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Identification of Temminck’s Cormorant

Nick Lethaby & Nial Moores

Temminck’s (or Japanese) Cormorant Phala-
crocorax capillatus is widely distributed
throughout north-eastern Asia, breeding primari-
ly in the southern part of the Russian Far East,
including Sakhalin and the southern Kuriles, and
around Hokkaido in Japan (Wild Bird Society of
Japan 1982, Flint et al 1989, Knystautas 1993).
Although Brazil (1991) states that smaller num-
bers breed south to northern Kyushu, Japan, it
appears not to be breeding in northern Kyushu
anymore (Nial Moores pers obs) and it seems
likely that Honshu, Japan, holds the southern-
most breeders (cf del Hoyo et al 1992). Appar-
ently, there is a breeding population in South
Korea, with, for example, ¢ 150 pairs on Pen-
yong Island off the north-west coast (Jin Young
Park pers comm), although published sources are
contradictory on this (Harrison 1985, Flint et al
1989, Brazil 1991, Won 1993). Its present breed-
ing status in China and North Korea remains
unclear although its presence in north-western
South Korea suggests that it probably breeds
elsewhere around the northern Yellow Sea.

Temminck’s Cormorant is migratory with large
numbers moving south from the breeding
grounds to winter off the coasts of southern
Japan, South Korea and China. However, its true
status in some of these areas may be obscured by
the difficulty of separating this species from
Great Cormorant P carbo. Therefore, the purpose
of this paper is to summarize the most useful
features for identifying Temminck’s.

The current identification literature is rather
poor, with even the more comprehensive
accounts, such as Harrison (1985), containing
misleading information about seasonal plumage
variation. Many accounts emphasize habitat
preference as the best way to differentiate these
species, with Temminck’s Cormorant occurring
on rocky sea coasts and Great Cormorant occur-
ring on inland lakes and shallow bays. Although,
in our experience, habitat selection is generally
an accurate way to separate both species, some
overlap may occur. For example, large numbers
of Temminck’s winter at the mouth of the Tone
River, in Chiba-ken, Japan, and these birds can
occur at least 2-3 km inland (Nick Lethaby pers

[Dutch Birding 21: 1-8, 1999)

obs). Although we have not seen Great (which is
rather local in Japan) at this location, it certainly
frequents river mouths elsewhere in Japan and
South Korea.

Through the close study of 100s of individuals
of both species, we were able to note consistent
differences in structure, bare-part coloration and
plumage that, in our opinion, enable Temminck’s
Cormorants to be easily identified under most
circumstances. The distinctions in this paper are
especially valid for separation from Great
Cormorant of the subspecies P ¢ hanedae, found
in Japan and, presumably, South Korea. Although
P c hanedae is often treated as a synonym of the
widespread Eurasian P c sinensis (cf Cramp &
Simmons 1977), we have noticed some apparent
differences in juvenile plumage between birds in
Japan and Korea and birds elsewhere. Since P ¢
sinensis certainly occurs on the coast of China in
winter, we are also including some comparisons
with this subspecies.

It should be emphasized that not all individu-
als of either species will be in exactly the same
plumage at any given point of the year. While we
do not feel this significantly increases the diffi-
culty of correct identification, observers should
exercise appropriate caution when using identifi-
cation features that vary depending on the age or
plumage of a particular bird.

Plumage sequences

Like other cormorants, Temminck’s Cormorant
apparently takes several years to reach maturity.
It also has distinct summer and winter adult
plumages. The differences between these adult
plumages are more marked than in many other
cormorants and have possibly led to adult winter
plumage being attributed to immatures. We have
observed Temminck’s throughout the year and
suggest that there are four apparently distinct
plumages that can be deduced to refer to: 7 ju-
venile/first-winter, 2 second-year, 3 breeding
adult; and 4 non-breeding adult. Except for the
adult plumages, the assignment of plumages to
age should be regarded as somewhat tentative
since we remain uncertain as to which age
exactly Temminck’s acquire adult plumage.
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1 Temminck’s Cormorants / Japanse Aalscholvers Phalacrocorax capillatus, immatures, Honshu, Japan, June 1998

(Mike Danzenbaker). Bird on left probably second-summer, bird on right first-summer. On second-summer, note

yellow tones on bill, yellow facial skin tapering to sharp point behind gape and extending up behind eye. This

individual showing especially yellow lores. Second-summer showing narrow white line down centre of otherwise
dark belly, pale lower breast and dark upper breast and pale throat

Size and structure

Typically, Temminck’s Cormorant appears much
bigger-headed than Great Cormorant. In particu-
lar, it shows a squarer rear end to the crown. In
flight, the head typically appears somewhat like
a triangle. The flight is heavier and rather more
ponderous than in Great. The latter has a more
fluid flight action with the rear of the head, creat-
ing a smoother line into the neck. We have not
found the structural features listed in Wild Bird
Society of Japan (1982) — a shorter tail of
Temminck’s and a different position of wings
joined to the body — to be of great value in the
field.

Facial skin and gular pouch

Both adult and immature Temminck’s Cormo-
rants show consistent differences that are dia-
gnostic from Great Cormorant.

1 The extension of the yellow facial skin up
behind the eye. On Temminck’s, the yellow facial
skin extends broadly up to at least the top of the
eye or more. In winter-plumaged and immature
birds, the yellow facial skin may broadly enclose

the whole eye and extend on to the lores al-
though there is a great deal of individual varia-
tion. On breeding-plumaged birds, the yellow
facial skin is confined to the area immediately
behind and below the eye. In contrast, on Great,
the yellow facial skin does not appear to extend
up behind the eye at all in winter-plumaged and
immature birds. However, Great does usually
show a narrow yellow orbital ring and, in breed-
ing-plumaged individuals, the yellow skin around
the gape may extend about half way up the eye.
However, these birds should not be confusable
with Temminck’s.

2 The shape of the bare skin around the gape.
In Temminck’s Cormorant, the bare skin termi-
nates in a sharp point behind the gape. This is a
result of the white cheek-feathering extending
into the gular area. In Great Cormorant, the bare
skin around the base of the lower mandible is
greater in extent and the white cheek-feathering
ends at the gape line (at least when viewed from
side on). This results in a large yellow gular
pouch which is squared off below the end of the

gape.



3 The extension of the throat-feathering under
the bill. When the underside of the bill can be
seen well, it is apparent that, in Temminck’s
Cormorant, the throat-feathering reaches to the
edge of the lower mandible, terminating in a
sharp point on the middle of the underside of the
lower mandible. In Great Cormorant, the throat-
feathering is separated from the lower mandible
by the yellow facial skin. However, this feature is
often hard to see.

4 In breeding plumage, the amount of yellow
in the facial skin shrinks considerably in Tem-
minck’s Cormorant and is mainly apparent
behind the eye and at the point of the gape, often
appearing dark orange. Although Great Cormo-
rant certainly can show a similar reduction in the
amount of yellow, at least some may retain more
extensive yellowish facial skin in breeding plum-
age.

Bill
Juvenileffirst-year Temminck’s Cormorants show
extensive yellow on the lower mandible, extend-
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ing to much of the upper mandible but with a
darker culmen. In second-year birds, the dark on
the culmen becomes more extensive and the yel-
low is much reduced. However, it is still appar-
ent on the distal half of the lower mandible.
Winter-plumaged adults show a pinkish-yellow
cast to the lower mandible, especially the distal
half, with much white scaling on the bill-sides
and an extensive dark culmen. In breeding plum-
age, adults show completely dark bills. The nail
appears to be usually dark, although there is pos-
sibly some variation in immatures. In contrast,
Great Cormorants of both subspecies P ¢ sinensis
and P c hanedae show pale grey or horn-colour-
ed bills, especially on the lower mandible and
cutting edges of the upper mandible. They appar-
ently never show obvious yellow on the bill. The
culmen is typically dark, especially in breeding-
plumaged adults. The nail is often pale although
breeding adults can show a dark nail. In breed-
ing-plumaged adults, the whole outer half of the
bill can appear dark. At least some immature
Great appear to acquire a slightly darker nail in

2 Temminck’s Cormorant / Japanse Aalscholver Phalacrocorax capillatus, first-summer, Honshu, Japan, June 1998

(Mike Danzenbaker). Aged as first-summer because of extensively white underparts, except for dark flanks and

small dark patch on upper breast 3 Temminck’s Cormorant / Japanse Aalscholver Phalacrocorax capillatus, adult

acquiring full summer plumage, Kyushu, Japan, February 1998 (Hanada Masataka). Note heavily mottled cheek-

patch and obvious yellow skin extending up behind eye. Although not as dark as later in breeding season, bill
already darkened significantly on both upper and lower mandibles
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4 Temminck’s Cormorants / Japanse Aalscholvers Phalacrocorax capillatus, adults, summer plumage, Honshu,

Japan, June 1998 (Mike Danzenbaker). These birds showing broad yellow facial skin behind eye, all-black bill,

extensive pale cheek-patch and greenish sheen on wing-coverts 5 Temminck’s Cormorants / Japanse Aalscholvers

Phalacrocorax capillatus, adults, starting moult from summer to winter plumage, Honshu, Japan, June 1998
(Mike Danzenbaker). Note extension of white feathering along base of bill




the summer. The difference in bill colour be-
tween the two species is noticeable at medium
or even longer ranges.

Plumage

Although the pattern of the bare facial skin is
diagnostic, it requires good views to be observed
precisely. Fortunately, Temminck’s Cormorants,
especially in adult winter and immature plum-
ages, can often be identified by plumage alone at
longer ranges.

Juvenile/first-year plumage

This plumage is held throughout the first winter
and summer, at least into early June. Temminck’s
Cormorants are initially white on the throat,
breast and most of the flanks and belly. The
ventral area and thighs are dark brown. The
upperparts are also dark brown but often with
whitish edgings to some of the upper scapulars.
By June, some individuals may show some dark
mottling on the centre of the upper breast, at the
base of the neck. In our experience of immature
P ¢ hanedae in Japan and South Korea, they
never show such extensively pale underparts.
The palest individuals show pale lower cheeks
and a large pale patch encompassing the area
from the lower breast to the vent. This pale patch
is often invaded by dark mottling, especially on
the flanks. The throat and upper breast are
brown. Immature Great Cormorants are quite
variable, with darker individuals having a mat-
brown underside. All immature Great are uni-
formly brown above, lacking any pale edgings to
the scapulars. Observations of young birds still in
the nest at Ueno, Tokyo (Nick Lethaby pers obs),
suggest that this variation may not be due to age.
However, it should be stressed that immature P ¢
sinensis shows much more white on the under-
parts than immature P ¢ hanedae. It appears that
the extent and pattern of white on the underparts
may be of little value in separating immature
Temminck’s and P c sinensis.

Second-year plumage

This plumage is held throughout the second win-
ter and summer. During their second year, Tem-
minck’s Cormorants show increasing amounts of
dark plumage on their underparts. The areas that
darken first are the lower flanks and sides of the
belly and the centre of the breast. The centre of
the belly, especially between the thighs, remains
the palest part of the underparts. However, the
sides of the breast are also rather pale, as is the
throat, although both these areas often have dark
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mottling. On some individuals, the distribution of
pale and dark markings can create an indistinct
Y-pattern on the underparts, formed by the pale
line in the centre of the belly extending up the
sides of the breast. It should be stressed that there
is much individual variation in how pale the
underparts are and not all birds show this pat-
tern. Second-year birds retain pale edgings to the
upper scapulars. In contrast, immature P ¢ hane-
dae do not seem to show the combination of a
distinct pale line running up between the thighs
towards the breast and a dark chevron on the
centre of the breast with paler sides. However,
some P c sinensis show a similar pattern.

Adult winter plumage

Adult winter (or non-breeding) plumage is held
by adult birds from at least October through to
mid January or later. It appears to have been
attributed to immatures in the past. The winter
plumage described by Harrison (1985) appears
to refer to birds in transitional plumage. The
body plumage is black all over, with the excep-
tion of parts of the head, neck and breast, which
are paler, and the upper scapulars, which may
show brownish edging. There is no white thigh-
patch. There is a large pale cheek-patch. This is
larger than in Great Cormorant, extending further
up and back on the face. The upper cheek-patch
is often heavily speckled with black, unlike that
of Great, which is cleanly demarcated from the
rest of the black head. For at least the top-half to
two-thirds of the neck, the throat is clearly pale.
The base of the neck and breast are dark but
heavily flecked with white. Depending on the
light and angle of view, this area may look solid-
ly dark or paler. However, at long range, adult
winter Temminck’s Cormorants often show a dis-
tinctive appearance. They appear all-dark, with
the exception of white on the cheeks and upper
two-thirds of the throat. This is unlike any plum-
age of Great. Temminck’s commence moulting
into summer plumage during January. By the lat-
ter half of the month, many show an all-dark
throat. The pale mottling on the sides of the
breast appears to be retained somewhat longer.

Adult summer plumage

Some individuals commence their moult into
adult summer (or breeding) plumage as early as
late December. A very few individuals even
attain full summer plumage by early February but
the great majority of birds do not attain this
plumage until later. By early June, many adults
have already begun to moult to winter plumage,
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6 Great Cormorant / Aalscholver Phalacrocorax carbo of subspecies hanedae, adult, summer plumage, Honshu,
Japan, February 1997 (Nick Lethaby). This bird showing bronze tones on wing-coverts characteristic of Great
Cormorant. In addition, white filoplumes covering whole crown and almost reaching bottom edge of cheek-patch.
Note yellow facial skin not extending up behind eye or tapering to sharp point at gape and pale base to lower
7 Great Cormorant / Aalscholver Phalacrocorax carbo of subspecies sinensis, immature, Hong Kong, China,
October 1996 (Geoff | Carey). Immature sinensis showing much more extensive white on underparts than
P ¢ hanedae, matching that of immature Temminck’s Cormorant P capillatus. Note yellow orbital ring of this bird.
Great Cormorant commonly showing this but never matching broad extension of yellow skin up behind eye shown
by Temminck’s Cormorant

showing fewer and shorter filoplumes. Some
individuals have already lost the white thigh-
patch by this date too and may even begin to
show the paler throat and breast-mottling charac-
teristic of winter plumage. In breeding plumage,
Temminck’s Cormorants have a general resem-
blance to Great Cormorants, showing an all-
black body and wings with a conspicuous white
thigh-patch and pale cheeks. The cheek-patch is
probably even more mottled in breeding plum-
age. Especially early in the breeding season, they
also have conspicuous white filoplumes on the
sides of the head and upper neck. Both species
show considerable variation in the extent and
thickness of the white filoplumes although
Temminck’s may have a greater tendency to
show very thick filoplumes, enhancing its big-
headed appearance. In addition, in Temminck’s,
there is typically a broad black divide between
the pale cheek-patch and the start of the filo-

plumes. In contrast, the white filoplumes often
reach the bottom edge of the cheek-patch in
Great. The latter is also more likely to have white
filoplumes extensively covering the crown. A
further distinction is the greenish sheen on the
wing-coverts. Great typically shows bronze tones
on the wing-coverts.

Separation from other cormorants

The two other regularly occurring cormorants in
north-eastern Asia, Pelagic Stictocarbo pelagicus
and Red-faced Cormorants S urile, are easily
separated by their completely different structure,
bare-part coloration and all-dark plumage,
except for a white thigh-patch in the breeding
season. However, some plumages of Temminck’s
Cormorant bear a superficial resemblance to
those of immature Double-crested Cormorant
P auritus. Double-crested Cormorant occurs in
North America west to the inner Aleutian Islands



in Alaska and could conceivably occur as a va-
grant to eastern Asia; it has crossed to the Atlantic
Ocean to reach the Azores, England and Ireland
as a vagrant (cf Mitchell & Young 1997). The
identification criteria listed below have only
been verified for P a albociliatus which occurs
on the southern Pacific Coast of North America.
However, P a cincinatus occurring in Alaska is
apparently similar in the respects discussed
below.

Like some Temminck’s Cormorants, immature
Double-crested Cormorant shows a pale breast
and throat. However, Double-crested has a solid-
ly dark belly without a pale central line and is
usually completely pale on the breast and lower
throat, rather than mottled. Double-crested never
shows an obvious pale cheek-patch. The two
species can also easily be separated by the pat-
tern of facial skin. Double-crested lacks the
extension of the yellow facial skin up behind the
eye and always shows a conspicuous yellow-
orange supraloral stripe. Although winter-
plumaged and immature Temminck’s may show
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yellow skin in the loral region, this rarely, if ever,
forms an obvious supraloral stripe as in Double-
crested. The latter also has its entire gular region
covered by yellow-orange skin, extending across
the throat all the way to the end of the gape line.
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Samenvatting

HERKENNING VAN JAPANSE AALSCHOLVER Japanse Aalschol-
ver Phalacrocorax capillatus en Aalscholver P carbo
zijn nauw verwant en overlappen in broed- en over-
winteringsgebieden in Oost-Azié. Japanse Aalscholver

8 Great Cormorants / Aalscholvers Phalacrocorax carbo of subspecies hanedae, immature (left) and adult, summer
plumage (right), Kyushu, Japan, February 1998 (Hanada Masataka). Note dark neck and upper breast of immature.
Immature P ¢ hanedae seeming to consistently show this, distinguishing them from many plumages of Temminck’s
Cormorant P capillatus. Also, note white throat-feathering well-separated from base of bill by yellow
facial skin. Adult showing white filoplumes completely covering crown and obvious pale base to lower mandible
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is in dit gebied een vogel van rotsachtige zeekusten ter-
wijl Aalscholver in het binnenland en in slikrijke kust-
gebieden voorkomt. Dit onderscheid in habitat is ech-
ter niet altijd voldoende om beide soorten met
zekerheid te onderscheiden. Japanse Aalscholver kan
in alle kleden worden onderscheiden van Aalscholver
aan de hand van de kopvorm (groter met hoekiger ach-
terhoofd), de vorm van de kale gele huid op de kop en
keel, de vorm van de witte koptekening en de snavelte-
kening. Daarnaast kan vooral bij adulte vogels in win-
terkleed en bij onvolwassen vogels herkenning op gro-
tere afstand plaatsvinden op basis van de hoeveelheid
en verdeling van lichte tekening op de onderdelen.
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Dark-morph egret in Morocco

in April 1997

Arnoud B van den Berg

n the morning of 22 April 1997, a Limosa

Holidays group, consisting of Janet Benson,
Ted Fletcher, Margaret Hasdell, Terry Hasdell,
Nigel Hewitt, Chris Kightley, Jo Latham,
Rosemary Moore, Donald Stewart and Arnoud
van den Berg, visited the lake of Merzouga,
Tafilalt, south-eastern Morocco. This lake is
surrounded by plain desert and lies more than
400 km from the nearest sea coast. After having
been almost dried-up and devoid of birds, the
lake was filled during heavy rains witnessed by
AvdB just two weeks earlier. As a result, a
surprisingly high number of birds had recently
arrived, including a flock of more than 200
Marbled Ducks Marmaronetta angustirostris and
a variety of waders. Along the shore, there was
also a flock of seven Little Egrets Egretta garzetta
with a Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis. In this flock,
we discovered a dark-grey, almost black bird
which had to be either a dark-morph Western
Reef Egret E gularis gularis (which occurs along
the coast of western Africa from Mauritania south
to Gabon) or a dark-morph Little. JL and AvdB
decided to approach the bird and succeeded to
document its features by photographs. Apparent-

ly, it was still present on 24 April (Tom Gullick
fide Jacques Franchimont) when it was identified
as Western Reef (cf Dutch Birding 20: 80, 1998).

Description

SIZE & STRUCTURE  Same size and structure as
accompanying Little Egrets with similar ornamental
plumes and similar wing shape.

HEAD & NECK Forehead white, mottled grey towards
crown. Hind crown, nape and neck dark-grey. Dark
lore. White feathers surrounding eye as broken eye-
ring. Grey ear-coverts mottled white. Chin and throat
white. Two long, dark-grey, strap-like nape feathers
longer than bill.

UPPERPARTS & UNDERPARTS  Dark grey, including
elongated narrow dark-grey feathers on back and
breast. Belly paler grey than breast.

WING Primaries dark-grey with much white at base,
especially on inner web. Secondaries dark-grey with
some white at base of outers. Tertials dark-grey with lit-
tle white at base. Greater primary coverts largely white
with some dark-grey edges. Outer and two central
greater secondary coverts dark-grey with little white at
base. Median, lesser and underwing-coverts dark-grey.
Faint brownish hue on upperwing-coverts.

TAIL Dark-grey.

BARE PARTS Iris pale. Bill black. Bare skin of face grey-

[Dutch Birding 21: 8-15, 1999]



ish. Tibia black. Tarsus black with some yellowish
admixed towards ankle. Toes yellow. Claws black.
BEHAVIOUR No difference in gait or flight with Little
Egrets.

Identification of reef egrets

Western Reef Egret and Little Egret are notorious-
ly difficult to separate (Grussu & Poddesu 1989,
Grussu 1993, Dubois & Yésou 1995). In size and
structure, Western Reef can be almost identical
to Little. Compared with (nominate) Western
Reef, Indian Reef Egret E g schistacea (occurring
from the Red Sea south to Kenya and east to the
Indian  subcontinent) shows slightly more
obvious and more consistent structural differ-
ences with Little, including a marginally larger
size, a longer and thinner neck, longer bill and
shorter tarsus. Indian Reef and often also Western
Reef have a thicker base of the bill resulting in an
angular head profile, with bill and forehead
almost in line, whereas Little has a more gently
rounded forehead and crown (Dubois & Yésou
1995). Besides, the upper mandible in at least
some reef egrets is slightly down-curved at a
quarter from the tip, resulting in a rather rounded
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bill shape unlike Little (cf Dutch Birding 20: 200,
plate 202, 1997). Other differences with Little
mentioned by Dubois & Yésou (1995) include
the more rounded wing shape in, especially,
Indian Reef and the more horizontal stance in
both reef egrets when feeding or resting.

Interestingly, less than 1% of Western Reef
Egrets in Senegal, the Gambia and Mauritania
are white (Dubois & Yésou 1995). On the contra-
ry, in Indian Reef Egret, up to 50% of individuals
are white (cf Naik & Parasharya 1983) and (only)
10-12% of the former Sinai breeding population
of Indian Reef was dark. Moreover, 80% of those
currently seen at Eilat, Israel, are purely white,
3-5% blackish and the rest intermediate (Shirihai
1996).

In dark-morph reef egrets, the well-defined
white is usually restricted to chin and throat. In
Indian Reef Egret, intermediate plumages with
white on the neck and a large white area on the
outerwing are not exceptional (Shirihai 1996) but
such plumages are rare in Western Reef Egret
(Dubois & Yésou 1995).

Indian Reef Egret and, to a lesser degree,
Western Reef Egret can often be told from Little

9 Western Reef Egret or dark-morph Little Egret / Westelijke Rifreiger of donkere vorm Kleine Zilverreiger Egretta
gularis gularis or E garzetta and Little Egrets / Kleine Zilverreigers, Merzouga, Tafilalt, Morocco, 22 April 1997
(Arnoud B van den Berg)
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10-12 Western Reef Egret or dark-morph Little Egret / Westelijke Rifreiger of donkere vorm Kleine Zilverreiger Egretta
gularis gularis or E garzetta, Merzouga, Tafilalt, Morocco, 22 April 1997 (Arnoud B van den Berg) 13 Western Reef
Egret or dark-morph Little Egret / Westelijke Rifreiger of donkere vorm Kleine Zilverreiger Egretta gularis gularis or
E garzetta and Little Egret / Kleine Zilverreiger, Merzouga, Tafilalt, Morocco, 22 April 1997 (Arnoud B van den Berg)

[Dutch Birding 21: 00-00, 1999]




Egret by the colour of the bare parts. In breeding
and non-breeding plumages, Western Reef’s bill
is described by Hancock (1984) as very dark
brown to light brown/horn (with green-yellow to
pale green-yellow lores) and the legs as dark
brown to brown (with dull yellow to green-yel-
low feet). However, it is stated that in the court-
ship period many have a black bill and black
legs with yellowish feet (Hancock 1984, Grussu
1993, Dubois & Yésou 1995) whereas Indian
Reef often has a yellow bill. Yves Kayser (in litt)
regarded bill colour as Western Reef’s best fea-
ture, being slightly paler than in Little with, espe-
cially, a pale brown tip. Dubois & Yésou (1995)
noticed that in all seasons most Western Reef in
western Africa had greyish lores similar to Little
(contra Hancock 1984). To complicate matters
further, in southern France, a wide variety of bill
and leg colours has been described for a small
number of both adult and juvenile Little (cf
Yésou 1984); in addition, Little may have yellow-
ish lores, especially in the courtship period
(Lewington et al 1991, Massiah 1996, Zimmer-
man et al 1996).

Dark-morph egret in Morocco in April 1997

Identification of Moroccan bird

The bird could be aged as an adult because of
the length of the nape feathers. Thanks to direct
comparison, both in the field and on photo-
graphs, it was possible to ascertain that the bird’s
bill shape, leg length and colour of bare parts did
not differ from Little Egret. At first sight, the bill
seemed marginally longer; however, this was not
confirmed by measurements taken from photo-
graphs and might be attributed to an illusionary
effect caused by the facial pattern and the dark
lores. Structural features, like thin bill and long
tarsus, obvious in flight, excluded Indian Reef
Egret (cf Voisin 1991, Dubois & Yésou 1995).
The lack of an obvious thick base of the bill, the
rather narrow wing without a blunt hand, the
black colour of bill and leg, and the bird’s rather
hunched stance favour Little although Western
Reef Egret may also show these features.

The white forehead and partly white crown and
the large white area on the outerwing are rare in
dark-morph Western Reef Egret. Yves Kayser (in
litt) pointed out that he has seen Western Reef in
Mauritania with similar head pattern but not with
quite as much white in the wing.

14 Western Reef Egret / Westelijke Rifreiger Egretta gularis gularis, Gambia, December 1996 (Hans Gebuis). Note
largely pale tibia 15 Western Reef Egret / Westelijke Rifreiger Egretta gularis gularis, La Capelliére, Camargue,
Bouches-du-Rhéne, France, 27 August 1990 (Cees Witkamp)
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Apart from the dark-grey plumage, the bird did
not show distinct features contradicting Little
Egret. Nevertheless, a dark-morph Little or per-
haps even a hybrid might be regarded rarer than
a dark-morph Western Reef Egret with bare parts
colour like Little and an overdose of white on
head and wings. Moreover, the barely visible,
brownish hue on the upperwing could be a hint
for Western Reef; this hue is seen in many photo-
graphs of Western Reef and would be unlikely to
occur in dark-morph Little.

Extralimital occurrences of Western Reef Egret

During 1952-68, Western Reef Egrets were seen
five times in the Camargue, Bouches-du-Rhone,
France, and from 1974 onwards in almost every
year (Dubois & Yésou 1992). In 1957-96, 18 dif-
ferent individuals have been identified in France
of which at least 13 in 1986-96, all dark-morph
and many re-occurring in subsequent years
(Ornithos  3: 154-155, 1996, 4: 143, 1997).
These numbers exclude two Indian Reef Egrets
photographed in 1982; in 1980-82, up to 500
individuals of this taxon were imported from
Pakistan to Germany and, apparently, up to 18
escaped or were released (Wist 1983, Cistac

1984). In that context, it is noteworthy that some
authors not only consider Western Reef and
Indian Reef specifically distinct, but also split
Indian Egret in two species (‘Red Sea Reef Egret E
schistacea’ and ‘Indian Reef Egret E asha’, the lat-
ter occurring from Persian Gulf to Sri Lanka) (eg,
Walters 1997). All Western Reef were recorded
in the southern half of France. Breeding may
have occurred for the first time in 1958, possibly
paired with Little Egret, and again several times
possibly in mixed pairs in 1990-96 (Dubois &
Yésou 1995, Ornithos 4: 143, 1997). Further
south, the species has been recorded quite often
in Italy where 20 out of 30 dark egrets in 1960-
91 could be identified as one of the two reef
egret taxa (Grussu 1993). There are several
records for Spain, where the first was recorded
with certainty in June 1970 (Hiraldo Cano 1971)
and where, at l’Albufera de Valencia, one
produced young since 1988 while being paired
with Little (Dies & Dies 1997). If the Merzouga
bird were accepted as Western Reef, it would be
the 19th record for Morocco, the 12th of a dark-
morph (Jacques Franchimont in litt). Moreover,
there might be no other record at such a large
distance from sea. The species’ vagrancy poten-

16 Western Reef Egret / Westelijke Rifreiger Egretta gularis gularis and Sandwich Terns / Grote Sterns Sterna sand-
vicensis, lle de Pontalée, Senegal, 12 January 1997 (Peter L Meininger). Note bill colour with brownish tip
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tial is further illustrated by its occurrence in the
Azores, on Nantucket Island, Massachusetts,
USA, in April-September 1983, and since 1984
in the Caribbean on Barbados (at least six
records, with a maximum of two at once; Hutt et
al in press), St Lucia (four records until late 1996,
also once two individuals; Keith 1997), and
Trinidad (one record; Murphy 1992) (Lewington
et al 1991, P A Buckley in litt). It is noteworthy
that Little breeds on Barbados, with more than
20 pairs and 12 nests in 1996, side-by-side with
Snowy Egret E thula without interbreeding
(Massiah 1996), and it would be no surprise if
Western Reef begins nesting here as well (P A
Buckley in litt).

Occurrence of dark-morph Little Egret

The enigmatic dark-morph of Little Egret is
extremely rare in Europe and northern Africa
where individuals as dark as the Moroccan bird
have not (yet) been identified (cf Hancock &
Elliott 1978, Dubois & Yésou 1995). Cramp &
Simmons (1977) only mention a specimen
collected in Bulgaria in May 1869 (a paler bird
than a typical dark-morph Western Reef Egret
with white head and paler underparts) while they
suggest that alleged melanistic Little in southern
Europe may have referred to Western Reef. There
are reports from France and Spain of pale-grey or
pied egrets (cf Butler 1922, Dubois & Yésou
1995, Ricard Gutiérrez in litt, Yves Kayser in litt).
Some of these may have concerned hybrids
Western Reef x Little from the Camargue or
Spain, where mixed pairs have occurred. In the
Ebro delta, Spain, the white-headed Les Olles
egret constitutes an identification problem simi-
lar to that of the Moroccan bird (cf Dutch Birding
19: 200, 1998 (not the bird of plate 202), Ricard
Gutiérrez in litt). Yésou & CHN (1986) and
Dubois & Yésou (1992) concluded that the exis-
tence of a dark-morph in Little is by no means
well-founded and that all reports of dark egrets
should be referred to Western Reef or Indian Reef
Egrets. Similarly, Grussu (1993) concluded that
the only dark egret in Europe is the reef egret.
This would be in accordance with, for instance,
Mauer & Scova-Righini (1980) but at variance
with Steinhaus (1980), Tiemstra (1981), and other
authors who described dark-morph Little without
photographic evidence.

On the other hand, Ashkenazi (1993) reported
about an established breeding population of
dark-morph Little Egret since 1978 in Israel
where they were first seen in 1972. She distin-
guished dark-morph Little from Indian Reef Egret
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by, for instance, the overall appearance (Little
being slimmer and more graceful), bill shape and
colour (Little having a long, narrow, straight,
black bill and Indian Reef having a thick, slightly
down-curved, yellow bill with a variable amount
of black), lores (Little having blue-grey lores and
Indian Reef yellow lores) and habitat (Indian Reef
being restricted to coastal wetlands). Dubois &
Yésou (1995) doubted some identification cri-
teria used by Ashkenazi but the identification
was agreed upon by P A Buckley (in litt). The lat-
ter remarked that the head-patterns of both
Ashkenazi’s dark-morph Little and the Moroccan
bird are remarkably suggestive of White-faced
Heron E novaehollandiae from Australia, pos-
sibly being additional examples of plumage ata-
vism (cf Gochfeld et al 1982, van den Berg
1983). Shirihai (1996) reconfirms the existence of
dark-morph Little and states that it is extremely
rare, with only a few recorded, included breed-
ing. Recently, there was also a report for Turkey
of a photographed dark-morph at Mogan Golu
on 3 May 1998 (Turna 1: 35, 1998).

Dark-morph Little Egrets are reported to occur
rather regularly in eastern Africa (Cramp &
Simmons 1977). For instance, small numbers are
mentioned for populations in Kenya, Tanzania
and Madagascar (Harvey 1975, Ashkenazi
1993). However, there are also identification
problems in eastern Africa since Dimorphic Egret
E dimorpha is often considered indistinguishable
in the field from dark-morph Little (Zimmerman
et al 1996).

The Moroccan bird demonstrates that, notably
in the western parts of Europe and Africa, it will
be extremely difficult to prove the existence of
dark-morph Little Egret because some (nominate)
Western Reef Egrets may appear identical. Taking
into account similar problems of plumage
morphs and variation in bare parts colours of
related taxa elsewhere in the world, it seems
clear that the identification process of vagrant or
aberrant egrets will always be a great challenge.
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Samenvatting

DONKERE ZILVERREIGER IN MAROKKO IN APRIL 1997 Op 22
april 1997 werd een adulte donkergrijze zilverreiger
Egretta met wit op voorkop en vleugel ontdekt langs
het meer van Merzouga, Tafilalt, Zuidoost-Marokko,
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dat omgeven door woestijn op meer dan 400 km van
de dichtstbijzijnde zeekust is gelegen. De vogel werd
hier ook op 24 april nog gemeld. Hoewel de determi-
natie als Westelijke Rifreiger E gularis gularis voor de
hand lag, kon door directe vergelijkingen en met
behulp van foto’s worden vastgesteld dat hij in bouw
en in kleur van naakte delen niet verschilde van zeven
aanwezige Kleine Zilverreigers E garzetta. De determi-
natie van de vogel als de donkergrijze vorm van Kleine
Zilverreiger kon daardoor niet worden uitgesloten.

Westelijke Rifreiger broedt langs de West-Afrikaanse
kust van Mauretanié zuidelijk tot Gabon en werd als
dwaalgast in Zuidwest-Europa (vrijwel jaarlijks sinds
1974 in Zuid-Frankrijk), op de Azoren, in het Carai-
bische gebied (Barbados) en in Massachusetts, VS,
waargenomen. Het bestaan van een donkergrijze vorm
van Kleine Zilverreiger is regelmatig ter discussie
gesteld omdat verwarring kan optreden met de in uiter-
lijk soms identieke Westelijke Rifreiger. Daarbij komt
dat de verschillen tussen Westelijke Rifreiger en de in
het Midden-Oosten voorkomende Rode-Zeerifreiger
E g schistacea vaak over het hoofd worden gezien. De
Rode-Zeerifreiger is in het algemeen gemakkelijker te
onderscheiden van Kleine Zilverreiger dan Westelijke
Rifreiger door iets duidelijkere structurele verschillen
zoals een langere hals, een iets langere, dikkere en aan
het eind meer gekromde snavel (die vaak geel is), kor-
tere tarsus en rondere vleugel. Bovendien heeft minder
dan 1% van alle Westelijke Rifreigers in Gambia,
Mauretanié en Senegal een wit verenkleed terwijl 50-
80% van Rode-Zeerifreigers wit zijn. De kleur van
naakte delen is vaak het beste kenmerk om rifreigers te
onderscheiden van Kleine Zilverreigers. Westelijke
Rifreiger heeft meestal een iets lichtere snavel dan
Kleine Zilverreiger met een bruine punt en ook de
poten zijn meestal bruiner met doffergele tenen. De
naakte teugel is daarentegen vaak grijsachtig als bij
Kleine Zilverreiger en in de broedtijd kan Westelijke
Rifreiger net als Kleine Zilverreiger een zwarte snavel
en zwarte poten met gele tenen hebben. Het herken-
ningsprobleem wordt extra gecompliceerd doordat
Kleine Zilverreiger bij uitzondering een afwijkende teu-
gel-, snavel- en pootkleur vertoont en doordat er in
Zuid-Frankrijk en Spanje gemengde broedgevallen
zouden hebben plaatsgevonden.

Indien aanvaard als Westelijke Rifreiger, zou dit het
19e geval voor Marokko betreffen en vermoedelijk het
verste-binnenlandgeval van de soort. De determinatie
als Westelijke Rifreiger is echter onzeker door de grote
hoeveelheid wit in het verenkleed (normaliter is bij de
donkere vorm alleen de keel wit), doordat de structuur
(met name snavellengte) zich binnen het overlapgebied
van Kleine Zilverreiger lijkt te bevinden en doordat de
kleur van naakte delen niet verschilt van Kleine
Zilverreiger (hetgeen in het voorjaar niet ongewoon is
voor Westelijke Rifreiger). De determinatie als donker-
grijze vorm van Kleine Zilverreiger is niet alleen onze-
ker omdat Westelijke Rifreiger niet kan worden uitge-
sloten maar ook omdat deze vorm van Kleine
Zilverreiger in West-Afrika en Europa nooit met zeker-
heid is vastge