Phenology on Taimyr

Arrival at the breeding sites always preceded ar-
rival of the expeditions, which never arrived be-
fore 1 June. Breeding colonies are occupied year-
ly, but the gulls can only breed successfully in
colonies on islands which are out of reach of
Arctic Foxes Alopex lagopus. Lemming Lemmus
sibiricus/Dicrostonyx torquatus is the main food
item of the gulls and the number of breeding pairs
is higher in lemming peak years. In 2006, a year
with very few lemmings, 1503 occupied nests
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were counted on 15 islands at Mys Vostochny,
76% of the number of nests found on the same
islands in 2005, a lemming peak year. In 1990, an
intermediate lemming year, the first egg was found
on 10 June and it was deduced from hatching that
the first egg had been laid on 8 June (Grabovsky
1991, Filchagov et al 1992). Between 5 and 12
July 2006, the mean clutch size at Mys Vostochny
was 2.34, based on 1861 nests with at least one
egg. In that year, the first egg hatching was regis-
tered on 11 July (326 checked nests) and six nests
with hatching eggs were found on the next day
(186 checked nests). In 2001, a year with very few
lemmings, breeding phenology was intensively
studied at Medusa bay. On 11 June, one com-
pleted nest and six initiated nests were found, and
hatching started on 11 July. This all means that
chicks born on Taimyr will be able to fly from
around 10 August if we assume a fledging period
of at least one month (Cramp & Simmons 1983).

We have no firm data on the timing of depar-
ture from Taimyr. On 12 August 1993, 350 (two
subadults, all others adults) were counted around
the rubbish dump at Dikson. In 2000, southwards
migration at Medusa bay was observed from 28
July onwards. Peters (2006) noted a sudden and
strong southward movement at Medusa bay on
29 July 2001, which may have involved failed
breeders. Obvious southward migration of 10s of
gulls per hour was observed again from 3 August
onwards.

Ringing activities on Taimyr

Between 1977 and 2008, ¢ 750 Taimyr Gulls
(c 680 chicks, ¢ 75 adults and a subadult) were
ringed with the majority at Mys Vostochny (c 465
chicks, ¢ 42 adults and a subadult). Almost all
adults were trapped on the nest. The adults were
colour-ringed in 1995 (15 with red colour-rings
with four digits), in 2005 (two) and in 2008 (c 12).
At Medusa bay, 32 adults were trapped on the
nest in 2001-02 and marked with orange wing-
tags. In 1977, ¢ 20 chicks were ringed in the low-
er streams of the Bikada river, east of Lake Taimyr.
Another 51 chicks were ringed in the estuary of
the Nizhnyaya Taimyra river in 1990 (Prokosch &
Hotker 1995). Finally, 143 chicks were ringed at
Middendorf bay in 1994 (Gronlund & Melander
1995). As far as we know, no other significant
ringing activities have taken place on Taimyr.
Birds ringed in 1977 and after 2000 have been
provided with metal rings issued by the Bird
Ringing Centre of Russia (MOskwa). Metal rings
from foreign ringing schemes were used in 1990
(HELGOLAND GERMANIA), 1991 (GDANSK POLAND),
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14 Taimyr Gull / Taimyrmeeuw Larus taimyrensis, adult in breeding colony, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia,
13 July 2007 (Gerard Miiskens)

15 Taimyr Gulls / Taimyrmeeuwen Larus taimyrensis, adults in breeding colony, Mys Vostochny, Taimyr, Russia,
17 July 2008 (Laurent Demongin)
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TABLE 1 Details of long-distance ring recoveries of Taimyr Gulls Larus taimyrensis ringed as chick (1-5) or as breeding
adult (6) on Taimyr peninsula, Russia. Distances and directions based on constant geographical courses (loxodromes).

Ring number

1 MOSKWA D 435871

2 RADOLFZELL JC 35419

3 RADOLFZELL JC 35470

4 sTOCKHOLM 90A 16664

5 STOCKHOLM 9146452

6 MOSKWA DS 00xxxx
orange wing-tag

Ringing date
Recovery date

30 July 1977

5 November 1977

5 August 1994

September 1996

10 August 1994

28 September 1994

16 August 1994

19 October 1994

16 August 1994

16 September 1995

25-28 June 2001

December 2001-
February 2002

Ringing place
Finding place and finding circumstances

Bikada river mouth, eastern Taimyr, Krasnoyarsk territory,
Russia (74°50’N, 105°30’E)

Ribnovsk, Okha district, Sakhalin province, Russia
(53°15’N, 141°48'E); found dead, hit by wires, reported as
gull, ring sent back; 2864 km south-east (145°)

Bird Islands, Mys Vostochny, north-western Taimyr, Krasno-
yarsk territory, Russia (74°06'N, 86°25E)

Zavyalova island, Magadan province, Russia (59°02'N,
150°34’E); dead, found beached, no species indicated, ring
sent back; 3067 km east-south-east (121°)

Bird Islands, Mys Vostochny, north-western Taimyr, Krasno-
yarsk territory, Russia (74°06’N, 86°25'E)

Adnikan river mouth, near Chegdomyn, Khabarovsk
territory, Russia (51°06’N, 133°00'E); found dead, reported
as gull, ring sent back; 3331 km south-east (139°)

Middendorf bay, northern Taimyr, Krasnoyarsk territory,
Russia (75°58’N, 94°09'E)

Tit Ary along Lena river, Yakutia republic, Russia (61°15’N,
127°45'E); dead, shot, reported as ‘Herring Gull’, ring not
sent back; 2049 km south-east (141°