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SEASONAL CHAGUS 1IN DBILL-LLNGTHS ORF KHOTS, AMD A COMMLIIT ON
BILL MIASURING TLCHNI'WUHS FOR 'ADLRS
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by Mike Pienkowski
The problen

Wing-lengths and bill lengths are the methods at present most
used by ringers in order to attempt to separate wader populations-
The difficulties in standardising wing measurements between
different observers are notorious, and, even when this is
overcome, there may be problems concerned with seasonal changes
of wing-length in individual birds (Pienkowski & Minton 1973 ).
The measurement of bill-lengths is possibly easier to standard-
ise between observers, but little attention has heen given to
the possibility of seasonal changes in these, although White
and Gittins (1964 ) subjectively considered scasonal changes
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in the bill shapes of Oyctercatchers Hoecmatopus ostralciiig.

While attempting to separate Palaearctic and Nearctic Knot
Calidris canutus populations on the basis of bill-lengths

(to be published elsewhere), Jilliam Dick and I Tound that,

in most areas, the mean bill-lengths of the Knots caught varied
cyclically (¥'ig 1)

Fig 1 Monthly mean (I one stundard error) hill lengths of
adult Knots at the Washe
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It was clearly important to discoverif thc variations were due
to changes in the recial composition of the flocks or to
changes in bill-lengths of individuals. fortunatcly, a large
number of retraps within the sanc year had bcen accunulated

by the Wash Wader Ringing Group and these data show that the
seasonal changes in the population means werc due to variations
in the bill-lengths of individuals during the year.

(Llsewhere, Dick, Pienkowski, Waltiner & Minton, in prep. ), We
have shown that the seasonal changes shown by retrap data arc
statistically significant.

We can‘su;gest two possible explanations for a scasonal change
in measured bill-length of an individual bird:

a) seasonal changes at the feather-margin at the basc of the
upper mandible associated with abrasion and noult; or

b% seasonal changes in thc growth or wear (or, perhaps, the
degree of,compression) of the rhampothecca, verhaps related

to feeding conditions.
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WFTeet h) has bheen suggested for some birds, cspeceially
passerines (c.g. Davis 1951, $teticnheim 1972)., It could
possibly occur in Oystercatchers (White ¢ Gittins 196&) aid
Turnstones Arenaris interpres (seec Sumicrs 1976), both of

which have rhampothecae cxtonding well beyond the bone structur.;
but tHis is not thce casc in tie Kneot and meny othcr wadcers

(Dr P.J.K. Burton in 1itt.), und so cannot cousc tho variation
decscribed above. Changes in the feather margin arc a morc

likely causce as the apparcnt bBill lengthening coincides with
wear and loss of fcathers prior to autumn ond spring body moulis,

A 2ossible solution?

If the bill length variatioin is duc ©o changes at the foather
margin, then it ought to bo climinotced by incosuring from o
more prominent feature on thc bill. One possibility is
mcasuring from the nostril to the tip, «nd the rcar oi’ tho
nostril may be the best point to usc as this would kcep the
neasurement to be taken as largce as possible. I triced this
measurement on a number of waders caught at Tcesmouth in
November and Dececmber 1975, and some of thc results are shown
in Table 1.

Table 1. 'Comparison of bill lengths taken from fcather margin
to tip with those token from rcar of nostril to tip

sample Dbill from bill from aiffcrcence correlation
size feathers | nostril _. (mm) cocf{icicnt
m':;: : v;,’: m v
frrastone 23 22,7 1e57 20,7 160k 2el) 0e9%%
Rodshank 32 Ll.l 2.32 3843 2,67 Zel 08063
Dunlin 80 33.3 5699 30,6 56l 2af 0,978

m- = mean; v = variancc

ot surprisingly, the two different types of bill mecasurcnents
arc well correlated for oll three specics, thce mean mcasurcment
from thce nostril being 2 to 3 mm shorter than thet from thc
feather margin. It is also importent to notc that, at lcast
for Redshanks ~nd Dunlins, the variancc has not becn reduccd
by using thc measurcment from thce nostrile. 'his may indicato
that taking the shorter mcasurcment may not rcduecc the
usefulness of bill-lcngths for population scparatilon.

It cannot yet be concluded whother or not the usce of bill-
lengths measurcd from the nostril will rcmove any cyclical
cffect, but I hope that this note will cncourcge ringers

who catelh wadcers - especially Knots = more reoulardty chan T
do to try this mecasuremcnt. I should, howcver, sircss Lhat
the bill-lengths from fcathcrs should continuc to be measurad
also;  othcrwise it would not be possiblc to make usce of
both old aond new datea.
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DYED WAD::S FROM AFRIG

The studiecs of thic migration of wadcrs in sfrica arce still in
their infancy when comparced witis thosce in North YWestborn luropc.
This 1s partly due to the {fact that wadcer cnthusinots arc fow
and far between, the majority being found in Kenya and Souwth
Alricer, Also wadeorsz are smallish bhirds and thoerctore do not
lend themselves to high rccovery ratca, and it 1o signilicant
that the majority of rccoveriss arce made by other ringoers. AS
a result, thc recovery ratcs of African ringed waders is very
low. . e therefore lmow 1little about the migration routcs
through AfTica and betwcen the ..irican and Palacarciic regionss

In an attempt to improve our wdcrstanding of the wmigration
patterns of waders, large numbers of Knots; Sanderlings, and
Curlew JBandpipers will be dyc-marked in thce Capce Provincce

by the Western Cape Wader Study Group in carly 1976 before thc
birds depart Tor their northward migration.

We appecal to all bird watchcrs to look out for bLiwse marked
birds during the spring and autunn passage. of 19/6. T you do
sec a marked bird, which should hce csopceially obvious in "Lichil,
plcase contact cither: A.J. Prater, DBriticsh Trasc Lox Ornitholopy
Beeeh Grove, 'Wring, LEngland, or: Dr R.W. Sumncr., Porey
FitzPatrick Institutc of african Ornitholopsy, University of
Cape Yown, South Africa, giving as mony delails an poussible,
including thie colour of the dye and its position on the bilrde

The scanty ringing evidence suggests that the misration routcs
of thesc 3 spccics may cross anywhere botween wesicern Lurope
and central Asia, so if you know a site wherc any ol thesc
specics occur on spring (4pril-iay) or autumn (August—Octobor)
passage, plcase kecp a special lookoute.

VB4 winter. meeting, Jenuary 1976

'his was hcld during the Ringing and Higration Conforencce at
swanwick, Dcerbyshirc. About $0O mcmboers attended and Dr. Minton
chaired the discussion.

The business ascssion was short witinn throe principal reporlse
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