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Hybridization between Blue-headed
Wagtail and Ashy-headed Wagtail in

Switzerland

Manuel Schweizer

he yellow wagtail Motacilla complex shows

an extraordinary geographical variation.
Alstrom et al (2003) and Alstrom & Mild (2004)
recognized 13 subspecies grouped into eight
species, which are mostly or only differentiated
in the head pattern of males in breeding plum-
age. According to Odeen & Bjorklund (2003),
this morphological diversification is apparently
of recent evolutionary origin and due to post-
glacial founder-effect mechanisms. The breeding
areas of the different species overlap only mar-
ginally and in most cases neighbouring taxa
hybridize where they meet (Glutz von Blotzheim
& Bauer 1985, Dubois 2001, Alstrom et al 2003).
For recent proposals on the systematic and taxo-
nomic status of yellow wagtails, see Sangster et
al (1998, 1999), Alstrom et al (2003), Alstrom &
Mild (2004), Barthel & Helbig (2005) and Helbig
(2005).

Blue-headed Wagtail M flava (hereafter flava)
breeds in western and central Europe and Ashy-
headed Wagtail M cinereocapilla (hereafter cine-
reocapilla) in ltaly (including Sardinia and Sicily),
south-western Slovenia and in north-western
Croatia (Alstrom et al 2003). In France, flava and
cinereocapilla hybridize in the Durance valley,
Vaucluse and in northern Bouches-du-Rhone.
Birds with intermediate characters have also been

FIGURE 1 Location of population of yellow wagtails
Motacilla studied in Seeland, Bern/Fribourg,
Switzerland, in May-June 2003 (black circle)

WAL et
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[Dutch Birding 27: 235-241, 2005]

observed in Franche-Comté and Rhone-Alpes
(Dubois 2001, Alstrom et al 2003). Hybridization
between flava and cinereocapilla has been
recorded in northernmost Italy, southern Austria,
western Croatia and possibly in western Bosnia
(Alstrom et al 2003).

The first breeding of yellow wagtail in Switzer-
land was recorded in 1947 (Thonen 1948).
Nowadays, only few areas harbour stable breed-
ing populations (Schmid et al 1998). Initially,
most males showed features intermediate
between flava and cinereocapilla or close to
cinereocapilla (Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer
1985). At present, most birds belong to flava
while cinereocapilla can be found only sporadic-
ally (Schmid et al 1998). Flava dominates in
north-eastern Switzerland (Glutz von Blotzheim
& Bauer 1985). Alstrom et al (2003) mention
southernmost Switzerland as a possible hybridi-
zation zone between flava and cinereocapilla.

However, when studying a breeding popula-
tion of ¢ 51 pairs in 2003 in Seeland, Bern/
Fribourg, western Switzerland (figure 1), most
males could not be assigned to a species, being
intermediate between flava and cinereocapilla.
The main aim of this paper is to document the
plumage variation of these intermediate birds. It
is hoped that it may also contribute to a better

FIGURE 2 Schematic head pattern of male yellow wag-
tail Motacilla indicating supercilium length and
amount of yellow on throat

100%
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Hybridization between Blue-headed Wagtail and Ashy-headed Wagtail in Switzerland

TABLE 1 Head pattern of male yellow wagtails Motacilla studied in Seeland, Bern/Fribourg, Switzerland, in May-June 2003

male

1

10

1

12

13

14

15

date
29 May

28 May

30 May

31 May

31 May

29 May

31 May

31May

31 May

29 May

6 June

31 May

29 May

29 May

31 May

supercilium

almost 100%, as wide
as bill-base behind eye,
narrower in front of eye

100%, as wide as bill-base
behind eye, 50% narrower
in front of eye

100%, as wide as bill-base
behind eye, narrower in
front of eye

100%, as wide as bill-base
behind eye, very narrow in
front of eye

almost 100%, as wide as
bill-base behind eye, very
narrow in front of eye

75% on right, 90% on left
head-side, as wide as bill-

base behind eye, narrower in
front of eye, some small white

spots on dark loral area

a bit more than 50%, just be-
gins at front end of eye, wider

than bill-base behind eye

100%, as wide as bill-base
behind eye, a bit narrower
in front of eye

75%, as wide as bill-base
behind eye, a bit narrower
in front of eye

100%, as wide as bill-base
behind eye, narrower in
front of eye

100%, a bit narrower than
bill-base, tapering towards
rear end

only a bit paler just behind
eye

50%, very small white spot
in front of eye, larger on
right head-side

95%, widest above eye,
tapering at rear end, very
narrow in front of eye, on
left head-side with white
spot above rear end

a bit more than 50%,
reaches middle of eye,
as wide as bill-base behind

eye tapering towards rear end

upperhead

as flava

as flava

as flava

as flava

as flava

as flava

as flava,
possibly a
bit paler

as flava

as flava

a little
darker than
flava

darker than
flava

darker than
flava

darker than
flava

a little
darker than
flava

as flava

ear-coverts

as upperhead, front
end washed-out whitish

as upperhead

as upperhead, washed-out
whitish spot at lower end

as upperhead, brighter
below eye

as upperhead, brighter
below eye

as upperhead, two white
half-moon spots below eye,
larger on right head-side

as upperhead

darker than upperhead,
especially rear end very
dark, white half-moon
spot below eye

darker than upperhead

as upperhead

a bit darker than
upperhead

as upperhead, no white
eye-ring below eye

as upperhead

a little darker than
upperhead

a little darker than
upperhead

throat
€ 90% yellow,

rest whitish

¢ 30% washed-out
yellow

white

¢ 75% yellow

white

c 80% yellow

¢ 50% yellow

white

c 80% yellow

less than 25%
yellowish

75% buff-yellowish,
same colour on
upperbreast

white, upperbreast
whitish as well

white

less than 25%

yellowish

white

comment

flava

throat wrong for
flava

throat wrong for
flava

supercilium in
front of eye wrong
for flava

supercilium in
front of eye and
throat wrong for
flava

extension of
supercilium not
symmetrical and
wrong for flava

supercilium and
throat wrong for
flava

ear-coverts and
throat wrong for
flava

ear-coverts and
supercilium wrong
for flava

head too dark and
throat wrong for
flava

head too dark
and throat wrong
for flava

cinereocapilla

close to cinereo-
capilla but
supercilium too
extensive and not
symmetrical

supercilium and
throat wrong for
cinereocapilla,
head too dark for
flava

head too pale and
supercilium wrong
for cinereocapilla
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Hybridization between Blue-headed Wagtail and Ashy-headed Wagtail in Switzerland

i

FIGURE 3 Four different intermediate male yellow wagtails Motacilla (Manuel Schweizer). Top left: male 7 (table 1),

supercilium a bit more than 50%, head similar to flava, yellow on 50% of throat; top right: male 13, supercilium

50% with white spot in front of eye, head darker than in flava, throat white; bottom left: male 6, supercilium ¢ 90%

on left head-side, yellow on c 80% of throat; bottom right male 9, supercilium 75%, upperhead as in flava, ear-
coverts darker, yellow on ¢ 80% of throat

understanding of the identification of yellow
wagtails, especially of extralimital birds.

Materials and methods

Between 28 May and 6 June 2003, the plumage
of as many breeding males as possible was
described. Most breeding pairs had already been
found between 15 and 24 May 2003 during a

monitoring project of the Swiss Ornithological
Institute  Sempach (P Mosimann-Kampe and
S Strebel). All studied males showed territorial
behaviour, such as singing, alarming or fighting
with neighbouring males; one male was seen
flying with food to a possible nest site. This,
together with the fact that most territories were
already occupied on 15 May, excluded the pos-
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Hybridization between Blue-headed Wagtail and Ashy-headed Wagtail in Switzerland

295 296

293 Ashy-headed Wagtail / Italiaanse Kwikstaart M cinereocapilla, male, Les Grangettes, Noville, Vaud,
Switzerland, 17 April 1999 (Jean-Marc Fivat). Typical bird with only hint of supercilium behind eye. Note lack of
white eye-ring below eye.

294 Possible hybrid Blue-headed x Ashy-headed Wagtail / mogelijke hybride Gele x Italiaanse Kwikstaart Motacilla
flava x cinereocapilla, male, Chablais de Cudrefin, Vaud, Switzerland, 1T May 2005 (Andreas Gygax). This bird was
photographed close to the location of the studied population. Ear-coverts slightly darker than crown and nape and
supercilium rather thin in front of eye and only hardly reaching bill-base. Note completely white throat.

295 Possible hybrid Blue-headed x Ashy-headed Wagtail / mogelijke hybride Gele x Italiaanse Kwikstaart Motacilla
flava x cinereocapilla, male, Witzwil, Bern, Switzerland, 13 April 2005 (Andreas Gygax). This bird was photograp-
hed close to the location of the studied population. Head too dark for typical flava and supercilium rather thin.
Note green feather-tips in rear crown, which can often be seen in fresh birds.

296 Possible hybrid Iberian x Ashy-headed Wagtail / mogelijke hybride Iberische x Italiaanse Kwikstaart Motacilla
iberiae x cinereocapilla, male, Camargue, Bouches-du-Rhéne, France, 6 May 2005 (Reto Burri). The supercilium is
too extensive for cinereocapilla but it would be complete in a typical iberiae.

comparable with a value of 6-7 on the Kodak

sibility of migrating birds being involved.
Grey Scale in (my copy of) Svensson et al (1999).

The head pattern was described in detail,

thereby using a schematic picture (figure 2). The
supercilium length (as a percentage of that in a
‘standard’ flava) and the amount of yellow on the
throat (as a percentage of the total throat area)
were assessed. The colour of the upperhead
(forehead, crown and nape) was compared with
that of a breeding male flava depicted in Svens-
son et al (1999). This colour was judged to be

238

The colour of the ear-coverts and that of the
upperhead were compared.

The head pattern was judged using the follow-
ing descriptions of flava and cinereocapilla
(adapted from Alstrom et al 2003).

flava
Supercilium white and conspicuous, rather broad
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and running from bill-base to rear end of ear-
coverts. Ear-coverts concolorous with upperhead,
often with diffuse white subocular area or more
sharply defined stripe reaching down to lower
ear-coverts; uniform ear-coverts in some birds.
Usually with white eye-ring broken in front of
and behind eye. Throat and lower nape-sides
yellow, concolorous with underparts. White
stripe of varying length on throat-sides along
front end of ear-coverts in many birds. Throat
sometimes paler yellow, occasionally whitish,
especially in first-summer birds.

cinereocapilla

No supercilium at all or just faint suggestion
behind or above eye. Grey of head darker than
in flava, similar to Grey-headed Wagtail M thun-
bergi. Ear-coverts similarly coloured to upper-
head but darker on some birds. Throat white and
sharply demarcated from yellow breast. White
eye-ring below eye and white subocular area
usually lacking.

Results

Only one bird showed all features of flava (male
1, table 1). Two birds were very close to flava but
showed too much white on the throat (males
2-3). They were considered to be just within the
variation of flava or first-summer birds. Eight
more birds were close to flava but differed in the
following aspects. Two birds showed a complete
supercilium that, however, was only very narrow
in front of the eye (males 4-5); one of these birds
also showed a white throat (male 5). Another
bird close to flava showed an almost complete
supercilium on the left head-side (90% of full
length) while on the right head-side the supercili-
um reached only 75% (male 6, figure 3). In one
bird, the supercilium reached only 50% and
there was yellow on only 50% of the throat
(male 7, figure 3). Two birds had ear-coverts too
dark for flava and, in addition, one of these birds
had a white throat (male 8) while in the other the
supercilium reached only c 80% (male 9, figure
3). In two birds, the head was darker than in
flava; in one of them, the throat was yellowish
for 25% (male 10) while the other showed a buff-
yellowish tinge on 75% of the throat (male 11).
The male of one breeding pair showed all fea-
tures of cinereocapilla (male 12). Two more birds
were similar to cinereocapilla but showed a too
extensive supercilium. In addition, in one of the
latter birds, the supercilium length differed
between the two head-sides (male 13, figure 3)
while the other bird showed yellow on 25% of

the throat (male 14). Another bird was also close
to cinereocapilla but the supercilium was again
too extensive (c 50%) and the head was too pale
grey (male 15).

Summarizing, 11 of the 15 males were classi-
fied as hybrids, with eight closer to flava and
three closer to cinereocapilla.

Discussion

The yellow wagtails of the Seeland breeding
population showed strong plumage variation.
Most birds (73%) exhibited features intermediate
between flava and cinereocapilla while only a
few pure birds (27%) were found (three flava and
one cinereocapilla). The studied population can
be considered part of a hybridization zone. Flava
apparently has a stronger influence than cinereo-
capilla, with three of the pure birds being flava
and eight of the 11 hybrids being closer to flava
than to cinereocapilla.

In the hybrids, there is a clear tendency of the
supercilium to be restricted in front of rather than
behind the eye. Of the six flava-like hybrids with
restricted supercilium, it was restricted before the
eye in five birds but only in one bird behind the
eye. For the cinereocapilla-like hybrids, it was
restricted before the eye in all three birds but
only in two also behind the eye.

Hybrids between flava and cinereocapilla in
eastern France have dark grey ear-coverts, the
supercilium is often present (although usually
very fine/narrow and sometimes almost invisible
or completely lacking in front of the eye) and the
throat is white or often washed-out yellowish
(Dubois 2001). This description corresponds with
that of some hybrids of the Seeland population,
especially males 10, 11 and 14. Moreover, some
birds looked similar to hybrids between Iberian
Wagtail M iberiae (hereafter iberiae) and cinereo-
capilla in southern France (males 13 and 15) and
between flava and iberiae in western France
(male 8) (Dubois 2001). Iberiae breeds from
southern France across the Iberian peninsula, the
Balearic Islands and the Mediterranean coast of
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco to Western Sahara
(Alstrom et al 2003). It hybridizes with cinereo-
capilla from north-eastern Spain along the
Mediterranean coast of France, probably to the
Italian border (Dubois 2001, Alstrom et al 2003).

The Seeland breeding population is probably
not influenced by iberiae, taking into account the
distance to the closest population of iberiae and
the absence of pure iberiae in the Seeland popu-
lation. Because of the similarity of some of the
first breeding yellow wagtails in Switzerland to
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birds studied by him in the Camargue, Schwarz
(1956) assumed that most of them originated
from the western Mediterranean region. Since
this region is strongly influenced by iberiae
(Dubois 2001, Alstrom et al 2003), it can not be
excluded that iberiae genes are still present in
Swiss populations.

Some birds of the Seeland breeding population
looked very similar to iberiae. Unlike most inter-
mediates between flava and cinereocapilla, ibe-
riae shows a pure white throat contrasting sharp-
ly with the yellow breast, and a supercilium that
is narrower than in flava and runs from the bill-
base to the rear end of the ear-coverts; in some
birds, however, the supercilium is lacking in front
of the eye. Like cinereocapilla, iberiae does not
show a white eye-ring below the eye (Svensson
1992, Dubois 2001, Alstrom et al 2003). The
white eye-ring below the eye was present in all
studied hybrids. Although none of these birds
showed all characters of iberiae, it is possible
that some hybrids can not be safely distinguished
from this taxon. Therefore, one has to bear in
mind the possibility of a hybrid when observing
a putative iberiae outside its normal distribution
range. In contrast, it should be more straight-
forward to identify an extralimital cinereocapilla
as no cinereocapilla-like birds have been
described from known hybrid populations. Any
bird looking like cinereocapilla but with one or
more odd features, like white in the supercilium
area in front of the eye, some yellow on the
throat or a white eye-ring below the eye, should
be considered as a hybrid rather than a pure
cinereocapilla.

The breeding populations in western Switzer-
land can be regarded as hybrid populations
between flava and cinereocapilla, with only a
small number of pure birds. The influence of
flava seems to be stronger than that of cinereo-
capilla. It would be interesting to know if the in-
fluence of cinereocapilla is stronger in southern
Switzerland (Ticino and Valais). In the plain of
Magadino, Ticino, both cinereocapilla and
hybrids can be observed (Raffael Aye in litt). At
Leuk, Valais, two out of three possible breeding
males observed in June 2004 were hybrids while
one was a pure cinereocapilla (personal observa-
tion).
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Samenvatting

HYBRIDISATIE  TUSSEN ~ GELE  KWIKSTAART  EN I TALIAANSE
KWIKSTAART IN ZWITSERLAND ~ Sinds 1947 broeden gele
kwikstaarten Motacilla in Zwitserland. In eerste instan-
tie betrof dit vooral Italiaanse Kwikstaart M cinereo-
capilla en enkele vogels met kenmerken van Gele
Kwikstaart M flava. Tegenwoordig is flava de dominan-
te soort. Aangenomen wordt dat alleen in Zuid-
Zwitserland een hybridisatiezone tussen cinereocapilla
en flava aanwezig is. Van een populatie van 51 paren
in het westen van Zwitserland in Seeland, Bern/
Fribourg, bleek het echter bij veel vogels onmogelijk
deze te determineren als flava of cinereocapilla omdat
ze intermediaire kenmerken vertoonden.

In mei-juni 2003 zijn van 15 volwassen mannetjes
in deze populatie de kenmerken bestudeerd en is de
koptekening in detail beschreven (tabel 1). Eén van de
beschreven vogels voldeed aan de beschrijving van
flava. De meeste andere leken op flava maar weken af
in één of meer van de volgende kenmerken: de keel
toonde te veel wit; de wenkbrauwstreep was onvolle-
dig, niet aan weerszijden gelijk, of vooral voor het oog
versmald; de oorstreek was te donker; of de bovenkop
was te donker. Drie vogels leken meer op cinereocapil-
la maar hadden een te lange wenkbrauwstreep en in
één geval te veel geel op de keel.

Een aantal van de hybriden leek sterk op die tussen
flava en cinereocapilla uit Oost-Frankrijk. Andere
vogels kwamen beter overeen met hybriden van de
genoemde soorten met Spaanse Kwikstaart M iberiae.
Hoewel een directe invloed van deze soort, gezien de
afstand tot de broedgebieden, niet erg waarschijnlijk
lijkt, wijst een eerdere studie erop dat bij de kolonisatie
van het gebied vogels betrokken waren uit het westelij-
ke Middellandse-Zeegebied, waar de invloed van ibe-
riae sterk is. Anderzijds kunnen hybriden tussen twee
soorten sterk op een derde soort lijken en sommige
hybriden in de bestudeerde populatie lijken sterk op
iberiae. Veel hybriden hebben echter geen scherp afge-
tekende witte keel, zoals iberiae, en ook de wenk-
brauwstreep is doorgaans minder smal maar het is niet
uit te sluiten dat het onderscheiden van iberiae en
hybriden tussen flava en cinereocapilla in sommige
gevallen zeer moeilijk of zelfs onmogelijk is. Omdat er
geen hybriden bekend zijn met een cinereocapilla-ach-
tig uiterlijk, is het determineren van een Italiaanse
Kwikstaart buiten zijn normale verspreidingsgebied
minder riskant, hoewel ook daarbij moet worden nage-
gaan of de vogel kenmerken heeft die duiden op een
hybride zoals een te lange wenkbrauwstreep, wit onder
het oog of te veel geel op de keel.
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High birding at Kazbegi, Georgia

From at least 1998, and especially since the
‘Rose Revolution’ in November 2003, travelling
to Georgia has been on the increase and more
and more birders seize the opportunity to visit
the Greater Caucasus. In species’ diversity, this
high mountain range with four peaks over 5000
m (including Europe’s highest mountain peak,
mount Elbrus (Gora El-brus) with 5633 m) offers
the best alpine birding in the WP with speciali-
ties like Caucasian Grouse Tetrao mlokosiewiczi,
Caucasian Snowcock Tetraogallus caucasicus,
Gildenstadt's Redstart Phoenicurus erythrogas-
trus and Caucasian Great Rosefinch Carpodacus
rubicilla, and other much sought-after montane
species as Lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus,
Alpine Accentor Prunella ocularis, Rufous-tailed
Rock Thrush Monticola saxatilis, Wallcreeper
Tichodroma muraria, White-winged Snowfinch
Montifringilla nivalis, Red-fronted Serin Serinus
pusillus and both choughs Pyrrhocorax. In addi-
tion, a number of WP species are represented
here by subspecies differing so much in plumage
and/or vocal repertoire that they are easily recog-
nized like, for instance, Caucasian Horned Lark
Eremophila alpestris penicillata, Caucasian Wren
Troglodytes  troglodytes hyrcanus, Caucasian
Ring Ouzel Turdus torquatus amicorum and
Turkish Twite Carduelis flavirostris brevirostris.

[Dutch Birding 27: 241-247, 2005]

(schw@bluewin.ch)

Although some may even be regarded as speci-
fically distinct from taxa further west, they are
largely ignored in even the best WP field
guides (cf Jonsson 1996, Svensson et al 2000).

Geography and logistics

The village of Kazbegi in the Khevi border
province is the best base for a visit to the Greater
Caucasus (Benstead 1998, Tucker 2003, Alfrey &
Spittle 2004). Although Gavashelishvili et al
(2005) mention one or two other Greater
Caucasus sites for high mountain species, these
are much harder to reach than Kazbegi and, in
the case of the Svaneti region, safety is still an
issue when travelling without a guide. Kazbegi is
situated along the Georgian Military Highway
(A301) which runs from the capital, Thilisi, north
to the Russian border between North Ossetia and
Ingushetia. Despite its height and problems with
winter weather, this highway is an important
connection between Georgia and Russia since
the alternative north-south road along the Black
Sea coast runs through the conflict area of
Abkhazia (Abkhazeti).

Most visitors to Georgia, a country almost
twice the size of the Netherlands with five mil-
lion inhabitants, will arrive at the international
airport of Thilisi. Since early 2005, residents of
many western countries, including those of the
European Union and North America, no longer
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297 Caucasian Horned Lark / Kaukasische Strandleeuwerik Eremophila alpestris penicillata, Krestovy pass at 2300 m
elevation, Khevi, Georgia, 26 June 2005 (Arnoud B van den Berg)

298 Caucasian Ring Ouzel / Kaukasische Beflijster Turdus torquatus amicorum, near Kobi, Khevi, Georgia,
21 June 2005 (René Pop)




need visa for a visit, one of many signs of
changing policies. Apart from the local currency,
Lari (GEL), US dollars are widely accepted. The
alphabet is Georgian but Russian is spoken as a
second language, as is English by young people.
The drive from Thilisi to Kazbegi takes 3-4 hours.
Taxis or minibuses from the Didube bus station
in Thilisi to Kazbegi cost 5-20 USD a person
(Burford 2002, Gavashelishvili et al 2005). The
road’s surface is reasonable until the resort town
of Gudauri but its last 40 km from Gudauri up to
the border is in a very bad state with numerous
potholes and crumbling avalanche tunnels. This
latter section, however, offers excellent birding
at, eg, the Divari or Krestovy pass at 2379 m,
127 km from Thilisi and 26 km before Kazbegi.
Here, even by early June (Calum Scott in litt),
there are chances to see Caucasian Grouse,
Alpine Accentor, White-winged Snowfinch and
Caucasian Great Rosefinch. From this pass
onwards, the highway follows the Terek (Ter