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The Use of Leg Coloar as an Ageing Criterion in the Ruff

by David Pearscn

I was interusted to rond Tony ree's comments on the leg cclour of Ruff wintering in
South africn, iy own coacrvations on the subject from Kenya, summariscd below, show
that this character coancs be used "lenc =6 an cccurate ngeing criterion, but noneth.
less provides n useful g suide,

Yen

There is ~ change rrom = .reen/grey-groen juvenile leg colour to 2n 2dult colour
in the orangc/vernillion/rink ronge. his is ~ccouplished either by o~ steady progres
sion through greenish-brc'n, trovn and orange-brown, or via 1 ncttled state in whicn
arcas of greenish grow sa~iler and ~reas of orange lorger. The mottled state is mora
often 2pparcnt during the loter stages of thc transition. In Kenya, first year Ruff
can be separated from older birds on plumage until .ipril. The caaracteristic golden-
buff edgings of the juvenile median coverts and tertials are already worn and difficu
to seec by mid winter, but the odgir* of the inncrmost median coverts is retained unti
these feathers re renlﬂcea 1~te in spring. ifonthly numbers of female Ruff with
varicus leg cclours trapped ~t Lake Nakuru between Cctober 1970 and September 1972
are given below. First year ~nd older ('~dult') birds nre shovm separately 'Browm!
includes 2ll variations in the greenish~brovm to orange-brovn transition range.

“irst Toor 'Adults?
et 3 C o - 5 R h i I Rt 3 0 I D J r M o
GREDH 1% 10 13 24 S 3 115 L 5 2 2 = 1 - - =
BROWN - 3 1 L 6 17 3 13 13 3 35 9 L 13 30 2 8 g
VOTTIED - - 41 = 2 L2 7 19 15 2 7 19 1 1 -
ORANGE - - - - - - - - - 26 122 93 36 8L 2322 27 61 36!

The majority of first year birds retnin the juvenile leg colour until about
January, but in some the tr-nsition h~s comicnced 2s carly ns Septembcr. ilost have
either rottled or browniczh legs by March ~nd ipril, ond o few have then recached
orange-brown or dull red cclour clese to the adult range. In older birds the propor-
tion with other than orangc legs decreases from over 30% in early autumn to about 10,
in spring. Green-legged iults ~r¢ oceasionnlly tranped in autumn, but are virtuallj
absent from Decewber ocwvards. The tables suggest that the colour change commecnces at
some time between the first ~utumn snd the sccond autumn, and is usually completed
during the sccend yoar,

Since first year birds hsve rarely been cought ~t Nakuru in subsequent years,
retraps have yrovided little information on the leg colour >f adults of knoin age.
o few btirds are certainly still completing tlic transition early in their third year.,
Of 36 rotrooes snown tc hnve bcun in their third yeor or older, ~1l but threc had
completely orange legs. Tac exceptions., nll August/Scptember birds, were respcetive:
orange with 55 greenish mottling, brown, and pink with 507 brovmn mottling. & very
small numbcr «f ~dults perhaps never nttain the normal orange colour; the 12st of tha
three retraps mentioned zvove was in fact ot least fourth year. IHakuru retraps
involving birds with transition lcg colours ~re listcd below. The complete change
can c¢vidently tnke morce th=n twelve months,

Ringed .d 1.1.71 Zrowm Retrarped 26,9.71 Orange
A 26.9.71 iecttled 29.,1,72 Mottled (mainly orange:
A 2441.71 Brown 26.9.71 Orange
44 31.,12.70 Orange-brown 12.2,72 Crange
Ad 0 11.9.71 iottled 3uke72  Orange
2d 23.5.71 Brown Bale 72 Orange
17 2,1.71 Green 19.8.72 Mottled (mainly orange)
4 15,10,71 Brovm 2.9.72 Qrange
A 6.1.72 Cronge 16.9.72 Orange

sd 26.9.72 Greenish=brown 16,9.72 Brown
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Leg colour would appear to be mest useful as an ageing character when taken in
conjunction with wing plumage. A bird with 'adult' inner median coverts caught
between August and April is prcbably second year if the legs are ether than crange.
range-legged birds might include a few second year individuals later in winter, but
aire nnst likely to be over two years old.

Female Ruff are many times more numercus on Tast African wintering grounds than
nales, and have accounted for 93% of the birds caught at Nakvru. As far as can be
zathered from the rather small sample examined, males undergo a similar leg colour
change tc females, but more frequently seem to have acquired mottled or brownish legs
vy theilr first autumn,

The age proportions of Ruff wintering in Kenya cppear to We very different than
in South Africa. Of birds caught at Nakuru over the past two years, 18.4% have been
rirst year, 17.5% non orange-legged adults and 64.,1% orange-legged adults, most
presumably in their third year or older. First year birds are rarely retrapped, and
nave shown little tendancy to return to the area in successive years. Twelve of the
282 'adult' birds ringed in 1970/71 were retrapped the following season (four of
these had yet to acquire orange legs when first handled), but not one of the 86 first
vinter birds. The indications are that Ruff wander more and tend to migrate further
south in their first year than subsequently., From their second .year, many birds
apparently return to the same wintering grounds.

iost Ruff recorded in 5ritain are juvenile autumn passage migrants with green

~egs. Legz colour cbservations from regular British wintering grounds or indeed from
surcpean breeding grounds would obviously be of interest.

SOME RESULTS FROM RINGING DUNLIN ON THE DEE ESTUARY IN AUTUMN

by R.A. Eades

Some details of the Merseyside Ringing Group's results from ringing Dunlin on the
Dee Tstuary in May were given in a previous bulletin, and I should now like to look
at the results from ringing Dunlin on the Dee in "Autumn", that is, in the months
July, August and September, again using the data of the Merseyside Ringing Group.

The M.R.G. first started to ring Dunlin on the Dee in 1958 at Shotton Pools,
Jlintshire. These fresh water pcols lie behind the sea wall in an area of pasture
used for grazing cattle. (They were, and still are, strictly private). Cows were
zllowed uccess to the water to drink, keeping the vegetaticn low and the pcols muddy.
The habitat was very attractive to wading birds of most species, including Stints,
Spotted Redshank, Greenshank,.Ruff, ete. ind a hundred or so Dunlin were often
present in Autumn, The i1.R.G. had considerable success in catching waders there,
using mist-nets at night time in the new moon period. The birds flew onto the fresh
pools as the tide covered the open estuary, and good numbers were caught. Between
1958 and 1964, the M.R.G. ringed 798 Dunlin at Shotton in July, August and September,
the peak month being August,

In 1963 the local farmer decided ta prevent his cows dpyinking at the pools, to
prevent accidents and disease, and fenced the pools off from the pasture. A dramatic
decline in the habitat then tock place. :/ithin twelve monthsm a thick growth of
Juncus reeds covered the mud, and the area lost its attraction to most waders,
including Dunlin.

The M.R.G, then started to ting waders on the tidal area of the open estuary,
nainly at the Pcint of Air, Flintshire and /est Kirby, Cheshire, again using mist
nets over the new moon period. Between 1964 and September 1970, a further 1895 were
ringed in ®Autwmn" on the open shore, making a total of 2693 ringed in Autumn between
1958 and 1970. It is very interesting to see that there is a great difference in
recovery pattern between the Dunlin ringed at Shotton Pools, and those ringed later
on the tidal estuary. ‘'his d;fference was first noted by Follows (1965).



