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Field identification of Dunn’s,
Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks

Hadoram Shirihai

hree lark species of the Middle East and

northern Africa, ie Dunn’s Eremalauda
dunni, Bar-tailed Desert Ammomanes cincturus
and Desert Larks A deserti, are easily separated
but nevertheless often confused because they
have been insufficiently described and depicted
in the literature. | studied the three species in the
field in Egypt (Sinai) and Israel (Arava and
Negev) and examined skins at the Natural His-
tory Museum, Tring, UK, and in the collection of
Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv, Israel (cf Shirihai et
al 1990, Shirihai 1991). The following inform-
ation is useful for identifying the species through-
out their distribution ranges almost all-year
round.

Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert differ
from other Western Palearctic larks by the usual-
ly uniform sandy or rusty upperparts and the
absence of a contrasting plumage pattern, dis-
tinctive head pattern or crest. The upperparts and
heads of most other Western Palearctic larks
have dark-centred and pale-edged feathers form-
ing a streaked pattern as well as a more intricate
head pattern. They also differ in structure, having
proportionally longer legs, a smaller body, a
shorter tail and a larger more rounded head.
Therefore, there should be no problem in se-
parating them from other larks, except perhaps
from some Short-toed Calandrella brachydactyla
or Lesser Short-toed Larks C rufescens.

Dunn’s differs from Bar-tailed Desert and
Desert by having faintly streaked upperparts, a
much stronger bill and almost no primary pro-
jection. On the basis of these differences, Dunn's
is placed into the monotypic genus Eremalauda.

As in most larks, both juveniles and adults un-
dergo a complete moult to winter plumage and
there is almost no difference between adult and
first-year plumages. The three species show hard-
ly any sexual dimorphism in plumage.

Dunn'’s Lark

SIZE & STRUCTURE Larger than Bar-tailed Desert and
smaller than Desert. Larger individuals resembling
Desert and smaller ones Bar-tailed Desert. Structure
more similar to that of Melanocorypha species than to

|Dutch Birding 16: 1-9, februari 1994]

structure of Ammaomanes species. Head and bill dispro-
portionately large and body dwarfish, tail and wing
short. Almost no primary projection because of long
tertials, wing-tip not exceeding tertials more than 3
mm. Leg, especially tarsus, long, giving bird tall and
upright appearance. Large bill and short tail. Compared
with Desert, bill stronger and coarser; length generally
about same but base thicker and bill broader and
rounded at tip. Compared with Bar-tailed Desert, bill
much longer, thicker and broader. In flight, small lark
with dwarfish body and short square tail and short
rounded wings.

HEAD Forehead and crown pale sandy with blackish-
brown specks or shaft-streaks. Nape greyish-sandy with
blackish-brown shaft-streaks. Head pattern complex.
Prominent whitish eye-ring merging with broad sandy-
tinged supercilium starting above eye and continuing
to behind ear-coverts. Anterior and lower portions of
eye-ring bordered with blackish, enhancing ‘spec-
tacled’ look, with additional blackish-brown flecking
forming often prominent moustachial stripe and thin
eve-stripe behind eye. Ear-coverts sandy to rust-tinged,
often somewhat streaked and with pale spot immedia-
tely behind dark moustachial stripe. These facial fea-
tures vary, being less well-defined in many individuals.
Submoustachial stripe whitish; some individuals also
have thin malar stripe. Throat whitish.

UPPERPARTS  Sandy-brown, feathers with dark rusty-
brown centre and diffuse edges, forming rough and
streaky pattern. Rump and uppertail-coverts rusty-
brown with more delicate streaking.

UNDERPARTS Whitish. Side of breast, flank and under-
tail-coverts faintly tinged with pale buff or sandy. Belly
with almost no buff or sandy tone. Some individuals
with varying amount of dark brown streaking on breast,
in others breast unstreaked.

WING Wing-coverts and tertails with dark reddish-
brown centre and diffuse pale rusty-brown to sandy
edges. Tertials almost completely covering sandy-red-
dish-brown remiges; primary-tips black or dark brown,
only one or two closely spaced visible beyond tertials.
Wing usually rusty compared with upperparts.

TAIL When closed, appearing uniform sandy-brown
from above, black from below. Central rectrices pale
sandy-brown, outer ones black.

[Note that there is seasonal variation. Above de-
scription refers to fresh autumn plumage. In spring
(from about March), many individuals are fairly worn
and their general coloration is sandy-grey. Rusty feath-
er-centres on upperparts less noticeable as well as dis-
tinctive head pattern.|



Field identification of Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks

BARE PARTS Orbital ring grey. Iris dark brown. Bill uni-
form horn-pink, only culmen having slightly deeper,
darker tone. In spring, bill becoming somewhat darker,
culmen and tip being darker than in autumn. Leg
fleshy-pink with paler toes; claws horn-coloured.

IN FLIGHT When partially spread, tail from above black
with pale brown central rectrices. Short rounded wings
with black tip. From below, appearing as small lark
with short square tail. When high in sky, tail looking
black with thin white sides and tip.

BEHAVIOUR Movements on ground strongly resembling
those of Bar-tailed Desert. Runs very fast while splaying
legs out to side, halting every few decimetres. Stabs
vigorously at ground, often ‘spraying’ sand to either
side.

VOICE Flight call drawn-out, strident but soft wazz.
Song on ground ripply, somewhat resembling that of
Calandrella lark, also flutters up to hover at height of
¢ 20 m from ground, emitting deep whistles and rattl-
ing calls (cf Shirihai 1991).

Desert Lark

SIZE & STRUCTURE Larger than Dunn’s and consider-
ably larger than Bar-tailed Desert. More robust than
Dunn’s and Bar-tailed Desert. Fairly flat-topped angular
head with long pointed bill. Long primary projection,
1/2-2/3 length of tertials, usually with four primaries
extending beyond tertials. Long tail.

HEAD Upperhead and ear-coverts almost uniform grey-
brown or sandy-brown. Eye-ring diffuse and inconspi-
cuous. Lore greyish or whitish. Eye-stripe often diffuse-
ly darker than surrounding area. Throat sandy-grey,
paler than upperhead. Many show indistinct streaking
on throat and upper breast.

UPPERPARTS Same colour as upperhead. Rump and
uppertail-coverts slightly more rusty.

UNDERPARTS Pale and predominantly suffused with
sandy, pinkish-brown or sandy-buff, contrasting with
sandy-grey throat and paler undertail-coverts.

WING  Upperwing-coverts same colour as upperparts
but base and centre of feathers slightly darker than
edges and tip. Inner webs (as well as near-shaft area of
outer webs) of tertials dark brown; outer webs largely
sandy or rusty. Tertials almost completely covering
remiges; latter brown with rusty outer webs, forming
long narrow panel on folded wing. Usually, four prima-
ry-tips visible beyond tertials, dark brown with narrow
pale fringes when fresh.

TAIL When closed, dark brown from above; edges of
rectrices rusty-tinged. Dark distal half grading into
paler base. From below, appearing uniform grey with
rusty edges.

[Note that there is seasonal variation. Above de-
scription refers to fresh autumn plumage. In spring, plu-
mage more worn and feather pattern less clear.]

BARE PARTS Orbital ring dark grey; iris dark brown.

Upper mandible and tip of hill dark grey or black;
basal 2/3 of lower mandible yellowish, often to con-
spicuous degree. Leg grevish-brown, lacking yellowish-
fleshy tone of Dunn’'s and Bar-tailed Desert; claws
darker grey-brown than in Dunn'’s.

IN FLIGHT Tail long and wing slightly longer and
broader than in Dunn’s or Bar-tailed Desert. From
above, tail dark, becoming gradually paler and rustier
towards base. Wings showing almost none of dark con-
trasting tip found in Dunn’s or Bar-tailed Desert. From
below, almost uniform.

BEHAVIOUR Movements on ground much slower than
in Dunn’s or Bar-tailed Desert. Wanders around in
various directions rather than moving in straight line,
unlike constant run-and-stop behaviour typical of Bar-
tailed Desert.

VOICE Flight call weak whistled thup or swoop. Song
trilling tsop-up, often resembling that of Long-billed
Pipit Anthus similis. Sings primarily from ground or in
low descending flight, often made from hill tops while
singing.

It should be pointed out that there is much varia-
bility in size, bill length and structure between
individuals, between populations and between
subspecies. These differences are often associ-
ated with soil colour or rock type in their habitat.
For example, A d katharinae, which breeds in a
rocky mountainous region in central Sinai, has a
short wide bill and is smaller than A d deserti or
birds approaching A d isabellina from the Negev,
which are large and have a long pointed bill.
Such differences should not present identification
problems, however, since even small-billed indi-
viduals retain their typical body shape, markedly
different from that of Bar-tailed Desert and
Dunn’s.

More than 15 subspecies have been described.
The differences between the subspecies are very
small and sometimes artificial and, as already
pointed out, often resulting from adaptation to
soil colour or rock type. The subspecies can be
grouped into three types which might represent
the actual subspecies (Cramp 1988, Hollom et al
1988).

Bar-tailed Desert Lark

SIZE & STRUCTURE Smaller than Dunn’s and consider-
ably smaller than Desert; as large as Lesser Short-toed.
Leg long and tail short although latter appearing longer
because of short wing. Primary projection short, ¢ 1/3
length of tertials. Difference in bill size characteristic.
Bill much shorter and more slender than in Desert,

FIGURE 1

Desert Lark / Woestijnleeuwerik Ammomanes deserti, Bar-tailed Desert Lark / Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik

A cincturus and Dunn'’s Lark / Dunns Leeuwerik Fremalauda dunni (top to bottom) in fresh plumage (Killian Mullarney)
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1 Bar-tailed Desert Lark / Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik Ammomanes cincturus, Eilat, Israel, March 1990
(René Pop)
2 Bar-tailed Desert Lark / Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik Ammomanes cincturus (upper) and Dunn's Lark / Dunns
Leeuwerik Fremalauda dunni, Arava, Israel, November 1988 (Hadoram Shirihai)




Field identification of Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks

3 Dunn’s Lark / Dunns Leeuwerik Fremalauda dunni (left) and Desert Lark / Woestijnleeuwerik Ammomanes
deserti, lsrael, winter of 1988/89 (Hadoram Shirihai)

4 Dunn’s Lark / Dunns Leeuwerik Eremalauda dunni, Arava, Israel, November 1988 (Hadoram Shirihai)




Field identification of Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks

5 Desert Lark / Woestijnleeuwerik Ammomanes deserti (left) and Bar-tailed Desert Lark / Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik
Ammomanes cincturus, Israel, winter of 1988/89 (Hadoram Shirihai)

6 Desert Lark / Woestijnleeuwerik Ammomanes deserti, Eilat, Israel, March 1990 (René Pop)

6



Field identification of Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks

appearing less pointed at tip. Head rounder and fore-
head higher. General impression and proportions also
affected by weather conditions. In (cold) mornings
looking more dumpy and compact (ie, smaller and
shorter-legged) but in hot weather more attenuated,
sleek and ‘leggy’.

HEAD Forehead and crown brown or sandy-grey with
dark brown shaft-streaks, discernible only at close
range. Nape slightly greyer. Ear-coverts somewhat
rustier-brown than forehead and crown. Eye-ring whit-
ish, fairly wide and clear-cut. Short supercilium extend-
ing from wide whitish eye-ring. Extent of supercilium
varying between individuals, lacking in some; variation
in supercilium caused by fact that crown-feathers often
retained in fresh plumage, covering supercilium, or due
to wear of head-feathers during summer. Lore, throat
and side of neck whitish, often cleaner and less streak-
ed than in Desert, creating impression of more clearly
defined ear-covert patch. Moustachial and malar
stripes variable in strength, latter often lacking.
UPPERPARTS  Uniform sandy-grey, some individuals
having scapulars slightly rustier-tinged than mantle; in
some, also scapulars with dark brown shaft-streaks, dis-
cernible only at close range. Rump and uppertail-
coverts rusty.

UNDERPARTS Breast and flank sandy with slight buff
tinge. Some individuals delicately striped pale brown
on upperbreast or just on side of breast. Belly and
undertail-coverts whitish.

WING Centre of tertials on inner and outer webs rusty
with diffuse sandy edge; greater coverts (especially
innermost) and some of inner median coverts rusty-
tipped. Remiges with rusty outer web, forming rusty
wing-panel, contrasting with sandy upperparts. Remi-
ges rusty, with clear black tips to p2-6, of which three
to four forming black contrasting wing-tip extending
beyond tertials.

TAIL When closed, rusty from above, with black distal
1/3 forming wide black terminal band. From below,
sandy-buif with thin black trailing edge.

BARE PARTS Orbital ring dark grey. Iris dark brown. Bill
uniform pinkish-flesh; culmen somewhat darker. Leg
fleshy-brown with slight reddish tinge; toes dark
brown; claws pale brown.

IN FLIGHT From above, black tips to rusty rectrices and
remiges clearly visible. From below, wing-tips, trailing

edge of wing and tip of tail appearing black.
BEHAVIOUR Quickest and liveliest on ground of all
three larks, making quick dashes of few decimetres
with splayed legs and halting resolutely.

VOICE Flight call soft hoarse twer or werr. Song dif-
ferent from that of other two species. Simple rythmic-
ally repeated two-note arrangement, with quality re-
calling sound of iron gate swinging in wind: troo-lee,
troo-lee, second note rising and more audible at long
range.

Separation

For birders with little field experience with
Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks, it is
always recommended to check all characters
and not to rely on just one or two. A combina-
tion of behaviour, size, structure and colour of
bill, primary projection, pattern of tail, back and
face, and call will permit certain identification of
each of these species.

Desert from Dunn’s Lark

7 Desert’s bill is long and pointed; the upper
mandible and the tip of the lower mandible are
dark grey or black, the lower mandible except
for the tip is distinctly yellowish. Dunn’s bill is
broad and thick and more rounded at the tip,
and almost uniform horn-pink. 2 Desert has a
long primary projection. Dunn’s almost none.
3 Desert’'s upperparts are almost uniform in
colour. Dunn’s upperparts are streaked. 4 Desert
has an almost uniform tail, the dark distal half
grading into the pale base. Dunn's central rec-
trices are pale sandy-brown contrasting with the
black outer ones. 5 Desert has a rather plain
head. Dunn’s has a distinctive head.

Bar-tailed Desert from Desert Lark

1 Bar-tailed Desert has a short slender and pin-
kish-flesh bill, with the culmen somewhat darker.
Desert’s bill is longer and thicker, with most of
the upper mandible and the tip of the lower
mandible dark; the lower mandible is always

TABLE 1 Measurements (mm) of Dunn’s Eremalauda dunni, Bar-tailed Desert Ammomanes cincturus and Desert
Larks A deserti trapped in Israel (Arava and Negev). Bill depth and bill width measured across rear of nostrils

E dunni eremadites (n=7)

A cincturus carnicolor (n=20)

A d deserti (n=20)

mean range mean range mean range
Wing 91.4 84.0-95.5 91.3 §7.0-96.0 99.0 93.0-108.0
Tail 54.6 49.0-56.0 53.8 51.0- 7.0 63.0 58.0- 57.0
Bill (to skull) 16.4 16.3-16.7 12.9 11.7-13.8 17.3 16.0- 19.8
Bill depth 6.4 5.8- 7.0 4.7 4.4- 5.1 6.0 56- 6.8
Bill width 6.2 6.1- 6.6 51 4.6- 5.7

Tarsus 21.9 21.5-22.4 21.5 20.9-22.5




Field identification of Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks

fleshy-yellow. 2 Bar-tailed Desert has a short pri-
mary projection, only 1/3 the length of the ter-
tials, and only the black tips of two or three pri-
maries extend beyond the tertials, contrasting
with the rest of the wing. Desert’s primary pro-
jection is longer, 1/2-1/3 the length of the tertials,
and usually four primaries extend beyond the ter-
tials without much contrast. 3 Bar-tailed Desert’s
tertials and inner wing-coverts have rufous cen-
tres which form a rufous wing-panel contrasting
with the rest of the wing and upperparts. Desert
has less rusty wings and the inner webs of the
tertials are always dark brown as opposed to the
large sandy area on the outer webs. 4 Bar-tailed
Desert’s tail is rusty (above) or sandy-rusty
(below) and there is a contrasting broad black
tail-band. Desert’s tail is also rusty above and
darker towards the tip but the distinction
between the two tones is much more gradual.
5 Bar-tailed Desert’'s lore is whitish. Desert
shows a dark loral line across the greyish or
whitish lore. 6 Bar-tailed Desert’s belly is whit-
ish. Almost all of Desert's underparts, including
the belly, are uniform and suffused with sandy,
pinkish-brown or sandy-buff, strongest on the
flanks.

Dunn'’s from Bar-tailed Desert Lark

1 Dunn’s bill is long, stout and heavy. Bar-tailed
Desert has a much smaller bill. 2 Dunn’s central
rectrices are pale sandy-brown, contrasting with
the black outer ones. Bar-tailed Desert has a
rusty (above) or sandy-rusty (below) tail with a
broad black tail-band. Furthermore, the differ-
ences described under 2, 3 and 5 above for
Desert and Dunn’s apply equally to Dunn’s and
Bar-tailed Desert.

Separation from other larks

There should be no problem in separating them
from other Western Palearctic larks. This is espe-
cially true for Desert and Bar-tailed Desert, with
their almost uniform sandy-brown/greyish plu-
mage. Some Dunn’s have clearly streaked
upperparts and can be confused with Calandrella
larks. Dunn’s differs from Lesser Short-toed by
the big heavy bill and short primary projection. It
differs from Short-toed in the colour and shape of
the bill, Short-toed having a paler, narrower and
more pointed bill with a dark tip. Some Short-
toeds have dark patches on the sides of the
breast and a longer tail. No Calandrella lark has
uniform pale sandy upperparts, they are always
more streaked. Short-toed and Lesser Short-toed
have a different tail pattern as well.

Distribution and habitat

Dunn’s has a disjunct distribution occurring
across the southern Sahara (E d dunni) and in
Saudi Arabia and Jordan (F d eremodites). It is a
partial migrant or nomadic outside the breeding
season. Individuals trapped in the Arava, lsrael,
in 1988-89 were identified as £ d eremodites,
based on measurements (Shirihai 1991). They are
likely to have originated from the breeding
grounds in north-western Saudi Arabia, several
100 km from the Israeli border. In Israel, it is rare
and occurs irregularly between October and May
(during 1978-88, it was observed only six times
in Israel). However, between November 1988
and June 1989, an invasion of 100s of individu-
als of this species took place in the Arava where
it also nested (Shirihai 1991).

Desert prefers badlands, desert highlands or
rocky desert and is also found in wadis in desert
and semi-deserts. The other two species, in con-
trast, are found almost exclusively in arid desert.
Dunn'’s prefers ‘hamada’-type plateaus and open
mouths of wadis with low grasses, annuals and
desert bushes. Bar-tailed Desert inhabits more
open areas, preferring more sandy soils; it can
also be found on slopes of sand dunes and in
coastal alluvial areas with little or sparse veg-
etation. Dunn’s and Bar-tailed Desert can be
found in mixed winter flocks; they can also be
found breeding next to each other. Outside the
breeding season, Desert is found in small flocks
of three to seven individuals, unlike Dunn’s and
Bar-tailed Desert which occur in large flocks of
10s or 100s.
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Samenvatting

VELOHERKENNING VAN DUNNS LEEUWERIK, ROSsSE WOESTIIN-
LEEUWERIK EN WOESTINLEEUWERIK In dit artikel wordt de
veldherkenning besproken van Dunns Leeuwerik Fre-



Field identification of Dunn’s, Bar-tailed Desert and Desert Larks

malauda dunni, Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik Ammomanes
cincturus en Woestijnleeuwerik A deserti die alle drie
voorkomen in het Midden-Oosten en Noordafrika. De
drie soorten kunnen paarsgewijs als volgt worden on-
derscheiden:

Woestijnleeuwerik versus Dunns Leeuwerik: 7 Sna-
vel van Woestijnleeuwerik lang en puntig; bovensnavel
en punt van ondersnavel donkergrijs tot zwart en
ondersnavel (behalve punt) duidelijk geelachtig. Snavel
van Dunns Leeuwerik breed en dik, met meer afgeron-
de punt, en vrijwel egaal hoornkleurig tot roze.
2 Handpenprojectie van Woestijnleeuwerik lang, die
van Dunns Leeuwerik vrijwel afwezig. 3 Bovendelen
van Woestijnleeuwerik vrijwel egaal, die van Dunns
Leeuwerik gestreept. 4 Staart van Woestijnleeuwerik
vrijwel egaal overkomend, donkere staarteinde lang-
zaam overgaand in lichte basis. Dunns Leeuwerik heeft
lichte zandbruine centrale staartpennen, contrasterend
met zwarte buitenste. 5 Kop van Woestijnleeuwerik
ongetekend, die van Dunns Leeuwerik met complexe
tekening.

Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik versus Woestijnleeuwerik:
I Snavel van Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik kort, slank en
vleeskleurig roze met iets donkerder culmen. Snavel
van Woestijnleeuwerik langer en dikker met donkere
bovensnavel en punt van ondersnavel; rest van on-
dersnavel geelachtig. 2 Handpenprojectie van Rosse
Woestijnleeuwerik aanwezig maar kort, ¢ 1/3 van leng-
te van tertials; zwarte toppen van slechts twee of drie
handpennen buiten tertials uitstekend, contrasterend
met rest van vleugel. Handpenprojectie van Woestijn-
leeuwerik lang, ¢ 1/2-1/3 van lengte van tertials; meest-
al toppen van vier handpennen buiten tertials uitste-
kend, zonder veel contrast. 3 Tertials en binnenste
vleugeldekveren van Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik met ros-
sige veercentra, contrasterend rossig vleugelpaneel vor-
mend. Vleugel van Woestijnleeuwerik minder roest-

kleurig; binnenvlag van tertials altijd donkerbruin, bui-
tenvlag grotendeels zandkleurig. 4 Staart van Rosse
Woestijnleeuwerik roestkleurig (bovenzijde) of zand-
roestkleurig (onderzijde), met contrasterende zwarte
staartband. Staart van Woestijnleeuwerik eveneens
roestkleurig aan bovenzijde met donker uiteinde maar
overgang van donkere top naar lichtere basis geleide-
lijk. 5 Teugel van Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik witachtig,
die van Woestijnleeuwerik witachtig tot grijsachtig met
donkere lijn. 6 Buik van Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik
witachtig. Vrijwel gehele onderdelen van Woestijn-
leeuwerik met egale zandkleurige, roze-bruine of zand-
gele tint, vooral op flanken.

Dunns Leeuwerik versus Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik:
1 Snavel van Dunns Leeuwerik lang, stevig en zwaar.
Snavel van Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik veel kleiner.
2 Centrale staartpennen van Dunns Leeuwerik licht
zandbruin, contrasterend met zwarte buitenste staart-
pennen. Staart van Rosse Woestijnleeuwerik roestkleu-
rig (bovenzijde) of zand-roestkleurig (onderzijde), met
contrasterende zwarte staartband. Verder zijn ver-
schillen genoemd onder 2, 3 en 5 bij Woestijnleeuwe-
rik versus Dunns Leeuwerik ook hier van toepassing.
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Siberische Sprinkhaanzanger
bij Castricum in oktober 1991

Henk-jan Udding & Q L (Rienk) Slings

p 5 oktober 1991 werd in een mistnet van
het Vogelringstation Castricum in het
Noordhollands Duinreservaat bij Castricum,
Noordholland, een Siberische Sprinkhaanzanger
Locustella 