





Wingspan offers a new and exciting programme for 1983,
with all the advantages of small groups led by experienced
ornithologists and backed by 16 years of Twickers World
travel know-how. Tour leaders include: Tim Cleeves, Jon
Dunn, Paul Greenfield, Tony Pym, Dr. Robert Tindle and

Nigel Tucker. .
PROGRAMME FOR 1983 g n S an
Israel 15days 26th Dec- 9th Jan £ 750 W/ g p
Israel 15days 9th Jan-23rd Jan £ 665
Israel 6 days 17th Feb-22nd Feb f 425 1stFloor, Arvalee House,
India & Nepal 24days 4th Feb-27th Feb £1295 Clifton Down Road, Bristol
Central & BS 84 AH ENGLAND.
SW Spain 15days 6th Apr-20th Apr £ 495 Tel.: 0272741773
Israel 11 days 14th Apr-24th Apr £1:720 in association with
Israel 15 days 24th Apr- 8th May £ 750 =
Point Pelee & r]W “/"y I(‘ I\ IJ I{S
S. Ontario 16 days 4th May-19th May £ 650 = 41 U
Algonquin ext. 6days -24th May £1975
Greece 15days 7th May-21st May f 645
Iceland 15days 2nd Jun-16th Jun £ 495
Peru 19 days 20th May- 7th Jun £1550 22 Church Street, Twickenham
Peru 19days 2nd Sep-20th Sep £1550 TW13NW ENGLAND. ABTA/

For our free brochure on these and other tours
please contact either Wingspan or Twickers World.

ATOL 334B. Tel.: 01-892 7606
24-hr Brochure No. 01-898 8220
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Bent u geinteresseerd in het herkennen van vogels?
Wilt u van een vogel méér weten dan de naam alleen?
Dan is Dutch Birding het tijdschrift dat u moet lezen!

Dutch Birding heeft zich ontwikkeld tot hét toonaangevende tijdschrift op
het terrein van de soortherkenning. In publicaties van hoog niveau wordt
de determinatie van vogels in Nederland en Vlaanderen en elders in de
Palearctis behandeld. Ook voor vogels in andere zoografische gebieden
wordt plaats ingeruimd. De kwaliteit van de foto’s en tekeningen is daarbij
een begrip geworden.

Dutch Birding beperkt zich niet tot het determineren van vogels alleen
maar besteedt ruimschoots aandacht aan alle facetten van de morfologie
en de verspreiding en verplaatsingen. De bepaling van leeftijd en geslacht
van een vogel wordt bij vrijwel iedere determinatie behandeld waarbij in-
zicht in alle ruicycli een onmisbare schakel is. Veel aandacht wordt besteed
aan het voorkomen van vooral zeldzame en schaarse vogels in Nederland
en Vlaanderen.

Dutch Birding heeft artikelen gepubliceerd over de herkenning en het voor-
komen van onder andere Slangearend, Ruigpootbuizerd, Bonte Strand-
loper, Kemphaan, Poelsnip, Kleinste Jager, Geelpootmeeuw, Kortsnavel-
zeekoet, Zwarte Zeekoet, Petsjora Pieper, Isabelklauwier en Grote Kruis-
bek. In ieder nummer wordt een overzicht gepresenteerd van recente mel-
dingen van zeldzame en interessante vogels in Nederland en Vlaanderen en
in iedere jaargang verschijnt een jaarverslag van zeldzame vogels in Neder-
land van de Commissie Dwaalgasten Nederlandse Avifauna.

Dutch Birding is het driemaandelijkse tijdschrift van de Stichting Dutch
Birding Association (Postbus 71 927, 1008 EC Amsterdam). De prijs voor
een jaarabonnement bedraagt minimaal f 27,50 (Nederland) of BF 500
(Belgié en Luxemburg). Het bedrag dient te worden overgemaakt op post-
girorekening 41 48 343 ten name van de stichting. Het kan ook worden
overgemaakt op bankrekening 54 93 32 065 van de ABN Bank (Amsterdam)
ten name van de stichting.

Ja, ik wil begunstiger worden van de Stichting Dutch Birding Association |
(Postbus 71 927, 1008 EC Amsterdam) en ontvang dan het driemaandelijk- |
se tijdschrift Dutch Birding. |k betaal na ontvangst van een acceptgirokaart |
minimaal f 27,50 of BF 500. |



Field identification of sand
plovers in East Africa

P B Taylor

reater Sand Plover Charadrius leschenaultiiand Lesser Sand Plover C

mongolusare common winter visitors and passage migrants to the East
African coast, an area increasingly visited by birders from Europe and North
America. Both species may be seen almost anywhere on the Kenya coast,
and occur in large flocks at such favoured localities as Mida Creek through-
out the winter; good numbers also oversummer each year.
Separation of these two sand plovers in non-alternate (= non-summer)
plumage is notoriously difficult, there being only minor plumage differences
with considerable individual variation. When both species are seen together,
most birds are identifiable on characters such as bill, head and body size and
proportions but individual variation in these characters is also great and some
birds are difficult to identify unless one is very familiar with both species;
indeed Britton 1982 considered that some East African birds may not be
positively identifiable in the field. An isolated individual may cause great
problems, especially if it is a bird of intermediate size without an obviously
large or small bill.
Much has been written about the field identification of these two sand
plovers in basic (= winter) plumage. Sinclair & Nicholls 1980 discussed the
problem at length, and further comments have been made by Britton 1982
concerning East African birds, Fairbank 1982, Kitson et a/1980, Newman &
Vinicombe 1980 and others. These accounts conflict in their assessments
both of the field characters which may be used to separate the two species,
and of the relative value of such field characters. The result is that an observer
not familiar with both species may become confused and even misled by the
available opinions on the subject. In some cases, published comments appear
to be based on an inadequate knowledge of the birds, especially of Lesser,
with consequent erroneous conclusions being drawn by the authors concern-
ed.
This paper is an attempt to eliminate the confusion which exists about field
characters and to show that positive field identification of both sand plovers
in non-alternate plumage is possible in East Africa, even in isolated individu-
als. It is based on the author’s experience of these birds in Africa, and all
field characters described refer specifically to East African birds; however,
many of the features should be useful in the separation of these species in
other parts of the world.

[Dutch Birding 4: 113-130, december 19821 113



Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

60-61. Greater Sand Plover
Charadrius leschenaultii in
alternate (= summer) plu-
mage; Lesser Sand Plover C
mongolus in basic (= win-
ter) plumage (page 115), Ke-
nya, april 1981 (P B Taylor).

occurrence, movements and status

The following details are taken from Pearson & Britton 1980 unless other-
wise specified. Adult Greater Sand Plovers return tot the Kenya coast during
august, and first calendar-year birds probably arrive from late september to
october. Most adults depart during the second half of april, only a few remain-
ing into may. Adult Lesser Sand Plovers return later, mainly in september, and
many first calendar-year birds arrive in october; departure is also late, with
adults remaining into the first half of may. Numbers of both species total
1000s in winter, the birds occurring on sand-flats and in other littoral habitats.
Many second calendar-year birds oversummer (Britton 1980). Smaller num-
bers occur at inland localities, especially on passage, most records being from
Lake Turkana (Britton 1980).

At Mida Creek and Malindi, Kenya, Greater is more numerous than Lesser
during the winter months, relative proportions being perhaps 2 : 1 at Mida
Creek and 4 : 1 at Malindi (D J Pearson pers comm). It is not unusual to see
flocks of several 100s of each species at high tide wader roosts in winter, and
100s feed with other waders on the sand-flats at Mida Creek ( pers obs).

origins and subspecies

The subspecies of Lesser Sand Plover occurring in East Africa is C m pamiren-
sis (Cramp & Simmons 1982; contra Britton 1980). This subspecies breeds in
Pamir, Karakorum, and Ladakh ranges and western Kun Lun mountains,
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Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

north to Terskey Alatau, Kirgiziya, east to western and perhaps eastern Tien
Shan (Cramp & Simmons). C S Roselaar /n Cramp & Simmons recognizes
three subspecies of Greater Sand Plover: C / columbinus, C | crassirostris
and C / leschenaultii. The birds occurring in East Africa are almost certainly
all C / crassirostris which breeds in Transcaspia east to south-eastern Kazakh-
stan (Cramp & Simmons). For more information on the subspecies of both
sand plovers, see Cramp & Simmons.

The exact origins of East African birds of both species are not known, and so
far there has been only one recovery of a bird ringed in eastern Africa: a C /co-
lumbinus ringed on 7 september 1981 at Suakin, Sudan, was killed on 3 april
1982 at Habara, Syria (Nikolaus & Backhurst 1982).

non-alternate plumage

FOREHEAD AND SUPERCILIUM Britton 1982 stated that more white is usually
apparent on the forehead and supercilium of Geater Sand Plover while Sin-
clair & Nicholls 1980 mentioned that Greater is more likely to show a large
area of white on the frons but this is variable; the latter authors did not
mention any difference in supercilium pattern. Observations in Kenya, and
examination of museum skins, indicate that the extent of white in these
areas is variable and that these characters must be considered of doubtful
value. Greater may not show more white on the forehead, and its super-
cilium may be less prominent than that of Lesser Sand Plover. Greater usually
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62-64. Greater Charadrius leschenaultii (left) and Lesser Sand Plover C mongolus (right); Lesser
Sand Plover; Greater Sand Plover, Kenya, april 1981 (P B Taylor ).




Field identification of sand plovers in East Africa

has a more diffuse superciliary stripe behind the eye, sometimes wider but
often duller and less clearly-defined than Lesser’s. In both species the white
may narrow over the eye but still remain well-visible. The extent to which
head patterns may vary, is shown in plates 62-64.

FACE Sinclair & Nicholls stated that Lesser ‘sometimes shows darker, con-
trasting feathering from just in front of and below the eye and extending
back to include the ear-coverts; Greater never shows this character’. How-
ever, this character was considered unreliable by Fairbank 1982 and Kitson
etal 1980. In fact, both species have such a face patch but that of Lesser may
be the larger, extending further below the eye and having a markedly convex
lower border. As stated by Kitson et a/ the colour of this patch appears
noticeably darker than the crown at some angles and at distance but when
seen closely it usually proves to be only slightly darker. When birds begin to
moult into alternate plumage, this patch becomes darker and more pro-
minent.

The relative extent of the face patch and its variations in shade are shown in
several of the plates. Presumably the shape and size of the patch approximate
to the extent of black on the face in alternative plumage (see illustrations in
Prater et a/1977), so any bird having a noticeably large patch should be a
Lesser; however individual variation is too great to allow this to be more than
an indicative character.

NAPE Some individuals of both species have a pale area around the hind-
neck, in the region which is rufous in alternate plumage. The rear of the
superciliary stripe may very occasionally merges into this pale area. The colour
and extent of this ‘shawl’ are variable; in well-marked birds it is pale enough
to give the impression of a collar when the neck is retracted but it is neither as
well-defined nor as white as the collar of eg Kittlitz's Sand Plover C pecuarius
or Kentish Plover C alexandrinus. Plates 66-67 and 71 show this character.
UPPERPARTS Both species have dun-coloured upperparts in basic plumage but
Greater tends to average paler and with a sandier tinge than Lesser although
variation arises through the effects of light conditions, feather wear, bleaching
and state of moult. As most adult Greater attain at least partial alternate plu-
mage from late march to april, at this time these birds are distinctly brighterand
sandier on the upperparts than the Lessers of which only a few begin to
assume alternate plumage in april (Pearson & Britton 1980). Prater et a/ regard
the upperparts of Greater in basic plumage as being brownish-grey and those
of Lesser as greyish-brown; this implies a browner tone to Lesser’s upper-
parts which is often not applicable to East African birds (unless it is intended
merely to signify that Lesser appears darker). Lesser may also have less
noticeably pale fringes to the feathers of the upperparts but this is also
variable. Both species have the rump almost concolorous with the back but
with whitish sides, and the uppertail-coverts pale fawn forming a contrasting
pale patch at the base of the tail (see plate 73).

Thus upperparts colour may be o limited value in the field but is of little help
in identifying a lone basic plumage bird. Subtile differences in upperparts tone
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65-66. Greater Sand Plover
Charadrius leschenaultii in al-
ternate (= summer) pluma-
ge, Kenya, april 1981; two
Greater Sand Plovers, Ke-
nya, april 1982 ( P B Taylor).
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are not apparent in most black-and-white photographs.

UNDERPARTS The dark patches on the sides of the breast are variable in extent
in both species and occasionally extend across the breast to join in the centre.
The rest of the underparts are white. In juvenile plumage, both species have
a buff wash on the breast; this would be relevant to autumn birds in Europe
but by november in East Africa all birds would probably be in basic plumage
and would not show this character (D J Pearson pers comm ).

WINGS It has been said that Greater has more white in the wings than Lesser
(King et a/1975, Prater etal ) but Sinclair & Nicholls did not agree with this
and other authors did not mention the character. Observation of many birds
in flight, and examination of skins and of birds in the hand, have led the
author to conclude that there are small but reasonably consistent differences
in wing pattern which are useful field characters.

The white wing-bar of both species is formed by pale tips to the greater
coverts and inner primary coverts, pale bases to the inner primaries and pale
basal areas to the secondaries. Pale central areas to the shafts of the outer
primaries give a vague pale area towards the wing-tip. The extent and inten-
sity of the white on the coverts and remiges varies with individuals, and with
wear, but the following three features are important. 7In Lesser, the pale
covert-tips may be broader, whiter and more extensive while the inner great-
er coverts may show more white than in Greater. 2 The white on the outer
webs of the secondaries is often more extensive in Lesser. Greater tends to
have the palest areas nearer to the base of the feathers than does Lesser.
3 Both species have white towards the base of the outer webs of p6-10 and
sometimes on pb (primaries are numbered ascendantly). The extent of the
white varies but Greater may have more on p6-9 and less on p10. Some birds
lack any noticeable white on p6 (see plate 60).

The cumulative effect of these characters may be seen in plates 60-61 and
73-76. The inner wing-bar of Greater is often less noticeable nearest to the
body, and may be narrower than Lesser’'s over the outer secondaries. The
broadening of the bar on the inner primaries is more marked in Greater,
giving the rear of the bar a markedly convex edge. The wing-bar of Lesser
widens more regularly, the effect being of a straighter rear edge. In the field,
this difference in shape of the wing-bars is often noticeable, and the author
has found the well-marked white patch on Greater’'s primaries to be a useful
field character in many birds.

The extent and prominence of the wing-bar varies with feather wear and age;
the pale covert-tips are much less prominent in very worn or young birds
and in such individuals the contrast between light and dark on the remiges
is less marked. Freshly-moulted birds, however, have very well-marked wing-
bars (see plates 60-61).

Both species have pale tips to the secondaries, visible in good views in the
field, and both have white central shaft areas on the secondaries. The darkest
parts of the upperwing are the primary coverts, the tips to all primaries and
the bases of p1-4 (see plates 60-61 and 74). The median coverts are pale, and
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70. Foreground: three Lesser Charadrius mongolus (left) and one Greater Sand Plover C /esche-
naultii (right). with Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea and Little Stint C minuta, Kenya, april 1982
(P B Taylor).

the lesser and greater coverts darker than the medians. The dark lesser
coverts do not normally form a noticeably dark ‘shoulder’ patch on the closed
wing as they do in Kittlitz's. The underwings of both species are whitish, with
darker primary tips (plates 77-78).

It should be noted that the upperwing pattern of these sand plovers is
incorrectly illustrated in Fitter et a/ 1974, King et a/, McLachlan & Liversidge
1978 and Slater 1970. Prater et a/ describe the wing pattern fairly accurately
for Lesser.

TAIL This has also been the subject of some controversy. Sinclair & Nicholls
maintained that Greater does not show whiter sides to the tail in the field
but both Britton 1982 and Prater et al state that Greater’s tail has more white
than Lesser’s. Both Kitson et a/ and Newman & Vinicombe 1980 used tail
pattern as a field character without giving a clear definition of any differen-
ces upon which their views were based; Fairbank was unconvinced of any
such differences.

Field observations and examination of skins show the following five features.
7 The pattern of the outermost rectrix (r1) is variable in both species, and
both may have outers pure white or with only a very small spot of brown
(often paler brown in Greater). Prater et a/ state that Greater has less brown
on the outer rectrix but this isnot the case in many East African birds. 2 Great-
er may have more white on the tip and edges of r2 but this is variable. Greater
often has a dark subterminal area and paler brown along the rest of the rec-
trix centre while Lesser tends to show less contrast in these areas and darker
browns than Greater. The shaft is white in both species. 3 Greater may have
more white on r3, and often has a dark subterminal spot and paler brown
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.
71-72. Greater Charadrius leschenaultii and Lesser Sand Plovers C mongolus, with Curlew Sand-
piper Calidris ferruginea and Sanderling C alba; foreground: Greater in alternative (= summer)

plumage and Lesser Sand Plovers in basic (= winter) plumage, among Little Stints C minuta,
Kenya, april 1982 (P B Taylor).
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central area, as on r2. In both species, shafts are pale towards the base. 4 Les-
ser usually has less white on the tip of r4-5; shafts are dark in both species.
Greater may have more contrasting areas of brown, as in r2-3. 5 The central
rectrices (r6) are a similar shade of brown in both species, with pale tips;
Greater often has larger and whiter tips. The pale tips may almost disappear
with wear.

Thus, compared with Greater, the brown on Lesser’s tail averages darker on
the outer rectrices, is often more extensive on all but the outer two, and does
not often show markedly paler basal and darker subterminal regions. The
darkest browns in Lesser’s tail are as dark as the back, and in Greater’s are
darker than the back. The pale basal area of Greater’s outer tail is often as
pale as the uppertail-coverts (plate 73). As the pale sides to Greater’s tail can
extend further towards the centre and the pale tips can be more prominent,
the tail of Greater often appears whiter in the field, with a contrasting dark
subterminal patch and tail centre.

The opinions of Britton 1982 and Prater et al therefore seem to hold good for
East African birds although tail patterns are variable and overlap can occur.
Tail pattern may be a useful field character if seen well but is likely to be of
most value when the two species can be directly compared. Plates 73-76
show tail patterns in flight.

bare parts

EYES The irides are dark brown in Greater and Lesser Sand Plover. In Greater,
the eyes usually appear large.

BILL The bill is black in both species and is normally proportionately longer
and heavier in Greater. Bill size was regarded as a good field character by
Britton 1982, Prater et a/ 1977 and Sinclair & Nicholls 1980 while Fairbank
1982 regarded it as ‘the only reliable way of separating’ lone sand plovers.

In East Africa, the species usually differ markedly in bill size and proportions
but there is the possibility of confusion between a large-billed Lesser and a
small-billed Greater, especially if the bird in question is not seen well and in
profile. At an angle, bill length may be misleading, as is shown in plates 63-64
where the bills of both species appear of similar proportions whereas in
profile (plate 62) they are noticeably different. Measurements of bill length
for East African birds are not available but C S Roselaar /in Cramp & Simmons
1982 gives a range of 15-18 mm for 26 adult C m pamirensis and 22-27 mm for
52 adult C / crassirostris. Given that Greater are usually larger birds than
Lesser, a small-billed Greater could show bill proportions similar to a large-
billed Lesser, and some birds may not be easy to separate on bill length in the
field. Normally, however, the criterion that the bill of Greater is longer than
the distance from its base to the rear of the eye whereas in Lesser it is about
equal to this distance (Sinclair & Nicholls) should hold good.

Greater’s bill may not be more bulbous towards the tip than Lesser’s, and
does not always show a more well-marked gonys (plate 62). Greater's bill
length is exaggerated in some birds by a flatter more sloping forehead, giving
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75. Lesser Sand Plover Charadrius mongolus, Kenya, april 1982 (P B Taylor).

the bill a dagger-like appearance (plate 65); it may not always be proportiona-
tely deeper at the base than Lesser’s ( pers obs and D J Pearson pers comm ).
The comment in Britton 1982 that Greater's bill appears disproportionate in
males is not confirmed by measurements given by Cramp & Simmons where
sex differences are not significant, and P L Britton and W G Harvey /in /itt now
regard their assumption as untenable.

LEGS Sinclair & Nicholls concluded that variation in leg colour renders this
character of no help in identification. However, King et a/ 1975 and Slater
1970 give Lesser’s leg colour as darker than Greater’s while Britton 1982 noted
that East African Lessers consistently havedark grey legs and Greaters usually
have paler legs. The author would agree entirely with Britton 1982 and would
say that in good light leg colour is a useful and reliable field character. This
opinion is borne out by the observations of the author and also of D J Pearson
and D A Turner pers comm and by examination of labels on museum skins.
Lesser’s legs are dark grey or dark grey-green (not black), with usually no
apparent darkening on toes or joints. Greater’s legs are usually pale greenish-
grey but may be brownish- or olive-grey, or with a yellowish or fleshy tinge
(often quite strong in good light); there is often a noticeable darkening on toes
and joints. All observers consulted on the question of East African birds’ leg
colour agreed that there is no apparent overlap in colour such as mentioned
by Sinclair & Nicholls.
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