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SE•S(Ji'•./'J• CIi42[G'ñ•S iN BILL•'Li'Jl'7GTH• 

BILL IiE.&SURING TEC•:Ii•[I' •,Ui•S FOR •.I•E]-'• 

by •/Iike Pienkowski 

Wing-lengths and bill lengtt•s are the methods at present most 
used by ringers in order to attempt to separate wader popuiatio'as• 
The difficulties in standardising wing measurements between 
different observers are notorious• and• even when this is 
overcome, t]•ere may be problems concerned with seasonal chan(•os 
of wing-length in individual birds (Picnkowski & bIinton 1973j. 
The measurement of bill-lengths i• possibly easier to stad•dard--- 
ise betv•een observers• but little attention has been given to 
•l•e possibility of' seasonal changes in these, a!tl•ough White 
•d Gittins (196[•) subjectively co•sidered seasonal cha•lgcs 
•n the bill shapes of Oystercatchers ?[%•j•!•'•0•,•..,.0.•'•F.q•9./,•;!. 

While attempting to separate Palaearctic and l•earctic Fh•ot 
Calidris ca•.utus populations on the basis of bill-lc•gths 
'(to ,be publishe• elsewhere), i•filliam Dick and I found that• 
in most areas• the me•ua bill-lengths of the lq•ots caught varied 
cyclically (z"ig 1). 

Fi• t Monthly mean (I one stai•dard error) bill lei•gth.c of 
adult Ymots at the ?•fash. 

It was clearly important to discoverif the variationa 
to c•m•ges in the racial comDosition of tl,,• flocks or to 
ch•ge s in bilt-longtt•s of individuals. •'ort•atoly, 
number of r etraps within the same y•ar ]•ad bo•-m accumulated 
by the •ash Wader Ringing Group and those data show 
seasonal,cha•ges in the populatio• means were due to variatioi•s 
in tho bill-l•ngths of individuals during the year. 
(Elsewhere, Dick, Pienlcowski• Waltnet & l,•inton• i• ]prop.), 
have shown that the seasonal changes shovm by retrap data arc 
statistically significant. 

\,/ecm} .su(•gest two possible e•planatio•s for a seasonal chan2:• 
in measured bill-lon•gth of an individual bi•'d: 

a) seasonal cha•'•gos at the feathor-margi• at tho bas• of the 

pcr mandible associated with abrasion and moult; or seasonal changes mn the growth or wear (or• ]perhaps, 'the 
degree or,compression) of the rhampothcca• .perhaps related 
to fcedin• conditions• 
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i•fœact b) has been suggested for some birds• osp•.•,ciaily 
passetines (e.go Davis 1951• S•cettonhoim 19•2)• It could 

• 1 ß • ' possibly occur in Oystercatchers (•Fn•tc 
Turnstones A•e•a•.•_.ij!jqe.!•q• (see Summers 1976 ) • both of 
which' have rhampothecae o:•tonding well beyond t]•e bono structur• 
but t•is is not t]•o case in ti•o )G•ot and many other waders 
(Dr P•J•K• Burton •ij!•zi.•q•o)• •nd so cannot ceuso th•.• variation 
described above. ChanGes in the f•ati•or margin are a moro 
likely cause as the apparent .•11 lonf,ftl•oning coincides with 
wear ai'•d loss of foat]•ors prior to autui• and sprinff body moults• 

If the bill length variatio• J s duo [',o cn•.,ngos at ,•e, 
margin• thee it ought to be eliminated by •,•casurJ. n/_f _From 
more prominent feature on t[[• bill• One possib:Llity is 
moasuring from tnc nostril to bl•a• tip• •nd the ro•r of 
nostril may bo t_[•o bos't point to use •s thi.-; would ko•p 

. •, • • • • _1 mo•suromon6 to bm taken as t•rgo as -possible• I tried tJ•is 
measurement on a n•ber of waders caught at Toesmouth in 
i'•'ovember and December 1975• and some of the results are slyown 
in Table 1. 

Table 1o Comparison of bill lengths taken from feather margii'• 
to tip with those taken from roar of nostril to tip 

i•L.r•s t one 2• 

•cdshank • 2 

Dm•l. in 80 

sample bill from bill from •.[ifforoncc correlation 
size .f.c.a-_t.'•!p•:s_. ' ..n_o_s•t_r. i•1. .... (ram) c o,• ff.•_ c i •n t 

Ill :'• 'V •;: m::; 

2 2.7 1.57 2 0.7 •, 04 •. 0 0. p• [j 

33.3 5 ß 9 • 3 o. 6 5 ß • •-3 2.7 o. 97 • 

moan; V:;: = variance 

i:fot surprisingly, the two differe.•.t types of bill measurements 
are. well correlated for all throe specios• tt'•e moan measuremoist 

ß 

from the nostril being 2 to 5 mm shorter than tt'-'- •:• from tire 

feather margin. It is also imDortant to note that• at least 
for R•dshanks -end Dunlins• the variance har• not been roducod 
by usil•g the measurement from th.o nostz•ilo This may indicat,• 
that taking the shorter measurement may }:ot reduce the 
usefulness of bill-loncths for population soparationo 

It cam•.ot yet be concluded w_hctl'.•cr or •to-t the t•s• of' bill- 
lengths measured from the nostril will rumeve any c.yclic•l. 
offect• but I hope that tl•is not,..• will •;ncour,'2:,.; 
who catch. waders - especially hmot. s - moro 
do to try this measurement. I sl•ould• t•owcvor, 
the bill-lengths from feathers sJ•ould continue to bo .moast•red 
also; otherwise it would not be possible to make use of 
both old and new data. 
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DYED ¾'•PJD. i:,i• PRO•4 AP)•ICA 

The studies of t]•c: migration of wctdci's i• _'•l'ric• 

This' is partly due to the fact tlmt wadur •.:nt]tu•;:i:•sbs :tr•; f"t:w 
and far batwaan• tl•e majorii;y boJ_nf• J.'•mnd in K½:nya •'[ 
Africa, Also waders are s•a].lish bJ. Pd:} aN½• l',[t•:r,;:l.'o•,•; ([o not 
lend tiaoresolves to his.l• •,ocow•ry P(tt•;s• •tl•d it .Is Sjt9•ii'ic•,.•tt 
that the majority of rccoveri.,.•s arc: made by other rings;rs. As 
a result• the recovery rates of African ringed waders is very 
low. ./o therefore Ime. ow !ittl• about the migration routes 
through •{fbica and between the •.frican and Palaearchic 

In an attempt to improve our 'u•k:_erstandin.s of the migration 
patterns of waders• large numbers of •o%'s 
Curlew Sandpipers will be dye-marked in tl•o Cape Province 
by the Western Cape Wader S tady Group in e•rly 1976 before tl•c 
birds depart for their northward migration. 

We appeal to all bird watchers to look out for i,i•,;s•; mar]{'cd 
birds during thu aprin?, and r-a•.tumn pa:..•sag•: of 1L9/6. TI' you 
see a marked bj_PdL• wJlich. should l'•u os.)ccial].y ()t/V_LOU:; ill 
please contact either: A.J.i.)rabur, .l•,ri'tis]• 'JPrtt•,[, l'o.P (.).mt i 
Beech Grovc• 'i'rins• Eng].mt(t.• (}r: Dr t•,¾"]. •l•lTIIN(}]',;• t)uPC• r 
FitzPatrick I•stJtuto of •,fr'](;al'l OPi%i. bJ](r•.l.()/[S/ • I[,[j.v'r:rsL'L,V 

including tiao colour of tl•; dye •:d'td[ its positio}t on l:,t•; 

The sc•m'ty ringing evidence suggests tl•at hhc mi,lration routes 
of these • species may cross anywhere between wes horn Europe 
and central Asia• so if you know a site where any of those 
species occur on spring (April-i'4ny) or autumn (August-Octobc;r) 
passage• please keep a special lookout. 

This was hold during tho RJ.}tL,;inI[ and J'[iilr• tion ConfoPonco at 
dwanwiek, Derbyshire. About [;0 ]acmt3c:rs atbcndcd •u'•d Dr. L•Iinton 
chairod the discussionø 
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