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ABSTRACT

A Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe) banded
on Baffin Island in July 2007 was found dead in
Iceland in May 2009. This is the first recovery of a
North American-banded Northern Wheatear any-
where and the only North American-banded
passerine encountered in Iceland.

INTRODUCTION

The Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe) is the
only member of an Old World family comprising
about 20 species (Panov 2005) that extends its
breeding range into North America. Moreover, it is
the only regularly breeding North American
passerine that normally winters in Africa.

The nominate race (O. 0. oenanthe) breeds in open
country throughout Europe, in n. Africa and Asia,
east to Alaska, Yukon and into extreme western
parts of the Northwest Territories (Kren and Zoerb
1997, Godfrey 1986, Koes 1995). The “Greenland”
race (O. o. leucorhoa) breeds in Iceland, Greenland,
and the eastern Canadian Arctic, including
Ellesmere Island, Baffin Island, northern Quebec,
and the coastal regions of Labrador (Kren and
Zoerb 1997, Godfrey 1986, Koes 1995).

All populations winter in sub-Saharan Africa.
Western arctic breeders migrate west to southwest
to spend the winter in east Africa, while the
“Greenland” race migrates southeast, crossing the
Atlantic Ocean, to winter in West Africa from
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Senegal and Sierra Leone east to Mali (Cramp
1988).

From 1955 to 2006, only 68 Northern Wheatears
were banded in North America, of which 32 were
banded in Alaska, 32 on Baffin Island, Nunavut,
and one each in Connecticut, Michigan, Ohio, and
Ontario (Louise Laurin, Canadian Bird Banding
Office, pers. comm.). Additional Northern Wheat-
ears were banded prior to 1955 (e.g. Sutton and
Parmelee 1954), but are not in the Bird Banding
Lab’s electronic database. There were no reported
encounters before 2009 (Louise Laurin, Canadian
Bird Banding Office, pers. comm.).

Here I report bandings of “Greenland” Northern
Wheatears in the vicinity of Iqaluit, Baffin Island,
NU, in 2007 and 2008, and the first recovery
anywhere of a Northern Wheatear banded in North
America.

METHODS

I studied Northern Wheatears at [qaluit, NU (63°45’
N, 68°32"' W), 6 to14 Jul and 24 Augto 3 Sep 2007,
25 Junto 27 Jul and 20 Aug to 3 Sep 2008. I trapped
most of the adult breeding wheatears with bow-nets
(approximately 25 x 38 cm) baited with meal
worms and placed near wheatear nest sites.
Recently fledged young and transient hatch-year
(HY) wheatears were trapped with the same bow-
nets in places where the birds tended to congregate.
Breeding adults were uniquely color-banded (in
addition to receiving a numbered metal band).
Nestlings and locally raised young were given a
single color band, unique to the year. HY birds
trapped in August and September were banded only
with a standard metal band.

RESULTS

I banded 29 breeding adults, 23 nestlings (or
recently fledged young) during June and July and
31 transient hatch year (HY) birds in August and
September, 2007 and 2008.
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An after-hatch-year (AHY) female that 1 banded
when it was attending six nestlings on 9 Jul 2007
was found recently dead (2-3 days) at Gardaber, a
town about six km south of Reykjavik, Iceland (64°
05'N,21°55' W) on 14 May 2009. The specimen is
in the collection of the Icelandic Institute of Natural
History in Reykjavik (Zvar Petersen, Icelandic
Bird Ringing Scheme, pers. comm.).

When I trapped this wheatear in 2007 its wing chord
measured 96 mm, it had a trace of fat, and it weighed
28.4 g. 1 did not see this bird at Iqaluit in 2008. This
wheatear also holds the longevity record for a North
American-banded Northern Wheatear: at least 2
years and 11 months,-assuming that it hatched no
later than June 2006.

DISCUSSION
This is the first encounter (recovery) anywhere of a

Northern Wheatear banded in North America
(Louise Laurin, Canadian Bird Banding Office,

Second Yea Male, - July 2007.

Jul. - Sep. 2009
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pers. comm.). It is also the first recovery of a North
American-banded passerine on land in Iceland.
However, there is a recovery of a Snow Bunting
(Plectrophenax nivalis) banded near Washington
Hollow, New York (41°45'N, 73°45' W) on 20 Jan
1941 and reported on a ship at sea about 5 km off the
southeast coast of Iceland on 18 Apr 1941.

This wheatear was presumably on its spring
migration when found in Iceland in May 2009.
Assuming that it was hatched in the Canadian
Arctic or Greenland, wintered in Africa each year,
and returned cach summer to breed in Baffin Island,
it would have been making at least its sixth crossing
of the Atlantic Ocean when it died. To return to
Iqaluit from Iceland, it would have to travel almost
due west over the Greenland ice cap.

There are 14 recoveries in western Europe from
4,284 Northern Wheatears banded in Greenland,
but none in Iceland (Lyngs 2003). Interestingly, the
seven fall recoveries are in southwestern France

Photo by Helen Yeh.
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(4), Spain (2), and Portugal (1), while the spring
recoveries are in northern France (1), Channel-
nel Islands (1), Belgium (1), and the British Isles
(4), suggesting the possibility of different spring
and fall migration routes.

The British migration atlas mentions that all
foreign-banded wheatears recovered in Britain,
including two banded in Iceland and four in
Greenland. were banded in autumn and recovered
in spring (Shaw 2002) [although two of the
Greenland-banded wheatears were actually banded
as chicks in southwest Greenland (Lyngs 2003),
indicating natal origins rather than autumn stopover
locations that arc implied by Shaw (2002)]. These
recoveries appear to indicate that the normal spring
migration route of Nearctic breeders is via
northwestern Europe and Iceland. My recovery in
lIceland provides another link in this spring
migration route and is the first to connect Iceland
with the Canadian eastern Arctic breeding
population.

The lack of fall recoveries of Greenland-banded
wheatears in northwestern Europe and the
occurrence of seven recoveries in southwestern
LEurope at that season, suggest that Greenland
breeders often follow a more southerly route to
cross the Atlantic Ocean in fall than they do in
spring. Snow (1953) reached the same conclusion
based on sightings of wheatears from ships in the
Atlantic. Nevertheless, wheatears of the “Greenland”
race do occur in the British Isles in fall, sometimes
in large numbers (Shaw 2002). These records may
indicate that some individuals, perhaps including
wheatears from the breeding populations in Iceland
and the northern parts of the Canadian and
Greenland breeding range, follow a more northerly
route via northwestern Europe during their fall
migrations. Alternatively or additionally, wheatears
attempting a crossing at lower latitudes may have
encountered cyclonic weather conditions over the
ocean, drifting them northeastward to a landfall in
northwestern Europe (Williamson 1961).

There are no recoveries of Greenland-banded
Northern Wheatears in Africa, despite the fact that
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the entire population winters there. Observations
on an island in the Atlantic Ocean 350 km off the
southern coast of Morocco led Thorup et al. (2006)
to propose that Nearctic breeders may make a direct
trans-oceanic flight of over 4000 km from southern
Greenland or Newfoundland to northwest Africa.
Fall recoveries of Greenland-banded wheatears in
southwestern Europe and numerous fall observa-
tions in the British Isles and elsewhere in
northwestern Europe (Cramp 1988) indicate that
many wheatears do not {ollow that route:
nevertheless others may do so.

As a longevity record, this recovery is not very
impressive at only 2 years and 11 months. I have
one other recapture at a minimum age of two ycars.
The lack of banding and long-term studies ol this

species in North America accounts for the dearth of’

recaptures and recoveries. Longevities of 7 years
(Krenand Zoerb 1997) and 8 years, 3 days (CoilTait
et al. 2008) have been reported elsewhere for the
nominate race. The oldest “Greenland™ Wheatear
known to me is an AHY banded in Greenland in
September 1966 and recovered in May 1969 in
Wales (Lyngs 2003). It was at least 3 years and 11
months old.
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Female approaching nest with food, July 2009.
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