Incidence of crossed bills in Inca Doves
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T he ornithological literature indicates that a crossed
bill is a relatively common defect in birds (Parkes,
1969 and Pomeroy, 1962). When one of us encountered
an Inca Dove (Columbina inca) with a crossed mand-
ible, Figure 1, we decided to pool our data and deter-
mine the actual incidence. The bird, band number
902-25228, had a bill about 2 mm longer than the normal
12 mm (Figure 2). It weighed 48.5 g when trapped on 1
February 1982. This is only slightly below 51 g, the mean
for 75 doves encountered at the same station that month,
and the difference is within one standard deviation, 2.9
g. The dove's physical condition was indistinguishable
from any other, indicating the bill deformity did not
handicap it in feeding. For the Inca Dove in an urban
environment with food available at bird feeders, a
crossed bill is probably not as life-threatening as it
would be to a truly wild bird which must pick up small
seeds from the ground (Goodwin, 1977).

We have collectively banded a total of 2350 Inca Doves
and have encountered only one other crossed bill, giv-
ing an incidence of 0.09%. This is at the lower end of
rates reported in the literature based on samples of at
least 1000 birds: Great Tit (Parus major) 0.77%; Euro-
pean Starling (Sturnus vulgaris) 0.3% (Pomeroy, 1962);
blackbirds Agelaius phoeniceus) and (Molothrus ater)
0.1-0.2% (Sharp and Neill, 1974); Common Tern (Sterna
hirundo) chicks 0.07% (Gochfeld, 1975), 0.04% (Hays
and Risebrough, 1972); and California Gull (Larus cali-
fornicus) 0.06% (Smith and Diem, 1971).

Since no sign of injury to the bill in Figure 1 is apparent,
one assumption is that the defect is of genetic origin. On
the other hand Gochfeld (1972) and Collins (1974) have

pointed out that abnormalities could be due to environ-
mental mutagens and thus the incidence of abnormali-
ties in birds would serve as an environmental monitor-
ing tool.
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Figure 1. Inca Dove with crossed bill
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Figure 2. Inca Dove with normal bill
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