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Faansie Peacock points out some of the diagnostic field identification criteria  
of a pair of large brown waders to David Chamberlain.

no obvious supercilium

in drab non-breeding plumage

lack of distinguishing features 
is in itself an ID feature

featureless, olive-greyish brown

virtually unmarked scapulars

can be aged as an adult (no 
retained juvenile feathers)

dense waterproof plumage 
(adapted to aquatic habitats)

partial webs between toes

FAMOUS FOR HARDWARE since 1903
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SPONSOR'S FOREWORD
We are privileged to support another outpouring of Faansie Peacock’s talent and passion. For 
birding freaks like myself, this book is just stunning! Everything you’ve ever wanted to know 
about our waders, and a great deal more.

About two thirds of our waders are long-distance migrants, escaping the harsh Siberian winter to 
spend a summer holiday in sunny Southern Africa. They fly for thousands of kilometres through 
dozens of countries, facing many challenges along their flyways. Furthermore, ever-expanding 
human populations are putting additional pressures on these vulnerable birds, and many species 
are declining throughout the world.

For birders, one of the most exciting aspects about waders is their potential for turning up 
unexpectedly, thousands of kilometres from where they are meant to be. The result is often a 
frantic scramble from twitchers to get to the site before the bird disappears.

A case-in-point is the Asian Dowitcher that was spotted at Leeupan, Benoni in 2004. Within ten 
minutes of hearing the news, I had left my office and was on my way to grip this megatick. When 
I did see the bird, I freely admit it looked like a Bar-tailed Godwit to me. If I’d had Faansie’s book at 
the time, I would have undoubtedly been able to make a confident identification: the dowitcher 
and godwit are illustrated side-by-side on p. 130—complete with a vignette illustration of 
twitchers admiring the birds. See for yourself.

DAVID CHAMBERLAIN
Managing Director

FAMOUS FOR HARDWARE since 1903

Asian Dowitcher
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Waders, or shorebirds, have long held a strong 
fascination for me. Perhaps it is due, in part, to where 
I grew up in South Africa's Western Cape province, in 
close proximity to many of the world's foremost wader 
hotspots. Wherever my obsession with these birds 
came from, I ended up spending much of my twenties 
in West Coast National Park, where I spent countless 
hours staring at the various sandpipers, stints and 
sanderlings through my scope. While trying to get 
to grips with the finer details of their identification, 
I also lived in continuous hope that maybe, just 
maybe, I might be lucky enough to find something 
really unusual among the flocks of thousands and 
thousands of birds that I was scouring through. 

But the deeper you delve into waders, the more 
reasons you will find for being absolutely gobsmacked 
by these little birds. On a global scale, they can occur 
literally from sea-level—such as the nimble little flocks 
of Sanderlings sprinting around on the beach just out 
of reach of the waves—right up to altitudes of well 
over 5,000 m on the slopes and plateaus of some of 
the highest mountains on the planet. And while the 
words 'wader' or 'shorebird' imply that Charadriiforms 
are associated with water (whether it be marine 
environments or freshwater habitats), this is not 
necessarily the case. Some species can be found in the 
harshest environments on Earth, without as much as 
even a splash of water for miles. 

Many waders are celebrated for their unbelievable 
migrations, which can cover huge distances in a 
matter of days, and, sometimes, over vast expanses of 
open ocean. And mostly because of this annual globe-
trotting, the chances of an off-course vagrant wader 
turning up in your local patch are very good. Birders 
from all over the world have become obsessed with 
shorebirds for just this reason, and spend a lot of time 
wader-watching, ever hopeful of finding that once-in-
a-lifetime megatick.

The many morphological adaptations that the 250-
odd species in this group display are phenomenal. 
Waders can have beaks that are straight, curve 
downwards, curve upwards or even curve to the side, 
depending on their particular preferred food source 
and the strategies they use to obtain it. They can have 
long legs or short legs, depending on the depth of 
water in which they feed. They can have unwebbed 
feet, semi-webbed feet or even lobed feet. Most are 
primarily diurnal, but a few are strictly nocturnal, while 
others' lives are governed by the tides more than the 
sun. There is just so much variation!

Much to the confusion and frustration of beginner 
birders, there is a great range of plumages even within 
a single individual. In Southern Africa we mostly 
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see waders in their drably coloured 'winter' or non-
breeding plumage, but for the short boreal summers 
these same birds transform into completely different-
looking, brightly coloured and vociferous creatures. 
Sometimes the males are the more brightly coloured 
of the sexes but, in some wader groups, the roles are 
reversed with the females being the more decoratively 
patterned.

Waders are under severe pressure all around the 
world. Given the increase in the human population 
around the globe, the biggest threat to them is quite 
simply a loss of habitat due to human encroachment 
and urbanisation. There are also secondary issues like 
pollution, disturbance and hunting, among a range 
of factors, to deal with. And given that many of them 
migrate large distances over numerous countries, 
there are no simple solutions to these problems. 
International conservation efforts have to be put in 
place to deal with wader declines at a planetary scale. 
It is all good and well for one country to be working 
hard to save waders and their habitats, but if the 
neighbouring countries are not following the same 
route, the outcomes of arduous conservation projects 
are far less effective.

This new book on Southern Africa’s waders is certainly 
a fantastic addition to the subregion’s already 
impressive array of avian-related literature. Although 
waders have obviously been covered before in 
numerous local publications, it has always been at 
a reasonably general level, often lacking in-depth 
detail on the complex identification of this group. 
Alternatively, the literature has concentrated more 
on waders' biology and other interesting facts, rather 
than tackle the difficult subject of wader identification. 
This book seeks to change all of that, and provides 
birders a unique combination of insightful accounts 
of the life history of waders, and at the same a wealth 
of practical information on the identification of this 
undeniably difficult group. Readers are coaxed into the 
world of waders by the book's easily understandable 
style, and thoroughly illustrated format. I am sure that 
Chamberlain's Waders will go a long way to improve 
the knowledge of any birder that has a copy of this 
book on their shelves—or even better, in the field.

If you are better equipped to identify waders, then you 
are also better equipped to collect data for research 
and conservation projects. In this way we can all do 
our little bit to ensure the longevity of this fascinating 
group of birds. David Chamberlain and the rest of 
the Chamberlain clan should also be acknowledged 
for realising the potential of this ambitious project 
and agreeing to come on board as sponsors to see it 
through to fruition. In addition to being a hardware 
store, Chamberlain is fast becoming known as a name 
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associated with landmark bird-related publications 
in Southern Africa, a testament to their foresight 
within this genre of natural history literature. Their 
commitment to furthering the appreciation and 
conservation of birds and their habitats, through 
publications such as this book, is truly commendable.
Finally, it would be remiss of me not to congratulate 
the author, Faansie Peacock, on tackling this immense 

project on one of the most challenging groups of 
birds. Once again, he has produced a world-class 
product that he can be proud of. I am sure that every 
single Southern African birder could only benefit, and 
grow in their own birding abilities, by owning a copy 
of this excellent publication. My copy will certainly 
have pride of place on the shelves of my already 
burgeoning library!

TREVOR HARDAKER

Writing a book is a demanding process. Writing 
and illustrating and laying out a book can only be 
described as consuming (I daresay rivalling the non-
stop trans-oceanic migration of a Bar-tailed Godwit). 
Like identifying waders, it gets easier with experience, 
but also more intricate and complex. I expected this 
book, with only 80 species, to be a much simpler task 
than Chamberlain's LBJs (2012), which featured more 
than 200 birds. Quite the contrary! 

Whereas many LBJs are just plain brown, waders have 
incredibly complex plumage. Painstakingly painting 
every little feather on the cryptic buttonquails and 
snipes was a physical and psychological test of note. 
Furthermore, waders exhibit phenomenal variation 
throughout the year, which no book can fully capture. 
Thirdly, waders are among the best-studied of all birds, 
in contrast to LBJs which are comparatively unknown. 
Working through the fine-print chapters of Birds of 
the Western Palearctic, and several other tomes before 
putting (digital) pen to paper, was simultaneously 
exhilarating and exhausting. 

When I started this project I didn't consider myself to 
be an expert on waders. After two years of researching 
and painting waders full-time, I feel a little more 
confident. But I do feel a lot more appreciative and 
awestruck by these extraordinary birds. Through this 
book, I hope to share my admiration and adoration of 
waders with you.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Building on the formula of LBJs, my idea was to produce 
a practical, non-technical but simultaneously detailed 
and informative guide that does not burden readers 
with unnecessary technicalities, but also does not 
oversimplify what is undeniably a complicated birding 
discipline. To achieve this, I opted for a strong visual 
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despair for the fate of the many threatened species). 
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Perhaps because they require so much more time and 
effort, I viewed the paintings as the main component, 
and the accompanying text only as supportive. Both 
are attempts at capturing birds' lives and characters, 
and I hope that my excitement for waders shines 
through. In retrospect, I spent far too much time on the 
small vignette illustrations. These are based on actual 
birding memories, and while painting them I was 
transported back to those special moments. I ended 
up painting hundreds of objects I never thought would 
be in a bird book: airplanes, airports, tractors, trucks, 
boats, lighthouses, marinas, bricks, umbrellas, dam 
walls, a school, many, many landscapes, coins, bird 

Wilson's 
Phalarope
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top birders (and also, by the way, the Managing Di-
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Through his commitment to conservation, David is 
living proof that non-scientists can change the world.

For providing me with reference photos, papers, 
expertise, reviews and, most importantly, companion-
ship in the field, I thank David Allan, Matthew Axelrod, 
Martin Benadie, Ryan Blumenthal, Jason Boyce, Niel 
Cillié, André Coetzer, Callan Cohen, Errol de Beer, 
Dawie de Swardt, Nick Evans, Albert Froneman, Rob 
and Toni Geddes, James Harvey, Gareth Hazell, Thomas 
Hohls (and danke for the translations), John Kinghorn, 
Duncan MacFadyen, Ursula Franke-Bryson, Etienne 
Marais, Richard Mckibbin, Gary Nico lau, Justin Nicolau, 
Phil Penlington, Niall Perrins, Darren Pietersen, Marnus 
Potgieter, Lance Robinson, Dominic Rollinson, Patrick 
Rollinson, Dewald Swane poel, Jonathan Sykes, Dylan 
Vasapolli, David Weaver, Malcolm Wilson and Robert 
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A special thanks to Gary Allport, for the long skype 
sessions. My wife found it hard to believe that we 
could talk for three hours 'just about one feather of one 
bird' in her words. Thanks also for your help with the 
Mozambique wadering sites. Many of the sonograms 
in the book are based on Guy Gibbon's excellent 
recordings (see p. 254). I am grateful to him for making 
these available to me. I fear I might have pirated one 
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you! I am very grateful to Chris Lotz, Jason Boyce and 
the rest of the Biding Ecotours team for sharing their 
expertise on wader hotspots. It is painful being friends 
with professional bird guides, who constantly regale 
you with stories of their latest birding expeditions to 
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Much of our knowledge on Southern African waders 
is thanks to three people: Tony Tree, Les Underhill and 
the late Phil Hockey. Thank you for dedicating so much 
of your lives to waders, and sharing their worlds with 
us. In this regard, I also thank Mark Boorman, Dave 
Deighton, Peter Ryan and Warwick Tarboton.

I think all birders owe their gratitude to Trevor 
Hardaker; we all look forward to seeing his weekly 
rarities round up in our inboxes. In addition, thank 
you for sharing your love affair with waders in the 
foreword. I'm also thankful to David Chamberlain for 
his foreword, as well as for midnight proofreading and 
lightheartedness—the photoshoot was his idea!

To the staff (nay colleagues; nay friends) at Ditsong 
Museum of Natural History, thank you. Also thanks to 
staff of Iziko Museums for the Kentish Plover specimen 
photos. Thank you to BirdLife South Africa for your 
passion for conservation. In particular, I am indebted 
to Mark Anderson, Martin Taylor, Hanneline Smit-
Robinson, Ernst Retief and Eve Gracie.

There are hundreds of other people who contributed 
to the book directly or indirectly, and I appreciate their 
input regardless of how big or small. I thank all my 
family and friends—even the non-birders—for their 
continued encouragement. I can always rely on Wer-
ner Burger's tech-support and design expertise. Thank 
you to Sandra Murphy for listening. I thank my parents, 
Mariana and Derick Peacock, for three places and three 
ages: Ingwelala (juvenile), Sterkstroom (immature) 
and Sentio (adult). Thanks Dad, for steering the barge 
so I can scan for waders, and Mom, for fireside chats af-
ter. To my parents-in-law, Ria and Johan Viljoen, thank 
you for your unconditional support and for accepting 
my birding-related tweaks to our holiday itineraries. 
I'm glad to see my birding obsession has rubbed off 
on you! Thank you for making sure that your grand-
children will grow up in nature. My sincerest apologies 
to anyone I might have inadvertently forgotten.

The greatest thank-you of all is to my family. Ronél is 
my rightful co-author. Thank you for your patience, 
understanding, encouragement, sacrifices and en-
durance (I know it's been tough). In addition to her 
roles as co-author, art critic, proofreader, psychologist, 
marketer, finance manager, secretary, caterer, home-
maker and the most intensive job of all—mother—she 
also somehow managed to build us a beautiful new 
house in Langebaan (South Africa's wader capital). To 
my sons, Christian and Owen, thank you for escaping 
from your mom to come and 'disturb' me in my office 
with hugs and feathers and stories. I love you!

Finally, acknowledgement is due to our Creator. Fat 
reserves, unihemispheric sleep, non-essential organ 
shutdown, magnetic navigation, global wind systems, 
yes...but I still cannot think that birds can cross entire 
oceans without some Help. I hope to spend the rest of 
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FAANSIE PEACOCK
Pretoria, South Africa
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What are Waders?
Technically, this book includes neither all the wading 
birds, nor all the waders; and not all the waders 
wade. The alternative name 'shorebirds' is equally 
ambiguous. A little confusing perhaps, but if you're a 
birder, you already know what is meant by the term.  
Birders use the collective 'waders' to refer to species 
in the order Charadriiformes. Typically, the word is 
understood to imply small to medium-sized, grey-
brown birds, often with long legs and bills, that wade 
in shallow water or walk on mud at the water's edge—
and defy identification! This is particularly true of the  
2 principal wader families: plovers and sandpipers. 

Many waders are not associated with water, and 
may be found even in desert environments. Non-
wading waders include lapwings, coursers and thick-
knees and even the aerial pratincoles. Genetic analyses 
have also revealed that some very un-wader-like birds 
are embedded in the Charadriiformes radiation. One 
example is the buttonquails, which are nowhere near 
true quails in the avian evolutionary tree.

It is not widely known that gulls, terns, noddies, 
skimmers, skuas and the Northern Hemisphere's alcids 
(murres, murrelets, auks, auklets, razorbills, guillemots 
and puffins) are also in the wader order. However, 
these are not included in the book—sorting out their 
taxing taxonomy and complicated identification is a 
challenge for another day! And what about other birds 
that wade, such as herons, storks, ibises, spoonbills 
and flamingos? Not waders, believe it or not.

Birders vs. Waders
Southern Africa is blessed with nearly 10% of the 
world's birds, and beginners may feel that there are 
more than enough colourful and cooperative species 
to focus on. Waders constitute only 8% of our birds, 
and—apart from the obvious jacanas, lapwings, stilts, 
oyster catchers and the like—they are difficult to 
identify, confusingly variable and often distant. Many  
experienced birders are also of the (perhaps secret) 
opinion that identification of the particularly tough 
stints and sandpipers is beyond them. 

However, waders have a way of luring you in. 
Perhaps you noted some small white birds speeding 
ahead while you were walking along the beach 
(these can be Sanderlings or White-fronted  Plovers, 
depending on whether you were walking on the 
wet sand or the dry). Or maybe you've seen sturdy 
blackish-brown-mottled-ones clambering over the 
rocks just out of reach of the pounding surf (those are 
Turnstones). Perhaps you noticed a 'different-looking' 
Three-banded Plover at the dam, which you eventually 
figured out was a Common Ringed Plover (and which 
you are proud of, despite its dismissive name). 

Your fanatical birding buddy may have roped you 
in to go wader-watching, and patiently explained 
that the big ones are Greenshanks, the medium-sized 
curvy-billed ones are Curlew Sandpipers (which is 
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not the same thing as a Curlew), and the tiny ones 
are Little Stints (easy enough). Or perhaps you've 
started keeping a lifelist or provincial list and chasing 
rarities, necessitating brushing up on the distinctions 
between Common and Green Sandpipers. 

So while waders provide a convenient gradual 
progression from the basics to the intricate, the 
point is that all birders struggle with waders in the 
beginning. Most experienced birders still struggle with 
odd birds, or distant birds, or ones they haven't seen in 
a while. Even the experts get stumped, or may enter 
into heated debates about 'the submarginal lines on 
the moderately worn inner greater covert of a second 
calendar-year so-and-so'. Some days one's perception 
of size or colour is just 'off'; this may result in an overly 
optimistic claim of a rarity, which usually turns out to 
be just another Little Stint or 'Curlew Sand'. 

As with anything in life, practice makes perfect. 
See mistakes not as failures, but as valuable learning 
opportunities. There are many ways to seek help: ask 
a more experienced birder; post a photo online; find a 
helpful article or blog post; consult a specialised book 
(preferably this one); attend a wader course; visit the 
museum's bird collection. But always get back in the 
field and try again. With dedication, you will become 
familiar with the basic waders in just one summer.

Don't get overwhelmed by detail (this happened 
to me at least once a day while I was researching 
this book). Wader identification can be as easy or 
complex as you want it to be. The experts often make 
it sound as if near-forensic examination of plumage 
and structure is essential to identify waders; however, 
those same experts identify the vast majority of a 
wader flock with just a quick sweep of their binoculars. 
I've aimed to achieve a balance between details and 
fundamentals in this book. Start with the basics, 
and as your experience grows, you will find yourself 
naturally observing waders, and birds in general, in 
more detail. Plunging into the technicalities from the 
word go is not the best way to learn.

One of the aims of this book is not only to help you 
identify waders to species-level, but also to provide 
the basics on distinguishing age-classes, sexes and 
subspecies. So even if there are only common species 
around, you will still find it thoroughly enjoyable to 
distinguish the juveniles from the adults, or find signs 
of moult, or to note subtle differences in bill shape 
between the sexes.

Warning!
This book should come with a warning: waders are 
addictive. Among experienced birders, waders more 
than any other group of birds (with the possible 
exception of raptors), are a firm favourite. Before long 
I guarantee you will find yourself literally twitching 
with excitement when you see a mudflat teeming 
with stints at low tide, or a closely packed assembly 
of roosting waders at high tide. You will start reading 
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Avocet, Pied
Buttonquail, Common
Courser, Bronze-winged
Courser, Double-banded
Courser, Temminck's
Jacana, African
Lapwing, African Wattled
Lapwing, Blacksmith
Lapwing, Crowned
Oystercatcher, African Black
Painted-snipe, Greater
Plover, Kittlitz's
Plover, Three-banded
Plover, White-fronted
Snipe, African
Stilt, Black-winged
Thick-knee, Spotted
Thick-knee, Water

BREEDS IN SOUTHERN AFRICA

Curlew, Little***
Dowitcher, Long-billed**
Dowitcher, Short-billed***
Killdeer***
Plover, Forbes's***
Plover, Semipalmated**
Pratincole, Madagascar*
Pratincole, Oriental***
Sandpiper, Least**
Sandpiper, Semipalmated**
Sandpiper, Sharp-tailed**

Buttonquail, Black-rumped
Buttonquail, Hottentot
Courser, Burchell's
Courser, Three-banded
Jacana, Lesser
Lapwing, Black-winged
Lapwing, Long-toed
Lapwing, Senegal
Lapwing, White-crowned
Plover, Chestnut-banded
Pratincole, Collared
Pratincole, Rock

COMMON, WIDESPREAD UNCOMMON, LOCALISED

NON-BREEDING VISITORS

Curlew, Eurasian
Godwit, Bar-tailed
Greenshank, Common
Knot, Red
Plover, Common Ringed
Plover, Grey
Pratincole, Black-winged
Ruff
Sanderling
Sandpiper, Common
Sandpiper, Curlew
Sandpiper, Marsh
Sandpiper, Wood
Stint, Little
Turnstone, Ruddy
Whimbrel, Common

Crab-plover
Plover, Caspian
Plover, Greater Sand
Plover, Lesser Sand
Sandpiper, Terek
Snipe, Great

COMMON, WIDESPREAD UNCOMMON, LOCALISED

VAGRANTS

RECORDED ANNUALLY; <10/YEAR (V*)

Godwit, Black-tailed
Oystercatcher, Eurasian
Phalarope, Red (inland)
Phalarope, Red-necked
Plover, Pacific Golden

RARE VAGRANTS; 1 EVERY 1-5 YEARS (V**)

Dowitcher, Asian
Dunlin
Lapwing, Spur-winged
Plover, Little Ringed

POTENTIAL VAGRANTS

Sandpiper, Solitary*
Sandpiper, Spotted*
Sandpiper, Stilt*
Sandpiper, Upland**
Sandpiper, Western***
Snipe, Pintail***
Snipe, Common*
Snipe, Jack**
Tattler, Grey-tailed**
Tattler, Wandering***

Plover, Kentish
Stint, Long-toed
Stint, Temminck's
Yellowlegs, Greater

EXCEPTIONAL VAGRANTS; 1 EVERY 5-20 YEARS  (V***)

Godwit, Hudsonian
Knot, Great
Phalarope, Wilson's
Plover, American Golden
Redshank, Spotted
Sandpiper, Baird's

Redshank, Common
Sandpiper, Broad-billed
Sandpiper, Green
Sandpiper, Pectoral

Sandpiper, Buff-breasted
Sandpiper, White-rumped
Stint, Red-necked
Sheathbill, Greater
Yellowlegs, Lesser

Probability of occurrence: * High   ** Medium   *** Low

251 
wader  

species  
globally  

80 
seen in  

Southern  
Africa  

21 

potential 
vagrants

19 
vagrants 

9

34 
breed or 
common  
visitors

18 
localised 

annual 
vagrants

Of the world's 251 waders (which excludes gulls, 
terns etc.), nearly a third (80 species, 31.8%) have 
been recorded in Southern Africa. A further 21 species 
can potentially occur as vagrants in the future (see 
p. 242). Of these 80 species, 18 are common resident 
breeders, and 16 are common non-br. summer visitors. 
12 breeding species and 6 visitors are uncommon or 
range-restricted. A further 9 are considered 'common' 
rarities, and are recorded in small numbers annually. 
Finally, 19 species are true vagrants. These can be 
classed as rare (e.g. Buff-breasted Sandpiper and 
American Golden Plover), or exceptional/accidental 
e.g. Asian Dowitcher and Little Ringed Plover.

There are 251 wader species worldwide, including 
7 recently extinct species (e.g. Prosobonia sandpipers  
p. 140). This figure represents an almost negligibly 
small 2.3% of the world's 10,800-odd bird species. Of 
the 971 species recorded in Southern Africa (which 
includes pelagics, vagrants and introduced aliens), 
80 species are waders (8.2%). Because many waders 
are long-distance migrants, the same species occur in 
many countries, which explains why the proportion 
in Southern Africa is much higher than the world's 
proportion. A few, e.g. Common Whimbrel, Ruddy 
Turnstone and Sanderling, have almost global ranges, 
and occur in most of the world's countries.

10,814  

251 waders

971

waders

80

birds recorded in 
Southern Africa

bird species 
globally
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rarities alert emails with fervour, and keep peak rarities 
months open, just in case you need to make a quick 
dash to Strandfontein Sewage Works at 10:30 on a 
Wednesday morning. You will probably buy a scope. 
You will study overseas field guides to look at 'what's 
possible'. You will stare at stinking mudflats for days. 
You will scrutinise tide tables. You will start using 
words like 'Woody' and 'Barwit' and 'Pec'. In short, you 
will fall in love with waders.

Why are waders so popular? Firstly, because many 
species undertake long-distance migrations, they are 
more prone to vagrancy than any other group of birds.  
More than a third of the wader species recorded in 
Southern Africa were 'not supposed to be here'. The 
possibility of finding a rarity, or perhaps even a first 
for the region, is the thrill that most waderphiles chase 
first and foremost. The difficulty in separating many of 
the species adds to the fun of this challenge. However, 
rarities and twitching is by no means the only aspect 
that makes wader-watching so exciting. 

More than that, it is about the birds. Waders' 
migration ranks as one of the marvels of the animal 
kingdom. The Bar-tailed Godwit undertakes the 
longest known migration of any animal, and may fly 
for more than a week without pause. Imagine running 
for a week, without food, drink or sleep (as we know 
it, at least). To our minds, constrained by airplanes, 
passports and borders, it is hard to grasp the scale 
and liberty of waders' movements across the planet. 
In the last decade or so, lightweight geolocators and 
satellite-tags affixed to the birds have given us a full 
picture of just what incredible feats of endurance 
migrating waders are capable of (e.g. p. 57 and 128). 

Another remarkable aspect is the dramatic changes 
in appearance, ecology and behaviour that many 
undergo during the year. We mostly see them as dull-
coloured, demure and rather quiet creatures, but 
come the boreal spring, that same bird is transformed 
into an explosion of colour; it sings long, complex and 
melodious songs, often during breathtaking display 
flights, or even from the tops of tall trees; and performs 
extravagant dances and displays to attract a mate. 
Equally impressive is migratory waders' adaptability 
to climatic extremes. One month it might be enjoying 
a sun-drenched tropical beach in Mozambique, and 
a few weeks later it is in the Arctic Circle, waiting for 
the snow and ice to melt enough so it can lay its eggs. 
Some waders switch from inland to coastal habitats, 
freshwater to seawater, beaches to mountains, mon-
soons to blizzards, scorching to freezing, molluscs to 
berries—every few months of their lives. 

Why? How?
Finding answers to such questions has become the 

lifetime obsession of many researchers. Hundreds of 
books, thousands of academic papers and countless 
articles have been written about waders. They are 
some of the best-studied organisms on Earth. Yet we 
are still learning. The recent 'rediscovery' of a rare race 
of Whimbrel in Maputo, once thought extinct, is a 
good example (p. 118). Geneticists are still untangling 
the branches of the wader evolutionary tree, while 

paleontologists keep describing new species from 
fossilised bone fragments. 

An interest in waders is nothing new. Many species 
were hunted in large numbers for the table and birds 
with pre-migratory fat reserves fetched a high price in  
markets. Excessive hunting is one of the causes of the  
extinction of the formerly abundant Eskimo Curlew  
(p. 116). Snipe-hunting (in the literal, not metaphorical 
sense) still occurs; in fact, it is the origin of the word 
'sniper'. Given man's long history with waders, many 
species have a whole range of alternative folk names 
(as explained in the introductions of the respective 
chapters). Waders play an important role in cultures  
and mythologies around the world. 

If you need further motivation to go out wadering, 
know that observations from citizen scientists make a 
valuable contribution to wader conservation. Sadly,  
wetlands and coastlines are some of the most severely 
threatened ecosystems worldwide, and populations of 
many wader species are crashing. Several species are 
close to extinction. The escalating symptoms of hu-
man over-population are visible worldwide: wetland 
drainage, industrialisation, agriculture, siltation, water 
abstraction, pollution, hunting, over-exploitation and 
disturbance, all exacerbated by global climate change. 
Surveys, population estimates, atlas work and moni-
toring are all desperately needed. So grab that scope 
you bought earlier, and let's go birding!

How to Identify Waders
While a few waders are easy to identify, most are very 
challenging. Why is that? Firstly, most species have 
vastly different juvenile, breeding and non-breeding 
plumages—and while in Southern Africa, migrant 
waders are mostly in drab non-br. plumage. Worn 
or transitional (moulting) waders can be especially 
confusing. There are only a small number of regular 
species, but a whole spectrum of vagrants (including 
potential future vagrants, p. 242) complicates the 
picture. Thirdly, migrant waders do not sing while on 
the non-br. grounds, so vocal identification clues are 
limited to short, simple flight-calls that require much 
practice to distinguish. Finally, there are practical 
challenges: the most difficult waders are also the 
smallest, and because they are found in open habitats 
they are not easy to approach.

What is the solution? There is no substitute for 
field experience. Experienced birders are able to 
identify nondescript waders with a mere glance, and 
sometimes at great distance, by weighing up the 
birds' size, shape, behaviour and basic colour patterns, 
while keeping the distribution, habitat and season 
in mind. Such fundamentals are sufficient to identify 
most species, and can be seen with binoculars or even 
the naked eye. It is only in a few problem cases where 
scrutiny of fine plumage or structure details, and close 
views, are critical. That is not to say that you shouldn't 
take the opportunity to study waders up close. It is 
often possible to identify a bird beyond species-level 
and determine its age, sex or subspecies.
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Marsh Sandpipers have long, straight, fine bills for 
picking prey from the surface of water. Their long 
legs allow them to wade away from the edges. Some 
other tringas have thicker bills used for picking and 
probing. Also note the effect of the background 
colour on perceived size. The exact same bird looks 
notably bigger against a dark background. The bird 
against the pale background looks darker, and also 
appears to be further away than the one on the left. 
All 3 of these phenomena are optical illusions to keep 
in mind when identifying waders.

Fret not! 
At first the great number of plumages and species 
is overwhelming, but in reality, not all of these need 
be considered. From about Nov-Feb you can ignore 
juvenile and breeding plumage illustrations, and focus 
only on non-breeding birds. Remember that only a 
handful of the more challenging waders are common 
visitors to our region, and the vast majority of birds 
(and even 'odd' individuals) will belong to one of these 
species. Advice for beginners: ignore all the vagrants 
and rarities, until you are confident with the common 
species—get to know these first, in all their variations.

Taxonomy 101
Allocating a bird to one of the main wader families 
(p. 16) is a necessary first step: 9 of the 11 families are 
straightforward. The remaining birds can be divided 
into 2 large groups: plovers (brown tabs) and sand-
pipers (blue tabs), with various subdivisions. Plovers 
are rotund and horizontal, with short necks, large 
round heads and short, strong, stubby bills for picking 
items from the surface. They forage in a characteristic 
'run-stop-peck' style, tilting forwards to capture prey 
so that their tails stick up. This is distinctive even from 
afar. As runners and visual foragers, plovers tend to 
keep to dry surfaces. Conversely, most sandpiper-type 
waders are slimmer and longer-necked, with finer, 
longer and often decurved bills. They move about 
restlessly, walk continuously, or stay in one spot. Some 
do pick from the surface but they also probe in mud 
or water. Many wade in shallow water when foraging. 
About half of the plovers are resident year-round, 
whereas all sandpipers except African Snipe are non-
br. migrants, only present in summer.

Ecology
Birds' ability to fly gives them mobility unparalleled 
elsewhere in the animal kingdom, and waders are 
among the most mobile of all birds! This is evidenced 
by the many American and Asian vagrants that have 
occurred on our shores, thousands of kilometres off 
course. Or, in a local example, painted-snipes pitching 
up at isolated puddles after a big storm, or coursers 
appearing on burnt fields that are still smouldering. 

Nevertheless, each species has a distribution repre-
senting the intersection of environmental variables 
that it requires for survival and reproduction. Only 
a negligibly small percentage of individuals ever 
wander outside their established ranges. Within its 
range, each species has, through millions of years of 
evolution, adapted to a specific habitat. Outside of 
this habitat, it may struggle to survive or procreate. 
For example, a wader's bill may be perfectly adapted 
to one habitat and food source, but less efficient to 
useless in another habitat.

In aquatic waders, one of the primary distinctions 
is whether they occur at inland freshwater habitats, 
or at the coast. The former includes wetlands, dams, 
pans, rivers, floodplains and the like, while the latter is 
implied to mean estuaries, tidal mudflats, beaches and 
wave-washed rocks on the seafront. But freshwater 
pools can be found at sea-level too! Also keep in mind 
that migrating marine species often stop to rest and 
refuel at freshwater sites for a few days, particularly 
in spring and autumn periods. And many waders, 
such as Common Ringed Plover, Greenshank, Curlew 
Sandpiper and Little Stint, seem equally at home in 
inland and coastal zones.

Make note of the micro-habitat too. Probers need 
very soft sediment and thus generally keep to areas 
with a soft substrate, while surface-pickers frequent 
firmer ground. Wood Sandpipers wade in shallow 
water or walk on soft mud, but Common Sandpipers 
specialise in hard surfaces such as rocks or dam walls. 
Also pay attention to the amount of vegetation. Some 
species prefer a bit of cover (e.g. Pectoral Sandpiper), 
others require plentiful concealment (e.g. snipes) and 
some feed unconcernedly in completely exposed 
areas. Birds with longer legs can wade in deeper water.  

Generalists are able to exploit or tolerate a wide 
range of conditions and are consequently found in 
diverse habitats (and are often adaptable to modified 
or artificial habitats). Conversely, specialists have a very 
particular set of environmental constraints. Consider 
Blacksmith vs. White-crowned Lapwings. Specialists 
tend to be rarer and more localised while generalists 
are more common and widespread. A good grasp of 
a bird's ecological requirements can be very helpful.

Seasonality
Only 30 of our 80 waders are not migratory. That being 
said, even the 'resident' species are prone to nomadic 
wanderings, local movements or altitudinal shifts, 
depending on conditions. The seasonality bars below 
the distribution maps can provide some useful clues. 
Ranges of fully migratory species are plotted in red 
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A wader's shape can change dramatically depending 
on its mood and the weather, as exemplified by this 
Burchell's Courser. In hot weather, or when something 
makes them alert, birds stand upright and stretch 
their necks, making them look slim and long-legged 
with sleek uniform plumage. When it's cold or windy, 
or when they are resting, waders often retract their 
necks completely, hunker down and fluff up their 
feathers; they then look squat, fat and short-legged, 
and the different feather tracts are more discernible. 
One could be forgiven for thinking these 2 coursers 
are entirely different species!

coursers are noted shape-shifters,  
as are the related pratincoles; 
when a pratincole stretches its 
neck and stands very  
upright, it actually  
looks a lot like  
a courser

note change in 
crown shape and 
face pattern, and 

perceived length of 
bill and size of head

slim fat

shortlong

feathers 
puffed 
up

feathers 
sleeked 
down

no neck

long 
neck

alert / hot relaxed / cold

and pink colours on the distribution maps. Keep in 
mind that the first migrants can arrive as early as late 
Jul; these are typically failed breeders, or whichever 
sex does not take part in parental care. Juveniles tend 
to arrive about 4 weeks after adults. In autumn, some 
migrants depart as early as late Jan, while others linger 
as late as May. In fact, in many Palearctic migrants, 
juveniles stay behind on their Southern African non-
br. grounds throughout the S Hemisphere winter, 
while their parents migrate back to their boreal br. 
grounds. In some species, such imm. birds may remain 
in Southern Africa for 2-3 years and only return N when 
they've reached full adulthood. At major estuaries, 
numbers of Palearctic waders in the (S) winter can be 
as high as 25% of the summer counts. Another caveat 
is that lone vagrants may not follow normal migration 
and moult schedules, or may adapt their cycles to 
synchronise with birds around them. 

Likelihood
It goes without saying that common birds are more 
common than rare ones. In practice this means that 
you are far more likely to encounter a common species, 
or some uncommon variation of a common species,  
than its rare look-alike. First eliminate the more likely 
possibility before considering a less likely candidate. It 
is thus important to get to know the 34 most common 
waders (as listed in the table on p. 10) well, in all their 
various age-, sex- and moult-related variations.

Behaviour
Another motivation for studying the common birds, 
is that you'll start noticing behavioural traits. The di-
agnostic behavioural differences between plovers and 
sandpipers have already been noted. Tringas are active 
foragers which move purposefully and occasionally 
perform short chases, and the smaller species bob 
their tails when alarmed. Tringas tend to keep their 
bills horizontal, while calidrids hold their bills angled 
downwards. Phalaropes spend most of their time 
swimming on open water, and often spin around 
and peck very rapidly. Common Sandpipers fly with a 
characteristic low flutter-glide style that is shared only 
with their American sister-species, Spotted Sandpiper. 
These are just some basic examples. Pay particular 
attention to flight style, foraging strategy, sociability, 
aggression, posture, carriage, tameness, interactions 
and displays. While behaviour by itself may not always 
be enough for a positive identification, it will at least 
narrow down the options.
  
Relative Size
The ability to judge relative size is one of the most 
important skills needed to identify waders, but can 
also be one of the most difficult. Especially if you're a 
beginner, or if you haven't been in the field in a while, 
you might find yourself unable to decide if a bird is 
large or small. It may take a few minutes to calibrate 
your perception of size; the picture will become clear 
as soon as you positively identify one species (it does 
not even need to be wader) that you can compare 

adjacent birds to. Even inanimate objects can help. 
An accurate appraisal of size will eliminate the vast 
majority of options. Beware of optical illusions. For 
example, the amount of contrast between a bird 
and the background can create a false impression 
of size: the more contrast, the larger a bird tends to 
look. Another common size-illusion can occur when 
looking through a scope, when more distant birds 
may appear larger than closer ones of the same size. 
In misty or hazy conditions birds generally appear 
bigger. It is obviously much harder to judge lone birds 
without reference (sometimes you just have to eyeball 
them and trust your gut).

Shape and Structure
An evaluation of a bird's structure, and especially leg 
length, bill length and bill shape, is often far more 
important than plumage details. Structure is a relative 
concept: 'compared to Greenshank, Marsh Sandpiper 
looks more delicate'. To beginners, such a statement is 
not very meaningful, but with experience you will train 
your eyes to focus on size and shape instead of colour 
(which is what our brains automatically emphasise). 
Forms follows function, and structure is closely tied 
to ecology. For example, long-distance migrants 
have longer and more pointed wings and often more 
bulky chest muscles than residents. Another excellent 
example is waders' range of different bill shapes: some 
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have straight, fine-tipped bills for picking prey from 
the water's surface while others have long bills for 
probing into invertebrate burrows in deep mud. Oys-
tercatchers have strong, blunt bills for forcing open 
mollusc shells. And turnstones have wedge-shaped 
'multi-tools' used in a variety of contexts. Although 
they are unrelated, both oystercatchers and turn-
stones have shorter, stronger legs than other waders 
for clinging to slippery seaside rocks. Shape depends 
a lot on your observation angle, the bird's current 
activity, its mood and the weather. To experienced 
eyes, newly arrived migrants in spring look positively 
anorexic compared to fat pre-migratory birds of the 
same species in autumn. There is no one definitive 
silhouette for each species: in time you'll build up a 
gallery of mental search images.

Basic Colour Patterns
Despite their reputation for being featureless, waders 
actually have complex and intricate plumage. It is 
easy to get lost in the details. More often than not 
though, you have only a general impression of the 
basic colours and patterns of a distant bird to consider. 
The good news is that this may be more informative 
than painstaking observation of feather details. Try 
to restrict your description to a single word e.g. 'pale' 
(Marsh Sandpiper), 'spotted' (Wood Sandpiper) or 
'dark' (Green Sandpiper). Some waders look brown 
(e.g. Ruff, Baird's Sandpiper, most plovers) while others 
look grey (Red Knot, most calidrids, Chestnut-banded 
Plover). Also note prominent marks such as bands, 
stripes, masks or bars, and the general impression of 
the bird's markings e.g. plain, barred, mottled, scaly.

Plumage Details
This is generally overemphasised by field guides (this 
one too!). Identifying waders by fine plumage details, 
more than just their basic colour patterns (as above), 
requires a working knowledge of moult, feather 
wear, ageing, sexual dimorphism and geographical 
variation. It also then becomes critical to be able to 
distinguish different feather tracts with confidence 
(see Topography). In short, advanced birding.

Topography
One of the best ways to progress from a beginner to an 
advanced birder, is to repeatedly practice recognising 
the different feather groups, as depicted on the inside 
covers. Just as a mechanic needs to know the names 
and functions of different engine parts (and not 'that 
square, metal, box-type thing'), being able to identify 
feather tracts will help you interpret and remember 
what you are seeing, and communicate this to others. 
If it is too much to remember, start by learning to 
distinguish just these 3: the scapulars, wing coverts 
and tertials. Being able to judge the relative lengths 
of the primaries (the pointed black wing-tips) against 
the tertials and tail is also important.

Voice
Waders are generally very vocal, and many species 
are instantly identifiable by their calls. That being said, 
non-br. visitors are fairly quiet in Southern Africa, and 
their identification hinges on short, abrupt flight-calls. 
Once again, it pays to just learn the calls of the common 
birds first; in this way you'll recognise something that 
sounds different. In addition to the descriptions and 
sonograms in this book, you can listen to waders calls 
on various apps and web sites like the fantastic xeno-
canto.org (see p. 254).

Unusual Variations
In addition to the normal age-related and seasonal 
variation in waders, aberrant birds may be encoun-
tered on the rare occasion. Vagrants, or individuals 
with hormonal imbalances, may show the wrong 
plumage for that time of year e.g. full breeding in 
the middle of the non-br. season. Because of injury, 
sickness, or some other reason, birds can occasionally 
skip a moult. Their feathers then become extremely 
frayed (sometimes with virtually just the central shaft 
remaining) and bleach to almost white. Likewise, 
birds in harsh, sunlit environments can look very 
pale. Leucism has been recorded in many waders; this 
genetic condition results in reduced pigmentation 
and a whitish, washed-out plumage. True albinistic 
birds are very rare,  but the opposite (melanistic birds) 
has been recorded in snipes and a few others. Because 
waders often wade in tinted mud or water, their bills, 
foreheads, legs and feet may get stained or dirty. Bill 
or leg deformities are also possible. Hybrids have been 
recorded in many waders (see p. 91 and 142), in one 
case so regularly that the hybrids were described as an 
entirely new species.

Moult and Feather Wear
Over time, feathers become brittle and faded and are 
replaced via moult. Waders in active moult often show 
contrasting old and new feathers, or gaps in their 
wings in flight. Moult is a complex study subject, but 
even a basic understanding will help explain variations 
in appearance. Because moult is energetically costly, it 
usually does not overlap breeding or migration, and 
each species has developed its own moult strategy 
depending on its nesting location and migration route. 

Feather wear can alter the appearance of a bird so 
much that one might assume it has moulted. When 
migrants depart Southern Africa they are in fresh 
plumage. Upon their return in spring, they are worn. 
This Broad-billed Sandpiper is a good example.

fresh
(Mar-May) worn 

(Jul-Sep)

'frosted tips' pale tips 
worn away
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JUV. fresh�
(Jun-Aug)

first adult-like non-br. 
scapulars appearing

JUV. worn�
(Sep-Nov)

no wing moult 
(no gaps on rear 
edge of wing)

smaller, more neatly 
arranged scapulars 

than adult

Effects of moult and feather wear on the appearance 
of a Palearctic wader (e.g. Curlew Sandpiper).

AD. BR.�  
worn 
(Jun-Sep)

�IMM.  
(Oct-Apr)

AD. NON-BR.�  
(Oct-Apr)

AD. BR.� 
fresh 
(Mar-May)

fresh br. feathers with weak 
grey-white tips that soon 
wear off (see e.g. p. 138)

(moults all 
feathers after 

breeding)

larger, less lined-up 
scapulars than juv.

contrast between retained 
(by now worn) juv. coverts, 
tertials, tail and flight 
feathers 

�adult cycles
juv. / imm. cycles

post-br. moult (complete)
�

retains some non-br. 
feathers (e.g. lesser wing 
coverts) which are very 

worn by now

soon loses 
buff tones

bill may still grow 
for a few months

(juv. plumage rapidly 
grown and thus weak; 
may start post-juv. moult 
shortly after fledging)

post-juv. moult (partial)
�

no contrast 
between tertials/
coverts and 
scapulars

often visible wing 
moult upon arrival 
back in our region 
Aug-Oct

still has to moult a 
few (worn, brown) 
non-br. scapulars

pre-br. moult (partial)
�

may resemble 
very worn br. 
adult by Sep

'first non-br.' or 
'first-winter'

only time in bird's 
life that all feathers 
are the same age

shorter tertials 
(longer primary 
projection)

This book
Juvenile
Post-juv. moult

Immature

Immature

Post-br. moult

Ad. non-br.

Pre-br. moult

Ad. breeding

Alternative names
N/A
First pre-basic moult
First non-br.
First-winter
First basic
First br.
First-summer
First alternate
Prebasic moult
Ad. winter
Definitive basic
Prealternate moult
Ad. Summer
Definitive alternate

Season
Jun-Sep
Aug-Nov

Oct-Apr

Feb-Sep

Jul-Nov

Oct-Apr

Feb-May

Mar-Sep

Age (months)
1-4
3-6

5-11

9-16

14-18

17-23

21-24

22+

Typical moult schedule of a Palearctic-breeding 
wader, hatched in late May, and which attains its adult 
plumage at the age of 2 years. Moults are in blue.

may attain a 
subdued first  
br. plumage too

There are many variations, but in general most waders 
undergo 2 moults in a year (1 cycle). After breeding, 
all the feathers are replaced (complete moult) to 
acquire non-br. plumage. Before breeding, most of 
the body feathers (but not the flight feathers; thus 
partial moult) are replaced to attain br. plumage. In 
the N Hemisphere, which has a short peaked summer, 
the timing of moult is consistent, and has specific 
terminology. In the life-year system, a first-year is a 
juvenile or immature <12 months old. The second 
calendar-year overlaps with the first year, but only 
applies from 1 Jan. This system is confusing to birders 
in the Southern Hemisphere, because our seasons are 
reversed: Palearctic migrants come to Southern Africa 
in our summer to 'winter' here. Instead of 'winter' and 
'summer', this book uses the terms non-breeding and 
breeding, respectively. The Humprey-Parkes system, 
widely used in America, uses basic to refer to non-
br. plumage and alternate to refer to br. plumage. In 
reality, the moult schedules of waders are often much 
more complex. In subtropical waders, moult (and 
breeding) tends to be more random and protracted, 
and may occur at any time of year.

Ageing
Especially in challenging species, it is sensible (and 
fun) to determine a bird's age in order to compare 
individuals of the same age. Chicks replace their 
soft down with their first set of feathers (i.e. juvenile 
plumage) within 3-6 weeks. Juv. feathers are small, 
neat and highly patterned; juveniles often resemble 
br. adults. However, juv. feathers are grown rapidly 
(so as to be able to fly as soon as possible) and are 
weaker than adult feathers. They may be replaced 
shortly after they are fully grown. The body feathers 
are usually moulted, but juv. flight feathers, coverts 
and tertials are retained; the contrast between these 
older feathers and the new generation, indicates that 
the bird is a first non-br. or in Palearctic migrants, so-
called first-winter. During their first br. season (i.e. a few 
weeks before their first birthday), some waders gain a 
subdued first-br. plumage. Larger species may take 3-4 
years to gain full adult plumage. 
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Wader families

A single ship-assisted vagrant from the Antarctic. 
Hangs around at harbours or coastal rocks; scavenges 
for food from seabird/seal colonies. Often very tame. 
Like a large, diseased pigeon: entirely white, except for 
stumpy grey legs and naked pink face covered in warts. 
Base of bill yellowish, with a flaky sheath. Reluctant to 
fly. Formerly stowaways reached the W Cape regularly, 
mainly in winter, but much rarer in recent years.

SHEATHBILLS
Family Chionidae

p. 34

Two familiar species: Spotted is common at parks, golf 
courses, farmyards and open, flat natural landscapes; 
Water stays next to rivers, dams or estuaries. Thick-
knees (or 'dikkops') are nocturnal, resting by day in 
some secluded place next to a bush or under a small 
tree (Spotted) or near water (Water) where they are 
hard to spot thanks to their cryptic, mottled plumage. 
Legs, large eyes and bill-base yellow. Often sits on tarsi. 
Very vocal, with far-carrying whistled songs given at 
night. Could be confused with lapwings or coursers, or 
perhaps with golden plovers (or korhaans!).

THICK-KNEES
Family Burhinidae

p. 36

African Black is a familiar sight (and sound) along 
the coast. Breeds on low dunes not far above the 
high-water mark. Searches on surf-splashed rocks 
for molluscs, or loafs on beach. Draws attention by 
its loud, piping calls, often given in groups with their 
heads down. Entirely black except for reddish legs, 
bill and eye. Rare migratory Eurasian is similar in most 
respects, but has pied plumage.

OYSTERCATCHERS
Family Haematopodidae

p. 44

Two unmistakable waterbirds. Pied Avocet has a thin, 
upwards-curving bill and bold pied plumage, plus 
longish blue-grey legs; often seen in small flocks 
standing in deep water. Forages by sweeping bill 
from side to side. Aptly named Black-winged Stilt has 
longest (red) legs of any bird relative to its body. Wings 
black and body white. Bill straight, for picking food 
from the water surface. Noisy yapping calls.

AVOCETS & STILTS
Family Recurvirostridae

p. 50

Three species in the genus Pluvialis. Much bigger and 
bulkier than Charadrius plovers and have strongly 
mottled (not plain) backs. Grey (or Black-bellied, be-
cause of br. plumage) is a common summer visitor 
to estuaries, and rarely at inland waters on passage. 
Rather featureless, but in flight shows a white rump 
and black 'armpits'. Unlike the others, it has a hind-toe. 
Call a characteristic fluty whistle. American and Pacific 
Golden named for their yellowish 'spangled' upper-
parts in br. plumage. Vagrants to the coast, and rarely 
also inland. They have dark rumps and pale greyish 
'armpits'. The 2 goldens are distinguishable, with dif-
ficulty, by a combination of structure and plumage.

TUNDRA PLOVERS
Charadriidae 1, subfamily Pluvialinae

p. 56

Ten species in the genus Charadrius: 4 breeding resi-
dents, 4 visitors, 2 very rare vagrants (1 record each; 
disregarded hereafter). The 2 Sand Plovers are difficult 
to tell apart, but all other species are readily identifi-
able by their striking head patterns and breast-bands. 
Common Ringed (1 black band) and Three-banded 
(2 black bands) have colourful legs and orbital rings. 
Some overlap, but all have their own preferred habitat: 
salt pans (Chestnut-banded); sandy beaches (White-
fronted); subtropi cal estuaries (Lesser and Greater 
Sand); freshwater (Three-banded); mudflats at coast 
or inland (Common Ringed); dry short grass (Caspian); 
short grass/dry mud near water (Kittlitz's).

SMALL PLOVERS
Charadriidae 2, subfamily Charadriinae

p. 66

Eight species: 3 common, 4 range-restricted but locally 
common; 1 vagrant. Some of the most frequently seen 
and well-known waders, even on lawns in cities, esp. 
Blacksmith and Crowned. Large with long legs (black, 
yellow or red) and striking, high-contrast patterns, esp. 
in flight. They have penetrating, easily distinguishable 
calls and can be very noisy. All breed here (except 
vagrant Spur-winged) and are fiercely protective of 
their nests and eggs. White-crowned and African 
Wattled have hanging yellow skin flaps alongside their 
bills. Most species have carpal spurs. Plumage same 
year-round; juv. a duller, barred version of adult.

LAPWINGS
Charadriidae 3, subfamily Vanellinae

p. 84

The second largest wader family. It is subdivided into 3 
subfamilies, as shown below. Plovers are visual feeders 
with short, sturdy bills for picking from the surface. 
They forage in a characteristic run-stop-search style. 
They have large heads but short necks.

PLOVERS
Family CharadriidaeThese 11 colour-coded wader families (subdivided 

into 19 chapters) form the foundations of this book. 
Their main features are summarised below. Assigning 
a bird to the correct group is an important first step 
towards identification.
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A single unique species, not related to other snipes. 
Nomadic, skulking inhabitant of wetlands, mostly in 
the subtropics. Polyandrous: more colourful  calls 
(mellow hooting, like blowing over a bottle), and 

 undertakes incubation and parental care. Differs 
from other snipes in pink, slightly drooped bill and 
plumage e.g. patch around eyes, golden wing-spots, 
white 'braces'. Also shorter-winged with weaker flight. 
Usually silent when flushed.

PAINTED-SNIPES
Family Rostratulidae

p. 100

Three godwits, plus superficially similar vagrant Asian 
Dowitcher (closer to snipes). Large, tall, long-legged, 
long-necked birds with very long straight or slightly 
upturned pink-based bills.  larger. Orange or red 
below in br. plumage. Fairly easy to identify, esp. in 
flight. Bar-tailed (fairly common) and Hudsonian (very 
rare) mostly coastal; Black-tailed (rare) mostly inland. 
Dowitcher has a thicker, black, snipe-like bill. 

GODWITS
Scolopacidae 2, subfamily Limosinae

Two species, part of an extravagant family character-
ised by absurdly long toes and claws which enable 
them to walk on floating vegetation; consequently 
they are clumsy on land and never venture far from 
water. African Jacana is the familiar lily-trotter; Lesser 
is tiny (smaller than Black Crake) and resembles a 
chick of African; see p. 109. Sexes alike, but  notably 
larger. Polyandrous:  undertakes incubation and pa-
rental care; carries the chicks under his wings. African 
is noisy, colourful and conspicuous, Lesser very much 
the opposite (and only common in Okavango Delta, 
and parts of Mozambique and N KZN).

JACANAS
Family Jacanidae

p. 104

The largest and most diverse wader family, and the 
most difficult to identify. With the exception of African 
Snipe, all are non-breeding migrants from Eurasia (or 
vagrants from the Americas). They are all, to differing 
degrees, associated with water or soft mud. They 
feed by tactile methods, probing with the sensitive 
bill-tip. Bill shape varies tremendously for different 
prey types and environments but typically long and 
fine-tipped. Compared to plovers they have smaller 
heads and longer necks (though often retracted), and 
much more pronounced seasonal plumage changes. 
Subdivided into 6 groups, as shown below.

SANDPIPERS & ALLIES
Family Scolopacidae

Two species. Very large (larger than gulls, and among 
the largest of all waders). Very long, strongly curved 
bills. Brown, mottled plumage year-round. Vocal. Both 
coastal, but may stop at inland waters on migration. 
Rarer Eurasian Curlew is massive (ibis-sized) with a bill 
3-4x as long as its head. Common Whimbrel is smaller 
with head-stripes and a shorter bill (<3x head). Probes 
deeply in invertebrate burrows or hunts for crabs. 
Pronounced racial variation; 2 rare races of Whimbrel 
were recently 'rediscovered' in Mozambique. 

CURLEWS & WHIMBRELS
Scolopacidae 1, subfamily Numeniinae

p. 112

p. 122

Advanced birding! 12 sandpipers in the genus 
Calidris (thus 'calidrids'), plus 4 species in related 
genera. Includes knots, stints, (most) sandpipers, 
Sanderling, Ruff and Ruddy Turnstone. They breed at 
Arctic latitudes and are highly migratory. Impressive 
flocks form on estuaries (and sometimes perform 
coordinated aerial displays). All are essentially bland 
grey-brown in non-br. plumage with few distinguishing 
features; size and structure is critical for identification. 
Many have white wing-bars, white rumps or other 
distinguishing features only visible in flight. Calidrids 
have moderately long, slightly decurved and tapered 
bills. Ruff, Pectoral and Buff-breasted have orange 
or yellow legs and 'scaly' upperparts. Calidrids start 
showing br. plumage by Feb; this varies from subtle to 
very showy. With its wedge-shaped bill, short red legs 
and bold patterns, Turnstone (genus Arenaria) is an 
exception; it often forages on rocks, unlike the others. 

CALIDRIDS
Scolopacidae 3, subfamily Calidrinae

p. 134

African Snipe is the only scolopacid that breeds in 
Africa. Great is a rare summer migrant to N subtropics. 
Secretive, partly crepuscular birds of marshes, where 
they are superbly camouflaged thanks to their cryptic 
plumage and parallel buff lines above. Often remain 
perfectly still and only seen when flushed underfoot; 
then they fly off rapidly (African gives a characteristic 
call; Great often silent). They have long, straight, thick 
bills with nerve-rich tips, with which they probe 
vertically in soft mud or water. African performs 
'drumming' display-flights, producing a thrumming 
sound with its stiff outer tail feathers.

SNIPES
Scolopacidae 4, subfamily Scolopacinae

p. 172

Three species: Red is common on the Atlantic Ocean 
off the W Coast, and is a fairly regular passage 
migrant inland. Red-necked is very rare inland but 
locally common on coastal salt pans (e.g. Walvis Bay). 
WIlson's is a very rare vagrant from the Americas.  

PHALAROPES
Scolopacidae 5, tribe Phalaropodini

p. 180
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While most waders can swim, phalaropes do so almost 
exclusively (hence have lobed toes); a small white bird 
swimming in the middle of a dam or pan (or ocean) is 
almost certainly a phalarope. They often spin rapidly 
on the water to stir up tiny food items, which are 
'sucked' up using the surface-tension of water. Drab in 
non-br. plumage (but note dark masks), but stunning 
in br. plumage. Polyandrous:  much brighter.

Ten species: 8 delicate, leggy species in genus Tringa 
(thus called 'tringas') plus 2 shorter-legged species in 
related genera: Common (Actites) and Terek (Xenus). 
Stilt-like birds are called 'shanks'. Includes 2 red-legged 
vagrants from Eurasia and 2 yellow-legged vagrants 
from the Americas. Bill straight in most, but re curved 
in Greenshank and Greater Yellowlegs (subtly) and 
Terek (obviously); tip decurved in Spotted Redshank. 
Small species bob their tails up and down. Common 
likes to hunt on rocks but the rest wade in shallow 
water, often in partly vegetated areas. They are pickers 
rather than probers. They give diagnostic ringing calls 
in flight; most tringas have white rumps but no wing-
bar (opposite in calidrids). Br. plumage not as striking 
as in other groups, except in black Spotted Redshank. 
Most occur both at the coast and inland; Terek, 
Common Redshank and both yellowlegs exclusively 
coastal; Wood and Green at freshwater.

TRINGAS & SHANKS
Scolopacidae 6, subfamily Tringinae

p. 190

Three species. Unlike any other waders, but resemble 
unrelated Coturnix quails (differ in having only 3 toes 
and weaker flight). Very hard to see on the ground 
but often flushed while walking or driving through 
relatively short sparse grass or fynbos. Flutters weakly, 
without calling, then drops back down. Pale eyes. 
Cryptic plumage, similar year-round; juv. essentially 
as adult. Polyandrous: more colourful  produce low 
hooting calls to attract mates. Common (=Kurrichane)
is widespread and irruptive after rains; Black-rumped 
and Hottentot are rare and localised.

BUTTONQUAILS
Family Turnicidae

p. 210

Five species. Lapwing-like, terrestrial birds found away 
from water, often in bare or burnt spots where they 
run very fast with the head held high. Burchell's and 
Double-banded in dry W, Three-banded and Bronze-
winged in NE woodlands, and Temminck's widespread 
in grasslands or savanna. Some species nocturnal (and 
may be seen alongside thick-knees on roads at night, 
but are hard to find in the day). Generally uncommon, 
erratic, and inconspicuous. Calls easily identifiable, 
but not often heard. Juveniles mottled. No seasonal 
plumage changes. Leg colour and patterns of breast 
and wings useful in identification. All 5 breed here.

COURSERS
Glareolidae 1

Three species. Pratincoles are the only aerial waders. 
They catch flying insects in their huge gapes, often in 
flocks high up in the sky. Small, dark, short-tailed Rock 
Pratincole is limited to a few rivers on our N bor ders, 
where it breeds on rock-islands. Black-winged and 
Collared very similar: Collared breeds here and is often 
in beautiful br. plumage with a thin black necklace. 
Black-winged is a non-br. migrant from C Asia, and is 
more often seen in non-br. plumage (though much 
overlap). Usually near (though not in) water; rests on 
agricultural fields or floodplains. Runs fast despite 
short legs. In flight, their long wings, graceful style and 
forked tails could lead to confusion with terns.

PRATINCOLES
Glareolidae 2

A single unique species. Breeds colonially in burrows 
(laying a single large white egg) in the Middle East, 
and winters at tropical estuaries and mangroves 
along the Indian Ocean's coastlines. Unmistakable: 
a huge, black-and-white, long-legged bird with a 
massive bill for crushing crabs. Reasonably common 
in Mozambique in summer where flocks of up to 300+ 
occur (see p. 221). Rare in SA (mostly single juveniles).

CRAB-PLOVER
Family Dromadidae

p. 220

p. 224

Pluvianellidae
 
Pluvianidae
 
Ibidorhynchidae
 
Pedionomidae
 
Thinocoridae

Magellanic Plover, Pluvianellus socialis 

Egyptian Plover, Pluvianus aegyptius 

Ibisbill, Ibidorhyncha struthersii 

Plains-wanderer, Pedionomus torquatus

Rufous-bellied Seedsnipe, Attagis gayi 
White-bellied Seedsnipe, A. malouinus 
Least Seedsnipe, Thinocorus rumicivorus 
Grey-breasted Seedsnipe, T. orbignyianus

FAMILY SPECIES

Patagonia; winters on Pacific 
coast of Argentina.
Senegal to Uganda, DRC  
(now extinct in Egypt).
Himalayan region and  
Tibetan Plateau.
Localised in inland Australia 
(esp. New South Wales).
Andes, plus Ecuador. 
S Argentina. 
Ecuador to Argentina. 
Peru to Chile.

Only wader that feeds its chicks by 
regurgitation (has a large crop).
Said to pick food from crocodiles' 
teeth (probably a myth). Striking!
Habitat stony glacial riverbeds at 
altitudes of 1,700-4,400 m.
Like buttonquails, but upright with 
longer yellow legs. Endangered.
Hardy partridge-like birds that 
inhabit harsh habitats up to the 
snowline. Mostly vegetarian; eat 
seeds, shoots, buds, leaves.

DISTRIBUTION NOTES

Only 5 families of waders (4 of which contain a single unique species) are not represented in Southern Africa.

p. 234
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How to observe waders
Some waders, such as lapwings, jacanas and oyster-
catchers, are among the most visible and frequently 
encountered birds in their respective habitats. Others, 
such as the cryptic, terrestrial buttonquails or noctur-
nal coursers, rank as some of our most elusive birds. 
The best strategy will depend on the location and the 
species in question, but the following general tips will 
help you locate, observe and identify waders.

Find Patterns
Birds are creatures of habit, and their lives are governed 
by patterns. Every bird occurs in a specific territory, 
within a specific habitat, in a certain geographical area 
and at a certain time of year. Many birds also follow 
fixed and predictable daily activity schedules (which 
are linked to the tides in coastal habitats). If you under-
stand a bird's ecology and can predict its requirements, 
finding that bird largely becomes a matter of finding 
suitable habitat. For example, buttonquails are often 
quite common in patches of the exact right type of 
grassland or fynbos. In a more everyday example, with 
experience you will learn what types of sites would 
make good day-roosts for thick-knees; it is gratifying 
to indeed find them roosting there!

Learn to See Details
Consciously training your brain and senses to observe 
and remember more detail is the best way to progress 
from a beginner to an advanced birder. Always study a 
bird for as long as possible in the field, before starting 
to page through a book or trying to get a photo. 
Ask yourself questions while looking at the bird. 
Knowing what to look for beforehand is a powerful 
tool. However, it is also important to note what you 
do not see. Even after you have identified a bird, keep 
watching it to commit it to memory.

Notebooks
The practice of keeping a field notebook is waning 
in modern birding, largely due to the belief that a 
photograph is a superior substitute. However, the 
two processes have very different goals. The aim of 
taking notes is not only to represent what you see in 
the field but ultimately also to develop more effective 
observation skills and to force you to look at birds in 
more detail and remember details better. Sketching 
is even more beneficial in this regard, regardless of 
your artistic skills; remember that the aim lies in the 
process and not the product. Keeping a notebook is 
undoubtedly the fastest (and arguably also the most 
satisfying) way to improve your birding skills.

Colour Perception
Eyesight is our primary sense, and it is only natural 
that we rely primarily on this to identify birds. In 
everyday life, our brains make constant allowances for 
the effects of light and background on the colours that 
we perceive. We should do the same for birds. Backlit 
birds look darker, and may have strong highlights or 

'burnt-out' edges that change their apparent shape. 
In warm light in the morning and afternoon, birds 
generally look richer in colour. Light that reflects off of 
surrounding objects (ground, water, foliage) can also 
have a major influence. Such hazards are particularly 
applicable to isolated photos which may represent 
false colours or catch the bird in an atypical posture—
ideally, photograph the bird from as many angles as 
possible, and even better, at different times of day. 

Become Colour Blind
Given the vagaries of colour, size and structure are 
often more useful when identifying waders. However, 
some pitfalls should be noted, especially in regards to 
the angle that the bird is seen or photographed from. 
At oblique angles, relative proportions can become 
skewed, making the wings seem longer, the body 
more truncated etc. The best general angle is usually 
that depicted in most books: directly in profile. But 
certain field marks may only be visible from other 
angles. Structure is a relative concept, so it is useful to 
compare different birds directly, or otherwise measure 
body parts against each other, e.g. the length of the 
exposed primaries relative to the tertials, the wing-tip 
relative to the tail-tip, or the bill relative to the head.

Bird by Ear
To the practiced ear, identification based on sound 
is very convenient. Waders have distinctive voices, 
as reflected in the onomatopoeic names of many 
species. However, learning bird sounds is one of the 
most frustrating aspects of birding for the beginner. 
Birders who have mastered this skill do not have better 
hearing or musical talent, but have simply trained 
their minds to recognise and process sounds better. 

Like learning a new language, learning bird sounds 
requires practice and repetition. Rendering bird calls 
in text is rather subjective, and it is recommended 
that you describe wader calls in your own words, in 
addition to reading the descriptions provided in the 
book. Comparisons to other species that you know 
well, or to some other memory or mental association, 
can be effective tools in learning bird sounds. Do not 
get discouraged: paradoxically, the more sounds you 
learn the easier it becomes to learn additional ones.

Tidal and Lunar Cycles
Tides are often a more important determinant in 
waders' activity cycles than day and night. In tidal 
habitats, most waders disperse over the mudflats to 
feed individually or in loose flocks at low tide, and 
return to roost in dense, communal, multi-species 
flocks at high tide. The latter offers the best chance 
of finding 'the odd one out'. High tide roosts are most 
impressive during spring tide (around full moon and 
new moon) when there is less dry sand for the birds 
to stand on. During neap tides (around first and third 
quarter moon) waders often roost in smaller numbers 
at sites closer to their feeding areas. Many waders 
depart on migration around full moon, so about a 
week after is a good time to search for new arrivals.
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Nocturnal Waders
Thick-knees and some coursers are strictly nocturnal. 
While these can be found by dedicated searching 
during the day, it is easier to spotlight them at night. 
They need open, flat spaces unencumbered by rocks 
or vegetation, so check areas trampled by game, 
cattle kraals, around waterholes, airstrips, sports 
fields etc. They are often seen on roads after dark; in 
the latter case rather stop too early than too late, and 
keep in mind that nocturnal birds have sensitive eyes. 
Buttonquails may sit in small vehicle tracks at night, 
and are often flushed on night-drives. They tend to 
fly towards lights once airborne and can sometimes 
be caught by hand. Many other waders are active to 
varying degrees at night, depending on the moon 
and tides, which is a good opportunity to practice 
identifying wader calls. African Snipes may perform 
their drumming flights at night—an eerie experience.

Flocks
In localised, food-rich habitats or at communal roosts, 
waders can occur at overwhelmingly high densities. 
Searching for an individual rarity feels like finding the 
proverbial needle in a haystack. Especially if you're 
an experienced wader-watcher, atypical birds will 
often catch your eye quickly. Start by determining the 
approximate extent of the flock with the naked eye. 
Then scan quickly with binoculars before taking up 
your scope. It is better to proceed in a logical fashion, 
say from left to right, than just starting in the thick of 
things. Identify each bird positively before moving on 
to the next (it often helps to say their names out loud, 
or work in tandem with a friend who can confirm your 
identifications). However, do not waste too much time 
on birds turned away or sleeping—you never know 
when something might spook them and cause the 
whole flock to take flight. It can be fatiguing to scan 
through waders for long periods. If you feel eye-strain, 
or realise that your concentration is dwindling, take a 

short break, or give someone else a 
shift with the scope.

Telescopes
In open habitats waders tend to be extra vigilant, 
particularly if they are in big flocks, making them 
hard to approach. In such situations, a telescope is 
almost indispensable. It is not necessary to get the 
most expensive model, but do try to find a scope 
with an angled eyepiece. Adjustable zoom has the 
advantage of quickly scanning through flocks at low 
magnification, and then focusing in on an interesting 
bird. Don't try to save by getting a subpar or overly 
lightweight tripod: in exposed locations, especially 
along the coast, conditions are often very windy. 
Another great aspect of birding with a scope is that 
sightings are easily shared with others: 'It's in the 
scope; have a look' instead of 'It's the forty-second one 
to the left of that clump of grass'. This is particularly 
useful when guiding a group. One practical matter: 
keeping your 'other' eye pinched shut for a long 
period can be tiring, so consider an eye-patch (only 
for the truly committed and not easily embarrassed!).

Digiscoping
Scopes, in synergy with a cellphone, can be used for 
'digiscoping': taking a picture through the scope by 
simply placing your phone's camera on the scope's 
eyepiece. Be sure to select 'tap screen to take picture' 
or similar beforehand; once you have everything lined 
up, you don't want to move your hands unnecessarily. 
Special attachment mechanisms can be bought or 
even made. Digiscoping results range from acceptable 
to surprisingly impressive. While not quite matching 
the quality of a telephoto lens, it works great to get 
that all-important 'record shot'. In a pinch, the same 
can even be accomplished with binoculars.

Photography
In the last few years there has been a notable shift 
from bird-watching to bird photography. It is first 
and foremost a valuable way of immortalising fond 
memories, but also adds a new dimension to birding. 
Patience is essential in photography, and spending 
more time with each bird will give you a greater 
insight into its behaviour. Photos can help clinch a 
difficult ID or prove the accuracy of a rarity claim, and 
may reveal details that are very difficult to see in the 
field, such as the underwing pattern. But photos can 
be dangerously deceptive, and have caused many a 
heated, protracted and often unresolvable debate on 
social media. It is almost always easier to identify birds 
in the field than from a computer screen or the back 
of a camera. Top birders rely more on their brain, ears, 
eyes and gut (in that order), than on their equipment. 

Always place the birds' welfare above getting a 
good photo. With patience and stealth, waders will 
usually allow a fairly close approach; lone vagrants of-
ten particularly so. Some groups, such as phalaropes, 
can be unnaturally tame. But do not proceed past the 
point where the bird becomes noticeably uncomfort-
able; this not only harasses the bird, but can also flush 
your subject, or chase the bird away before others can 
enjoy it. Birds in flocks are particularly nervous. 

A spotting scope is essential for 
serious wader-watching, while 

a telephoto lens is useful for 
documenting fine plumage and 

structural details on distant waders.
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WADER HOTSPOTS
Waders are all around us. From the kids' school 
down the road, to the remote estuary of the Kunene 
River on Namibia's Skeleton Coast. One of the best 
ways to learn about waders is to find a good spot 
in your local area and visit it regularly. Given the 
mobility of migratory and nomadic waders, and the 
unpredictability of vagrants, even (and sometimes 
especially) small, temporary or isolated water bodies 
are worth investigating. Also keep in mind that many 
waders are not associated with water at all. The sites 
below are considered to be Southern Africa's best 
wader-watching locations. Some were chosen for 
their diversity or numbers, others for holding specific 
elusive species, and still others for their potential 
of producing vagrants; sites which are difficult to 
access (such as the Zambezi and Kunene mouths) are 
excluded, as are very erratic sites; for example, Etosha 
and the Makgadikgadi pans are brilliant after rains, 
but are otherwise bone-dry. A number of birding site 
guide books and websites can provide you with-up-to-
date details on access, directions and local conditions; 
or join a commercial birding tour for expert guidance.

1  CHOBE, BOTSWANA
The confluence of the Chobe and Zambezi rivers 
forms the junction of Botswana, Zimbabwe, Namibia 
and Zambia. This isolated corner of the region, centred 
on the town of Kasane (17°48'19.7"S, 25°08'52.4"E) 
provides some of the richest birding in Southern 
Africa. Guided boat trips on the Chobe are almost 
guaranteed to produce Long-toed Lapwing on the 
floodplain, while White-crowned patrols the sandy 
banks. Keep an eye open for Lesser Jacana. Flocks 
of Collared Pratincoles are present at times, and a 
few pairs of Rock Pratincole breed just downstream 
of Mowana Lodge (17°46'58.0"S, 25°09'33.0"E). Night-
drives may produce Bronze-winged and Three-
banded Coursers. Given the northerly latitude, Spur-
winged Lapwing is a possibility.

2  OKAVANGO DELTA, BOTSWANA
It is not surprising that this waterbird paradise ranks as 
a top wader-watching site. In fact, the Delta is the only 
area in Southern Africa where waders such as Long-
toed Lapwing and Lesser Jacana occur in substantial 
numbers. Great Snipe is also a possibility. There are 
many options for visiting the Okavango, depending 
on the depth of your pockets: from remote, upmarket, 
fly-in lodges to rustic bush camping. The town of 
Maun (19°59'10.5"S, 23°25'40.9"E) at the S edge of the 
Delta, makes a convenient base and many Okavango 
specials can be seen on the edge of town when the 
Thamalakane River is in flood (usually Jul-Mar, but not 
every year). By road, the Delta is most easily accessed 
in Moremi Game Reserve, which can be reached via 
South Gate (19°25'33.2"S, 23°38'44.7"E), 100 km NE of 
Maun (4x4 required). The most enjoyable and effective 
way to explore the Delta is by mokoro; trips depart 

Guidelines for Photographing Waders
Waders can be tough subjects: they are often far, active 
and flighty, and in environments with harsh light and 
strong reflections. These tips will improve your results: 

Familiarise yourself with your equipment, so as not to 
waste time unnecessarily with settings and controls.
Move quietly and slowly, preferably alone or in a 
small group. Avoid bright clothes and busy paths.
Plan ahead by noting birds' foraging direction, 
escape routes, territory limits and food sources. 
Shooting from a vehicle, boat or hide is often a better 
option than approaching on foot.
A side-on profile photo is most useful, as this shows 
the proportions, wing shape and bill shape most 
realistically. Photos from odd perspectives can give a 
drastically different impression of shape. 
Size can be hard to judge from photos. To convey 
scale, photograph the bird with familiar background 
objects, or directly alongside other species. 
Shape can be deceptive in photos; therefore try 
to take as many images as possible from different 
angles and with the bird in different poses. 
The tail pattern, wing markings and colour of the  
un  derwing coverts can be important in identifica-
tion, but may be visible only for a second. Be ready 
to take a burst of shots as the bird flies or stretches.
Colours are influenced by the light, back ground, 
exposure and camera settings. Keep this in mind 
when trying to compose a representative picture. 
Some colour correction can be done with software.
Waders vary in appearance depending on the bird's 
age, sex, moult progression and degree of feather 
wear. Ideally, photograph multiple individuals of the 
same species wherever possible.
Habitat is important, so it might prove helpful to take 
some photos of the bird's immediate surroundings.

Videos
One of the main disadvantages of photos is that they 
do not always convey an accurate impression of a 
bird's shape, size, movements and habits, and cannot 
capture its voice. For this reason, video can be helpful. 
Even small handheld video cameras have remarkable 
zoom capability and are small enough to be easily 
carried in the field. Cellphones can also take passable 
video clips through 'digiscoping' (see left). A clip of a 
special sighting, complete with background sounds, is 
a wonderful way to relive birding memories. 

Attitude
Do not get discouraged: even the experts make 
mistakes (and theirs tend to be correspondingly 
bigger). One of the great joys of birding is making your 
own discoveries, so view mistakes as valuable learning 
opportunities. A lot can be learnt from birding with 
more experienced friends or hiring a guide, but always 
try to verify facts for yourself. Getting involved in 
the birding community (through a bird club, social 
media or the SABAP2 atlasing project) gives you the 
opportunity to learn from others, meet like-minded 
people and support conservation.
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3  WALVIS BAY, NAMIBIA
It may come as a surprise that Southern Africa’s most 
important wader site lies at the edge of the Namib 
Desert. Walvis Bay Lagoon is unequaled in terms of its 
sheer number of waterbirds. This includes, at times, 
the majority of the world population of Chestnut-
banded Plover. It is also extremely important as a 
non-br. site for many Palearctic waders e.g. >20,000 
Curlew Sandpipers occur in some years. This is one 
of the few areas where Eurasian Oystercatcher and 
Red-necked Phalarope are annual, in addition to 
more unpredictable vagrants. Other specials are Black 
and Damara Terns, and Dune and Gray's Larks. 

At Walvis, one can often get very close to the birds 
without even alighting from the car, which provides 
brilliant photo graphic opportunities. Birding can start 
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from Xakanaka (19°10'51.3"S, 23°24'41.5"E) in Moremi. 
Lake Ngami (20°28'49.3"S, 22°42'13.9"E) which lies 
about 100 km W of Maun, can hold spectacular 
numbers of waterbirds when it is flooded, but this is 
an erratic occurrence. The 'Panhandle' section of the 
Delta also provides access to most of the specials, and 
boat trips from Shakawe (18°22'09.0"S, 21°50'45.1"E) 
should produce first-rate birding (including Pel's 
Fishing Owl and White-backed Night Heron, and 
habituated African Fish Eagles swooping down right 
next to your boat). From Shakawe one can easily 
cross the border into Namibia's Caprivi Strip to 
explore Mahango Game Reserve and Bwabwata 
National Park. Rock Pratincoles breed at Popa Falls 
(18°07'28.6"S, 21°34'59.9"E) and are most reliably seen  
in Aug-Feb when rocks are exposed.
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out onto the sand. Up to 850 Common Whimbrels 
(incl. the rare alboaxillaris race), 800 Common Green-
shanks, 800 Curlew Sandpipers, 125 Terek Sand-
pipers, 150 Greater Sand Plovers, 50 Lesser Sand 
Plovers and various other commoner species gather 
here. A Long-toed Stint was recorded in 1977.

The extensive estuarine system SW of Maputo is 
difficult to access, but Salinas Zacharias should whet 
your appetite. Take the main EN2 SW for Boane and 
take an unmarked dirt road to the left, 500 m after 
crossing the Matola River (opposite the cell tower; 
turnoff at 25°58'45.69"S, 32°26'2.60"E). Follow the 
track for 1.2 km, bearing left. Park at 25°59'6.34"S, 
32°26'36.31"E and explore further on foot. The Salinas 
hold a wide selection of flamingos, cormorants, ibises 
and storks, and are good for freshwater waders. Birds 
from the surrounding estuary roost here at high tide 
(Maputo high tide +45 minutes). Upwards of 650 
Little Stints gather here; Red-necked Stint was seen 
in a vacant lot in a Maputo suburb in Sep 2015, so it is 
worth working through all stints carefully. This is the 
only regular site for Eurasian Curlew in the area.

The productive but inaccessible mudflats of the S 
shore of Maputo Bay lie within the Maputo Special 
Reserve but similar habitats on Inhaca Island are 
accessible by boat. Mangroves and mudflats of the 
Saco (26°01'48.81"S, 32°54'44.55"E) hold several 
thousand waders, incl. >1,400 Common Whimbrels 
and numerous Greater Sand Plovers.  The greatest 
diversity is, however, on the island’s SW coast at the 
Ponta Raza (26° 3'17.76"S, 32°53'33.82"E) where the 
tidal roost regularly holds small numbers of Crab-
plovers and many Terek Sandpipers.  

6  KRUGER NATIONAL PARK
One of Africa's premier ecotourism destinations, this 
20,000 km2 park is home to >500 bird species (and of 
course the Big Five). Kruger's rivers, dams and pans 
support healthy wader populations, and a number 
of rarities (including Dunlin) have occurred. Heavily 
grazed or burnt grassland should be searched for 
Temminck's Courser and the localised Senegal 
Lapwing. White-crowned Lapwing occurs along 
some of the larger rivers (and keep an eye open for 
hybrids; p. 91). Even a vagrant Long-toed Lapwing 
was recently recorded. After good rains, Common 
Buttonquails irrupt in incredible numbers (although 
seeing them from the confines of your vehicle is not so 
easy). Most camps offer guided night-drives; at times 
Bronze-winged Courser can be abundant, and you 
should also bump into both thick-knees and a variety 
of owls and nightjars. Three-banded Courser occurs 
primarily in the N of the park. 

7  MKHOMBO (RHENOSTERKOP) DAM
A favourite birding location among Gauteng birders. 
Mkhombo has earned a reputation as 'rarities capital', 
boasting a long list of incredible records—so expect 
the unexpected. As with most wader sites, much 
depends on the water-levels, which can fluctuate 
drastically, even over short periods of time. In some 

right in town. Drive SW along the lagoon, stopping 
occasionally to scan. Just before you reach the salt 
works, turn right (23°01'20.4"S, 14°27'49.7"E) and drive 
towards Pelican Point (no 4x4 needed). Be careful not 
to run over Chestnut-banded Plovers along this 
section. The pump station is a good place to start 
looking for Red-necked Phalarope. Access to the 
salt works and nearby oyster farm (good for Eurasian 
Oystercatcher) needs to be arranged beforehand. 
About 7 km N of Swakopmund, the Mile 4 Salt Works 
(22°35'47.6"S, 14°31'40.1"E) is another top wader 
spot (regular sightings of Common Redshank). Half-
day commercial boat cruises into the Atlantic are 
excellent for seabirds and marine mammals such as 
the localised Heaviside’s Dolphin, and are a good bet 
for Red Phalarope in summer. A visit to the remote 
Sandwich Harbour, S of Walvis Bay, is worthwhile but 
a 4x4 and a good navigation system are needed unless 
you join a commercial day tour.

4  INHAMBANE, MOZAMBIQUE
This is arguably one of the most important wader 
sites on Africa's E Coast, especially in late summer 
when thousands of birds stage here, including flocks 
of hundreds of Lesser and Greater Sand Plovers, 
providing a good opportunity to practice your ID skills. 
The mainly subtropical Terek Sandpiper is easy to find. 
Common Whimbrels disperse into the mangroves to 
hunt crabs at low tide, but high tide roosts provide a 
chance of the rare alboaxillaris and rogachevae races of 
this species. This is also one of the 'regular' stakeouts 
for Great Knot (see p. 243). With luck you might bump 
into Crab-plovers in summer (a flock of >300 has been 
seen; see p. 221); the location of their high tide roost 
shifts from time to time and it might require some 
searching to locate them. Other general specials in the 
area include Mangrove Kingfisher, Lesser Crested Tern 
and even the occasional Great Frigatebird.

The best area to see the wader spectacle is at the 
high tide roost at ‘White Sands’ at the far NW tip of the 
Barra Peninsula. The area is inaccessible by vehicle at 
high tide (when the birds are there!) but at low tide 
one can drive as far W as 23°46'49.22"S, 35°28'45.19"E 
with a 4x4. Be prepared to walk up to 2 km on the 
sun-baked sand though! There is a smaller but easily 
accessible wader roost on the beach (23°47'29.98"S, 
35°31'44.64"E), which is accessed from the lighthouse. 
Crab-plover has been seen here. A good area to try 
for Steppe Whimbrel is in front of the Capitao Hotel 
in Inhambane town (23°51'36.31"S, 35°22'41.60"E). 
Waders can be watched from the pool deck of the 
hotel (with a cold drink in hand). The flats are also 
easily accessible on foot from the esplanade to the E.  

5  MAPUTO, MOZAMBIQUE
The most accessible area in Maputo Bay is at the N 
end of the city's coastal road ‘The Marginal’. Drive N 
for about 8 km to the Costa do Sol restaurant, and 
turn right towards the fishing village 800 m further 
on. Scan the tidal flats from the road before turning 
back S; park at 25°54'36.46"S, 32°39'10.08"E and walk 

INTRODUCTION 23

1_Intro_x4.indd   23 2016/11/06   9:42 PM



summers the numbers of birds here are staggering. 
Hundreds of Black-winged Pratincoles (and the 
odd Collared) fill the skies, while the mudflats crawl 
with Little Stints, Curlew Sandpipers and Common 
Ringed Plovers, and Marsh and Wood Sandpipers, 
Common Greenshanks, Ruffs, Black-winged Stilts 
and Pied Avocets wade in the shallows. Rare passage 
migrants, such as Grey Plover, Ruddy Turnstone, Bar-
tailed Godwit, Sanderling and Common Whimbrel 
pass through in spring. Rarities have included Black-
tailed Godwit, Lesser Jacana, Pectoral Sandpiper 
and Red Phalarope. Heavily grazed flats away 
from the water are home to Kittlitz's Plover and 
Temminck's Courser, which are joined in summer 
by small groups of handsome Caspian Plovers (plus 
Yellow Wagtails). Common Buttonquails 'boom' from 
drier, sparser grasslands, while lusher vegetation and 
wet zones hold Greater Painted-snipe and a variety 
of crakes. Mkhombo is best accessed via the rural town 
of Libangeni (25°09'36.7"S, 28°51'25.2"E); take the 
small track (25°08'47.9"S, 28°51'02.5"E) down to the 
dam. Once at the dam, turn left and stick to the tracks 
if you value your tyres. 

A visit to Mkhombo could be combined with 
a drive down the legendary Zaagkuildrift Road 
(25°11'48.0"S, 28°17'43.7"E), along the Pienaar's River 
which spills out onto a rich floodplain at Kgomo-
Kgomo (25°09'54.1"S 28°04'59.1"E). After heavy rains 
the roads can get rough: you might even flush a 
Greater Painted-snipe or Green Sandpiper from the 
deeper puddles! If you're travelling at night, keep an 
eye open for Bronze-winged Courser. Also consider 
Borakalalo NP (25°09'35.4"S, 27°48'19.8"E).

8  MARIEVALE BIRD SANCTUARY
This is one of Gauteng's most popular birding sites, and 
the various hides can get crowded on weekends. Half 
of all our wader species have been seen here. Some of 
these are ever-present (African Snipe, Black-winged 
Stilt, Pied Avocet, Three-banded Plover) but many 
more arrive in spring. The site is a famous rarities 
hotspot, with records of Black-tailed Godwit, Pacific 
Golden Plover, Terek, Baird's, White-rumped and 
Pectoral Sandpipers, Red Phalarope and Common 
Redshank. A Buff-breasted Sandpiper that spent a 
few days trudging about in a field in Feb 2001 sparked 
one of the biggest twitches in South Africa's birding 
history. The entrance (26°23'04.1"S, 28°30'36.9"E) is on 
the R42, NE of Nigel. There are many other great wader 
sites in SE Gauteng, including Grootvaly Wetland 
(Springs; 26°12'47.5"S, 28°28'56.2"E), Rondebult Bird 
Sanctuary (Germiston; 26°17'59.1"S, 28°12'47.6"E) 
and a scattering of pans on the East Rand.

9  BARBERSPAN BIRD SANCTUARY
This 2,000 ha perennial waterbody lies between 
Delareyville and Sannieshof in North West Province. 
Barberspan was one of the first SA wetlands to be 
covered under the RAMSAR Convention, and is an 
important moulting and wintering site for, at times, 
up to 40,000 waterbirds. It makes for a great weekend 

destination from Gauteng, and is an essential stop if 
you're travelling along the N14 (turnoff at 26°36'05.0"S, 
25°36'31.2"E). Barberspan is known among twitchers 
as a rarities hotspot. It has perhaps been a bit under-
watched in the last few years, but past records have 
included Wilson's Phalarope and Buff-breasted 
Sandpiper, in addition to many transient passage 
migrants on their way to the coast.

10  SPITSKOP DAM AND KIMBERLEY
An hour's drive N of Kimberley, Spitskop Dam 
(28°07'33.8"S, 24°29'33.1"E) is a promising but under-
watched wader site: as the largest waterbody in this 
otherwise arid area, it has predictably played home 
to a number of rarities. Black-tailed Godwit is quite 
regular in summer (e.g. 28°04'11.8"S, 24°33'32.3"E). 
More common waders include African Snipe, Pied 
Avocet, Kittlitz's Plover and a range of Palearctic 
migrants. The dam lies on the Harts River, near Jan 
Kempdorp. It is advisable to obtain information on 
facilities and access, and detailed directions before a 
visit. Kamfers Dam, immediately N of Kimberley on 
the N12 (28°40'16.8"S, 24°46'36.4"E) is famed for its 
artificial Lesser Flamingo breeding island. Chestnut-
banded Plover occurs here. Double-banded Courser 
is common throughout the wider Kimberley area, and 
the rarer Burchell's Courser occurs in small numbers. 

11  ST LUCIA AND ISIMANGALISO
The mosaic of coastal forest, dune forest, grasslands 
and swamps surrounding Lake St Lucia, together with 
the estuary S of St Lucia town, offer rich birding. The 
best area for waders and roosting terns is the mouth of 
the Mfolozi River and the narrow sandbar separating 
the river from the sea (28°23'01.6"S, 32°25'20.0"E). A 
number of stragglers have occurred, particularly after 
cyclones. St Lucia can be used as base from which to 
explore many other great birding sites in N KwaZulu-
Natal. Moist coastal grasslands, such as on the Nibela 
Peninsula and toward Cape Vidal (28°07'24.4"S, 
32°33'23.1"E) may hold the tricky Black-rumped 
Buttonquail. uMkhuze (main W gate 27°38'22.7"S, 
32°09'27.6"E; new E gate 27°36'00.1"S, 32°17'45.3"E) 
is one of SA's top birding spots. The nearby Muzi 
Pan (27°39'12.4"S, 32°24'05.6"E) has produced Buff-
breasted Sandpiper and other rarities; Lesser 
Jacana and Greater Painted-snipe are regular, while 
Collared Pratincole and Senegal Lapwing may be 
seen on short grasslands in the area. Access to the 
formerly brilliant Richards Bay is difficult; try near 
the small crafts harbour (turnoff here: 28°47'37.9"S, 
32°04'34.8"E). The road is quite sandy. Also, it is safest 
to visit on weekends when fishermen are around.

12  SWARTKOPS ESTUARY
The Swartkops River Estuary lies on the N outskirts 
of Port Elizabeth. Despite being virtually encircled 
by industrial and residential developments, the IBA 
(which includes the estuary, the Redhouse Salt Pans 
and the Chatty Salt Pans) is home to large numbers of 
waterbirds. Seeing these can be challenging, but try 
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Tree Pipit and Little Crake). Common coastal waders 
including White-fronted Plover, African Black 
Oystercatcher, Ruddy Turnstone and Sanderling 
are also present. If you're heading N to Langebaan, 
a detour to Rietvlei (33°50'14.0"S, 18°29'37.7"E) is 
worthwhile. A magnificent br.  Wilson's Phalarope 
swam around on Dolphin Beach Pan (33°49'47.9"S, 
18°29'02.4"E) in May 2007. 

16  WEST COAST NATIONAL PARK
This beautiful reserve, 120 km N of Cape Town, is 
arguably South Africa's top wader-watching spot, 
as is evident by its frequent mention in the species 
accounts. The park protects Langebaan Lagoon 
(and seabird breeding islands in Saldanha Bay), 
and is one of the country's, and indeed the world's, 
most important wader refuges. It supports 10% 
of South Africa's coastal wader population, with 
summer counts exceeding 16,500 birds. Langebaan 
Lagoon holds significant proportions of the region's 
Eurasian Curlew, Bar-tailed Godwit and Red 
Knot populations. Excellent hides are located at 
Seeberg (33°07'30.5"S,18°03'38.2"E) and Geelbek 
(33°11'38.9"S,18°07'32.2"E), but timing is important: at 
Geelbek wader-watching is best about 4,5 hours after 
high tide. If there are no birds about, have a coffee 
at the restaurant, check the small freshwater pool at 
Abrahamskraal (33°13'50.8"S, 18°08'08.6"E), or head 
up to Seeberg, which is better at high tide. Some of 
the park's most memorable rarities have included 
Great Knot, Dunlin and Hudsonian Godwit, while 
the likes of Eurasian Oystercatcher, Broad-billed 
Sandpiper and Com mon Redshank are fairly regular. 
The open coast (such as at Tsaarsbank; 33°08'53.3"S, 
18°00'07.3"E) supports very high densities of African 
Black Oystercatcher, White-fronted Plover and 
Sanderling. Visit in Aug-Sep for wild flowers when the 
Postberg section of the park is also open.

17  BERG RIVER ESTUARY, VELDDRIF
The productive mudflats and salt pans along the 
lower Berg River around Velddrif are <50 km from 
the Langebaan gate of West Coast National Park; 
combining the two sites makes for an enjoyable 
day’s wader-watching. Kuifkopvisvanger Guest Farm 
(32°48'45.0"S, 18°11'37.9"E), just E of the main R27 
approach road, before you cross the river, is a good 
bet for Chestnut-banded Plover and occasionally, 
Red-necked Phalarope. The mudflats on the N 
side of the river can be reached by turning right 
after crossing the bridge, onto the R399; the hide 
(32°47'12.6"S, 18°10'27.9"E) is 500 m after this crossing. 
The best viewing is about 1.5 hours after high tide. A 
great variety of waders is likely, especially in Nov-Mar. 
Velddrif is one of the very few places where Lesser 
Yellowlegs has been recorded. Other noteworthy 
rarities have included Hudsonian Godwit and 
Wilson's Phalarope (plus Little Blue Heron). The 
harbour area at Laaiplek (32°46'09.6"S, 18°08'46.5"E) is 
worth a quick scan for terns, gulls, cormorants and the 
occasional pelagic bird passing offshore.

scanning from around 33°52'01.1"S, 25°36'20.3"E on 
the S side of the river, or towards Bluewater Bay on 
the N side (e.g. 33°51'20.5"S, 25°37'15.4"E). Specials 
include Eurasian Curlew, Terek Sandpiper, Bar-
tailed Godwit and Greater Sand Plover. A number of 
salt pans are worth checking for phalaropes, such as 
that past the brick factory (keep going at 33°50'19.6"S, 
25°35'56.4"E) and along the R367 which runs parallel 
to the railway line (33°51'10.1"S, 25°35'09.1"E), as well 
as towards Tankatara (33°42'31.0"S, 25°46'54.7"E). The 
Sundays River Mouth (33°42'56.6"S, 25°51'13.2"E) has 
produced Crab-plover and Eurasian Oystercatcher. 
Cape Recife lighthouse (34°01'37.4"S, 25°41'59.8"E) is 
best known for its tern roost but coastal waders such 
as African Black Oystercatcher and White-fronted 
Plover are always evident. The generally uncommon 
Black-winged Lapwing occurs on short grasslands  
(including golf courses etc.) throughout this part of 
the E Cape, esp. around Port Alfred and East London.

13  DE MOND NATURE RESERVE
The picturesque estuary of the Heuningnes River can 
be explored on foot in this small reserve between 
Arniston and Struisbaai (34°42'36.2"S, 20°06'16.4"E). 
One of SA's very few br. colonies of Damara Tern is 
nearby, and the birds are regularly seen at De Mond 
in Nov-Mar. Good numbers of Palearctic migrants visit 
the estuary in summer; in recent years these have 
included up to 3 Broad-billed Sandpipers (together), 
and both Golden Plovers. De Mond forms part of a 
bigger wetland complex in the area that is worth 
investigating. The nearby De Hoop National Park 
supports the sought-after Hottentot Buttonquail.

14  STRANDFONTEIN, CAPE TOWN
Of the many waterbird sites in and around Cape Town, 
Strandfontein Sewage Works is arguably the most 
productive. One can use your vehicle as a mobile 
hide from which to scan the extensive series of pans. 
A good selection of waders is on offer; African Black 
Oystercatchers may be seen on the pans closest to 
the beach. Past rarities have included White-rumped 
Sandpiper and American Golden Plover (and at 
nearby Zeekoeivlei, a Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin in 
2016). Entry is at 34°03'17.5"S, 18°31'13.7"E.

15  CAPE POINT
The scenic Cape Point/Cape of Good Hope section of 
Table Mountain National Park features a precipitous, 
windswept promontory that juts into the sea, 60 km S 
of Cape Town. It is a reasonably reliable site to find the 
elusive Hottentot Buttonquail, Southern Africa's only 
endemic wader. Look for them in areas of flat fynbos 
with relatively short and sparse vegetation, dominated 
by grass-like restios. Secondly, given its location and 
geomorphology, the Cape Peninsula acts as a 'vagrant 
trap', funneling birds into a small area. The Olifantsbos 
section (34°15'32.2"S, 18°22'56.0"E) in particular, has 
delivered a number of rarities, including Baird's, 
Pectoral and White-rumped Sandpipers and both 
Golden Plovers (plus Little Blue Heron, and nearby, 
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
The primary aim of this book is to assist birders in 
identifying waders in the field; secondly, to share the 
fascinating biology of these sensational birds. Each 
new family or subfamily has an extensive introduction, 
which is followed by the plates and species texts. 

Layout
Most species are allocated 1 column of images and 1 
column of text. Wherever possible, the 4 most similar 
species are shown on facing pages to facilitate direct 
comparison, with their texts on the following spread. 
If only 2 species are shown, their texts are directly 
to the left. On each plate, the birds are shown in 
similar postures and to scale relative to each other. 
Throughout the book the illustrations are arranged in 
the same positions, with the juvenile at the top, non-
br. adult in the middle, and br. adult at the bottom. 
Scan horizontally across the page to compare species. 

Group Introductions
Coloured tabs on the outside edge of the page are 
useful for quickly locating a specific family (see table 
of contents, or p. 16 or p. 32 for colour codes). Broad 
colour bars at the top of the page indicate the start of 
a new group. summary statistics in the right of this bar 
give the number of species in the World and Southern 
African Region, and how many Genera the local species 
occupy. Also indicated are how many of the regional 
species are Residents, Vagrants or Migrants, and how 
many are Restricted in geographical range or number. 
The Endemics listing gives the number of species 
endemic / near-endemic to Southern Africa (few). 

All the species in the group are pictured at the same 
scale, compared to a male hand (approximately 19 cm 
in length), and grouped by genus. The text starts with a 
introduction (admittedly, sometimes rather emotive). 
This is followed by the General Characteristics section, 
which highlights some interesting shared features, 
and more technical morphological or anatomical 
characters. Calls and songs are plotted in sonograms 
(see p. 29 for tips on interpretation). 

Next is an explanation of the Origin of Names 
(etymology); see p. 28 for more on nomenclature. The 
Classification and Relationships section discusses the 
taxonomy of the group, and may be accompanied by 
a 'family tree' to show relatedness. Extralimital species 
are also briefly mentioned here, as are extinct species 
or fossils (not necessarily comprehensive). Biology 
touches on food and foraging habits, and breeding 
biology of the group. Challenging groups may have 
an additional section on Identification.

Species Texts
A full column of text is dedicated to each species. 
After the English, scientific and Afrikaans names, any 
commonly used Alternative Names are given; more 
are provided under Origin of Names in the introduction 
of each chapter. This is followed by a coloured box that 
lists the 5 most useful identification features. 

2  'New' English name, scientific name and (Afrikaans 
name). Alternative ('old') names are provided at the 
top of each species text, under ALT NAME(S).

6  Flight illustrations show details of the tail  
as well as upperwing and underwing patterns. 

5  Summary paragraph: A concise summary of the 
most important identification information.

8  Vignette illustrations (thumbnails): show the 
bird in its typical habitat and as it really appears in 
the field. These sketches also illustrate characteristic 
behaviours, displays or plumage variations.

4  Subspecies (=races) occurring in Southern Africa. 
[Monotypic] species have no subspecies. Chestnut-
banded Plover is polytypic: our birds are the nominate 
subspecies, Charadrius pallidus pallidus, abbreviated as 
C. p. pallidus, different from the E African C. p. venustus.

7  Coloured tabs: The book is divided into 11 main 
chapters (corresponding to wader families; plus an 
appendix of potential vagrants), which have different 
colour schemes.

1  An introductory box at the top of each plate 
briefly highlights similarities between the species on 
that plate, and important shared ID features, and then 
lists each bird's main habitats. Consult this box first, 
together with the distribution map.

9  Notes on shape and size are given in italics.

MEASUREMENTS

Where the sexes differ considerably, data for both may 
be listed. Mass is not provided, as this is considered too 
variable in waders to be of use in identification e.g. birds 
that have laid down fat reserves for migration may weigh 
more than double what they weighed upon their arrival.

L = Total Length in centimetres (cm), measured 
from tip of bill to tip of longest tail feather; in 
species with very long legs or bills, this is noted. 

WS = Wingspan, i.e. distance between the 
left and right wing-tips, given as a minimum-
maximum range, in cm. This is a rather imprecise 
measurement as it depends on how widely the 
wings are stretched (or how hard you pull), but it 
will still give an idea of how the different species 
compare. In some cases approximate wingspan 
had to be estimated from the standard closed-
wing measurements.

T = Tarsus Length (i.e. lower leg), in millimetres 
(mm), showing minimum-(average)-maximum. 

B = Bill Length in mm.

3  Measurements for length (L), wingspan (WS), 
tarsus (T) and bill (B). Details below. In species with 
pronounced sexual size differences, this is indicated. 
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76 CHARADRI IDAE

SMALL PLOVERS: Resident plovers occurring 
along the coast; also erratically inland. Chestnut-
banded mostly frequents natural salt pans...

Chestnut-banded Plover
Charadrius pallidus (Rooibandstrandkiewiet)
L: 14-15 cm WS: 29-33 cm T: 26-(27)-29 mm B: 12-(14)-15 mm

[C. p. pallidus]. Smaller, paler 
and greyer than other plovers. 
Often hunches back, retracts 
head into body and bends low 
to transform into a small ball 
(with long black legs bent awk-
wardly). Unique orange breast-
band is a good � eld mark in 
adults, but juv. lacks orange 
(and black) altogether. 

toes project

� ies fast and low 
when disturbed

�AD. 

�AD. 

�JUV.
(any month)

looks cute: smallest plover,  
with short wings, short tail, 
oversized head and long legs; 
carriage generally horizontal 
and close to the ground

thin dark 
chestnut band, 

often with black 
upper edge

dark 
(and 
long)

short wings 
and tail

small, 
neat black 

'fringe'

band paler 
orange but often 

wider than in 

sharp, thin 
grey band; 

usually broken

pale, grey

no black; bland 
face pattern

may show partial or 
complete paler collar

short, 
rounded 
wings

common at 
commercial 
salt pans

NT

compare 
Sanderling 

(p. xxx)

11  Status: Endemism is shown in blue. The only 
endemic (E) is Hottentot Buttonquail. African Black 
Oystercatcher and Burchell's Courser are near-
endemic (NE). The global / South African threat 
status is shown in red: Critically Endangered (CR); 
Endangered (EN); Vulnerable (VU); Near Threatened 
(NT); and Least Concern (LC). Green indicates 
vagrants: rare (V*), very rare (V**) and exceptional/
accidental (V***).

12  Seasonal status bars show the species' relative  
abundance in each month. Immatures of migratory 
waders often remain behind when adults return to 
the breeding grounds (lightest shade of grey). The 
white dots represent eggs:  = peak breeding 
months;  = other breeding months.

13  Key ID pointers are given as plate annotations. 
These are not necessarily diagnostic when taken in 
isolation and the species text should be consulted 
for a full discussion on identification. Refer to the 
Topography diagrams on the inside covers.

15  Plate layout: Flight illustrations are found at 
the top of each plate; these are followed by the 
juvenile (or immature, where juveniles are unlikely 
to be seen in Southern Africa); next the  or adult 
in non-breeding plumage is illustrated; finally, 

 or adults in breeding plumage are shown at the 
bottom of each plate.

14  Labels indicate the age, sex and subspecies 
where applicable, plus the season in which the 
relevant plumage state will be seen (intermediate 
plumages occur during transitional or moult 
periods, and there is often much overlap). In some 
cases newly grown (fresh) and older, faded (worn) 
plumages are both depicted.

10  Distribution maps represent data from SABAP1 
and SABAP2. Where applicable, the approximate 
boundaries of subspecies are depicted by dotted 
lines. Map colour indicates migratory status (see 
below) and relative abundance (more common in 
dark areas). Vagrants are indicated by red crosses. 
Ranges of strictly coastal species appear wider on 
the maps than they actually are.

Breeding resident; occurs year-round.
Non-br. summer visitor (mainly Sep-Apr).
Winter visitor (only Greater Sheathbill).

ABBREVIATIONS 

breeding
non-breeding
juvenile
immature
adult

br. 
non-br.
juv.
imm.
ad.

female / females
male / males
variation
approximately
million years ago

 /  
/

Var.
±

Ma

central
north
east
south
west

C
N
E
S
W

10

8

7

11

6

12

2

1

4

9
15

16

3

14

5

13

8

16  Book structure: A total of 80 species are 
treated in the book; a further 21 potential vagrants 
are discussed in the Appendix (p. 242). The species 
accounts are divided into 11 families, each with a 
different colour scheme. The most diverse families 
have additional sub divisions. If you are sure which 
group your bird belongs to, proceed directly to 
the relevant chapter; if not, read the summaries on  
pp. 16-18. There is also a Visual Index on p. 32.

(p. 158)
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Species Texts (continued from p. 26)
Following Habitat, the Status section focuses on 
abundance; refer to the table (right) for definitions. 
For rarities, the approximate number of total or annual 
records is mentioned, and an additional coding system 
is used (note green V* in the bottom right corner of the 
distribution map; the more stars, the rarer the bird). 
The status section may also include information on 
population estimates, densities, territory size, global 
range, migration routes, seasonality and sociability.

Identification details key structural and plumage 
characters for field identification, with the most 
useful features emphasised in bold-italics. By default, 
identification tips apply to birds in non-br. plumage. 
A description of br. plumage (under the —Br:  prefix) 
is given separately, and may be combined with notes 
on differences between the sexes under —Sex: A few 
words on ageing are given under the —Juv: heading. 
Many waders can be aged accurately for several years 
by progress of moult and other details, but such 
technicalities can become overwhelming and are not 
provided here. Rather simply, the only distinction is 
between juvenile (the first plumage) and immature 
thereafter (equating to first-year, first-summer, second 
calendar-year etc.). In many species, immatures are 
hardly distinguishable from adults. More information 
on ageing and moult is provided under General 
Characteristics in the respective chapter introductions. 
Where notable geographical or other variations occur, 
these are summarised under the —Var: heading.

Direct comparisons to similar species are provided 
in the Confusion Risks paragraph. Behaviour discusses 
typical habits or displays, particularly where these 
have identification value. Biology summarises diet and 
nesting (the latter briefly or not at all for migrants that 
do not breed in Southern Africa; but detailed in the 
chapter introductions, also under Biology).  

Taxonomy and Names
In the last few decades, molecular genetic studies 
have proved that some traditional bird classifications 
do not accurately reflect birds' true evolutionary re-
lationships. For birders, keeping track of the latest 
changes in bird species, families and even orders, 
and consequently also the species and family se-
quences, can be difficult. Wader taxonomy is now 
fairly resolved at the higher levels, but species-level 
relationships are still being fine-tuned. In this book 
a more pragmatic approach is followed by grouping 
visually and ecologically similar species together (such 
as Turnstone and Sanderling, which are in different 
genera but both forage on the open seashore instead 
of on mudflats). More detailed insights can be found 
in the Classification and Relationships sections in the 
respective group introductions. 

As a result of  a commendable  attempt to standardise 
bird names internationally, birders have had to endure 
continually changing bird names. In many cases this 
concerns principles of hyphenation and capitalisation, 
which should not cause confusion. The names used 
in this book largely follow those recommended by 

the IOC (p. 254). Waders have largely sidestepped 
such disruptive changes, with a few exceptions. For 
example, 'dikkop' is still widely preferred over 'thick-
knee' in Southern Africa. Many names are Eurocentric 
and refer to the br. plumage which we seldom see (e.g. 
Red Knot). Likewise, Red Phalarope (instead of the 
old Grey Phalarope) is in the Europeans' favour, but at 
least we still have Grey Plover instead of the (mainly 
American) Black-bellied Plover. Common Buttonquail 
is used instead of Kurrichane Buttonquail, these being 
just 2 of the many names of this unassuming species. 
One sometimes does not realise just how many 
alternative names many birds have—particularly the 
migratory waders with near-global ranges. Principal 
alternative names are listed at the top of each species 
text, and more colloquial names are discussed further 
in the group introductions.

Scientific Names and Subspecies
Each organism on the planet has a two-part scientific 
name (usually in Latin or latinised Greek). The first 
word is the genus (plural: genera); the generic name 
always begins with a capital letter. The second word 
is the species name or specific epithet, and is written 
in lower-case. For example, the scientific name of the 
Double-banded Courser is Smutsornis africanus. Even 
a cursory glance at a bird's scientific name can be 
useful: although they are all called coursers, this group 
includes 3 genera (Smutsornis, Cursorius, Rhinoptilus) 
which differ from each other in their build, plumage, 
behaviour, migration, habitat and voice.

Abundant
Very common 
Common
Fairly common
Uncommon
Annual (V*)
Rare (V**)
Very rare (V***)

Records in suitable habitat
50-100+ per day
10-50 per day
5-10 per day
1-5 per day
1-10 per month
1-5 per year
1 every 1-5 years
1 every 5-20 years

Status

Resident

Migrant/visitor

Nomad

Vagrant

Localised

Overlooked

Endemic
Near-endemic

Extralimital

Description
Present and sedentary year-round, 
and breeds in Southern Africa.
A non-br. summer visitor, usually 
from the Palearctic. May be present 
Aug-May, but mainly Nov-Feb. 
Moves erratically (usually within 
Southern Africa), depending on 
rain, fires, grazing, land-use, etc.
A rare, usually transient and non-
br. visitor that does not normally 
occur in the region.
Restricted to a specific habitat or  
a small geographical area.
More common than it appears  
e.g. quiet, secretive, small or dull.
Occurs only in Southern Africa.
Range extends only marginally 
outside of Southern Africa.
Outside of Southern Africa.

Category
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Afrotropical: Africa south of the Sahara.
Alarm-call: a special sound produced in response to a 

threat, disturbance or other form of danger.
Altricial: hatchlings that are blind, naked and unable to 

walk; Crab-plover chicks are semi-altricial.
Alula (bastard wing): 2-3 small, stiff feathers on the bend 

of the wing that help to prevent stalling when flying 
at low speed. Usually looks like a small dark wedge on 
the lower front edge of the folded wing.

Amphipod: small, mostly scavenging crustaceans, 
including many swimming forms and some  
terrestrial forms such as sandhoppers.

Annelid (worm): segmented worms in the phylum 
Annelida, e.g. earthworms (Oligochaetes), leeches,  
and ragworms (Polychaetes). Prey of many waders.

Aquatic: closely associated with water. 
Arboreal: living in trees.
Arthropod: invertebrates with exoskeletons, segmen ted 

bodies and jointed appendages e.g. insects,  
spiders, scorpions, millipedes, centipedes etc. 

Ascendant: system in which the primary feathers are 
numbered from the outside in; see descendant.  

Austral: in the S Hemisphere (opposite of boreal).
Bare-parts: unfeathered parts: bill, eyes, legs and feet.
Bivalve: a large class (Bivalvia) in the phylum Mollusca, 

characterised by a shell with 2 hinged parts; includes 
oysters, clams, cockles and mussels. 

Boreal: in the N Hemisphere (opposite of austral)
Buff: pale yellowish brown.
Bushveld: woodland/savanna biome dominated by 

dense scrub and smallish trees (mainly thornveld or 
mixed woodland), at lower elevations in N SA.

Calcrete: in this context, soils rich in calcium car bonate, 
mostly in arid regions; white in colour.

Calidrid: members of the genus Calidris (p. 134).
Carpal spur: a sharp, bony, keratin-covered projection 

on the carpal joint of lapwings and some others.
Charadrii: a collective name that may mean birds of the 

order Charadriiformes (i.e. all waders) or specifically 
plovers and their allies (family Charadriidae).

Chestnut (colour): reddish brown.
Cinnamon (colour): pale, warm, orange-brown.
Clade (monophyletic group): a taxonomic group of 

related species; includes the most recent common 
ancestor and all of its descendants. 

Clinal variation: gradual changes in size, structure,  
plumage or another character that occur along 
a geographical gradient in adjacent populations 
e.g. E birds are darker and W birds are paler, with a 
continuous progression of intermediate forms that 
interbreed, between the E and W extremes.

Clutch: the set of eggs laid in each breeding attempt.
Congener: a related species in the same genus. 
Conspecific: of the same species.
Contact-call: a special sound produced by e.g. pair 

members to communicate their locations.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS
An attempt has been made to avoid technicalities 
and jargon. However, knowing some general terms 
is essential; these are explained below. Terminology 
relating specifically to build and feathers is portrayed 
on the inside covers of the book.

Some waders exhibit geographical variation in size 
and colour; different populations may be designated 
a third name to indicate subspecies (race). In the case 
of the polytypic Double-banded Courser, 4 subspecies 
occur in Southern Africa: Smutsornis africanus africanus 
(called the nominate), S. a. granti, S. a. traylori and S. 
a. erlangeri. The genus and species names may be 
abbreviated as above, or even omitted e.g. just granti. 
No subspecies are defined for the monotypic Bronze-
winged Courser. In practice, identifying waders to 
subspecies-level is often very challenging; see 'Steppe 
Whimbrel' on p. 118 for example.

Voice Transcriptions
Voice can be very useful in identifying some groups 
of waders. Flight-calls, used in alarm and to retain 
contact between birds, are the most frequently heard 
vocalisations in most waders. These are normally 
described first. Migratory waders seldom deliver their 
complex and often surprisingly melodious songs in 
Southern Africa (though short snippets may be given). 

Representing a bird's voice in text is difficult and 
often inexact. Try reading the vocal transcriptions 
(given in italics) out loud; make sure to match any 
mentioned qualities with your voice, paying attention 
to pitch, changes in pitch, tempo and emphasis. It 
often helps to whisper. Longer sounds are indicated 
by more vowels, e.g. whiit is longer than whit. Vowels 
also indicate pitch, e.g. fiii is higher than feee. Tempo is 
also suggested e.g. ki, ki, ki... is slow and well-spaced, 
ki-ki-ki... is faster and almost continuous, and ki'ki'ki'ki... 
sounds more like a trill or rattle. Emphasis is indicated 
by capitals, e.g. tu-weep vs. tu-WEEP.

Sonograms
A sonogram is a visual representation of sound, which 
plots frequency or pitch (in kiloHertz) on the vertical 
axis, against time (in seconds) on the horizontal axis. 
The higher-pitched the sound is, the higher on the 
vertical axis it will lie. The first example below is the 
mellow call of the Grey Plover, a characteristic sound of 
coastal mudflats. The call is a single, drawn-out, legato 
whistle lasting about 1 s. The initial section of the call 
(plee) rises sharply, then there is a lower, dipping note 
in the middle (oo) which flows into a level, stretched 
ending (eee).  The other example is the unmistakable 
call of a Water Thick-knee. This phrase is much longer 
than the Grey Plover's (about 2.5 s) but is composed 
of many split-second staccato notes. The darkness of 
the image indicates the volume: this phrase starts and 
ends softly but is louder in the middle, which is also 
higher in pitch. Always check the scale: the vertical 
axes have different scales in the sonograms below.

S 1s
kHz

4

6

2

8

plee-oo-eee

Water Thick-knee

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s

12

ti-ti-ti-TI-TI-TI-TEE-TEE-TEE-tee-tee

Grey Plover
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Hybrid: offspring of 2 different species or subspecies.
Immature: a young bird that has undergone the 

post-juvenile moult during which it exchanges (or 
partly exchanges) its juvenile plumage for adult-like 
plumage. Also called first-year or first-winter.

Insectivore: a species that eats mainly insects.
Intra-African migrant: a migrant that moves within sub-

Saharan Africa (e.g. Bronze-winged Courser).
Intraspecific: between members of the same species.
Irruptive: prone to erratic temporary abundance in an 

area, often following good rainfall.
Isopod: an order of crustaceans with segmented 

exoskeletons, incl. the terrestrial woodlice and many 
bottom-dwelling marine or freshwater species.

Jizz (GISS/Gestalt): the general impression of a bird's 
size, shape and movements, which gives it a certain 
'feel' in the field. Jizz is hard to convey in writing and is 
best learnt through personal field experience.

Juvenile (juv.): the age-class of a young bird in its first 
fully feathered plumage; in most waders juvenile 
plumage is replaced within a few weeks or months of 
leaving the nest with immature or adult plumage. 

Kalahari: a region of sandy semi-arid savanna in much of 
Botswana, NW SA and parts of Namibia.

Karoo: a semi-arid vegetation type characterised by 
dwarf shrublands (Nama Karoo and Succulent Karoo); 
found in the interior W of SA and Namibia.

Kleptoparasitism: stealing food from other birds.
Lateral: on the side (as opposed to dorsoventral).
Lek: a communal arena where  display. 
Leucism: plumage abnormality in which the intensity of 

the colour pigment of feathers is reduced, giving the 
bird a pale, washed-out look. 

Lores/loral: feathers between the eye and the bill.
Lowveld: the low-lying subtropical savanna in the NE 

parts of the region, incl. e.g. Kruger National Park.
Lump: to merge two taxa together e.g. into 1 species.
Maritime/marine: associated with the ocean (in this 

book, used to refer to species that occur at saltwater, 
seashore or tidal habitats).

Miombo: dense broad-leaved woodland dominated by 
Brachystegia and Julbernardia trees. In Southern Africa, 
mostly in Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

Mitochondrial DNA: genetic code in the mitochondria 
organelles of cells (i.e. not nuclear DNA).

Mollusc: a large phylum of invertebrates including snails 
and slugs (gastropods) and bivalves.

Monogamous: mating system where a single  and a 
single  form a breeding pair.

Monospecific: a genus containing only 1 species.  
Monotypic: a species without any subspecies.
Morph: distinctive plumage or colour variation (not to 

be confused with subspecies/race). 
Morphology: an organism's form and structure.
Moult: the annual or biannual replacement of a bird's 

feathers; usually in a complete moult (all feathers) or 
partial moult (excludes the wings and tail). See p. 15.

Nearctic: N American biogeographic region.
Near-endemic: a species that occurs only marginally 

outside Southern Africa, typically in S Angola.
Neotropics: C and S American biogeographic zone.
Neuston: Small planktonic organisms/ecosystem on the 

surface film of water.
Nidicolous: hatchlings that remain in their nest.
Nidifugous: hatchlings that leave their nest within a few 

Convergent evolution: similar characters shared 
by non-related species, attributable to similar but 
independent evolutionary pathways.

Copepod: a subclass of small crustaceans, abundant in 
most marine and freshwater environments. 

Crepuscular: active in low light-levels at dawn/dusk. 
Crustacean: a large subphylum (Crustacea) of 

arthropods, incl. aquatic forms such as crabs, shrimp 
and krill and terrestrial forms such as woodlice. 

Cytochrome b: a gene of mitochondrial DNA, often used 
to determine phylogenetic relationships.

Culmen: the ridge on top of the upper mandible. 
Cursorial: adapted to running e.g. coursers.
Dambo: seasonally flooded grassy clearing in savanna  

or woodland (especially miombo). 
Decurved: curved downwards. 
Descendant (numbering of primaries): system in which 

the primaries are numbered from the inside out, e.g. 
the primary next to the last secondary is P1, and the 
longest outermost primary is P10; used throughout 
this book (as opposed to ascendant). 

Dimorphic: occurring in 2 forms; also sexual dimorphism, 
i.e. the sexes differ in appearance or size. 

Disyllabic: a sound that has 2 syllables.
Dorsal: pertaining to the bird's upper surfaces.
Dorsoventral: from top to bottom. 
Double-brooded: after rearing the first brood, lays a 

second clutch of eggs in the same br. season.
Endemic: a species in which the entire global range is 

restricted to a specific area (e.g. Southern Africa).
Epithet: the second part of an organism's scientific 

name; not capitalised (as opposed to the genus).
Extant: in existence; opposite of extinct.
Extralimital: outside the borders of Southern Africa. 
First-winter (first-year): see immature.
Flyway: a major migration corridor that is shared by 

several wader species. There are 8 main flyways across 
the planet; migrants that winter in Southern Africa use 
mainly the West Asian - East African Flyway and the 
East Atlantic Flyway.

Flush: to cause a bird to take flight.
Fresh plumage: newly acquired feathers grown in the 

moult process; generally appear darker and brighter 
than worn, bleached and abraded (old) feathers.

Fynbos (macchia): a scrubby, species-rich vegetation 
type dominated by restios, ericas and proteas; mostly 
restricted to coastal areas and mountains in the 
winter-rainfall regions of the W Cape. 

Gape: joint at the bill-base where the upper and lower 
mandibles meet.

Gastropods: a large class of invertebrates in the  
phylum Mollusca, incl. snails, slugs, limpets etc.

Genus/genera: a taxonomic rank that groups closely 
related species together and is represented as the 
first word (called the generic name) in an organism's 
scientific name. In hierarchy, below order and family 
but above species and subspecies.

Geolocator: a lightweight electronic device that can be 
attached to migratory birds to measure light levels 
and so calculate latitude/longitude. See satellite-tag.

Gonys: Ridge along lower mandible (often angled).
Graduated: changing stepwise. In Common Sandpiper, 

each tail feather is longer than the underlying one, 
giving the tail a graduated or fan-like shape. 

Highveld: grassland plateau, mostly >1,300 m in C SA.
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hours of hatching (the case in most waders).
Nomadic: prone to erratic wanderings in response to 

weather, fires, food availability and land-use; especially 
prevalent in arid-country species. 

Nominate subspecies: in polytypic species the first 
subspecies to be described carries the same name as 
the species as a whole and is known as the nominate 
e.g. Limosa lapponica lapponica or just L. l. lapponica.

Orbital ring: a thin ring of bare (usually dark grey) skin 
that encircles the eye, inside the (usually white) ring of 
feathers known as the eye-ring or eye-surround.

Osteology: study of structure of the skeleton.
Palearctic: a region of the N Hemisphere, incl. N Africa, 

Europe, the Middle East and N Asia. Many migratory 
species breed in the Palearctic and migrate to the 
Afrotropics in the non-br. season (Sep-Apr).

Passage migrant: a migrant that is only temporarily 
present while moving to another destination. 

Passerine: a member of the largest bird order, the 
Passeriformes. also called songbirds or perching birds.

Pectinate: comb-like modification of the toenail.
Phylogeny: the evolutionary history of a taxon.
Polyandry: mating system where 1  mates with  

>1 ;  normally undertake all the parental care e.g. 
painted-snipes, jacanas and buttonquails.

Polychaete (ragworms): marine annelid worms that form 
a major dietary component of many waders. 

Polygamy: breeding system in which 1 bird mates with 
>1 partner (see also polygyny and polyandry). 

Polygyny: breeding system in which 1  mates with  
>1 ;  normally undertake all the parental care. 

Polytypic: having 2 or more subspecies (see monotypic).
Precocial: hatchlings that have open eyes, down and the 

ability to walk (as in most wader groups)
Primaries: the 10 long, outermost flight feathers 

attached to the hand bones. Most waders have a tiny, 
non-functional 11th primary that is usually concealed.

Primary projection: the distance which the tips of the 
primary feathers projects beyond the tertials on the 
folded wing; see inside front cover for details.

Puna: a high, treeless plateau in the Peruvian Andes.
Race: Synonymous with subspecies.
Rectrix/rectrices: tail feathers; numbered T1-T6.
Recurved: curved upwards (e.g. Avocet's bill).
Remex/remiges: main flight feathers; the primaries, 

secondaries and tertials.
Renosterveld: a localised, threatened type of fynbos.
Restio: a genus of short, rush-like or grass-like plants 

common in fynbos plant communities.
Rhynchokinesis: ability to bend the upper mandible to 

manipulate food items (see illustrations, p. 173).
Rufous (colour): rich reddish brown.
Rupicolous: living on rocks.
Saltmarsh: coastal wetlands subject to periodic or 

regular tidal flooding by seawater and dominated by 
salt-tolerant plants such as glassworts.

Satellite-tags (PTTs): Devices that can measure a 
migrant bird's heading, altitude, speed and physiol-
ogy; communicates via satellites or cellular networks. 
Heavier but more advanced than geolocators.

Savanna: widespread woodland biome characterised by 
relatively sparse tree cover and a grassy under storey. 
Termed 'woodland' if the tree cover is >80%.

Scaly (scalloped): the appearance of partly overlapping 
reptilian scales, as in many juvenile waders;  

caused by neat pale edges to dark feathers.
Scolopacid (waders): a collective name referring to all 

the waders in the Scolopacidae family.
Secondaries: the broad inner flight feathers attached to 

the forearm bones; used to generate lift.
Sedentary: remaining in one place; not migratory.
Sexual dimorphism: a distinct difference in colour, 

structure or size between the sexes of a species. 
Spatulate: bill-tip broad and flattened, like a spatula.
Split: to divide a taxon into 2+ taxa, e.g. 2 species.
Stage/staging site: areas with abundant, predictable 

food sources where migratory birds gather before or 
during migration to rest and feed ('refuel').

Steppe: Large, flat area of treeless grassland in C Asia. 
Strandveld: a mix of fynbos and Karoo scrub, found on 

low-lying sandy soils along the S and W coasts. 
Subspecies (race): a population of a species that differs 

in morphology and genetics from another population 
of the same species that occurs in a different 
geographical area. The definition of a subspecies and 
the difference between a subspecies and a species is 
often somewhat subjective and debatable.

Submarginal/subterminal: just before the margin or  
tip of a structure e.g. the dark line just inside the  
pale feather fringe of juvenile Red Knots.

Supercilium: pale eyebrow.
Supra-: above, as in supraloral (above the lores).
Taiga: a biome covering much of the Palearctic and 

Nearctic zones, mostly between 50°N and 70°N. 
Characterised by coniferous forests. 

Tarsus: the lower, unfeathered part of a bird's leg, 
between the 'knee' and the foot.

Taxon/taxa: a member of any taxonomic grouping, i.e.  
a subspecies, species, genus, family, order, etc.

Taxonomy: science of classifying organisms.
Terminal: at the tip of a structure e.g. the tail-tip.
Terrestrial: living on the ground e.g. buttonquails.
Tertials: the 3-4 large innermost secondaries.
Tibia: the upper part of a bird's leg, above the 'knee'.
Tundra: biome at Arctic latitudes, beyond the taiga, with 

permafrost soil and vegetation dominated by dwarf 
shrubs, sedges, grasses, mosses and lichens but few 
trees. Breeding habitat of many migratory waders.

Twitch/twitching: travelling to a specific place to see a 
rarity that has been located there by another birder.

Type specimen: the single collected specimen from 
which a new species or subspecies is first described.

Thornveld: a woodland/savanna biome dominated by 
thorn trees of the genus Vachellia (formerly Acacia).

Transient: temporary; staying only a short time.
Vagrant: an individual of a species that is observed 

outside of its normal distribution range.
Veld: general term for natural countryside (Afrikaans).
Ventral: pertaining to the bird's underside.
Vestigial: a structure that has been greatly reduced  

through disuse and now has little or no function e.g. 
the tiny outermost primary (P11) of many waders. 

Vlei: permanently or seasonally flooded marsh.
Wing-bar: a contrasting, usually white band formed by 

the pale tips of the greater wing coverts.
Winter: in the context of waders, refers to the non-br. 

season of migrants that breed in the N Hemisphere; 
thus Sep-Apr (i.e. the S Hemisphere summer).

Worn plumage: old feathers damaged by abrasion and 
bleaching; paler and greyer than fresh plumage.
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SHEATHBILLS
Family Chionidae

World 2
Region 1

Residents  0
Vagrants  1

Genera 1
Migrants 1

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  0

These quirky, tough-as-nails scavengers breed on the 
Antarctic Peninsula and the Scotia Arc islands, and mi-
grate to S America and the Falklands in autumn; some 
land on eastbound ships, and eventually find their way 
to South Africa. Stowaway sheathbills have even vis-
ited the United Kingdom. [Afrikaans: Skedebekke].

General Characteristics
Sheathbills are pigeon-like terrestrial waders with 
dense all-white plumage and characteristic pink facial 
warts and horny sheaths that cover the base of the 
bill in adults. The legs are short, thick and scaly, with 
robust toes that lack webbing. As such, sheathbills 
forage exclusively on land and avoid deep water.  A  
≥1 cm thick layer of blubber, together with a dense 
coat of grey underdown, protect sheathbills against 
the bitter cold and gales that epitomise their homes; 
they are known to maintain a body temperate of 
40°C in temperatures of -42°C. Sheathbills have 10 
functional primaries (plus a tiny P11), that are moulted 
annually in descendant order during the first few 
months of the year. They possess short black carpal 
spurs used in aggressive interactions. Sexes are alike.

 
Origin of Names
Originally described as Vaginalis alba, with New 
Zealand erroneously given as the type locality. The 
name was subsequently updated to Chionis albus and 
the type locality corrected to the Falkland Islands.  Both 
the genus (Chionis, snow) and species (albus/alba, 
white) refer to the white plumage. The species has 
many alternative names, with the most widely used 
being Snowy Sheathbill or Pale-faced Sheathbill. It is 
also known as the American, Wattled or Yellow-billed 
Sheathbill, and among sailors, as the Kelp Pigeon, 
Sore-eyed Pigeon or Paddy (Peddie in Afrikaans).

Classification and Relationships
In addition to the Greater Sheathbill, the family 
Chionidae contains only 1 other species, namely the 
Lesser (or Black-faced) Sheathbill C. minor. The latter 
is endemic to 4 island groups in the southern Indian 
Ocean (see map), which are probably genetically 

Genus 
Chionissize

isolated since the retreat of the pack ice after the last 
ice age. Much debate has occurred about the higher-
level position of the sheathbill family, but recent 
evidence suggests they are most closely related to the 
thick-knees (Burhinidae) and the unique S American 
Magellanic Plover (Pluvianellidae).

Argentina
Falkland Islands
Tierra del Fuego
South Georgia
South Sandwich
South Orkney

South Shetland
Antarctic  
Peninsula
Antarctic 
Convergence
South Africa

Bouvet Island
Prince Edward Isl.
Marion Island
Crozet Islands
Kerguelen Island
Heard Island
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Greater Sheathbill br. range in red; non-br. in blue. 
Resident range of Lesser Sheathbill in green. 
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Biology
Sheathbills are by necessity opportunistic scavengers 
with varied, omnivorous diets. In the br. season, pairs 
defend territories in penguin colonies where they 
steal krill regurgitated by parent penguins for their 
young (by interfering at the critical moment). They 
also eat seabird eggs, chicks, carcasses and excrement. 
They attend seal colonies in search of placenta, blood, 
milk and faeces, and are even reported to try and eat 
seal pups' umbilical cords while still attached. Their 
gizzards contain much gravel and cephalopod beaks. 
Outside penguin and seal br. periods they forage in 
the intertidal zone for limpets, filamentous algae and 
felt-like algae mats (scissored from the rock with the 
sharp sides of the bill). Human refuse is highly prized. 

The species is monogamous with strong mate 
fidelity. Breeding is preceded by bowing ceremonies. 
Once the ice and snow retreats from about Nov, 
the nest is built on a smelly heap of feathers, egg 
shells, seaweed, shells, bones, guano, moss, lichen 
and human trash, placed in a crevice within or near 
penguin colonies. Both sexes incubate the 2-3 (1-4) 
pyriform, cream-coloured speckled eggs for ±30 days. 
Chicks are semi-precocial and initially covered by  
thick grey down. They leave the nest after a month 
and forage on their own after 2 months. 
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SHEATHBILL: Very rare vagrant to rocky coastlines, mostly near ports and harbours around Cape Pen-
insula; this, plus timing of records suggest visitors are ship-assisted. A fearless, opportunistic scavenger 
that will seemingly eat any biological material; often associated with penguin and other seabird colonies.

Greater Sheathbill
Chionis albus (Grootskedebek)
ALT NAME(S): Snowy/Pale-faced Sheathbill, Kelp Pigeon, Paddy
L: 38-40 cm WS: 76-84 cm T: 33-(44)-52 mm B: 28-(33)-39 mm

[Monotypic]. Odd, rather ugly 
Antarctic scavenger, like a cross 
between a pigeon and chicken.  
Cannot be confused with any 
other bird (and Lesser Sheath-
bill C. minor is unlikely to occur). 
Dense pure white plumage (but 
sometimes stained), bare fleshy 
ring around eye, and face cov-
ered in swollen warts in older 
birds. Named for sheath that covers 
base of stout black-tipped bill.

This fearless, inquisitive and opportunistic scavenger and 
kleptoparasite is the only wader to breed in Antarctica.

habitat Most records on rocky coastal headlands 
or islands (Dyer, Dassen, Malgas), usually close to 
harbours, mostly on Cape Peninsula. Has been seen at 
cormorant and penguin colonies in SA; should also be 
looked for at gannet and seal colonies, major seabird 
roosts, and perhaps refuse dumps close to the coast.

status Very rare vagrant. All records assumed to be 
of ship-assisted birds (either deliberate or accidental, 
i.e. as a 'pet' or 'stowaway'). First recorded May 1986 
when one landed on a fishing boat, 7 km offshore 
from Three Anchor Bay, Cape Town. Subsequently c. 20 
records in W Cape between Saldanha and Struisbaai, 
and 1 at Mazeppa Bay, E Cape. Most records May-Jul, 
but some stayed for several months (until Jan). Peak 
of records coincide with northerly autumn migration 
from breeding grounds on Antarctic Peninsula to E 
coast of S America, plus eastward passage of fishing 
vessels. Previously up to 4 per year, but few recently. 

identification Unmistakable, sturdy, oddly-shaped 
wader, somewhere between a pigeon and chicken. 
Easily identified by dense snowy white plumage, plus 
greenish, blue-tinged sheath at base of bill, fleshy 
pink eye-ring, and in older birds, repulsive pink warts 
on face. Legs short, thick and scaly with thick toes and 
blunt claws. — Sexes: Alike, but  15% heavier, with 
larger bill, but much overlap. — Juv: Has weaker bill, 
less extensive sheath and less developed warts (all 
of which continue to grow with age, indicating social 
status). Fresh primaries more pointed than adult's.

confusion risks Could perhaps be taken for a gull 
or pigeon. The non-migratory Lesser Sheathbill C. 
minor from Prince Edward, Marion, Crozet, Kerguelen 
and Heard islands is highly unlikely to reach SA shores. 

 behaviour Walks briskly with head bobbing. Reluc-
tant to fly, even when chased; tame and easily caught 
(but defecates repeatedly). Usually flies low over water 
(<20 m). Often stands on one leg, even when foraging. 
Bathes regularly. Can swim but avoids deep water.

biology Omnivorous. Due to hostile natural envi-
ronment, diet is extremely varied, and changes sea-
sonally. In SA, documented to eat cormorant pellets 
and invertebrates at cormorant nests. Scavenges at 
seal and seabird colonies or steals food regurgitated by 
parent seabirds. Also eats limpets in intertidal zone and 
at times subsists largely on algae. Able to exploit novel 
opportunities, e.g. human refuse sites. Br. extralimital.

voice Quiet, but may give throaty, crow-like calls. 

• resembles a plump, all-white pigeon
• extensive greenish bill sheath in adults 
• pink facial skin and wart-like caruncles 
• short, thick grey legs and sturdy feet
• usually near harbours or seabird colonies

scrounging for 
cormorant 
pellets 
on pier

ADULT

JUV.

shape of wing and 
tail, plus flapping 

flight style, recalls a 
large white pigeon

juvenile has less 
extensive sheath 

and caruncles

blue-green sheath 
covers base of bill; 

rest of bill yellow 
with black tipfleshy pink  

eye-ring and  
facial warts

plumage snowy 
white throughout

short, thick grey legs with 
robust feet and claws

strong, rapid beats; 
tail often spread

V**
LC/LC
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THICK-KNEES
Family Burhinidae

World 10
Region   2

Residents   2
Vagrants   0

Genera 1
Migrants 0

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  0

One can be forgiven for thinking that thick-knees, 
or 'dikkops' as they are more popularly known, are 
nothing more than large, cryptically patterned plovers 
or lapwings. However, they belong to a family entirely 
of their own, and boast many strange morphological, 
anatomical and behavioural characters. Despite being 
common and frequently encountered, a sighting of a 
thick-knee always evokes a feeling of wilderness and 
adventure, even in urban open spaces. 

While many other waders sometimes feed at night 
(depending on lunar and tidal cycles), the thick-knees 
are the only family that are exclusively nocturnal 
and crepuscular. They hunt on open spaces such as 
roads, airstrips, trampled areas and large lawns, in a 
plover-like run-stop-jab fashion. When surprised in 
car headlights they take off with stiff, rapid wing beats 
and tend to rise quickly to above tree-level. They may 
approach electric lights in search of insects. Thick-
knee populations are sometimes controlled at air ports 
in fear of collisions with airplanes. 

Spotting thick-knees at their day-roosts is a fun 
challenge: with practice and experience they are 
not too difficult to find by dedicated scanning. Large 
numbers may roost at  traditional roost-sites. By day 
they may simply stand with their shoulders hunched, 
or characteristically sit on the lower surfaces of their 
tarsi (a peculiar habit shared with the Crab-plover). In 
hot conditions they may assume an awkward position 
to aid in heat dissipation by lying prone with the neck 
and head resting on the ground and the long legs 
stretched out behind. They are very vocal birds with 
well-known, far-carrying whistled songs given at 
night; a reasonable human imitation will usually illicit 
a reply. [Afrikaans: Dikkoppe].

General Characteristics
Thick-knees are large, long-legged waders that are 
adapted for visual hunting at night. Consequently 
their plumage is cryptically patterned for concealment 
while they rest during the day. Their wings and tail are 
patterned in black and white; these bold patterns are 
displayed in antagonistic inter actions and defensive 
strategies, but may also serve as an intraspecific signal, 
e.g. to maintain contact between the sexes when 
flying at night. Leucism and partial melanism have 
been recorded in extralimital thick-knees.

The neck is short and thick, and supports an 
oversized head (hence Afrikaans name). The alignment 
of the skull and vertebral column gives them a strange 
stiff-necked look, and they characteristically run 
with the head lowered and held forward. They have 
massive yellow eyes with highly contractile irises, 
indicative of a nocturnal lifestyle. Their eyes are deeply 
shaded by prominently arched brows that extend 
markedly beyond the eyes when the bird is viewed 
head-on. Thick-knees' large emotive eyes give them 

no hind-toe  
(cannot perch)

often (but not always) a row of 
greyish to blackish scales along the 
front of the tarsus; dark scales may 
continue along the top of each toe 

scales reticulated on both sides of 
leg: small rounded or angular scales 

arranged in honeycomb-pattern

name 'thick-knee' comes from 
swollen tibiotarsal joint; this is 

especially obvious in chicks

in proportion to long 
legs, toes look absurdly 
short and stubby; foot 
resembles that of other 
large terrestrial birds 
such as korhaans

small web between basal 
phalanges of outer and 

middle toes, and tiny web 
between inner and middle

inner toe ±68% of 
length of middle toe

outer toe 
77-80%

middle claw 
dilated on its 

inner side

tarsus long 
and strong

unfeathered 
part of tibia 
rather short

legs yellow or 
greyish yellow 
in all the world's 
species

a bird's  
'knee' is 
actually its 
ankle

Right foot of Spotted 
Thick-knee. Similar in Water 

Thick-knee, but its tarsus 
is considerably shorter: 

72-(75)-77 mm in Water vs. 
89-(98)-112 mm in Spotted.

WATER

Genus 
Burhinus

SPOTTED

much bigger than 
lapwings or nocturnal 
coursers, and flight 
style differs
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a surprised or daft expression (although some people 
consider them to 'stare malevolently'). Adding to their 
animatedness, is their social nature and associated 
displays and interactions. This includes communal 
displays of wing-waving, bowing, dancing, leaping, 
strutting, leapfrogging, neck-arching, tail-flaring, and 
high strutting. True physical fights are rare but do 
occasionally break out; fights may include 'jousting' 
runs in which birds run past each other and strike with 
their wings and bills in passing, then stop, turn and 
repeat the match. 

The nostrils are long slits situated about halfway 
down the bill. The wings appear bustard- or gull-like 
in flight, and are held stiff but slightly bowed, while 
the wingbeats are rapid, fluttering and shallow, with 
the legs protruding behind the long tail, creating an 
easily recognisable silhouette. There are 10 functional 

primaries (plus a tiny 11th), and 16-20 secondaries. 
The tail is graduated, with 12 rectrices in 6 pairs, like 
most waders and most birds in general; exceptions 
are jacanas (10 feathers), painted-snipes (14) and true 
snipes (12-16; 18 in African Snipe). 

Thick-knees have many physical peculiarities, for 
example their lack of a crop. Like herons and doves, 
powder down is produced by some body feathers; this 
dusty substance is formed by the disintegrating tips 
of feathers and plays a role in plumage maintenance. 
Thanks to their long, strong legs thick-knees are fast 
sprinters. Their legs are covered by small scales on all 
sides, and they have prominently swollen tibiotarsal 
joints (i.e. not actually the knees, but the ankles). There  
are only 3 toes, which are slightly webbed at their 
bases despite the birds' mainly terrestrial habitats; 
however, Water Thick-knees do wade in shallow water. 
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Water Thick-knee vocalisations. The melancholy, atmospheric song of this species is a quintessential sound of dusk at waterside 
habitats, be it alongside coastal lagoons or lazy tropical rivers. An unmistakable 4-8 s phrase with about 15-25 (often more) very shrill, 
short, staccato whistles, gently ebbing and then fading away, like a wave: ti-ti-ti-ti-TI-TI-TI-TI, TEE, TEE, TEE, teee, teee. Change in pitch often 
gradual (A) but sometimes more pronounced (B); in the latter clip a second bird joins in in the background (C). Most frequently heard 
alarm-call, often given in flight or when unexpectedly disturbed, is a 0.5 s, strong, piercing, piping whistle, TSEEUUO (D). In intense anxiety 
(such as when being handled), gives a blood-curdling raspy growl (not plotted).

ti-ti-ti-TI-TI-TI-TEE-TEE-TEE-tee-tee ti-ti-ti-TI-TI-TI-TEE-TEE-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti ...tu,  tu,   tu,   tu,   tu,   tu TSEEUUO!

D

C

E

Spotted Thick-knee song. A highly vocal species, especially near full moon; its far-carrying whistled song signals dusk all over Africa, 
in both wilderness areas and urban open spaces. May call intermittently throughout the night (often with a peak around 21:00-23:00), 
and occasionally during the day too (most often in the mid-morning). Song is easily imitated: a long series of piping whistles that stays 
at constant pitch (not rising and falling like Water Thick-knee). Initially fast and steady (E), but then increases in volume and reaches a 
punctuated rhythm (F) before trailing away (G), e.g. wi-wi-wi-wi...WI-WI-WI-WI, WI-WI-WI-WI, WI-WI-WI...wi, wi, wi, wi...
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wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi-wi...                            WI-WI-WI                              WI-WI-WI      wi, wi, wi, wi, wi.............

H

S

kHz

6.0
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3.0

2s 4s 6s

12

8s 10s 12s 14s

I J K

Spotted Thick-knee vocalisations. The long whistled song is by no means the only vocalisation given by this species. (H) is a slower 
series of paired whistles, often give by a second bird (presumably the ), either before or after (E-G). When mildly anxious, e.g. when an 
approaching cat is spotted, gives a 2-3 note rising, cautionary call wu-whi-whi (I) or variations thereof (a good burglar alarm!). The call 
increases in intensity as the threat escalates, and often breaks into a frantic in-flight version. (J) is another example of an alarm-call. In 
extreme aggression, such as when performing spread-wing display in defense of nest, gives a reptilian growling hiss (K) guaranteed to 
stop you in your tracks, especially when unexpectedly heard at night.

WI-WI     WI-WI      WI        WI-WI    WI-WI     WI-WI      WI-WI    wi-wi wu-whi-whi ki'ki'ki'ki KHRSSSSSSSSSSSSSH!
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No characters are known for reliably differentiating 
the sexes, although  are slightly smaller in direct 
comparison. Adults undergo a complete post-br. 
moult, but may arrest moult of their primaries about 
halfway through the cycle. Ageing criteria are poorly 
known. Chicks initially have loose, fluffy plumage 
especially on the nape and flanks. For at least the first 
1-2 months after fledging, juveniles also show short 
streamers of down on their tail-tips. Juveniles may be 
separable from adults by the stage of wing moult, plus 
the pattern of their wing coverts: adult Spotted Thick-
knees have heart-shaped spots on their wing coverts, 
while juveniles have long streaks. First-year birds may 
be identifiable by retained wing and tail feathers, 
which are typically shorter and more pointed, and 
more worn than analogous adult feathers.

Skull of Spotted Thick-knee. 
Similar in Water Thick-knee, 
but latter has a notably longer 
bill (average 43 vs. 39 mm) and 
more acutely angled gonys on 
the lower mandible.

prominent supra-orbital ridges 
extend far laterally (giving the bird 
a very broad-headed look when 
seen head-on), and may function 
to shade the sensitive eyes

large eye sockets to 
support massive eyes, an 
adaptation to its strictly 
nocturnal lifestyle

nostrils are holorhinal, with 
a rounded posterior border 
that does not extend to the 
craniofacial hinge; this means 
that thick-knees have rigid 
bills incapable of flexing (see 
rhynchokinesis, p. 173)

supra-orbital grooves 
small or absent (large, 
to hold well-developed 
salt glands in maritime 
wader families)

plane of foramen  
magnum of occiput  
more vertical than in  
other waders; birds with 
more horizontal occipital 
planes are adapted for 
downward probing

nostrils long but very narrow and slit-like, 
despite large nasal depression, but pervious 
(i.e. one can see right through the bill)

head of   perhaps slightly 
larger than 's with a flatter, 
more square crown 

Origin of Names
The genus Burhinus is derived from the Greek bous 
(an ox) and rhis (nose), thus 'bull-nose' or 'great nose' 
in reference to the large bill (or nostrils?). The specific 
capensis of Spotted means 'from the Cape' while 
the vermiculatus epithet of Water refers to the finely 
'vermiculated' (worm-like) barring on its feathers. 

Being rather characterful, oddly shaped and 
highly vocal birds, thick-knees are known by many 
colloquial names. Firstly, 'thick-knee' refers to their 
noticeably swollen tibiotarsal joints. This name is 
also reflected in the Eurasian Stone-curlew's specific 
epithet oedicnemus from the Greek oidema (swelling) 
and kneme (lower leg). The adoption of this global 
name has been met with some resistance in South 
Africa, where the birds are more widely known by 
their Afrikaans name dikkop ('thick-head'). This refers 
to their disproportionately big heads, especially when 
seen directly head-on; at this angle, the birds have a 
rather foolish and 'vacant' expression, and it is perhaps 
telling that the Afrikaans expression dikkop also has a 
vague connotation to idiocy. Another widely used 
alternative name is 'stone-curlew'. This name arose 
in 17th century Britain in reference to the Eurasian 
species, and is a combination of the bird's dryland 
habitat and an onomatopoeic rendition of its wailing 
call (which is quite similar to that of the unrelated 
Eurasian Curlew, p. 121). Its grey-brown, streaky 
plumage is also not unlike curlews'. 

The 2 Esacus species are sometimes called stone-
plovers. Their genus name has its roots in Greek 
mythology, from Aesacus, the son of King Priam of 
Troy, who threw himself off a cliff in grief for the death 
of Hesperia, but was transformed into a bird.

Classification and Relationships
Worldwide, the family Burhinidae includes 10 species, 
in 2 genera, namely Burhinus and Esacus. In addition to 
the 2 Southern African species, the Senegal Thick-knee 
B. senegalensis is also restricted to Africa, occurring 
mostly N of the equator but S of the Sahara, and 
extending along the Nile River as far as Egypt (where 
it has been known to nest on rooftops in Cairo). This 
species closely recalls the Water Thick-knee in voice, 

As nocturnal 
hunters, thick-knees 
have large sensitive eyes 
with highly contractile pupils, as demonstrated by 
this Water Thick-knee: in bright sunlight the pupil 
contracts to a mere pin-prick (top) while the supra-
orbital ridges ('brows') are lowered to help shield 
the eye; in low-light conditions, the pupil can be 
dramatically dilated (bottom). Note that the eye is 
surrounded by a thin ring of bare yellow skin. Spotted 
Thick-knees have plain yellow irises and round pupils, 
reminiscent of owl eyes, while Water Thick-knees have 
black-speckled irises and more oval pupils, giving 
their eyes a reptilian or toad-like appearance.

brow raised

brow lowered

DAY

NIGHT
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appearance and ecology, but has only a single black 
bar across its upper wing coverts, without a white bar 
beneath; has yellower (rather than greenish) eyes, legs 
and bill-base; and lacks vermiculations (see p. 40). 
Water and Senegal probably form a clade with the 
Eurasian Thick-knee or Stone-curlew B. oedicnemus, 
and the Indian Thick-knee B. indicus; the latter 2 taxa 
were formerly lumped but differ in measurements 
and voice. Note that the Eurasian species is partly 
migratory, with birds from the more temperate parts 
of Europe and Asia migrating to Arabia and sub-
Saharan Africa, as far S as Uganda and N Kenya. 

No thick-knees occur in N America (though see 
comments on extinct taxa, below), but the Double-
striped Thick-knee B. bistriatus occurs from S Mexico 
to Guyana and Colombia. This species is named for its 
broad white supercilium which is bordered above by a 
dark band. The Peruvian Thick-knee B. superciliaris has 
a very restricted range along the Pacific coast of the 
continent. Perhaps the most bizarre of all is the Bush 
Thick-knee B. grallarius from Australia. With its sleek 
body, drooping tail, very long legs, almost vertical 
stance and long neck, this species looks otherworldly.

Completing the family is the genus Esacus (for-
merly Orthorhamphus), which includes 2 species: the 
boldly patterned Great Thick-knee E. recurvirostris of 
India and Asia with its massive, 7 cm and ostensibly 
upside-down bill, plus SE Asia and coastal Australia's 
gigantic Beach Thick-knee E. magnirostris (=giganteus/
neglectus); at an impressive 1 kg, the latter species is 
considered to be the world's heaviest wader. 

Some debate has occurred as to the family-level 
classification of thick-knees. Some earlier works allied 
them to the superficially similar bustards/korhaans in 
the family Otididae; in fact, the name 'thick-knee' may 
be derived from an early name for the Eurasian Stone-
curlew, namely 'Thick-kneed Bustard'. Osteological  
(skeletal) characters suggest that thick-knees may be 
related to the Egyptian Plover (family Pluvianidae). 
But DNA analyses strongly (nevertheless surprisingly) 
support their relationship to the Antarctic sheath bills 
(Chionidae, p. 34). Together with the  unique S Ameri-
can Magellanic Plover (Pluvianellidae) they make up 
the suborder Chionidi, sister to the Charadrii.

The fossil record proves that thick-knees were already 
widespread across the world as long ago as the early 
Miocene (>20 Ma). Remains of 2 extinct species have 
been unearthed in N America: B. lucorum from late 
Miocene deposits in Nebraska; and B. aquilonaris 
from the Late Pleistocene in Kansas. In 2013, 2 new 
species of extinct burhinids were described. The small 
late Oligocene (23 Ma) Genucrassum bransatensis was 
described from France, while the rather enigmatic 
Wilaru tedfordi was described from Australia's Lake 
Eyre region. The latter taxon was initially thought to 
be a thick-knee but was subsequently reassigned to 
an extinct family of ducks, Presbyornithidae, with 
confusingly wader-like osteology. The presbyornithids 
had already evolved by the late Cretaceous, and were 
some of the dominant waterbirds of their time. It 

Thick-knees are voracious predators and will eat 
almost any creature that they can capture. Spotted 
Thick-knees are primarily insectivores, with beetles 
and termites being particularly im portant dietary 
components. However, their diet includes most 
kinds of insects (earwigs, bugs, wasps, bees, ants, 
lepidopterans and their larvae, mantids, crickets, 
etc.), plus other invertebrates like spiders, solifuges, 
scorpions, millipedes, crustaceans, slugs, snails and 
worms. Less often also small vertebrates such as 
frogs (esp. Breviceps rain frogs), tadpoles, thread 
snakes or even mice. The Eurasian Stone-curlew 
has been recorded eating eggs of terrestrial birds 
(pheasants, partridges, lapwings). Water Thick-
knees' diets overlap widely with those of Spotted 
(and they can sometimes be seen foraging to-
gether on roads near water at night). However, 
Water Thick-knees have stronger bills, enabling 
them to catch large crabs (up to 50 mm carapace 
width) in their waterside habitats; crabs are often 
flipped over and their soft interiors pecked out. 
The vegetable component of the diet is minimal, 
but includes grass seeds and shoots. Thick-knees' 
muscular gizzards usually contain large amounts 
of grit, and occasionally pieces of glass and metal, 
which help to grind up food items.

Burhinus
B. oedicnemus (Eurasian Stone-Curlew)
B. indicus (Indian Thick-knee)
B. senegalensis (Senegal Thick-knee)
B. vermiculatus (Water Thick-knee)
B. capensis (Spotted Thick-knee)
B. bistriatus (Double-striped Thick-knee)
B. superciliaris (Peruvian Thick-knee)
B. grallarius (Bush Thick-knee)

Esacus
E. recurvirostris (Great Thick-knee)
E. magnirostris (Beach Thick-knee)

CHIONIDI
Pluvianellidae (Magellanic Plover)
Chionidae (sheathbills)
Burhinidae (thick-knees/stone-curlews)

CHARADRII (stilts, oystercatchers, plovers, lapwings)
LIMICOLI (jacanas, curlews, calidrids, shanks, snipes)
TURNICI (buttonquails)
LARI (Crab-plover, coursers, pratincoles, gulls, terns)

W Palearctic, C Asia; some populations migrate to N Africa
India and S Asia
sub-Saharan Africa

S America, C America
SE Asia, Australia

Classification of the world's 10 thick-knee species. Burhinidae is 1 of 3 families in the Chionidi suborder, which 
forms a basal clade sister to the rest of the Charadrii. Species-level relationships within the 2 genera Burhinus and 
Esacus remain somewhat speculative, and require investigation.
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appears that Wilaru tedfordi (and the subsequently 
described W. prideauxi) outlived other presbyornithids 
in Australia by 20 million years or so, perhaps thanks to 
their more terrestrial habits.

Biology
Thick-knees hunt mainly at night, but may forage 
during the day when pressures are high (as when 
incubating or feeding large chicks). With their excellent 
eyesight, prey items can be spotted at a considerable 
distance, and are quickly chased down with a swift run 
(sometimes breaking into hasty flapping); the pursuit 
ends with a stealthy approach and a quick jab. Large 
prey (such as giant millipedes) may be beaten on 
the ground before being swallowed. In Europe, they 
are known to follow ploughing tractors. Their diet is 
described in the box on p. 39.

The breeding biology notes below are based on 
studies of captive Spotted Thick-knees (and partly 
on the biology of the Eurasian Stone-curlew, which 
is probably similar to that of our 'dikkops'). Breeding 
occurs mainly in spring, peaking Sep-Dec in most 
regions. Thick-knees are monogamous, with both 
sexes sharing incubation and parental care duties, 
but a third bird (usually offspring from the previous 
season) may assist the primary br. pair with incubation 
and vigilance. Pair-bonds are established by various 
'dancing' movements, aimed mostly at showing off  
the black-and-white wings and tail. Several preliminary 
nest scrapes may be made as part of the courtship 
display. In such rituals, pairs bow deeply to each other, 
tilting forward slowly until the tail is high up and 
forms a straight line with the back and bill. The display 
may end with a slow return to normal, or with the  
shuffling to the spot where the 's bill was touching 
the ground. Both sexes help excavate the scrape, by 
sitting, revolving and kicking backward with their feet. 
Small stones and other debris are thrown over the 
shoulders. Another prominent display, used mainly as 
a greeting ceremony, is neck-arching: the birds stand 
straight up, with their tails down, and extend their 
necks with their bills pointing down (see comments 
on plane of skull, p. 38); this causes the feathers on the 
hindneck to ruffle. 

The nest is a simple, shallow scrape, usually placed 
on bare ground, sand or leaf litter, among or against 
disruptive objects such as grass tufts, fallen twigs, 
stones, animal dung, debris or, in the case of Water 
Thick-knees, driftwood. Nest sites are chosen so as to 
offer good all-round visibility and unimpeded mobility. 
The nest may be lined with small twigs, leaves, grass, 
animal dung, shells, small stones, dried mud etc.

Typical clutches contain 2 (rarely 1 or 3) oval eggs; 
4-egg clutches may be from more than 1 . Eggs 
are pale yellowish or clay-coloured, decorated by 
large blotches and scrolls. Eggs are laid at 48-hour 
intervals and hatch in synchronisation after about 
25 days. Both parents incubate, the  mostly during 
the day in captivity. Incubation shift-changes usually 
occur without much ceremony, but a short bout of 
bowing, posturing or pebble-throwing may occur. 

central streak

fine,  
complex 
barring

blotchy pattern; 
looks mottled or 
spotted rather 
than streaked

arrowhead or  
heart-shape coarse 

bars

mantle 
feather scapular 

feather
(rearmost, in 
lower row)

Feather details of Water Thick-knee  and  
Spotted Thick-knee . Tail feathers show uppersides of 
feathers from right half of tail. Thick-knee feathers can 
often be found on lawns or at roosts in the morning.

upper 
breast 
feather

T1

vermiculation ('worm-like' 
markings), hence scientific 
name B. vermiculatus

buffgrey

grey

central tail 
feather (T1) outer tail 

feather (T6)

tail graduated, i.e. 
outer feathers are 
progressively shorter 
than inner ones

black tip

much white

outer tail  
similar to Water 

Thick-knee's

complex vermiculation; 
creates a speckled effect

tail-tip plain 
in some

T6

coarse 
barring
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�Thick-knees perform intimidating 
displays to protect their eggs from 
predators or trampling. Similar ploys 
are directed towards aerial attackers 
such as falcons. From the predator's 
point of view, its small cryptic prey 
suddenly transforms into a  
much larger creature with bold 
contrasting patterns and  
aggressive calls.

neck may be arched 
and feathers raised

bird rotates to keep 
undersides of wings 
directed at intruder

Non-incubating birds stand sentinel nearby, and 
always remain within visual and vocal contact with 
their mate, using special calls to warn of approaching 
danger. Depending on the situation, the incubating 
bird will either steal away stealthily, first creeping, 
then running, then flying away from the eggs; or the 
sentinel may intimidate or distract the predator to 
give the incubator a chance to escape unnoticed.

Egg shells are eaten by the adults. Downy chicks 
weigh about 20 g and are sandy grey above with 
speckling and a series of black bands. Although the 
chicks are highly precocial, and may shuffle short 
distances shortly after hatching, they can only stand 
and walk properly on the second  day and leave the 
nest after about 24 hours. Adult Eurasian Stone-
curlews have been known to carry their chicks for 
short distances under their wings, jacana-style. In 
extreme stress, parents may also carry their chicks 
in their bills. Chicks are cared for by both parents for 
about 8 weeks; each parent may take responsibility for 
1 chick. Initially parents place food on the ground in 
front of chicks and point to it with their bills. Chicks 
may also be fed directly bill-to-bill. They start self-
feeding from about 3 days old.

analogous behaviour also occasionally 
exhibited even by young chicks

may strike forwards 
with bill while hissing

When their eggs or young are threatened, thick-
knees' first line of defense is stealth. Adults slip quietly 
away and rely on their eggs' camouflage, while chicks 
hunker down and remain motionless in response to 
their parents' warning calls. Very young chicks squat 
in short vegetation or lie on their bellies (see above), 
usually facing into the wind, with their necks stretched 
forward along the ground (but not necessarily on the 
ground), and their eyes open. Chicks older than about 
10 days may attempt to run to cover rather than freeze 
on the spot. Water Thick-knee babies may also make 
for the water to swim away from predators (including 
in one recently filmed case, a Leopard).

In more severe situations, adults perform active 
defense measures. They may feign a broken wing, back 
or leg to lure predators away from chicks, flopping and 
crawling on the ground with wings spread. Predators   
(and passing ungulates) may be dive-bombed like a 
lapwing. Alternatively, a very fearsome spread-winged 
posture may be  adopted, with the tail either drooped 
or fanned like a peacock; hoarse hissing calls often 
accompany these intimidating displays (see below). 
This fierce display will deter predators as large as 
African Openbills.

�Spotted Thick-knee hatchling, 
approximately 3-4 days old, in 
typical prone camouflage  
posture adopted in  
response to parents'  
warning calls.

thick 'knees'

cryptic pattern provides 
excellent concealment 
against a variety of natural 
backgrounds such as sand, 
pebbles, leaf litter, scrub etc.

starts showing head-
lowering behaviour a 
few days after birth

squatting behaviour 
may continue until 

capable of flight
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• huge yellow, owl-like eyes (nocturnal)
• olive-green legs and bill-base
• vermiculated plumage; grey wing-panel
• roosts by day alongside water
• song a series of rising and falling whistles

Water Thick-knee
Burhinus vermiculatus (Waterdikkop)
ALT NAME(S): Water Dikkop

Act as vigilant sentries by warning basking crocodiles and 
hippos of danger; in turn, may benefit from insects and 
crustaceans displaced by the animals, or from protection 
against nest predators such as monitor lizards.

habitat As name implies, seldom far from water. 
Most common along sandy or rocky banks of lowland 
rivers and lakes, but in S also on beaches and at 
estuaries. Sometimes at modified habitats e.g. golf 
course water hazards, crocodile farms and reservoirs. 
Often roosts in shadow of reeds or in sparse waterside 
woodland, but avoids densely vegetated areas. May 
hunt on roads and lawns <1 km from water at night.

status Locally common in NE, less so in S and 
coastal areas, but everywhere localised to aquatic 
habitats. Resident or nomadic. Usually in pairs, but 
sometimes in associations of up to 30 birds. 

identification A lapwing-sized, cryptically marked 
yet handsome waterside wader with a massive head 
and bill, and malevolently glaring toad-like eyes. Best 
field mark is broad grey wing-panel, demarcated by 
parallel black and white lines on shoulder. — Sexes: 
Alike. — Juv: Wing-panel is much browner, hardly 
contrasting, and white shoulder-line is less obvious. 
Wider white tips to greater, and less noticeably, median 
coverts form a white line at the bottom of the wing.

confusion risks Spotted does rarely roost on lake 
shores, and the 2 species often hunt alongside each 
other at night. Most obvious distinguishing feature is 
Water's grey wing-panel (plus black-bordered white 
shoulder); however, this is not always obvious. Water 
also has a much longer, heavier bill with less (and 
greener) colour basally, a black-speckled iris, shorter 
greener legs, fine vermiculation on its mantle and tail, 
and a subtly different wing pattern. It is more dumpy in 
shape, with an even more oversized head.

behaviour Very similar to Spotted, but more active 
by day. Often near crocodiles and hippos. Furtive and 
sly, but may become tame (and breed) near humans. 

biology Powerful bill able to handle formidable 
prey incl. crabs up to 50 mm wide, giant millipedes 
and even mice. Also insects, frogs, molluscs, worms. 
Lays 2 blotchy eggs in a fiercely guarded scrape.

voice Melancholy whistled song conjures images 
of wild places, and is a characteristic sound of dusk 
at waterside habitats. Consists of a 4-8 s phrase with 
±15-25 shrill, staccato whistles, first rising slightly and 
then gently falling while becoming more drawn-out, 
and then fading away: ti-ti-ti-ti-TI-TI-TI, TEE, TEE, TEE, 
teee, teee. Also piping whistles when concerned and in 
flight, and a raspy growling hiss when threatened.

• huge yellow, owl-like eyes (nocturnal)
• long yellow legs and bill-base
• cryptic spotted plumage; no wing-panel
• roosts by day in dryland habitats
• song a series of whistles at constant pitch

Spotted Thick-knee
Burhinus capensis (Gewone Dikkop)
ALT NAME(S): Spotted Dikkop, Cape Dikkop, Commando Bird

A confrontation with a growling dikkop, wings flared 
wide in protection of its nest, is an unnerving experience.

habitat Most open dryland habitats, favouring 
overgrazed, eroded or cleared areas. Common in 
modified habitats e.g. farmyards, cultivation, orchards,  
industrial wasteland, plots, sports fields, parks and  
even large pet-free gardens. By day roosts un-
obtrusively in easily accessible but secluded hideouts, 
often at leaf-strewn bases of trees, under shrubs, or 
among debris, stones, weeds or grass tufts.

status Common resident or possibly short-distance 
migrant. Usually in pairs when br. but up to 70 may 
gather at favourite daytime roosts outside br. season. 
Longevity up to 32 years in captivity, 22+ in nature.  

identification A big, charismatic nocturnal wader 
often surprised in car headlights or seen hunting under 
flood lights at sports fields. With practice, can also be 
found by scanning likely roosting spots by day; when 
roost is approached additional (sometimes many) 
unseen birds almost invariably appear. Identified by 
large, emotive yellow eyes, long yellow legs (often 
with black shins) and cryptic, spotted, tawny plumage. 
— Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Separable from ad. by vertically 
streaked wing coverts (not with heart-shaped spots). 
For first 1-2 months may show traces of down at tail-
tips, plus warmer colours, a less marked face and paler 
yellow legs. Moults Jun-Oct (Dec-Mar in adults). — Var: 
W damarensis race is paler and greyer overall.

confusion risks See Water Thick-knee. 
behaviour Active mainly at dusk and at night. Very 

vocal on moonlit nights, but occasionally calls on 
overcast days or in early morning or late afternoon. At 
daytime roost simply stands with head drawn-in, sits 
on tarsi, or lies flat with feathers obscuring legs. On hot 
days may lie on breast with legs stretched out behind 
to aid in heat dissipation. When approached squats, or 
slinks away with shoulders hunched and head low. 

biology Food mainly insects (especially beetles and 
termites) and small invertebrates. Lays 2 blotchy eggs 
in a simple scrape that is vigorously protected.

voice Far-carrying whistling calls are classic sounds 
of the African night, but are also known to urbanites 
living near parks or sports fields. Song easily mimicked. 
±15 s series of piping whistles increasing in intensity 
but staying at constant pitch, to reach a punctuated 
rhythmic crescendo, and then fading away: wi-wi-
wi-wi...WI, WI, WI, WI, wi, wi, wi... Alarm call (useful as 
warning of approaching cat or intruder), a cautionary 
wu-whi-whi and variations; similar calls given in flight. 
Threat-call a blood-curdling growling hiss, KHRSSSH!
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THICK-KNEES: Large, cryptic, nocturnal waders with whistling calls. Aptly named Water roosts by day 
on sandy or rocky shores and beaches. Spotted is common in open natural, rural and suburban areas; 
often in cleared short-grass habitats: farms, sports fields, parks. Seen on roads at night, with nightjars.

Water Thick-knee
Burhinus vermiculatus (Waterdikkop)
L: 38-41 cm WS: 61-68 cm T: 72-(75)-77 mm B: 40-(43)-48 mm

[B. v. vermiculatus]. Expertly 
camouflaged by day in water-
side habitats, but presence re-
vealed at dusk by atmospheric 
rising and falling whistles. Told 
from Spotted by broad grey 
panel across folded wing, finely 
barred upperparts and more 
robust bill. May venture away 
from water to hunt on roads at 
night.

Spotted Thick-knee
Burhinus capensis (Gewone Dikkop)
L: 42-44 cm WS: 77-78 cm T: 89-(98)-112 mm B: 35-(39)-43 mm

[1: B. c. capensis; 2: B. c. 
damarensis]. Familiar even to 
non-birders due to nocturnal 
schedule, presence on lawns 
and roads at night and loud 
whistles. Dumpy, bustard-like 
shape with rather dumb-look-
ing expression, large yellow 
eyes, large head, short neck and 
swollen joints. Hunches, stalks 
or runs with neck stretched.

spotted coverts

streaked 
coverts

strands of 
wispy down 
when young

lacks a pale 
wing-panel

spotted

flies with rapid, 
shallow beats of 

stiff, bowed  
wings

inner spot 
typically 

small

no bar

long, gull-
like wings

coarsely 
barred

all thick-knees have large, 
owl-like heads ('dikkop') 
and glaring yellow eyes 
shaded by ridges

finer bill than Water 
(eats mainly insects) 
with yellower base

JUV.� 
capensis

AD.�  
capensis

4 birds  
roosting

complete bar

long yellow legs 
with black shins

diagnostic wing  
pattern: dark shoulder, 

white bar, grey panel

broad 
grey bar

JUV.�

AD.�

inner white 
spot large

partial bar; 
dusky base

mottled 
black

wings 
marginally 
shorter, blunter 
than Spotted's

wing-panel 
browner than 
adult's, with pale 
tips to greater and 
median coverts

fine, 
intricate 
markings

medium-length 
greenish yellow to 

olive-grey legs

considerably stronger 
bill than Spotted (to 
subdue large crabs); 
limited green at base

finely barred 
& streaked

1

2

paler W race 
damarensis

LC/LCLC/LC
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AFRICAN BLACK

EURASIAN

Genus 
Haematopus

OYSTERCATCHERS
Family Haematopodidae

World 10
Residents  1
Vagrants  1

Threatened  2

Genera 1
Migrants 1

Endemics 0/1
Restricted  0

Oystercatchers, or 'oycs' as they are often affectionately 
called by birders, are large, boldly coloured and 
noisy birds and consequently are among the most 
widely known and best-studied waders. Most nature-
conscious South Africans are familiar with the endemic 
African Black Oystercatcher, or Tobie, particularly as its 
main br. season coincides with the influx of visitors to 
the coast for summer holidays. At this time the birds 
are particularly vociferous and are hard not to notice 
while performing their piping territorial displays and 
slow-motion 'butterfly' display-flights. The species has 
been the focus of intensive conservation efforts, and 
global numbers have increased from a low of 4,500 
birds in the mid 1980s to around 6,700 today. Despite 
much public outcry, within a year of the banning of 
4x4 driving on beaches, its breeding success increased 
significantly. [Afrikaans: Tobies].

General Characteristics
Oystercatchers are large, stocky, deep-chested waders 
with short, thick necks, sturdy legs and long bills. 
The sexes are generally alike in plumage colouration, 
but in direct comparisons  are slightly larger, and 
usually differ significantly in bill length:depth ratio and  
shape of bill-tip. Slight differences in bill shape enable 
the sexes to specialise in different food items, and limit 
competition. Bill shape is probably also related to the 
time of year, and habitat, and the bill-tip may wear 
off in birds feeding on hard-shelled prey on rocks. 
Furthermore, adults can usually be sexed on the iris 
pattern, with  showing a dark fleck on the lower 
front border of the pupil, which looks like a blurry oval. 
The function of this spot is unclear.

The wings are long and pointed in the migratory 
Eurasian, and slightly blunter with broad primaries 
in African. The former has a startling black-and-white 
appearance in flight, and sports a 
bold white wing-bar formed by
complex white markings 

on the primaries and secondaries (see illustration, 
opposite), plus white greater coverts and white-
tipped median coverts. Conversely, Africans have 
all-dark flight feathers that are semi-translucent in 
strong light (so that overlapping areas of adjacent 
feathers look darker). The undersides of the primaries 
are highly reflective. There are 10 functional primaries 
(and a tiny 11th), plus 18-20 secondaries. The flight is 
strong, direct and confident, but not very graceful or 
agile, with rapid shallow wingbeats and minimal body 
adjustments (rather reminiscent of a duck). Before 
taking off, may run with wings held above back.

In flight the Eurasian Oystercatcher's white rump 
is also revealed, as is its white-based tail with a broad 
black terminal band that becomes narrower towards 
the outside; the band is slightly narrower in  and juv. 
birds. African has a dark tail. The tail has 12 rectrices. 

Especially in the partly rupicolous African Black 
Oystercatcher, the legs are relatively short and sturdy, 
with robust toes and blunt claws. There is no hind-
toe. The short legs do not project beyond the tail in 
flight. The feet are slightly webbed, and although 
they seldom do, oystercatchers can swim well. Even 
young chicks can swim or even dive when pursued. 
Oystercatchers do bathe frequently. 

The chicks are precocial, though unlike in most 
waders, are dependent on adults for food. Young are 
fed for as long as 2-3 months, and in extreme cases, 
may occasionally be fed for up to 9 months. This is 
mostly because they do not yet possess the skill, 
experience, tools or strength to feed effectively on 
hard-shelled molluscs. Because of this protracted 
period of parental care, oystercatchers are unable 
to raise more than 1 brood per season. However, in 
populations of Eurasian Oystercatchers that feed 
mainly on annelid worms, juveniles may depart from 
their parents as early as 4-6 weeks after hatching.

Ad. African Black Oystercatchers are territorial and 
mostly sedentary year-round, with some marked pairs 
occupying the same area for 20 years. Interestingly, 
a large proportion of immatures disperse away from 
their natal territory, and may only return in their third or 
fourth year of life. Approximately 65% of young South 
African birds move into C and N Namibia and gather in 
large numbers at 5 main traditional 'nurseries' N of the 
breeding range. These imm. birds migrate on average 
1,600 km, but up to 2,000 km. Smaller numbers move 
to South Africa's NW coast, while only a few birds seem 
to move eastward.  

Oystercatchers have a longer period of immaturity 
than most other waders, and their bare-part colours 
may not be fully developed for several years. In 
Eurasian, adult br. plumage may only be attained after 
about 3 years, or longer. For a full description of moult 
and bare-part colours see table on p. 46.
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Origin of Names
Historically oysters were probably a major food source 
of the Eurasian Oystercatcher in Europe, but have 
declined to the point where they are now seldom 
eaten by the birds. The etymology of the Afrikaans 
name tobie is unclear, but it may be onomatopoeic. 
The generic Haematopus is derived from the Greek 
haemato (blood) and pus (foot), in reference to the 
red feet. The specific name of the Eurasian species, 
ostralegus, is Latin for an oyster fisher/catcher; the 
genus of the edible European oyster is Ostrea. 

The African Black Oystercatcher received its scientific 
name, moquini, in a roundabout way. It is named after 
Horace Benedict Alfred Moquin-Tandon (1804-1863), 
a French botanist and director of the botanical garden 
at Toulouse. Some of his ornithological publications 
included a book on the natural history of the Canary 
Islands, where a now-extinct species of black oyster-
catcher existed until at least 1913 when the last 
specimen was collected (and possibly as late as  
±1940 according to local fishermen). This taxon was 
formerly considered to be a race of the African Black 
Oystercatcher, but is now regarded to have been a 
species in its own right: Meade-Waldo's or Canarian 
Oystercatcher, H. meadewaldoi. It differed from the 
African Black Oystercatcher in its shorter wing and 
pronounced white patch at the bases of its primaries. 

Classification and Relationships
Although all the taxa in the Haematopodidae family 
belong to a single genus, the species-limits within 
the family have been debated in the past. Up to 21 
forms  have been differentiated, but currently only 17 
are recognised, falling under 11 extant species, and 1 
recently extinct species from the Canary Islands (see 
under Origin of Names). 

Broadly speaking, the black species prefer rocky 
coastlines and offshore islands, while the pied species 
are found on softer substrates, beaches, shellbars, 
sandspits, mudflats, brackish wetlands and even 
inland on wet, short grassland where they hunt earth-
worms. Following this pattern, N America has the 
American Black Oystercatcher H. bachmani on the 
Pacific coast, and the (pied) American Oystercatcher 
H. palliatus (both coasts, and extends to S America and 
Galapagos). Southern S America is occupied by the 
Blackish Oystercatcher H. ater, and (pied) Magellanic 
Oystercatcher H. leucopodus. 

Southern Africa has the African Black Oystercatcher 
H. moquini and visiting Eurasian Oystercatcher H. 
ostralegus, while Australia is home to the Sooty Oy-
ster catcher H. fuliginosus and Pied Oystercatcher H. 
longirostris. New Zealand has a pied species, South 
Island Oystercatcher H. finschi, but interestingly also 
the Variable Oystercatcher H. unicolor which occurs 
in both black and white-bellied morphs, as well as 
smudgy intermediates. Finally, the pied Chatham 
Oystercatcher H. chathamensis is endemic to the 
islands of the same name, and is one of the rarest 
waders in the world, with an estimated population of 
<250 mature individuals.

It is worth noting that the Eurasian Oystercatcher 
has 4 subspecies: the nominate from W Europe winters 
in W Africa, while Southern African birds are thought 
to be of the longipes race that breeds in inland Asia 
Minor and central Siberia, and spends the non-br. 
season mostly in NE Africa. In addition, the race 
buturlini breeds from Kazakhstan to China and winters 
in SW Asia and India. Finally, the isolated eastern 
osculans race breeds on Russia's Kamchatka Peninsula; 
this taxon does not develop the white collar in the 
non-br. season, and has a longer bill and a different 
wing pattern, and may be a separate species.

 At the family-level, oystercatchers may be most 
closely related to the bizarre Himalayan Ibisbill (family 
Ibidorhynchidae) and the stilts and avocets (family 
Recurvirostridae), and a little more distantly, the 
plovers and lapwings (family Charadriidae).

Heads and bills of African Black Oystercatcher, to 
show average differences in flecking on iris and bill 
shape. Extremes are illustrated here, and in practice a 
direct comparison may be required to distinguish the 
sexes. Anatomical adaptations to the specialised diet 
are also mentioned (shared in both sexes).

Secondary (S5)  
and primary (P6) of  

Eurasian Oystercatcher.

  

  tip blunter

on average, bill 
8.4 mm (11.7%) 
shorter than 's

hardly any flecking  
on iris (pupil round)

muscles in  
jaw and  
neck very  
strong

 typically has a large 
black spot next to pupil

deeper, more 
bulging at centre

thinner, 
straighter, 

pointed bill

mandibles triangular 
in cross-section with 
strengthened corners to 
withstand pressure  
along long axis

Herbst's Corpuscles in 
bill-tip enable bird to detect 

buried prey by touch

bill laterally flattened 
and blade-like with a 
strong bony core; can 
be used as a chisel, 
lever, hammer,  
scissor or  
probe

fleshy orange 
orbital ring

pervious nostrils

short tongue
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Eurasian Oystercatcher moult and ageing. This species breeds in Apr-Jul in the boreal summer, with adults 
undergoing a complete post-br. moult from May/Jun to Sep/Dec (depending on location and timing of breeding; earlier 
in non-br. adults). Primaries are moulted descendantly (from P1 on the middle of the wing and proceeding outwards). 
Secondaries are moulted ascendantly (inwards), starting 1-2 months after P1 (when P6 and P7 are being moulted). S4-S12 
are moulted almost simultaneously. The tail is moulted with the primaries, from the central T1 outward. After completion 
of this moult adults are in fresh plumage, and show a white collar, i.e. non-br. plumage. A partial pre-br. moult involving 
mainly the head and neck feathers (and resulting in the loss of the white collar) occurs Dec-Apr. Juveniles undergo a 
partial post-juv. moult while still on their br. grounds, during which most of the body feathers and some scapulars, tertials 
and coverts are replaced and a white collar is grown; wing and tail feathers are mostly retained. Once on the non-br. 
grounds, a partial first pre-br. moult is undertaken Jan-May, but the white collar is still retained. Bare-parts colours are not 
fully developed until at least the third br. season.

African Black Oystercatcher moult and ageing. Moult patterns are imperfectly known in this near-endemic. It breeds 
Sep-Apr (mostly Nov-Jan). Immediately after breeding, adults undergo a complete post-br. moult starting around Mar, 
and completed by Nov at the latest. Juveniles probably undergo a partial post-juv. moult that replaces their body feathers 
and some coverts, but only moult their flight feathers when nearing a year old (old and worn feathers look browner and 
paler). Because this species lacks distinct seasonal plumages, the effects of moult are less noticeable, but look for gaps or 
growing feathers in flight, indicating primary moult. Ageing is best done on bare-parts colours.

EURASIAN OYSTERCATCHER   H. ostralegus

Approx. Age

Season
(S Hemisphere)

Legs & feet

Bill colour

Orbital ring

Iris colour

Plumage

Juvenile First-year Immature Adult (non-br.)Adult (br.)

1-6 months

late winter  
to spring

greyish

base dull yellowish 
pink; distal half dark

inconspicuous

brown

no white collar; 
browner above

6-12 months

summer to early 
winter

greyish pink

bill colouration 
much as in juv.

thin; dull orange

brownish red

white collar; worn 
juv. flight feathers

1-2+ years

year-round

pale pink

base orange-red; 
distal third dusky

gradually more 
fleshy and orange

dull red

broad  
white collar

2+ years

late summer  
to winter

bright pink

orange-red; pale 
yellow tip

broad, fleshy;  
bright orange-red

deep red

no  
white collar

2.5+ years

spring to  
summer  

bright pink

orange-red; pale 
yellow tip

broad, fleshy;  
bright orange-red

deep red

narrow  
white collar

AFRICAN BLACK OYSTERCATCHER   H. moquini

Approx. Age

Season
(S Hemisphere)

Legs & feet

Bill colour

Orbital ring

Iris colour

Plumage

Juvenile First-year Immature Adult

1-4 months

summer to  
autumn

greyish pink

base orange; culmen  
and distal half dark

very narrow; burnt orange 
with grey on lower border

brown

scaly; narrow pale edges; 
vestiges of white down

5-12 months

winter to  
early summer

dull pinkish

as juv. but redder and tip 
less extensively dark

thin; dull orange

brownish red

worn juv. flight feathers

1-3 years

year-round

pink

gradually becomes redder 
and loses dark tip

gradually becomes 
broader and brighter

red

as adult

3+ years

year-round

bright pink

intense orange-red;  
pale yellow tip

broad, fleshy;  
bright orange

deep red

all-black; slightly  
glossy when br.
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Biology
The diet and foraging behaviour of oystercatchers has 
been extensively documented, e.g. >50 prey species, 
including 31 mollusc species, have been identified 
in the diet of the African Black Oystercatcher. Prey 
remains can conveniently be gathered and analysed 
at shell middens, which form where the adults 
discard shells when feeding chicks. Food and hunting 
method vary greatly depending on the habitat, prey 
abundance, season, tide, time of day and the bird's sex 
and age. The sexes have slightly different bill shapes 
that enable them to specialise in different prey and 
limit food competition.  have shorter, blunter bills 
better suited to hunting gastropods, while  have 
longer, sharper bills for severing mussel muscles, and 
probing in softer sediments for polychaete worms.

African Black Oystercatchers feed almost exclusive-
ly in the narrow intertidal zone (between the low- and 
high-water marks) and as such they have a narrow 
window of opportunity at low tide. Spring tides or 
storms can further reduce feeding times, which typi-
cally range from 5-9 hours per day. Depending on the 
timing of the tides, oystercatchers may also need to 
feed at night; however, they appear to feed less after 
dark, and then consume more limpets. Moonlight may 
also influence the level of nocturnal activity. 

The diet consists primarily of sand mussels and oc-
casionally sandhoppers on sandy shores, and tellins, 
pencil bait, mudprawns and crabs on estuarine mud-
flats. A greater diversity of prey species is hunted 
on rocky shores. This includes polychaetes, whelks, 
various crustaceans, turbans, chitons, false limpets, 
periwinkles, abalone, barnacles, clams, and especially 
mussels and limpets. Dislodging limpets requires 
great skill and is done by a sharp blow to the rear edge 
of the shell. Mussels up to 6 cm in size are hunted 
while they are submerged and slightly open to filter 
microscopic food particles, by quickly inserting the bill 
between the gaping valves and cutting the strong ad-
ductor muscles. Especially on dry sand, shells may be 
broken directly by repeated hammering. Once prey is 
incapacitated, the edible flesh is neatly scissored out 
or levered from the shell. 

Oystercatchers may employ other novel feeding 
techniques as well, e.g. dropping shells onto rocks 
or roads from heights to break them. They also steal 
food from anemones and each other, and scavenge 
washed-up red bait. Eurasian Oystercatchers have also 
been noted to upend to reach prey in deeper water. 
When foraging inland, this species eats earthworms, 
insects and probably inadvertently, plant material.

Adult African Black Oystercatchers are territorial 
and vocal throughout the year (but do gather in com-
munal high tide roosts during the non-br. season). Ter-
ritorial disputes are often settled by ritualised piping 
displays during which huddled groups call excitedly 
with their shoulders hunched and bills pointing verti-
cally down. At the onset of the br. season, slow-motion 
'butterfly' display-flights are performed with exagger-
ated wingbeats and loud calls. The species is monoga-
mous and both sexes share in the parental duties.

Pairs nest at intervals of 100-600 m on beaches, but 
on islands nests may be as little as 20 m apart (rarely  
1.5 m). The nest is a 4 cm deep scrape, usually placed 
on a slight rise that gives the birds a view of approach-
ing danger. It is often placed among cover in the 
form of kelp, stones, small dune plants or washed-up  
debris. Clutches comprise 2 pyriform, cryptically mot-
tled eggs that may be replaced after early losses. Eggs 
are incubated by both sexes for about 30 days, and 
chicks are brooded and fed for an extended period. 
Downy young resemble those of thick-knees (p. 41).

Due to its naturally restricted range and limited 
popu lation, the African Black Oystercatcher was 
assessed as Near Threatened in 2000. It has a slow 
reproductive rate: it is single-brooded, and the age 
of first breeding is 3-4 years (or older); the annual 
breeding success is 0.6 young/pair in protected sites 
and 0.3 in unprotected sites. Although the annual 
survival rate for first-years is only 20%, adults have a 
96% survival rate and a longevity of at least 29 years.

This distinctive bird is endemic to South Africa and 
Namibia as a br. species, occurring along the coast-
line between the Hoanib River in Namibia and Port 
Edward in the Eastern Cape. Small numbers venture 
north into S Angola, but it is a vagrant in KwaZulu-
Natal and S Mozambique. Namibia supports some 
25% of the global population (mainly S of Lüderitz, 
with 50% on offshore islands). 

South Africa holds the remainder, with >55% 
occurring in the Western Cape. Predator-free Islands, 
such as those of Saldanha Bay, are prime br. and 
feeding habitat, and here the birds can occur at in-
credible densities e.g. average 45/km (and up to 
112/km on the 8 ha Malgas Island). In fact, pairs may 
even breed on islands and commute to the mainland 
to feed if all island feeding territories are occupied. 
Mainland populations are much lower (average 1-4/
km, but locally up to 18/km in good habitat).

The species is threatened by a range of factors, 
including coastal development, nest disturbance, 
pollution, and terrestrial predators. Natural threats, 
such as algal blooms ('red tides') and avian cholera 
can also cause major die-offs of 30-50% of the local 
population. Use of offroad vehicles on beaches was 
previously considered a major threat. 

An unforeseen fortuitous factor was the intro-
duction of the alien Mediterranean Mussel Mytilus 
gallo  pro vincialis, after which island oystercatcher 
populations increased by 83-156%. While the highly 
in vasive mussels may have boosted oystercatcher 
numbers, these super-abundant molluscs certainly 
have detrimental effects on other marine taxa and 
alter the ecology of intertidal areas. Ongoing conser-
vation and monitoring efforts, and the proclamation 
of marine reserves, have also been of great benefit to 
this iconic species. Nevertheless, it is still restricted in 
range and numbers, and potentially vulnerable. The 
Eurasian Oystercatcher is globally Near Threatened.

Conservation of Oystercatchers
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• unique, large, stocky coastal bird
• striking black-and-white plumage
• red eye, orange orbital ring, pink legs
• orange-red bill (dark-tipped in imm.)
• often in company of African Black

Eurasian Oystercatcher
Haematopus ostralegus (Bonttobie)
ALT NAME(S): European/Common/Northern/Pied O., Sea Pie

As in other oystercatchers,  have longer, more pointed 
bills than , but bill dimensions vary according to 
region, age, time of year, habitat and feeding technique: 
on the Palearctic br. grounds, birds with short, blunt bills 
feed mostly on mussels, while long-billed birds probe for 
invertebrates on mudflats and earthworms on pastures.

habitat Mainly on soft sediments, and especially 
at sandy estuaries or muddy tidal flats; rarely on rocky 
coastlines. On br. grounds also found inland along 
shingle river valleys and lakes, and on short grass or 
cereal fields; some inland records in E Africa.

status Rare but annual non-br. visitor in small 
numbers (<20 birds), with ±150 records, ±8 per year. 
Recorded all months, but mostly Dec-Mar. First-year 
birds may remain year-round. Usually singly (often 
with African Black) but up to 4 recorded together. 
Breeds across Palearctic, from Iceland to China; non-
br. birds mostly remain N of the equator. The origin of 
SA birds is unclear, but their easterly migration route 
suggests they belong to the C Siberian race longipes 
(longer bill with nasal groove >half bill length; 
browner upperparts; very broad white collar). 

identification An unmistakable, big, sturdy wader, 
with pied plumage, a long orange-red bill and pink 
legs. Prominent white wing-bar and white rump are 
revealed in flight. — Non-br: Recognisable by narrow 
white collar. — Br: Collar lost after partial pre-br. moult 
in second half of summer. — Sexes: Bill of  thinner, 
more pointed and ±12 mm longer, but varies. — Juv: 
Brown, faintly scalloped above and lacks white collar, 
but unlikely to be seen in SA (partial post-juv. moult 
Aug-Dec). First-year has broad white collar year-round; 
ad. br. plumage first attained in second life year or 
later. Best aged on colour of bare-parts (table, p. 46).

confusion risks Distinctive, but can be tricky to 
spot when partially obscured in a roosting group of 
African Blacks or among other large, pied birds such as 
avocets and gulls.

behaviour Forages day or night depending on 
tidal cycles, mostly by probing in mud with sensitive 
bill. Forages and roosts alongside other waders, with 
minimal aggression. Wary. When roosting, hides bill 
under scapulars and stands on one leg, or lies down.  
In main non-br. range gathers in dense roosts, groups 
sometimes segregated depending on age.  

biology Food and feeding method vary according 
to individual and place (see above). On soft sediment, 
probes 2 cm deep, occasionally to full length of bill. 
Food often washed before being eaten. Br. extralimital.

voice Not easily distinguished from African Black's. 

• unique, large, stocky coastal bird
• plumage entirely glossy black
• red eye, orange orbital ring, pink legs
• orange-red bill (shape differs slightly between sexes)
• very vocal: distinctive piping whistles

African Black Oystercatcher
Haematopus moquini (Swarttobie)
ALT NAME(S): African Oystercatcher

This large, noisy near-endemic is one of our most 
familiar waders. Although threatened by man, his pets 
and his toys, as well as natural factors, populations 
have increased in the last 2 decades due to conservation 
efforts and the introduction of an alien mussel.

habitat Feeds in intertidal zone, both on mainland 
and islands, especially on surf-splashed rocks and 
wave-cut platforms, but also sandy beaches; less often 
at estuaries. Nests among low dunes and debris about 
20-50 m above the high-water mark (rarely on rocks, 
roofs or shipwrecks). In non-br. season up to 200 roost 
on sandbars or offshore rocks. No inland records. 

status Common br. endemic. Population increased 
from ±4,500 in 1980s to ±6,700 today. Densities 
highest on rocky islands, lower on mainland beaches. 
Juv. movements complex, but ad. largely sedentary. 
Usually in pairs or small groups in br. season.

identification A distinctive large, glossy black 
bird with a compact body, short pink legs, red eyes 
surrounded by fleshy orange rings, and a long, orange-
red bill. Well camouflaged while hunting for mussels 
on wet seaside rocks but conspicuous and wary on 
sandy beaches. Vocal. — Sexes: In direct comparison, 

 has noticeably shorter and blunter-tipped bill (p. 45). 
— Juv: When still dependent on parents, paler grey 
or brown-tinged, with a scalloped appearance and 
subtle pale tips on some feathers (e.g. greater coverts 
and flanks). May show vestiges of white down. Later, 
best aged on bare parts colours (see p. 46). 

confusion risks Beware of rare partially albino 
birds which may be mistaken for Eurasian at a glance. 

behaviour Feeds most actively at low tide, both day 
and night. Employs various techniques for extracting 
prey (see p. 47); inexperienced juvs. take several years 
to perfect such methods. Often fairly tame.

biology Food depends on the substrate: mainly 
mussels, whelks and limpets on rocks, but various 
other molluscs and polychaete worms on softer sands 
(see p. 47). Lays 2 blotchy eggs in a shallow scrape at a 
secluded site with good visibility, among debris.

voice Loud and shrill yet pleasant piping cries 
are subconsciously associated with summer beach 
holidays. In flight gives a repeated, carrying kleep 
or disyllabic ke-leep; in butterfly-like display gives a 
slower version timed with wingbeats, klee-ah. Alarm-
call a shorter, sharper kiip! In territorial displays, pairs 
or small huddled groups with their bills pointing 
vertically down, give excited, fast, bubbling or trilling 
songs that accelerate and then trail off, ke-leep, ke-leep, 
ke-leep, kwir'r'r'r'r'r'...kleep'a-kleep'a-kleep'a...
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OYSTERCATCHERS: Large, stocky coastal waders with bright reddish bare-parts and laterally flattened, 
blunt-tipped bills for dislodging and prying open mollusc shells. Eurasian is a rare summer visitor to 
estuaries and lagoons. African also uses such habitats but specialises in hunting on surf-splashed rocks.

JUV.�
(Oct-Apr)

  

  

bill usually 
more pointed  

and longer 
than in 

ADULTS�
(all year)

pinkish grey

scalloped

orange base

dark tip

red

reflects silver  
in sunlight

flight direct, 
level, strong; 

somewhat 
like a duck

black
piping  
territorial  
display

very vocal  
in flight: 
ke-leep!

AD.  non-br.�
(Aug-Feb)

narrow white  
chinstrap distinguishes 
non-br. adults and imm. 

birds from breeders, 
to minimise territorial 

disputes  

IMM.�
(Dec-May)

Eurasian Oystercatcher
Haematopus ostralegus (Bonttobie)
L: 40-46 cm WS: 76-85 cm T: 49-(54)-60 mm B: 67-(  77;  88)-101 mm

[H. o. longipes]. Rare migrant 
from Siberia. On br. grounds 
also inland but locally seen 
along coast, often with African 
Black (though more often at es-
tuaries than on rocks). Smaller 
and more dainty than African, 
with longer, thinner bill. Easily 
identified by white belly, rump, 
tail-base, wing-bar and often, 
partial collar.

African Black Oystercatcher
Haematopus moquini (Swarttobie)
L: 42-45 cm WS: 82-90 cm T: 51-(57)-62 mm B: 58-(  63;  72)-79 mm

[Monotypic]. A unique large 
black wader with short pink 
legs, fleshy orange rings around 
its red eyes and a chisel-like red 
bill. Colours of bare-parts in-
dicative of age. Feeds on lim-
pets, mussels and other marine 
creatures in the rocky intertidal 
zone, and breeds among beach 
debris above the high-water 
mark. 

imm.

ad.

2 birds roosting 
on sandbar with 

5 African Black 
Oystercatchers  

at high tide

mostly white

AD.  br.�

striking 
pattern

flight style and 
calls similar to 

African Black

AD. br.�
(Mar-Jul)

grey-brown

loses white 
collar in late 

summer

dark tipbroad 
white 
collar

  

  

pied
all-black

V* NE

dozing

NT/LCNT/LC

OYSTERCATCHERS 49

2_Thickknees etx_x4.indd   49 2016/11/06   8:58 PM



AVOCETS & STILTS
Family Recurvirostridae

World 7-9
Region 2

Residents  2
Vagrants  0

Genera 2
Migrants 0

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  0

Thanks to their remarkable morphology, avocets 
and stilts are certainly some of the planet's most 
distinctive waders. The aptly named 'Stilt' has the 
longest legs relative to its body size of any bird in the 
world. Avocets' delicate upturned bills are unique; 
this distinctive image, together with their elegance 
and bold patterns, have resulted in avocets being 
the inspiration behind hundreds of company names 
and logos, most notably the Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds (RSPB). In fact, the recolonisation of 
Britain by Avocets after a century of absence, shortly 
after World War 2, is regarded as one of the greatest 
conservation success stories of that country, the birds 
becoming a vehicle for formulating national identity 
in post-war Britain. [Afrikaans: Elsies].

General Characteristics
Large, graceful waders with long, slender necks, legs 
and bills, small heads and eye-catching pied plumage. 
Stilts have slim bodies and long, pointed wings 
whereas avocets are somewhat more dumpy and 
duck-like in shape. Found in shallow fresh, brackish 
or saline waters, they are gregarious, nomadic birds 
that often breed (monogamously) in small to large 
colonies where conditions are suitable. Their calls are 
simple, repetitive yelping or yapping sounds.

Undoubtedly the most bizarre feature of the Avocet 
is its delicate, basally flattened, recurved or upturned 
bill. In dirty water or fluid mud, the curved part of 
the bill is held almost horizontally, with the head 
low above the water, and characteristically swept or 
scythed from side to side in purposeful motions, while 
the bird strides forward. The bill tip is held slightly 
open and prey is located by touch. Small prey is filtered 
through delicate lamellae structures. The tongue is 
short, broad and fleshy. The protractor and depressor 
muscles are strongly developed for rapid opening 
and closing of the bill and gathering of large numbers 
of tiny food particles (mainly small insects and tiny 

crustaceans). The species may feed communally when 
prey is abundant. Young birds, in which the bill is not 
fully grown and less curved, tend to hold the bill more 
vertically and feed more by picking than sweeping. In 
fact, in clear water or when hunting large prey, adults 
also feed by picking, locating prey visually. 

Stilts have straight or subtly recurved, and very thin, 
needle-like bills that are rounded, not flattened, in 
section. They forage primarily visually, by picking prey 
from the surface or below water, or from plants. When 
feeding on dry ground, they have to exaggeratedly 
bend their long legs. Their jaw muscles are adapted 
for rapid jaw movements and a strong grip, and their 
enlarged adductor muscles can be seen as a bulge on 
the side of the head.

In avocets, the hind-toe is tiny, while stilts lack 
a hind-toe altogether. Another major difference 
between them is that avocets have prominent webs 
between their front toes, whereas stilts have only 
tiny basal webs. Consequently it is not surprising 
that avocets swim readily and confidently, while stilts 
seldom do. However, thanks to the disproportionately 
long legs of stilts, they are able to wade in deeper 
water than other waders, often to above the tibiotarsal 
joint ('knee').

The wings are long, broad-based, triangular and 
sharply pointed in stilts, with a noticeable kink at the 
carpal joint. They fly with a confident, flicking action, 
the neck partly extended and the long legs trailing 
behind to create an unmistakable silhouette. Avocets 
have slightly rounder wings that are held stiffly and 

Himantopus

Recurvirostra
PIED AVOCET

BLACK-WINGED STILT

Heads and bills of Pied Avocet, to show average 
differences in plumage and bill shape. Extremes are 
illustrated here, and there is much overlap between 
the sexes, so a direct comparison of a pair is usually 
required to confidently determine genders.

  

  
bill on average 7.8 mm 
(9%) longer; base looks 

longer and straighter

bend closer to tip, bill 
appearing more curved

depth of curve similar 
in both sexes

tip sensitive 
and flexible

broad at base; whole 
upper mandible 

flattened

white eye-ring 
usually more 

prominent

black edges 
less clear-cut
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beat regularly in flight. There are 10 functional prima-
ries, plus a tiny 11th, and 16-20 secondaries. The tail is 
short and nearly square, with 12 rectrices. 

 Both species have a complete post-br. moult, and a 
partial pre-br. moult. Juveniles are easily distinguished 
by their browner and neatly patterned mantle, scapu-
lars and wing covert feathers. Adult-like plumage is 
typically attained within about 12-15 months, but im-
matures may be identifiable by retained (and often 
worn and bleached) juvenile flight feathers and wing 
coverts; in stilts also look for the pale trailing edge to 
the inner wing that indicates young birds. 

Sexes are very similar in plumage and are not easily 
distinguished unless directly compared. In stilts  are 
marginally bigger and uniformly jet-black above with a 
slight green gloss, while  are faintly tinged brown on 
the mantle and scapulars, these surfaces contrasting 
slightly with the darker wing coverts. Dark markings 
on the head are too variable to aid in distinguishing 
the sexes. The sexes are similar in size and plumage in 
avocets, although  may have slightly browner and 
less clearly delineated black head markings, and may 
show some pale mottling at the bill-base and a hint of 
a whitish eye-ring. The sexes also differ slightly in bill 
shape (see illustration).

Origin of Names
Both the English and scientific names of the avocet 
are derived from the French Avocette, in turn from 
the Italian (Venetian) Avocetta. The origins of this 
name are unclear, but it may refer to the black-and-
white uniforms or black caps once worn by European 
advocates. The genus name, Recurvirostra, is from the 
Latin recurvi (recurved, or upturned) and rostra (bill).

The Black-winged Stilt's generic and specific name, 
Himantopus, is first attributed to the Roman naturalist 
Gaius Plinius Secundus, better known as Pliny the 
Elder, who ascribed this name to a long-legged wading 
bird. Some early authors erroneously assumed Pliny 
was referring to the Eurasian Oystercatcher, of the 
genus Haematopus ('red foot'). However, Himantopus 
is derived from the Greek himas/himantos (strap, 
thong) and pous (foot), apparently because the legs 
are long, slender, soft and pliant, like a strap of leather. 
The common name aptly compares the absurdly long 
legs of this species to someone walking on stilts.

The origin of the Afrikaans name, elsie, is unclear (it 
is not derived from the onomatopoeic Dutch kluut). 
More likely, it refers to the shape of the bill of stilts, as 
an els is the Afrikaans term for an awl, the spiked tool 
used to poke small holes in wood or leather. Awls with 
curved blades, in turn, are reminiscent of the bill shape 
of the Pied Avocet.

 
Classification and Relationships
Although the taxonomy of certain taxa are debated 
(see p. 52), the Recurvirostridae family is currently 
thought to hold 10 species in 3 genera. There are 4 
species of avocets in the genus Recurvirostra. The Pied 
Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta is widespread in Africa 
and Eurasia east to Mongolia and China; northern 

populations in temperate regions migrate to more 
tropical latitudes in winter. The American Avocet R. 
americana is the only species that exhibits seasonal 
plumage changes, the head and neck being orange-
brown when breeding, but silvery white outside the 
br. season. The localised Andean Avocet R. andina 
breeds mainly around alkaline lakes at altitudes above 
3,500 m in the puna zone of Peru, Bolivia, Chile and 
Argentina. Finally, the genus is represented by the 
Red-necked Avocet R. novaehollandiae in Australia.

 Australia's unique Banded Stilt is the only member 
of the genus Cladorhynchus. In many respects the 
biology of this species recalls that of flamingos. 
It is highly nomadic, breeding only intermittently 
when conditions are optimal (the first nest was not 
described until 1930). It is largely dependent on saline 
lakes where it feeds primarily by filtering for brine 
shrimp. Breeding colonies are vast, with an estimated 
179,000 nests at densities of up to 18/m2 (!) recorded 
in one colony found in 1980. Newly hatched chicks 
have pure white down, unique among waders, and 
like flamingos, chicks have 2 coats of down. Also like 
flamingos, the chicks gather in large crèches. 

The classification of the Himantopus stilts is a 
contentious issue; it is fully discussed on p. 52. At 
the family-level, the avocets and stilts form part 
of a clade that includes the plovers (Charadriidae 
and Pluvialidae), as well as the oystercatchers (Hae-
matopodidae) and the singular Himalayan Ibisbill 
(family Ibidorhynchidae). A number of shared traits 
between this family, particularly the Banded Stilt, and 
flamingos (Phoenicopteridae), has even led some 
researchers to suggest that flamingos are derived 
from stilts and avocets. However, surprising as it may 
be, genetic evidence suggests that flamingos are 
actually sister to grebes.

no hind-toe

negligible webbing 
(seldom swims)

thin toes, often held 
widely splayed for 

better balance

very long,  
thin, pliant 

reddish legs

shorter, thicker 
blue legs and 
duck-like feet

vestigial 
hind-toe 
(18%)

strongly curved webs 
between 2-3 basal 
phalanges of front 
toes 

80% of length 
of middle toe

88%

80%

85%

Left foot of Pied Avocet (blue) and Black-winged 
Stilt (red), to show differences in shape and webbing.
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BLACK STILT  
H. novaezelandiae

HYBRID  
novaezelandiae  
x leucocephalus

WHITE-HEADED  
/ PIED STILT 
H. leucocephalus

'HAWAIIAN STILT' 
H. mexicanus  
knudseni

BLACK-NECKED 
H. mexicanus  
mexicanus

WHITE-BACKED
H. melanurus

BLACK-WINGED
H. himantopus
(immature)

BLACK-WINGED
H. himantopus
(male)

BLACK-WINGED
H. himantopus
(female)

BLACK-WINGED
H. himantopus
(S Africa)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

The classification of Himantopus stilts has always been 
a hotly debated issue for taxonomists. Many works 
consider the Black-winged Stilt (in the broad sense) to 
be a single, highly variable global species with 5 or more 
recognisable subspecies falling into 3 major groups. 
The only other member of the genus is New Zealand's 
endemic Black Stilt (which hybridises freely with 
adjacent populations of 'Black-winged Stilts'). Recently 
however, 5 full species have been recognised. 

The Critically Endangered Black Stilt H. novae-
zelandiae (1) is one of the most threatened waders in 
the world. Although it previously occurred on both 
islands of New Zealand, it now almost exclusively nests 
in the upper Waitaki Valley of South Island where it 
breeds on braided riverbeds. Populations reached an 
all-time low of only 23 birds in 1981. Subsequently, 
thanks to intensive management, including release of 
hand-reared birds and predator control, the total free-
living population has increased to ±130 birds.

Black Stilts (1) hybridise with White-headed Stilts 
(2); hybrid offspring have low reproductive rates and 
high mortality. Tarsus length in hybrids decreases in 
proportion to increasing black in the plumage. 

White-headed Stilt H. leucocephalus (3), also known 
as Pied Stilt, occurs in SE Indonesia, New Guinea, 
Australia and New Zealand. It  typically has a black, 
scruffy hindneck, forming a raised ridge of feathers, 
separated from the black mantle by a white or silvery 
area. The black nape may extend onto the breast to form 
an almost complete black collar.

There are 2 subspecies of Black-necked Stilt H. 
mexicanus: the very black-faced 'Hawaiian Stilt' H. 
mexicanus knudseni (4) is endemic to Hawaii, while the 
Black-necked Stilt H. mexicanus mexicanus (5) occurs 
in N America, S to Peru and Brazil, plus the Galapagos 
and W Indies; populations in temperate regions migrate 
south after breeding. Recent studies suggest that the S 
American taxon melanurus may constitute a full species, 
White-backed Stilt H. melanurus (6).

Finally, the Black-winged Stilt H. himantopus (7-
10) is widespread throughout sub-Saharan Africa, the 
Palearctic region and parts of India and Asia. This species 
is highly variable in terms of its dark head markings e.g. 
(8) and (9), in part related to season and sex. In addition, 
there is some degree of clinal variation, with northern 
birds typically darker-headed and larger. A relatively 
small proportion of European birds have fully white 
heads, but this is the standard case in Southern African 
populations (10), in which adults seldom show dark 
heads and lack distinct seasonal plumage changes. S 
African birds are sometimes considered to be a separate 
subspecies, meridionalis.

Head colouration pattern is too variable to distinguish 
between the sexes. Most local birds with dark crowns, 
masks or hindnecks are actually immature birds e.g. (7), 
which commonly show such patterns. Immatures can 
often be aged by their retained juvenile wing feathers,  
as well as their contrasting muddy brown upperparts 
(instead of jet-black in males, or grey-brown in females); 
they also tend to have more orange-pink legs and may 
show a hint of red on the base of the lower mandible.

Taxonomy of Stilts
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Biology
In shallow water (2-11 cm deep) avocets feed mainly 
by single-scything, pausing after each step; at times, 
sweeping may be more continuous, with 24-31 
sweeps/minute. In water too deep for wading (>20 
cm) dabble-scything, often in close groups, may be 
used, or the bird upends by kicking backwards with 
its legs. Alternative foraging methods include pecking, 
plunging, snatching, filtering, scraping and stirring. 
Stilts tend to feed more by visual than tactile methods, 
but may also employ scything or bill-sweeping. Both 
species may forage by day or at night. 

The diet consists of small invertebrates (mostly 4-15 
mm, in avocets) including adult and larval aquatic 
insects, small crustaceans, spiders, molluscs, worms, 
small fish, fish and frog eggs, tadpoles, seeds and 
other plant material. Their stomachs often contain grit.

Both species are nomadic, and seldom breed at the 
same place regularly. Although stilts tend to nest in 
more vegetated marshes, and avocets in more open, 
arid situations, they do occasionally nest alongside 
each other, and may also form mixed colonies with 

other waterbirds. Pairs may breed singly, but more 
usually in small colonies (5-10 pairs, rarely >50), with 
adjacent nests as little as 5 m apart. Avocet nests are 
usually simple scrapes, typically sparsely lined with 
vegetation, shells or feathers. However, stilts often 
build more substantial platforms of bare, wet mud 
or waterweeds. Both species lay 2-5 eggs (usually 
4) at 1-day intervals, that are pyriform in shape and 
camouflaged by darker blotches. Incubation and 
parental care duties are shared by the sexes. Newly 
hatched chicks are well-developed, and are able to 
self-feed and swim; they are led away from the nest by 
the parents within 24 hours. Parents will brood young 
under their wings. The family bonds are strong, and 
parents may tend their young long beyond the 24-26 
day nestling period. Siblings are sociable and mutually 
tolerant. Parents can be fierce in protecting the nest 
and young, and may use various defensive strategies, 
including busy-bird ruses, pseudo-sleeping, injury-
feigning, mock-brooding, wing-flagging, and even 
pretending to be 'drunk' by swaying with the wings 
open and the head hanging to one side.

Mating ritual of Pied Avocet  
(very similar in Black-winged  
Stilt). Both species also exhibit  
a great variety of other ritualised  
postures and activities in antagonistic  
or sexual contexts. In side-throwing display bird 
bends forward, then literally or symbolically 
picks up nesting material and throws it to the 
side. Also performs: nest scraping display with 
breast on ground; choking display in which bill 
is pointed down, neck retracted and hyoid (jaw) 
bone lowered; upright posture and giraffe display; 
anxious head-bobbing; crouched runs; bowing 
ceremonies; hovering; butterfly-flights and more.

 mounts , jumping onto her back 
from the side and shaking and waving 
his open wings to maintain his balance; 
he flexes his legs and shifts his position 
until his entire tarsus rests on her back

2

ritual may end at this stage if the  raises  
her head, or if the  turns outward instead 

of inwards for his next pass, or if the birds  
are disturbed by an intruder or rival

 assumes stationary 
soliciting posture, with 

bill held horizontally close 
to water surface, and tail 

slightly raised

In full dip-shake-preen display,  walks from side to 
side of soliciting , passing behind  in half-circles 

of decreasing diameter, 3-5x (or more); typically 
performed for 1-5 minutes, but sometimes longer

each time  is opposite and 
parallel to 's shoulder, he dips his 
bill in the water creating a splash 
near her feet, and then preens the 
side of his breast nearest to her

mating ritual can be 
initiated by either sex, 
often rather casually by 
dipping bill in water and 
nibbling with bill-tip on 
side of breast (preening 
ceremony); this activity 
is mirrored by mate and 
becomes increasingly 
exaggerated

3

1

4

eventually  remains next to  and 
continually dips and splashes bill

 starts shaking her head from side 
to side as brief copulation occurs

after dismounting, the  and  stand alongside 
each other with their heads raised and their 

flanks touching; in a very endearing gesture, 
they cross their bills (with the 's on top) and 

the  drapes his one wing over the and  back

while in this 'loving embrace' 
the pair runs or walks a 

short distance together with 
synchronised steps, before 

parting ways in a crouched run
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• unique, upcurved, delicate bill
• striking pied plumage and black cap
• long blue-grey legs
• in flight shows 3 black patches per wing
• wades, but also readily swims in deep water

Pied Avocet
Recurvirostra avosetta (Bontelsie)
ALT NAME(S): Avocet, Black-capped Avocet, Eurasian Avocet

Avocets' strange bills are an adaptation to their main 
feeding strategy in cloudy water or liquid mud, wherein 
the slightly open bill-tip is horizontally scythed from side 
to side in order to detect prey by touch.

habitat Occurs at both coastal and inland wetlands. 
Partial to saline or brackish ephemeral waters in open, 
semi-arid landscapes, especially when water-levels are 
receding. Also saltmarshes and commercial salt pans.  
Occasionally on sandy beaches and tidal mudflats. 

status Locally common, especially in C and W SA 
and coastal Namibia. Regional population 10-20,000. 
Gregarious, and usually found in small groups; under 
ideal conditions may gather in sizeable aggregations 
(rarely up to 1,000+ birds). Highly nomadic, probably 
following storms and rapidly colonising new habitats.

identification Large and somewhat stocky but 
strikingly handsome wader with unique recurved and 
improbably delicate bill used in specialised feeding 
action. Often in huddled groups when complex black 
and white areas of individual birds become hard to 
differentiate. Looks mainly white from afar, except 
for black cap and black band encircling large white 
shoulder. In flight shows a surprising pattern with 3 
black patches on each wing, and long blue-grey legs 
projecting far beyond tail. — Sexes: Bill of  8 mm 
shorter and more sharply curved, but only obvious 
in direct comparison of a pair; crown may be tinged 
browner. — Juv: A dirty version of ad. with brown 
mottling on white areas and duller and less neat black 
patches; bill initially shorter and legs greyer. Imm. may 
be distinguishable by retained and worn juv. feathers. 
— Var: When plumage severely bleached, crown may 
become nearly white, leaving dark mask and hindneck.  

confusion risks Through heat haze or at a distance, 
may be mistaken for stout-billed Crab-plover (p. 223).

behaviour Apart from bill-sweeping for tactile 
feeding in dirty water, also pecks from surface in clear 
conditions, and in deep water swims and upends like 
a duck. Walks briskly on land. Flight rapid with regular 
beats of stiffly-held, straight wings. Rather noisy and 
aggressive when breeding, chasing off even much 
larger intruders. Has elaborate posturing and displays 
associated with antagonism and breeding activities.

biology Food mainly insects, small crustaceans and 
worms. May nest singly but often in colonies of 2-10 
(rarely >50) pairs. Nests in a lined scrape, depression or 
animal footprint, on an island or on drying mud. Lays 4 
(2-5) pyriform speckled eggs.

voice Loud, repeated, ringing, hollow quip or kweep. 
Lower and more liquid than equivalent call of stilt.

• shockingly long, thin red legs ('stilts')
• bill straight, black, needle-like
• body white; head sometimes darker
• wings entirely black, above and below
• in flight: sharp wings and long legs

Black-winged Stilt
Himantopus himantopus (Rooipootelsie)
ALT NAME(S): White-headed Stilt, Poaka; Black-necked (split)

The aptly named Black-winged Stilt has the longest legs 
of any bird in the world, relative to its body size.

habitat The very long legs of this species enable 
it to wade in much deeper water than other waders, 
occasionally to breast-level (yet seldom swims). Agility 
impaired though, and requires still water, with a flat 
bed without excessive plants or stones, plus access 
to flat islands or open shoreline near water-level. A 
standard fixture at many freshwater or brackish (but 
usually not tidal) wetlands, incl. lagoons, estuaries, 
dams, flooded excavations, sewerage works, salt pans.

status Common, with an estimated regional popu-
lation of ±15,000. Movements complex, depending 
largely on water-levels: arrives within 2 days of big 
storms. Singly, in pairs, or in parties of 5-10 birds.

identification A large unmistakably elegant 
wader with disproportionately long, thin, red legs, 
plus straight or ever so slightly upturned black bill. 
Body white, contrasting with black wings (faint green 
gloss in strong light). Infrequently, shows variable 
dusky mottling on head and neck. — Sexes: Scapulars 
tinged brown in , contrasting slightly with black 
coverts. — Juv: Sports neat buff feather fringes on a 
grey-brown background, but this wears away quickly. 
Grey mottling on crown, neck and breast-sides. Bill 
with faint reddish base, and legs orange-pink. In flight 
note white trailing edge on inner wing. Imm. may be 
distinguishable from ad. by retained juv. feathers plus 
less vividly coloured legs; muddy brown above. 

confusion risks Adult unmistakable, but juv. often 
mistaken for similar-sized Greenshank (p. 205) when 
much longer and orange (not greenish) legs are not 
visible; also differs in whiter underparts and bill shape. 
Marsh Sandpiper (p. 205) also recalls a miniature stilt.

behaviour Feeds day or night, by pecking from the 
water surface, or submerging head and probing or 
scything with bill. Often tame, and very bold when de-
fending nest. Bobs head when alarmed, and stretches 
long neck in aggressive displays. See also p. 53.

biology Food mainly ad. and larval insects; also 
many other small aquatic organisms. Nests singly or 
often in small colonies of 5-10 pairs. Nest a substantial 
mound of vegetation, in shallow water or on a small 
island. Lays 4 (2-5) blotchy eggs. Chicks precocial.

voice Vocabulary limited, but noisy when breeding. 
Calls are single or rapidly repeated, simple, short, 
yapping sounds. Most often heard is a strident, slightly 
hollow quick or kit; sometimes given in a fast, agitated 
series, kik-kik-kik... When mobbing intruders also tern-
like kee-air, urgent, grating kreet or disyllabic keyack!
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AVOCETS & STILTS: Large, distinctive birds with striking pied plumage. Avocets usually seen in small, 
huddled groups on shallow saline or brackish water, where they scythe their recurved bills from side 
to side. Stilts' amazingly long legs enable them to wade in deep waters of inland and coastal wetlands. 

Pied Avocet
Recurvirostra avosetta (Bontelsie)
L: 42-46 cm (excl. 10 cm legs) WS: 65-77 cm T: 74-91 mm B: 75-88 mm

[Monotypic]. A gorgeous and 
strikingly patterned bird with 
unique, delicate, upturned bill 
and long blue legs. From afar 
looks predominantly white, but 
black cap and unusual wing 
pattern unmistakable. Wades 
into deep water and swims well 
with webbed feet.

Black-winged Stilt
Himantopus himantopus (Rooipootelsie)
L: 33-36 cm (excl. 14-17 cm legs) WS: 61-79 cm T: 119 mm B: 64 mm

[H. h. himantopus]. Can be 
ID'd even at great distance 
thanks to its pied plumage and 
graceful elegance, despite the 
absurdly long, stilt-like red legs 
(that enable it to wade in deep-
er water than others, but may 
necessitate awkward bending 
and flexing). Flight silhouette 
elongated.

white  
edge

IMM.
AD. 

long legs 
trail behind

pointed, 
angled 
wings

black

a little red 
at basebrown with pale 

feather fringes, 
becoming darker 
and plainer  
with age

orange

usually white-headed, but ad. of 
either sex can show variable dusky 
markings on face, crown and neck

brown tint 
(in )

freakishly 
long 'stilts'

all-black 
(in )

AD.  � 

AD. �

red

straight, 
fine bill

JUV.�

AD.  � 

AD. �

unusual 
pattern

white

AD.

unique, thin,  
recurved bill (hence 

scientific name); 
a little longer and 

straighter in 

close-knit  
groups blur into  
a tangled mass of  
black and white

JUV.

pale blue

may feed on invertebrates 
disturbed  by flamingos

LC/LCLC/LC
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TUNDRA PLOVERS
Family Charadriidae (1) | Subfamily Pluvialinae

This small subset of plovers in the genus Pluvialis, 
represented in Southern Africa by 1 common visitor 
and 2 vagrants (in addition to 1 extralimital species) 
differs in many respects from other charadrii—to the 
extent that some authorities even place them in their 
own family. As a group, they are often called 'Pluvialis 
plovers', 'golden plovers' or 'great plovers'. The name 
'tundra plovers' refers to their br. range: the cold, 
windswept tundra biome beyond the timberline of the 
Arctic latitudes. This harsh land of permafrost soil, often 
sub-zero temperatures, lichens, mosses, bogs, reindeer 
and polar bears, is in stark contrast with the pleasant 
habitats that Southern African birders associate these 
plovers with: beaches and coastal mudflats in mild or 
subtropical climates. Tundra plovers' ability to thrive 
in such different habitats (inland tundra vs. tropical 
beaches) in the different seasons of the year, coupled 
with marked physiological changes, is remarkable. To 
Southern African birders, the name 'tundra plover' is a 
reminder of this fact.

The name 'tundra plover' is also appropriate as this 
seems to be the only group that has its evolutionary 
origins in the Northern Hemisphere, as opposed to 
the bulk of other plovers which inhabit more tropical 
areas. Indeed, they may form an outgroup to other 
plovers, having diverged from a common ancestor 
early on in the radiation of the Charadriidae family.

At the end of the short but productive breeding 
season in the tundra, the birds undertake an epic 
migration virtually across the planet to escape the 
inhospitable Arctic winters. This has recently been 
documented with the aid of light-sensitive geolocator 
devices (see p. 57) which have revealed tundra 
plovers' extraordinary powers of navigation and flight; 
for example, when crossing open oceans they have to 
stay aloft for several days.

The largest species in the group, the Grey Plover, 
is one of Southern Africa's most common and wide-
spread coastal waders: from about Sep to Apr the fluty 
whistles (p. 59) of Grey Plovers are a characteristic 
sound of estuaries and coastal mudflats. In addition, 
a proportion of first-year birds also remain at our 
estuaries during the austral winter (i.e. 'oversummer'). 
This is not only a characteristic species in Southern 
Africa; in fact, it is one of the most widespread shore-
birds on the planet, occurring along beaches on all 
continents except Antarctica. 

The 2 golden plovers are so-named for the 
spectacular 'spangling' that they develop on their 
upperparts in br. plumage. In addition they sing 
elaborate, musical songs during energetic butterfly-
like display-flights above their breeding territories. In 
contrast, local vagrant golden plovers do not live up 
to their name, being rather quiet, demure and easily 
overlooked in non-br. plumage. Both are rare but 
annual vagrants, most often reported from coastal 
sites. The 2 golden plovers were previously lumped as 
1 species, and can be hard to distinguish—see tips on 
p. 62 and 64. [Afrikaans: (Goue) Strandkiewiete].

General Characteristics
Tundra plovers are typically around 23-30 cm in size, 
and thus closer to lapwings than the smaller Charadrius 
plovers in dimensions. Indeed, Grey Plovers can reach 
weights of over 350 g after pre-migratory fattening, 
comparable to a small egret or francolin (see graph, 
above). To gain this extra fatty mass, which is burned 
off during nonstop flight, the birds feed voraciously, 
even at night. Nocturnal feeding may be necessitated 
by the timing of the tides, and is particularly intense 
on moonlit nights. Like other plovers, a run-stop-peck 
methodology is followed by hunting tundra plovers, 
and the birds exhibit several anatomical adaptations 
to this strategy. Waders that habitually wade in water 
give long strides, with only a minor shift in their centre 
of gravity, and close their toes with each forward stride 
to reduce drag. In contrast, tundra plovers are not well 
suited for locomotion in water (or taller vegetation), 

Genera 1
Migrants 3

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  0

World 4
Region 3

Residents  0
Vagrants  2

PACIFIC 
GOLDEN

AMERICAN 
GOLDEN

Genus 
Pluvialis

GREY

Grey Plovers in South Africa dramatically increase their mass 
before departing on northward migration in late Apr. Upon arrival 
exhausted birds may weigh as little as 114-132 g. 
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Distribution range and migration routes of Pacific 
Golden Plover. Br. range indicated in RED; non-
br. range shown in BLUE. Br. range of American 
Golden Plover depicted in GREEN.

Birds can (and have to) fly nonstop 
for 5+ days or longer over open 
ocean; geolocators indicate no 
contact with seawater

USA

Canada

Departs br. grounds in  
Northern Hemisphere 

autumn (Jul-Aug), migrating 
to 'wintering' (non-breeding) 
grounds; returns back to br. 

grounds mostly in May

Siberia

Australia

Bering Sea

Breeding range overlaps with 
American Golden in W Alaska

Pacific 
Ocean

Chukchi 
Sea

Some birds winter as far south as 
New Zealand's South Island

2 g geolocator fitted to bird's leg measures light-
levels every 5 minutes to calculate daily sunrise/
sunset times and so calculate latitude and longitude

Japan revealed to be an 
important stop-over site 
for northbound birds in 
boreal spring; here, birds 
rest and refuel for average 
3 weeks before the final 
leg of their journey

One bird tracked from Alaska to 
Fraser Island, Australia, and then 
back via Taiwan: a circular journey 
of around 26,700 km. For most 
other birds, annual migration is in 
the order of 16-24,000 km

Birds wintering on Hawaii 
follow a relatively simple 
N-S path, and cover about 
4,900 km in 3-4 days at 
speeds of 58-63 kph, 
nonstop

Geolocators can be retrieved 
the following season, as 

males return faithfully  
to the same area  

each year

3

46

7

8

9
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11

1

2

5

12Non-br. range spans a 
large proportion of the 
Southern Hemisphere's 
coastlines, including 
Asia, Australia, New 
Zealand, India, the 
Middle East and parts 
of NE Africa, as well as 
thousands of oceanic 
islands

Clockwise  
migration: 

travels S along 
central Pacific, then W 

to Japan, then NE to br. 
grounds. Similar pattern 

followed by Ruddy Turnstone

Average speed 59-78 kph, but can reach 
over 100 kph with strong tailwinds

Polynesia

15

Alaskan Peninsula and Aleutian Islands
Hawaiian Archipelago
Line Islands (Kiribati/Christmas Island)
Samoa (one of the sites where 
geolocators were attached to plovers)
Fiji and Tonga island groups

New Caledonia and Vanuatu
Gilbert Islands
Marshall Islands 
Solomon Islands and Melanesia
Papua New Guinea
Fraser Island, Queensland, Australia

Saipan, Mariana Islands (research site)
Japan (stop-over site)
Kamchatka Peninsula (Russia)
Chukotka, Siberia (Russia)

3
4

6
7
8
9

10
11

1
2

5

12
13
14
15

14

13

(also winters on many other island groups)

despite the small webs present between the basal 
phalanges of their toes. They have particularly long 
femurs, which results in shorter strides and a more 
pronounced shift in their centre of gravity; they do not 
markedly close their toes with each stride. In addition, 
their legs are set widely apart; a broad pelvis gives 
them good balance and the ability to rapidly change 
direction in pursuit of prey. In short, a build suitable 
to short bursts of speed on relatively dry ground. 
Interestingly, the Grey Plover is the only species in 
the genus that has a (rudimentary) hind-toe. Tundra 
plover chicks are born with remarkably long legs (only 
18-30% shorter than the adult's), which enable them 
to leave the nest and follow adults for long distances 
shortly after hatching.

Unlike many scolopacids, plovers do not have 
sensitive nerve-endings in their bill-tips. This is 
because they do not rely on their tactile sense (or 
sense of smell) and probing to capture their prey, 
using visual cues instead, or listening for prey just 
below the surface. They have large eyes and excellent 
vision, which enable them to hunt by day and at night. 

Their bills are relatively short (still more than half  
the length of the tarsus) and robust, made for pecking 
prey from the surface or just below. The short but 
strong bill enables rapid jabbing and a vice-like grip 
that comes in handy when securing slippery, sticky or 
resistant prey (see image, overleaf ) and is a formidable 
weapon when tackling crabs and other sizeable prey 
items. The nostrils are slit-like. There are well developed 
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Left foot of Grey Plover.

72% of length of 
middle toe

distinct web 
between first  

phalanges of middle 
and outer toes

small web 
between middle 

and inner toes

rudimentary hind-
toe (not present in 
golden plovers); 
length variable: 
5-20% (average 12%) 
length of middle toe; 
occasionally absent

82%

legs fairly short and 
thick compared to 
leggy golden  
plovers

like other plovers, legs and 
feet covered in profusion of 
reticulated scales (but look 
plain in the field) 

black in br. , slightly 
paler in ; blue-grey 
to grey-black in non-
br. birds; paler slate 
to olive-grey in juv.

Skull of Grey Plover.

plane of foramen 
magnum nearly 
horizontal (for 
upright posture)

mainly visual hunters 
with large eye sockets 
and excellent vision

schizorhinal 
(elongated) nostrils

hard convex nail 
on bill-tip; laterally 

compressed

lacks sensitive 
nerve-endings in 

bill-tip

2 flex points  
allow some degree 
of rhynchokinesis

large supra-orbital 
salt glands drain into 

nasal cavity

strong 
adductor 
muscles

distinctly 
angled 
gonys

flat salt glands, situated in grooves in the skull above 
the eyes, to maintain optimal water balance. These 
glands function to excrete excess salt by draining 
into the nasal cavity. Interestingly, these glands 
appear to be more developed in Grey Plover and 
Pacific Golden than in American Golden, suggesting 
that the former 2 species are adapted to more saline, 
marine environments, rather than terrestrial habitats. 
Tundra plovers have special skeletal and musculature 
adaptations for an upright posture, with the head held 
high. They have particularly strong neck muscles. 

Tundra plovers undertake some of the longest 
migrations of all waders. After breeding, adults de-
part the breeding grounds (typically in August, up 
to 6 weeks in advance of juveniles), females usually 
preceding males. The sexes may also winter at differ-
ent latitudes, irrespective of their age; for example, 
90% of Grey Plovers wintering in temperate Europe 
are , while a similar proportion of African birds are  

. This is probably so  can reach their br. grounds 
earlier in the Northern Hemisphere spring, and es-

tablish territories before their potential mates arrive. 
Birds filter into Africa via the W Coast, or along the Red 
Sea and E African Rift Valley, although some cross the 
Sahara directly. Arrival in Southern Africa is from Sep 
onwards, departing again in Apr-May once a threshold 
mass is attained (approximately 310 g). 

Based on research at the Swartkops River Estuary in 
the Eastern Cape,  about 65% of Grey Plovers establish 
feeding territories of 490-2,800 m2 once densities 
of plovers exceed 4.6 birds/ha after their Sep arrival. 
These territories may be defended throughout the 
season, but decrease in size as more plovers gather, 
depending on prey density. In aggressive interactions 
performs running bursts, ruffles back feathers, raises 
wings and lowers head (but does not head-bob when 
alarmed like smaller plovers). Non-territorial foragers 
occurring at higher densities obtain less food and may 
take longer to gain their migration weight threshold; 
they thus have to migrate later and risk finding prime 
br. territories already occupied. At high tide the species 
foregoes territoriality to form dense monospecific 

dark areas stronger and less 
susceptible to wear; more worn 

pale spots can thus create notches 
or indents in feather edge

tips often thinner 
and pointed when 

heavily worn

spots initially tinged 
yellow in young birds, 
but soon bleach to 
off-white

tertials and wing coverts 
strongly notched or  
edge-spotted in juv.

juvenile coverts and scapulars 
often noticeably smaller than 
corresponding adult feathers

softer pattern in non-br. 
adult; appears more 
barred than spotted

basal half of 
feather usually 

obscured

about 90% of birds visiting SA 
are  which moult fewer non-
br. feathers above and show a 
mix of pale and black below

in full br. plumage  
is a spectacular pied 

creature

Inner greater covert (from right wing), illustrating  
moult and feather wear in Grey Plover. 1 : Fresh juvenile  

(Jul-Oct); 2 : Worn juvenile (Nov-Jan, up to Apr in some); 3 : Adult 
non-breeding (Aug-May, mainly Sep-Apr); 4 : Br.  and 5 : Br.  (Apr-
Sep). Once adulthood is reached moults cycle from 3 to 4/5 annually.

� � �
�

1 2 3 4 5

��
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roosts, and often associates with other large waders 
(also during migration), such as godwits, knots and 
greenshanks. Smaller species such as sandpipers may 
actively associate with Grey Plovers, remaining in 
very close proximity (apparently irritatingly so) to the 
larger bird. This may be to benefit from the increased 
vigilance and indirect protection offered by a large-
bodied, head-up, visual forager such as a Grey Plover. 

As long-distance migrants, it is not surprising that 
tundra plovers have long pointed wings (nearly 4x 
tarsus length). The timing of flight feather and body 
moult is rather variable in all species. For example, Grey 
Plovers  may start their complete post-br. moult on the 
br. grounds and continue at migration stop-over sites, 
but most birds only start moulting once they arrive on 
their Southern African 'wintering' grounds. Upon their 
arrival most birds still show some (worn) breeding 
plumage. The partial pre-br. moult, which results in 
br. plumage, occurs in late Mar-May. However, only 
a few birds moult to full br. plumage here, and most 
only acquire partial br. plumage. In addition, the 
vast majority of Southern African Grey Plovers are  
which replace fewer grey non-br. feathers with pied 
br. feathers than . In all species there is very little 
difference between the sexes in non-br. plumage. 

Juveniles are similar to non-br. adults, but have 
larger and more clear-cut pale 'notches' on their 
feather edges (esp. the tertials), as well as more 
prominently barred or smudged flanks and heavier 
breast markings. Interestingly, juvenile Grey Plovers 
have a rather slow post-juv. moult, and may still show 
(very worn) juv. feathers, esp. tertials, as late as April. 

Origin of Names
The name 'plover' shares its roots with the genus of 
the 4 members of this group, Pluvialis. Both words are 
derived from the Old French pluvier or plovier, in turn 
from the Latin pluvia (rain) or plovarius (belonging to 
rain); this is also reflected in the modern geographical 
term 'pluvial'. The reason for this association between 
plovers and rain may be related to the arrival of mi-
grant plovers coinciding with the rains in Europe.

Within the genus Pluvialis, the Grey Plover's specific 
epithet, squatarola is from the Italian (Venetian) name 
for a plover. In the Pacific Golden Plover, fulva is from 
the Latin fulvus (sandy brown), while the American 
Golden Plover's name dominica is after the Dominican 
Republic (named in honour of Spain's Saint Dominic) 
on the Caribbean island Hispaniola, where the first 
specimens of this species were collected by Müller 
in 1776. This species occurs on Hispaniola while on 
passage between its N American breeding grounds 
and S American non-br. grounds, and small numbers 
spend the non-br. season on Caribbean islands.

The story of the discovery and description of 
the Pacific Golden Plover is a fascinating historical 
anecdote. The type specimens of both golden plovers 
were collected on their non-br. grounds. In the case of 
the Pacific taxon, this concerns 4 birds shot in October 
1770 on an island off Java on Captain James Cook's 
first voyage to the Pacific. An additional specimen was 

collected in August 1773 on Tahiti in French Polynesia. 
The expedition's naturalist, Johann Reinhold Forster, 
painted and described the species, but later handed 
his work to John Laytham, who officially described 
the species as 'Fulvous Plover' in 1785. However, 
Johann Friedrich Gmelin is credited with the species' 
description, simply because he translated Latham's 
name to 'Charadrius fulvus'.  

Classification and Relationships
Several recent studies, based primarily on genetic  
markers, suggest that the 4 Pluvialis plovers may be 
more unique that previously assumed. Indeed, some 
classifications go so far as to place them into a whole 
different family, Pluvialidae, apart from the traditional 
Charadriidae. Proponents of this view suggest that 
these plovers are closer to oystercatchers, stilts, avo-
cets and the bizarre Ibisbill Ibidorhyncha struthersii 
than they are to typical plovers and lapwings. 

What distinguishes this genus from related ones? 
In terms of plumage, the tundra plovers are unique. 
Unlike other plovers and lapwings, which have 
plain upperparts, they have boldly patterned or 
chequered mantles, scapulars and wing coverts with 
a characteristic 'spangled' pattern. In American and 
Pacific this pattern is a mix of yellow, white and black, 
whereas Grey Plovers are more monochrome (though 
no less striking). This unusual pattern is closer to the 
br. plumage of many scolopacid waders than to other 
plovers. In br. plumage, equally noteworthy is tundra 
plovers' prominent black-and-white underparts (the 
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�Grey Plover: The pleasing 
mellow drawn-out whistle of this 
species, with a gentle rising and 
falling intonation in pitch, is a 
characteristic sound of estuaries 
and coastal mudflats, and is an 
important wader call to learn. 
Compare much shorter call of 
Common Ringed Plover (p. 68).

plee-oo-eee

Various calls of the golden plovers (A: American; B: Pacific). 
Requires a practiced ear to distinguish, but differ slightly in quality: 
American's calls are higher, more squeaky and less cheerful.

Grey Plover: A song-like phrase composed of subtle variations 
of the fluty call plotted above. Recognisable by the relaxed tempo, 
long individual notes and gentle changes in pitch.
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Common 
Greenshank 

(sleeping)

Common 
Greenshank

Curlew Sandpipers

White-
fronted 
Plover

Grey Plover at 
onset of moult to 

br. plumage

Grey Plover (note plump, 
hunchbacked shape)

Grey 
Plovers (3)

Grey Plover in 
advanced moult 

(probably )

often associates 
with Bar-tailed 

Godwit

Greater Sand 
Plover

Sanderling

Grey Plover Bar-tailed 
Godwit

Grey Plover 
(sleeping)

extent of which depends on sex and age, with much 
individual variation also apparent). The coarsely 
barred tails of Pluvialis plovers are quite unlike those 
of their relatives. Finally, newly hatched chicks have a 
remarkable yellow background colour, heavily over-
laid by dark mottling for camouflage. 

However, not all studies agree on the uniqueness of 
tundra plovers, citing similarities in structure, ecology 
and behaviour between Pluvialis and Charadrius plo-
vers. Perhaps the tundra plovers are best retained 
in a subfamily, Pluvialinae, standing in a trichotomy 
with the typical plovers (Charadriinae) and lapwings 
(Vanellinae) within the Charadriidae family. Note that 
the scientific name can easily be confused with those 
of the unrelated Egyptian Plover (genus Pluvianus; 
family Pluvianidae) and Magellanic Plover (genus 
Pluvianellus; family Pluvianellidae).

The 'standard' Pluvialis plover throughout Southern 
Africa is the Grey or Black-bellied Plover, P. squatarola, 
of which 3 subspecies are recognised. Up until 1993, 
the Pacific Golden Plover and American Golden Plover 
were considered to be races of the same species 
(under the name 'Lesser Golden Plover' P. dominica). 
The breeding ranges of these taxa overlap in W Alaska 
(see globe, p. 57), which offered scientists a useful 
opportunity to test hypotheses around species-limits 
in sympatric (overlapping) species. A formula based 
on statistical analysis of museum skins was able to 
correctly identify 96% of specimens (in reference to 

non-overlapping populations). This lack of hybridisa-
tion is an indication of species status. Follow-up field 
work indicated that the 2 forms preferred slightly 
different habitats and differ in their vocalisations, 
moult timing, plumage, behaviour and ecology. 

A fourth species, the Eurasian Golden Plover P. 
apricaria is a short-distance migrant that breeds in N 
Europe, Scandinavia and W Russia and spends its non-
br. season in W Europe and N Africa. It is highly unlikely 
to wander to Southern Africa. 

Classification of Pluvialis plovers. The greater plover 
family, Charadriidae, is indicated by the brown block.

sheathbills, Magellanic Plover
Burhinidae (thick-knees)
Pluvianidae (Egyptian Plover)
Recurvirostridae (stilts, avocets)
Ibidorhynchidae (Ibisbill)
Haematopodidae (oystercatchers)
PLUVIALINAE (TUNDRA PLOVERS)

Grey Plover
Eurasian Golden Plover 
Pacific Golden Plover 
American Golden Plover 

Vanellinae (lapwings) 
Charadriinae (typical plovers)
LIMICOLI (jacanas, sandpipers, snipe etc.)
TURNICI (buttonquails, quail-plover)
Dromadidae (Crab-plover)
Glareolidae (coursers, pratincoles)
LARI (gulls, terns, skuas, auks etc.)

�Communal high tide 
roost, to show relatively 

large size of Grey  
Plover. 
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Biology
Like other plovers, those in the genus 
Pluvialis are adapted to visual hunting 
and have various physiological 
and morphological 
adaptations to this strategy 
(see comments under 
General Characteristics). 
Experiments in captivity 
have shown that they 
are able to hear prey 
underground, but the 
primary hunting method is 
by watching for visual cues 
such as slight movements 
of sand indicating creatures 
hiding below, small 
outflows of water from worm 
holes, or casts. The diets of the various 
tundra plovers are reflected in their subtly 
different bill shapes; for example, the much heavier 
bill of the Grey Plover (compared to the finer-billed 
golden plovers) enables it to dig out subsurface prey, 
such as polychaete ragworms. In contrast, golden 
plovers peck most of their prey from the surface 
and appear to eat a larger proportion of molluscs in 
marine environments. 

Pronounced changes in habitat in the different sea-
sons result in equivalent changes in diet. All species 
are essentially terrestrial when breeding, occurring 
at inland sites where berries, earthworms and insects 
appear to be of particular importance. A shift to 
coastal mudflats and similar habitats in the non-
breeding season necessitates a change in food and 
hunting methodology. 

In Southern Africa, Grey Plovers eat a very wide 
range of intertidal organisms, but show a preference 
for polychaete ragworms and crustaceans such as 
crabs, mudprawns, sandprawns, shrimps and amphi-
pods, plus molluscs and adult and larval insects. They 
are opportunistic however, and will also eat stranded 
fish, and very rarely other vertebrates.

Larger crabs and prawns are shaken vigorously to 
detach their appendages from their bodies, these be-
ing eaten separately. Larger prey may also be washed 
before being eaten. Plovers may kleptoparasitise each 
other, or other waders, but are often themselves victi-
mised in this way by e.g. gulls. 

There is probably also a difference in the diets 
of juveniles and adults, which may occupy slightly 
different habitats in the non-br. season. For example, 
in American Golden Plovers juveniles prefer coastal 
areas while adults occur inland. In addition, birds that 
hold feeding territories during the non-br. season 
secure more food and can specialise in preferred food 
items, compared to non-territorial individuals. 

�Grey Plover pulling a polychaete ragworm from its burrow. Hook-like 
barbules along the bodies of ragworms make extracting them a very slow, 
meticulous and energy-consuming process.

In the br. season  tend to eat more and capture 
less conspicuous prey species than , probably 
because they have to expend less time on territory 
defense and vigilance. Both sexes may ingest small 
stones to aid in breakdown of food. Interestingly,  

 often ingest rodent bones before egg-laying as a 
supplementary source of calcium.

As their name implies, all the tundra plovers 
breed at high latitudes in the Northern Hemisphere. 
The strikingly patterned  advertise in circling, 
fluttering, gliding, diving or skimming aerial displays, 
15-100 m above the ground. During these flights the 
wingbeats are deep and slow (likened to a butterfly). 
In accompaniment to these visual spectacles,  sing 
melodious songs composed of whistles and bubbling 
trills. Grey Plovers are particularly talented songsters. 

Pairs are monogamous and nest singly, sharing 
the parental duties. In golden plovers, but less so in 
the Grey Plover, the  incubates during the day and 
the  at night. Shifts may be as long as 12 hours. 
After the chicks hatch,  take a dominant role in 
defense and vigilance, often at the expense of their 
own body condition due to reduced time spent 
feeding. Furthermore,  may depart the br. grounds 
altogether, leaving the young in the care of the .

Nest defense involves various strategies. The 
smaller golden plovers rely mostly on non-aggressive 
measures and crypsis, but Grey Plovers are more an-
tagonistic towards predators. Tactics include injury-
feigning, slipping away unseen, 'exploding' from 
cover, scolding calls, physical attack and aerial pursuit.
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A common visitor to sandy or muddy coastal la-
goons, estuaries etc. Rarely visits inland waters 
on passage. Many imm. birds present year-round.

Grey Plover
Pluvialis squatarola (Grysstrandkiewiet)
L: 27-30 cm WS: 58-70 cm T: 42-(48)-56 mm B: 27-(30)-33 mm

[P. s. squatarola]. Largest and 
most common Pluvialis. Non-
br. birds are colourless and 
featureless at rest, but in flight 
reveal obvious and diagnostic 
black axillaries. Even at a dis-
tance, bulky hunched body, 
large head and thick bill create 
unique shape. Call distinctive.

Of the world's 4 Pluvialis, 3 occur as non-br. visitors in 
Southern Africa. They are present mainly Sep-May, but 
most young Grey Plovers also 'oversummer' in Africa 
during the S Hemisphere winter. Grey is a common 
coastal wader, but American and Pacific Golden are 
rare though annual vagrants, mainly Dec-Mar. If a sus-
pected golden plover is seen, the first logical step is 
to unequivocally eliminate Grey Plover. American and 
Pacific were formerly considered to be races of the 
same species ('Lesser Golden Plover'), and distinguish-
ing between them can be very challenging, especially 
in worn non-br. plumage in late summer. Some birds 
may need to remain unidentified.

In Flight: The most reliable, but obviously not the 
most desirable way to rule out Grey, is to wait for the 
bird to fly. Grey shows diagnostic black 'armpits'  which 
contrast with its white (not grey-brown) underwing. 
From above, Grey shows a white rump (may be lightly 
barred) and a defined white wing-bar. In both goldens 
the axillaries ('armpits') and underwing coverts are 
uniformly grey-brown (slightly darker in American 
than Pacific), while the rump is the same colour as 
the back. The wing-bar is greyish white, diffuse and 
not particularly striking, being formed mostly by the 
white shafts of the primaries. Golden plovers have 
longer, narrower wings than Grey, and appear lighter 
and more agile in flight. Because of the slightly longer 
legs of Pacific, its toes project visibly beyond its tail in 
flight, whereas those of American fall short of the tail-
tip, or at most extend marginally beyond it.

Size and Shape: Grey Plover is considerably bigger 
and heavier than both golden plovers: the medium-
sized American is 64% of Grey's weight, while the 
dainty Pacific is only 49% as heavy. Grey also appears 
bulkier with a distinctly hunched 'dejected' posture, 
large head and heavy bill with a bulging tip and angled 
gonys. It is the only Pluvialis with a (rudimentary) 
hind-toe (p. 58). Golden plovers are smaller, slimmer 
and more graceful, with thinner and more evenly 
tapered bills, longer necks and less ponderous gaits. 
Size and shape differences are usually obvious, but 
lone birds can be deceiving if not directly comparable. 
Pre-migratory fattening (by as much as 50%) should 
be kept in mind, as should weather: in hot conditions 
feathers are often sleeked down making birds look 
slimmer. There is also individual variation, e.g. an un-
usually small Grey can be similar to a large American.

Shape differences between the goldens are subtle. 
American is heavier, appearing more pot-bellied, with 
a shorter neck and proportionately smaller head. 
Pacific is slimmer, with a marginally longer bill and 
legs. It is more important to evaluate the primary 
projection, and the relative lengths of the primaries, 
tail and tertials (see table, overleaf ). American has 
longer primaries, but shorter tertials, giving it an 
attenuated rear with 4-5 primary tips visible beyond 
the tertials. Pacific has shorter primaries, but longer 
tertials with only 2-3 tips beyond the tertials. Wing 
moult (on the non-br. grounds) may affect this feature.

ID of Pluvialis Plovers

�AD.  br. 
(Apr-Sep)

diagnostic  
black 'armpits'

white

strong 
wing-bar

white

JUV.�
(Jul-Jan/Apr)

notched

softer 
pattern

only Pluvialis 
with (tiny) 
hind-toe

�AD.  
non-br.  

(Aug-Apr)

heavy bill; 
bulbous tip

white

flight swift 
and powerful

silvery at a 
distance

most local birds are  
 with browner backs 

and white admixed below  
(but moulting  similar)

weak face 
pattern

large and heavily built, 
with proportionately 

big head and stout bill

grey

(black is misplaced 
axillary feather)

LC/LC
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VAGRANT PLUVIALIS PLOVERS: Rare summer vagrants, mainly recorded from coastal habitats (rarely 
at inland waters or even grassy flats). Told from Grey by their petite build, lack of black 'armpits' and dark 
rumps. Challenging to tell apart; previously lumped as 'Lesser Golden Plover'. See also table, p. 64.

American Golden Plover
Pluvialis dominica (Amerikaanse Goue Strandkiewiet)
L: 24-27 cm WS: 51-56 cm T: 39-(43)-48 mm B: 19-(23)-26 mm

[Monotypic]. Of the golden 
plovers, American is slightly 
more bulky and overall greyer 
(thus more similar to Grey than 
Pacific is). Best field mark is long 
primaries which project scissor-
like far beyond tail; this effect is 
enhanced by the short tertials.  
Most records are of moulting 
adults in late summer.

Pacific Golden Plover
Pluvialis fulva (Asiatiese Goue Strandkiewiet)
L: 21-25 cm WS: 49-54 cm T: 41-(43)-47 mm B: 21-(23)-25 mm

[Monotypic]. The more regu-
lar of the 2 golden plovers. 
Usually lives up to name with 
obvious rich yellow plumage 
hues. The smallest and lightest 
Pluvialis; often looks slender 
and long-legged in the field. 
Relative lengths of tail, prima-
ries and tertials best for identi-
fication: shorter primaries, but 
longer tertials than American.

V** V*

grey-brown

diffuse 
wing-bar

not white

�AD.  br. 
(Apr-Sep)

�AD.  
non-br.  

(Sep-Apr)

long primary 
projection

shorter tertials 
(measure against tail)

mainly black

no white 
flank band

gold & white 
spangling

slightly shorter 
legs than Pacific

bold supercilium 
contrasts with 

dark cap
dark

pale

lacks obvious 
yellow hues

if in doubt, best told from 
Grey  Plover in flight

often traces of 
yellow-notched 

br. plumage

fine 
bill

slightly pot-bellied, with 
shorter neck but more 

pointed rear

shorter legs: 
toes do not 
project past 
tail-tip

�JUV.  
(Jul-Nov)

both, but especially 
American, may  
use dry inland  
habitats

worn birds (left) can look 
pale, plain greyish brown

moulting 
American with  
2 Grey Plovers  
on beach

�AD.  br. 
(Mar-Sep)

�AD.  
non-br.  

(Sep-Apr;  
some birds  

year-round)

�JUV.  
(Jul-Nov)

grey-brown

diffuse 
wing-bar

not white

golden plovers have longer, 
narrower wings and more 

agile flight than Grey long legs: 
toes project 
past tail

lacks black 
'armpits'

non-br. adults; 
yellow face often 
obvious even 
from a distance

pied (but 
black in some)

slightly longer legs 
than American

worn; 
moulting 
to br.

broken white 
flank band

subtly slimmer than 
American (see p. 62)

head decidedly 
yellow; supercilium 

yellower and less 
contrasting

fine 
bill

often golden 
'scales'

short primary 
projection

longer tertials

dark
gold

LC/LCLC/LC
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Structural differences of ad. and juv. golden plovers.

ID of Pluvialis Plovers
Plumage: In non-br. and juv. plumage the aptly 
named Grey Plover is the dullest of the group, lacking 
yellow tones and having an ill-defined face pattern. 
The 2 golden plovers are so-named because of the 
mixture of yellow and white 'spangling' on their 
wing coverts, scapulars and mantles. Juveniles have 
more neatly spotted or notched markings above, on 
a darker background. Spots are initially yellow-buff in 
Grey and yellow in American, but abrade and bleach 
to white by about Oct; spots are brilliant deep gold in 
the brightly coloured Pacific. Juveniles further show 
prominently barred flanks. 

Non-br. adults have softer patterns above, often 
with dark br. feathers mixed in. Overall, American is 
a much greyer bird compared to the attractive Pacific 
(perhaps making it more likely to be confused with 
Grey, than Pacific). American shows small, yellowish-
buff or white spangling above while Pacific has more 
extensive and richer marks or even broad gold fringes 
giving it a scaly look. American has a rather bold white 
supercilium contrasting with an almost black crown 
(looks 'capped'), and a darker loral patch and ear spot. 
It also tends to have a paler nape contrasting with the 
dark mantle and crown. In Pacific the supercilium and 
face are clearly washed yellow. However, when heavily 
worn in late summer, Pacific can lose its yellow hues.  

Unlikely to be seen in full br. plumage in SA, but 
ghost of br. plumage may help in identification, e.g. 
white flank line of br. Pacific. While American retains 
non-br. plumage for longer and moults quickly to br. 
plumage in Apr, Pacific often shows many br. feathers 
by Mar. Likewise, Pacific moults into non-br. plumage 
earlier, so by late Sep birds with much br. plumage are 
more likely American.  average blacker below than  

 but moulting birds are tricky to sex.

• in flight shows diagnostic black axillaries ('armpits')   
  plus strong white wing-bar and mostly white rump
• large; bulky in shape, with big head and stout bill
• grey above, mostly white below; weak face pattern
• one of the most common coastal waders

Grey Plover
Pluvialis squatarola (Grysstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Black-bellied Plover, Gray Plover, Silver Plover

The widely used names of this species, Grey Plover and 
Black-bellied Plover, both refer to its dramatic seasonal 
plumage changes. Other names include Beetlehead, 
Bull head, Bull's/Ox-eye, Bullet eyes, Blackbreast, Whis-
tling Field Plover, May Cock, Mud Plover and Swiss Plover.

habitat Primarily coastal, although transient single-
tons visit bare-shored inland waterbodies on passage. 
Main non-br. habitat intertidal zones of estuaries, with 
mud or sand base. Also lagoons, salt pans, open coast 
etc. Roosts on sandbars, dunes or rocks.

status Common; local population 25,000. Boasts 
a nearly global range: breeds in tundra of high Arctic 
from Alaska to Siberia in Jun-Aug, and 'winters' on the 
coasts of S America, Africa, Asia and Australia. Enjoys an 
extended African sojourn, first failed breeders arriving 
in Aug, and some departing only in May (but mainly 
Sep-Apr). Juv. migrates 5-6 weeks after adult. Many 
first-years remain on non-br. grounds, concentrating 
at large estuaries; winter counts 10-15% of summer 
peaks. Irrespective of age,  migrate further S; about 
90% of SA birds . Typically scattered but density up to 
10/ha; gathers in dense roosts with large waders. 

identification A 'standard' coastal wader, identi-
fiable even at a distance by its large size, heavyset 
look, short thick neck, large head and stout bill. Mostly 
seen in drab grey-brown non-br. plumage; if in doubt, 
wait for flight views to check for black 'armpits', mostly 
white rump, white underwing and strong wing-bar. 
— Br: Vestiges seen in spring and again from Mar.  
chequered above, extensively black below (except 
breast-sides and lower belly) and legs black. Br. plum-
age develops only partially in . — Sexes: Alike in non-
br. plumage — Juv: Initially has crisp yellowish spots, 
but these soon bleach. Told from ad. by more streaked 
breast and liberally patterned upperparts (check esp. 
tertials). Post-juv. moult may be completed by Jan, but 
in some  birds only by Apr.

confusion risks See identification tips on p. 62.
behaviour Movements often slow and ponderous; 

spends much time resting with hunched shoulders. 
Frequently wades in shallow water. Drinks regularly.  

biology Eats a variety of intertidal organisms, incl. 
long polychaete worms, mudprawns, sandprawns, 
amphipods, shrimps, barnacles, snails, clams and even 
trapped fish. Also insects and larvae. Large bill enables 
it to subdue crabs which are dismembered by vigorous 
shaking. Often washes large food items. Br. extralimital.

voice Carrying call a distinctive sound of estuaries: 
melancholy, evocative, trisyllabic whistle, with middle 
element slightly lower and stressed plee-oo-eee.

AMERICAN PACIFIC

25-50% length of 
overlying tertials

2-3, rarely  
4 in juv. 

Tips of primaries 
more evenly 
spaced out

0-2 tips visible 
beyond tail

0-9 mm,  
<50% bill length

Tertials reach 
almost to tail-tip

Length of exposed 
primaries relative 

to tertials

Primary tips 
visible beyond 

tertials

Primary tips 
spacing

Primary tips 
beyond tail-tip

Length of 
primaries  

beyond tail 

Length of tertials 
relative to tail

About equal to 
length of tertials

Usually 4,  
rarely 5 

Tips of 2 longest 
primaries closer 

together

2-3 tips visible 
beyond tail

12-22 mm, 
>50% bill length

Tertials fall well 
short of tail-tip
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• in flight shows mostly grey-brown underwing; from  
  above note diffuse pale wing-bar and dark rump
• long primaries: 4-5 tips visible beyond tertials
• legs medium; toes do not project past tail in flight
• grey-brown (lacks yellow wash); white supercilium

American Golden Plover
Pluvialis dominica (Amerikaanse Goue Strandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): 'Lesser Golden Plover' (pre-split)

In the Hollywood blockbuster The Big Year, the character 
portrayed by Jack Black (based on real-life birder Greg 
Miller) gives a heartfelt summary of this bird's epic 
migration, describing it as his favourite bird: 'Nine inches 
long, but he travels hundreds of thousands of miles in his 
lifetime. No passports. No security. Total freedom.'

habitat Most records from estuaries in Namibia and 
W Cape. May be encountered on tidal flats, sandy or 
stony beaches, sandbars, or around saltmarsh pools. 
In their native range, non-br. birds occur primarily on 
inland short-grass habitats, often in uplands and not 
necessarily near water, e.g. pastures, ploughed fields 
etc. Perhaps more likely in inland habitats than Pacific.

status Rare vagrant; marginally rarer than Pacific, 
with 1-2 records per year. Most are single adults in 
Dec-Mar (but juv. also recorded). World population 
150,000. Breeds in far N of Alaska and Canada in May-
Jul, migrating to S America, from Jun (failed breeders) 
to late Aug. Many follow elliptical route, flying south 
directly over the Atlantic (hence the long wings) but 
returning overland via America's Great Plains. 

identification Requires careful study of structure 
and to a lesser extent, plumage. Conveniently, often 
alongside Grey Plover, from which it is most easily dis-
tinguished by grey-brown (not black) axillaries and 
dark rump. Other notable features are long primaries, 
grey tones and prominent face pattern. — Br: Scat-
tered br. feathers often visible on upperparts; in full 
br. plumage shows complex pattern of white and gold 
spangling. Black below, with white bulge on neck that 
stops abruptly; flanks and vent black. — Sexes: Alike 
in non-br. — Juv: Darker with neat golden or white 
spotting above and extensive grey barring below.

confusion risks First obstacle is to rule out Grey; 
latter is larger and more bulky but can at times look 
confusingly similar (if in doubt, best wait for flight 
views). Differentiation from Pacific daunting and 
some may not be distinguishable, even as museum 
specimens. For details see p. 62. Worn non-br. inland 
birds may be taken for slightly smaller Caspian (p. 80). 

behaviour Associates with Grey Plover. Lighter and 
more elegant compared to that species, with upright 
posture, tripping gait and more agile flight. 

biology Food insects, spiders, molluscs, crustaceans 
and some plant material. Breeding extralimital.

voice Main flight-call a mournful, shrill disyllabic 
whistle CLU-ee or TOO-ee or QUEEdle. Also a plaintive 
DLU-ee-uh or TOO-oo-eet. Very like Pacific, differing 
more in quality than composition: slightly higher, more 
squeaky, slower and with emphasis on first syllable.

• in flight shows mostly grey-brown underwing; from  
  above note diffuse pale wing-bar and dark rump
• short primaries: 2-3 tips visible beyond tertials
• legs long; toes project past tail in flight
• usually shows yellow wash including on supercilium

Pacific Golden Plover
Pluvialis fulva (Asiatiese Goue Strandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): 'Lesser Golden Plover' (pre-split), Eastern Golden P.

Tiny geolocators attached to migrating Pacific Golden 
Plovers' legs show that birds migrate nonstop over the 
Pacific Ocean between Alaska and Hawaii, covering 
4,900 km in 3-4 days at average speeds of 58-63 kph.

habitat Most records from coast: estuaries, mud-
flats, pans, saltmarshes, sandbars, reefs, mangroves, 
rocks, beaches with washed-up seaweed. Also re-
corded at scattered inland dams and wetlands with 
open shorelines. However, may use drier habitats incl. 
airfields, ploughed fields, paddocks and sports fields.

status Rare vagrant; the more common of the 
golden plovers, with 3-4 records per year. Almost all 
records of singletons (juv. or ad.) in Oct-Apr, peaking 
Jan-Mar; rarely up to 3 together. World population 
125,000. Breeds in Arctic regions from Siberia to Alaska 
May-Jul, migrating to NE Africa, India, S China, SE 
Asia, Australia and Oceania from Jun (failed breeders) 
through to Aug (juveniles); many 1-2 year old birds 
remain behind on their non-br. grounds.  

identification The most petite Pluvialis, with slim, 
leggy, upright look. Usually distinctly yellow on face, 
supercilium and mantle. Primaries short (to just past 
tail) but tertials long. — Br: Often shows scattered 
black br. feathers below; in full br. plumage shows 
white band between spangled wing from black belly. 
Undertail coverts white with variable amount of black 
patterning. — Sexes: Alike in non-br. plumage but br.  
whiter below. — Juv: More extensively spangled gold 
above with more spotted than scaly scapulars. Often 
washed yellow on breast, with faint barring on flanks.

confusion risks First rule out Grey: latter is larger 
and more bulky but lone birds difficult to judge; safest 
is to confirm Pacific's grey (not black) axillaries and dark 
(not white) rump in flight. On plumage, distinguishable 
from American with difficulty but generally brighter 
gold-washed; structure more important, especially 
relative lengths of primaries, tertials and tail (p. 62).

behaviour Active day or night. Often stays slightly 
apart from other waders, but may associate with Grey, 
and exceptionally with American. Forages in typical 
plover run-stop-scan fashion, often lifting one foot 
when stopped (apparently unlike American). May also 
dig for prey. Often quite tame. Flight fast and agile.

biology Diet includes adult and larval insects, 
molluscs and crustaceans and even small vertebrates. 
May also eat berries, seeds and leaves. Br. extralimital.

voice Main flight-call a short, rising chu-IT or quit 
or koWIT, similar to American, but with emphasis on 
second syllable, and slightly quicker, lower and more 
cheery. Also a more drawn-out kwee-EET or tu'WEE-uh. 
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PLOVERS
Family Charadriidae (2) | Subfamily Charadriinae

Evidence of plovers (usually pronounced plah-vers, 
not plo-vers) is relatively scarce in the fossil record. 
However, there are representations of Charadrii-like 
birds from China in the Eocene, and France in the 
Oligocene, and somewhat more recently, from the 
Miocene in France, Czech Republic and Arizona. It 
is postulated that this group of terrestrial waders 
proliferated around 30 million years ago, in parallel 
with the global expansion of grasslands. It is likely that 
plovers arose in the Southern Hemisphere, as this is 
where the highest species diversity occurs, as well as 
most of the aberrant monotypic plover taxa.

Birders will find plovers to be an engaging exercise 
in identification, but more manageable than e.g. the 
virtually identical peeps or various small sandpipers 
with their complex moults and extreme seasonal 
dimorphism. However, take heed that the occasional 
juvenile or worn non-breeding plover can cause 
confusion. Fortunately plovers are often relatively 
approachable and less flighty than scolopacid waders.

Plovers are a diverse assemblage. They include 
some of our most common wader species. For 

example, pairs of White-fronted Plovers compete 
for space with sunbathers and sandcastle-builders 
all along our beaches. Inland, any waterbody from 
a large puddle to a lake will normally have a Three-
banded Plover on patrol. At night, the screechy calls 
of this species reveal it flying high overhead, perhaps 
in search of undiscovered and unclaimed new habitat. 
Kittlitz's Plovers can be abundant when water-levels of 
pans and dams fall, with adjacent nests only metres 
apart. Judicious searching for plover nests can be a 
fun challenge, particularly as some species cover their 
eggs with debris when departing the nest (p. 74). 

On the other hand, plovers also include some of our 
rarest birds. To date there has only been 1 record of 
Little Ringed, while Kentish is included based solely on 
1 bird found dead (p. 67). The plover group includes 
residents, migrants, nomads, vagrants, breeders, non-
breeders, socialites, loners, coastal and inland taxa; 
terrestrial species and semi-aquatic species;  and even 
a species adapted to life on hyper-saline salt pans. In 
short, plovers are an excellent introduction to wader-
watching. [Afrikaans: Strandkiewiete].

General Characteristics
Plovers range in size from the 22 cm, 90 g Greater 
Sand Plover (comparable to Laughing Dove) to the 
tiny 15 cm, 40 g Chestnut-banded Plover (compa-
rable to Southern Masked Weaver). The considerably 
bigger Pluvialis or tundra plovers (p. 56) are closer to 
lapwings (p. 84) in size and weight. Plovers are pri-
marily terrestrial birds, capable of remarkable bursts 
of speed, the legs of the smaller species seeming to 
blur or even disappear at speed. Consequently they 
have long tarsi (but relatively short bare tibiae), cov-
ered in reticulated scutes. Unlike lapwings, plovers do 
not have hind-toes. A few are semi-palmate and have 
partial webs between some of their toes. The extent 
of this webbing may have identification value (despite 
the difficulty in observing this in the field) e.g. when 
differentiating between Common Ringed and the 
New World Semipalmated Plover (p. 244).

Unlike many scolopacids, plovers do not have 
sensitive nerve-endings in their bill-tips. This is be-
cause they do not rely on tactile sense and probing 
to capture their prey, using visual cues instead, or 
listening for prey just below the surface. They have 
large eyes and good night vision, which is important 
for migrating species and when nocturnal foraging 
may be necessitated by the timing of tides in coastal 
areas (foraging is most intense on moonlit nights 
though). Plovers hunt by characteristically running 
a few steps, pausing and watching intently, then 
lunging forward if prey is detected (see p. 70). 

Their bills are relatively short and robust, with a 
narrower central section and a swollen nail on the bill-

Genera 1
Migrants 6

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  4

World 39
Region 10

Residents 4
Vagrants  2

LESSER 
SAND

GREATER 
SAND

CASPIAN

Genus 
Charadrius

COMMON 
RINGEDLITTLE 

RINGED

THREE-BANDED

KITTLITZ'S

KENTISH
WHITE-

FRONTED

CHESTNUT-
BANDED
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The inclusion of Kentish Plover on the regional list is 
questionable, and is to date based only on this single 
desiccated corpse found on 16 September 1984 at 
the mouth of the Ugab River on Namibia's Skeleton 
Coast (now housed in the Iziko South African 
Museum in Cape Town). Intriguing but unconfirmed 
records were subsequently claimed from Inhambane, 
Mozambique and Walvis Bay, Namibia. The species 
breeds widely in the both Old World and New World, 
although populations from the Americas are usually 
regarded as a separate species, namely Snowy Plover 
C. nivosus. Palearctic birds are migratory, wintering 
in Asia and Africa, mostly N of the equator. There are 

also resident breeding populations on the W African 
coastline to Senegambia, and on the E coast to 
Somalia. In Africa the non-br. range does not extend 
much further S than the br. range. However, confusion 
with the White-fronted Plover (p. 76) complicates the 
picture and the exact southern limits of the species is 
unclear. Some migrants cross the Sahara in a broad 
front and are occasionally seen inland (especially on 
the Rift Valley lakes and at sub-Saharan oases) but 
Kentish Plovers mostly occur at coastal wetlands 
and on beaches. The measurements of the Ugab 
bird suggest it is from a migratory Mediterranean 
population instead of being a W African breeder. Take 
note that Kentish Plovers can also look very similar to 
juv. Chestnut-banded (p. 76), from which they differ 
in their longer wings and broader breast-patches. 
Compare also Lesser Sand Plover (p. 81). Migrants 
occur in Africa mainly Sep-May, passing through N 
Africa Jul-Nov and returning Mar-Apr.

Illustration based on photographs  
supplied by Iziko South  

African Museum.

tip. Two aberrant plovers require special mention in 
regards to bill shape. The bizarre Diademed Sandpiper-
Plover Phegornis mitchellii of the high puna of the 
Andes has an unusually long, drooping sandpiper-like 
bill. Even stranger, New Zealand's Wrybill Anarhynchus 
frontalis is the only bird in the world which has a 
laterally curved bill: towards its tip, the beak bends 14-
23° to the right, and is used for extracting prey from 
under stones in clockwise sweeps. A supra-orbital salt 
gland (in grooves in the skull above the eyes; used 

to rid the body of excess salt via the nostrils) may be 
well-developed in species that inhabit saline habitats, 
and influences the shape of the skull and head. Some 
species have characteristically broad, flattened heads, 
and all have short, thick necks that may be stretched 
when alert, or retracted into the body at rest; in this 
posture the width of the pale hindneck collar is greatly 
reduced. Likewise, the pale nuchal collar of chicks 
presents a beacon to their parents, but disappears 
when the chick crouches to avoid danger. Conversely, 
when the neck is stretched the collar expands. This 
is obvious when plovers 'head-bob' by raising the 
head, tilting the body upward and simultaneously 
flicking the tail down, usually as a signal of alarm or 
aggression. 

A few species have bright ornamental rings of 
engorged skin around their eyes (most notably Three-
banded, which is also the only species with a pale 
iris) and the vagrant Little Ringed. In others the eye is 
bordered by a barely perceptible narrow grey orbital 
ring, or by a single row of small white feathers. The  
plain grey-brown dorsal plumage provides excellent 
camouflage, while the bold head-bands, collars and 
breast-bands contrasting against the white ventral 
plumage, help disrupt the bird's outline. These 
markings also play an important signalling function, 
and such feathers may be flared or exposed through 
body contortions to impress mates or intimidate rivals.

Most plovers are highly mobile, the extent of 
their movements ranging from as little as a few 
kilometres between different foraging and breeding 
habitats in sedentary species such as White-fronted, 
to epic cross-oceanic migrations on a global scale 
in migratory species. Even in 'resident' species such 

Left foot of  
Common Ringed Plover.

73% of length of 
middle toe

small web 
between middle 
and outer toes; 
differs between 

species

no hind-toe  
(hallux)

outer toe 86% 
of length of 
middle toe

compared to other 
plovers, legs of 
Common Ringed 
fairly short and 
thick

unfeathered part of tibia ('upper 
leg/thigh') short compared to 
other wader families

leg colour can 
be helpful when 
identifying plovers; 
Common Ringed is 
the only species to 
show bright orange 
legs year-round

middle toe 80% 
length of tarsus

legs and feet covered in 
hundreds of tiny reticulated 
scales, with a few larger 
transverse scutes

A*

B*

*Tarsus length normally 
measured from A to B

in many species, 
feet (and tibiae) 

darker, contrasting 
with paler 'shins'
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Many plovers have extensive vocal reper toires, including 
complex songs (seldom heard away from the breeding grounds 
in the migrant species). Most have simple single calls that aid in 
identification. (A) Common Ringed Plover: The short, pleasant 
rising, fluty whistle of this species is characteristic and a 'classic' 
wader sound (compare call of Grey Plover, p. 59). (B) Little Ringed 
Plovers sound quite different, in that their main call is sharper, 
shorter, higher, more abrupt and falls in pitch.

A B

POO-eep pew

Three-banded Plover: A highly vocal species with a shrill, 
carrying voice often heard at night. The first element is a sharp 
pleek call (C), which is repeated rapidly with an irritated tone when 
disturbed, preek-preek-preek... In social interactions, many plovers 
produce a low, gravelly rattling sound (D) e.g. chiza-chiza-chiza...
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kHz

4

6

2

8

2s 5s4s

C D

Kittlitz's Plover (E): A relaxed, rising tu-weep call, followed by 
2 clipped trip calls given at intervals in flight. Lesser Sand Plover 
(F): Both sand plovers give short, rippling, staccato trills that are 
not easily distinguishable.

E F

White-fronted Plover: Smaller plovers have varied, complex 
vocalisations, including short burry krp notes (G); short sections 
of subdued duetting 'song' (H); and short, stuttered rattles (I).

G H I

as Three-banded, we still have little clarity on the 
extent of movements. What we do know is that their 
wanderings can be extensive, as revealed by ringing 
recoveries, seasonal influxes and exoduses, and just 
by the frequent occurrence of birds calling high 
overhead while moving around at night. Plovers have 
pointed wings (more rounded in lapwings), with 10 
functional primaries and a vestigial 11th. They have 
14-19 secondaries and 12 rectrices (tail feathers). 
Proof of their powers of flight is also revealed by their 
spectacular manoeuvring during en masse display-
flights prior to migration or in response to predators.

Depending on the species, sexes may be identical, 
differ subtly, or differ markedly (esp. in br. plumage), 
and  are usually slightly larger. Newly hatched 
plover chicks are incredibly cute (and remarkably 
independent), being born with tiny bills and bodies, 
but oversized heads and feet. Their fluffy down is 
quickly exchanged for juv. plumage, which is typically 
very similar to ad. non-br. except that the individual 
feathers are smaller and more neatly arranged, and 
have paler edges and dark subterminal lines. Also, juv. 
plovers may retain fluffy streamers of down on their 
tail-tips for several weeks (see e.g. juv. Three-banded 
illustration). Once moult to first non-br. is complete, 
the imm. and ad. birds are difficult to distinguish. 

Interestingly, dramatic seasonal changes in br. 
plumage are more pronounced in migratory species, 
while resident species may look similar year-round. 
Even in sedentary populations of otherwise migratory 
species (such as the W European hiaticula race of 
Common Ringed), seasonal plumage changes are 
minimal, and less than in migratory races. In some 
migrants, adults start their complete post-br. moult 
to non-br. plumage on the Northern Hemisphere br. 
grounds, while in others this is delayed until reaching 
the African 'wintering' quarters. In the latter case, 
traces of worn br. plumage may be visible up to about 
Nov. The partial moult to br. plumage (mostly involving 
the head and body feathers) may commence quite 
soon after this, so that full non-br. plumage is worn for 
only a few months.

Origin of Names
The name 'plover' is derived from the Latin pluvia 
(rain), possibly because the arrival of migrant plovers 
coincides with the coming of the spring rains in 
Europe (see p. 59 for details). In some species the 
name 'dotterel' is used interchangeably with 'plover'.

The genus Charadrius (as well as the family name  
Charadriidae) is derived from the Greek charadriós 
(a plover), which may be from the term charádra, 
meaning 'dry river bed' hinting at the habitat of 
plovers, or that of another plover-like wader (possibly 
the Eurasian Stone-curlew Burhinus oedicnemus). The 
nomenclature of the 9 Charadrius plovers that occur in 
Southern Africa is treated below, in alphabetical order. 
Kentish Plover C. alexandrinus, gets its name from 
the Egyptian city Alexandria (named after Alexander 
the Great), where the species still occurs today. 
Caspian Plover's asiaticus simply means 'of Asia'. 

There is some ambiguity about the origin of Common 
Ringed's name hiaticula. On the one hand the Latin 
'cleft dweller' in reference to its rocky or pebbly 
habitat (mostly in the N Hemisphere) is sensible; but 
this name could also mean 'a missing link' or 'break 
in continuity' perhaps referring to its breast-band 
or some other plumage feature. The Greater Sand 
Plover C. leschenaultii is named after Jean-Baptiste 
Louis Claude Théodore Leschenault de La Tour (1773-
1826), a French botanist who collected botanical and 
zoological specimens in Australia, Java, India and 
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Possible phylogeny of all the world's plovers, based on 
genetic data, plumage, morphology and ecology. Most 
modern classifications are more con servative, retaining 
the vast majority of the 'typical' plovers in the traditional 
genus Charadrius. Pinning down the positions of the 
many aberrant, monospecific genera is particularly 
problematic. Numbers are those referred to in the main 
Classification and Relationships text.

S America. There is also a forktail, bee-eater and 
malkoha named after him. In the case of the White-
fronted Plover, marginatus means 'of the margin or 
edge' in reference to its seashore habitat. In Lesser 
Sand Plover mongolus means 'of Mongolia', part of 
its highland breeding range. The apt Latin pallidus 
(Chestnut-banded Plover) refers to the pale color of 
this species. Kittlitz's Plover is named after German 
artist, explorer and ornithologist Friedrich Heinrich 
von Kittlitz (1799-1874) who traveled around 
the world in 1826-1829 on a Russian expedition. 
Kittlitz's Murrelet is also named after him. Its 
specific epithet, pecuarius, refers to cattle or sheep 
('grazers'), and might hint at the bird's liking for 
heavily grazed grasslands. Finally, both the names 
Three-banded and tricollaris refer to this species' 
diagnostic double breast-bands.

Classification and Relationships
The greater Charadriidae family (including plovers, 
tundra plovers and lapwings; (1) in tree diagram) 
plus the Scolopacidae family make up the biggest 
groups of waders globally. In fact, the entire order 
of waders, Charadriiformes, is named after the 
plovers. This order includes several groups that 
do not intuitively appear to be related to waders, 
e. g. buttonquails (p. 210), sheathbills (p. 34), gulls, 
terns, skuas, skimmers, auks and puffins. 

Plovers are closely related to the larger and 
more aggressive lapwings (p. 84); indeed, veteran 
birders will still talk about 'Blacksmith Plover' or 
'Lesser Black-winged Plover' (instead of Blacksmith 
and Senegal Lapwings). In line with their smaller 
size and less confrontational demeanour, plovers 
differ from lapwings in their lack of showy wattles 
and crests, plus more subdued colours and in-flight 
patterns. As many plovers are migratory (and most 
are at least nomadic) they have proportionately 
longer and more pointed wings than the slow-
flying, resident lapwings. There are also technical 
morphological differences, e.g. plovers lack hind-
toes and bony spurs on their carpal joints. 

At the higher levels of classification, relation-
ships within the Charadriiformes are now well 
established. However, within the Charadriidae 
family there are still many lingering questions. 
At the subfamily-level, 3 main branches emerge, 
namely Plu vialinae (tundra plovers), Vanellinae 
(lapwings) and Charadriinae (typical plovers). Most 
taxonomic studies agree that the 4 'tundra' or 
'golden plovers' in the genus Pluvialis are a separate 
outgroup to the remainder of the plovers, and are 
best separated as a different subfamily, Pluvialinae 
(as followed in this book). 

Likewise, the world's 23 Vanellus lapwings con-
stitute a distinct clade within the Charadriidae, as 
the subfamily Vanellinae (2), treated on p. 84. The 
S American Pied Lapwing (genus Hoploxypterus) is 
considered to be sister to the lapwings. The posi-
tions of several oddities (3) remain unclear; these 
include Australia's Red-kneed Dotterel (Erythrogo-

Tundra plovers, Pluvialis

Pied Lapwing, Hoploxypterus cayanus
Lapwings, Vanellus

Red-kneed Dotterel, Erythrogonys cinctus
Inland Dotterel, Peltohyas australis

Double-banded Plover, Anarhynchus bicinctus
Wrybill, Anarhynchus frontalis
New Zealand Plover, Anarhynchus obscurus

Mountain Plover, Eupoda montanus
Caspian Plover, Eupoda asiaticus
Oriental Plover, Eupoda veredus
Greater Sand Plover, Eupoda leschenaultii
Lesser Sand Plover, Eupoda mongolus

Wilson’s Plover, Ochthodromus wilsonia
Collared Plover, Ochthodromus collaris
Puna Plover, Ochthodromus alticola
Two-banded Plover, Ochthodromus falklandicus
Madagascan Plover, Ochthodromus thoracicus
Kittlitz’s Plover, Ochthodromus pecuarius
St.  Helena Plover, O. sanctaehelenae
Red-capped Plover, Ochthodromus ruficapillus
Chestnut-banded Plover, O. pallidus
Snowy Plover, Ochthodromus nivosus
Kentish Plover, Ochthodromus alexandrinus

White-faced Plover, O. dealbatus (?)
White-fronted Plover, O. marginatus
Malaysian Plover, Ochthodromus peronii
Javan Plover, Ochthodromus javanicus (?)

Tawny-throated  Dotterel, Oreopholus ruficollis
Diademed Sandpiper-Plover, Phegornis mitchellii
Rufous-chested Dotterel, Zonibyx modestus
Eurasian Dotterel, Eudromias morinellus

Forbes’s Plover, Afroxyechus forbesi (p. 245)
Three-banded Plover, Afroxyechus tricollaris

Madagascar Three-banded A. bifrontatus

Killdeer, Charadrius vociferus (p. 245)
Common Ringed Plover, Charadrius hiaticula
Semipalmated Plover, C. semipalmatus (p. 244)
Piping Plover, Charadrius melodus
Little Ringed Plover, Charadrius dubius
Long-billed Plover, Charadrius placidus

Hooded Dotterel, Thinornis cucullatus
Shore Dotterel, Thinornis novaeseelandiae
Black-fronted Dotterel, Elseyornis melanops

1

2
3

4

5

10

6

7

8

9

11

12

13
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Plovers usually hunt in a characteristic sporadic stop-start way, termed 'run-stop-search' or similar. They run a 
short distance in a horizontal posture, then stop and motionlessly scan, then walk or run in a random direction to 
a prey item they've spotted, or a new vantage point. To pick prey from the ground or water surface, they tilt their 
body forward, bringing the short bill to the ground. In situations where small prey is abundant they may forage 
more continually with the head down, but never as methodically or rapidly as 'stitching' sandpipers. One study 
found that White-fronted Plovers consume 5.7 kg insects/km/year on the Eastern Cape's beaches.

Foot trembling or foot paddling involves rapidly vibrating the front foot in wet sediment in order to liquefy the 
silt. This may cause prey to float to the surface, or disturb a prey item into revealing its position.

nys) and Inland Dotterel (Peltohyas). New Zealand's 
globally unique, bent-billed Wrybill (Anarhynchus) is 
often considered a modified Charadrius, but it may 
form a clade (4) sister to the lapwings. Two other New 
Zealand plovers may belong in this genus. Some au-
thorities suggest the Charadriidae should be split into 
the Charadriinae (10-13) and Anarhynchinae (5-9). 
The Wrybill would be amalgamated into this latter 
group, lending its name to the subfamily.

Returning to the typical plovers in the subfamily 
Charadriinae, a suite of questions pertaining to genus-
level classification remains. For example, the genus 
Charadrius is argued to contain anything from 4 to 33 
species! Every group has its head-scratchers (13), and 
in this case these are S Australia's Vulnerable Hooded 
Dotterel/Plover (Thinornis cucullatus) and the Endan-
gered Shore Dotterel/Plover (T. novaeseelandiae). In-
tensive conservation actions, including captive breed-
ing and translocations, are in place to conserve the 
latter, which now numbers around 250 birds restricted 
to tiny islets off Chatham Island E of New Zealand. An-
other oddity is the Black-fronted Dotterel (Elseyornis), 
an inhabitant of Australia's arid inland plains.

Three other taxa from S America are usually placed 
in monospecific genera (10). The peculiar, slim Tawny-
throated Dotterel (Oreopholus) breeds in the high 
Andes; it has a long bill and black belly-patch. The 
attractive Rufous-chested Dotterel (Zonibyx) is found 

in the temperate parts of S America, and on the 
Falklands. And finally, the Diademed Sandpiper-Plover 
(Phegornis) is arguably one of the oddest waders in the 
world. This tiny, elusive inhabitant of the high puna in 
the Andes has a calidrid-like bill, barred underparts, 
a black head and short, rounded wings. Finally, the 
Eurasian Dotterel is often retained in Charadrius but 
appears to be sufficiently distinct to warrant its own 
genus, Eudromias.

All the other species are presently in Charadrius, 
but genetic analyses suggest that several alternative 
genera may be applied. Sand plovers form a distinct 
group (6) and may be placed in Eupoda. Also on this 
branch are 3 large, inland-breeding plovers: Caspian 
(breeds C Asia/winters Africa), Oriental (Mon golia/
Australia), and Mountain (USA/Mexico).

A South American radiation is represented by (7), 
while (8) is a group of nearly identical, yellow-breasted 
plovers including the Critically Endangered St Helena 
Plover, endemic to the small island of the same name 
in the Atlantic Ocean. The entire population of this 
species is in the order of 350 birds.

Taxonomy of the greater 'Kentish Plover-complex' 
(9) is controversial, and no attempt is made here 
to infer species-level relationships. Several studies 
suggest that Kentish and Snowy plovers, although 
usually lumped, are not each other's closest relatives. 
Malaysian Plover appears to be the African White-

'knees' 
bend 

deeply

tail sticks up head brought down to 
prey; picks from surface 

or probes just below

remains still 
while scanning

after scanning, runs 
towards prey or moves to 
a new vantage point

can run remarkably 
fast despite short 

legs

has created a 
small puddle

sticks out foot in 
front of body and 

vibrates for several 
seconds

keeps weight on 
back foot

different postures cause 
the white collar to change 

shape (compare to 
images below)

WHITE-FRONTED 
PLOVER
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incipient black 
breast-band

pale orange to 
purplish legs

very bold, high 
contrast pattern

orange 
base

eye-catching  
white patch

long, fluffy tail 
(fluff strands 
retained for 

several weeks)

grizzled 
grey

very 
similar

when very young, 
white 'egg-tooth' 
still visible on bill

may be tinged 
orange-buff 
below

very long 
legs already 
obvious upon 
hatching

finely mottled 
(excellent camouflage)

dark lines down 
middle of crown 

and back

stubby wings/arms 
(flight feathers not 

yet grown)

CHESTNUT-BANDED

Clutch size: 1-3 (av. 2).
Egg: Heavily marked with 
dark speckles and scrolls, 
to match sand or dry mud 
(but completely covered 
when leaving nest).
Nest site:  Dry edges 
of waterbodies with 
receding water; usually 
within 150 m of water. 
Drying mud, overgrazed 
flats, carpets of short 
grass, pebble beds, coarse 
sand, trampled shoreline 
of waterholes. 
Nest material: Nest 
scrape lined with grass, 
mud, animal droppings, 
shell fragments, small 
pebbles, grit.
Eggs buried: Yes.

WHITE-FRONTEDTHREE-BANDEDKITTLITZ'S

inland 
mechowi

coastal 
races

often 1-2 
dark bands

eggs depicted at 
actual (average) size

hatchlings  
<1 week old

Clutch size: 1-2 (av. 2). 
3-egg clutches may be 
from more than one .
Egg: Overall dark or with 
paler tip. Often dark 
ring around equator; 
sometimes 2 rings or a 
dark spot on thick end  
(p. 72). Eggs resemble 
dark antelope droppings.
Nest site:  Usually within 
100 m (rarely 500 m) of 
water, on raised spot 
among pebbles, rocks, 
animal dung or on gravel.   
Less often on dry mud.
Nest material: Nest lined 
with pebbles, mud flakes 
or vegetation stubble.
Eggs buried: No. Eggs 
shaded or wetted if hot.

Clutch size: 1-3 (av. 2 on 
coast but 2.5 inland).
Egg: Lightly marked to 
match pale beach sand.  
Eggs of inland mechowi 
darker and smaller.
Nest site:  Often just 
above high-water mark in 
dunes, next to disruptive 
objective such as dry 
kelp, driftwood, rocks, 
shells or beach plants. 
Inland, on riverine 
sandbanks.
Nest material: Nest 
scrape may be lined 
with shell fragments and 
pebbles, or unlined.
Eggs buried: Sometimes 
fully or partly covers eggs 
at approaching threat.

Clutch size: 1-2 (av 1.7).
Egg: Lightly patterned 
and pale (as expected in 
stark saline habitat).
Nest site:  Placed within 
50 m of water, on dry 
mud or among stones, 
pebbles, old feathers 
(e.g. of flamingos), mud 
clods or low plants. 
Breeds in numbers at 
large inland pans (Etosha, 
Makgadikgadi) when 
conditions are optimal.
Nest material: Nest 
scrape lined with pebbles, 
quartz grit, clay shards, 
small shells, fish bones, 
vegetation fragments and 
other debris.
Eggs buried: No.
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The most common resident plover at any inland 
freshwater body with a muddy shoreline: dams, 
lakes, pans, rivers, ponds, puddles. Rare at coast.

Three-banded Plover
Charadrius tricollaris (Driebandstrandkiewiet)
L: 17-18 cm WS: 31-37 cm T: 24-(26)-28 mm B: 14-(16)-17 mm

[C. t. tricollaris]. A common, 
distinctive and vociferous fresh-
water plover, easily identified 
by its double breast-bands and 
fleshy red orbital ring. Makes 
presence known by screechy, 
trilling calls, often heard at 
night. Not usually gregarious; 
mostly singly or in pairs. Often 
bobs up and down animatedly. 
No sexual or seasonal plumage 
variation.

3 bands: black, 
white, black 
(diagnostic)

white band wraps 
around nape

much longer tail than 
other plovers, extending 
far beyond wing-tips, 
creating elongated rear 
end and necessitating a 
more horizontal posture 

peach

pale eye; bright 
orange orbital 

ring; white 
forehead

�ADULT 
(all year)

JUV.�
(any month)

diagnostic breast-
bands present even 
before fledging, but 
may be incomplete 

or mottled

dull orange

until well after fledging, 
may show wispy down 
streamers up to 1.5 cm 
long on tail-tip

eye darker; 
orbital ring 
narrower pale  

brown

initially pale-
fringed, but 
soon fades

long, diamond-
shaped tail

white 
flecksnarrow 

white bar

much 
white

size, colour pattern and 
erratic, jerky wingbeats 

recall Common  
Sandpiper  

(p. 200)

fronted's closest kin instead of the poorly known 
Javan Plover. A pending split, White-faced Plover, 
differs consistently in appearance but not genetics. 
The three-banded plovers (11) (genus 'Afroxyechus') 
differ from other plovers in their red legs, fleshy orbital 
rings, long tails, head patterns and breast markings. 
Malagasy populations may constitute a different 
species. The 'single-ringed' plovers (12) are the original 
Charadrius. The N American Piping Plover resembles 
a small, pale Common Ringed Plover or its look-alike 
Semipalmated Plover (p. 244), but the widespread 
New World Killdeer (p. 245) has double breast-bands 
and a very long tail, reminiscent of 'Afroxyechus' (11).

Including the 24 lapwings, the 4 tundra plovers and 
all the unique plover genera, the greater Charadriidae 
family includes 67-71 species, depending on which 
splits are accepted. Note that a number of plovers 
have multiple subspecies that can differ substantially 
in (usually br.) plumage and measurements.

Biology
Larval and adult insects and spiders are important 
components of most plovers' diets. Coastal species eat 
a variety of small marine or mud-dwelling organisms, 
including crustaceans such as crabs, brine shrimps, 
fairy shrimps and amphipods, isopods, gastropod and 
bivalve molluscs and polychaete worms. Vertebrates 
(e.g. small fish or lizards) are captured occasionally.

Only 4 of the 10 species breed locally, the remainder 
nesting in the Palearctic during the boreal summer 
(May-Jul). During 'scrape ceremonies' a neat nest 
depression is formed by pushing the breast into the 
ground and rotating while kicking sand outwards with 
the legs. Several such scrapes may be constructed 
before one is selected for breeding. Copulation may be 
a quite elaborate affair. In Kittlitz's Plover for example, 
the  approaches the crouched , sometimes stroking 
her with his feet, then jumps onto her back where he 
may balance for >2 minutes before biting her neck 
and copulating. Afterwards he pulls them both back 
to tumble down and lie on their backs with their legs 
in the air.

�Three-banded  
Plover performing  

injury-feigning display. 

tail fanned to 
one side or 
depressed

waves wing or flops along on 
ground as if wings broken

lies hunched on ground 
as if utterly exhausted

insistent  
calls

runs like a rodent; 
wings held spread

note eggs 
among 

antelope 
droppings

very long 

LC/LC
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AD.  br.  

pointed

slim, 
pointed; 
mainly 
black

RINGED PLOVERS: Migratory plovers with a single breast-band and white collar. Vagrant Little Ringed 
more likely at inland waters. Common Ringed occurs both inland (scattered singles on wide, bare shores) 
and at the coast (where flocks gather at tidal flats, estuaries and lagoons and along beaches). 

Little Ringed Plover
Charadrius dubius (Kleinringnekstrandkiewiet)
L: 15.5-18 cm WS: 35-37 cm T: 23-(25)-26 mm B: 12-(13)-14 mm

[C. d. curonicus]. Very rare va-
grant: only confirmed record in 
Jan 2002. More likely at inland  
waters than at coast; also on 
bare expanses or short grass. 
Smaller, slimmer, more delicate 
than Common Ringed; flight 
and feeding actions also faster.  
Yellow orbital ring is a good 
feature, as is plain upperwing. 
Call sharp, descending.

Common Ringed Plover
Charadrius hiaticula (Ringnekstrandkiewiet)
L: 17-19.5 cm WS: 38-43 cm T: 24-(27)-29 mm B: 12-(14)-16 mm

[C. h. tundrae]. Robust, com-
pact plover with full body, big 
domed head and almost comi-
cally stubby bill (often with an 
orange base). Short legs usu-
ally bright orange; this, plus 
white collar and single broad 
dark breast-band, distinctive. 
See also Semipalmated Plover 
(p. 244).

�AD.  br.  
(Feb-Aug)

�AD. non-br.  
(Sep-Mar)

�IMM.   
(Sep-Mar)

unlike other plovers 
lacks a prominent 
white bar; coverts 
have only narrow  
white tips (hard  
to see in the  
field)

orbital ring 
narrowerreplaces most juv. feathers in 

Aug-Dec post-juv. moult, but 
retains some (worn)  
patterned coverts

faint 
supercilium; 
hooded look

browner 
band, often 
broken into 

twin patches

greyish 
pink

broad, bright 
yellow orbital 
ring (all year)

white 
behind 
black

fairly  
narrow

loses 
black bar

yellowish

smaller, slighter, more perky than 
Common Ringed, with more 
pointed rear, longer tertials and 
slimmer body that make legs look 
longer; posture more horizontal

long tertials (no  
primary projection)

fast, free flight  
style; quick  
wingbeats

�AD.  br.  
(Feb-Dec)

at most, hardly 
perceptible thin 
orange ring or 
white crescent 

below eye
black 

borders 
brown

broad 
band

short tertials 
do not conceal 
primary tips

longer shorter

bright 
orange

dumpy shape: big domed 
head, rotund body and full 
chest make legs look shorter; 
posture more upright

AD.  
 br.  

rounded

stubby; 
orange 
base

�JUV. 
(Jul-Dec/Jan)

yellowish 
green

clear 
white

suspends complete post-juv. 
moult (Dec-Apr) to after  
arrival in SA

high tide 
roost

no black bar, 
but pattern 
still striking

bill often 
darker in 
non-br.

�AD. non-br.  
(Sep-Mar)

flight fast; slower, 
deliberate wingbeats 

and short glides

long

distinct face 
pattern

long

V***
LC/LCLC/LC
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• diagnostic double black breast-band in all ages
• orange-red orbital ring and red base to bill
• unbroken white band wraps around head
• long-tailed, attenuated shape
• one of the most common inland waders

Three-banded Plover
Charadrius tricollaris (Driebandstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Treble-banded/Tricollared Plover, Afroxyechus t.

Being widespread, common, boldly marked and often 
present year-round, this small but feisty plover is usually 
one of the first waders that beginner birders get to know. 

habitat Almost any fresh or alkaline inland water-
body with a muddy shoreline and a little vegetation 
cover. Along the coast, mostly at freshwater seeps; 
rarely at lagoons, estuaries or tidal pools.

status Very common; local population 25-50,000. 
Widespread in S, C and E Africa; also Madagascar 
(which may be a separate species, C. bifrontatus). In 
S Africa avoids only most arid parts of Kalahari and 
Namib, but exploratory and highly nomadic, and 
may be encountered at small, isolated pans in dry 
regions. Movements complex, depending largely on 
rainfall. Aggressively territorial, defending 80-150 m 
of shoreline against conspecifics and other species. 
Usually singly or in pairs, but may roost communally 
on open ground. Rarely forms groups of 10-40+ birds. 

identification Usually seen unobtrusively trotting 
along muddy shore, with body in horizontal line. If 
approached, complains with shrill calls and bobs up 
and down before flying a short distance, low with 
stiff, jerky wingbeats. Unmistakable thanks to several 
diagnostic features incl. double breast-band, red 
orbital ring and white band around head. — Sexes: 
Alike, year-round. — Juv: Subdued version of adult.

confusion risks Distinctive. At a glance may be 
taken for Common Ringed. Compare Forbes's (p. 245).

behaviour  In interactions, may perform crouched 
runs, tail-flaring, side-stepping, wing-raising and head-
bobbing. In courtship  touches breast to ground, and 
rotates body to form nest scrape. Active day and night.

biology Employs typical plover 'run-stop-search' 
strategy, pecking prey from surface at 10-40 pecks/
min. May tremble foot on mud to attract/displace prey. 
Eats ad. and larval insects, crustaceans, molluscs and 
worms. Nest scrape usually <100 m from water (rarely 
500 m). Lays 2 densely marked eggs among pebbles or 
gravel, or less often among dung or mud flakes. Eggs 
are incubated by  during day, and  at night; hatch 
after 26-31 days. Young start flying weakly at 22 days, 
but remain with  their parents until about 40 days old. 
Sometimes double- or even triple-brooded.

voice Carrying call is a distinctive sound of inland 
waters; often heard at night. Basic call a penetrating, 
shrill whistle: either a straight pleek, or slightly inflected 
plu-eek. Call rapidly repeated, with trilled, irritated 
tone when flushed: preek-preek-preek, preek, preek... 
In interactions, gives a long series that rises and falls, 
slowing to a low, rattling, gravelly chizza-chizza-chizza...

Biology (continued from p. 72)
Kittlitz's Plover has the curious habit of burying its  
eggs with nest lining material such as small pebbles, 
sand or plant stubble when leaving the nest un-
attended (sometimes for up to 7 hours). It does so 
almost without exception when leaving the nest, 
managing to cover the eggs completely in as little 
as 3 seconds (but may take up to 90 s if the ground 
is hard or wet, or if there is a strong wind blowing). It 
accomplishes this by a 'rotating shuffle dance', kicking 
debris inwards very rapidly, first with one foot then 
the other, while spinning in a crouched position. Upon 
return to the nest, the eggs are uncovered with the 
bill, breast and feet. 

White-fronted Plovers sometimes partly bury 
their eggs, but not usually as thoroughly or with as 
much commitment as in Kittlitz's. The foot pattering 
that leads to egg-burying may be an exaggerated 
form of settling behaviour, and may have evolved 
by conflicting drives to escape and incubate when a 
threat is spotted. The related lapwings are among the 
most aggressive of all birds in defense of their nests 
and eggs (p. 90) but the smaller plovers employ less 
brash strategies. Injury-feigning is commonly used 
to draw predators away from the nest, as is 'mock-
brooding' at an imaginary nest. Eggs may be rolled 
several metres to a new location if a nest has been 
compromised or after heavy rainfall.

Eggs are incubated for 3-4 weeks by both sexes, 
although  tend to incubate at night and  during 
the day. Eggs may be shaded in hot weather, or cooled 
by the adult soaking its belly feathers prior to settling. 
Upon hatching, the conspicuous egg shells are 
removed. Chicks are remarkably precocial and  leave 
the nest within hours. When young, they may be held 
under the parent's wing. In response to their parents' 
alarm-calls they lie motionless or dash into cover; they 
are also capable of swimming. Chicks can fly weakly 
from about 21 days and fully from about a month.

Kittlitz's Plover rapidly  
buries its eggs even  
when under threat,  
making them essentially 
undetectable when  
covered (right).

nest usually next to 
larger disruptive objects 
e.g. stones, wood, plants

eggs 
buried

eggs in 
nest scrape, 
surrounded by 
ring of loose 
material 
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• shows yellow orbital ring year-round, at all ages
• lacks an obvious white bar on upperwing
• legs dull yellow to pinkish grey
• bill slim and pointed with only a little pink at base
• smaller, slimmer, more attenuated than Common

Little Ringed Plover
Charadrius dubius (Kleinringnekstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Aegialitis dubia

The first substantiated record of this species in Southern 
Africa was a bird at  Makalolo Plains, Hwange National 
Park, Zimbabwe, on 5-8 Jan 2002.

habitat Mainly along muddy or sandy shores of in-
land, fresh or brackish, standing or slow-flowing water. 
In N Hemisphere, has adapted to nesting at a variety of 
man-made habitats e.g. mines, gravel pits, gravel roof-
tops, industrial wasteland, rubbish dumps etc.

status Very rare vagrant. Unconfirmed claim from 
Etosha, Nov 1962. Only other record to date Hwange, 
Jan 2002. Breeds N Africa and Europe E to Russia and 
Japan, migrating to Africa as far S as Tanzania, where 
seen Oct-Apr. Resident in India and SE Asia to Papua 
New Guinea. World population 280-530,000.

identification A cuter, more delicate version of 
Common Ringed. Alluring, fleshy yellow orbital ring 
is a good feature. The only plover that lacks a promi-
nent white wing-bar in flight. — Br: Black bar across 
forehead present about Jan-Aug. In non-br. birds face 
washed buff, supercilium fainter behind eye, much 
brown mixed into black face and breast-band, and 
legs often slightly brighter yellow. — Sexes: In br. state 

 distinguishable by its more solid black colours. — 
Imm: Like non-br. but retains some juv. coverts.

confusion risks Combination of white collar and 
dark breast-band shown only by ringed plovers. Differs 
from Common Ringed in slimmer shape, yellow orbital 
ring, longer darker bill, pinker legs and plain wing. 
Casual appraisal of a distant bird (especially with 
broken breast-band) could suggest Kittlitz's or Kentish.

behaviour Less gregarious than Common Ringed. 
Not territorial on non-br. grounds and forages with 
other waders. In skirmishes, assumes hunchbacked 
posture or retracts head and flares out flank feathers 
to create a peculiar shape. Noticeably flutters wings 
when taking flight; often rises fast and high when 
disturbed (but generally flies low, and often chooses 
to run instead). Upon landing, or when uneasy, raises 
wings vertically, exposing white undersides. Posture 
horizontal, but more upright (with bobbing head) 
when alarmed. Fairly tame.

biology Forages in 'run-stop-search' fashion, peck-
ing prey from surface or just below. Feeds on mud or 
in shallow water, but also on drier ground close to 
the water's edge. Uses foot trembling to attract/dis-
place prey. Eats insects, spiders, molluscs, crustaceans, 
worms, and grass and sedge seeds. Br. extralimital.

voice Flight-call different from Common's: abrupt, 
sharp, descending whistle: pew or pee-u stressed on 
first syllable. Gives a shrill pree in alarm.

• apart from Little Ringed, the only plover with a 
  complete breast-band and white hindneck collar
• obvious white bar on upperwing
• legs bright orange in adults; duller in juveniles
• bill short and stubby, often with orange base

Common Ringed Plover
Charadrius hiaticula (Ringnekstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Ringed Plover, Greater Ringed Plover 

Birds from the NE tundras migrate up to 18,000 km to 
reach Southern Africa; ringed birds have been recovered 
in Russia, France and Kazakhstan.

habitat Mainly coastal mudflats, estuaries and 
lagoons but also rocky or sandy beaches, wave-cut 
platforms, reefs, saltmarshes and inland dams, lakes, 
pans and rivers with bare shores devoid of plants.

status Very common non-br. summer visitor along 
the coast (>11,000 birds); uncommon and erratic at 
inland waterbodies (1,000 birds). World population 
450,000. Breeds in Greenland, Iceland and Palearctic, 
E to Canada. NE tundrae race migrates mainly along E 
African coast: very common in Mozambique, where 
>1,000 birds gather at communal roosts or staging 
sites. Adults are present Sep-Apr (mainly Oct/Nov-
Mar); juveniles about a month later. Few overwinter. 
Gregarious: forages in widely scattered flocks that 
gather at high tide or at night, alongside other waders.

identification An attractive, small but powerful-
looking plover easily identified by its broad black or 
dark brown breast-band and white collar. — Br: Black 
forehead acquired Feb onwards. In non-br. state, 
brown mixed into black of face/breast, legs slightly 
duller and orange on bill-base reduced. — Sexes: Br.  
more solidly black on face and breast, giving smarter 
impression than . — Juv: As non-br. ad. but often 
darker chocolate-brown, breast-band more often 
broken, and faint pale fringes and dark subterminal 
marks often visible on coverts and scapulars. Legs dull 
orange or greenish yellow, and bill may be all-dark. 
Essentially as adult after first moult. 

confusion risks Dull non-br. or juv. birds could be 
taken for sand plovers (p. 81), especially when breast-
band broken into twin patches on breast-sides, but 
Ringed is smaller and less lanky, with much shorter 
often orange-based bill, orange legs and white collar. 
See also Little Ringed and Semipalmated (p. 244). 

behaviour Active by day and night. Threat displays 
include ground and aerial chases, posturing, tail-
flaring and 'marking time' with feet. Alert and wary.

biology Mainly a visual hunter, using the typical 
'run-stop-search' method, and watching for clues such 
as stirring of small crustacea or outflows from under-
ground invertebrates. Trembles foot to liquefy wet 
sand and stimulate prey to move. Diet includes insects, 
crustaceans, molluscs, amphipods, isopods, marine 
polychaetes, spiders, small fish. Br. extralimital.

voice Main call a classic sound of estuarine habitats: 
a soft, mellow, fluty POO-eep, with rising inflection and 
stressed on the first syllable. Alarm-call a piping peep.
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White-fronted Plover
Charadrius marginatus (Vaalstrandkiewiet)
L: 16-17 cm WS: 34 cm T: 28 mm B: 16 mm [mechowi 7-12% smaller]

[1: C. m. marginatus; 2: C. m. 
arenaceus; 3: C. m. mechowi].  
Common plover seen scuttling  
along sandy beaches. Variable, 
even in same area:  and non-
br.  has paler breast and less 
black on forehead. Note pale 
legs, large white frons and (usu-
ally) white collar. Coastal birds 
look paler and more washed-
out than small, dark N inland 
race.

SMALL PLOVERS: Resident plovers occurring primarily along the coast but also erratically inland, de-
pending on water-levels. Chestnut-banded mostly at natural and man-made salt pans. White-fronted 
is a beach specialist, but also forages on rocky coasts and mudflats, and at large rivers and lakes inland.

Chestnut-banded Plover
Charadrius pallidus (Rooibandstrandkiewiet)
L: 14-15 cm WS: 29-33 cm T: 26-(27)-29 mm B: 12-(14)-15 mm

[C. p. pallidus]. Smaller, paler 
and greyer than other plovers. 
Often hunches back, retracts 
head into body and bends low 
to transform into a small ball 
(with long black legs bent awk-
wardly). Unique orange breast-
band is a good field mark in 
adults, but juv. lacks orange 
(and black) altogether. 

toes project

flies fast and low  
when disturbed

�AD. 

�AD. 

�JUV. 
(any month)

looks cute: smallest plover,  
with short wings, short tail, 
oversized head and long legs; 
carriage generally horizontal 
and close to the ground

thin dark 
chestnut band, 

often with black 
upper edge

dark  
(and 
long)

short wings 
and tail

small, 
neat black 

'fringe'

band paler  
orange but often 

wider than in 

sharp, thin  
grey band; 

usually broken

pale, grey

no black; bland 
face pattern

may show partial or 
complete paler collar

short, 
rounded 
wings

common at 
commercial 
salt pans

�AD.   
mechowi 

(N inland areas  
& Moz. coast)

�AD.   
arenaceus 

(S, E coasts)

�AD.    
marginatus 

(W coast)

�JUV.  
arenaceus

variation: 
Namibia

thin 
band

buff or rufous 
collar

white 
collar

 

toes don't 
project past 
long tail

variation: 
Limpopo

white 

usually faint 
lateral patch

white

pale

rufous-
tinged

small, compact plover with 
shortish legs, heavy chest and 
high white forehead; tail projects 
past wings; often retracts head, 
transforming into a fat ball

tail > wings

 at  
nest

yellow or 
peach wash

much 
white

much 
white

1 2

3

compare 
Sanderling 

(p. 158)

LC/LCNT/NT

black
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SMALL PLOVERS: Occurrence of Kentish unconfirmed; possibly a very rare vagrant to coasts. Kittlitz's 
is a nomadic wanderer that breeds in large numbers at inland dams and pans when water-levels drop, 
often foraging on nearby overgrazed floodplains, ploughed fields etc. Also coastal estuaries, saltmarsh.

Kentish Plover
Charadrius alexandrinus (Kentse Strandkiewiet)
L: 15-17 cm WS: 33-36 cm T: 26-(27)-29 mm B: 14-(15)-17 mm

[C. a. alexandrinus]. Not yet 
positively recorded, but may 
be overlooked. Resembles pale, 
white-collared coastal races of 
White-fronted but differs subtly 
in shape, e.g. wings extend past 
shorter tail. Legs darker. Shows 
sharp, neat patches on breast-
sides; otherwise white below. 
Be sure to take notes and pho-
tos of any suspected 
Kentish!

Kittlitz's Plover
Charadrius pecuarius (Geelborsstrandkiewiet)
L: 14-16 cm WS: 29-36 cm T: 29-(32)-35 mm B: 15-(16)-18 mm

[Monotypic]. A small, leggy, 
striking plover tolerant of a 
wide range of habitats (incl. 
open plains). Normally easily 
identified by banded head (like 
mini Crowned Lapwing) and 
orange chest. Non-br. and juv. 
more nondescript but mottled 
upperparts unique; note also 
buff-infused collar and often 
dark 'shoulder'.

toes don't 
project past 
short tail

white collar (compare 
e.g. Lesser Sand)

already replaces many juv. 
feathers by Aug-Sep, but 
retains some  
coverts

�IMM.   
(Sep-Mar)

young birds may have 
greyer legs (and ad. rarely 

can have paler legs too)

usually 
blackish

�AD.  br.  
(Jan-Sep)

�AD. non-br.  
(Sep-Jan)

AD.  
 br.  

patches very 
rarely merge 
(both sexes)

orange 
crown

tail < wings neat black 
patches

white; no 
yellow wash

small white 
forehead

white 
collar

very similar in shape to White-
fronted, with large head, round 
body and short rear and legs set 
far back; tail noticeably shorter 
though, falling short of wings

with Common  
Ringed and 2  
White-fronted

�JUV.   
(any month)

�AD. br.  
(any month but 
mainly Apr-Dec; 

year-round in  
some )

AD.� 
non-br. 
(mainly  
Nov-May)

dark 
leading 
edge

toes project 
well past tail

short, 
rounded 
wings

short 
white bar

pale panel

brownish

peach  
(intensity 
varies)

black bar 
touches eye

white supercilium 
links to collar

black collar

grey

long, 
slim

isolated 
face-patch

buff  
collaruntidy 

mottling 

rather 
'generic'

creamy 
collar

much longer-legged than 
other small plovers and 
tends to stand more upright 
(could even be momentarily 
mistaken for Temminck's 
Courser); generally looks  
slim but can puff into a ball

often 
dark

W Coast 

much white

neat 
patch

V***
LC/LCLC/LC
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• large white frons with dark bar high up on crown
• usually a thin black line from bill through eye
• pale yellow wash on breast (rufous on inland birds)
• buff or rufous-tinged above, with white collar
• longish tail but round body; shortish pale legs

White-fronted Plover
Charadrius marginatus (Vaalstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): White-fronted Sand Plover

One of the waders most commonly seen on beaches: 
easily overlooked due to its sandy colour, but nevertheless 
familiar to many joggers, dog-walkers and sunbathers. 

habitat Coast: sandy seashores, low dunes, rocky 
headlands, intertidal zones, estuaries, saline/brackish 
lagoons, mudflats and islands. Inland: sandy shores of 
large subtropical rivers, lakes and pans.    

status Very common: 2-28 birds/km on beaches 
of W and S coasts; total coastal population 20-25,000 
but decreasing. Coastal birds mostly sedentary, 
but may move to nearby sheltered sites in winter. 
Uncommon and erratic inland (race mechowi), where 
present mainly in winter when water-levels are low; 
after floods, forced to move to E coast (particularly 
Mozambique), occurring with resident birds Dec-May. 
Occurs along coasts, large rivers and lakes throughout 
sub-Saharan Africa, as well as Madagascar. Pairs 
defend a 0.6-2.5 ha territory, but may form small 
groups or occasionally large flocks (up to 370 birds) in 
the non-br. season, when it roosts communally. 

identification A small 'cuddly' plover with pale 
buff upperparts and faintly yellow-washed white 
underparts. Large white forehead gives head a peaked 
or domed look. Thin black eyestripe. Legs pale grey-
green. — Sexes: Non-br.  resembles , with reduced 
or even absent dark forehead-bar. — Juv: Lacks dark 
bar on crown, and back feathers with broad buff 
fringes. White below, with (normally small and faint) 
patches on breast-sides. — Var: Pronounced. Some 
birds of inland mechowi race like a whole other 
species: obviously smaller (but bill heavy), with buff or 
rufous collar and deep rufous wash or band on breast.

confusion risks Kittlitz's is darker, browner and 
mottled above, with longer legs and a broader mask. 
Chestnut-banded has a more clear-cut breast-band,  
greyer upperparts, shorter tail, darker legs and lacks a 
pale collar. Inland birds can recall Lesser Sand (p. 81). 

behaviour  Mostly loafs away high tide; at low tide 
forages actively on wet sand by running so fast that 
legs blur and body seems to drift sideways, or chases 
waves Sanderling-style. Also active on moonlit nights. 
May defend separate feeding and breeding territories.

biology Eats various marine invertebrates, incl. 
small crabs, molluscs, insects and isopods. Lays 2 eggs 
in a scrape among mussel shells, kelp or other beach 
debris. May partly cover eggs when fleeing nest.

voice Voice soft and gentle, with bee-eater quality. 
Gives many short, clipped churrs and stuttered rattles, 
mixed with mellow pip, chup and u-woop calls like tiny 
bubbles bursting. Alarm call a harsher kerret or chi'rrrt.

• considerably paler and greyer than other plovers
• adults have complete, thin orange breast-band
• juv. has thin grey band usually broken in centre
• short tail, long legs; often puffed up into a ball
• mostly associated with hyper-saline pans

Chestnut-banded Plover
Charadrius pallidus (Rooibandstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Chestnut-banded Sand Plover, Cape Sand Plover

During the non-br. season, the entire world population 
(estimated at 17,800) may be limited to only 9 sites, of 
which 3 (Walvis Bay and Sandwich Harbour in Namibia, 
and Lake Natron in Tanzania) may hold 87%. The species 
is classified as globally Near Threatened.  

habitat Mainly hyper-saline or hyper-alkaline pans 
in arid areas, incl. man-made salt pans and commercial 
salt works. Mainly in winter, also saltmarsh, lagoons, 
bays, estuaries, mudflats. Also inland pans, when water 
levels-fall and salinity rises. Seldom >50 m from water.

status Fairly common but highly localised. Two 
separate populations: local nominate pallidus (11,500 
birds) and E African venustus (6,300 birds).  Movements 
erratic; may move from coastal sites to inland sites (e.g. 
Etosha Pan, Makgadikgadi Pans) depending on water-
levels. Important sites are Walvis Bay (average count 
7,000), Sandwich Harbour (8,300), Mile 4 Saltworks 
near Swakopmund (170), Nata River system (190), 
Berg River/Velddrif (180). Sites that regularly support 
smaller numbers are Orange River Mouth, Langebaan 
Lagoon, Yzerfontein salt pans, Swartkops River Estuary, 
Barberspan and ephemeral pans in N Cape and Free 
State. In pairs when br., otherwise in small loose flocks, 
sometimes with other waders (but often aggressive). 
Forms communal roosts of up to 1,000 birds.

 identification Encounters are always special: not 
only localised, but very cute: like small grey-white ball 
with striking chestnut breast-band. Little seasonal 
variation. — Sexes:  lacks black on face and forehead 
and has a paler orange breast-band. — Juv: Usually 
lacks orange tones, but shows thin but distinct breast-
band (not lateral patches), usually broken in middle.

confusion risks Adults distinctive. Dull juv. may 
show a faint white collar on nape; told from White-
fronted by greyer colour and narrow but distinct grey 
(partial) breast-band. Much greyer than juv. Kittlitz's.

behaviour  At times tame, but more often alert and 
wary, either running or flying low and fast (but not far). 

biology Forages on soft mud or in shallow water 
(can wade quite deeply). Diet includes insects and 
small crustacea. Br. territory 20-100 m of shore. Nest 
scrape on dry mud or among pebbles; lined with 
quartz chips, grass, fish bones, shells etc. Lays 2 flecked 
eggs, incubated by both sexes (  day,  night). May 
shade eggs or wet belly feathers when hot. Chicks 
are brooded under parent's wing; crouch or swim to 
escape danger; adults perform distraction displays.

voice Breeding birds utter various complex, excited, 
raspy or nasal elements e.g. je-WEEeuw. Other calls soft 
pip, chuck, tsk and chup notes, and a short trilled trr-eat.
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• neat black or brown bars on breast-sides
• long legs almost always dark
• white collar and white underparts
• wing-tip extends past tail (compare White-fronted)
• unlikely but potential vagrant to coastal habitats

Kentish Plover
Charadrius alexandrinus (Kentse Strandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Split: Snowy Plover C. nivosus (Americas)

Inclusion based on a desiccated corpse found at the Ugab 
River mouth in Namibia's Skeleton Coast in Sep 1984  
(p. 67). Subsequent claims from Walvis Bay, Namibia and 
Inhambane, Mozambique are unconfirmed.

habitat Mostly coastal; loves sandy beaches, but 
estuaries, lagoons and tidal mudflats too. Prefers sand, 
silt or mud to rocky exposed coasts. Less commonly at 
inland saline or brackish wetlands. Rare at freshwater.

status Occurrence unconfirmed (see above). Tax-
onomy unclear: forms a superspecies with White-
fronted, SE Asian White-faced C. dealbatus, Australian 
Red-capped C. ruficapillus and Javan C. javanicus. 
Three Kentish races: nominate alexandrinus breeds 
in Palearctic and N Africa and migrates to Africa N of 
the equator and S Asia; also nihonensis (Russia, Far E) 
and seebohmi (India). N and C American nivosus and 
S American occidentalis usually split as Snowy Plover. 
Palearctic migrants cross Sahara in broad front; some 
winter at inland lakes (e.g. Lake Turkana, Kenya), and 
commonly on coasts as far S as Cameroon and So-
malia. Non-br. birds present in Africa mainly Oct-Apr. 
Likely to be seen singly, perhaps with other plovers.

identification A close relative of White-fronted, 
sharing broad head and front-heavy look with aft-set 
legs. — Br: Black face and rich crown of br.  attained 
Jan-Mar (sometimes earlier). — Sexes: Non-br.  re-
sembles , with brown instead of black. — Juv: starts 
post-juv. moult early (Jun-Sep) and mostly as non-br. 
ad. by Dec; imm. may retain some juv. coverts.

confusion risks Except for br.  Kentish (K), 
separation from White-fronted (WF) will require careful 
study and supportive evidence. Lacks rufous dorsal 
tones of some WF, and whiter below without yellowish 
wash. Marks on breast neater, more contrasting; like a 
narrow, interrupted ring rather than wash/patch (but 
rarely similar). Wing similar (112 vs 109 mm) but looks 
longer due to shorter tail (46 vs 52 mm); wing-tip level 
with, or longer than tail (but beware of moulting or 
oddly posed birds). K's legs look longer than WF's and 
are almost always darker (but beware of pale staining 
or rare variations in both); K's feet look stronger. K is 
larger, taller and less compact than WF. Breeds and 
moults in different seasons, but much overlap. 

behaviour May join mixed roosts, but often elicits 
aggression from other plovers (a useful first clue).

biology Diet and foraging as WF. Br. extralimital.
voice Various soft but sharp and anxious-sounding 

calls including a rolling kr'r'r'p, a quick rising whistle 
pew-it or pweet, and a quiet wit. Flight-call a short pip or 
bipip. Doubtfully distinguishable from White-fronted.

• upperparts mottled (much plainer in other plovers)
• br: dark mask goes through eye and around head
• extensive orange (br.) or buff (non-br.) wash below
• dark 'shoulder' (=dark leading edge in flight)
• very long legs and long, slim bill

Kittlitz's Plover
Charadrius pecuarius (Geelborsstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Kittlitz's Sand Plover 

If disturbed while incubating, this plover rapidly kicks 
sand over its eggs, covering them in only a few seconds.

habitat Usually (but not always) near water. Shores 
of drying pans and dams, dry flats, airfields, ploughed 
fields, wasteland, salt pans. Also in coastal habitats. 

status Numbers depend on rainfall. Abundant in 
optimal conditions, e.g. when receding water-levels 
expose muddy shorelines, densities can reach 10/ha, 
and typical br. territories span 60-70 m of shore. Moves 
to coastal mudflats mainly in winter. Local population 
>55,000. Outside br. season may gather into groups 
>20 (rarely 250+); young birds tend to form gangs.

identification Small, relatively slim, thin-billed and 
long-legged (toes projecting beyond tail in flight). In 
all plumages feathers of back have darker centres and 
pale fringes, creating a diagnostic mottled, unkempt 
look. Lesser coverts dark (visible in flight and often as 
dark 'shoulder' on folded wing). — Br: Striking head 
pattern and extensively orange breast. — Sexes: 
Similar, but  less boldly marked. — Non-br/juv: Some 
adults moult into a juv-like non-br. plumage. Distinctly 
buff-toned, incl. on collar, supercilium and breast.

confusion risks Non-br. or juv. birds are frequently 
mistaken for larger sand plovers (p. 81) which are 
whiter below, have stronger breast markings and lack 
a distinct pale collar. Often occurs with taller Caspian 
Plover (p. 80), which has a much broader, whiter 
supercilium, a full breast-band and lacks a buff collar.

behaviour Often tame, staying when other waders 
flush. May stand boldly upright (e.g. on clod of mud) 
with head bobbing. Sometimes freezes, camouflaging 
remarkably well. Runs very fast, legs blurring and body 
seeming to float as if on an invisible bicycle. Dashes 
at territory intruders (same or other species), with 
feathers fluffed out and buzzy call. Forages on moonlit 
nights; otherwise roosts communally in hoof prints or 
other small hollows, usually well back from water.

biology Diet insects, spiders, mites, worms (up to 
75 mm), small molluscs, crabs, seed.  May nest in loose 
colonies: nests usually >40 m apart, rarely as close as 
8 m.  performs scraping ceremony by pushing breast 
down and kicking sand out with legs. Usually 2 finely 
scribbled eggs; hatch after 22-28 days. Young leave 
nest after 2 days and self-feed. In addition to covering 
eggs (or small chicks), ad. may perform false-brooding 
or injury-feigning, or physically attack nest predators.

voice Varied, but most characteristic call is an un-
hurried disyllabic tu-weet or plu-weep with a low first 
syllable and sharply rising second note.  A clipped trip 
or chik is repeated in flight.
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ID of Large Charadrius Plovers
Caspian vs. other waders: On dry inland plains, Cas-
pian may associate with Temminck's and Burchell's 
Coursers (p. 229). Of concern is the frequent misiden-
tification of dull non-br. or juv. Kittlitz's as Caspian.  
There is a considerable size difference, with Kittlitz's 
only about half as heavy as Caspian, and much short-
er-winged. Caspian lacks a pale collar; this also distin-
guishes it from other small plovers. In Kittlitz's the dark 
mask is isolated, as its supercilium joins with a pale 
collar encircling the neck. Kittlitz's also has darker grey 
legs and, in flight, shows a darker leading edge to the 
wing and much white on the outer tail; in Caspian only 
the tips of the tail feathers, and a very narrow outside 
fringe, are white. May occur alongside pratincoles in 
e.g. ploughed fields; their shape and drab colours are 
similar at a distance, especially if the plover's longer 
legs are obscured (e.g. if standing in a furrow). 

Caspian vs. sand plovers: This risk is remote as 
there is little habitat and range overlap:  Caspian only 
rarely occurs along the coast, while sand plovers are 
entirely coastal, being rare vagrants to inland sites 
(where they occur at muddy fringes of lakes, not on 
dusty plains). Caspian is about the size of Lesser Sand 
(10% bigger than Common Ringed) but looks larger 
because of its slender shape and long legs (more 
like Greater Sand). Non-br. Caspian has a much more 
prominent white supercilium behind its eye than the 
sand plovers, and has a broad unbroken breast-band 
instead of distinct breast-side patches. However, it 
is best distinguished by its much slimmer and more 
elongated shape. Its long wings, projecting well be-
yond the tail, create the impression of an attenuated 
stern. Its elegant air is completed by a smallish head, 
thin bill and often stretched neck. In flight Caspian 
shows only a limited wing-bar and little white on its 
tail; underwing sullied grey (not gleaming white).

Sand plovers vs. other plovers: Both told from all 
other plovers by lack of white or buff collar on hind-
neck. However, nape feathers often skipped in moult 
and can thus become bleached over time. Smaller and 
'standard plover-shaped' Lesser Sand is more likely 
to create problems. Only slightly larger than Com-
mon Ringed (which can show similar breast pattern), 
though longer-billed and longer-legged. Legs dark 
instead of orange, and never shows orange on bill. 
Kittlitz's is more delicate in build, has mottled upper-
parts and usually has rich buff-washed underparts. 
Also recalls vagrant Kentish, but Lesser Sand is larger, 
lacks a white collar and lacks Kentish's extensive white 
tail-sides. Particularly large, long-billed Greater Sands 
could be mistaken for Grey Plover at a distance.

Greater Sand vs Lesser Sand: Conveniently, these 
look-alikes are often found alongside each other. Con-
versely, without a frame of reference (or much experi-
ence) lone birds can be tough to pin down. Juv. and 
non-br. plumage is virtually identical between the 2 
and slight average differences are not considered re-
liable (e.g. Greater Sand's paler coverts on the folded 
wing and paler but more mottled upperparts). 

Caspian Plover
Charadrius asiaticus (Asiatiese Strandkiewiet)
L: 19-21 cm WS: 45-48 cm T: 37-(40)-43 mm B: 18-(20)-22 mm

[Monotypic]. In small, quiet 
inconspicuous groups on dry 
plains. If water is available, may 
wet toes but seldom wades 
deep. 'Sophisticated' with elon-
gated slim shape, long legs and 
thin bill. At all ages shows very 
prominent creamy or white su-
percilium; br. birds look white-
faced even from afar. Broad 
breast-band can be orange or 
maroon ( ), brown ( ) or buff 
(imm. and non-br.).  

Scarce migrant to dry inland habitats, near or far 
from water: bare agricultural fields, overgrazed 
flats, dry floodplains, burnt grass. In small flocks.

�AD.  br.  
(Dec-Jun)

AD.  br.� 
(Dec-Jun; 
worn non-br. 
similar)

�AD. non-br.  
(Jul-Feb; juv. similar 

but unlikely to be 
seen in SA)

'dirty' 
underwing

long, thin, 
pointed wings

restricted 
white 'flash'

toes project

little white  
on rump/tail

very 
white

maroon 
with black 

beneath

long legs (esp.  
tibia); grey-green  

to dull yellow

pale 
fringes  
if fresh

no 
collar

big 
eye

long wings 
extend well 
beyond tail

Slender, elegant, elongated  
shape with long legs, long  
pointed wings, small square-looking 
head (often with long 'nose'), very 
big eye and thin, pointed bill; overall 
more like a Pluvialis or small Vanellus, 
especially when stretching long neck.

broad brown band 
(can show hint of 

orange)

group in  
ploughed field,  
with pratincole  
and Kittlitz's

very 
broad pale 

lores

thin

wash

LC/LC
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SAND PLOVERS: Similar migrant plovers best distinguished by shape. Helpfully, often occur together. 
Both are exclusively coastal (vagrant inland), occurring mainly on subtropical coastlines from Durban 
north; abundant at some estuaries and lagoons in Mozambique. Forms communal roosts on low dunes.

Greater Sand Plover
Charadrius leschenaultii (Grootstrandkiewiet)
L: 19-22 cm WS: 43-47 cm T: 36-(38)-41 mm B: 22-(25)-27 mm

[C. l. scythicus]. Lone birds 
can be hard to tell from Lesser 
(see details on p. 82). Shape is 
best clue: a large, brutish plo-
ver with an oversized bill (truly 
monstrous on some birds). Like 
Lesser, lacks a pale hindneck 
collar, but shows twin patches 
on breast-sides. Legs are longer 
and typically paler. Moults ear-
lier than Lesser: many attain br. 
plumage 
by Apr. 

Lesser Sand Plover
Charadrius mongolus (Mongoolse Strandkiewiet)
L: 17-19 cm WS: 38-42 cm T: 32-(34)-35 mm B: 15-(17)-18 mm

[C. m. pamirensis]. Virtually 
identical to Greater except for 
size and more 'average' pro-
portions making it look closer 
to one of the small plovers (but 
note lack of pale collar). Pay 
special attention to bill shape. 
Legs shorter and usually darker 
than Greater. Moults in and 
out of br. plumage later than 
Greater. See also 
p. 82.

toes 
project 
clearly

dark 
band

some 
white

�AD.  br.  
(Feb-Aug)

AD. non-br.� 
(Aug-Mar)

�AD.  
 br.  

�AD.  
non-br.  

(Sep-Apr)

�JUV.  
(Jun-Dec)

�JUV. 
(Jun-Nov; 

some to Feb)

flies low, 
in tight 

flocktoes do not, or 
hardly, project  
beyond tail

no darker 
band

AD.  br.�  
(Apr-Sep)

more  
extensive  
orange

at most small 
white flecks 

on lores

shorter legs; 
usually dark 

grey

long legs; usually pale 
greenish or yellowish 
grey with darker feet 

and tibiae  

fairly narrow 
orange band 
across chest

often large 
white patches; 
split in middle

'standard'

robust bill 
looks out of 
proportion

plumage nearly 
identical; best 
distinguished 

by shape  
and size

mixed roost; late 
Apr, Mozambique

GL

L

G

G

G
G

L

G 

G 

G 

G 

L  moulting

L 

L 

L
L 

L

Sanderlings

compare 
Common 

Ringed

20% larger than Lesser, with 
noticeably longer, thicker 
bill with more swollen tip. 
Longer legs placed further 
forward on body (posture 
thus more horizontal). May 
look longer-necked.

Smaller than  
Greater, but  
larger than  
Common Ringed. 
Stands upright on 
shorter legs placed 
further back on body.

lores 
often 
dark

no collar

lacks obvious 
pale fringes

patch

�AD. 
 br.

wings about 
level with tail- 
tip (unlike  
Caspian)

LC/LCLC/LC
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See also p. 80. ID should hinge on shape and size. 
Greater is usually noticeably bigger (20%) although 
the size difference in odd smaller individuals can be 
marginal. It creates the impression of  a powerful but 
lanky bird, with a disproportionately long, heavy bill. 
Lesser is dumpy, with more pleasing proportions and 
rounder lines and a longish but not fearsome bill.  
Lesser's tarsus is slightly shorter and its tibia notice-
ably shorter (beware of longer-looking legs in birds 
with sleeked feathers in hot weather). Tarsus to bill 
length is about 2.0 in Lesser, but around 1.5 in Greater. 

Legs are generally darker (blackish grey to olive-
green) in Lesser and paler (greyish green to dull yel-
lowish) in Greater, but beware exceptions, staining, 
shadows and harsh tropical light when judging co-
lours. Greater has darker tibiae and feet, which often 
contrast clearly with its 'shins'. Further features are 
visible in flight: Greater shows slightly more white on 
tail-sides and a darker subterminal tail-band; its toes 
project further past its tail. On average, Greater has a 
thinner white bar on its secondaries which broadens 
on its primaries; Lesser has broader white close to its 
body, but even-width white on its primaries. 

When hunting Lesser takes 1-4 steps and pauses 
2-3 s; Greater gives 3-10 paces and pauses 5-9 s (but 
much overlap). Finally, note that Greater moults earli-
er, so birds still in br. plumage in spring are more likely 
Lessers, as are birds still in non-br. by autumn.

Identification of Sand Plovers

• slim, elongated, elegant shape, with long legs
• wings project well beyond white-tipped tail
• broad supercilium very conspicuous; lores whitish
• ad. has broad, unbroken breast-band
• mostly on dry inland plains or at dams; rare at coast

Caspian Plover
Charadrius asiaticus (Asiatiese Strandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Caspian Dotterel; Oriental Plover C. veredus (split)

As its name implies, this plover breeds on the steppes E 
of the Caspian Sea, the world's largest inland waterbody. 

habitat Mainly dry inland plains heavily grazed by 
cattle or game and scattered with animal droppings, 
often but not always near water: overgrazed flats, dry 
floodplains, burnt areas, trampled ground around 
waterholes, drying pans and recently planted or 
ploughed fields. Rarely at the coast, where most often 
at salt pans. Migrants sometimes along large rivers.

status Main wintering areas are S Kenya/Tanzania 
and Zambia/Botswana/NE Namibia where it is fairly 
common; local, erratic and transient further S. Arrival 
Sep-Nov; exodus Feb-Mar. Nomadic, leaving for drier 
areas after rains. Historically more widespread in SA. 
Usually in groups of <20 (rarely to 1,000 in Botswana).  

identification Easily overlooked despite open 
habitat and relatively large size. Shape useful: long 
legs, elongated and slim body, projecting wings, thin 
bill, large eye, small boxy head. Only a little white on 
upperwing and tip of tail. Very broad supercilium 
obvious even at a distance. Fresh birds can show 
conspicuous pale buff feather fringes above. — Br/
Sexes:  has a sharply defined orange or maroon 
breast, bordered by black below, plus ghostly white 
face. Br.  shows at most a tinge of chestnut below; 
breast washed brown in non-br. plumage in either sex. 
— Imm: May retain some juv. feathers upon arrival.

confusion risks Non-br. Kittlitz's (p. 77) quite often 
claimed as this species. Caspian is twice as heavy and 
obviously bigger with much longer wings and no 
pale collar (though nape feathers often not moulted 
and thus prone to bleaching). Caspian usually plainer 
above and lacks dark 'shoulder' and isolated face-
patch. About size of Lesser Sand, but long legs more 
like Greater. Caspian much slimmer, with thinner bill, 
longer wings, fuller breast-band, limited white on tail-
sides, dusky underwing and whitish lores. Compare 
also Pluvialis plovers (p. 63). General colour of non-br. 
bird not unlike Black-winged Pratincole (p. 239).   

behaviour  Often tame; when disturbed, either 
runs away rapidly or squats. Flies strongly with fast 
wingbeats. May move around at night. When hot, may 
lift rear crown feathers, pant and cool feet in shallow 
water (yet drinks quickly and infrequently).

biology Hunts mainly adult and larval insects in 
typical stop-run-peck fashion, body pivoting forward 
(exaggerated by long legs). Searches cow dung and 
rubbish for prey. Breeds in small loose colonies.

voice A quiet species. On the ground and in flight 
gives a repeated sharp, clipped tee-up or chup.

GREATER 
SAND

eye smaller and 
situated further 
forward in head

LESSER 
SAND

eye larger and 
placed more 

centrally

head bigger 
and more 
angular

head smaller 
and more 
rounded

bill length ≤ distance 
from base of bill to 

back of eye

whole bill looks 
stubby; tip blunt

'nail' (bulge) on 
bill-tip not as 
prominent as 

in Greater; nail 
about half to a 

third of total bill

base thinner  
and angled

bill length > distance 
from base of bill to 

back of eye

bill tip looks  
swollen, but ends 

in sharper tip

'nail' on  
bill-tip very 

prominent; nail 
≥ half of total 

bill length

base thicker, and 
top and bottom 

edges more 
parallel

looks 'cute' due to 
rounder forehead  

and shorter bill

looks 'severe' due to angled 
head and heavy bill
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• heavy bill; > distance from bill-base to back of eye
• legs usually greenish grey; feet and tibiae darker
• legs, esp. tibiae, long; shows beyond tail in flight
• size large: about 20% bigger than Lesser Sand
• angular, attenuated build (see details on p. 82).

Greater Sand Plover
Charadrius leschenaultii (Grootstrandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Sand Plover, Geoffrey's P./Dotterel, C. l. crassirostris

 The heavy bill of this species enables it to catch prey such 
as crabs and mudprawns; compared to Lesser (which 
specialises in marine worms) it prefers more sandy, less 
muddy micro-habitats where crabs abound, and makes 
longer runs with longer search pauses when hunting.

habitat A habitat specialist that is mainly restricted 
to mixed sand-mud surfaces at intertidal fringes of es-
tuaries and coastal lagoons, along subtropical coasts. 
Roosts on nearby low dunes with other waders.

status Rare in South Africa, with probably <50 
birds S of Durban (mainly at Swartkops Estuary). Small 
numbers winter at Walvis Bay, Namibia. However, lo-
cally abundant at some estuaries and lagoons in Mo-
zambique (e.g. Ponta da Barra, where >500 gather to 
roost with Lesser Sand). Total regional population pos-
sibly around 2,000 birds. Globally, 180-360,000 breed 
on barren inland steppes from Turkey to Mongolia. 
Our birds hail from C Asia (race scythicus; previously 
crassirostris). Non-br. range matches that of Lesser 
closely: coasts of N and E Africa, Middle East, India, SE 
Asia and Australia. Present Sept-Apr/early May. May be 
seen singly or in small groups that coalesce to roost 
with other waders (though typically more dispersed 
than in super-sociable Lesser). Exceptionally rare in-
land, suggesting coastal migration or nonstop over-
land flights. Young birds may overwinter in Africa.

identification A big heavy-billed brown and white 
plover with prominent breast-patches and long (usu-
ally) greenish legs. With experience, identifiable by 
size and structure. — Br: From Feb-Mar, br.  shows 
narrow orange breast-band and black face. — Sexes: 
Some  like dull non-breeders year-round, but (pre-
sumably older) br.  look like a duller version of a br.  
(but lack black on the face). — Juv: Some already most-
ly in imm. plumage by Nov, others only by Feb-Mar.

confusion risks While some 'classic' individuals 
are readily identifiable, careful study is required to tell 
intermediate birds or loners from Lesser; see details at 
left. At a distance, may be taken for Grey Plover (p. 62). 

behaviour Relatively shy. Forages mostly on mix of 
sand and mud, picking prey from surface or probing 
shallowly. May also wade up to belly in water, and 
sometimes dips head. Feeds in dispersed flocks.

biology Hunts mostly large, surface-active prey 
that is actively pursued, sometimes in long chases. 
Diet includes crabs, mudprawns, polychaetes, mol-
luscs, worms, insects and even lizards. Br. extralimital.

voice Rippling, musical trills like Turnstone or Cur-
lew Sandpiper. Slightly louder and longer than Lesser 
Sand's, but doubtfully distinguishable in the field.

• medium bill; ≤ distance from bill-base to back of eye
• legs usually dark greyish to black
• legs medium; barely project beyond tail in flight
• size medium; just larger than Common Ringed
• rounded, compact build (see details on p. 82).

Lesser Sand Plover
Charadrius mongolus (Mongoolse Strandkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Mongolian Plover, Lesser Sandplover, 'C. atrifrons'

Like many migrant waders, this species undergoes a 
dramatic yearly change in ecology: it breeds in sparsely 
vegetated steppes above the tree-limit (up to 5,500 m in 
altitude) in the mountains of C Asia, but spends the non-
br. season on coastlines and mudflats in the tropics.

habitat Intertidal and estuarine mudflats, mainly 
along subtropical coastlines. Roosts on low dunes. 

status Considered a rarity in South Africa, with 
probably <50 birds (most regular at Langebaan 
Lagoon). Small numbers occur around Walvis Bay 
Namibia. However, more numerous on the coast of 
KwaZulu-Natal north of Durban, and locally abundant 
in Mozambique where huge pre-migratory staging 
flocks gather; one such flock, mixed with Greater Sand 
Plovers, at Ponta da Barra was roughly estimated to 
contain 3,500 birds. Singly or in dispersed groups, 
but gathers to roost communally with other waders. 
Non-br. range mirrors that of Greater Sand. Vacates 
br. grounds Jul-Aug, presumably entering Africa via 
Arabia and moving S along E Coast (very rare inland). 
Present mainly Nov-Mar, possibly concentrating at 
a few sites in Mozambique in Apr-May before return 
migration. Total global population 310-390,000 birds. 
5 races: 'atrifrons group' (atrifrons, schaeferi and SE 
Africa's pamirensis) breeds C Asia and Himalayas; and 
'mongolus group' (mongolus and stegmanni) breeds 
Siberia. Latter sometimes split as 'Mongolian Plover'. 

identification Size and proportions more 'normal' 
than Greater Sand, which it closely resembles in 
plumage. Lone non-br. birds may not always be safely 
identifiable. Note prominent twin breast-patches, lack 
of pale collar and dark legs. — Br: From Apr-May, br.  
shows a broad terracotta breast-band and black mask. 
— Sexes: Black on face more restricted in br. . — Juv:  
Mostly in imm. plumage by Nov-Dec.

confusion risks See text at left for separation from 
nearly identical Greater Sand. Because of smaller size 
and rounder lines, also likely to be confused with one 
of the smaller plovers, esp. non-br. Common Ringed  
(p. 73) and Kentish (p. 77); told by lack of white collar.

behaviour Forages by day and night, depending 
on tides. Takes fewer steps, pauses more briefly and 
pecks at prey more frequently than Greater Sand. Flies 
readily when disturbed, low and in a tight flock.

biology Diet crustaceans, amphipods, molluscs and 
insects but specialises in marine worms; stalks quietly 
up to hole of worm, carefully placing feet and watching 
and listening before pulling prey out. Br. extralimital.

voice Quick, rippling or rolling trills, trik or tirrik or 
trrrp not easily told from calls of Greater Sand Plover.
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LAPWINGS
Family Charadriidae (3) | Subfamily Vanellinae

People who think that you have to visit an estuary or 
wetland to observe waders are forgetting about the 
bold and raucous lapwings—waders that almost all 
people cross paths with on a daily basis, even in urban 
environments. Indeed, these in-your-face shorebirds 
can forage and even breed successfully on traffic 
islands, road verges, sports grounds, grass parking 
lots, cemeteries and parks. At airfields they may pose a 
risk of collision with aircraft. 

The Blacksmith Lapwing is almost certainly our 
single most numerous wader species, but is also one 
of the most commonly encountered bird species in 
general, thanks to its loud voice, striking plumage and 
fearless nature. Its adaptability to human-modified 
habitats has allowed it to successfully colonise new 
areas, such as the W Cape, and extend its range and 
numbers. Likewise, the Crowned Lapwing is almost 
certainly more abundant in suburbia than it is in 
natural habitats. Historically lapwings probably relied 

Genera 1
Migrants 0

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  4

World 24
Region 8

Residents  7
Vagrants 1

AFRICAN 
WATTLED

SPUR-
WINGED

CROWNED

WHITE-
CROWNED

LONG-TOED

BLACKSMITH

Genus 
Vanellus

SENEGAL

BLACK-
WINGED

largely on fires and ungulate herds to keep grass 
short, but this role is equally effectively performed by 
lawnmowers. Fewer predators in urban environments 
is beneficial, as predation of eggs and chicks (together 
with trampling, flooding and fires) contributes greatly 
to breeding failure. To counteract this, lapwings are 
among the most vigilant and aggressive of all birds 
when it comes to nest defense and can be positively 
terrifying. The bane of schoolchildren who venture 
too near to their nests, lapwings will scold, dive-bomb, 
and sometimes even physically strike intruders. This  
is a prospect made even more intimidating by the 
sharp spurs projecting from many lapwings' wings.

 Lapwings are some of our best-studied waders 
and decades of research has given us unparalleled 
insight into their biology and behaviour. So, even 
if you cannot visit an estuary or wetland, lapwings 
still provide ample opportunity for engaging wader-
watching. [Afrikaans: Kiewiete].

General Characteristics
Lapwings are among the largest waders, with the 
African Wattled Lapwing (the largest African species) 
comparable in body size to a Specked Pigeon. 
Conversely, the small Senegal Lapwing is closer to a 
Laughing Dove in size. They are alert, active, cursorial 
birds with very upright postures and long legs that 
enable them to run swiftly. While lapwings can be 
inconspicuous when necessary (e.g. if a raptor passes 
overhead), their appearance and demeanour are more 
suited to confrontation and intimidation than hiding. 
While their dorsal plumage is cryptic grey-brown, 
all have bold pied patterns on their heads, breasts 
and wings. Such patterns may also aid in disruptive 
camouflage. The similar patterns of other terrestrial 
birds (e.g. coursers, p. 224) is notable; this may be a 
form of mimicry or imply that these specific patterns 
offer an adaptive advantage. In addition, lapwings 
may show brightly coloured legs, bills, wattles, eyes, 
and orbital rings. Some extralimital species also have 
long, wispy crests and highly iridescent plumage.

One tends to think of lapwings as terrestrial birds, 
but flight also forms an important component of 
their lives. Firstly, it allows rapid dispersal, much of 
which occurs at night as evidenced by the nocturnal 
calls of lapwings flying high overhead. Flying at night 
might also help lapwings locate fires. While their 
broad, relatively round-tipped wings are not suited 
for long-distance migration, all lapwings exhibit at 
least a degree of nomadism. Even 'sedentary' species 
may undertake extensive local migrations between 
different climatic regions in SC Africa, depending on 
rainfall and grass height. Black-winged Lapwings are 
altitudinal migrants that move from inland mountains 
to coastal regions in Dec-Aug. Records of Blacksmith 
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Black-winged Lapwing (A) gives a characteristic composition starting with a few shrill, nasal notes quite like African Wattled (compare 
H), immediately followed by a more scratchy, rolling and forceful tiRREEP in quality more like Crowned. Senegal Lapwing (B) gives a 
simple, fluty and pleasant ti-YOO. Crowned Lapwing (C) can be positively raucous and has a shrill, raspy, irritated voice. The first note here 
is the typical call given when assessing a threat, and from which the Afrikaans name of the family, kiewiet, is derived. The second series is a 
bird taking flight with a very piercing, loud and screechy series of calls, plotting as dark 'noisy' elements in the sonogram.
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Several lapwings have simple, staccato clicks that plot as virtually shapeless vertical bars on sonograms. Long-toed Lapwing (D) has a 
particularly fast, almost trilling call, with around 10-12 notes/s. Spur-winged (E) recalls Blacksmith closely, but sounds smaller and more 
squeaky. Finally, Blacksmith Lapwing (F) is named after its very sharp, metallic clinking calls, like a blacksmith's hammer on an anvil.
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When plotted in sonograms, calls of most lapwings show a remarkably extensive frequency range (although becoming softer at higher 
pitch) that shows as a series of parallel horizontal bands. Visually, the calls of Blacksmith Lapwing (G) and African Wattled Lapwing (H) 
appear similar, but they have a different quality that makes them easily distinguishable by ear. African Wattled has a cleaner, less clinking 
sound, more reminiscent of a yapping puppy. White-crowned Lapwing (I) gives fuller, slightly longer, sharp-sounding calls that may be 
strung together into a screechy series when excited.
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Lapwing vocalisations are by no means restricted to harsh, simplistic, staccato sounds. Even within a single species there are many 
different calls used in various contexts. Here is a song-like series from a Blacksmith Lapwing (J), with complex rising and dipping notes 
at multiple frequencies, tiiil-ly, tilly, tilly, tilly, tilly. A similar, but fuller and much louder element is rendered in (K), ker-reep, ker-reep, ker-reep. 
Finally, the 'noisy' plot shown in (L) is a lower-pitched growling sound given during social interactions, k-zzreep, k-zzreep, k-zzreep.

J K
10

L

1s 2s 3s 4s 5s

tay      tay       tay      tay      tiRREEP ti-YOO ti-YOO kreee-wiet

keep! keep! keep!

tink, tink, tink, tink     tink        tink       tink

'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k 'k

k-zzreep

k-zzreep k-zzreep
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Lapwings from islands in the Mozambique Channel 
and from the Subantarctic Prince Edward Islands 
are also suggestive of long-distance dispersal. Most 
lapwings will utilise recently burnt areas, but species 
such as the Senegal Lapwing seem to specialise 
in such habitats; fires may thus play an important 
role in its movements. Conversely, availability of 
suitable habitat for the Long-toed Lapwing is largely 
governed by flood-levels of swamps and floodplains. 
Water-levels also determine habitat extent in the 
White-crowned Lapwing, which occupies sandbanks 
and islands in large tropical rivers. The other species 
inhabit grasslands or wetlands, where vegetation is 
sufficiently short to allow for easy mobility and good 
visibility. Lapwings may wade into deep water to 
bathe, but do not habitually forage while wading in 
water, despite their long legs.

Secondly, in addition to seasonal dispersal, flight 
is important for aerial displays with a territorial, 
sexual and social function. At the onset of breeding, 

 perform characteristic 'butterfly flights' with slow, 
exaggerated wingbeats, accompanied by raucous 
calls. A  will often follow her chosen mate on such 
flights, and at times rival  might join the chase, 
resulting in a cacophony of aerial activity.

Thirdly, all lapwings have bold black-and-white 
upperwing and rump/tail patterns that have a 
signalling function in flight. These striking contrasts 
are entirely hidden when the wing is folded, providing 
effective camouflage to incubating or resting birds 
on the ground, but can startle and confuse predators 
when instantly appearing as the wings are suddenly 
opened. This fright strategy is enhanced by abrupt, 
piercing and very loud calls, which may be sufficient 
even to stop animals as large as buffalo in their tracks.

Several lapwings show a sharp, pointed spur on 
the leading edge of the wing, just above the alula 
feathers.  This projection is part of the skeleton, and 
in some species is merely a small bump that can be 
felt under the skin, while in others it projects >2 cm. 
In the White-crowned Lapwing, the spurs are easily 
visible even when the wing is folded, and look like 
thorns sticking out of the bird's breast. The function 
of the spurs is not clear, but they are probably used 
in territorial squabbles and possibly in nest defense. 

Lapwings are territorial and most are quick to 
challenge other birds, especially when breeding. They 
frequently mob raptors and owls passing over, and 
will also harass herons, ibises, bustards, gulls, coucals, 
crows and smaller species such as larks, chats, wagtails, 
longclaws, starlings, shrikes and widowbirds. Other 
potential predators such as mongooses, dogs, jackals, 
pythons,  baboons  and humans may also be viciously 
attacked. At times they aggressively exclude other 
waders (stilts, jacanas and other lapwings) from their 
territory, employing threatening upright or hunched 
postures and short dashes. 

At other times they may be more tolerant, and may 
even breed near other lapwings or plovers. Indeed, 
Crowned Lapwings may breed in loose colonies 
(with nests as little as 20 m apart), or in association 

Lapwing eyes. Like other plovers, lapwings are 
visual hunters with excellent eyesight and good night 
vision. Lapwing's plumage, flaunty wattles and skin 
patches, colourful bare-parts and demonstrative 
behaviour all contribute to their bold nature. Their 
eyes are no exception, and are typically brilliantly 
coloured and often accentuated by a bare skin orbital 
ring. Interestingly, most (all?) species seem to have a 
darker inner ring on the iris, surrounding the pupil.

Orbital ring: fairly broad reddish orbital ring, 
broadest at left and right edges. Iris: pale 
yellowish, with thin greenish or blue ring 
around pupil (can recall African Wattled). Other 
features: Broad but diffuse white patch on 
forehead extends as supercilium above eye.

BLACK-WINGED LAPWING

Orbital ring: often hardly noticeable, but may 
be broader and more fleshy at times; dirty 
yellowish or orange (also described as dull 
reddish purple). Iris: bright yellow, with thin 
greenish ring around pupil. Other features: 
Small white forehead patch does not reach eye.

SENEGAL LAPWING

Orbital ring: Fairly broad, fleshy, pinkish 
red (sometimes pinkish orange) orbital ring; 
broadest at front of eye. Iris: Intense scarlet 
(usually slightly darker than orbital ring); slightly 
darker brownish red inner ring. Other features: 
Pinkish base to bill. Entire head white.

LONG-TOED LAPWING

Orbital ring: thin greenish yellow; extension to 
long yellow wattles. Iris: pale greenish cream, 
with faint blue inner ring; looks white from a 
distance. Other features: Thin white (feathered) 
crescent below eye links to white patch. Yellow 
bill-base. Broad white band over crown.

WHITE-CROWNED LAPWING

Orbital ring: yellow ring link to yellow wattles 
and red skin flaps. Iris: amazing; black outer rim 
but interior dull greenish cream, with blue inner 
ring, and very thin whitish circle directly around 
pupil. Other features: White forehead. Black 
chin. Streaked throat. Yellow bill-base.

AFRICAN WATTLED LAPWING

Orbital ring: Very thin dark grey ring, barely 
distinguishable from black outer rim of iris. 
Iris: Bright yellow, with dark brown inner half 
that looks like pupil from afar. Other features: 
Pinkish red base to bill. Prominent black-and-
white banding pattern on crown.

CROWNED LAPWING

Orbital ring: Thin grey-black ring hardly 
discernible against black face. Iris: Very dark 
matte red, with slightly darker maroon inner 
ring. Eye can look dark from a distance. Other 
features: Face mostly black with 'luminous' 
white patches on forehead and hindneck.

BLACKSMITH LAPWING

Orbital ring: Thin grey-black orbital ring is 
hardly discernible. Iris: Dark wine-red; may 
look black from a distance, especially since 
the bottom of the eye is in line with the black 
crown's lower border. Other features: White 
triangle on face. Broad black line down throat.

SPUR-WINGED LAPWING
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radiale bone (equivalent 
to human wrist)

ulna (secondaries 
attached here)

radius (together with 
ulna, equivalent to 
human forearm)

ulnare
leading (front) 
edge of wing

to humerus  
and body

many lapwings have a protruding 
spur on the carpal joint, the size of 
which varies between species

spike covered 
externally with black, 
keratinous sheath

'thumb' where alula 
feathers attached 

in birds, carpals 
and metacarpals 

('hand bones') 
fused into a single 
carpometacarpus small outermost 

primary attached here

primary feathers 
attached here

outer primaries 
attached here 
(equivalent to 

human fingers)

dorsal view  
of right hand

�A well developed carpal spur is visible in  
many lapwing species (as well as some other waders  

such as jacanas and sheathbills). This may vary from a small bony 
knob of only a few millimetres, to a formidable spike in e.g. African 
Wattled, Blacksmith, Spur-winged  and especially White-crowned. 

Lapwings have long, almost stilt-like legs. The un-
feathered portion of the tibia is proportionately much 
longer than the small plovers'. Their legs are typically 
red, yellow or black. The presence or absence of a 
small, vestigial and probably non-functional hind-toe 
varies among species.

CROWNED
(right foot)

AFRICAN  
WATTLED
(right foot)

some lapwing  
species have a 
rudimentary  
hind-toe

because of 
terrestrial habits, 

nails quickly 
worn blunt

lacks a  
hind-toe

outer toe slightly longer 
than inner toe; both 
approximately 67-80%  
of length of middle toe

toes relatively short (for 
running, not wading), with 

the obvious exception of  the 
jacana-like Long-toed Lapwing

legs and feet covered in 
many tiny reticulate scales; 

differences in the pattern of 
the scales have been used  
for classification schemes

with Black-winged Lapwings or Spotted Thick-knees, 
hoping to benefit from increased vigilance and group 
responses to predators. Nevertheless, there is a record 
of a Blacksmith Lapwing killing and eating the chick 
of a Kittlitz's Plover. Different species may also roost 
together at night, on slightly elevated areas. 

Newly hatched lapwing chicks may already show 
a shadow of the adult's pattern (e.g. the head bands 
of Crowned Lapwing). Juv. lapwings are easily aged 
by the presence of heavily barred feathers on their 
crowns, mantles, scapulars and wing coverts; such 
feathers have pale notches on their fringes and dark 
inner markings. Young birds also tend to have duller 
bare-parts, thicker 'knees' and shorter wattles in e.g. 
African Wattled and White-headed. 

After the post-juv. moult imm. birds are not 
easily distinguishable from adults, which undergo 
a complete post-br. moult lasting about 4 months. 
Timing of this moult is variable but in most species 
it occurs Oct/Nov-Apr. In addition, the moult may 
be temporarily suspended or overlap with breeding. 
A few individuals can show 2 moult centres when 
exchanging their primaries. Afrotropical lapwings 
lack a distinctly different br. plumage, and there is 
no noticeable pre-br. body moult. Bare-parts (eyes, 
legs, wattles, orbital rings) may be more colourful in 
br. condition though. Worn birds can show 'shredded' 
feathers, particularly visible on the tertials. The sexes 
are not easily separable, but the  may look slightly 
larger in direct comparison.

Origin of Names
The genus name of lapwings, Vanellus, is from the 
Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus, the only species 
occurring across much of Europe and the Palearctic. 
This spectacular crested bird has peculiarly broad, 
rounded wing-tips, and is known for its acrobatic, 
flapping and tumbling display-flights. Its spatulate 
wing-tips resemble the shape of a winnowing fan 
(Latin Vannus, diminutive Vanellus), a woven basket 
used in primitive agriculture for separating grain from 
chaff. Alternatively, it is suggested that the sound of 
the bird's wingbeats is like that of a 'little fan'. 

The common name 'lapwing' is from the Old 
English hleapewince, from hleapan (to leap) and wince 
(totter, waver, move rapidly from side to side) almost 
certainly in reference to the Northern Lapwing's 
energetic displays. The term evolved to lappewinke, 
lapwyngis and eventually lapwing. The Northern 
Lapwing is known as Kiebitz in German, and Kievit in 
Dutch (onomatopoeic of its call), and these names 
were probably applied by early settlers to African 
lapwing species as well, and eventually led to the 
Afrikaans kiewiet. Whatever the latter name's origins, 
it is a good rendition of the Crowned Lapwing's call.

Common and scientific names of lapwings are 
not particularly creative and mostly refer to plumage 
or morphological features, for example the White-
crowned's albiceps is from the Latin 'white head' while 
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Crowned's Latin name coronatus mirrors its English 
name, as is the case for Black-winged's melanopterus. 
Somewhat surprisingly the specific epithet of the 
Long-toed Lapwing, crassirostris, is from the Latin 
crassus (thick) and rostris (bill). Confusingly, the 
Senegal Lapwing is not V. senegallus (of Senegal, W 
Africa), that name belonging to the African Wattled 
Lapwing instead. The Senegal Lapwing (previously 
known as Lesser Black-winged Plover) is named 
lugubris (mournful or sorrowful) possibly in reference 
to its fluty call. Both Spur-winged spinosus (spiny) 
and Blacksmith armatus (armed) are named after 
the intriguing bony spurs projecting from their 
carpal joints. Finally, the common name 'Blacksmith' 
compares the high, metallic, clinking call of the species 
to a metalworker's hammer on an anvil.

Classification and Relationships
Lapwings are closely related to plovers (p. 66); indeed, 
birders still struggling to assimilate all the recent bird 
name changes might still prefer 'Crowned Plover' or 
'Blacksmith Plover'. Whichever name you opt for, the 
Vanellus lapwings form a distinct clade in the diverse 
Charadriidae family. They are often grouped under 
a separate subfamily, Vanellinae, as opposed to the 
typical plovers (Charadriinae; genus Charadrius) and 
tundra plovers (Pluvialinae; genus Pluvialis). 

Lapwings differ from the smaller plovers in their 
generally larger size and much more confrontational 
nature, with many physical and behavioural attributes 
that have evolved to maximise conspicuousness in-
stead of being as cryptic as possible. This includes 
brightly coloured legs, bills and eyes; patches of bare 
skin; pendulous leathery wattles; bold and contrasting 
plumage patterns; very loud and penetrating calls; and 
aggressive behaviour. Lapwings also have relatively 
shorter, more rounded wings compared to plovers, 
and correspondingly slower but more acrobatic flight. 
This is also a reflection of the fact that, unlike many 
plovers, lapwings are mostly sedentary, or at most, 
short-distance nomads or altitudinal migrants. A few 
Northern Hemisphere species (Grey-headed, White-
tailed, Sociable and Northern) are exceptions to this, 
and undertake extensive latitudinal migrations. Unlike 
plovers, many (but not all) lapwings have small hind-
toes and bony spurs on their carpal joints. 

The S American Pied Lapwing (Hoploxypterus caya-
nus) is believed to represent a sister clade to the lap-
wings. Another taxon of uncertain affinity is Australia's 
small but striking Red-kneed Dotterel (Erythrogonys 
cinctus); this enigmatic bird may be allied to the lap-
wings based on its wing pattern, hind-toe and some 
genetic markers. Disregarding the monotypic genera 
and taxonomic anomalies, there are 23 species of 
lapwings globally. An additional species is added if 
the 'Black-shouldered Lapwing V. novaehollandiae' is 
recognised as a distinct species from the Australian 
Masked Lapwing V. miles. Incidentally, the latter is the 
largest member of the Charadriidae family, measur-
ing up to 37 cm in length, with an 85 cm wingspan. In 
the 1930s Masked Lapwings naturally colonised New  

Conservation of Lapwings
Within Southern Africa the jacana-like Long-toed 
Lapwing is restricted to the Okavango Delta and 
surrounding swamp systems. The species also col-
onised Lake Kariba after development of extensive 
mats of Kariba Weed, but has subsequently de-
clined as a result of biological control of this plant. 
A small population previously occurred in N KZN 
but the species is now considered extinct in SA.

Senegal Lapwing previously occurred as far S as 
Durban, but is now mainly restricted to protected 
areas such as Kruger National Park. It occurs 
sparsely in SE Zimbabwe, but is more widespread 
in Mozambique, though seldom common. Bush 
encroachment is a potential threat to this species.

The range and abundance of the spectacular 
White-crowned Lapwing is restricted by its very 
specific habitat requirements and its population is 
therefore naturally small, but also decreasing due 
to poor health of river systems. The total SE African 
population (Tanzania, Mozambique, Zambia, Bot-
swana, Namibia, Zimbabwe and N S Africa)  is likely 
at the lower end of an estimated 20-50,000 birds. 
Kruger NP is the major stronghold in S Africa, and 
probably holds <90 pairs.

The Black-winged Lapwing occurs in 3 
fragmented populations: S Africa; Tanzania/Kenya; 
and Ethiopia. The global population is estimated 
at 15-60,000 birds, but S Africa is home to <3,000 
(with 200 in Swaziland). It is nomadic, depending 
on fires, grass height and rain, and is an altitudinal 
migrant. Unlike many other lapwings, it is rarely 
commensal with humans but may occur on mown 
grass and at stock farms. It is likely to have been 
affected by degradation of the grassland biome 
and its conservation status should be re-assessed.

In a global arena, the title of most severely 
threatened lapwing in the world undoubtedly 
falls to the Javan Lapwing, which has not been 
recorded since 1940 and is feared extinct. This 
dark, yellow-wattled wader was formerly known 
from deltas and marshes on the Indonesian island 
after which it is named, and possibly from nearby 
Sumatra and Timor. The unique Sociable Lapwing 
is classified as Critically Endangered, having under-
gone catastrophic population crashes for largely 
unknown reasons on the br. grounds in Kazakhstan 
and along migration routes and at wintering sites 
in NE Africa, the Middle East and India.

Several extinct lapwings have been described 
from the fossil record, including the Madagascar 
Lapwing V. madagascariensis, which was described 
in 1996 on the basis of humeri bones found at 2 
separate sites on the island. This species may still 
have been running around on Madagascar as 
recently as the 14th century, when a period of 
aridification is thought to have led to a natural 
population reduction and extinction.

88 CHARADRI IDAE

3_Charadriidae_x4.indd   88 2016/11/06   8:55 PM



ALT. GENERA LEGS

AFRICAN WATTLED
V. senegallus

ANDEAN
V. resplendens

BANDED
V. tricolor

BLACK-HEADED
V. tectus

BLACK-SHOULDERED
V. novaehollandiae*

BLACK-WINGED
V. melanopterus

BLACKSMITH
V. armatus

BROWN-CHESTED
V. superciliosus

CROWNED
V. coronatus

GREY-HEADED
V. cinereus

JAVAN
V. macropterus

LONG-TOED
V. crassirostris

MASKED V. miles*

NORTHERN
V. vanellus

RED-WATTLED
V. indicus

RIVER V. duvaucelii

SENEGAL
V. lugubris

SOCIABLE
V. gregarius

SOUTHERN
V. chilensis

SPOT-BREASTED
V. melanocephalus

SPUR-WINGED
V. spinosus

WHITE-CROWNED
V. albiceps

WHITE-TAILED
V. leucurus

YELLOW-WATTLED
V. malarbaricus

The world's 24 Vanellus lapwing species. * Note that Masked and Black-shouldered are often lumped.

Afribyx

Ptiloscelys

Lobivanellus,  
Zonifer

Hoplopterus, Lobi-
vanellus, Sarciophorus

Hoplopterus, 
Lobivanellus, Lobibyx

Hoplopterus, 
Stephanibyx

Anitibyx

Anomalophrys

Hoplopterus
Stephanibyx

Hoplopterus, 
Microsarcops

Rogibyx

Hemiparra

Lobibyx

N/A

Hoplopterus, 
Lobivanellus 

Hoplopterus, 
Stephanibyx

Hoplopterus

Chettusia

Belonopterus

Hoplopterus, Lobi-
vanellus, Tylibyx

Hoplopterus

Hoplopterus,
Xiphidiopterus

Chettusia, 
Vanellochettusia

Lobipluvia

Yellow

Red

Dark red

Red

Red

Dark red

Black

Dark

Red

Yellow

Yellow

Red

Red

Red

Yellow

Dark

Black

Black

Red

Yellow

Black

Yellow

Yellow

Yellow

WATTLE

Long

No

Small

Yes

Long

No

No

Yes

No

Small

Long

No

Long

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Small

No

Long

No

Long

CREST

No

No

No

Long

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Long

No

No

Small

No

Long

Small

Small

No

No

Small

SPECIES MIGRANT

Much of sub-Saharan Africa

Andes, S America

Australia

Band from Mauritania to  
Eritrea and Tanzania

SE Australia, Tasmania, New Zealand

Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Swaziland and South Africa

Africa, mostly S of equator

Br: Nigeria to DRC.  
Non-br: W and C Africa (poorly known)

Widespread in E Africa 
and S to W Cape

Br: China, Russia, Japan.  
Non-br: India, Nepal S to Thailand

Java (perhaps formerly Sumatra, Timor)

S Sudan to Zambia and Malawi; 
Okavango Delta area in Botswana

N and C Australia

Br: Palearctic from Europe to China.
Non-br: W Europe, N Africa to India

Middle East to India, Nepal and SE Asia

Localised across high-rainfall savannas  
of sub-Saharan Africa

India and Nepal to Malay Peninsula

Br: mostly Kazakhstan. Non-br: NE Africa, 
Israel, Arabia, Pakistan, India

Widespread in S America

Ethiopian highlands

Africa between Sahara and equator; also 
along Nile to E Mediterranean

Widespread in W and C Africa;  
localised in SE Africa

Br: Middle East to Turkey and Kazakhstan. 
Non-br: Sudan, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan, India

India and Sri Lanka

No

No

No

No

No

Altitudinal

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes

Altitudinal

DISTRIBUTION RANGE
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Zealand where they are now widespread; they have 
also recently become established on Chatham Island. 
Relationships within the Vanellinae subfamily have 
not been elucidated. Lapwings' great variety of mark-
ings, bold colours and ornamental characters have 
led taxonomists to define 19 lapwing genera in an 
attempt to make sense of this bewildering variation. 
These are listed in the table on p. 89.

Biology
Lapwings hunt in the typical Charadriinae 'run-stop-
search' style, relying on their eyesight to locate prey. 
They often keep a leg up while pausing, then jab rap-
idly at prey with the bill. Because they do not probe 
underground with their relatively short bills, they lack 
sensitive nerve-endings in the bill-tip. The base of the 
bill is usually higher than it is broad, and the slit-like 
nostrils are situated in a groove. Lapwings may also 
hunt while walking slowly and scanning continuously, 
and family members may slowly advance in a line in 
this fashion. They will also flip over cowpats or 'foot 
tremble' to disturb prey in wet conditions (p. 70). 

After heavy rains lapwings are prone to eating 
earthworms. Their diet includes a great variety of small 
aquatic and terrestrial invertebrates, including insects, 
spiders, millipedes, crustaceans, molluscs and worms, 
but termites are by far the most important dietary 
component in several species, making up 93-97% of 
the food intake in some areas. Small vertebrates such 
as fish and frogs are also caught if the opportunity 
arises. Some grass seed may be ingested. Indigestible 
invertebrate remains and plant debris are regurgitated 
in the form of a pellet. 

Lapwings are generally monogamous, but poly-
gamous pairings have been recorded. The nest scrape 
is constructed by pushing the breast into the ground 
while rotating and kicking out with the legs. Nests 
are often placed next to an object that disrupts the 
incubating bird's outlines, in spots which offer good 
visibility. In wet situations, nests in danger of flooding 
may be raised by building a substantial platform at 

their base. Nests are lined 
with vegetation stubble, 
small stones, mud flanks, 
roots, dung etc. which the adults throw sideways 
towards the nest, sometimes for hours on end; this 
activity is continued through incubation and the eggs 
may become partly buried in nest lining. Depending 
on the temperature, adults will incubate, shade or 
wet the eggs (by soaking their belly feathers). White-
crowned Lapwings sometimes cover their eggs with 
aquatic plants, probably to cool them.

Typical clutches contain 2-4 (average 3) eggs, laid 
at 1-day intervals. Eggs are incubated by both sexes 
(but mostly by the ), with shifts lasting 20-90 minutes. 
Chicks start calling from within the egg up to 2.5 days 
before hatching, and the eggs hatch after 27-33 days. 
Adults carry the conspicuous egg shells 20-30 m away 
and then break them up. Newly hatched chicks are 
remarkably precocious and leave the nest as soon as 
their downy fluff is dry (about 4 hours). Adults point 
them to food items, but chicks self-feed. They are 
closely guarded by their parents, who seldom venture 
>10 m away. Chicks hide or freeze when the adults 
warn them, and only emerge once they hear the 'all-
clear' call. Adults may perform distraction displays 
or 'false-brooding' to lure predators away, and are 
extremely vociferous. Young birds fledge at around 40 
days old. They may remain with their parents, but are 
driven off once a second brood of chicks hatch.

�Lapwing eggs have 
yellow-beige  to khaki 
backgrounds overlaid 

with heavy blackish brown 
blotches and spots. Eggs 
of Senegal (1) and Black-

winged (2) camouflage well 
in recently burnt grassland, 

while the paler eggs of White-
crowned (3) are a close  

match to river sand.
Shown at actual size.

1

2 3

�Being mobbed by 
lapwings fiercely and 

vociferously protecting  
their eggs or chicks can be  

a terrifying experience.
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Although natural hybridisation between waders 
is rare, this phenomenon has been recorded in 
several species-pairs. Hybrid offspring may show an 
uneven mix of characters from both of their parents 
(in terms of size, shape, plumage and even voice), 
which complicates their identification. Inter-species 
hybridisation seems to be more prevalent in certain 
wader groups, such as the jacanas, oystercatchers, 
stilts, avocets, pratincoles and certain sandpipers. 
Indeed, 'Cox's Sandpiper Calidris paramelanotos' was 
recorded with such frequency in Australia (from 1955 
onwards) that it was formerly described as a species 
new to science in 1982. It is now known to be a hybrid 
between  Pectoral Sandpipers and  Curlew 
Sandpipers. See p. 142. 

In the lapwings, several cases of hybridisation 
between Spur-winged and Blacksmith Lapwings have 
been recorded in E Africa, where the ranges of these 
species meet. Since at least 2010 there have been 
frequent sightings of unusual lapwings in the Skukuza 
area and along the Sabie River in Kruger National 
Park (unofficially named 'Skukuza Lapwing' below). 
Many suggestions have been put forward as to these 

birds' identity, but they are generally thought to be 
the hybrid offspring of a mixed parental pair, namely 
White-crowned and Blacksmith Lapwings. Different 
individuals show various degrees of black feathers 
below and may be individually recognisable. 

It appears that periodic hybridisation may be espe-
cially likely in areas or situations where lone or isolated 
individuals of a species occur in close proximity with 
an abundant similar species, for example in vagrant 
individuals that attempt to breed with common resi-
dent species (e.g. Australian x Cape Gannet; Rüppell's 
x Cape Vulture).

In addition to hybrids, genetic aberrations may 
result in altered plumages. True albinism is rare, 
but leucism is relatively common; leucistic birds are 
affected by a reduction in pigmentation giving them 
a diluted, washed-out, dirty white colour which may 
affect the entire plumage or only certain feathers. This 
has been recorded in Blacksmith and other lapwings 
and various other wader groups. Melanism (an over-
abundance of dark pigment) also occurs. Injury, 
disease or genetics may also cause abnormalities, 
such as deformed beaks.

WHITE-
CROWNED 
LAPWING
(Parent 1 )

BLACK-
SMITH 
LAPWING
(Parent 2 )

Aberrant 
Blacksmith 

Lapwing

'Skukuza 
Lapwing' 
example A

'Skukuza 
Lapwing' 
example B

at close range 
shows tiny a 

yellow wattle in 
front of eye

shows variable black  
patch on nape ( )

head almost entirely 
white in some birds 
(resembling Long-
toed Lapwing)

thin, partial yellow 
orbital ring ( )

eye red ( )
base of bill paler 

(orange); often hint of a 
wattle above gape ( )

may show 
extensive black 
mottling below 

( )

white throat 
patch like juv. 

Blacksmith ( )

blue-grey tone 
( ) 

brown tone 
( )

pale, grey-green 
legs ( )

hybrid offspring
(White-crowned 

x Blacksmith)

mixture of grey 
and black where 
normally black

legs dark

normal 
Blacksmith 

pattern above

mostly 
white

small black 
nape band

bare-parts 
normal 
colours

aberrant, e.g. partial 
leucistic, birds may 

show any combination 
of features; in this case:

hybrids often 
slightly larger than 

Blacksmith ( )

Hybrid Lapwings and Aberrant Plumages

91LAPWINGS

3_Charadriidae_x4.indd   91 2016/11/06   8:55 PM



WHITE-WINGED AQUATIC LAPWINGS: Distinctive lapwings with unexpectedly white wings revealed 
in flight. Long-toed walks jacana-like on mats of floating vegetation in swamps and floodplains of Oka-
vango, Caprivi and Zambezi. White-crowned breeds exclusively on open sandbanks along large rivers.

Long-toed Lapwing
Vanellus crassirostris (Witvlerkkiewiet)
L: 29-31 cm WS: 58-66 cm T: 71-(74)-87 mm B: 29-(32)-35 mm

[V. c. leucopterus]. A localised, 
uncommon, specialised wader. 
The only local lapwing with an 
entirely white face/neck. Looks 
slim, leggy and upright, with 
a small head but rather heavy 
bill. Bare-parts red. Can be 
overlooked in taller plants, but 
bright white wings make even 
distant birds obvious.

White-crowned Lapwing
Vanellus albiceps (Witkopkiewiet)
L: 28-32 cm WS: 65-71 cm T: 70-(75)-80 mm B: 29-(33)-36 mm

[Monotypic]. Absurd dangling 
yellow wattles, 2 intimidating 
spikes on carpal joints and bold 
plumage combine to make this 
strange creature unmistakable. 
Mostly confined to sandbanks 
along large tropical rivers. In 
flight looks surprisingly white, 
most like Long-toed, but at rest 
more like Afr. Wattled.

head and back 
barred; wattles & 

spurs shorter

AD.

�ADULT

�JUV. 
(Sep-Jan)

longest carpal spurs of 
lapwings: 20-22 mm in
 and  (shorter in juv.); 

usually clearly visible at 
rest (resembles a thorn 

stuck in the bird's breast)

long 
yellow 

wattles

white 
band

black

pale greenish

medium-large

black

much 
white

red, often with 
black scales

carpal spurs 
very short

glossy 
black 
band

entirely 
white face 
(diagnostic)

AD.

�ADULT

�JUV.
(mainly 

Aug-Dec)

shockingly  
white (like 
Squacco  
Heron)long

toes and nails much longer 
than other lapwings' (more 
like jacanas), and has a well-
developed hind-toe

at rest, long scapulars 
hide white wing

slim, leggy and usually upright

hybridises with 
Blacksmith in Kruger 

NP (see p. 91)

obvious 
spurs

KIP!k-kr'r'r'r'r..

no 
black

LC/LCLC/LC
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PIED WETLAND LAPWINGS: Strongly patterned, conspicuous, bold birds of short turf, usually but not 
exclusively, near water. Abundant Blacksmith common in both natural and modified habitats, latter in-
cluding lawns, fields, road verges etc. Vagrant Spur-winged around floodplains, pans or large rivers.

Spur-winged Lapwing
Vanellus spinosus (Spoorvlerkkiewiet)
L: 25-28 cm WS: 62-65 cm T: 66-(70)-78 mm B: 26-(29)-32 mm

[Monotypic]. A very rare va-
grant, with <10 records. Juv. 
Blacksmith often optimistically 
taken for this species; shares 
same basic colours but patterns 
different. Conveniently, likely to 
be seen together. Note diagnos-
tic black band down middle of 
throat. Normally near water.

Blacksmith Lapwing
Vanellus armatus (Bontkiewiet)
L: 28-31 cm WS: 64-66 cm T: 71-(77)-85 mm B: 24-(27)-30 mm

[Monotypic]. Almost certainly 
Southern Africa's most abun-
dant wader. Known to all due 
to loud voice, confrontational 
nature and piebald colours. 
From afar, black chest is most  
striking field mark, contrasting 
with bright white crown and 
nape. Ragged juv. often causes 
momentary confusion.

AD.

�ADULT

elongated, pointed 
scapulars form hackles 

overhanging wing

can raise spiky  
crest if excited

�JUV.
(any month, 

depending on 
region)

white 
triangle

black band

grizzled 
forehead 
& throat

long black 
crown feathers 
('mullet')

tinged 
brown

mostly black below

black

white bar

despite name, carpal  
spurs not particularly 

long, and normally not 
visible at rest: 11 mm  

 in , 7 mm in 

fairly small

AD.

�ADULT

�JUVENILE 
(any month, but 
mainly Aug-Jan)

'glowing' white 
skullcap visible 
from great 
distance

no obvious 
white bar

unique

white chin  
and throat

familiar and 
unmistakable

carpal spurs long: 
14 mm in , 10 mm 

in ; may be used as 
weapons in disputes 

or defense; more easily 
seen in flight

scapulars half 
grey, half black

medium-sized

V***

(known to 
hybridise with 
Blacksmith in  

E Africa)

tink, tink, 
tink...

pik, pik, 
pik...

LC/LCLC/LC
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• black 'shoulder', framed by white (diagnostic)
• very long, pendulous yellow wattles
• bill-base bright yellow; legs dull, pale yellow-green
• mainly white in flight, with black 'block' and tips
• mostly limited to sandbanks on large tropical rivers

White-crowned Lapwing
Vanellus albiceps (Witkopkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): White-headed/Black-shouldered Wattled Plover

This peculiar riverine lapwing has formidable-looking 
carpal spurs that may be used in territorial fights or nest 
defense; the species is sometimes placed in an alternative 
monospecific genus Xiphidiopterus, or 'dagger wing'.

habitat Almost exclusively on sandbanks or mud-
banks of large, slow-flowing tropical rivers. Seldom far 
from water, but sometimes in dry sandy riverbeds.

status Fairly common, occurring at densities of up 
to 1.5 pairs/km, but very localised in SE Africa (occurs 
much more widely in W Africa). Restricted to Chobe/
Zambezi system (incl. shore of Lake Kariba), Save 
and other rivers of SE Zimbabwe, plus Limpopo and 
Lowveld rivers in Kruger NP. Mostly sedentary, but 
moves short distances when rivers flood or run dry. 
Usually in pairs. Total SE African population 20-50,000 
but decreasing. Probably <90 pairs in Kruger NP.

identification A spectacular wader that noisily 
proclaims its ownership of sandbanks in lethargic 
rivers. Has the longest carpal spurs and wattles of 
any of the world's lapwings, both of these perhaps 
playing a display role in intraspecific interactions. 
From a distance, black 'shoulder' framed on each side 
by white, is the most striking feature. In flight reveals 
unexpectedly white wings. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: 
Initially has shorter carpal spurs and wattles, but these 
grow quickly to adult length. Upperparts and crown 
barred; black shoulder shows pale edges.  

confusion risks Perhaps most similar to African 
Wattled (p. 96) but the latter is much plainer (lacking 
e.g. black-and-white 'shoulders') and is mostly grey 
(not white) below, with shorter and red-topped wattles, 
much brighter yellow legs, a streaked (not plain grey) 
neck, a hind-toe, and a very different wing pattern.  

behaviour Seems fearless of basking hippos and 
crocodiles, but noisily protests groups of buffalo, 
elephants etc. coming to drink as nest trampling is 
a threat; stands its ground with wings raised. When 
breeding also mobs other waders, raptors etc. Flight 
relatively buoyant. Tolerant of high temperatures but 
sometimes belly-wets (also to cool down eggs).

biology Food insects, worms, molluscs, crabs, frogs 
and small fish. Lays 3-4 eggs in a shallow scrape on 
open moist sand, often in a very exposed position. 
Breeds in dry season (mostly Aug-Oct) when water- 
levels are low. May cover eggs with vegetation when 
leaving nest. Newly hatched young have 3 mm wattles.

 voice Noisy. Voice higher and sharper than other 
lapwings, more like oystercatcher's. Main call a sharp 
kip!  or keep! When excited, calls gather momentum 
into a more trilled and screechy KI-ree, KI-ree, KI-ree...

• only lapwing with entirely white face and throat
• strongly contrasting black nape, neck and chest 
• base of bill, eye, orbital ring and legs red
• wings entirely white, except for outer 3 primaries
• occurs in swamps in Okavango/Zambezi systems

Long-toed Lapwing
Vanellus crassirostris (Witvlerkkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): White-winged/White-faced Plover, Hemiparra c.

Ecologically, this species is closer to a jacana: it breeds 
and feeds mainly on floating vegetation, and has elon-
gated toes to help spread its weight to avoid sinking. 

habitat Rafts of floating vegetation (waterlilies, wa-
ter hyacinth, Kariba weed etc), temporarily inundated 
floodplains and pans, swamps, oxbow lakes etc. In dry 
season may be forced into more exposed habitats. Has 
expanded range with spread of invasive water plants.

status Uncommon and localised. World population 
25-50,000 of which perhaps 10% occur locally. Resi-
dent and fairly numerous in Okavango Delta, Caprivi 
Strip, Chobe area and upper Zambezi. Sporadic along 
lower Zambezi and in Mozambique. Previously estab-
lished in northern KZN, but no recent reports. Vagrant 
elsewhere. Disperses to seasonal wetlands in wet sea-
son. Mostly singly or in pairs; in groups of <20 after br. 

identification A sought-after special of the Oka-
vango Delta and surrounds. Shows many ecological 
and morphological adaptations to habitat of swamps 
and floodplains, e.g. elongated toes (middle toe about 
67% length of tarsus). Also has a hind-toe. Long-legged 
and upright, with entirely white face and throat, con-
trasting strongly with black nape, hindneck and breast. 
Reveals unexpectedly white wings in flight (much 
darker in N race, but some intermediates). Legs red 
(front of tarsus often darker), as are base of bill, fleshy 
orbital ring and iris. Carpal spurs short. — Sexes: Alike.  
— Juv: More mottled above and on black areas.

confusion risks Easily told from other lapwings, 
but recalls White-crowned in flight. White wings and 
large feet could suggest Squacco Heron in flight.

behaviour Rarely wades, but walks confidently on 
mats of floating vegetation. May forage near Spur-
winged Goose (and probably hippos etc.), using these 
large creatures as 'beaters' to flush prey. Extremely 
aggressive in defense of feeding and nesting territory, 
attacking competitors and other species (esp. Black-
smith Lapwing, African Jacana, Squacco Heron) on 
average 6x/hr. Also mobs raptors, gulls, ibises, coucals, 
shrikes, pythons, jackals, humans etc. Also performs 
broken-wing display or hovers above intruder. Shy and 
surprisingly inconspicuous when not breeding.

biology Food mainly small aquatic organisms incl. 
snails. Nest type depends on location: on floating 
plants, builds a substantial raft, surrounded by a deep 
moat; on drying muddy verges or newly exposed islets, 
makes a simpler scrape nest. Lays 3-4 mottled eggs.

voice After stuttering or spitting starts (e.g. kick, or 
kicker or kicker-ik-ik) gives a long series of very rapid, 
rattling, metallic clicks, e.g. kicker-'r-'r-'r-'r'-r'-'r-'r-'r-'r-'r-'r.
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• probably Southern Africa's most abundant wader
• complex mosaic of grey, black and white plumage
• from a distance note black chest and white cap
• in flight: lacks prominent white wing-bar
• juv. looks scruffy, with white throat and bars above

Blacksmith Lapwing
Vanellus armatus (Bontkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Blacksmith Plover, Hoplopterus/Anitibyx armatus

The descriptive name of this species is in reference to its 
penetrating, metallic, clinking call, which sounds like the 
hammer of a blacksmith hitting an anvil.

habitat Usually found close to water, but otherwise 
catholic: occurs at inland freshwater, saline or brackish 
habitats; coastal estuaries and mudflats; the open 
coastline; and on rocky offshore islands. Adaptable 
to artificial wetlands (e.g. dams, sewage works) and 
modified grassy habitats, even away from water (e.g. 
lawns, sports fields, irrigated fields, farmland, road 
verges). Often abundant in urban open spaces.

status Very common. Undergoes extensive move-
ments depending on water-levels, and wanderers are 
occasionally encountered in unusual places, incl. oce-
anic islands. Exploratory nature and adaptability has 
led to a significant range expansion in last 100 years; 
e.g. in W Cape first recorded in 1939 and first bred in 
1947, but today abundant. Usually in pairs or family 
parties, but sometimes forms non-br. flocks of >500. 

identification A unique and attractively patterned 
bird. At times placid, but when agitated, very abrasive 
towards other birds, humans or predators, voicing 
its discontent by piercing, distracting calls. Easily 
identified by black, white and grey plumage, plus dark 
legs and bill. Eye red. — Sexes: Spurs longer (>12 mm) 
in . — Juv: Quite different. Shows white throat, dark-
barred head, scaly mantle, barred tertials, and in flight, 
a much more prominent white wing-bar. Such young 
birds are usually still accompanied by their parents, 
and rapidly moult into adult-like first-year plumage.  

confusion risks Adult unmistakable. Juv. could 
cause brief confusion, and may be mistaken for Spur-
winged; also superficially resembles any of the Pluvialis 
plovers (p. 56) in br. plumage.

behaviour Feeds by short dashes, scanning while 
walking, foot trembling, or sometimes while wading. 
Also active on moonlit nights. Flicks over cowpats with 
bill. Often attacks other birds, incl. raptors. Displays 
involve upright posturing, bowing and pivoting.

biology Food mainly aquatic and terrestrial in-
vertebrates. Lays 3-4 eggs in a scrape lined by 'side-
throwing' of stones and debris, or in a more substantial 
nest in wet sites. Defends nest and chicks aggressively.

voice Loud, sharp and penetrating calls convey a 
sense of irritation. Main call a clinking, metallic tink or 
pik (like blacksmith's hammer), tempo and intensity 
varying with level of excitement (normally about 
2/s; faster when flushed). Also gives a more musical, 
upslurred, repeated ker-week, sometimes synchronised 
by pair members. Agitated birds give frantic screeches.

• very rare vagrant to Southern Africa
• white triangular patch on side of head/neck
• black band running down middle of throat
• black cap above eye; long, loose feathers on nape
• in flight: shows white bar across upperwing

Spur-winged Lapwing
Vanellus spinosus (Spoorvlerkkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Spur-winged Plover, Hoplopterus spinosus

All lapwings possess skeletal projections on the carpal 
joint, varying from a small bony knob to a sharp spur; in 
this species the spur is 5-12 mm long in adults.

habitat Vagrants may be found in atypical habitats, 
but most likely on short grass and open soil at water: 
large rivers, floodplains, lakes, sewage farms etc. Also 
forages in nearby dry grassland or cultivation. May 
also occur at saline waters and even coastal estuaries.  

status Rare vagrant, with <10 confirmed records 
from warm, low-lying northern areas. Normal range 
from E Mediterranean along Nile to extensive but 
fragmented range in Africa. Previously to N Tanzania, 
but numbers increasing in Malawi and Zambia (e.g. 
some now resident in Bangweulu Swamps). Mostly 
sedentary, but some wandering occurs depending 
on water-levels. Southern African records mainly Sep-
Mar. Less gregarious than other lapwings, but may 
form small flocks, mostly of non-br. imm. birds.

identification Most birders have had a few hopeful 
heartbeats of 'a possible Spur-wing', that turned out 
to be a Blacksmith at an odd angle. True Spur-winged 
unmistakable, with eye-catching pied appearance of 
Blacksmith on the ground, but Crowned-like white 
wing-bar in flight. Smallish, and often stands hunched 
with head drawn into shoulders, creating long, flat 
black cap at level of eye, terminating on nape in 
narrow, floppy points. Large white triangles on sides 
of neck separated by vertical black band down throat. 
Most of belly black. Scapulars lanceolate. Eye deep red. 
Legs dark. Usually no hind-toe. — Sexes: Alike. Spurs 
longer (>9 mm) in  and eye redder. — Juv: Grizzled 
pale patches on forehead and chin. Upperparts with 
pale edges. Post-juv. moult starts soon after fledging: 
imm. like adult but retains some worn juv. feathers.

confusion risks Distant birds could be dismissed 
as a Blacksmith; known to hybridise with that species.

behaviour Often active on moonlit nights. May rely 
on disruptive pattern for camouflage, or turn brown 
back on observer, slinking away in crouched posture. 
Stands upright or raises wings during interactions. 
Aggressively guards nest, even against elephants.

biology Food insects and invertebrates such as 
spiders, worms, crustaceans and molluscs. Occasionally 
tadpoles, small frogs and fish, and seeds. Br. extralimital.

voice Very similar to Blacksmith, but to experienced 
ears sounds 'smaller' and more squeaky, at times remi-
niscent of Black-winged Stilt. Basic calls single or linked 
metallic clinking pik's, becoming more rapid in flight, 
sometimes reaching a screeching intensity. Song a 
pleasant, high, rolling phrase: ti'ti-TIRrit or did'he-DO-it.
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LARGE BROWN LAPWINGS: Very large African Wattled fairly numerous in grassland near or adjacent 
to water. Common and conspicuous Crowned widespread in virtually any grazed, mowed, trampled or 
burnt grassland (but seldom associated with water); often breeds near humans on sports fields.

African Wattled Lapwing
Vanellus senegallus (Lelkiewiet)
L: 34-35 cm WS: 73-80 cm T: 82-(88)-100 mm B: 31-(34)-37 mm

[V. s. lateralis]. Largest African 
lapwing: looks tall and regal. 
Key features to note are long 
yellow legs, twin yellow-and-
red facial wattles and finely 
streaked neck. Much less white 
on lower body than other lap-
wings; this also apparent as 
contrast between brown flanks 
and white underwing. 
Loud yapping calls.

Crowned Lapwing
Vanellus coronatus (Kroonkiewiet)
L: 30-31 cm WS: 60-63 cm T: 62-(72)-84 mm B: 27-(31)-35 mm

[V. c. coronatus; dry W birds 
sometimes separated as V. c. 
xerophilus]. The common and 
familiar 'kiewiet'. Often nests 
on sports fields: well-known to 
schoolchildren because of its 
raucous calls and fierce dive-
bombing when defending its 
nest. Easily identified by unique 
white 'halo' on black head, plus 
red legs and bill-base.

white

kree-vit!

slow, laboured 
wingbeats, esp. 

in 'butterfly' 
display

�ADULT 

�JUV.
(any month)

Western  
'xerophilus' 
 slightly paler; 
smaller black  
crown-centre

bright 
red legs

unmistakable 
crowned pattern,  
with white 'halo'

pink

distinctive bands on 
crown already present 

in downy hatchling

shorter, broader and 
less pointed wings 
than Black-winged; 
less agile in flight

black

limited 
white

black

white patch 
obscured

small wattles

pale throat

�JUV. 
(Oct-Jan)

AD.

�ADULT

streaks  
on neck

wattlesred 
combs

white 
patch

black

moderate 
carpal spurs: 
14 mm in ,  

8 mm in 

bright yellowsmall hind-toe

strange 
eye

yellow

very large, tall  
and long-legged

flight slow, 
and heavy

medium-sized

wep-
wep-
wep...

LC/LCLC/LC
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'BLACK-WINGED' LAPWINGS: Rather plain, similar-looking and generally scarce lapwings of burnt, 
grazed, or mown grassland. Medium-sized 'Greater' Black-winged mostly at high altitudes in spring, but 
down to sea-level in other seasons. Smaller Senegal (or 'Lesser Black-winged') in dry lowland savanna.

Black-winged Lapwing
Vanellus melanopterus (Swartvlerkkiewiet)
L: 26-27 cm WS: 63-66 cm T: 54-(61)-69 mm B: 24-(26)-28 mm

[V. m. minor]. Very similar to 
smaller Senegal, but overlaps 
only in Zululand, and seldom 
together; best distinguished by 
voice and placement of white 
on wing. Does occur alongside 
Crowned and can easily be 
overlooked as such. Face pat-
tern variable;  generally duller. 
Note red orbital ring.

Senegal Lapwing
Vanellus lugubris (Kleinswartvlerkkiewiet)
L: 22-26 cm WS: 53-55 cm T: 57-(61)-69 mm B: 20-(21)-23 mm

[Monotypic]. A tiny lapwing; 
in size closer to a large plover. 
Looks slim and delicate, with 
relatively long dark legs. In 
flight shows a unique white 
trailing band on the inner wing. 
Distinctive musical flight-calls 
often heard overhead at night. 
Note small but sharply 
demarcated white 
forehead.


AD. 

white mid-wing band

black

black

outer tail black

shorter legs

loud call often  
heard while  
flying over- 

head at  
night

JUV.�
(mainly 
Aug-Dec)

extensive but 
diffuse white 

forehead

2-3 cm  
black band 
(narrower 

in ) 

purplish or reddish 
legs (can look black 

in the field); relatively 
shorter than Senegal

long white line formed 
by tips of coverts

browner with less 
distinct breast-band 
and forehead; some 

ad.   similar 

obvious 
red orbital 

ring

larger, more robust than 
Senegal; smaller, more 
compact than Crowned

white trailing panel

white

black

outer tail white

longer legs

brown

flight light, 
buoyant

�AD. 

narrow  
orange orbital 

ring hardly 
visible

small, sharp 
white patch on 
forehead does 

not reach bright 
yellow eye

1 cm broad 
black band

blackish legs  
(faintly red-tinged); 

much longer, relative 
to body, than in 

Black-winged

may show hint of white 
secondaries and narrow 
white tips to coverts, but 

not a long white line

smallest lapwing: looks  
slim, delicate and leggy

crown dark grey 
in most, but 
brown in some

�JUV.
(mainly Sep-Jan)

�AD. 


AD. 

ki'ti-YOO!
tay-tay, 
teRRY!

LC/LCLC/LC
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• all ages instantly identifiable by prominent crown
  pattern: black cap, white 'halo', black central patch
• legs red; basal half of bill pink; eyes yellow
• in flight: large white patch on primary coverts
• shrill calls have distinctive rolling 'r' sound

Crowned Lapwing
Vanellus coronatus (Kroonkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Crowned Plover, Stephanibyx coronatus

Still among the 20 most frequently encountered birds in 
SA, but numbers are decreasing, possibly due to displace-
ment by the increasingly abundant Blacksmith.

habitat Virtually any remnant grassland patch with 
grass <6 cm tall at urban fringes, often in proximity to 
man: parks, schools, sports fields, golf courses, road 
verges, traffic islands, open plots, airports, gravel park-
ing lots etc. Also cultivation, or grazed, trampled, burnt 
or dry natural grassland. Not associated with water.

status Common; local population at least 100,000. 
Family parties of 2-5 defend territories of 0.6-0.8 ha 
when breeding, but more nomadic later (depending 
on grass height), forming flocks of 10-40 (rarely 100). 

identification Familiar, loud, attention-demanding 
kiewiet synonymous with open spaces. Ever-alert, 
making discontent at approaching threats known by 
strident calls and head-jerking. Particularly fearless in 
defense of nest, fiercely dive-bombing humans, dogs 
etc. who approach, accompanied by deafening calls. 
Diagnostic head pattern visible from great distance; 
otherwise rather plain sandy brown, with black breast- 
band and white belly. Legs and base of long bill red or 
pinkish (brighter in br. season). — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: 
Sports head markings from birth. Initially with copious 
disruptive camouflage above. Older (moulting) young 
have a patchwork of plain/patterned feathers above.

confusion risks Head pattern unique among lap-
wings, but somewhat like much smaller Temminck's 
Courser (p. 229). Compare also Bronze-winged (p. 231).

behaviour  establishes territory in 'butterfly' flight 
with slow wingbeats and carrying calls, 50 m up; at 
times noisy groups perform aerial displays together. 
Large herbivores bullied away from nest by spreading 
wings and calling loudly. Lures predators away by 
injury-feigning or mock-brooding.

biology Eats primarily termites (76-95% of diet), but 
also other insects, spiders, millipedes and earthworms 
after heavy rains. Mainly monogamous but occasionally 
polygamous. Defends small breeding territory, but 
often nests in loose colonies of up to 20+ pairs and 
nests sometimes <20 m apart, without aggression; 
adjacent pairs group together to mob predators. Lays 
2-3 blotchy eggs in a shallow scrape. Chicks led away 
from nest after about 4 hours; self-feed from first day.

voice Noisy, day and night. Main call an irritated, 
shrill, raspy, upslurred creeek or skreeep with 'r' sound. 
Reflected in onomatopoeic Afrikaans name: kee-vit or 
kreee-vit. Excited birds give a fast chika-chika-chika. 
Makes soft 'growling' alarm-calls at approaching threat, 
exploding into a screechy cacophony when flushed.

• largest African lapwing; tall and impressive
• profusely streaked neck and throat (diagnostic)
• bright yellow legs, wattles, bill-base and orbital ring
• wattles relatively short; topped by red skin flaps
• limited white on forehead, bordered black

African Wattled Lapwing
Vanellus senegallus (Lelkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Wattled/Senegal Wattled Plover, Afribyx senegallus

This large, attractive vanellid is long-lived: one  was 
recaptured in the same marsh after at least 24 years.

habitat Breeds in short, soggy grassland at the 
fringes of wetlands, on floodplains, or along shorelines 
of dams, rivers or pans. Readily visits nearby dry habi-
tats to forage, incl. cultivation, lawns and burnt fields.

status Fairly common, with a population of 10-
20,000 birds. Resident at some sites, but undergoes 
a partial winter exodus from cold, high-lying areas. 
Nomadism determined by flood conditions and grass 
height. Pairs or family parties typically defend territo-
ries of 3-6 ha, with nests spaced >1 km apart. Forms 
larger non-br. flocks, often with other lapwings. 

identification Demands respect due to large size, 
loud voice and confident alertness. Very long, bright 
yellow legs most conspicuous feature from a distance. 
Close-up, heavily streaked neck, with black throat 
patch,  a good field mark. One of only 2 African waders 
with pendant wattles, on each side of yellow, black-
tipped bill; wattle yellow, topped by small, rooster-like 
red comb, and narrowly linked to yellow orbital ring. 
Iris dull yellow, with bluish ring around pupil. White 
forehead. Body plain stone-brown, with white only 
on vent; darker band in front of legs. — Sexes: Alike.  
— Juv: Wattles much shorter, lacks black throat and 
has a more subtle head pattern. Unusually for a juv. 
lap wing, lacks prominent buff fringes to upperparts.  

confusion risks Same basic colours as smaller 
Crowned and similar in flight (though upper primary 
coverts black, not white). Yellow wattles and legs like 
riverine White-crowned (p. 92) but the latter has much 
larger white areas on the breast and wings, black wrists, 
an unstreaked neck and a white nuchal collar. Large 
size and yellow bill and legs could lead to momentary 
confusion with thick-knees (p. 43).

behaviour Often uses termite mounds as lookout 
points. Territorial disputes settled by posturing (neck 
stretching or pointing with bill and neck horizontal), 
wing-raising, striking with carpal spurs, or by rushing 
and even jumping over each other. Aggressive towards 
other insectivores. Walks slowly while foraging.

biology Diet mainly insects, esp. grasshoppers and 
dung beetles. Regurgitates 5 x 2 cm pellets of insect 
fragments. Lays 2-4 blotchy eggs in a lined scrape 
offering good visibility. Chicks leave nest within a day.

voice Loud, shrill voice carries far, especially at night. 
Many variations, depending on context and intensity, 
based on a yapping wep or yip sound. Calls similar to 
Crowned, but lacks rolling 'r' sound (in Afrikaans: 'lel' 
not 'kroon'); similar quality to African Jacana (p. 111).
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• large white patch on forehead (intensity variable)
• white band on coverts forms line on folded wing
• prominent yellow eye encircled by red fleshy ring
• legs relatively short; reddish or purplish pink
• larger and more sturdy in build than Senegal

Black-winged Lapwing
Vanellus melanopterus (Swartvlerkkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Greater Black-winged Lapwing/Plover

The Zulu name of this species, iTitihoye, is a rendition of 
its shrill, distinctive call that is often given at night as the 
birds fly overhead, perhaps in search of fires.

habitat Inland mostly on upland plateaus (mainly 
900-1,500 m, sometimes up to 2,000 m) with burnt or 
heavily grazed grass <60 mm high. Also fallow lands, 
cane fields, pastures and mown natural grass (incl. golf 
courses). Often in slightly taller grass than Crowned 
Lapwing, e.g. on dairy farms. Rarely coastal mudflats.

status Generally uncommon and localised. Occurs 
in 3 separate populations: highlands of Ethiopia; Ke-
nya/Tanzania; and S Africa. Latter population numbers 
only 2,000-3,000 birds, the bulk occurring in KZN. Sed-
entary or locally nomadic in some areas (depending 
on grass height) but also a partial altitudinal migrant 
in N: breeds in inland, upland grasslands May-Nov, 
moving to coastal areas Dec-Apr. Often in small par-
ties of 2-5 with territories of <1 ha, but forms groups of 
up to 130 in summer non-br. season. Often breeds and 
roosts near more aggressive Crowned Lapwing.

identification A medium-sized, compact, short-
legged lapwing with brown wings but a grey head 
and breast; latter separated from white belly by neat, 
purplish black, 2-3 cm wide band (boldest in br. ).  
White forehead often extends to above eye. Legs 
tinged pink, but may look dark, especially in non-br. 
birds. Prominent yellow eye (pupil fringed by dark 
greenish ring); narrow but obvious red orbital ring.  
— Sexes:  has a darker breast-band and more pro-
minent white forehead;  paler and browner. — Juv: 
Like dull  but initially has pale markings above. 

confusion risks Very similar to Senegal (see that 
species for distinctions). Not dissimilar in size, general 
appearance and wing pattern to Crowned, but Black-
winged has a plain crown, white forehead, grey head 
contrasting with brown wings, red orbital ring, all-dark 
bill, shorter, darker legs and black (not white) primary 
coverts. Wing longer and wingbeats faster and lighter.

behaviour Often forages near animals. Forms tight 
groups when mobbing predators. Flight light and 
buoyant (wings slightly more pointed than in larger 
lapwings).  establishes territory by calling from an  
elevated spot or in circular flight 50 m up, with 'butter-
fly' wingbeats or with body rocking from side to side.

biology Food mainly insects (especially termites). 
Lays 3 blotchy eggs in a shallow depression lined with 
grass stubble, small animal droppings and pebbles.

voice Starts with a shrill, nasal tay-tay-tay (not unlike 
African Wattled), followed by a rolling, rising tiRREEP 
(more like Crowned): tay-tay, tiRRReep or ti-ti, teRRY.

• small, isolated sharp white patch on forehead
• white trailing band, usually hidden on folded wing
• yellow eye encircled by thin yellowish ring 
• legs relatively long; dark
• smallest lapwing, with delicate-looking build

Senegal Lapwing
Vanellus lugubris (Kleinswartvlerkkiewiet)
ALT NAME(S): Lesser Black-winged Plover

This lapwing's name can cause confusion with the scien-
tific name of the African Wattled Lapwing, V. senegallus.

habitat Dry plains or woodland clearings, mostly  
<300 m. Prefers burnt, trampled or heavily grazed 
spots with grass <5 cm high, often near water. Also air-
strips, edges of pans, cultivation and rarely, mudflats.

status Uncommon and localised. Widespread in 
subtropical Africa, but locally restricted mainly to 
Mozambique, extending marginally into Zulu land, 
Kruger NP, E Swaziland and SE Zimbabwe. Movements 
complex; influenced by fires and grass height. Much 
movement occurs at night, possibly to locate fires. 
Gregarious; in pairs, family groups or flocks of up to 20.

identification A tiny, inconspicuous lapwing 
seen in small groups on dry lowland plains or in 
open savanna, often near water or grazing game or 
livestock. Apart from small size, also has a slim, dainty 
look with long, spindly, blackish legs. Eye yellow 
(pupil circled by greenish ring), surrounded by barely 
noticeable yellow or dull orange ring. Head and breast 
grey, with 1 cm broad black band bordering white 
belly. Crown often darker, with small, discreet, sharply 
defined white forehead, narrower than distance from 
bill base to eye. Mantle and wing coverts grey-brown, 
with slight iridescent green wash when fresh. Takes 
flight with melodious calls, showing white band on 
rear of inner wing. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Wing coverts 
and crown with pale bars, edges and notches.

confusion risks Small enough to be confused with 
a Charadrius plover, especially Caspian Plover (p. 80). 
Easily confused with Black-winged, but range/habitat 
over lap is minimal. Senegal: 1) is smaller and slimmer; 
2) has longer, darker legs; 3) has a less obvious orbital 
ring; 4) has a small, clearly defined (not large, diffuse) 
white forehead; 5) has a narrower black breast-band; 
6) has dark greater wing coverts, not forming a long 
white line on folded wing; and 7) differs markedly in 
wing pattern. Calls easily distinguishable. 

behaviour Active day and night. Bobs head or body. 
Often tame. May freeze if approached (then easily 
overlooked). Lacks display-flights typical of larger 
lapwings. Forages visually, or occasionally by digging 
or probing, incl. in dung middens of large herbivores. 
Often associates with other terrestrial bird species.

biology Termites make up 60-90% of diet. Lays 3-4 
blotchy eggs in a shallow scrape or animal hoofprint 
lined with grass stubble, bark chips, droppings etc.

voice Clear fluty call is a pleasing, musical ti-YOO, or  
ti'ti-YOO (kitty-who), the last syllable lower-pitched and 
accentuated. Lacks rolling quality of Black-winged.
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Unexpectedly encountering a painted-snipe is always 
a special birding moment. Not only are these among 
the most strikingly patterned waders, as their name 
implies, but painted-snipes can also be exceptionally 
difficult to see. They are secretive, skulking, and partly 
crepuscular, spending much of the day motionlessly 
hunched among thick aquatic vegetation where their 
complex markings provide them excellent disruptive 
camouflage. In addition, their occurrence is erratic 
and unpredictable, and they may appear virtually 
overnight after a big storm, only to disappear into thin 
air again, sometimes for years.

 The Greater Painted-snipe is widespread across 
much of sub-Saharan Africa, Madagascar and Asia. 
Consequently the species is not of conservation con-
cern at the global scale. In South Africa it is classified 
as regionally Near Threatened due to perceived popu-
lation reductions, particularly in the small, isolated W 
Cape population, plus ongoing degradation of wet-
lands. [Afrikaans: Goudsnip].

General Characteristics
Painted-snipes have comparatively broad, short and 
blunt-tipped flight feathers; consequently their wings 
are notably shorter and less pointed than most waders' 
and their flight is correspondingly weaker. They are 
often first seen when flushed close underfoot, flying 
heavily (with their long feet dangling like a crake's) 
for a short distance before flopping unceremoniously 
back into the vegetation. Nevertheless, they are highly 
mobile, and are quick to discover newly inundated 
pans or floodplains after big storms, even in isolated, 
otherwise arid areas. 

Like jacanas, they have only 10 primaries, lacking 
the tiny 11th of most wader genera. They have about 
15 secondaries and, unusually, 7 pairs of broad, short 
tail feathers. Painted-snipes have short necks, which 

give them a characteristic hunched carriage. They 
run with the head held low. Their legs are relatively 
long, with a stout tarsus and long, slender, flexible, 
unwebbed toes. The long middle toe is 95% as long 
as the tarsus; relative to the middle toe, the outer is 
approximately 83%, the  inner 73% and the longish 
hind-toe 31% as long. There are transverse scutes on 
both the front and rear surfaces of the tarsus. 

Tactile probing is used to find food in mud or dirty 
water, but painted-snipes also locate prey visually, 
and they have good eyesight. Their eyes are very 
large and bulging, and are set far forward on the face 
for binocular vision (in contrast to the true snipes, in 
which the eyes are set far back in the skull). Thin black 
'eyelashes' surround the bare skin orbital ring.

During the br. season, folds of subcutaneous fat 
develop in the neck of the , which allow for more 
movement of her bizarrely elongated and convoluted 
tracheae. The long tracheal loop extends below the 
sternum, lying atop the pectoral muscles. A calling  
inflates her trachea to act as a resonance chamber to 
produce a deeper, more powerful sound; her song is 
audible for well over a kilometre. 

There is no seasonal variation, but the sexes differ 
greatly, the larger  being more boldly marked (as in 
other polyandrous species). Given the unpredictable 
ephemeral nature of their habitat, moult is not well 
synchronised and is highly variable. Juveniles are very 
similar to ad. ; after the post-juv. moult immature 
birds can be aged, with difficulty, by retained juv. 
coverts. This is considerably easier in young  in 
which the retained -like juv. coverts contrast with the 
new, plainer, greenish -type coverts.

PAINTED-SNIPES
Family Rostratulidae

Genera 1
Migrants 0

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  0

World 3
Region 1

Residents 1
Vagrants  0

GREATER 
PAINTED-SNIPE

Genus 
Gallinago

Genus 
Rostratula

AFRICAN SNIPE  
(to compare)

Greater Painted-snipe song. Using her oesophageal crop as 
a resonance chamber, the  produces a long series of mellow, 
low-pitched hoots used as advertisement calls. Typical sequences 
start with 5-6 lower vu-HU notes (A) like the sound produced by 
blowing over the mouth of an empty bottle. The emphasis is on 
the second syllable. This introductory sequence is immediately 
followed by up to 50 higher, sharper, hollow VU'ku notes with the 
emphasis on the first syllable (B).

S
kHz

1.0

1.5

0.5

1s 2s 3s 4s

S
kHz

1.0

1.5

0.5

1s 2s 3s 4s

A

B

vu - HU vu - HU vu - HU

VU'ku VU'ku VU'ku VU'ku...
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Origin of Names
Both the English Painted-snipe and the Afrikaans 
Goudsnip ('gold snipe') refer to the exquisite plumage 
of this species. For details on the etymology of the 
word snipe, see p. 174. The generic Rostratula is the 
diminutive form (-ula) of the Latin rostrata ('beaked'), 
so 'small-beaked'; this is presumably because the bill is 
shorter than those of the Gallinago snipes. The specific 
epithet benghalensis refers to the type locality of the 
species, Bengal (Bangladesh-India).

Interestingly, when Linnaeus first named the spe-
cies in 1758, he allocated it to the rail genus Rallus, 
in reflection of the similarities in build, behaviour, 
habitat and voice between these unrelated families. 
The recently split Australian Painted-snipe R. australis, 
was originally placed in Rhynchaea (meaning 'big-
nose'). Finally, the South American Painted-snipe is 
the sole member of the genus Nycticryphes, the Greek 
nuktos (night) and kruphe (secret). 

Classification and Relationships
It may come as a surprise that the painted-snipes 
are related to other snipes only in name. Indeed, 

ADULT  AND  
PRIMARY

striking orange 
spots, clearly 
visible in flight

remiges have 
black on base of 
outer webs

each spot or 
bar framed 
in black

feathers short,  
broad, round;  
wing shaped  
more like a  
rallid's (or small  
owl's) in flight

markings pearl-
white towards 

feather tip, esp. on 
inner secondaries

ADULT   
MEDIAN COVERT

wing looks 
uniformly dark 
brown from a 

distance

'oily' green 
sheen

narrow, 
parallel 

bars

ADULT   
MEDIAN COVERT

JUVENILE  
MEDIAN COVERT

creamy tip

dark gold 
background

gorgeous: 
paired, shiny 
golden 'eyes'

grey, scribbled 
base normally 

hidden

feather itself 
a bit smaller 
than adult's

only 1 pair  
of spots

very like adult 
 but...

grey more 
extensive and 

thus visible

slightly paler 
duller gold

no pale tip

'Painted' feathers. Adult  are easily sexed by their almost unmarked coppery green wing coverts, but adult 
 and juveniles are only separable with difficulty at close range. Best is to look at the median coverts.

the painted-snipes are in an entirely different 
family (Rostratulidae) than the true snipes (family 
Scolopacidae, genus Gallinago). Although there is a 
superficial resemblance between painted- and true 
snipes, the former is actually sister to the jacanas 
(family Jacanidae) instead. Several unusual traits are 
shared by painted-snipes and jacanas, including a 
serially polyandrous breeding system, in which  are 
larger than  and take a dominant role in territory 
establishment and mate-attraction, but usually 
forsake the  once the eggs are laid, in search of a 
new mate. Furthermore, both families only have 10 
primaries (instead of the usual 11) and have similar 
banded downy chicks. Both also have skeletal features 
recalling those of rallids rather than other waders.

The Rostratulidae is one of the most species-poor 
wader families. Until recently, all birds in sub-Saharan 
Africa, Madagascar, India, Asia, Indonesia and Aus-
tralia were considered to be a single very widespread 
species, R. benghalensis. However, based on differences 
in mitochondrial DNA, biometrics, plumage (minor) 
and possibly voice, birds from Australia are now, 
tentatively, split as a separate species, Australian 
Painted-snipe R. australis. The only other member 
of the family is the South American Painted-snipe 
which inhabits the swamps and wet grasslands of  
S Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay and Argentina. It is 
deemed to be sufficiently different to occupy a whole 
other genus, Nycticryphes. In addition to lacking sexual 
dimorphism, this species differs in being smaller and 
darker; having a more pronounced curve to the bill-
tip; in its narrow, brown, graduated tail feathers; and 
in having webbing at the bases of its toes.

Although only 3 species remain extant, the fossil 
record proves that painted-snipes probed the pre-
historic marshes as long ago as the early Miocene (23-
16 Ma). At least 2 species are now extinct: the small 
R. pulia from Czech Republic (early Miocene), and our 
own R. minator from Langebaanweg, South Africa  
(early Pliocene, 5.3-3.6 Ma).

Pedionomidae (Plains-wanderer)
Thinocoridae (seedsnipes)
Jacanidae (jacanas)
Rostratulidae (painted-snipes)

Rostratula ('Old World' P-snipes)
Nycticryphes (S American P-snipe)

Numeniinae (whimbrels, curlews)
Limosinae (godwits)
Calidrinae (turnstones, sandpipers)
Tringinae (shanks, phalaropes)
Scolopacinae (true snipes)

Scolopacidae

Classification of painted-snipes. The Rostratulidae 
family is very closely allied to the jacanas, but only 
distantly related to the true snipes (p. 172).
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Spread-wing  
displays are given by both  
sexes in territorial, sexual and  
defensive contexts, and even by chicks  
as young as 1 week; here by a  guarding  
its nest against an inquisitive Giant Bullfrog.  
This display is reminiscent of the S American Sunbittern.

Chicks leave the nest as soon as their down is dry, 
and follow the  closely, the (normally) 4 siblings 
staying in a tight cluster.

red back 
enclosed in 

black

bold parallel 
bands dark stripe 

through eye

bill looks short, 
deep and broad

golden wing 
spots soon begin 

to appear

exceedingly cute, like 
all wader hatchlings, 
with awkwardly big 

legs and feet

gives a threatening, 
low, growling hiss 

when cornered

in less intense conflicts, 
stands sideways, with 

only 1 wing raised 

may run into water, 
splashing noisily and 

stamping feet

stems often bent 
over to form a 

pergola

Biology
A variety of aquatic and terrestrial invertebrates are 
eaten, including insects (bugs, beetles, grasshoppers, 
crickets), centipedes, freshwater snails, earthworms, 
crustaceans and probably many other groups. Small 
fish, tadpoles or froglets are probably also taken on 
occasion. Grass seeds are important, including rice in 
areas where the species inhabits paddies.

Polyandry appears to be the principal breeding 
system in painted-snipes, as in jacanas and button-
quails: the larger  typically pairs with 2-4  per year, 
departing as soon as she has laid the clutch. She may 
lay a new clutch within 12 days of completing the 
previous one. The  builds the nest, incubates the 
eggs and raises the chicks, remaining with them for 
1-2 months after fledging. However, monogamy may 
be more regular in Africa, where densities are lower. 
As such sex ratios here are less biased to  than 
elsewhere, and the species is most often seen in pairs. 
Rarely, small, loose groups may gather at localised 
habitats (e.g. drying woodland pans), but the birds 
still tend to remain asocial and separated. In such 
conditions, nests may occur close together.

Nesting may occur at any time of year, depending 
on rainfall, but takes place mainly in summer. The nest 
is a 10 cm saucer built atop a substantial pad of sedge 
stems or grass blades. It is usually hidden among living 
tufts growing in soft mud or water. Clutches contain 
2-5 (average 4) eggs, laid at 1-day intervals. The  
incubates for 19 days. Eggs are buff, overlaid by bold 
dark blotches, and measure about 35 x 25 mm.   

An incubating  relies on its cryptic camouflage to 
avoid detection, and may sit tight until a predator 
is only 30 cm away. Alternatively it may steal quietly 
away from the nest and hide in nearby cover. In more 
aggressive defense, it performs spread-wing displays 
(see below), or rushes and pecks at intruders; young 
chicks may perform similar antagonistic displays.

Chicks leave the nest as soon as their down is dry 
and follow their father around, who summons them 
with a special assembly-call and teaches them to peck 
at food items. One  may be accompanied by chicks of 
various sizes, suggesting that they are from different 
broods. As in the related jacanas,  painted-snipes 
shelter their young offspring by covering them with 
their wings, holding them tight against their flanks 
and almost completely hiding them from sight. Chicks 
may also freeze and crouch together in a group until 
danger has passed, or take to the water. 
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Allure heightened by dazzling 'painted' plumage, low numbers, erratic movements and skulking nature: 
stalks crake-like through thick emergent vegetation, but does emerge at dawn and dusk. Most common 
in NE subtropics with plentiful cover: marshes, dams, flooded grass, puddles in woodland etc. 

Greater Painted-snipe
Rostratula benghalensis (Goudsnip)
ALT NAME(S): Painted Snipe, Old World Painted Snipe, R. capensis
L: 23-26 cm WS: 36-45 cm T: 41-(45)-52 mm B: 39-(46)-51 mm <

[Monotypic]. Told from unre-
lated African Snipe (p. 179) by 
much shorter, drooping bill, eye 
patch, white braces, hunched 
carriage with head down, and 
squat body. Also, usually silent 
when flushed, and flight much 
weaker. Cryptic: stands still for 
long periods, half-concealed 
in thick cover.  larger, brighter 
and sexually dominant.

slow, weak, crake-like 
flight, usually low and 

brief; different  
from true  

snipes

dark

golden 
panels

dark 
green

legs often 
dangle

broad, 
rounded

large 
orange 
spots

gorgeous: 
rows of broad 
golden spots

fine black 
vermiculation on 

dark coppery green

unique 
pattern

dark, 
rufous

large eyes 
set in white 
'spectacles'

greyer, 
mottled

pink; swollen tip 
droops slightly; 

shorter than 
African  

Snipe

AD.  
(juv. very 

similar)

AD. 

bobs short tail 
up and down 
when anxious

• broad white 'braces' around shoulders
• eye surrounded by white, black-framed 'spectacles'
• longish bill with bulbous, drooping, pink tip
• white, unbarred flanks (unlike true snipes & rallids)
• extravagantly decorative (yet cryptic) plumage

As is the case in the related jacanas, this bizarre wader is 
polyandrous: the larger and more boldly coloured  calls 
to attract a mate, but, after laying a clutch of eggs, she 
departs and leaves the parenting to the small, cryptic .

habitat Freshwater wetlands with mud adjacent to 
concealing vegetation that is not too tall: temporary 
rainwater pools on clay soils, floodplains, waterholes, 
flooded savanna, swamps etc. Explorers sometimes 
reach small pans in dry regions such as the Kalahari.

status Uncommon, shy and easily overlooked. Un-
der takes nomadic wanderings governed by rainfall, 
but a general influx occurs in summer. May breed and 
moult in any month. Usually singly or in pairs, but 
small groups congregate where habitat is limited.

identification Beautiful and distinctive. In adult, 
sexes easily distinguished. No seasonal variation. — 
Juv: Told from ad.  with difficulty, but breast-band 
less defined and covert patterning subtly different 
(see feathers, p. 101). In imm.  retained juv. wing  
coverts contrast with adult-type coverts.  

confusion risks May be found alongside African 
Snipe (p. 179) but easily distinguished given a decent 
view. Posture, shape, behaviour, calls and flight style 
also very different. If suddenly flushed from underfoot 
in dense marsh vegetation, confusion with crakes or 
African Rail is a distinct possibility given weak-looking 
flutter on round wings, with long legs dangling. 

behaviour Stands and runs with head retracted. 
Spends much of day just loafing in cover, becoming 
more active and often emerging into the open at 
dawn and dusk. Also forages on moonlit nights. Mostly 
probes or scythes in shallows but may wade into 
deeper water, and also swims well. If pursued, sneaks 
through thick cover like a rail or freezes (sometimes for 
many minutes), often with back to observer.

biology Omnivorous. Diet includes insects, crusta-
ceans, snails, earth worms and probably tadpoles, small 
fish etc. Grass seeds also appear to form a major dietary 
component. Breeding described on p. 102.

voice Not often heard (mostly at dawn and dusk);  
at height of breeding, calling may continue for long 
periods, day and night.  establishes territory and calls 
to attract , using specialised trachea to produce a 
mellow hooting. 'Song' 5-6 low, owlish vu'HU notes 
followed by up to 50 higher VU'ku or simpler, flufftail-
like KOOT notes. May also call during an aerial display-
flight ('roding'), 1-4 m up.  may give a repeated yelping 
note. Usually silent when flushed, but may call kek. Also 
growls, squeaks, clicks and hisses.

LC/NT
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LESSER

AFRICAN

Genus 
Microparra

Genus Actophilornis

JACANAS
Family Jacanidae

World 8
Region 2

Residents  2
Vagrants  0

Genera 2
Migrants 0

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  1

All birders and even most laymen are familiar with 
the iconic African Jacana, a frequent sight at wetlands 
throughout sub-Saharan Africa. Yet few people fully 
appreciate how bizarre the social systems, breeding 
biology and morphology of this ubiquitous but fasci-
nating species really are. In addition, many aspects of 
the life history of the sought-after, erratic, frequently 
misidentified and tiny Lesser Jacana are still awaiting 
discovery. [Afrikaans: Langtone].

General Characteristics
Jacanas are best known for their exceptionally long 
toes and long, spike-like nails (especially the claw of 
the hallux or hind-toe), which help spread their weight 
and enable them to walk on floating vegetation such 
as waterlily pads. Upon hatching the chick's footspan 
exceeds the total body length, while it is around two 
thirds of the body length in adults. Conversely, on land 
and in flight the long toes pose a handicap to the birds. 

Most species have a curiously curved radius bone 
on the arm, with a bow-shaped projection on the front 
edge (visible as an odd curve on the leading edge of 
the wing in African Jacana). The function of the flanged 
radius bone is unclear, but it has been suggested that 
it may be an adaptation for carrying the chicks under 
the wing, or holding the eggs against the body during 
incubation. However, Lesser Jacanas also exhibit such 
behaviour despite lacking modified radii. In addition, 
many jacanas have carpal spurs like lapwings; this is 
reduced to a small bony knob in African Jacana.

Sexes are generally alike in plumage colouration, 
but in polyandrous species such as the African Jacana 

 are significantly heavier (as much as 1.5-2x) and 
larger (at least 10%, and easily discernible in a direct 
comparison). In the monogamous Lesser Jacana 
sexual size dimorphism is much less pronounced, with 

 being only about 4% heavier than . 
The wings are long and rounded, and jacanas are 

surprisingly strong and confident flyers, their long 
legs trailing behind. However, short flights are low 
and laborious, in jerky fashion, often with the legs 
dangling below the bird. Both species habitually raise 

their wings vertically when landing or when engaging 
in social interactions. There are 10 primaries and 15 
secondaries. Unusually for a wader, the very short tail 
only has 10 rectrices. The body is fairly compact and 
crake-like, with long tertials (and thus limited primary 
projection). The long neck is stretched to the limit in 
aggressive postures, but is often retracted when at 
rest. Plumage is soft and silky in Lesser Jacana, with 
thin, downy feathers on the neck, where the grey 
feather bases are often visible. Several species have 
ornamental characters such as elongated tail feathers, 
fleshy wattles, bill combs, or the bare, fleshy blue 
frontal shield of the African Jacana.

The Lesser Jacana is classified as Vulnerable in 
South Africa, as its range has contracted severely in the 
last 2 centuries. The type specimen was collected near 
Algoa Bay in the Eastern Cape in 1839, well outside 
the current distribution. While they are resident in 
some areas, both species undertake nomadic or 
exploratory movements, mainly at night, in search 
of novel habitats. Lesser Jacanas often colonise new 
habitats before Africans. Both  are prone to vagrancy 

A

African Jacana calls. Highly vocal year-round, and can be 
positively noisy during the early br. season when squabbles over 
territory boundaries are frequent, and when  (and less often 

) call excitedly from rudimentary nest platforms to attract 
mates. Produces a wide range of calls in different social contexts, 
including a strident lapwing-like yapping noise, like a puppy, 
kyap-kyap-kyap... (A). Another frequently heard sound is a rattling 
keerr-keerr-krr-krr... (B) intensifying into a piercing shrieking when 
concerned. Gives a drawn-out, hoarse squeal in flight.

S
kHz

4.0

6.0

2.0

1s 2s 3s

8.0
B

Lesser Jacana calls. Much quieter than its larger relative (very 
few recordings of its voice have been made). One of the principal 
calls seems to be a low-pitched, soft, flufftail-like hooting, woot-
woot-woot... (D), usually with 4-8 notes at a rate of 5/s. This sound 
may be given by both sexes, simultaneously (E). The hooting call 
is often preceded by a series of thin tchr-tchr-tchr notes (C). Alarm-
call said to be a muffled ti, rapidly repeated 2-10x at 8-10/s. 

S
kHz

4.0

6.0

2.0

1s 2s 3s

C

tchr-tchr-tchr...

8.0

D E

woot-woot-woot... (duet)
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ulna

secondary 
feathers 
attached 
here

primary 
feathers 
attached 
here

radius

(humerus or upper arm bone not shown)

alula feathers 
attached here

BONES FROM 
LEFT WING 
SHOWN

African Jacana only shows small bony knob that can be 
felt beneath the skin, but not seen; many other species 
have long, sharp spikes here (particularly the Northern 
Jacana, as its scientific name J. spinosa implies)

carpometacarpus

strange bow-shaped projection on leading 
edge of radius bone; visible as a curve on 
lower outer edge of wing

first digit

second digit

third digit

Arm bones of African Jacana, depicted at approximately actual size. The function of the oddly shaped radius 
bone of most jacanas is uncertain. This may help with scooping up the chicks and carrying them under the wing, 
or to lift the eggs up and hold them between the body and wing during incubation. However, the Lesser Jacana 
also exhibits such behaviour despite lacking modified radii. Alternatively, the projection could be used in con-
flicts; a hypothesis supported by the fact that many jacanas also have pronounced, lapwing-like metacarpal spurs 
on the leading edge of the wing. This is reduced to a small bony knob in the African Jacana.

(especially immatures) and wanderers are occasionally 
recorded in highly atypical locations, such as isolated 
waterholes in the Kalahari or Namib, or small farm 
dams in the Karoo.

Origin of Names
The name jacana is derived from the Brazilian Portu-
guese jaçanã, which in turn is from the Tupi ñaha'nã, 
the local name for the widespread South American 
Wattled Jacana Jacana jacana. Old Tupi language, in 
the Tupi-Guarani language family, was historically 
spoken by natives in coastal Brazil, but is now essen-
tially extinct. Strictly speaking, jacana should be pro-
nounced with an 'S', based on its Portuguese roots (i.e. 
'ja-sa-na'). The Afrikaans langtoon means 'long-toe'. 
Due to their ability to walk on floating vegetation, they 
are sometimes colloquially  known as 'lily-trotters' or 
even 'Jesusbirds' or 'Christbirds'. They are sometimes 
called 'lotusbirds' because of their association with 
aquatic lotus plants. The genus of the African and 
Madagascar Jacanas, Actophilornis, is derived from the 
Latin acta (beach or shore) plus Greek phil (love) and 
ornis (bird), while the specific name africanus simply 
means 'of Africa'. In the case of the Lesser Jacana, the 
generic Microparra is from the Latin for a small bird 
of ill omen (possibly an owl, woodpecker or lapwing), 
while the specific capensis means 'from the Cape'. 

Classification and Relationships
The pantropical family Jacanidae includes 8 species 
worldwide. They are some of the most colourful and 
diversely plumaged wader groups, and are clearly 
evolved for showmanship rather than camouflage 
like most other waders. One exception to this is the 
demure, dwarf Lesser Jacana, which has juvenile-like 
neotenic plumage (p. 106). Two species occur in Africa, 
in 2 different genera (African in Actophilornis and Lesser 
in Microparra). The Madagascar Jacana A. albinucha is 
closely related to African, and differs mainly in that 

Jacanas employ very unusual moult strategies, 
even in an order known for its diversity of moult 
schedules and sequences. As a general rule, 
birds time their annual moult not to overlap 
with demanding activities, such as breeding or 
migration. This is particularly relevant in birds 
with a short, limited breeding window, such as the 
Palearctic migrant waders, which have only about 
2-3 months of agreeable weather (May-Jul) during 
which to breed and thus a strongly seasonal life-
cycle. However, as a genus that inhabits tropical 
latitudes, jacanas may breed—and moult—at 
any time of year. African Jacanas appear not to 
undergo wing feather moult during 2 periods: 
Jan-Apr (which is the peak br. season) and Sep-
Nov; moult thus likely occurs mainly May-Aug. 

Most jacanas undergo a typical descendant 
moult, starting with the inner primaries and re-
placing each feather outwards, with only a few 
feathers growing at a time. Interestingly, African 
Jacanas usually moult their primaries synchro-
nously; this risky but rapid strategy results in a 
period of flightlessness after breeding. During this 
time the birds stay very close to water, and swim 
or even dive to avoid detection. 

The sequence of primary moult is even more 
anomalous in the Lesser Jacana, which is one of 
only a few birds that undergoes an ascendant 
moult: starting with the outermost primary, the 
moult wave gradually proceeds inwards. In the 
vast majority of birds, moult is descendant, start-
ing from the middle of the wing and proceeding 
towards the outer primaries.

Also unusually for a wader, juv. jacanas have a 
prolonged post-juv. moult that starts at about 2 
months old and continues for approximately 9-12 
months until adult plumage is attained.
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the black and white on its face/neck are the inverse 
of African's pattern (i.e. the throat and face are black 
but the hindneck white). This is the only species that 
is of some conservation concern, owing to its small 
population (probably <10,000 birds), restricted range 
in N and W Madagascar, and ongoing declines due to 
habitat loss and hunting; consequently it is classified 
as globally Near Threatened. 

The New World is home to 2 species: the Northern 
Jacana Jacana spinosa in C America, and the Wattled 

Jacana J. jacana in S America. Both of these species 
have bright whitish green or pale yellow-green, black-
tipped flight feathers that are displayed to striking 
effect in social interactions. Both have black bodies, 
chestnut-red upperparts, yellow beaks and fearsome 
yellow carpal spurs. Northern has a blue bill-base and 
yellow forehead shield, while Wattled has an orange-
red bill-base and shield and curly wattles alongside 
its gape. India and Asia are home to the aptly named 
Bronze-winged Jacana Metopidius indicus with its 
broad white supercilium and dark neck with peacock-
like green and purple iridescence. 

Even this spectacular bird is outdone by the utterly 
peculiar but mind-blowing Pheasant-tailed Jacana 
Hydrophasianus chirurgus (which translates to 'water-
pheasant surgeon'). This is arguably one of the world's 
most awesome birds (and is definitely deserving of a 
quick online image search). Even in an already unusual 
family, this species is unusual in many ways, not the 
least being its distinct br. and non-br. plumages. Its 
wings are mostly white with black outer primaries 
that are dramatically narrowed at their tips, somewhat 
resembling the ends of black shoelaces. As its name 
implies, it has gaudy elongated central tail  feathers 
that curve downwards. It is also partly migratory, 
unlike most jacanas which are predominantly resident 
or locally nomadic. Finally, the Comb-crested Jacana 
Irediparra gallinacea occurs in Australia and nearby 
islands. 

In addition to the 8 extant taxa, an extinct species, 
Jacana farrandi, was described in 1976 from fossil 
remains found in Florida in 1967. The species was 
described from a partial tarsometatarsus and coracoid 
bone, uncovered from deposits dated 5-10 million 
years old. Other extinct birds from the same site 
include a cormorant, a night heron and a sandpiper, 

The Lesser Jacana is by far the smallest jacana in 
the world (the other 7 species being about equal 
in size). It also differs in that it is the only species 
in which adults retain juvenile-like plumage 
(neoteny). Why would this be the case? Perhaps 
this small species benefits from resembling a 
chick of the large, vigilant, raucous and aggressive 
African Jacana. The 2 species overlap entirely in 
distribution, and usually occur in close proximity. 
That being said, African Jacanas are intolerant 
of Lessers, and harass them if they approach too 
closely. Another neotenic character in the Lesser 
Jacana is its lack of a flared radius (p. 105); instead 
it retains a typical, thin, juvenile-like radius into 
adulthood. Surprisingly, analysis of mitochondrial 
and nuclear genes suggests that African and 
Lesser are not each other's closest relatives (15-
17% sequence divergence, similar to difference vs. 
painted-snipe). Instead, Lesser appears to be more 
closely allied to the Australian Comb-crested Ja-
cana (11%). This seems counter-intuitive from a 
biogeographical perspective, but could perhaps 
be explained by extinction of intervening taxa.

tarsus laterally compressed, thus looks thin 
when seen from the front but rather broad 
from the side; tarsus often looks notably 
'thicker' than tibia

legs and feet grey, with a distinct blue tinge in adult 
African, but greenish grey in juv. (yellow-green in Lesser)

African middle toe:  
74-(79)-82 mm in ,  
82-(89)-91 mm in .  

In Lesser, 48-(49)-50 mm 
in , 50-(52)-55 in .

shape and length of claws vary; hind-
claw often a long straight spike (longer 
than the hind-toe), but may have a fine, 
curved tip; hallux claw up to 56 mm in 
African, and up to 41 mm in Lesser

jacanas do not have any webbing between 
their toes (but are still reasonable swimmers; 

long hallux claw said to stick straight up 
above the water when swimming)

claws usually curve down, but 
thin tips may curl back up

broad transverse scutes 
on both sides of tarsus

as in other birds, the different toes have different numbers of 
phalanges (indicated by white-fringed scales at 'knobbly joints'): 
outer toe 4 (shown here); middle toe 3; inner toe 2; hind-toe 1

African tarsus: 59-(61)-63 mm in , 65-(69)-72 mm in 
. In Lesser, 33-(34)-36 mm in both sexes

tarsus shorter than 
middle toe

Right foot of adult African Jacana. The single most outstanding
feature of jacanas is their remarkable spidery feet. In adult African Jacanas the footspan can measure over 16 cm 
(almost the width of this page), which is around two thirds of the body length. The incredibly cute hatchlings are 
all feet; their footspan initially exceeds their total body length.
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proving that the area was prehistorically a freshwater 
wetland, and probably experienced a tropical climate.

Based on their skeletal similarities, colours of the 
downy chicks, 10 (not 11) primaries and polyandrous 
br. systems, jacanas are thought to be most closely 
related to painted-snipes (Rostratulidae). This is also 
confirmed by phylogenetic analyses. Together with the 
S American seedsnipes (Thinocoridae) and Australian 
Plains-wanderer (Pedionomidae), these families form a 
lineage related to the Scolopacidae. All 5 these clades 
together make up the suborder Limicoli (or Scolopaci), 
one of 5 suborders in the order Charadriiformes (see 
diagram). While jacanas are superficially similar to 
crakes and moorhens (e.g. in having long toes, fleshy 
forehead shields, similar bill and body shapes, and 
occupying swampy habitats), they are not related 
to the Rallidae family, and this similarity is probably 
attributable to convergent evolution.

Biology
Aquatic insects and their larvae are the main dietary 
component, although other invertebrates such as 
spiders, crustaceans and molluscs are also taken, as 
are small vertebrates such as fish and probably frogs. 
Seeds are occasionally ingested (perhaps accidentally). 
Feeds by walking over floating vegetation while 
pecking at stems and leaves, intermittently chasing 

insects. Frequently flips or curls leaves in search of 
prey. Rarely feeds while swimming. May follow large 
wading animals to catch disturbed insects. 

African and Lesser Jacanas differ markedly in 
breeding biology and the notes below refer to the 
former species, unless otherwise stipulated. African 
Jacanas typically exhibit polyandrous mating systems 
(although monogamy or even polygyny has been 
recorded in exceptional cases).  aggressively 
proclaim small 0.2-0.6 ha territories and call from 
rudimentary nest platforms to attract . A dominant  

's 'super-territory' encompasses that of 1-3 (up to 7) 
 and she may mate with up to 6-7  in a season. 
Nests are very crude, flimsy, and often waterlogged 

accumulations of stems that are drawn together by 
the , who continues adding material throughout the 
breeding cycle. The eggs rest in a small depression 
barely above the water surface. Nests may become 
detached from anchoring material to drift, or may 
become beached or flooded if water-levels change.

Jacana eggs are among the most beautiful of all 
birds' eggs. They have a coppery background, liberally 

For the first 2 weeks of their lives, African Jacana chicks are brooded by their father,  
who holds them between his wings and body. The  can also conceal and transport them 
by holding the chicks against his flanks with his wings and carrying them in this way. This 
remarkable parenting strategy is possibly thanks to his outward-curved radius bone (p. 105).

CHIONIDI (sheathbills, thick-knees etc.)
CHARADRII (plovers, lapwings, stilts, oystercatchers)
LIMICOLI

Pedionomidae (Plains-wanderer)
Thinocoridae (seedsnipes)
Rostratulidae (painted-snipes) 
Jacanidae (jacanas)
Scolopacidae (sandpipers etc.)

TURNICI (buttonquails)
LARI (Crab-plover, coursers, pratincoles, gulls, terns)

Hydrophasianus chirurgus (Pheasant-tailed Jacana)
Jacana

J. jacana (Wattled Jacana)
J. spinosa (Northern Jacana)

Actophilornis
A. africanus (African Jacana)
A. albinucha (Madagascar Jacana)
Metopidius indicus (Bronze-winged Jacana)

Microparra capensis (Lesser Jacana)
Irediparra gallinacea (Comb-crested)

1

2

Classification of the world's 8 jacana species. The Jacanidae family is sister to the Rostratulidae (painted-snipes, 
p. 100). Recent phylogenetic analyses, based on multiple genes, recognise two clades (1,2) within the family.

when chicks are still very 
small, the  can carry all 4, 

with 2 under each wing  
(note dangling legs)

all parental care is by the ;  
chicks are very independent, and 

the  leaves them to fend for 
themselves after 40-50 days

chicks are highly precocial, and 
self-feed; they leave the nest 
within 4 hours after hatching

chicks differ from those of most 
waders in having bolder, broader 

patterns above (compare 
painted-snipe p. 102)

to escape danger, chicks can swim 
underwater and resurface elsewhere, 
or remain submerged and use their 
bills as 'snorkels'; to facilitate this, their 
nostrils are situated closer to the bill-
tip than in most other waders

nests are frequently robbed by 
monitor lizards, otters, swamphens 
and other predators, but once chicks 
hatch their survival rates are relatively 
high, thanks to predator-avoidance 
behaviour and the 's  vigilance
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Identification of Jacanas
Adult African Jacanas are absolutely unmistakable,  
but juveniles are frequently misidentified as Lesser 
Jacanas. The remarkable resemblance between Lesser 
and young Africans may be an attempt at deliberate 
deceit (see comments on neoteny, p. 106), so don't feel 
too bad if you make an overly hasty identification call 
on a 'smallish jacana'. 

It goes without saying that size is the most obvious 
difference, but this can be hard to judge on a lone or 
distant bird. As the diagram to the right shows, the 
difference is actually very obvious, with Lesser looking 
miniscule even compared to a partly-grown African. If 
there is any doubt, then it is probably not a Lesser! 

Fledgling Africans are abandoned by their father 
after 40-50 days (they can fly from about 40 days old, 
but often don't until at least 75 days old). This means 
that free-flying, independent but still not fully grown 
juveniles may be seen without their parents. However, 
such young birds still show many 'chick' features: 
'swollen calves' i.e. the upper part of the tarsus looks 
notably thick just below the 'knee'; paler upperparts 
with a bronzy or greenish tone; subtle but profuse 
darker barring on the upperparts and wings; a loose, 
fluffy feather texture; and still-growing flight feathers 
(stopping short of tail-tip). These are signs that you are 
dealing with a very young bird, so take extra care.

Lesser also has a proportionately shorter bill, and its 
legs looks shorter and usually brighter yellow-green 
(greenish grey in juv. African). Lesser is a shyer and 
quieter bird, and tends to creep about more stealthily, 
with its neck retracted into its more compact body.

The 2 species are quite easily distinguished in 
flight, when Lesser reveals an unexpectedly striking 
and high-contrast wing pattern. It shows a broad 
white trailing edge on the inner wing; a pale grey 
to grey-white panel formed by the wing coverts; a 
glossy purple-black rump; a fiery red tail; and a mostly 
black underwing. With its long trailing legs it could 
momentarily suggest a Little Bittern when flushed. 
Conversely, at all ages African Jacanas are uniform red 
on the back, upperwing and underwing; only their 
primaries are darker.

At rest, there are many further subtle but reliable 
plumage differences. Lesser Jacana: 1) always has 
a fully feathered forehead, and never shows a bare 
forehead shield (present even in newly hatched 
African Jacanas; 2) its supercilium is golden buff in 
front of its eye, and white behind (opposite in African); 
3) it has a cinnamon crown and eyestripe (dark in 
African); 4) behind its eye, the eyestripe is straight 
but then gradually curves down (strongly angled 
upwards directly behind eye to meet nape in African); 
5) has only a narrow black line on its hindneck (broad 
brownish black in African); 6) is grey-brown (not 
chestnut) above, with black, glossy feathers on its 
mantle and rump; 7) usually shows pale greyish wing 
coverts; 8) has a red patch and white crescent in front 
of its shoulder; 9) and never shows any chestnut flecks 
on its belly or thighs.

overlain by black scrolls and scribbles and are highly 
reflective to result in a distinctive glossy 'wet-look' 
that aids in camouflage in an aquatic environment. A 
unique plugged pore structure ensures that the eggs 
do not get wet in the sodden nest. Eggs can be floated 
to a new position if rising water-levels flood the nest.

African Jacana clutches usually contain 4 (3-5) 
eggs (usually 3 in Lesser Jacana), laid 1 per day in the 
early morning.  can produce incredible numbers of 
eggs: a single  can lay up to 10 successive clutches 
per season, in average 12-day cycles. Hatching success 
depends on environmental conditions: may be 0% in 
unfavourable years, but up to 36% in good seasons. If 
a 's clutch is lost early in the breeding cycle (i.e. within 
9 days of being laid), the  may lay up to 4 replacement 
clutches for the . Incubation is the sole responsibility 
of the  in African Jacanas, but is shared by the sexes 
in the monogamous Lesser Jacana. The birds rely 
partly on solar radiation to keep the eggs at optimal 
temperature (which explains jacanas' restriction 
to tropical latitudes). But the  may also shade the 
eggs by standing over them, or incubate them by 
scooping them up and holding them between his 
wings and body (chicks are brooded and carried in 
similar fashion). The incubation period is ±24 days (21 
in Lesser) but varies according to weather conditions.

Egg hatching is synchronised. Chicks are highly 
precocial and leave the nest within hours. They are 
cared for exclusively by the  who points his bill to 
food items but does not directly feed the chicks. If 
threatened, chicks may dive underwater to resurface 
some distance away, or remain motionless underwater 
with only the bill and nostrils breaking the surface as 
a 'snorkel'. Young chicks (under 18 days old) can be 
concealed and carried under the 's wing; when very 
young, all 4, with 2 on each side. Chicks can swim 
over stretches of open water, accompanied by the .  
Young may be able to fly from about 40 days old. The 

 may also distract predators by slapping the water's 
surface loudly with his wings. Chicks are closely 
attended for the first 2 weeks, less thereafter; and are 
fully independent after 40-50 days.

Lesser Jacanas have a simpler monogamous br. 
system, in which both sexes share the nest-building, 
incubation and parental care duties. This is possibly 
because of its smaller eggs, which necessitates greater 
effort and the involvement of both parents.

Eggs of Lesser and African Jacanas, at actual size. 
Jacana eggs are beautifully decorated, as if someone 
liberally scribbled on them with a marker. Their high-
gloss finish mimics the sun's reflection on the water.
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AFRICAN JACANA  
Juv. 

BLACK CRAKE  
(scale comparison)

LESSER JACANA  
Ad. 

Excluding its long toes, the Lesser Jacana is barely bigger-bodied than a House Sparrow (and weighs about 
the same as a bulbul). A Black Crake makes for a more sensible comparison in wetland habitats though. Except 
for recently hatched juveniles or still half-grown chicks, African Jacanas are always bigger than a Black Crake. 
Conversely, even fully grown Lesser Jacanas are appreciably smaller than a Black Crake. Shown at two thirds scale.
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• extraordinarily long toes and claws, to walk on  
  floating vegetation (esp. flooded grass and weeds)
• tiny: smaller than a Black Crake
• cinnamon crown; no bare frontal shield
• underwing black; white trailing edge

Lesser Jacana
Microparra capensis (Dwerglangtoon)
ALT NAME(S): Lesser Lily-trotter, Lesser African Jacana

The world's smallest jacana, this species is an example of 
neoteny, i.e. the retention of juv. characteristics in adults.

habitat Permanent or temporary shallow swamps, 
pans, lagoons and floodplains with abundant floating 
vegetation. Forages on waterlily pads, but relentlessly 
chased by African Jacana and thus often retreats to 
floating grass and sedges that will not hold the larger 
African's weight. Does not forage on bare shorelines.

status Okavango Delta is one of the global strong-
holds: up to 10/km of river channel, and hundreds 
gather on small lagoons in dry conditions. Elsewhere 
uncommon and localised. Presence often erratic, 
depending on flooding, and undergoes explorations: 
lone vagrants sometimes encountered far outside 
normal range. In pairs; sometimes concentrates in 
loose parties of up to 20+ when pans are drying up.

identification A tiny, unobtrusive and retiring 
tropical species, quite possible to be mistaken for a 
small crake when first seen. Excluding long feet and 
claws, barely bigger than a sparrow. Mottled grey-
brown above and white below, with courser-like head 
pattern and yellow patch on neck-sides. Wing coverts 
grey, becoming almost white when worn. In flight, 
white tips to secondaries and inner primaries form 
a diagnostic white trailing edge; underwing mostly 
black (wings often helpfully held aloft after landing). 
— Sexes: Unlike in African Jacana,  only 4% larger.  
— Juv: Very similar to ad. and ageing criteria unclear. 
Somewhat duller in colour, and edges of scapulars 
more clearly outlined in rufous-buff.

confusion risks Juv. African is all too easily taken 
for Lesser by the overly optimistic. Size can be hard to 
judge on lone birds, and half-grown African Jacana 
chicks may be seen without their parents. Easiest 
distinctions are Lesser's lack of a bare forehead shield 
and wing pattern. More pointers are given on p. 108. 

behaviour Much as for African Jacana, but quieter 
and shyer: easier to overlook and more difficult to 
approach. Wades in shallow water, or walks over half-
submerged grass (28-45 steps/min) or lily pads (79-94 
steps/min). May clamber up plants. Pecks or scissors 
prey from vegetation. Pecks mostly at water-level 
(45%), at ankle height (21%) or at head height (32%); 
rarely above head (2%). May pursue flying insects. 
Bobs head and flicks tail down. Preens frequently.

biology Food items mostly insects 2-25 mm in size. 
Mo no  gamous, the sexes sharing parental duties.

voice Rather quiet. Presumed territorial call, often 
given by pair together, a series of quick flufftail-like 
hoots woot-woot-woot. Also a fast, sharp chr-chr-chr.

• extraordinarily long toes and claws, to walk on  
  floating vegetation (especially waterlilies)
• large: about pigeon-sized, larger than Black Crake 
• ad. unmistakable, but half-grown juv. like Lesser
• underwing chestnut; no white edge

African Jacana
Actophilornis africanus (Grootlangtoon)
ALT NAME(S): Lily-trotter, Greater African Jacana

With a footspan of over 16 cm, skeletal adaptations 
for carrying the chicks under the wings, a complex 
polyandrous mating system, sexual role and size reversal, 
unique high-gloss eggs, and a flightless moult (to name 
but a few features), the African Jacana is arguably one of 
the world's most fascinating wader species.

habitat Short emergent or floating vegetation, esp. 
waterlilies, willowherb and pond weed, on permanent 
or ephemeral freshwater pools, pans, dams and slow-
moving rivers. At times also ventures onto exposed 
mud or patrols weedy shorelines.

status Very common but nomadic, depending on 
water-levels; juveniles prone to vagrancy to atypical 
habitats e.g. Namib, Kalahari.  outnumber  2:1, 
adults : juveniles 3:1. Usually in pairs, sometimes in 
family parties or loose groups. May roost communally.

identification Unmistakable: white throat (most 
visible feature at a distance); blue bill and ±2 x 2 cm 
forehead shield; black hindneck; chestnut-red body 
and wings; and golden collar. Rendered flightless 
during synchronous flight feather moult May-Aug.  
— Sexes:  appreciably larger in direct comparison 
(230 g vs. 140 g) and dominant over ; however, 's  
toespan only 5% larger (she thus sinks more easily 
and tends to forage on more supportive vegetation 
or along shorelines). — Juv: Parental care by  ceases 
after 40-50 days, but ad. plumage only attained by 9-12 
months (thus still-growing juv. may be seen without 
parent). Mantle and wings paler and initially tinged 
greenish or bronzy and faintly scalloped darker. Belly 
white except for patchy brown on flanks and thighs; 
maroon belly develops gradually (last on undertail). 
Legs and bill greenish grey; frontal shield greyer and 
smaller (±1 x 1 cm). Broad white eyebrow washed buff 
behind eye, bordered below by blackish upturned line 
through eye. Hindneck and crown brownish black.

confusion risks Only true confusion risk is between 
Lesser and half-grown chick of African (see p. 109).

behaviour Walks on floating plants with toes spread 
wide; if leaves sink, calmly steps up at the last moment 
or runs deftly to a new patch. Pecks at vegetation, 
curls lily leaves and flips cover to expose prey. Often 
raises wings. Swims (e.g. during moult) with body flat 
and neck stretched; dives to escape danger.

biology Food mostly aquatic insects and their 
larvae; also spiders, small fish, crustaceans, molluscs 
and seeds. Perches on hippos, pecking at their wounds 
and ectoparasites. Breeding described on p. 107.

voice Noisy. Gives various sharp, strident yapping, 
screeching and rasping calls esp. in territorial defense.  
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JACANAS: Crake-like waders with absurdly long toes and claws that enable them to nest and feed on 
floating vegetation, especially waterlily pads. Tiny and quiet Lesser is easily overlooked; often frequents 
low beds of emergent grass and weeds. Much larger African is demonstrative, noisy and boldly coloured.

Lesser Jacana
Microparra capensis (Dwerglangtoon)
L: 15-16 cm WS: 25-29 cm T: 31-(34)-37 mm B: 14-(16)-18 mm

[Monotypic]. Much the rarer 
of Africa's jacanas. Truly tiny 
(mass <25% African's). Move-
ments are jerky and mouse-like.  
Shy and hard to approach (un-
less by boat). Looks like a fluffy 
ball when head drawn in, but 
can also stretch neck and raise 
thin, downy neck feathers. Mo-
nogamous;  only slightly big-
ger. 

African Jacana
Actophilornis africanus (Grootlangtoon)
L: 23-32 cm WS: 42-53 cm T: 51-(63)-73 mm B: 31-(36)-39 mm <

[Monotypic]. Common and 
familiar 'lily-trotter' easily iden-
tified by its bold, exotic colours 
and patterns, plus awkwardly 
long toes. Walks with high steps 
on floating plants (or on shore-
line, esp. in considerably bigger, 
heavier ), occasionally sprint-
ing to avoid sinking, or rarely 
swimming.

no 
white

underwing 
mostly red

AD.

heavy, laboured flight on 
broad, rounded wings;  

bursts of wing flicks

absurdly 
long toes

JUV. 

ADULT

smaller 
greyish 

shield

buff  
behind 

eyebroad

lacks pale 
panel on 
coverts

fleshy blue 
frontal shield

juveniles foraging  
on waterlily pads; 

note postures

broad white 
trailing edge 

absurdly 
long toes

pale 
band  

underwing black 
(reddish only on 
flanks, axillaries)

no bare 
frontal  
shield

buff in front 
of eye, white 

behind eye

crown cinnamon; 
stripe behind eye 

straight then down

coverts noticeably 
paler, greyish

white tips to 
secondaries 
and coverts

only a narrow 
black line

distinct red patch  
plus white wedge

ADULT

mantle/rump blackish, 
with purple gloss

at nest

JUV. 

no red  
on thighs  
or belly

short bill
long

no shield

JUV.

blue

crown dark; 
stripe angled 

upwards

yellowish 
green

blue-
grey

(see additional ID 
tips on p. 108)

grey-
green

LC/LCLC/VU
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CURLEWS & WHIMBRELS
Family Scolopacidae (1) | Subfamily Numeniinae

Genera 1
Migrants 2

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  0

World 8 (9?)
Region 2

Residents 0
Vagrants  0

As far as waders go, these are some of our most visible, 
noisy and familiar summer immigrants in coastal re
gions. Straggly flocks of whimbrels commuting to 
their high tide roosts with constant loud bubbling calls 
are a familiar sight, while at low tide their large size 
makes them stand out on the waderdotted mudflats. 
The stately Eurasian Curlew is one the world's biggest 
shorebirds, rivalling an ibis in size. Its incredibly long, 
decurved bill (34x the length of its head) has to be 
seen to be believed. Sadly, gawking at a curlew's 
bill is becoming increasingly difficult in modern 
times, as the species is undergoing rapid population 
declines (see box, p. 116). Whereas curlews once far 
outnumbered whimbrels, the reverse is now true; the 
species is now mainly restricted to Langebaan Lagoon 
and a few major estuaries along the S and W coasts.

This is not the only member of this subfamily that 
is in trouble. In the blue bar above, the question
mark enquiring about a ninth world species refers 
to the American Eskimo Curlew. Like the famed 
Passenger Pigeon, this small curlew once migrated 
through the Americas in vast flocks, but excessive 
hunting and habitat transformation have most likely 
doomed it to extinction. A flicker of hope remains 
alive thanks to occasional unconfirmed sightings 
(hence the questionmark). In the steppes of Eurasia, 
the attractive Slenderbilled Curlew is probably also 
already far down the slippery slope to extinction.

On the positive side, observations by birders in 
Mozambique have recently shed some light on one of 
the world's rarest wader taxa: the alboaxillaris race of 
the whimbrel, often called 'Steppe Whimbrel' (p. 118).

This distinctive group of waders has its fair share 
of peculiarities. The bizarre Bristlethighed Curlew  
(p. 115) becomes flightless while moulting on tropical 
islands, and exhibits one of the only known examples 
of tooluse in waders when smashing seabird eggs 
with rocks or pieces of coral. Although we are not 

COMMON 
WHIMBREL

EURASIAN 
CURLEW

Genus 
Numenius

GLOSSY IBIS (to compare size)

normally treated to their vocal talents on the Southern 
African nonbr grounds, whimbrels and curlews 
sing long and evocative songs on their boreal br. 
grounds. Songs are typically uttered while performing 
impressive 'shiverandparachute' displayflights (see 
sonogram annotations, opposite). That being said, 
there is an intriguing account of a possible breeding 
event from the Swartkops Estuary in Aug 1950, which, 
if true, may be the only evidence of a Palearctic wader 
having bred in Southern Africa. The aptly named Little 
Curlew is a (admittedly unlikely) potential vagrant to 
Southern Africa, as is the (slightly more likely) Upland 
Sandpiper (p. 246). [Afrikaans: Wulpe].

General Characteristics
Curlews and whimbrels are large to very large, dumpy, 
relatively shortlegged waders with sturdy, medium
length legs and very long, curved, blunttipped bills. 
Their feet are robust (as would be expected from birds 
that frequently forage in drier grassy habitats) with 
minimal webbing; while they often wade in shallow 
water they seldom swim.

Sexes are alike except that  are larger and longer
billed (approximately 27% in Eurasian Curlew, 10% in 
Common Whimbrel). Unlike most Palearctic migrants, 
they lack distinctly different br. and nonbr. plumages. 
Adults may moult 12 primaries before departure from 
the br. grounds and then suspend moult, but most 
migrate in worn plumage and undergo their complete 
postbr. moult on the nonbr. grounds, from Sep/Oct 
to Dec/Mar. Curlews moult their body feathers before 
their wings, and may arrive in fresh nonbr. plumage 
with worn wings. The prebr. moult is nonexistent 
or very limited in Whimbrel. Curlews do moult into a 
partial br. plumage, but this is usually limited to some 
feathers on the head, neck, breast and scapulars. 

At first glance juveniles appear identical to adults, 
but their feathers have broader, more distinct pale 

one of our biggest waders, and 
certainly the longestbilled
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notches along their fringes. Also note that their bills 
are typically shorter than adults'. After their post
juv. moult, firstyear imm. birds can be aged by their 
retained juv. coverts, tail feathers or tertials and all 
flight feathers; the latter are apparently replaced later 
during a complete second moult. 

Both species are highly gregarious and freely asso
ciate with congeners and unrelated waders. They form 
communal roosts at high tide (and indeed, the entire 
local population of curlews at Langebaan Lagoon 
roosts together); however, they often stay apart from 
other waders (except often Bartailed Godwit). Neap 
tides may be waited out in smaller groups on sandbars 

etc. When feeding, some individuals of either sex 
protect temporary feeding territories of 0.31.0 ha, 
but these are not vigorously defended. Judging by 
their vocalisations, the birds are also active at night, 
probably depending on moonlight and tides.

In Southern Africa, both species are essentially 
coastal, where they forage on intertidal mudflats and 
sand at estuaries. Despite their long bills, much food 
is obtained by picking from the surface instead of 
probing in soft mud; evidence of this is the fact that 
whimbrels often forage on exposed rocky platforms 
or at tidal pools. Adjacent sandy or grassy islets, salt
marshes, low dunes or rocky promontories are used as 

Eurasian Curlew song. The atmospheric song is heard only on the br. grounds, where it is uttered by the  during an undulating song
flight above his territory. The  rises steeply on fluttering wings, hovers briefly and then parachutes down with wings held up in a shallow 
V before rising again and repeating the process. Songs start with a series of low, drawnout notes (D), which rise slightly and start to  
'ripple' into rhythmical, musical, bubbling trills (E), not dissimilar to some Whimbrel elements (e.g. H, below).

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

D

5s 6s 7s 8s 9s

hooot hoooot hoooot hooeet

currr-ly currr-ly... curr-rooE

Eurasian Curlew calls. The common name of this species is onomatopoeic, and is a good rendition of the frequently heard, multi
purpose call given in excitement or alarm, or to maintain contact with other birds. The sound is a full, loud, farcarrying, fluty whistle, with 
a somewhat melancholy tone: cur-LEW or cur-LOO (A).  Emphasis sometimes more on first rising syllable e.g. COUR-ly. Call often mixed into 
more complex phrases, e.g. cu-oor-LEW (B). Alarm call is a harsher, yelping sound (C).

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

Bcur-LEW

5s 6s 7s 8s 9s

CA cu-oor-LEW

Common Whimbrel song. The hauntingly beautiful song accompanies territorial displayflights by  on the br. grounds. Displays 
typically last 210 minutes. The  rises at 45° to a height of some 150300 m; then starts cruising in circles of 200400 m, alternately flapping 
energetically upwards for 30 s, then gliding down for about 37 s with wings arched. Holds wings aloft after landing. Songs start with 
several long, low calls (F) that lead into a rippling trill. Essentially as Eurasian Curlew's song, but lacks the rhythmical trilling ending of that 
species, instead having essentially one long trill (G), sometimes with 3 different parts distinguishable.

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

G

ooooooooook ooo'hook oooo-hoooeek

5s 6s 7s 8s 9s

F

Common Whimbrel calls. A very vocal species with a wide repertoire of calls in various contexts; these are just some examples. 
(H) is a short, pleasant, low, rippling trill. Probably the most frequently heard call outside the br. season is a characteristic tittering 
series, easily imitated (I). This call is often said to have 7 notes (even earning the bird the nickname 'sevenwhistler') but phrases often 
contain many more notes (14 and 20 in the examples here). Rendered as di'di'di'di'di'di'di... In alarm gives harsher, scolding chi-view or  
ch-v-view calls (J), here interspersed with Curlewlike clu-heeee calls (K).

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

H

5s 6s 7s 8s 9s

I J

KK
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roosts. Whimbrels are often abundant in mangroves 
where they hunt crabs; they characteristically roost on 
exposed mangrove roots or atop mangrove bushes. 
Although there is a coastal and offshore passage 
(evidenced by migrating birds sometimes coming 
to ships), both species also migrate overland. Inland 
passage migrants are usually found at dams and pans, 
but may also feed on short dry grassland or fields. 
Indeed, in the Northern Hemisphere both species 
breed in open inland habitats (but usually close to 
water), including taiga, meadows, moors, farmland, 
crops and pastures, in places at high altitudes. 

Origin of Names
The English name 'Curlew' seemingly has its origins in 
the French corlue or curlu (today Courlis), a rendition 
of the commonly heard call. The French name may be 
related to corliu (messenger) from courir (run), as in 
'courier'. The etymology of 'Whimbrel' is more obscure, 
but an early rendition as 'Whympernel' suggests it is 
derived from 'whimper' in reference to its call, with the 
French suffix 'erel' meaning diminutive (compared to 
Eurasian Curlew). Thus 'small whimperer'. 

In addition to various general labels (just Whimbrel, 
Western Whimbrel, Eurasian Whimbrel), the species 
also has many affectionate folk names. Some are self
explanatory e.g. Bluelegs, Striped Head and Short
billed Curlew, while others are a little more creative 
Foolish Curlew, Jack Curlew ('Jack' meaning small), 
Crookedbill Marlin and Mayfowl (probably because 
they pass through Britain in May). Whimbrels' habit 
of circling or even landing on ships in the ocean 
may explain the name Shipmate. In Mozambique, 
the distinctive calls of whimbrels are associated with 
the tidal cycle, and the local name Marcador da maré 
translates roughly as 'marker of the tide'. 

The Eurasian Curlew's set of unimaginative alter
native names pales in comparison: Curlew, Common 
Curlew, European Curlew, Western Curlew. The name 
Whaup is in reference to the low, drawnout fluting 
calls (see D in sonograms, p. 113), and is probably 
analogous to the Afrikaans and Dutch Wulp. 

Note that many subspecies are also sometimes 
given common names. In the Eurasian Curlew, 
the race orientalis is often called Oriental Curlew 
(orientalis) but should not be confused with the 
Eastern or Far Eastern Curlew N. madagascariensis. 
Incidentally, the specific epithet of the latter species 
is in error as the bird does not occur anywhere near Right foot of Eurasian Curlew.

well developed 
hindtoe; 37%

inner toe 82% 
of length of 
middle toe

outer toe 87% of 
length of middle toe

feet often 
slightly darker 
than legs

small web between 
middle and outer toes

trace of webbing

all curlews have bluegrey or 
leadcoloured legs (as reflected 
by scientific name of Whimbrel);  
sometimes shows an olive overtone

leg colour similar in 
adults and juveniles

legs and feet similar 
to other scolopacids' 
but look heavier and 

more 'dinosaurian'

legs thick  
and stout

very thick base; 
depth measured 
behind nostril 
12.6 mm

first third nearly 
straight; tapers 
more gradually 
than in Whimbrel

greatest curvature 
about 2/3 of bill's 
length from base; 
depth of curve 10% 
of total bill length

tip rounded; 
diameter  

3.9 mm

EURASIAN CURLEW

depth 10.9 mm

diameter 
3.4 mm

bill short and nearly 
straight in fledglings: 95 
(78108) mm in  chicks; 
127 (101144) in  chicks

in European nominate race, 95% of 
adults can be sexed on bill length: 
>130 mm in ; <130 mm in ; cutoff 
for our birds (orientalis) probably 
around 162 mm. Race suschkini is 
shorterbilled, like the nominate.

longest in old : 
up to 192  mm

COMMON WHIMBREL

depth 9.5 
mm in 

first third straight; more 
abruptly kinked than in 
Curlew (but some similar)

curvature as in Curlew: 
maximum at about 2/3 

of bill's length from base, 
and curvedepth 10% of 

total bill length

bill straight in chick, short and 
slightly curved in fledged juvenile; 
reaches adult length around Dec

difference in bill length 
between sexes not as 
obvious as in Curlew  
(10% vs 27%); cutoff  

approximately 82 mm

8.7 mm

depth at 
middle 6.7 mm

tip 4.3 x 3.8 mm

5.9 mm

3.6 x 3.2 mm

bill slightly less slender  in 
middle than other curlew 
species

All Numenius species have long, strongly decurved beaks that suggests they feed primary by probing. However, 
deep probing is only performed on very soft substrata, and the majority of prey is pecked from the surface or by 
shallow 'fiddling' in invertebrates' burrows. Females are longer-billed: in Eurasian Curlew 138-(175)-192 mm in , 
and 123-(136)-164 mm in ; in Common Whimbrel 80-(87)-94 mm in  and 72-(78)-83 mm in .
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Classification of the world's curlews. Taxa in bold  
occur in Southern Africa. The presence of the suschkini 
race of Curlew is likely but unconfirmed. The 2 species 
in grey are probably extinct. The blue block indicates 
the Numeniinae subfamily, 1 of 5 in Scolopacidae. The 
position of the Slender-billed Curlew is unclear.

Upland Sandpiper Bartramia longicauda
Little Curlew N. minutus
Eskimo Curlew N. borealis
Bristlethighed Curlew N. tahitiensis
Common Whimbrel N. phaeopus

N. p. islandicus
N. p. phaeopus
N. p. alboaxillaris
N. p. rogachevae
N. p. variegatus
N. p. rufiventris
N. p. hudsonicus 

Longbilled Curlew N. americanus
Eurasian Curlew N. arquata

N. a. arquata
N. a. suschkini (?)
N. a. orientalis

Far Eastern Curlew N. madagascariensis
Slenderbilled Curlew N. tenuirostris

Limosinae (godwits)
Calidrinae (turnstones, sandpipers)
Scolopacinae (snipes)
Tringinae (shanks, phalaropes)

Eurasian

American

?

Madagascar; Linnaeus undoubtedly meant to name 
the species macassarensis (not madagascariensis), 
after the type locality of Macassar on the island of 
Sulawesi in Indonesia. The suschkini race is sometimes 
named Steppe Curlew, inviting confusion with the 
alboaxillaris race (Steppe Whimbrel) of Common 
Whimbrel. The E race (variegatus) of the latter species 
is sometimes called Siberian Whimbrel and the dark
rumped Nearctic race hudsonicus—a good candidate 
for a specieslevel split—is called American Whimbrel 
or Hudsonian Whimbrel.

The genusname Numenius has its roots in the 
Greek noumenios, from neo (new) and mene (moon). 
This is thought to be because the crescent moon 
resembles the curved sickleshaped bill of these birds. 
Likewise the Curlew's specific epithet arquata means 
'arched'. However, the Latin numen means to 'nod with 
the head', and may refer to the headbobbing motion  
of the birds. The Whimbrel's name phaeopus is from 
the Greek phaeos (dark, dusky or grey) and pus (feet).

Classification and Relationships
The world's 8 curlews/whimbrels in the genus Nu-
menius, together with the unique Upland Sand piper 
Bartramia longicauda, form a welldefined subfamily 
within the family Scolopacidae. The members of the 
Numeniinae are set apart from other waders by their 
relatively large size, long and curved bills, powerful 
rippling or bubbling voices, and lack of distinctly 
different juv. or br. plumages. As a group they are most 
closely related to the godwits (Limosinae).

Curlews are the living representatives of an ancient 
wader lineage. A fossil from France, dated from the 
late Eocene (about 35 Ma), was described as Numenius 
gypsorum in 1844, but was subsequently assigned to 
a new rallid genus Montirallus, and later moved to 
the godwit genus Limosa. Another, much younger, 
Mexican curlew from the late Pleistocene was 
described as Palnumenius victima, but is now thought 
to have been a paleosubspecies of the extant Long
billed Curlew Numenius americana.

The yellowlegged, longtailed Upland Sandpiper 
breeds on the temperate inland grasslands of N 
America and migrates to S America; it is a potential 
vagrant to Southern Africa (see description and 
illustration on p. 246). Within the genus Numenius, 3 
clades emerge. The aptly named Little Curlew (p. 246) 
breeds in NE Siberia and winters primarily in Australia, 
where it is found on open grasslands, often in large 
flocks. The closest relative of this species is (was?) 
the mythical Eskimo Curlew (see p. 116). This species 
was once one of the most abundant shorebirds in N 
America, with vast migrating flocks reportedly 'a half 
mile in length and a hundred yards or more in width'. 
Excessive hunting, coupled with climatic changes, 
resulted in rapid and dramatic population crashes, to 
the extent that the species is now feared extinct, with 
no confirmed sightings since the early 1960s. 

The second group includes the bizarre Bristle
thighed Curlew, named after the elongated, pointed, 
shiny bristles that tip some of the feathers about its 

thighs; this is only visible at close quarters. It was 
described in 1789 from a specimen collected on Tahiti 
during Cook's voyages in the 18th century, but the first 
nest was found as recently as 1948. We now know that 
the species breed locally in hilly, dwarfshrub tundra 
terrain in W Alaska and winters on various atolls in the 
tropical central Pacific. As such, it undertakes one of 
the longest nonstop migrations of any wader, rivalling 
that of the Bartailed Godwit (p. 128). Birds migrating 
from Alaska may only make landfall after an exhausting 
6,000 km flight. The nonbr. period is a leisurely 9 
months of island life. Uniquely among waders, many 
birds (perhaps more than 50% of adults), moult most 
of their flight feathers simultaneously, rendering them 
flightless for a few weeks. This seemingly risky strategy 
probably evolved because most of their islands are 
predatorfree, but the introduction of dogs, cats and 
pigs is of concern. The species has a small population, 
estimated at only 7,000 mature individuals.

The taxonomy of the Common Whimbrel is under 
debate. Currently, 7 subspecies are recognised, but 
the validity of some of these is doubtful. A mitochon
drial DNA divergence of 3.6% between whimbrels 
from Siberia (variegatus) and those from America 
(hudsonicus), coupled with differences in plumage and 
morphometrics, has prompted some authorities to 
treat American birds as a distinct species (see p. 119). 
Whether or not you accept this split, Southern African 
birders should be on the lookout for darkrumped 
American Whimbrels.  The recent discovery of 'Steppe 
Whimbrels' (race alboaxillaris) in Maputo, has caused 

115CURLEWS & WHIMBRELS

5_Calidrinae_x4.indd   115 2016/11/06   8:44 PM



Globally, several species of curlews are in dire straits: 
Eurasian Curlew is classified as Near Threatened; 
Bristlethighed Curlew is Vulnerable; Far Eastern Curlew 
is Endangered; Slenderbilled Curlew is Critically 
Endan gered; and Eskimo Curlew is probably Extinct. 
Thus, only 3 of the 8 curlews are not considered to be 
conservation priorities at present. 

Within Southern Africa, the Eurasian Curlew has 
undergone a dramatic decline in the last century or 
so. The species was previously abundant, and was far 
more common than the Common Whimbrel up until 
the 1940s. By the 1950s this had reversed, and today 
Whimbrels outnumber Curlews at least 7:1. The species 
was once common in KZN but is now a regional rarity 
there, while on the opposite side of SA, counts at the 
Berg River suggest a decline of 70 percent. It has all 
but disappeared from several estuaries, such as Knysna 
Lagoon, where flocks of 130+ were once a common 
sight. Swartkops Estuary still supports ±60 birds in 
summer, but the only SA site that now holds significant 
numbers is Langebaan Lagoon where max summer 
counts of 1,370 have been made (average 325). 

This trend is reflected halfway across the world on 
the Palearctic br. grounds, where average declines of 
2634% have occurred in the last 3 generations (15 
years). Multiple threats have probably played a role, 
but loss and degradation of suitable habitat on the br. 
grounds is probably the primary cause. Specific issues 
are afforestation, agricultural intensification, loss of 
eggs and chicks to grassmowing, increased predation, 
hunting, land abandonment, and on the nonbr. and 
staging grounds, land reclamation and development, 
pollution, changes in tidal and river cycles and levels, 
and disturbance. Consequently, the Eurasian Curlew has 
been uplisted from Least Concern to Near Threatened. 
Time will tell whether it will fall from abundance to 
extinction, like the Eskimo Curlew.

Observers who witnessed vast 'clouds' of migrating 
Eskimo Curlews must have thought it impossible that 
a bird so abundant could ever dwindle into extinction. 
The species bred in Arctic tundra of Canada and 
Alaska, before heading to staging areas along NE 
Canada's Labrador Coast, where the birds fattened up 

on molluscs and crowberries (earning them the name 
'doughbird'), to gain fuel for a long oversea flight to 
the Lesser Antilles in the Caribbean. From there they 
headed for the pampas of S America. They followed 
a different route on their return journey, crossing 
into Texas and moving N over the Great Plains. Birds 
were hunted for sport (their corpses often simply left 
on the prairie in piles) or for the pot, with individual 
hunters often shooting hundreds per day and carting 
wagonloads to shops. However, from 1870 the Eskimo 
Curlew's numbers started plummeting, and by the turn 
of the century they were nearly gone. Subsequently, 
sightings of small parties or individuals became less 
and less frequent, and the last confirmed records 
were 34 birds photographed in 1962 in Texas, and a 
specimen from Bermuda shot in 1964. In addition to 
hunting, widespread transformation of prairie habitats 
for agriculture, as well as climatic changes may have 
dealt a severe blow to the species. Occasional claims, 
even as recently as 2012, still keep hope alive for the 
Eskimo Curlew, but if the species is still extant, the 
population must be critically small. 

On the other side of the Atlantic, the Palearctic  
Slenderbilled Curlew has also essentially disappeared, 
but with much less fanfare. While this species was de
scribed as common in the 1800s, it had already become 
rare by the 1900s and by the 2000s the global popula
tion was estimated at <270 mature individuals. Today 
the population is probably <50 birds, and sightings or 
unverified claims are very few and far between. The lo
cation of the species' nesting grounds is still shrouded 
in mystery, but may lie in W Siberia on remote taiga 
bogs. It winters along the Mediterranean (Greece, Italy, 
Turkey) and coasts of NW Africa (Morocco, Algeria) and 
the Middle East (Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman). Staging 
areas may lie in E Europe (e.g. the Danube Delta on 
the Black Sea). Hunting may have once again been a 
key factor in the decline of the Slenderbilled Curlew, 
although habitat loss may also have played a role. It is 
likely that once populations become very sparse, social 
behaviour patterns are interrupted (e.g. most recent 
birds have been in the company of Eurasian Curlews) 
and gene flow becomes restricted. 

Global Conservation of Curlews

renewed and longoverdue interest in this enigmatic 
taxon (p. 118), and there are indications that it may be 
more than 'just a subspecies'.

The next clade is made up of 3 massive, longbilled 
species, of which the Eurasian Curlew is a regular mi
grant to our region. The American Longbilled Curlew 
is wellnamed: bills of  may reach an incredible 22 
cm (about the height of a column of text in this book). 
The Far Eastern (or Eastern/Australian) Curlew is the 
largest member of the Numeniinae, and is a true giant 
among shorebirds. By the time they have deposited 
sufficient premigratory fat reserves, adults weigh an 
impressive 1.21.3 kg. With no confirmed records since 
2001, the plight of the Slenderbilled Curlew looks  
increasingly dire. It is listed as globally Critically En

dangered, with a possible world population of <50 
birds; many believe that it may already be extinct.

Biology
These birds' versatile bills enable them to access a 
great diversity of food in various situations, both on 
soft and hard surfaces, wet or dry habitats and bare 
or vegetated ground. Most prey is located visually, by 
looking for clues such as burrows, casts and bubbles. 
Curlews' diet includes a great variety of aquatic in
vertebrates, while whimbrels are specialist crab
hunters; crabs make up >90% of their diet in tropical 
areas. When probing, prey is extracted and often 
washed before being swallowed, but smaller items 
may be conveyed into the mouth by a combination of 
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mandibular movements (see rhynchokinesis, p. 173) 
and headjerking. Small items may be eaten without 
withdrawing the bill from the mud, but large items 
such as hardshelled molluscs require more effort. 
Mudprawns may be tossed so as to be swallowed head 
first. Also resorts to piracy, esp. if a neighbouring bird 
seems to be expending a lot of energy in obtaining a 
prey item. On the br. grounds the diet is very different, 
being dominated by insects and including much more 
vegetable matter.

There is a very intriguing account in the historical 
literature that might suggest a breeding event in 
Southern Africa. In late Aug 1950, an Eurasian Curlew 
at Swartkops Estuary was heard giving insistent alarm
type calls, until what was assumed to be its chick 
appeared. While being watched by a second curlew, 
the adult led the chick onto a grassy bank where it 
hid from view. The timing of the record, the adult's 
call, and the chick's hiding behaviour all support this 
ostensibly unlikely anecdote, as (the only) evidence 
of a Palearctic wader breeding in Southern Africa. 
Interestingly, a whimbrel collected on Madagascar 
during the nonbr. season had 2 eggs in its oviduct.

Eurasian Curlews (as well as Whimbrels) normally 
breed from MayJul at far northern latitudes. They are 
monogamous, probably over several years. Breeding 
territories and feeding territories may be separate. 
Territorial disputes are settled by posturing with the 
breast down, or the neck stretched forward; may run 
at opponents with wings partly drooped but only 
rarely pecks or strikes with wings. Sometimes pulls at 
grass blades or pecks at inanimate objects. Courtship 
postures are similar, but also include wingraising and 
fluttering. Some are territorial on the nonbr. grounds 
as well; in disputes with congeners (plus gulls etc.) 
often fans and turns tail 90° to the side.

The nest is a partly hidden or exposed depression, 
lined with grass and feathers, on a grass tussock, 
hummock, or among growing crops. At 58 x 41 mm, 
whimbrel eggs are about the same size as chicken 
eggs, while those of curlews (68 x 48 mm) are bigger. 
In both, the eggs are deep reddish buff or olive, 
camouflaged with plentiful dark blotches. Clutch size 
is 4 (25; clutches of 67 are from 2 ) and eggs are laid 
at 12 day intervals. Incubation is shared more or less 
equally by both sexes, for 2729 days. 

The chicks are precocial and selffeeding; they may 
leave the nest within 1 hour but usually return for 
several days. Chicks are tended and brooded by their 
parents for 3240 days. The  may leave the  in charge 
for an additional 3 weeks, instead joining other  to 
migrate only 1020 days after her chicks hatched.

Adults are very vigilant and may fly in to attack 
intruders from 700 m away. Nests and eggs are pro
tected by hunched threat postures, strutting with the 
wings lifted, rushing at intruders, striking with the 
wings, stretching the neck, or flaring the tail. Raptors 
and crows may be mobbed in flight, often with many 
nearby birds joining the mob. There is even an account 
of a captive bird running underneath a Great Bustard 
and ramming its bill at the latter's cloaca (!). 
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Steppe Whimbrel and other races

Differences in key  
feathers of 'Eurasian Whimbrel' N. p. phaeopus   
and 'Steppe Whimbrel' N. p. alboaxillaris 

inner axillaries  
(i.e. long feathers in 
'armpit' at base of 
underwing)

central tail 
feather (T1)

outer tail 
feather (T6)

central tail 
feather (T1)

outer tail 
feather (T6)

uppertail 
covert 

lower 
rump 

feather

variation

typical

as its scientific  
name, alboaxillaris, 
implies, this taxon's 

axillaries are often pure 
white, or with a hardly 

noticeable shaftstreak 
towards the tip

variable, but  usually 
with distinct dark  
bars (spaced closer 
together in rogachevae)

all tail feathers grey
brown, so not much 
contrast with outer tail

outer few pairs of tail 
feathers a greyish white 
background, contrasting 
with dark central tail

The story of the Steppe Whimbrel starts with a dinner 
party. To be precise, the 256th meeting of the British 
Ornithologists' Club at Pagani's Restaurant, London, on 
Wednesday, Apr 13, 1921. The minutes of the meeting 
show that those present included the who'swho of early 
ornithologists: Bannerman, MackworthPraed, Rothschild 
and also the infamous Meinertzhagen. Interest in a 
proposed new taxon was sparked by the latter's strange 
claim that he had found whimbrels breeding on Mauritius. 

In an effort to verify this, Dr Percy Lowe, the curator of 
the bird collections of the British Museum, discovered 4 
distinctive whimbrel specimens which he exhibited at the 
dinner. Three were from Mombasa, Zanzibar and Tanzania, 
respectively, collected in the late 1800s; and the fourth 
was from Inhambane in Mozambique, shot by Claude 
Grant in Sep 1906. The latter was designated as the type 
specimen of a new race, alboaxillaris, and a description 
was published later that year in the club's bulletin. 

Unbeknownst to the dinner patrons, a series of 
specimens of alboaxillaris collected as early as the 1860s 
were already housed in museums of C Asia. But the taxon 
effectively dropped out of ornithological history books 
until the 1940s, when whimbrels from the steppes of 
Kazakhstan and Russia were linked to this form (a far cry 
from Mauritius!). The unofficial name 'Steppe Whimbrel' 
reflects the br. habitat of this race; other races of whimbrel 
breed in the more northerly tundra and taiga of Siberia.

By the 1980s this was already a rare bird, as was the 
sympatric Slenderbilled Curlew (p. 116). Surveys of the 
steppes in the 1980s failed to deliver any records and 
the taxon was declared extinct in 1992. This proved 
premature, as 6 pairs were discovered breeding in the S 
Urals, Russia in 1996. A sighting of 11 birds potentially of 
this race, among 300 other whimbrels on the N shore of 
the Caspian Sea, was made during Slenderbilled Curlew 
surveys in 2010. A 2014 review estimated that the global 
population was <100 birds.

The nonbr. grounds of alboaxillaris are thought to lie 
mainly along the E Coast of Africa, but this is based on 
only a handful of records: 1 from S Tanzania in 1965, an 
unlabelled specimen in the Maputo Museum (probably 
collected in the Maputo area in the 1940s) and 2 birds 
taken at Durban in 1961, now in the collection of the 
Durban Natural Science Museum.

The discovery of 2 Steppe Whimbrels on a beach just 
outside Maputo in Feb 2016 thus caused great excitement. 
A recent record from Richards Bay may also pertain to this 
taxon. Careful field observation, with the aid of digital 
photography, has clarified the field identification of this 
taxon. Pointers are provided here; the best strategy is 
to locate roosting whimbrel flocks at high tide and then 
photograph any large, pale or longwinged birds in flight. 
Some have even suggested that alboaxillaris could be a 
full species; regardless, it is one of the world's rarest wader 
taxa and is definitely worth searching for. 

Keep in mind that the suschkini race of Eurasian Curlew 
(confusingly, sometimes called 'Steppe Curlew') probably 
occurs in Southern Africa too. Such birds could easily be 
confused with alboaxillaris whimbrels, as they also have 
white underwings and blackandwhite tails, sometimes 
show a whimbrellike crown pattern, and are much 
shorterbilled than typical orientalis curlews. 

can be  
entirely white
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axillaries barred; white 
gaps wider than dark bars 

variable; usually some 
flecks, but may look quite 
white at a distance 

rump white, but 
uppertail coverts with 
obvious dark lanceolate 
streaks or chevrons

tail greybrown 
throughout (may 
show some white 
on basal third of 
outer tail feathers)

extensively 
barred flanks 

blend into 
axillaries 

scattered dark 
markings on vent 
and undertail 
coverts

background darker brown 
and with more scalloped 

markings; border of chest
band sometimes lower  

down on breast

'EURASIAN WHIMBREL' 
N. p. phaeopus

compared to 
Steppe, wing a 
touch shorter 
(primaries do not 
project beyond 
tail at rest) 

compared to Steppe, plumage 
overall darker, warmer, browner 

and more 'messy'; a little slimmer, 
less bulky and muscular

Status: common summer 
visitor, mainly Sep-Apr; many 

first-year birds remain year-
round. The 'default' whimbrel  

in Southern Africa

rump and uppertail 
coverts whiter, with 
hardly any dark streaks, 
spots or chevrons

'STEPPE WHIMBREL' 
N. p. alboaxillaris

Status: rare but probably 
overlooked; may arrive earlier 

(Aug onwards) from br. grounds; 
often tamer and more  

aggressive than  
Eurasian;  

E Coast

undertail 
coverts 
unmarked 
white

tail looks pale, 
esp. from below

narrow strip on 
flanks contrasts 
with white belly 
and axillaries

axillaries white

fine, neat streaking (not 
bars/scallops) contrasts 

with whiter background; 
chestband higher up; paler 

greyer face than Eurasian

underwing very white; at  
most some small dusky marks

compared to 
Eurasian, wing 
looks broader and 
longer (primaries 
may project beyond 
tail at rest)

background of outer 
tail feathers white, 
contrasting strongly 
with dark central tail 
feathers

clean 
white

compared to Eurasian, 
paler, greyer, with neater 

streaking; a little bigger 
with more tubby body 

and larger wings

'SIBERIAN WHIMBREL' 
N. p. rogachevae

'ASIAN WHIMBREL'  
N. p. variegatus 

'HUDSONIAN / AMERICAN WHIMBREL'  
N. p. hudsonicus 

Status: a dark specimen from Durban 1961 has been attributed to 
the NE Asian variegatus, but this was before the 2008 description of 
the C Siberian rogachevae, and it is unclear which race occurs here. 
The validity of rogachevae is perhaps debatable. Keep in mind that 
an atypically dark, heavily marked phaeopus can look very similar.

main difference between these 
2 races seems to be the extent 
of the dark markings overlying 
the white rump:

uppertail 
coverts washed 
cinnamon
brown in both 

markings restricted to rump 
but back mostly white

rump/back almost 
entirely mottled (can 

look dark at a distance)

dark bars on axillaries 
broader than white 
spaces between them

underwing heavily 
barred (can look dark 
grey in poor light)

darker and more 
heavily barred than 
typical phaeopus, 
extending further 
onto flanks, but 
much overlap

Status: has not been recorded in Southern Africa before, but it's 
worth keeping an eye open (has been recorded in the W Palearctic); 
some authorities consider it to be a separate species altogether.

easily told from other 
races by lack of any 
white above

bill marginally longer 
than Eurasian races

rump and uppertail 
cinnamonbrown

wing coverts not 
as pale as others', 

contrasting less 
with body at rest

underwing 
and axillaries 
heavily barred; 
background 
darker, browner

stronger  
face markings

cinnamon
brown

no white!

compared to Eurasian  
races, rather a different  
animal: body, wings and  
tail strongly washed rich  
buffy brown, looking  
less grey; dark stripe  
through eye stronger,  
giving it a more masked 
appearance

variegatus

rogachevae

notably smaller  
than Steppe

 note: small suschkini 
race of Curlew also has 

white underwings

contrasting 
black tips whiter inner webs
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• fairly big (about gullsized); appears compact
• bill less than 3x length of head (about as long as  
  your palm; looks 'manageable'
• contrasting face pattern and pale crownstripe
• noisy: rapid, whinnying call given when flushed

Common Whimbrel
Numenius phaeopus (Kleinwulp)
ALT NAME(S): Steppe Whimbrel (N. p. alboaxillaris)

A little known race of this species, 'Steppe Whimbrel', was 
rediscovered in Maputo in 2015; the last Southern African 
record of this taxon was 54 years previously, when 2 
specimens were collected in Durban Bay in 1961 (p. 118).

habitat Mainly intertidal mudflats and sandbanks, 
but almost any coastal waterside habitat: beaches, 
rocky shores, saltmarsh, lagoons, estuaries, mangroves. 
Inland birds usually at dams; rarely on short grass.

status Common Palearctic migrant. Almost globally 
distributed; our birds probably breed mainly in Russia/
Siberia. Migrates overland through Eurasia, then off E 
coast of Africa or down Rift Valley. Arrives here Aug
Oct, and departs Apr. Many juv. birds remain behind 
(winter counts about 25% of summer numbers). Major 
concentrations at Walvis Bay, Langebaan, Knysna 
and Swartkops River Estuary, but most common in 
Mozambique. Total local population estimated at 
15,000. A rare passage migrant inland. Forages singly 
but roosts in flocks, often with other large waders.

identification One of the biggest waders. Note 
longish, dark, decurved bill, plus prominent supercil
ium, dark crown with pale central stripe, and barred 
flanks. Looks more mottled than streaked above. 
— Br: Does not moult into a distinct br. plumage; in 
worn plumage (upon arrival) looks worn, bleached 
and greyish. — Juv: Darker background on crown and 
upperparts; larger, contrasting blotches above. — Var: 
Rare alboaxillaris race ('Steppe Whimbrel') known from 
Mozambique (see p. 118); told by white underwings, 
whiter tail/rump, slightly larger size and paler appear
ance. Siberian race rogachevae also occurs: has bolder 
barring on underwing. Keep American hudsonicus in 
mind: lacks white on the rump altogether (p. 119).

confusion risks Smaller, darker, greyer and 
shorterbilled than orientalis Eurasian Curlew, with a 
banded head pattern. More similar to suschkini race of 
curlew, but smaller with shorter legs and bill. Could be 
confused with Bar-tailed Godwit (p. 130) at a distance. 

behaviour Forages along receding tide, by pecking 
from surface (visual) or shallow probing (tactile). 
Crabs constitute >90% of diet in tropics; waits at crab 
burrows, then rushes to catch prey; breaks off legs 
and claws or crushes entire crab. Also active at night. 
Sometimes wades into deep water. Groups roost on 
sandbars or mangrove roots at high tide. Fairly tame.

biology Diet mainly crustaceans, molluscs and 
polychaete worms; inland, also insects. Br. extralimital.

voice Very vocal. Characteristic call a rapid, rippling, 
whinnying series of 68 whistles at even pitch, easily 
imitated: di'di'di'di'di'di'di or low, rippling trills.

• massive (our biggest wader; ibissized); looks lanky
• bill 34x length of head (about as long as your  
  outstretched hand); looks 'impractical'
• relatively plain plumage, including face/crown
• distinctive cur-lew call

Eurasian Curlew
Numenius arquata (Grootwulp)
ALT NAME(S): (Common) Curlew, Whaup

One of the world's largest waders: some  can weigh 
>1.1 kg when fat reserves for migration have been laid 
down, and can have bills almost 20 cm in length.

habitat Mainly secluded estuaries, where it feeds 
on soft mudflats. A coastal species, but transient mi
grants occur at inland waters, or rarely on short grass.

 status Uncommon, localised Palearctic migrant. 
Our birds thought to breed E of Urals in Russia. Arrives 
from Aug (most inland records also during spring 
passage). Returns N MarApr. Concentrations at Walvis 
Bay, Langebaan Lagoon and Swartkops River Estuary, 
but singles or small groups may be seen at estuaries 
all along the coast. Firstyear birds often remain year
round (winter counts up to 30% of summer numbers). 
Global population recently decreased by 2030% 
due to habitat loss. Previously more abundant than 
Whimbrel, but reverse now true, and total number 
visiting our coasts probably <1,000. Forages alone or 
in loose groups, but roosts communally.

identification Gigantic. Size, shape and very long, 
curved bill rather like a skinny ibis, but plumage 
profusely streaked. Lacks any obvious field marks. 
— Sexes:  slightly larger and longerbilled. — Juv: 
Initially has a shorter bill, and also note heavier 
notching on tertials, often dark (worn) mantle, darker 
crown, buff tones on more thinly streaked breast.  
— Var: suschkini is smaller, paler and shorter-billed, 
and may show a whimbrel-like head pattern.

confusion risks In practice, size can be very 
deceptive and lone birds are often tricky to tell from 
Whimbrel. Curlew is paler and richer in colour, usually 
lacks a pale central crownstripe, and has streaked (not 
barred) flanks, longer legs and white underwings. 

behaviour Wary. Flocks disperse widely to feed 
singly on mudflats. Sinks entire length of bill into soft 
mud, sometimes twisting head and neck into odd 
positions, or picks from surface of mud or water.

biology Can use incredible bill to probe very deeply 
in mud, using sense of touch in nerverich billtip, but 
also picks prey from surface or from under vegetation. 
Eats various aquatic invertebrates: mudprawns, crabs, 
shrimps, amphipods, bivalve molluscs, polychaete 
worms and occasionally small, trapped fish. Inland, 
also eats insects, earthworms, woodlice, spiders and 
occasionally small vertebrates or vegetable matter. 
Breeding extralimital (but an intriguing claim; p. 117).

voice Named after distinctive call: cur-LEW or cur-
LOO or cur-LY or other similar variations (sometimes 
harsh, other times mournful and owlish). Atmospheric 
song is unlikely to be heard here.
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CURLEWS: Massive coastal waders (rare passage migrants inland). Complete overlap in habitat; often 
together. However, gigantic Curlew probes deeply with its longer bill on softer silt e.g. tidal mudflats, 
while smaller Whimbrel also picks from harder surfaces with its shorter bill, e.g. rocky coasts.

Eurasian Curlew
Numenius arquata (Grootwulp)

: L: 4855 cm WS: 8595 cm T: 74(82)88 mm B: 123(136)164 mm
: L: 5259 cm WS: 9399 cm T: 84(89)94 mm B: 138(176)192 mm

[N. a. orientalis; & N. a. susch-
kini?]. Our largest wader (could 
be confused with Hadeda) with 
awkwardly long, evenly curved 
bill. Identifying a lone bird with-
out comparison to Whimbrel 
can be tricky, esp. shorter-billed  

 or juv. but Curlew has longer 
legs and neck, fainter face pat-
tern, paler and warmer tones, 
and streaked 
flanks.

Common Whimbrel
Numenius phaeopus (Kleinwulp)

: L: 3743 cm WS: 7181 cm T: 55(58)61 mm B: 72(78)83 mm
: L: 4146 cm WS: 7385 cm T: 57(61)64 mm B: 80(87)94 mm

[1: N. p. phaeopus; 2: N. p. 
rogachevae; 3: N. p. alboax-
illaris]. Like a small, compact 
Curlew (still a large bird). Bill 
looks more sensible, and tends 
to pick more than probe. Plum-
age darker and browner with a 
more prominent face pattern. 
Legs shorter. Actions quicker. 
Rippling voice distinctive. Com-
mon race phaeopus shown 
(see p. 119 for others).

flight relaxed with 
slow, strong beats; 

could be taken for a 
juv. gull at a distance

flies with head 
retracted and bill 
horizontal; looks 
'hunchbacked' 

underwing 
mostly white 
(contrasting)

AD.  non-br.
(SeptJan)

AD.  br.
(JanSep)

unremarkable 
plumage; a little 
duller in nonbr. 

golden wash  
in br. plumage

faded coverts contrast 
with new br. feathers

20-30% larger 
than Whimbrel; 
looks more leggy, 
long-necked and 
cumbersome

juv. and  have 
shorter bills 

than ad.  

absurdly 
long!

plain 
face

long legs; typically pale  
yellowish grey

round, 
'kind' eye

mostly 
streaks

dwarfs  
other  
waders

can show faint 
crownstripe

Juv.

with 4 Whimbrels  
and a Common Tern

compared to 
Curlew, flight 
lighter, faster, 

more agile, and 
takeoff quicker

white

legs don't extend 
beyond tail

p albo axillaris:
larger, paler 

barred

streaked

AD. fresh
(NovMar)

AD. worn
(AprOct)

barred

cream stripe 
visible from 

certain  
angles

plumage darker, colder 
brown than Curlew; little 

seasonal change

often 
seems to be 

squinting

relatively short legs; 
typically bluegrey

mottled

banded face 
pattern base dark 

purplepink 
(black in br.)

bill obviously  
shorter than in  

Curlew (2-3x head  
length, and barely  

longer than tarsus; in  
Curlew, 3-4x head length and 

about double tarsus length 

hunting 
mangrove 
crabs

JUV.
(AugFeb)

mark

dark

Juv.

roosting  
on beach

NT/NT LC/LC

1

1,2,3
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GODWITS
Family Scolopacidae (2) | Subfamily Limosinae

Genera 1(+1)
Migrants 4

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  1

World 4(+1)
Region 4

Residents 0
Vagrants  2

With only 4 species worldwide, this is the smallest 
of the 5 subfamilies in the Scolopacidae, but by no 
means the least significant. For a start, godwits put 
New Zealand on the map, in more ways than one. 
According to Māori legends, observant Polynesians 
had noticed flocks of longlegged, longnecked birds, 
which they dubbed kuaka, migrating S at the same 
time each year. Deducing correctly that these were 
not seabirds capable of swimming on the ocean, and 
that they thus had to be heading to an undiscovered 
landmass, the brave explorers set out in canoes to 
follow the birds, visually by day, and by their loud 
cries at night. Around 950 AD they became the first 
humans, and indeed the first land mammals, to set 
foot on Aotearoa, or as we know it, New Zealand.

Godwits still play an important role in Māori culture 
and spiritualism, and have inspired many sayings and 
metaphors, such as Ko wai ka kite I te hua o te kuaka 
('who has ever held the egg of the kuaka?') to imply 
something is unobtainable; or Kua kite te kohanga 
kuaka? ('who has seen the nest of the Kuaka?') to 
denote a mystery. But it is not only in New Zealand's 
Māori community that these birds are celebrated. 
In Christchurch the cathedral bells are rung each 
spring to herald the return of the godwits. A Union 
Airways Lockheed dubbed 'Kuaka' was the first plane 
to deliver airmail between Wellington and Auckland, 
and a stylised godwit later became the tailfin logo for 
New Zealand's National Airways Corporation. Several 
books—both natural history titles and novels—have 
been devoted to godwits, and Godwit Press is a New 
Zealand publisher. There is also a Dutch ornithological 
journal by the name of Limosa, the genus of godwits.

Modern tracking technology now allows us to fully 
appreciate the Kuaka's journey for the first time—read 

the amazing story of E7, a  Bartailed Godwit so
named for the number on her tibiotarsal flag, on p. 128. 
E7 was caught outside Auckland and a satellitetag 
surgically implanted to document her migration route 
to and from Alaska. Unlike most migrants, 'Barwits' of 
the Alaskan baueri race do not follow coastlines and 
regularly stop to 'refuel'. Instead, they undertake a 
gruelling, nonstop, 8day flight over the Pacific. With 
her uninterrupted flight of >11,700 km, E7 shattered 
what we thought were the limits of animal endurance, 
and in the process became arguably the most famous 
individual shorebird in the world.

The cosmopolitan distribution of godwits means 
that they are birds shared by many nations. Denmark, 
Mauritania, Senegal, Papua New Guinea and at least 
6 island nations feature Bartailed Godwits on their 
postal stamps. Godwits also have myriad names in 
many different languages (see Origin of Names, p. 125). 

The conservation prospects of both Bartailed and 
Blacktailed Godwits were recently elevated to globally 
Near Threatened, owing to a variety of detrimental 
factors related to habitat deterioration. In particular, 
the loss of approximately 65% of the Yellow Sea's 
tidal flats, a critically important stopover for many 
migrant waders that use the East AsianAustralasian 
Flyway, is of great concern. This potentially global 
environmental disaster is already evident in 59% 
declines in shorebird numbers per year.

Interestingly, Bartailed Godwits seem to have 
colonised Southern Africa relatively recently (see box, 
p. 126) but are now reasonably common at larger 
estuaries and lagoons, esp. along the W Coast and in 
Namibia. Blacktailed Godwit populations undergo 
temporal and spatial fluctuations which are imperfectly 
under stood. The species was first recorded here in 
1911, and is still considered a rarity; however, it is now 
recorded annually at inland wetlands, sometimes even 
in small flocks. The potential occurrence of Hudsonian 
Godwit was predicted in 1986, and the species was 
first recorded the very next year. This transAtlantic 
vagrant remains exceptionally rare, and it is possible 
that most of the earlier records were actually of the 
same returning individual.

ASIAN 
DOWITCHER

BLACKTAILED 
GODWIT

Genus 
Limosa

Genus 
Limnodromus

HUDSONIAN GODWIT BARTAILED GODWIT

see also 
potential 
vagrant 
dowitchers 
p. 250
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Although it is actually related to snipes rather than 
godwits, the Asian Dowitcher is also treated in this 
chapter because of its superficial similarity to a Bar
tailed Godwit. Noone would have predicted the 
occurrence of this rare, localised, coastal, Australasian 
species in South Africa; yet, on 11 Nov 2004, twitching 
history was made when a dowitcher was discovered at 
Leeupan, Benoni. Two other smaller dowitcher species 
from the Americas, the nearidentical Longbilled and 
Shortbilled, are potential vagrants to Southern Africa 
to be on the lookout for (p. 250). [Afrikaans: Griete].

General Characteristics
With the exception of curlews and whimbrels, godwits 
are the largest scolopacid waders, and often tower 
above the rest of the 'wader crowd' (but compare 
Common Greenshank, p. 205 and juv. Blackwinged 
Stilt, p. 55). In alert upright posture, the combination of 
their long necks, very long straight or slightly recurved 
bills and long, slender legs gives them a pleasing 
elegance. In contrast, relaxed birds on the ground with 
retracted necks look much more dumpy (compare Red 
Knot, p. 159, esp. if the long legs are obscured when 

Asian Dowitcher. A quiet species, but may utter raspy squeals  
or bleats in flight (A). Such sounds have a strange quality, likened 
to a distant human voice. Its calls also sound reminiscent of the 
panicked flightcalls of a flushed snipe: compare African Snipe, 
(B), with a similar frequency, duration and 'noisy' sonogram plot.

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

A B

12

Bar-tailed Godwit. Examples of a variety of calls and song fragments. Very noisy on the br. grounds, but otherwise relatively quiet. 
Voice varied, but typically with a piercing, yapping quality, between a stilt and a small lapwing in quality. Calls are mainly variations of a 
quick, nasal disyllabic ki-vik (E), that may be repeated several times in quick succession by excited birds (F, G). May also give a single, abrupt 
kik! (D). Song a long series of persistent ke-WEE, ke-WEE, ke-WEE... notes (H) rather like a jacana, or a deeper ku-wew, ku-wew, ku-wew... (I).

S
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Black-tailed Godwit. Examples of a variety of calls and song fragments. Can be quite noisy, with sharp, piercing calls. Main flightcall 
is a splitsecond, nasal vi'ka'vik  or kip-ip-ip (J) or similar (K), a bit like a Little Grebe. Also gives simple kek or keyek calls, quite similar to Bar
tailed; compare e.g. (L) and (F), and (M) and (D). A longer, drawnout mewing (N) may be combined with an aggressive growl (O) or with 
the fast kip-ip-iptype calls (P). Song, delivered during a high aerial display, includes a long series of excited weeka-weeka-weeka notes (Q). 
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9

3
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K
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wading in deep water). Considering their remarkable 
global migrations, it is not surprising that godwits 
appear perfectly streamlined in flight due to their long 
bills (which are held straight forward), long pointed 
wings and long legs trailing behind the tail. They have 
10 functional primaries (P10 longest) and a tiny 11th 
hidden by the primary coverts, plus 17 secondaries 
incl. 6 tertials. Their tails are relatively short and square 
(difference between longest and shortest tail feathers 
38 mm), with 12 rectrices.

The sexes are similar in nonbr. plumage, but  
 are notably longerbilled (see p. 124) and 90% of 

individuals can be sexed on bill length.  are also 
considerably heavier. The sexes do differ markedly in 
br. plumage, but moulting birds may be hard to assign. 
The moult into the spectacular br. plumage is variable 
in extent. Typically,  start earlier than (from late 
Feb onwards) so that by their departure in MarApr 
some are in nearly full br. plumage. The moult is also 
more extensive in  which replace most of their head 
and neck feathers, much of their mantle, scapulars 
and underparts and occasionally some tertials, inner 
wing coverts or the central tail feathers. Conversely,  

Hudsonian Godwit. Not particularly vocal away from the br. 
grounds and vagrants are usually silent. Calls are higherpitched 
than other godwits' (note longer vertical axis (frequency) of the 
sonogram). Call has a squeaky quality, like a child's toy. Main call a 
stiltlike kweek or double TU-wit or PEE-whid (C). 
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ASIAN  
DOWITCHER  
(all year)

billbase forms an almost 
straight line where it joins 
the skull (lacking the gape 
extension of godwits)

bill separated from streaky 
face and dark lores by 
vertical white band

robust bill used 
for rapid vertical 
'hammering' or 
'stitching' into soft 
mud (often under 
water), like a sewing 
machine

on average, 
bill marginally 
longer in  

billlength similar to Bartailed, but 
looks proportionately longer because 
dowitcher is a smaller bird overall

shape of bill very like a 
snipe's (which is a closer 
relative than godwits)

often looks allblack, 
but may show a hint 
of dull pink or orange

straight and 
evenly thick 
throughout

bulbous

BLACK-TAILED 
GODWIT  
br. 

BLACK-TAILED 
GODWIT  
non-br. 

base of bill 
turns bright 
orangeyellow 
in br. season 
in both sexes

godwits have small, narrow, 
elliptical nostrils that are 
pervious (i.e. you can see 
right through the bill)

deeper (thicker) base than 
other godwits, esp. in 

deep grooves 
in both upper 
and lower 
mandibles 
extend almost 
to billtip

basal half or 2/3 pink 
(typically more extensive 
than in ad. Bartailed)

 Blacktails have longest bills 
of all godwits; up to 122 mm

bill essentially 
straight (only tip  
looks slightly 
upturned)

all species have a 
slightly swollen bill
tip that is somewhat 
flexible on the 
upper mandible 
(see rhynchokinesis 
illustrations, p. 173)

blunt tip; 
dorsoventrally 
compressed and 
slightly spatulate

bill depicted at 
approximately 
actual size

Bills of godwits and Asian Dowitcher, shown at actual size.  have shorter bills than  in all species.  
Br. colouration is shown for  bills, but is the same in ; ditto for non-br. (i.e. both sexes have pink-based bills  
in non-br. season in the 3 godwits). Average length is shown; min/max range is 10-15% shorter/longer.

BAR-TAILED 
GODWIT  
br. 

BAR-TAILED 
GODWIT  
non-br. 

bill can turn almost entirely 
dark at height of br. season; 
black often looks patchy

tip more sharply pointed 
than in Blacktailed

difference in billlength 
between the sexes obvious 
in direct comparison

 has a relatively short 
bill, with a similar shape 
to Greenshank's (p. 205), 
though still 23 cm longer

bill notably upturned, from halfway 
point onwards (much more so than in 
Blacktailed), but variable: straighter in 
shortestbilled 

about the same length as  
Blacktailed, but curves up 
(not straight) 

basal half (or less pink) in 
both sexes for much of 
the year; pink often more 
extensive in juveniles

HUDSONIAN 
GODWIT  
br. 

HUDSONIAN 
GODWIT  
non-br. 

all godwits (and many other 
waders) have a slight 'overbite', 
with thicker, flattened upper 
mandible projecting further 
than the thin lower mandible

turns bright orange or 
reddish in br. season

often dark ridge 
along top of culmen

dimensions similar 
to Bartailed

bill colouration essentially 
as nonbr. Bartailed slightly upturned

experiments have 
shown that a curved 
bill (whether the curve 
is up or down) is a 
more efficient tool for 
probing and fiddling in 
invertebrate burrows 
than a straight bill
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may acquire only a few scattered br. feathers, and are 
much duller in comparison (see vignette illustrations 
on plates). The postbr. moult may start on the br. 
grounds (even as early as May), but mainly occurs in 
traditional moulting areas from late Jun, or may be 
delayed or halted until arrival on the nonbr. grounds. 
Body moult is typically completed by Oct/Nov and 
adults arriving here are largely in nonbr. plumage. 
Interestingly, there are accounts of Blacktailed God
wits in New Zealand that exhibit reversed moult 
cycles, and show br. plumage in the austral summer.

Juveniles may arrive in Southern Africa in nearly 
full juv. plumage. They are distinguishable from 
adults by the patterns of their scapulars, tertials and 
coverts (notched not fringed in Bartailed, and with 
characteristic dark 'tortoiseshell' patterns or anchors 
in Blacktailed and Hudsonian). In addition, their bills 
may be slightly shorter and only reach adult length by 
SepOct. Their toes and tarsi are adultlength by the 
time they fledge. After their AugNov partial post
br. moult, they resemble nonbr. adults but can be 
recognised by worn, retained juv. wing coverts.

Origin of Names
The origins of the English name 'Godwit' are obscure. 
The name first appears in the literature in the early 
1400s, and is usually taken to be onomatopoeic, 
perhaps referring to the disyllabic calls of Bartailed 
Godwits, which could easily be rendered as 'godwit' 
(but nearly any other twosyllable word for that 
matter). Perhaps more likely, the name comes from 
the Old English 'god wihte' which translates to 'good 
creature'. Of all the commendable features of godwits, 
this most likely refers to their taste! Godwits, esp. 
when fattened up before migration periods, were 
deemed one of the tastiest shorebirds, with a value 
'worth thrice as much as a snipe'. 

The names Bartailed and Blacktailed point out 
a useful diagnostic feature between these 2 species. 
The name 'Blacktailed' specifically refers to the Asian 
race melanuroides (previously melanura), which is 
sometimes considered to be a different species from 
the nominate. The Hudsonian Godwit is named after 
its br. grounds around Hudson Bay in N America 
(an invalid alternative scientific name is Limosa 
hudsonica). The type locality given by Linnaeus in 
1758 was 'America Septentrionalis', a name featured 
on historical maps, meaning 'of the north'; the type 
locality is now accepted as Hudson Bay, Canada. There 
is also a subspecies of whimbrel named after Hudson 
Bay, N. p. hudsonicus; this taxon is sometimes treated 
as a full species under the name Hudsonian Whimbrel.

Birders often affectionately refer to godwits by 
contractions: 'Barwit', 'Blackwit' and 'Hudwit', but the 
birds also have many descriptive antiquated names. 
Some such folk names refer to their calls, including 
Whelp, Yarwhelp, Yardkeep, Shrieker and Barker, while 
others reference colours or markings: Redbreasted 
Godwit, SpotRump, Whiterump, Barredrumped 
Godwit etc. The name 'marlin' (as in Ringtailed Marlin, 
applied to Hudsonian Godwit) draws a comparison 

Left foot of Black-tailed Godwit. As in many other 
long-necked, long-billed birds (such as herons; plus 
nightjars) the long middle claw has a comb-like edge 
that is probably used in feather maintenance. This is 
lacking in Bar-tailed, which has short, curved claws.

thin, 
drooping 
hindtoe; 
33%

outer toe 
81%

inner toe 80% of 
length of middle toe

godwits have tiny  webs 
between the bases and 

along  the sides of their toes; 
compare 'semipalmated' 

Asian Dowitcher

claw of middle toe notably 
long and straight; closeup, 

inner edge pectinate  
(comblike)

all adult godwits have dark legs 
yearround, but often slightly paler, 
yellowish grey in juveniles

long, slender legs: 63(73)86 mm or 80% 
of bill length in ; 71(81)91 mm or 75% 
of bill length in 

3545 mm of lower tarsus bare  
(2030 mm in shorterlegged Bartailed)

[legs shorter in Bartailed: 48(52)57 mm 
or 65% of bill length in ; 51(56)59 mm 
or 56% of bill length in ]

juvenile's tarsus and toes as long as adult's 
by the time it fledges, but bill takes about 

3 months to reach full length

between the long straight bills of godwits, and the 
spikenosed fish of the same name. The meaning of 
the name Straightbilled Curlew is clear, but the names 
Brantbird and Goosebird are a little more farfetched. 
The name Jadreka Snipe is from the Icelandic name of 
the Blacktailed Godwit, Jadrakan. It is not clear where 
the Afrikaans name Griet comes from; however, it is 
not derived from the Dutch name, Rosse.

The generic name Limosa is from the Latin limus or 
limosus, meaning muddy or slimy, and is a reference 
to the birds' habitat. In terms of specific epithets, 
Blacktailed is the same as the genus (thus literally 
translated as a somewhat insulting 'muddy, muddy 
bird'). Bartailed's name lapponica refers to Lapland 
in Scandinavia. However, the race that visits Southern 
Africa is L. l. taymyrensis, the holotype of which was 
collected at Lake Taymyr in far northern Russia. The 
specific name of Hudsonian Godwit, haemastica, is 
from the Greek haima (blood) or haimatikos (bloody), 
and is a perhaps slightly dramatic description of the 
reddish br. plumage.

The Asian Dowitcher (or Asiatic/Oriental Dowitcher) 
is in the genus Limnodromus, derived from the Greek 
limne (a marsh or lake) and dromos (a race or race 
course; as in Dromas (a runner), the genus of the Crab
plover (p. 220). Its specific name semipalmatus refers 
to its partially webbed feet: Latin semi (half ) and palma 
(palm); it is sometimes called Semipalmated Snipe. 
The word 'dowitcher' is believed to be a rendition of 

leg  
oval in 
cross
section
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the Native American Iroquoian language name for the 
2 American dowitcher species (p. 250). In plumage the 
Asian Dowitcher resembles a Bartailed Godwit, while 
its long bill is evidence of its affinities to snipes; from 
there the Afrikaans name 'Snipgriet' (snipegodwit). 
This is mirrored in the alternative names Snipebilled 
Dowitcher and Snipebilled Godwit.

Classification and Relationships
The position of the godwit branch of the Scolopacidae 
family tree has been the subject of some debate. In 
this guide they are treated as a subfamily, Limosinae, 
which is the least speciesrich of the 5 subfamilies that 
make up the Scolopacidae family. Early classifications 
deemed godwits to be close kin of the curlews and 
whimbrels, and they have in the past been lumped 
in a single tribe, Numeniini. An alternative argument 
proposed them to be closest to the Terek Sandpiper 
(p. 200), which also has an upturned bill like some 
godwits. Based on their skeletal similarities, they 
may be relatives of the snipes and woodcocks; or 
they may form a clade with the dowitchers. Modern 
phylogenetic analysis suggests the godwits form an 
ancient basal clade, sister to the remainder of the 
scolopacid waders, except for the curlews (as in the 
diagram, right). 

There are only 4 species of godwits in the world, 
and 3 of these have been recorded in Southern Africa. 

Although the Bar-tailed Godwit is not considered 
abundant in Southern Africa, it is reasonably common 
at large estuaries and coastal lagoons along our 
coasts, with a possible population of around 10,000
12,000 birds in the austral summer. In addition, many 
immatures do not return to the br. grounds and remain 
in Southern Africa for 1 or 2 boreal summers.  However, 
historical records suggest that the species has only 
colonised Southern Africa in the last century or so. 

The first records were from Durban in 1912 and 
Walvis Bay in 1918. In 1939, birders in the W Cape were 
amazed at an 'irruption' of Barwits, including 75 at 
Langebaan Lagoon (p. 25); the population at the latter 
site increased to 160 by the 1960s, 500 by the 1970s, 
and >1,000 in the 1980s. In recent years, numbers 
in this area have shown concerning declines, as in 
many other waders. The Namibian population was 
estimated at 2,200 in the 1990s, primarily at Walvis 
Bay and Sandwich Harbour. Before the mid1990s 
there were no published records of its occurrence in 
Mozambique, but postwar explorations have shown 
that that country supports significant numbers, with 
an incredible 3,6005,500 on the Bazaruto Archipelago 
alone, and a national figure of >7,000. Similar increases 
were noted in Australia during the 1980s. Blacktailed 
Godwit populations in C and E Africa also increased 
considerably during the same period.

Numbers are also influenced by approximately 
3year cyles of lemming abundance on the birds' br. 
grounds: in years when these rodents abound, Arctic 
Fox populations also rise, but when lemming numbers 
crash the foxes prey on wader eggs and young.

Our immigrants arrive via at least 4 migration 
routes. The E African Rift Valley is a major migration 
corridor, but there are only scattered inland records 
between there and our subregion. It is possible that 
some birds cut across the interior of SC Africa to 
reach the W Coast by OctDec. Arrival in the E Cape 
is a month later, suggesting that these birds follow 
a longer route along the E Coast (passage in coastal 
E Africa occurs AugSep). Birds colourringed in the 
Netherlands have been seen in Namibia, suggesting 
that there is movement down along the W African 
coast, with staging in Mauritania and Senegal. Other 
birds may cross the C Mediterranean and Sahara to 
reach the Gulf of Guinea before continuing S. 

It is unclear which of the 5 proposed races (see 
map, p. 129) visit Southern Africa, and in what propor
tion. Each population employs a different migration 
strategy, and, as noted above, the distribution of 
this and other godwit species appears to be rather 
dynamic. It is likely that West Coast birds are of the 
nominate lapponica race (which breeds from N 
Fennoscandia to W Russia), while those along the E 
Coast are primarily the C Siberian taymyrensis. These 
races are sometimes lumped, but the latter differs 
in being smaller with darker axillaries and uppertail 
coverts, forming part of an eastwest gradation in 
these characters across the Palearctic br. grounds, 
paralleled by the Common Whimbrel (p. 119). It has 
been suggested, based on the large populations in 
Mozambique, that the race menzbieri may also reach 
us, but the principal nonbr. grounds of that taxon lie 
in SE Asia and NW Australia.

The exception is the massive 44 cm Marbled Godwit 
L. fedoa, which breeds in prairie wetlands in C Canada 
to S Dakota, and undergoes a short migration to 
both the Pacific and Atlantic coasts of the USA, plus 
Mexico and C America. This species is highly unlikely 
to ever reach Africa. Unlike other godwits, Marbled 
lacks a different br. plumage; juveniles and adults are 
a similar buffbrown with profuse barring yearround. 
In this respect, the species is closer to the whimbrels 
and curlews (subfamily Numeniinae) which also lack 
pronounced seasonal and agerelated variation. 

Bartailed and Blacktailed Godwits also have a 
number of subspecies. The limits and validity of some 
of these proposed taxa are debatable: some forms 
may just represent extremes of a longitudinal cline in 
bill length, size and colouration that extends across 
the Palearctic. Subspecific speciation was probably 
influenced by isolation during glaciation events 
and colonisation by founder populations during the 
Pleistocene and Holocene. The Alaskan baueri race 
of Bartailed is sometimes treated as a full species, 
based its heavily marked (not white) rump and 
heavily barred underwings; it differs markedly from 
the Eurasian lapponica/taymyrensis group, but the 
Siberian menzbieri is intermediate. The small Eastern or 
Asian Blacktailed Godwit L. l. melanuroides has been 
elevated to a full species by some authors, but genetic 
markers suggest it is best retained as a subspecies.
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Classification of the world's godwits in the subfamily 
Limosinae, within the family Scolopacidae. The Asian 
Dowitcher (subfamily Scolopacinae) is actually more 
closely related to snipes than godwits, but is treated 
in this chapter because of its similarity to Bar-tailed 
Godwit. Taxa in bold occur in Southern Africa. 

Numeniinae (curlews)
Limosinae (godwits)

Marbled Godwit L. fedoa
L. f. fedoa
L. f. beringiae

Bar-tailed Godwit L. lapponica
L. l. lapponica
L. l. taymyrensis
L. l. menzbieri (?)
L. l. baueri
L. l. anadyrensis

Hudsonian Godwit L. haemastica
Black-tailed Godwit L. limosa

L. l. islandica
L. l. limosa (Western)
L. l. melanuroides (Eastern)

Calidrinae (turnstones, sandpipers)
Scolopacinae

Tribe Limnodromini
Asian Dowitcher L. semipalmatus
Shortbilled Dowitcher L. griseus 
Longbilled Dowitcher L. scolopaceus

Tribe Scolopacini (snipes, woodcocks)
Tringinae (shanks, phalaropes)

In addition to the 4 extant species, 23 extinct taxa are 
also know from the fossil record. Limosa vanrossemi is 
known from a partial skeleton unearthed at Lompoc 
Quarry in California, and lived in the Late Miocene 711 
Ma. Limosa lacrimosa is known from early Pliocene 
deposits in W Mongolia. And the controversial Limosa 
gypsorum (see p. 115) was found in late Eocene (about 
35 Ma) deposits in France.

Despite its similarity to the Bartailed Godwit, the 
Asian Dowitcher (genus Limnodromus) is part of a trio 
of birds sister to the snipes and woodcocks (p. 175). 
This relationship is obvious when appraising their 
very similar, straight (not recurved) and evenly thick 
(not tapered) bills, and similar feeding actions with 
powerful vertical probing. Like snipes, dowitchers' 
eyes are set high up and far back in their skulls, with 
a broad, downwardangled dark band between the 
eye and bill. Dowitchers further differ from godwits 
in their short primary projection which gives them 
a truncated rearend that often appears upturned, 
plus their partially webbed feet. The 2 American 
dowitchers (p. 250) are closely related, and were, 
in fact, formerly considered conspecific. The Asian 
species is more distantly related and was previously 
placed in the monospecific genus Pseudoscolopax 
('pseudowoodcock').

Biology
Like most waders, godwits are omnivorous. Marine or 
freshwater invertebrates form a major part of the diet 
but plant material (incl. cultivated rice) is also ingested 
in large quantities (e.g. apparently the entire diet in 
the Senegal River Delta area). At times, migratory birds 
'carboload' on plant tubers. Undigested seeds, as well 
as pieces of grit, help grind up food in the gizzard. In 
Southern Africa, godwits feed on insects and their lar
vae, annelid worms, polychaetes, small crustaceans, 
bivalve molluscs and occasionally small fish. In fresh
water environments, also tadpoles or frog spawn.

Blacktailed Godwits feed in a less frantic style 
than Bartailed, and typically in deeper water thanks 
to their longer legs. Likewise,  Bartails often feed in 
deeper water than , often submerging their entire 
heads; handling food underwater also reduces the risk 
of kleptoparasitism by gulls. Foraging also occurs on 
exposed mud, and occasionally prey may be pecked 
from the surface of vegetation. While godwits do 
sometimes plunge their entire bills into the mud to the 
hilt, most probes are shallow and exploratory. Rather 
comically, Blacktailed Godwits sometimes stick their 
bills down an invertebrate burrow and then walk 
sideways in a circle to extract the prey. 'Nibbling' with 
the billtip at the mud's surface may help expose prey, 
as does foottrembling, or stamping the mud with 1 
foot. Prey may be washed before being swallowed.

During initial territory establishment and pair
bonding,  godwits perform a series of spectacular 
ceremonial displayflights on the br. grounds, ac
companied by specific vocalisations (see sonograms,  
p. 123). Dramatic aerial displays include repeated tum
bling, wingquivering, 'limping' flight as if wounded, 

and impressive nosedives with corkscrews and much 
windnoise. The species is very aggressive, adopt
ing a wide range of contextspecific postures during 
disputes (e.g. crouching, leaning forward, ruffling the 
plumage, depressing the tail). In actual fights oppo
nents try to get above each other by fluttering  and 
striking with the legs, or fencing with their bills. If fam
ily parties meet, adults may violently attack the chicks 
of the other pair. Potential predators, incl. raptors, her
ons and crows (but even just passing swallows) may 
incite aerial chases, during which the godwit swoops 
down at its target's tail. Nearby birds often join in the 
fray to form intimidating mobs.

Godwits are monogamous, but often breed colo
nially. The nest is a shallow scrape lined with a thick 
mat of plant material, in among short vegetation. The 
nest scrape is formed by the  which pushes down with 
his breast while kicking backwards. Once incubation 
starts (shared by both sexes), the parent is reluctant 
to leave the nest, and pulls nearby grass blades over 
itself for added concealment. The eggs are greenish  
olive to brown, with darker blotches. Typical clutch 
size is 34; replacement clutches are laid after as little 
as 5 days if the eggs are lost. The incubation period is 
2021 days in Bartailed and 2224 days in Blacktailed. 
Chicks are precocial and selffeeding upon hatching 
but are brooded (for 1020 minutes, depending on the 
weather) by both parents. Chicks may be led from the 
nest within a day, and can cover considerable distanc
es on foot. They fledge after 2530 days.
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In Jun 2006 a multinational team of scientists captured 
7 Bartailed Godwits on their Alaskan br. grounds. 
Solarpowered satellitetransmitter backpacks were 
attached to the  while batterypowered transmitters 
were surgically implanted in the body cavities of the 
heavier . In Feb 2007 the same process was repeated 
on 16 godwits on the New Zealand nonbr. grounds. 

The results were astounding, and changed the way 
we think about global bird migrations profoundly. 
Some transmitters malfunctioned; others ran out of 
battery life. But that of one , nicknamed 'E7' for the 
number on her tibiaflag, exceeded expectations. On 
17 Mar 2007, E7 flew directly from New Zealand to the 
Yellow Sea between China and Korea, setting a record 
for the longest nonstop migration of any bird: 11,026 
km in 7 days. After making landfall on the rich (but 

beleaguered) tidal flats around the Yellow Sea on 24 
Mar 2007, E7 rested and 'refueled' for 56 weeks before 
setting off on the second leg of her journey on 1 May. 
This time she flew just over 7,000 km in 5 days, all the 
way to her Alaskan br. grounds. 

Both E7's physiological and implanted batteries 
were still going strong, and on 30 Aug she departed 
from Cape Avinof in Alaska to break her own record 
on her southbound journey to the nonbr. grounds. 
After a nonstop flight of >8 days, covering 11,760 km 
of open ocean, she finally descended to New Zealand 
on 7 Sep. Her annual roundtrip was thus in the order 
of 29,000 km. Ringing has shown that the longevity 
of godwits is >31 years: in her lifetime E7 could thus 
theoretically commute some 900,000 kilometres—
more than the distance to the Moon and back.

E7: champion of the Pacific

The transoceanic migration of the baueri race of Bar-
tailed Godwits between Alaska and New Zealand was 
already known to early Polynesians a millennium ago. 
But it is only now, with the aid of modern tracking 
technology, that we are realising how incredible 
this extreme feat of endurance really is. And while a 
legendary  Bartailed Godwit named E7 holds the 
record for the longestknown migration of any animal, 
she is by no means extraordinary. Indeed, multiday 
transoceanic migration is the norm for many waders; 
see e.g. the migration of the Pacific Golden Plover  
(p. 57) and Bristle-thighed Curlew. After the breeding 
cycle is completed adult Bar-tailed Godwits (followed 
by juveniles a few days later) move to the incredibly 
rich feeding grounds of the YukonKukokwim Delta 
in Aug. Here they eat gluttonously to increase their 
fatlevels, more than doubling their body weight. Fat 
is twice as efficient a fuel source as carbohydrates or 
proteins for migrating birds, but is rapidly burned 
in continuous flapping flight. During the Bartailed 
Godwit's epic oceanic crossing its metabolic rate 
is 89x its basal rate—and this is maintained for 8 
days or more. Indeed, nonessential organs such 
as the kidneys, liver, gizzard and intestines shrink 
considerably in migration periods, which reduces 
weight and allows more space for fat deposition. 
Despite the bird's obesity at the start of the journey, 
by the time it finally touches down a week later it will 
be extremely emaciated.

Once the bird is airborne, helped along with 
an initial boost from tailwinds following pressure 
systems moving towards Alaska from the Aleutian 
Islands, the best strategy is just to keep flapping for 
as long as possible. To maximise flight efficiency they 
fly in Vformation to reduce drag, and are extremely 
streamlined and aerodynamic in build. As their weight 
decreases during the flight, so does their muscle mass. 
Godwits probably migrate at altitudes of 2,0005,000 
m, and descending to groundlevel to rest or eat, 

and then ascending to cruising altitude again would 
be energetically inefficient. In any case, the bird's 
metabolic and digestive systems are reduced  during 
the oceanic crossing. In addition to rest, food and 
water, sleep is another element that godwits sacrifice, 
although it is likely that they practice unihemispheric 
sleep while flying (in which half of the brain is awake 
while the other is asleep).

A big advantage of a direct oceanic crossing is 
the lack of predators and pathogens. It is likely that 
the birds' immune systems are suppressed during 
the journey, partly through exhaustion and partly 
to reallocate the metabolic resources required to 
maintain immunity into flight costs. If the bird were to 
land at staging sites to refuel, it would potentially be 
exposed to novel pathogens and parasites from the 
environment and other migratory birds. Research on 
migratory birds is particularly relevant in regards to 
the spread of diseases such as avian influenza.

The question of how the birds navigate has intrigued 
the minds of laymen and academics alike for centuries. 
This question is especially relevant to godwits with 
oceanic migrations (that lack landmarks), across 
equatorial regions (where navigation by an internal 
magnetic compass is not possible). It does appear 
that the birds are acutely aware of their location, and 
also of the amount of 'fuel remaining in their tanks'. 
If they encounter storms or excessive headwinds near 
the end of their journey, they may make the decision 
to deviate from their original course and head for a 
closer island instead (see 90° westerly turn towards 
New Caledonia/Papua New Guinea on map). 

The planet's wind systems play an important role in 
the life of a godwit. Indeed, the entire migration strat
egy is planned around the relative predictability of 
oceanic winds, in order to exploit beneficial tailwinds 
and air circulation systems, while avoiding headwinds 
and storms. Only time will tell how godwits adapt to 
changes in wind systems brought about by global 

Trans-Oceanic Migration in Godwits
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climate change, especially in conjunction with the loss 
or degradation of the few critical staging sites along 
their migration routes. 

Other races of the Bartailed Godwit, including 
taymyrensis which spends the nonbr. season in 
Southern Africa, are apparently overland or coastal 
migrants. The same applies to Black-tailed Godwits, 
for which the crossing of the Sahara might be 
the single biggest migratory obstacle. In some 
populations of 'Blackwits', the sexes follow different 
migration pathways; even where they cooccur on the 
nonbr. grounds, they remain segregated in spatial 
distribution, microhabitat and diet, probably to avoid 
intraspecific competition.

Recently, tracking studies have also shed light on 
the migration paths of Hudsonian Godwits. After 
breeding around the Mackenzie Delta in extreme NW 
Canada in MayJun 2013, a tagged  flew SE for 2,460 
km in just over 2 days to the S coast of Hudson Bay, in 

Manitoba, Canada, where he staged for 2 weeks before 
continuing. A  covered the same initial distance 
in about 3 days but then staged for 3 months. Both 
eventually headed out over the Atlantic, first flying 
SE before turning back to the SW to reach S America, 
completing this nonstop leg of >6,200 km in 5 days in 
the case of the  bird. The final destination is mainly 
the Tierra del Fuego region in S America. In fact, a large 
proportion of the entire world population, estimated 
at 50,000, winters at only 2 sites: 1 in Chile and 1 in 
Argentina. This makes the species very vulnerable 
to catastrophes and disease outbreaks. The return 
journey is through the interior of  N America.

The few Hudsonian Godwits that have ended up 
in SA, may have been blown to the W Palearctic by 
strong  westerlies over the N Atlantic, and then made 
their way S into Africa with other species. On the other 
hand, perhaps they flew directly: crossing an entire 
ocean is clearly a piece of cake for a godwit!

The Bar-tailed Godwit, and  
specifically a satellite-tagged   
named 'E7' holds the record for the  
longest nonstop migration of any  
animal. Br. range indicated in RED;  
non-br. range shown in BLUE.

birds that 'winter' in Southern Africa thought to 
be of the Fennoscandian race lapponica and the 
race taymyrensis, which breeds between Yamal 
Peninsula and Anabar River Delta, Russia

Scandinavian birds first follow Wadden 
Sea coast W, then S through Iberia to West 
Africa, while others enter Africa via the 
Red Sea and migrate overland to W Africa; 
our birds migrate S along Africa's E Coast 
and the Rift Valley, then cut across to 
Namibia/W Coast or continue on a longer 
coastal route through the E Cape 
(see also box, p. 126)

Yellow Sea between China and 
Korea is a critical stopover 
site on the way N back to br. 
grounds, and not only for 
godwits but for >5 million 
waders using the East Asian
Australasian Flyway

breeds close to Arctic Ocean 
coastline from Scandinavia 
through Siberia to W Alaska

1
2

3

5
4

1

2

3

5

4

L. l. lapponica breeds from Fennoscandia to W Yamal, Russia; nonbr. range along N Sea, W Iberia, NW Africa (to W South Africa?)
L. l. taymyrensis breeds from Yamal Peninsula to Anabar River; nonbr. range S Africa, E Africa, Persian Gulf, W india
L. l. menzbieri breeds from Lena River Delta to Chaunskaya Bay, Russia; nonbr. range SE Asia to NW Australia
L. l. anadyrensis breeds E Russia, principally on Anadyr lowlands; nonbr. range Australia and possibly New Zealand
L. l. baueri breeds mainly in NW Alaska; an oceanic migrant to Australia, New Zealand and some island groups in the Pacific

USA

Canada

Siberia

Australia

Bering Sea

Pacific 
Ocean

Chukchi 
Sea

Alaska

New Zealand

after crossing 3,6004,200 km 
of open ocean, godwits fly over 
Hawaii on third day out from 
Alaska, but do not land

almost entire population of baueri (>100,000) 
gathers at YukonKuskokwim Delta from Jul/

Aug to Sep (adults before juveniles), to fatten 
up on bivalves and polychaetes

E7 departed on 
29 Aug 2007 

on 7 Sep, E7 made landfall at Piako 
River, Firth of Thames, N Island, New 
Zealand, about 13 km from where  
she was caught 7 months earlier to 
surgically implant a satellite 
transmitter in her body  
cavity

times departure with 
favourable winds following 
storms from the Aleutians,  

to reach speeds of  
>130 km/h

flies at an altitude of >3 km and 
average speed of 56 km/h

E7 flew nonstop for >8 days, 
covering 11,760 km

returning to the br. grounds 
in Mar, E7 flew 11,026 km in 
7 days to reach the Yellow 
Sea; after replenishing her fat 
reserves for 56 weeks, she 
continued for 7,000 km to 
Alaska to arrive in May/Jun

birds have to negotiate  
5 different wind systems  
on their journey
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STREAKED GODWITS: Asian Dowitcher resembles a small godwit, but actually related to 2 American 
species (p. 250). Only 1 record to date, at a Highveld pan. Bartailed Godwit is a common summer visitor 
(young birds stay yearround) to coastal estuaries and lagoons with soft mud for probing. Rare inland.

Asian Dowitcher
Limnodromus semipalmatus (Asiatiese Snipgriet)
L: 3436 cm WS: 5458 cm T: 4654 mm B: 7588 mm

[Monotypic]. Probability of 
further records is low; but most 
likely at coastal estuaries with 
Bar-tailed Godwits. Will draw 
attention by 20-40% smaller 
size and more rapid 'stitching' 
feeding action. Pay attention 
to snipe-like bill: mainly black, 
straight, evenly thick, with a 
blunt bulbous tip. Plumage 
similar to Bar-tailed, but darker 
band between 
eye and bill.

Bar-tailed Godwit
Limosa lapponica (Bandstertgriet)
L: 3341 cm WS: 6371 cm T: 48(54)59 mm B: 72(90)107 mm

[1: L. l. lapponica; 2: L. l. tay-
myrensis]. Actually unique in 
shape: large (in the size-class of 
Whimbrel and Grey Plover) with 
a chubby body, small head and 
relatively short neck and legs. 
Bill long, pointed and subtly but 
clearly upturned, usually with a 
pink basal half. Plumage looks 
pale greyish from a distance: 
close-up, clearly streaked above. 
Lacks prominent 
features in 
flight.

streaked

prominent 
supercilium

AD. non-br. 
(SepMar)

AD. br. 
(AprSep)

JUV.
(AugNov)

notches

half or 
less pink

bill becomes 
almost entirely 
black when br.

unbarred, dark  
rufous; compare much 

smaller Red Knot and 
Curlew Sandpiper 

tail barred 
(can be hard 
to see at rest)

legs quite short  
(especially tibia)

bill medium to  
long and clearly 

upturned (longer in  
; see p. 124 for bill 

length comparisons) 

barred tail

flight fast and acrobatic, 
more like small waders; 

often in flocks

lightly 
barred

no wingbar

white triangle

only toe tips

Red Knot

Whimbrel

br. 

(alert)

(relaxed)

moulting 

bill longer

buff
partially webbed toes  

(as scientific name 
implies)

neat rufous 
edges

'cockedtail' 
appearance

actually related to 
snipes: shares e.g. 

odd high placement 
of eye, bill shape and  
rapid vertical 'sewing 

machine' feeding 
action

mainly black, 
yearround

distinctive bill: straight 
and evenly thick, with 

slightly bulbous tip

broad mask between 
eye and bill, broken by 

white vertical bar
neat white fringes; 
looks 'greyscale' 
from afar

short 'stern': tail about 
equal with wings; hardly 
any primary projection

barred

as Bartailed Godwit; 
moulting birds and  

show a mess of orange 
and white bars AD. br. 

(AprSep)

AD. non-br.
(SepMar)

secondaries 
may look white

no wingbar

entire foot

barred tail/rump

mainly 
white

JUV.
(AugNov)

typically holds bill 
down about 30° as if 

resting on breast

compare  
Reeve

V***
NT/LCNT/LC

1
2
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PLAIN GODWITS: Uncommon to rare Black-tailed mainly seen on inland pans, dams, marshes etc. with 
soft muddy beds; occasionally also coastal lagoons, estuaries or mudflats. Hudsonian is a rare trans-
Atlantic vagrant: <10 records from estuaries on S and W coasts, mostly in late summer with Bar-tailed. 

Black-tailed Godwit
Limosa limosa (Swartstertgriet)
L: 40-44 cm WS: 63-74 cm T: 63-(77)-91 mm B: 81-(100)-122 mm

[L. l. limosa]. Like a tall, slender 
supermodel with an unequaled 
elegance thanks to its long 
legs, marlin-spike bill, graceful 
neck and upright posture. At 
rest looks uniform soft grey-
brown, lacking any streaking, 
but in flight reveals striking and 
unexpectedly pied pattern. In 
br. plumage, appearance aug-
mented by rich 
orange tones.

Hudsonian Godwit
Limosa haemastica (Hudsonbaaigriet)
L: 37-42 cm WS: 62-71 cm T: 47-(55)-60 mm B: 67-(82)-93 mm

[Monotypic]. Size and shape 
more like Bar-tailed, and easily 
blends into flocks of the latter 
but plainer in non-br. plu mage 
(thus more like Black-tailed). 
Easily picked out in flocks flying 
overhead thanks to the obvious 
black under wing; or wait for a 
resting bird to stretch its wings 
to confirm.

JUV.
(Aug-Nov)

AD. br. 
(Apr-Sep)

AD. non-br.  
(Oct-Mar)

diagnostic 
black under-

wingblack broader 
than white

shorter 
wing-bar

unmarked

br. ad. 
stretching

juv. (greyer variant)

face stained

moulting to imm.

Bar-tailed

br. 

paler; barred 
(moulting   
look similar)

dark red, to belly

variable barring

longer bill 
than 

streaky neck

base 
reddish 

when br.

black

medium

limited pink

bill medium-
length; slightly 

upturned

looks 
'white-
faced'

underwing 
'gleaming' 

white

black 
leading 

edge

white broader 
than black

striking  
wing-bar

foot + leg trail 
behind tail

pied!

imm.

unmarked

black

JUV.
(Aug-Nov)

AD. non-br.  
(Oct-Mar)

base becomes 
yellow-orange 

when br.

very long and 
nearly straight; 

noticeably longer 
in : up to 12 cm!

br. 

AD. br. 
(Apr-Sep)

orange does not 
extend far down 
(white 'stern')

 variable barring

orange neck

short long

long

more than 
half pink

anchors

V* V**
LC/LCNT/LC
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• underwing barred (whiter in W nominate birds)
• tail barred; not mainly black
• in flight: white wedge up back, no wingbar
• nonbr. plumage pale grey brown with streaking
• bill medium to long; subtly but clearly upturned

Bar-tailed Godwit
Limosa lapponica (Bandstertgriet)
ALT NAME(S): Pacific/Plaintailed/Whiterumped G., Bartail, Barwit

A satellite-tracked  Bar-tailed Godwit named 'E7' be-
came world famous in 2007, after proving what incred-
ible migratory feats waders are capable of (p. 128). E7  
flew from her Alaskan breeding grounds to New Zealand 
in 8 days, flying nonstop over the Pacific for 11,760 km.

habitat Mainly coastal lagoons, bays and estuaries 
with soft sediment for probing with long bill. Passage 
migrants are rarely seen inland, at muddy dam verges.

status Locally common migrant. Breeds in a narrow 
band from Scandinavia to Alaska, along the Arctic 
Ocean. Nonbr. grounds span coastlines of Europe, 
Africa, Asia, Australia and New Zealand. Apparently 
only colonised S Africa in the last century (now, 
perhaps 1012,000 birds). W Coast birds arrive from 
Oct, E Coast birds from Nov (probably along different 
routes). Longevity >31 years. Usually in tight flocks.

identification A large, pale grey-brown wader with 
a long, pink-based bill that curves up notably towards 
its pointed tip. Domed head looks disproportionately 
small to squat, dumpy body. Lacks outstanding plum
age features. — Br/Sexes: May be in full br. plumage 
before autumn departure. Br.  is rich rufous below, 
but longerbilled  is much less striking. — Juv: Co
verts with neat notches (not 'tortoiseshell' markings 
as in Blacktailed). Some juv. feathers retained until at 
least midsummer. — Var: Subspecific ranges unclear. 
W Coast birds are presumably nominate lapponica, 
while E Coast birds are taymyrensis (more barring on 
rump and underwing coverts; darker and smaller).

confusion risks Easily told from Black-tailed given 
a good view (Blackwits are darker, plainer, have longer, 
straighter bills and are very different in flight). But 
distant, longbilled  are more challenging. Roosting 
birds with their bills hidden are told from Whimbrel/
Curlew (p. 121) by dark legs. Compare also similar
sized Grey Plover (p. 62) and Greenshank (p. 205). 

behaviour Forages actively on mud or in shallow 
water (up to 15 cm deep). Wades up to belly, readily 
submerging entire head, but seldom swims.  tend 
to forage in deeper water. Probes in an exploratory 
way, or plunges entire bill into mud and rotates 
head. Sometimes performs rapid 'stitching', vibrates 
lower mandible, or picks from surface. Flocks perform 
acrobatic coordinated wheeling, twisting manoeuvres 
in flight. Flight urgent, agile with rapid wingbeats.

biology Diet insects, molluscs, crustaceans, poly
chaetes and occasionally small fish. Br. extralimital.

voice Quiet away from br. grounds (although flying 
flocks can be noisy). Calls incl. various short yapping 
sounds, between a stilt and small lapwing in quality.

• extremely rare vagrant (only 1 record!)
• notably smaller than even the smallest godwit
• in flight: tail and rump barred, no wingbar
• nonbr. plumage streaky, with fine barring on sides
• unique, snipelike bill: evenly thick, blunt, black

Asian Dowitcher
Limnodromus semipalmatus (Asiatiese Snipgriet)
ALT NAME(S): Asiatic Dowitcher, Pseudoscolopax, Snipebilled Godwit

The discovery of an Asian Dowitcher at Leeupan, Benoni  
on 11 Nov 2004, sparked a mass 'twitch' with birders from 
all over the country coming to see the bird. This record 
is almost unthinkable: the species is rare even within its 
normal habitat in Asia, never mind inland, in Africa.

habitat In normal nonbr. range mainly occurs in 
coastal estuarine and intertidal habitats: mudflats, la
goons, creeks, salt works. Only local record was from 
shallow, muddy water of a periurban Highveld pan.

 status Very rare vagrant. Classified as globally 
Near Threatened, with a total estimated population 
of 23,000. In its fragmented br. range in the Russian 
and Mongolian steppes, breeds in small colonies 
(often with Whitewinged Terns). Then migrates to 
SE Asia  (esp. Java and Sumatra) and Australia, where 
present SepApr. Usually in small flocks. Only a single 
bird recorded in SA, 11 Nov 2004, which commuted 
between 2 adjacent pans for about 4 weeks. This was 
also the first record for Africa (discounting a now 
rejected record from Kenya in Nov 1966). However, 
in future probably more likely to be seen at coastal 
estuaries in association with Bartailed Godwits.

identification If you suspect you have found a 
dowitcher (any of the world's 3 species), be sure to 
take exhaustive field photos! Between a godwit and 
sandpiper in size. Plumage and shape recall a godwit, 
but long, straight, dark bill more like that of a snipe 
(hence Afrikaans name snipgriet). Nonbr. plumage 
'greyscale' with pale feather fringes above and profuse 
mottling on breast-sides. Broad, dark band through 
eye. Extensive webbing between toes. — Sexes:  
longerbilled. Br. plumage duller than in .  — Juv: 
Buff wash on breast. Upperparts and coverts neatly 
fringed. May show some pink on billbase.

confusion risks Main challenge is distinguishing 
this species from Bar-tailed Godwit. Most important is 
dowitcher's smaller size (about 20% smaller and 40% 
lighter than  Bartailed), and bill shape: thick, heavy, 
straight, evenly thick, allblack even in nonbr. state, 
and ending in a blunt, slightly bulbous tip (not pink
based, tapering to an upcurved, thin tip).

behaviour In normal range associates with godwits, 
and easily overlooked (but notably smaller). Forages 
with eyecatching 'sewing machine stitching', rapidly 
probing bill vertically into soft mud. Forages in shallow 
water, often immersing head, or on open mud.

biology Diet includes marine worms, arthropods, 
crabs and other small crustaceans, molluscs and insect 
larvae. Breeding extralimital.

voice Call a harsh, raspy, snipelike bleat, eouw.
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• underwing clean white, framed in black
• tail solid black (narrow white tip/edges); not barred 
• in flight: black tail, white rump, obvious wingbar
• nonbr. plumage plain greybrown
• bill long to very long and virtually straight

Black-tailed Godwit
Limosa limosa (Swartstertgriet)
ALT NAME(S): Blacktail, Blackwit, 'Western Blacktailed Godwit'

This handsome migrant was first recorded in South  
Africa in Feb 1911 (Durban). A century later, its numbers 
have increased greatly (especially in E and C Africa, with 
>4,000 'wintering' in Zambia). While it is still considered a 
rarity in our region, 5-10 are recorded annually.

habitat Mostly freshwater marshes, pans and lakes, 
or even drenched agricultural lands, provided the sub
strate is soft enough to allow probing with long bill. 
Less common than Bartailed on coastal mudflats. 

status Rare migrant. Our birds are of the nominate 
limosa race (breeds Eurasia; winters Africa to India; ma
jor concentrations in W Africa). Other races are islandica 
(breeds Iceland; winters UK and W Europe), and smaller 
melanuroides (breeds Russia; winters SE Asia and Aus
tralia). Occurs mainly NovMar. Imm. birds may remain 
yearround, and skip the first br. cycle. Most numerous 
in wetlands of N Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe, 
though most frequently recorded in wellmonitored 
Highveld region of SA. Usually in ones or twos, but 
sometimes in small closeknit groups. 

identification Tall, leggy and graceful with a long, 
sinuous neck. At other times retracts neck into plump, 
ducklike body with relatively short rearend. 'Marlin
spike' bill straight or barely recurved, but always looks 
long (esp. in ). At rest plumage nondescript, but has 
eyecatching pattern in flight: black tail with white 
sides (at base), broad white square on uppertail co
verts, prominent wing-bar (translucent from below) 
and white underwings. — Br/Sexes: Only gains spec
tacular br. plumage after arrival on br. grounds but 
even moulting  are gorgeous. Some  show only 
a few br. feathers and only a hint of orange below. Re
verse moult cycles have been noted in New Zealand. 
— Juv: Buff wash on neck, with coarse anchors above; 
retains some juv. feathers until midsummer.

confusion risks Differs from Bar-tailed in longer 
neck and tibiae; longer, straighter bill; plain plumage; 
black tail; and wing pattern. Larger than Greenshank 
(p. 205), with dark legs and pinkbased bill.

behaviour Often wades into deeper water than 
other waders, and swims readily. May forage by day  or 
at night, but spends much time resting.

biology Depending on place and season, diet 
dominated by polychaetes, molluscs or plant material 
(esp. rice; also tubers, seeds of aquatic plants). Breeds 
in small, loose colonies in wet meadows in Palearctic.

 voice Gives complex songs on br. grounds, incl. 
a characteristic weeka-weeka-weeka. All calls have a 
nasal, shrill, yelping quality. Common calls are a fast 
vi'ka'vik; short kip; deeper chuk; or drawn veeeh.

• diagnostic black underwing coverts
• tail solid black (narrow white tip/edges); not barred
• in flight: black tail, white rump, white wingbar
• nonbr. plumage plain greybrown
• bill relatively short and slightly upturned

Hudsonian Godwit
Limosa haemastica (Hudsonbaaigriet)
ALT NAME(S): Ringtailed Marlin, (American) Blacktail, Hudwit

This rare vagrant is named after its br. grounds around 
the western shore of Canada's Hudson Bay.

habitat All records to date have been from coastal 
habitats (mudflats, estuaries, marshes, salt pans), but 
migrating birds in the Americas also utilise inland  
habitats such as dams and flooded fields on passage. 
Roosts may be several kilometres from feeding areas.

status Very rare vagrant; <10 records to date, all 
of single birds, from S and W coasts, and primarily 
JanMar. Single birds normally join Bartailed Godwit 
flocks, but the first record (Mar 1987, Swartkops 
River Estuary) was with Blacktailed. Breeds in a few 
disparate areas in Alaska and around Hudson Bay and 
James Bay in Canada in AprJun. Large proportions of 
the world population (estimated at 70,000) gather at 
a few critical staging areas (adults JulAug, juveniles 
AugSep) before migrating, presumably nonstop, to 
coastal mudflats of Argentina and Chile. 

identification A smallish godwit (not much larger 
than Greenshank), with dark plumage. Easily identified 
by black underwing coverts (when visible); otherwise 
wing and tail pattern much as in Blacktailed. Bill 
averages shortest of the 3 godwits (though lengthy 
in some ), and is slightly upturned, with a pink base 
and dark upper edge. Non-br. plumage plain (as in 
Blacktailed; but more likely to be overlooked as Bar
tailed in coastal habitats). — Br/Sexes:  has slightly 
longer bill, and develops less complete br. plumage.  
— Juv:  Initially buff on breast and mantle, but soon 
fades to silvery grey, with dark anchors on scapulars 
and coverts, and scattered yellowwhite spots above.

confusion risks Easily told from essentially all  
other waders by black underwings. Plumage quite like 
Black-tailed, but shape, size and coastal habitat make 
confusion with Bar-tailed far more likely.

behaviour Mostly likely to be seen with Bartailed 
Godwits and other large waders at communal high 
tide roosts. May roost standing in water, or on a dry 
sandspit. Wings often held open above back upon 
landing, displaying the black underwings. Feeds by 
plunging length of long bill into soft sediment, often 
in a series of jabs. May wade into bellydeep water, and 
often submerges head entirely. 

biology Eats insects, snails, molluscs, amphipods, 
crabs, clams and worms yearround. Pondweed tubers 
are an important food source for refuelling migrants. 
Br. birds also eat berries. Breeding extralimital.

voice Rather silent. Commonest call a squeaky, 
piping sound, in quality like Blackwinged Stilt: either 
a single kweek, or a double TU-wit or PEE-whid.
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CALIDRIDS
Family Scolopacidae (3) | Subfamily Calidrinae

Genera 4
Migrants 16

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  0

World 27
Region 16

Residents 0
Vagrants 10

The calidrids, sonamed because they are classified in 
the genus Calidris, are what most birders picture when 
they think about 'waders' or 'shorebirds'. These are 
those generic, anonymous, greybrown sandpipers 
teeming on tidal mudflats, or patrolling the muddy 
edges of pans and dams in summer. Birders have a 
lovehate relationship with them: 10 of our 16 species 
are vagrants, and the chance of spotting a rarity 
motivates keen waderphiles to spend hours and hours 
peering through their scopes. On the other hand, 
beginners may feel overwhelmed by this group's 
diversity and the complexities of identifying them. 

While we see calidrids mainly in their confusingly 
drab nonbr. plumage, all the species undergo pro
nounced seasonal plumage changes for their frenetic 
3month br. period in the short Arctic summer. During 
transitional periods in spring and autumn, the effects 
of moult and feather wear can transform the same 
individual into a completely different animal within 
a few weeks. And then there are also juvenile and 
immature plumages. Simply put, it is impossible to 
illustrate or describe every single variation in the 
limited space of a field guide; consequently the books 
often greatly oversimplify what is undeniably a very 
challenging subdiscipline of birding. Conversely, 
countless articles (and several great tomes) have 
been written about the identification of these birds, 
particularly in the European and American literature. 

Even genetic analyses struggle to elucidate calid
rids' relationships. The group underwent a rapid spe
ciation which means that they are very closely related, 
to the extent that hybridisation is quite frequent. In 
fact, hybrids were seen with such regularity that a new 
species (now known to be a hybrid) was described in 
1982. Perhaps birders shouldn't feel too bad if they 
struggle to identify calidrids—even the birds them
selves often get it wrong.

But identification isn't everything: many  research
ers have dedicated their entire academic careers 
to unravelling the mysteries of calidrids' migration, 
physiology, anatomy, biology, genetics and evolution. 
In terms of its breeding biology, the Ruff certainly 
ranks as one of the most fascinating creatures on the 
planet.  exhibit extreme polymorphism (no 2 look 
the same), and it has recently been discovered that 
there are also  that mimic . Read all about life at 
the lek on p. 144.

Worryingly, populations of many calidrid species 
are plummeting, both locally and internationally. 
The biggest priority at globallevel is the Critically 
Endangered Spoonbilled Sandpiper (p. 143). Urgent 
action is required to ensure that it does not go down 
the same route as a number of waders that have 
already gone extinct (see box, p. 140). [Afrikaans: 
Strandlopers].

General Characteristics
This group includes our smallest (regular) wader, 
the 2124 g Little Stint, which is close to the size of 
a sparrow (see illustration, p. 146). It is incredible to 
think that these tiny birds fly all the way from Siberian 
Russia to the W Cape, and back, every year. The biggest 
member of the group is the  Great Knot, which can 
reach a mass of 230 g by Apr, when fat deposits for 
migration have been laid down.

In fact, all the calidrids are highly migratory, 
and breed at far northern latitudes; they are often 
collectively called Arctic sandpipers. Given their small 
window of favourable weather for breeding, they have 
remarkably fast br. cycles and some species maximise 
their reproductive output through polygamy or poly
andry. Little Stints have a rapid doubleclutch system 
in which the  lays 2 clutches: leaving the  to incubate 
the first, and incubating the second herself.

As obligatory longdistance migrants, calidrids are 
prone to vagrancy. It would appear that most vagrants 
that reach Southern Africa filter S from the Palearctic, 
either along Africa's Atlantic coast, or along the Rift 
Valley/Indian Ocean coastline. However, a number of 
Asian species, that normally migrate primarily along 
the East AsianAustralasian Flyway (such as Great 
Knot and Rednecked Stint) have also been recorded. 
Nearctic vagrants such as Buffbreasted, Baird's 
and Whiterumped Sandpipers may even cross the 
Atlantic directly, as evidenced by records of the last
mentioned species from Tristan da Cunha Island. 

Calidrids feed primarily by shallow probing, rapid 
'stitching' or by picking from the surface of soft mud. 
They have skeletal and mandibular adaptations for 
tactile feeding, and their billtips are packed with 
sensitive Herbst's Corpuscles. Many species are able to 
detect buried prey by chemoreception or vibrations. 
As in the snipes, they are capable of rhynchokinesis. 

Right foot of Little Stint, approximately actual size.

middle toe 88% of 
length of tarsus

no webs between the toes 
(but toes partially webbed 

in 2 species of American 
stints; p. 153)

outer toe 89% the  
length of middle toe

inner toe 84%  
of middle toe 

all except 
Sanderling have a 
hindtoe; 28% as 
long as middle toe 
in Little Stint

tarsus and tibiae short and thin in 
most (longest in Curlew Sandpiper)

black or very dark olivegrey 
in most species, but yellow 
or orange in some

because of their 
relatively short 
legs compared to 
e.g. tringas, most 
calidrids feed on 
mud or in very 
shallow water
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Calidrid Infogram
The diagram below shows all the sandpipers in the genus Calidris, plus 4 closely related genera, to scale (compare male 
hand, approximately 18 cm long). This is the largest group in the book, and some helpful subdivisions are therefore 
provided. The species increase in size from top to bottom, with the smallest stints (also called 'peeps') right at the top. 
Birds on the left are generally more brown, while those on the right are greyer. The species in the lower left quadrant are 
marked by S* to indicate that they have notably scalloped or 'scaly' scapulars and wing coverts (formed by a dark feather 
interior and a pale fringe); the best known example is the Ruff. At first glance these 19 birds look overwhelmingly similar 
and featureless, but remember that the majority are very rare vagrants that you are likely to see only once or twice in your 
birding career—if you're lucky! Indeed, Semipalmated, Western and Least have not yet been recorded in Southern Africa, 
but are potential vagrants; the identification of all 7 stints is discussed on p. 148153. The best way to pick out a rarity is 
by getting to know the common birds well; in this case, only the 6 species marked by  are common summer visitors.

WESTERN  
SANDPIPER (p. 149)

stints or 'peeps'  
(about the size of a sparrow)

yellowlegged blacklegged

toes partially webbedtoes unwebbed

SEMIPALMATED 
SANDPIPER (p. 149)

LITTLE 
STINT

REDNECKED 
STINT

LEAST  
SANDPIPER (p. 148)

LONGTOED 
STINT

TEMMINCK'S 
STINT

plain streaky

'curvebills'longwinged American calidrids
Genus 

Calidris

BAIRD'S 
SANDPIPER

WHITERUMPED 
SANDPIPER DUNLIN CURLEW 

SANDPIPER BROADBILLED 
SANDPIPER

Genus 
Limicola

Genus 
Tryngites

Genus 
Philomachus

Genus 
Arenaria

BUFF
BREASTED 
SANDPIPER

RUFF  
(REEVE)

RUDDY 
TURNSTONE

RED KNOT
GREAT KNOT

SANDERLING
PECTORAL 
SANDPIPER

S*

S*

S*

S*

S*

S* = 'scaly'

along open 
seashores
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Most calidrids usually utter some sort of call when 
they take flight, but these sounds are short, likely 
to be given only once or twice, and the difference 
between some speciespairs is subtle. Consequently 
identifying calidrids by their flight-calls requires 
some experience and regular refreshing, but it might 
just clinch the ID of a rarity as a supporting character 
together with plumage and structural differences. 
For example, the difference in the calls of Dunlin (N) 
vs. Curlew Sandpiper (M), or Rednecked (B) vs. Little 
Stint (A) is quite pronounced. Rather than fixating on 
the phonetic transcriptions, pay attention to:

• whether the sound is highpitched or lowpitched.
• whether the call is level, ascending or descending.
• whether a rolling rsound is audible.
• and the overall 'quality' (e.g. cheerful, buzzy, trilling, 
   rattling, sharp, nasal etc.) 

Calls of 'yellow-legged' stints. Longtoed Stint (D-E) gives 
a quick, soft, mellow and rather lowpitched chirp, with a slight 
vibrato effect, that descends slightly in pitch (D). Some calls are 
more disyllabic, with an enquiring quality; these are the 'U' shapes 
(E). When flushed, Temminck's Stint (F) almost invariably gives 
a forceful, high, shrill, stuttered trill tirrrrr, that is often rapidly 
repeated. This is an easy distinction from Little Stint.

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

12

chreep (x3) poweep (x3)

tirrrrr

Calls of 'black-legged stints'. Probably one of the safest 
distinctions between Little Stint (A) and Rednecked Stint (B) is by 
their flightcalls. Little gives a rapid series of simple, weak, sharp, 
staccato notes when flushed (remember: stint, stint, stint...). Red
necked's flightcall usually has a distinct rolling rsound, tiirr or 
kreet, not unlike Longtoed; compare (D). That being said, some 
calls are quite similar, e.g. a deeper stew (C) in Rednecked.

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

A B
12

stint (x5) tiirr stew

C

D E

F

Their billtips are surprisingly flexible, allowing some 
degree of movement of the upper mandible to better 
manipulate small items. As in the phalaropes (p. 185), 
several finebilled calidrid species have been shown to 
use the surfacetension of water to capture miniscule 
prey. The small, kidneyshaped or oval nostrils are 
situated in a groove that extends nearly to the bill
tip. An exception to all of the above is the Ruddy 
Turnstone, which has a short, strong, wedgeshaped 
bill that serves as a multiuse tool for various creative 
feeding methods (see p. 142). 

Calidrids can swim, but rarely do, and as most have 
relatively short legs they seldom enter deep water 
(except for the longerlegged Curlew Sandpiper and 
Ruff). None have webbing between the toes, except 
for Western Sandpiper and the appropriately named 
Semipalmated Sandpiper (see illustration on p. 153). 
Many species, notably Little Stint and Sanderling, are 
very mobile and often feed by actively running about 
the legs of larger, slower waders. 

Buffbreasted Sandpipers are more terrestrial than 
the other species, and are usually observed in grassy 
habitats close to, but not at water. With its sandy buff 
plumage, prominent eye and short, straight bill this 
species may be mistaken for a plover in such habitats. 
Another feature that it shares with plovers is reduced 
salivary glands. Ruffs may also be found in dry habitats 
away from water, and flocks are often seen in irrigated 
agricultural fields with emerging crops.

The sexes are alike in plumage or nearly so, 
although br.  tend to be brighter and undergo more 
complete moults than . However,  are slightly 
larger and longerbilled, except in polygynous species 
such as Pectoral and Sharptailed Sandpipers and Ruff, 
where  are often obviously bigger. Ruffs also show 
great sexual dimorphism in plumage (p. 169 and 171).

Adults undergo 2 moults per cycle: 1) a partial pre
br. moult (from about late Jan) during which most of 
the body feathers, and some tertials and coverts are 
replaced by bright br. feathers; and 2) a complete 
postbr. moult into nonbr. plumage (typically Jul
Oct). Ruffs are unusual in having an additional 
supplemental moult after attaining br. plumage. In 
AprMay, they attain their flashy ruffs and erectile ear
coverts (and also some facial warts); this plumage is 
shortlived though, and is lost by the end of Jun. Great 
Knots also have a supplemental moult at their Yellow 
Sea staging areas en route to their Siberian br. grounds, 
where they grow additional red feathers above.

In most calidrids, the juveniles are considerably 
brighter and more colourful than nonbr. adults, 
and more closely resemble br. adults. Distinguishing 
between a worn juvenile freshly arrived in Southern 
Africa, and an adult moulting out of br. plumage 
is not always straightforward. Compared to adults, 
juveniles have smaller and more neatly arranged 
scapulars, and often shorter tertials (and thus longer 
primary projection). The postjuv. moult occurs mainly 
at staging areas on the southward migration, or is 
delayed until the nonbr. grounds are reached. During 
this moult the juv. plumage is replaced by adultlike 

imm. feathers (termed 'firstwinter' in N Hemisphere 
books). The extent and timing of the postjuv. moult 
and subsequent imm. moults into br. plumage differ 
much between the species. Another determining 
factor is whether or not the young birds return N to 
breed or remain behind on the nonbr. grounds. 

Smaller species such as the stints may attempt to 
breed in their second calendaryear and attain nearly 
full br. plumage in their first br. season (i.e. MayJul of 
the year after the one in which they were born). 
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Knot calls. Despite their onomatopoeic name, knots are not 
particularly vocal waders. Their calls are rather lower in pitch than 
the small calidrids. In the Red Knot (J-K) the most frequently 
heard call outside the br. season is a general contact/alarmcall, 
with a shrill, nasal quality, a bit like a godwit (p. 123); usually 2 
notes, but sometimes more, rendered as quick-wick or wet-wet (J). 
The common and scientific names are from the clipped, hoarse, 
lower, honking knut or knot sound (K). The vocal repertoire of the 
Great Knot (L) is poorly documented, but includes various low, 
indistinct, gravelly 'throatclearing' sounds.

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

J L
12

wet-wet

knut knut
krrut kt  kt     ket

Sanderling calls (Q). The calls of this species are not particularly 
distinctive or attentiongrabbing. Most distinctive is a sharp twick 
or plit. Foraging flocks produce a soft twittering. 

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

12

twick

Baird's Sandpiper calls. Gives 2 main types of calls: variations 
of a short, dry, very fast trill, kreep (R) recalling a Whitewinged 
Tern in tone; and drawnout moaning sounds (S).

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

R S
12

kreep

Ruddy Turnstone calls. Turnstones foraging on wet coastal  
rocks are well camouflaged, and their pleasant rattling calls are 
often the first indication of their presence. They have a varied 
repertoire, but most often heard is a quick rattling k'r'r't (G), and a 
strong, sharp, descending klew (H). The alarmcall is a short phrase  
CHEW'wy-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-tik (I).

S
kHz

6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

12

G IH

k'r'r'r't klew

White-rumped Sandpiper calls. Voice much higher than any 
other sandpipers' (note extent of vertical axis; 20 kHz is the upper 
limit of (young) human hearing). When flushed, gives a short, 
sharp squeak, a bit like a widowbird or bishop flightcall; quality 
like a bat or insect, jit or djeet (T). Also a drawnout, descending 
tseeeo (U) like a Spotted Flycatcher. Song (not plotted) includes 
strange 'ultrasonic' trills.

S
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6
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1s 2s 3s 4s
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15
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21

T U

jit jit jit jit tseeeo

Calls of Curlew Sandpiper (M) and Dunlin (N). Curlew 
Sandpipers give a variety of cheerful, quite highpitched calls with 
a chittering or trilling quality (can sound like Temminck's Stint); 
longer notes can be rendered as chirrup or shirr-up. Conversely, 
the main call of Dunlin (N) is a very different, harsh, buzzy kreeep, 
a bit like a small tern. 

S
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9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

M N
12

chirrup shirr kreeep

Calls of Ruff (V) and Buff-breasted Sandpiper (W). Both 
of these species are exceptionally quiet; Ruffs are almost mute 
(and even their frantic fights and displays are performed in near
silence). However, they may give a subdued, low, muffled grunt or 
quacking noise. Buffbreasted Sandpipers (W) sometimes utter a 
soft rolling greet or a hollow chup when flushed. 

S
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6

9

3

1s 2s 3s 4s

V W
12

Calls of Pectoral Sandpiper (O) and Broad-billed Sandpiper 
(P). The former species give a short, trilled, full, throaty drrup or 
shreep in flight, a bit like Baird's or some calls of Curlew Sandpiper, 
but deeper. Broadbilled Sandpiper's main call is a pleasant,  
drawnout, buzzy, upwardinflected trill ending in a sharp 
element, e.g. jhree't or zhreed. Single tjittype calls are also given.

S
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6
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1s 2s 3s 4s

O P
12

shreep (x5) jreee't jreee't jreee't

K

Q
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many wing coverts are still from the 
previous complete postbr. moult 
and were not replaced during the 
partial moult to br. plumage (thus 
almost a year old, and showing it)

bleached 
by sun

frayed 
edges 

pointed

turns paler and 
browner with 
age, and later 

nearly white

median  
wing covert  

(very worn)

non-br.  
scapular  
(fresh)

WORN BR.
(spring)

FRESH BR. 
(autumn)

body moult is 
quicker than flight 
feather moult; once 
most br. feathers 
have been replaced, 
bird is classified as 
'nonbreeding' or 
in 'definitive basic 
plumage' 

br. scapular 
(fresh)

br. scapular 
(worn)

bright  
colours initially 

obscured by fragile 
greywhite tips, but 

these soon wear off.

br. plumage becomes 
darker with wear (see 
e.g. Broadbilled, p. 154)

black less 
susceptible to 
wear than white

pointed

frayed

Feather wear and moult in Sanderling. Upon their 
arrival in spring (late Jul-Sep), many calidrids show 
3 different generations of feathers, as in the running 
Sanderling above; this bird is still mostly in worn 
br. plumage, but a few fresh non-br. scapulars have 
already been grown. The rear Sanderling is in very 
fresh br. plumage, about late Mar-Apr.

For example, many young Little Stints replace all their 
juvenile feathers at 68 months old, and develop 50
80% adultlike br. plumage during their first prebr. 
moult at 910 months old. However, larger species 
such as the knots may only breed in their third or 
even fourth calendaryears, and take several years and 
plumage cycles to attain full br. plumage. 

Many juveniles undergo only a partial prejuv. 
moult into adultlike nonbr. plumage, and retain 
much of their first set of feathers (esp. coverts, tertials 
and some tail feathers). The contrast between worn 
juv. feathers and fresh adulttype feathers is a useful 
age indicator. The extent of primary moult varies 
considerably, even in birds of the same species that 
spend the nonbr. season at different latitudes.

Origin of Names
For 'nondescript' birds, calidrids have numerous and 
colourful folk names. Because of their cosmopolitan 
distributions, the same species may have different 
names in Europe, Africa, Australia and the Americas. 
In addition, pronounced behavioural and plumage 
changes occur throughout the year, leading to diverse 
descriptive names. They are also wellstudied, with 
some names dating back to the time of Aristotle. Lastly, 
in historical times many shorebirds were hunted for 
the table, and were therefore familiar to laymen. Each 
species' nomenclature is discussed separately below, 
arranged alphabetically under the  relevant genus.

interpres (Ruddy Turnstone)
In Latin, interpres is a messenger, translator or inter
mediary. Linnaeus reportedly named the species in 
error, when he visited Gotland off Sweden, where he 
thought the word for the turnstone is Tolk (which is 
also the Swedish word for interpreter, thus interpres). 
However, Tolk actually referred to the vociferous Com
mon Redshank, which acts as a 'messenger' to warn 
other species of approaching danger. An alternative 
suggestion is that the birds forage between the low 
and highwater marks ('intermediary'). The American 
race was historically separated as Tringa morinella. 

The common name is a good description of the 
bird's habit of flipping rocks, washedup kelp and vari
ous other debris in search of invertebrates, a task to 
which its wedgeshaped bill is perfectly suited. Ruddy 
means reddish. The Afrikaans name Steenloper (stone 
walker) and the more lively German Steinwälzer (stone 
waltzer) are excellent descriptions of its typical habitat 
and foraging style. 

The species has many creative alternative names: 
CalicoBird, CalicoBack, Calico Jacket ('Calico' is a 
pied printstyle, also used to describe a breed of tor
toiseshell cat). Also BeadBird, Bishop Plover, Check
ered Snipe, Chicken Plover, Chuckatuck (probably 
onomatopoeic), Hebridal Sandpiper (from Hebrides 
Islands, off Scotland), Jinny (?), RedLegs, Redlegged 
Plover, Rock Bird/Plover, Sand Runner, Sea Dotterel, 
Sea Quail and StonePecker. Around Delaware Bay in 
the USA, the bird is called by the local name Horsefoot 
Snipe because of their liking for the eggs of horseshoe 
crabs. This name may also be applied to Red Knots.

GENUS ARENARIA
From Latin harena or arena (sand); to do with sand, 
or having a sandy appearance. Likely in reference 
to the seashore habitat of the species. An old al
ternative generic name was Strepsilas. Note that 
Arenaria is also the name of a genus of sandwort 
plants (family Caryophyllaceae).

GENUS CALIDRIS
From the Greek skalidris or kalidris, applied by 
Aristotle (around 330 BC) to an unspecified 
species of ashgrey, speckled shorebird.
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alba (Sanderling)
In nonbr. plumage these sandpipers are almost 
white; hence their specific epithet alba, from the 
Latin albus (white). The common name is from the 
typical sandy seashore habitat. Sanderlings have 
many alternative names. The pale br. plumage is also 
described by the alternative White Snipe (and the 
politically questionable 'Whitey'), while Ruddy Plover 
refers to the br. colours. Sanderlings' habit of chasing 
receding waves on sandy beaches has given them the 
names Beach Bird, Beach Plover and Surf Snipe. Its 
large size relative to most other calidrids is probably 
the reasoning behind Bull Peep. The Afrikaans Drie-
toonstrandloper shrewdly points out that this species, 
uniquely in the genus, lacks a hindtoe.

alpina (Dunlin)
The scientific name refers to the Alps (but probably 
implies mountains in general). The English Dunlin 
comes from the dun (dark greybrown) colour in 
nonbr. plumage ('Leadbird' and 'Brown Sandpiper' 
amount to the same thing). The br. form was historically 
considered a different species, 'Tringa cinclus', under 
the common name 'Purre'. Being one of the most 
common waders in Europe, it is not surprising that 
the Dunlin has been the recipient of many folk names 
over the years. Its colouration in br. plumage explains 
Redback, Redbacked Sandpiper, Blackcrop, Black
breast Dunlin, Blackbellied Sandpiper, (Little) Black
Breast and Blackheart Plover. The arrival of birds on 
their European wintering grounds in autumn probably 
explains Fall Bird and Winter Snipe. Other names 
include CrookedBill Snipe, Bull's Eye, Oxeye, Oxbird, 
Sea Snipe, Brantbird, SeaLark, Simpleton, Stib and 
even Wagtail.

bairdii (Baird's Sandpiper)
Pennsylvaniaborn Spencer Fullerton Baird (1823
1887) became interested in nature in his youth, in
spired by, among others, John James Audubon. He 
was appointed as the first curator at the Smithsonian 
Institution in 1850 and busied himself with expanding 
the museum's collections. In addition to ornithology, 
Baird also published extensively in ichthyology and 
herpetology. The man left a prodigious legacy: species 
named after him include a N American sparrow, a 
trogon, a flycatcher, a beaked whale, a tapir, 2 snakes, 
5 fish species and a fish genus, a crab and a lobster. 
Along with species such as Pectoral, Buffbreasted and 
Upland Sandpipers, this species is often seen in short
grass habitats away from water during its migration, 
hence the rather vague alternative 'Grassbird'. These 
species are sometimes called 'grasspipers'  by birders.

canutus (Red Knot)
Named after the 11th century King Canute ('Cnut 
the Great'), who invaded England at the head of an 
army from Denmark. Canute's courtiers claimed he 
was powerful enough to defy the tide (as the birds 
supposedly do when feeding in intertidal areas), 
leading to the expression 'trying to stop the tide'. 

Perhaps providing a more likely explanation, is that 
knots migrate between Denmark and England (as 
Canute did). 'Knot' is usually said to be onomatopoeic 
of the grunting calls of the bird (K on p. 137), but may 
just be derived from King Canute, and one alternative 
name is Canute's Sandpiper. Most alternative names 
are straightforward (Knot, Lesser Knot, Common Knot, 
European Knot, KnotSnipe). The 'Red' adjective in 
the elected English name is from the deep rufous br. 
plumage, which is also responsible for folk names such 
as Redbreasted Sandpiper and Red Sandpiper. At a 
stretch, this colour can be compared to the European 
Robin (hence Robin Snipe, Robin Breast, Beach Robin). 
The names Buffbreasted Plover and Buffbreast may 
be from juveniles, which have a peachy wash on the 
breast when fresh. The species' wealth of colourful 
names is some what hyperbolical considering the 
featureless nonbr. plumage that we usually see in 
Southern Africa (Greyback, Ashcolored Sandpiper, 
Freckled Sandpiper, Silver Plover, Silverback, White
bellied Snipe and even Blue Plover). Also Maybird 
(from the arrival in W Europe in spring). 

ferruginea (Curlew Sandpiper)
The orangered br. plumage, like rusted iron (Latin 
ferrugo, rust) is the source of the scientific name, 
while the English name compares the long, decurved 
bill to that of the Eurasian Curlew. Alternatives are 
Curlewstint and Pygmy Curlew, as well as Redcrop (vs. 
Blackcrop for Dunlin).

fuscicollis (White-rumped)
The rather uninformative Latin name is from fuscus 
(dusky) and collum (neck). The English name is better, 
as only 3 species in the Calidrinae subfamily have 
white rumps: the present, Curlew Sandpiper and Stilt 
Sandpiper. In particular, the white rump distinguishes 
this species from the otherwise similar Baird's. Strictly 
speaking it is the uppertail coverts that are white. 
The alternative Bull Peep suggests that this species 
is similar to the peeps (an American name for small 
stints) but bigger. Another alternative name is Schinz's 
Sandpiper (not to be confused with the schinzii race 
of Dunlin), after Heinrich Rudolf Schinz (17771861), 
a Swiss natural history professor. Apparently unaware 
of Vieillot's 1819 description of the species (as Tringa 
fuscicollis, or in his original French le Tringa à cou brun), 
Hermann Schlegel redescribed the bird in 1844, 
naming it Tringa bonapartii or Bonaparte's Sandpiper. 
Prince Charles Lucien Bonaparte (18031857) was a 
noted French ornithologist and nephew of Napoleon. 

melanotos (Pectoral Sandpiper)
The scientific name is from the Greek melas (black) 
and noton (back), while the common name refers to 
the welldefined streaky pectoral band. The specifier 
'American Pectoral Sandpiper' is in juxtaposition to 
'Siberian/Asian Pectoral Sandpiper' for the Sharp
tailed Sandpiper (p. 247). The species is often found in 
shortgrass habitats away from water, alongside other 
'grasspipers', hence the name 'Grass Snipe'.
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Island endemics are significantly more vulnerable 
to extinction than continental or migratory species, 
and the 3 species of extinct sandpipers in the genus 
Prosobonia exemplify this fact. Perusal of the history 
books reveals an interesting story. It begins with a 
father and son team joining Captain James Cook's 
second voyage to the Pacific (17721775) at the last 
minute. Johann Reinhold Forster was appointed as 
the naturalist on board the HMS Resolution, while 
his son Georg would act as illustrator. In 1773 Forster 
(Snr) collected a curious brown bird on the island of 
Tahiti, which his son duly illustrated. During Cook's 
third voyage (17761780), 2 additional specimens 
were collected on the island of Moorea in 1777 by 
William Anderson, who had the dual responsibility 
of surgeon and naturalist on the expedition. Neither 
Cook nor Anderson ever returned from this journey. 

Based on these specimens, the Tahiti Sandpiper, 
Tringa (=Prosobonia) leucoptera, was officially named 
in 1789. While 2 of the specimens are now lost, 1 
remains in the collection of the Naturalis Biodiversity 
Centre in Leiden (and can be virtually admired 
online). However, an illustration of 1 of the Moorea 
birds, by William Ellis (surgeon on Cook's other ship, 
the Discovery) suggests that the Tahiti and Moorea 
birds may have been different species. In 1906, the 
latter was split as Moorea Sandpiper P. ellisi (named 
after illustrator/surgeon Ellis). Confusingly, both are 
sometimes called by the alternative name 'White
winged Sandpiper'. 

Ellis' artwork was again helpful in the description 
of a third species, the Christmas or Kiritimati Sand
piper P. cancellata. This species is known only from its 

Mysteries of the Extinct Polynesian Sandpipers
type specimen (1789), which is now lost. Ellis' painting 
shows a much paler, mottled bird, very different from 
the dark brown, whiteshouldered Tahiti and Moorea 
birds. However, it is possible that this may just be a 
sexual or subspecific variation, or that the Kiritimati 
bird was a juvenile. It is likely that introduced rats 
caused the extinction of all 3 of the aforementioned 
species, shortly after their discovery, in the 1800s. 

Subfossil remains from other remote islands in 
the Pacific (Mangaia in the Cook Islands, Ua Huaka in 
the Marquesas, and Henderson Island) suggest that 
Prosobonia (as well as some rallid genera) were once 
much more widespread. Some of these taxa went 
extinct as early as 300 AD.

Fortunately for birders who wish to meet these 
strange, crakelike, partly arboreal waders, there 
is still one extant species: the Tuamotu Sandpiper  
P. parvirostris. But best hurry—the total population 
is estimated at only 1,300 birds, now restricted 
to only 5 small islands, and numbers are falling. 
Consequently the species is classified as globally 
Endangered. Decreases and local extinctions on 
previously occupied islands are attributable largely 
to rats and cats. Accidental introduction of alien 
species to the few remaining predatorfree islets, by 
visiting coconut farmers, coconut crab harvesters, 
fishermen and even birders, is a concern. Habitat  
transformation may also prove detrimental, and 
is likely to be exacerbated by climate change. On 
the island of Tahanea, a large swell in 2011 caused 
saltwater to leach into the island's water table and 
resulted in a dieoff of vegetation, arthropods and 
55% of the local sandpiper population.

minuta (Little Stint)
All the monikers of this species point out its small 
size. Latin minutus means tiny or minute (see also 
subminuta  for Longtoed Stint and minutilla for 
Least Sandpiper). The English 'stint' implies a small 
quantity of something, but is also a quite accurate 
onomatopoeic rendition of the short, sharp flight
calls of this species. Alternative names are Lesser Stint, 
Little Sandpiper and Minute Tringa.

ruficollis (Red-necked Stint)
From Latin rufus (red) and collum (neck), in reference 
to the br. plumage, as is the alternative Rufousnecked 
Stint or Rufousnecked Sandpiper. A rather Euro centric 
alternative name is Eastern Little Stint.

subminuta (Long-toed Stint)
As its name implies, the middle toe of this species is 
slightly longer than other stints, but this is hardly a 
noticeable field character. Indeed, its scientific name, 
which alludes to its similarity to the Little Stint, is 
perhaps more fitting: Latin sub (like or less than) 
minutus (Little (Stint)). The bird is sometimes called 
Middendorf's Stint, after Alexander von Middendorf 
(18151894), a Russian explorer and zoologist. 

GENUS LIMICOLA
From Latin limus (mud) and -cola (dwell, inhabit).

temminckii (Temminck's Stint)
Named after Dutch museum director Coenraad Jacob 
Temminck (17781858), as is Temminck's Courser and 
more than 35 other species. Details are given on p. 226.

tenuirostris (Great Knot)
The Latin name is from tenuis (slender, thin) and ros-
trum (bill). This being the largest calidrid, and superior 
to the Red Knot in size, the meaning of the common 
name is obvious. Likewise for Greater Knot, Large 
Sandpiper and Great Sandpiper. Eastern Asiatic Knot, 
Asiatic Knot, Eastern Knot and Japanese Knot give an 
idea of its main breeding range and migration routes.

falcinellus (Broad-billed Sandpiper)
The scientific and common names both describe as
pects of the unusual bill of this species. The scientific 
name is the diminutive form of the Latin falx/falcus 
(sickle), in description of the bill's curvature, while the 
English name describes the distal part of the bill which 
is widened and dorsoventrally flattened (see p. 156).
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GENUS TRYNGITES
From Trynga (=Tringa) i.e. the genus of the shanks, 
plus Greek/Latin -ites, thus Tringalike.

subruficollis (Buff-breasted Sandpiper)
This species is a beautiful buffy colour below, year
round, and in both adults and juveniles. This is pointed 
out by the Latin sub- (slightly, under or below), rufus 
(red), and collum (neck).

Classification and Relationships
[Numbers refer to the tree on p. 143]. The world's 27 
'calidrids' (in the broad sense) are members of the 
largest wader family, Scolopacidae (1), which boasts 
91 species. The Numeniinae (curlews and whimbrels) 
forms the basal division in the family, followed by the 
Limosinae (godwits). The next branch is the subfamily 
Calidrinae (2), named after the genus Calidris, with 
the Red Knot C. canutus as type; an alternative name 
for this division is Arenariinae (after Arenaria, with 
the Ruddy Turnstone A. interpres as type). Note that 
the Arenariinae and Calidrinae are sometimes treated 
as a separate subfamilies. The Calidrinae is sister to 
the Scolopacinae (snipes, dowitchers) and Tringinae 
(tringas, shanks).

There are 3 major divisions within the Calidrinae 
emerge. The basal group (3) includes the 2 turnstones: 
Ruddy (which has a global distribution, with the 
exception of Antarctica) and Black Turnstone A. 
melanocephala; the latter breeds along the coast of 
Alaska and migrates to the Pacific Coast of N America.

Second (4) is the Endangered Tuamotu Sandpiper 
Prosobonia parvirostris, which is restricted to only 

GENUS PHILOMACHUS
Derived from the Greek philo (love) and makhe 
or machus (combat), thus fightlover, in reference 
to the aggressive interactions of  at communal 
display arenas (see p. 144). An alternative historical 
synonym is Machetes pugnax.

5 small French Polynesian islets in the S Pacific. 
This odd wader was previously placed in the genus 
Aechmorhynchus, but is now classified as the only 
extant member of Prosobonia (see box, left). These 
little brown sandpipers have short, multipurpose, 
passerinelike bills which they use to feed on terrestrial 
invertebrates, seeds, nectar and other plant material. 
Despite living on small oceanic atolls, they venture 
onto beaches and shores of lagoons only in curiosity 
of visitors, and instead forage in leaf litter, coral rubble 
above the highwater mark, among shrubs, and in 
open forests. They are partly arboreal, and find much 
of their food by gleaning from vegetation.

The remainder of the species (5) fall in the genus 
Calidris. Although the higherlevel classification within 
the Scolopacidae family is now fairly well established, 
many questions about the relationships between the 
different species remain unsatisfactorily answered. 
This is particularly true of the many Calidris species, 
which are very closely related and underwent an 
explosive radiation which can obscure true genetic 
relationships; in addition,  they apparently hybridise 
quite frequently (see box on 'Cox's Sandpiper' and 
other hybrids, p. 142). The tree presented here is based 
on extensive sampling and analysis of multiple genes, 
but should nevertheless  be taken only as a starting 
point: some reshuffling of the terminal branches may 
occur in future analyses. In particular, the separation of 
the various nearly identical stints—the bane of many a 
birder—is surprising. 

A recent development is that many formerly 
monospecific genera have now been merged into 
an expanded Calidris, based mainly on phylogenetic 
evi dence. Examples include such ostensibly unique 
genera as Philomachus (Ruff), Tryngites (Buffbreasted 
Sand piper), Limicola (Broadbilled Sandpiper) and the 
extra limital Micropalama (Stilt Sandpiper. p. 247) and 
Eurynorhynchus (Spoonbilled Sandpiper). For now, 
the old genera are retained in this book. 

The 2 knots (6) are now known to be close relatives 
of the Surfbird C. virgata, which breeds on rocky 
alpine ridges in Alaska and spends the nonbr. season 
on rocky intertidal shores of the Pacific coasts of the 
Americas. The latter species was previously placed in a 
monospecific genus, Aphriza.

Next is a diverse group (7) made up of the Ruff 
(Philo machus), the Broadbilled Sandpiper (Limicola), 
and somewhat surprisingly, the Sharptailed Sand
piper C. acuminata (p. 247) of NE Siberia/Australasia. 
These are followed by the 'core calidrids' (8). The 
Eurasian Curlew Sandpiper and American Stilt Sand
piper Micropalama (Calidris) himantopus (p. 247) form 
a speciespair (9). Both have curved beaks and are 
comparable in build (although the aptly named Stilt 
Sandpiper is longerlegged) and plumage.

A group of 4 stints (10) includes 1 of the world's 
strangest and rarest birds: the Spoonbilled Sandpiper  
Eurynorhynchus (Calidris) pygmaea (see box, p. 143). 
The position of the ubiquitous, nearglobal Sanderling 
remains questionable. This species has been placed in 
a monospecific genus (Crocethia) in the past. It may 

pugnax (Ruff)
Staying with the battle theme, the Latin pugnax or 
pugno (fight) is derived form pugnus (fist); this is also 
the root of the word 'pugnacious'. As in the genus 
name, this refers to the confrontational nature of dis
playing . The descriptive name Ruff may be used for 
the species in general, or specifically to refer to the  
with its flamboyant erectile ruff of feathers around the 
neck (p. 171). The name became widely used in 17th 
century England, at a time when extravagant cloth 
ruffs were fashionable.  are known as 'reeves'. This 
word may have its roots in the Scottish ree (drunken), 
again in reference to the exaggerated posturing of  
lekking . The species is named for its fighting behav
iour in most languages e.g. Spanish Combatiente. The 
origin of the Dutch/Afrikaans Kemphaan, as well as the 
German Kampfläufer, can be traced back to the Ger
manic campo or Old Norse kempa (a warrior or cham
pion); thus 'warriorrooster'.
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While hybridisation has been recorded between a 
number of wader species, it is disproportionately 
common in Calidris sandpipers. Why? Firstly, the 
various calidrids are all very closely related, having 
undergone an explosive radiation during some 
point in their evolution (which complicates genetic 
sampling and phylogenetic trees). Secondly, many 
of these species have frenetic mating systems with 
rapidly established and often shortlived pairings 
between the sexes. These include polygamous 
and promiscuous species such as Curlew, White
rumped, Pectoral and Buffbreasted Sandpipers 
and Ruff. In many species,  are only present on 
the br. grounds for a short period before departing 
to leave  to raise the young. Because of the short 
Arctic summer, pressure to breed may be so high 
that latearriving , or those that have lost early 
clutches, may mate with a  of a different species. 
Alternatively, testosteronecrazed  may copulate 
with any  wader that happens to be attracted to 
his display grounds, whether of his own species of 
not. In contrast, hybridisation is much less prevalent 
between monogamous species such as tringas.

In 1833, William Cooper collected  an unusual 
calidrid on Long Island, New York. Spencer 
Fullerton Baird (of the sandpiper) concluded that 
the specimen must be of a new species and so 
described Cooper's Sandpiper C. cooperi in 1858. 
This taxon is now thought to be a Curlew Sandpiper 
x Sharptailed Sandpiper hybrid.

Since 1955, unusual sandpipers had been seen 
in Australia with increasing frequency. In 1977, 
2 specimens collected by John Cox in S Australia 
were sent to the American Museum of Natural 
History for comparison against the type specimen 
of Cooper's Sandpiper. While similar, the birds were 
evidently not of the same species. Further field 
work in Australia ensued, eventually leading to 
the scientific description of a new species, Cox's 
Sandpiper Calidris paramelanotos, in 1982.

Doubts about the validity of Cox's Sandpiper 
were put to rest in 1996 when genetic analysis was 
performed on the Australian specimens to test 
for hybridisation. Specifically, the mitochondrial 
DNA, which is maternally inherited, was compared 
against congeners'. The mtDNA of Cooper's was 
essentially homologous to Curlew Sandpiper's, 
showing that the latter was the maternal parent 
of the putative hybrid. To test paternal parentage, 
protein allozymes were analysed and compared 
to those of potential fathers. The results indicated 
that Pectoral Sandpiper appears to be the paternal 
parent, and not Sharptailed Sandpiper, White
rumped Sandpiper or Ruff.

Local birders can also be on the lookout for the 
intriguing 'Cooper's Sandpiper'. The bird resembles 
a Pectoral, but its wingtips extend beyond the 
tail, and the bill is longer and darker. It differs from 
Curlew Sandpiper in its oliveyellow legs, dark
centred rump, streaky breast and shorter neck. 

Hybrid Calidrids
be most closely related to the Dunlin and 2 maritime 
'rockpipers' of the N Hemisphere that frequent rocky 
coastlines (11). The Purple Sandpiper C. maritima, so
named for the purple gloss of its feathers, breeds in 
Canada, Greenland, Iceland, Scandinavia and parts 
of Siberia and winters on the Atlantic coasts of W 
Europe and N America. The restricted Rock Sandpiper 
C. ptilocnemis breeds only along the coastlines of 
the Bering Sea, and winters on the Aleutian Islands 
and the Pacific Coast of N America. This species and 
Dunlin share a similar chunky, shortnecked build, 
slightly curved bills and dark spotting on the belly in 
br. plumage. 

Relationships in the remainder of the subfamily 
(12) are not so clear. Baird's Sandpiper is found in the 
basal position. Next is a rather disparate clade of 3 
birds: Whiterumped Sandpiper, Little Stint and Least 
Sandpiper C. minutilla (p. 148). As its name implies 
the latter is the world's smallest shorebird. It is usually 
assumed to form the American counterpart of the 
nearidentical Longtoed Stint, so its position here is 
surprising. The unique Buffbreasted Sandpiper (genus 
Tryngites), despite differing from typical calidrids in its 
plumage, lack of seasonal variation, voice, displays, 
tongue and jaw musculature and reduced salivary 
glands, is now merged into Calidris. Pectoral Sandpiper 
follows the sistergroup of webfooted 'peeps' from 
the Americas: Semipalmated C. pusilla and Western C. 
mauri. Formerly, these 2 species were separated as the 
genus Ereunetes, while the remainder of the 'calidrids' 
were placed in Erolia, with Calidris being restricted to 
the 2 knots.

Biology
Calidrids prey mainly on small invertebrates, which 
are located by a variety of visual, tactile and olfactory 
methods. Their nerverich billtips are used to locate, 
identify and manipulate prey just below the surface 
of soft exposed sediment, but they may also forage in 
shallow water, skim from the water's surface, pick food 
from vegetation and snap at passing insects. 'Stitching' 
is often used: this involves very rapid shallow probes 
close together for a few seconds, during which the 
bird moves very little; stitching leaves distinctive 
markings in the mud.

Prey includes adult and larval insects (esp. flies and 
beetles), plus spiders, mites, polychaete worms, earth
worms, bivalves, snails, slugs, small to planktonic crus
taceans and rarely, small fish. Vegetable material may 
also be eaten, particularly in times of food scarcity on 
the br. grounds; this includes buds and shoots, grass 
seeds, algae and mosses.

Turnstones are much more inventive in their 
feeding methods, and will use their strong, wedge
shaped bills to probe, dig, pry, hammer, flip, roll, jab 
or lever objects in search of food. They often roll up 
algae mats, and have even been known to disappear 
completely under such mats in the process. They eat 
a greater variety of food than most waders, including 
seabird eggs and human food scraps (bread, meat, 
potato peels, oatmeal etc.). In addition, turnstones 
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Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres
Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala

Tuamotu Sandpiper Prosobonia parvirostris

Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris
Red Knot Calidris canutus
Surfbird Aphriza (Calidris) virgata

Ruff Philomachus (Calidris) pugnax
Broad-billed Sandpiper Limicola (Calidris) falcinellus
Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Calidris acuminata

Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea
Stilt Sandpiper Micropalama (Calidris) himantopus

Temminck’s Stint Calidris temminckii
Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta
Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis
Spoon-billed Sandpiper Eurynorhynchus (C.) pygmaea

Sanderling Calidris alba
Dunlin Calidris alpina
Purple Sandpiper Calidris maritima
Rock Sandpiper Calidris ptilocnemis

Baird’s Sandpiper Calidris bairdii

Little Stint Calidris minuta
Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla
White-rumped Sandpiper Calidris fuscicollis

Buff-breasted Sandpiper Tryngites (C.) subruficollis

Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris melanotos
Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla
Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri

Numeniinae (curlews)
Limosinae (godwits)
CALIDRINAE (=ARENARIINAE)

Scolopacinae (snipes, dowitchers)
Tringinae (shanks, phalaropes)

3

4
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The Calidrinae subfamily includes one of the world's 
strangest, and rarest, birds: the aptly named Spoon-
billed Sandpiper. While its plumage and mor pho-
logy recall typical stints, the species is instantly 
identifiable by its short, spatulate bill. Its br. range 
is restricted to the remote Chukotsk Peninsula in 
far NE Russia, where it occupies a very specialised 
habitat type, within 5 km of the ocean. As such it 
is probably naturally rare, but alarming decreases 
have occurred in the last few decades (as much as 
a clearly unsustainable 26% per year). Br. success is 
also perilously low, and the species has an ageing 
population with little recruitment. As such, it is now 
classified as globally Critically Endangered. In the 
1970s numbers were estimated at 2,000-2,800 pairs. 
In 2014, estimates suggested a total br. population 
of 210-228 pairs, or 660-720 individuals. 

Threats on the br. grounds are relatively minor: 
disturbance by residents and researchers, predation 
by dogs, foxes and skuas, and habitat degradation, 
possibly exacerbated by climate change. The main 
concern however, is loss of tidal flats on the spe-
cies' non-br. grounds along the coasts of Vietnam, 
Thailand, Myanmar and Bangladesh. Some impor-
tant staging areas along the migration route have 
already been destroyed. Netting of waders for food 
is possibly a greater threat than previously thought. 
Desperate conservation efforts to save the unique 
Spoon-billed Sandpiper are underway.

10

11

13

12

visit carrion in search of maggots, but also 
occasionally eat muscle and fat—there is 
even a record of a turnstone pecking at a 
human corpse. 

An expedition to the Arctic and 
Subarctic latitudes will be necessary to 
witness the remarkable br. displays and 
hear the complex songs of these waders: 
Sanderlings breed as close to the N Pole as 
Svalbard and N Ellesmere Island.  Temminck's 
Stints (which breed at more sensible latitudes, 
even as far S as Scotland) perform hovering 
song-flights sustained for several minutes. Red 
Knots circle up to 200 m above the ground, with 
quivering wings, and end their display by tumbling 
down. Curlew Sandpipers fly with slow wingbeats 
alternated with glides, while singing a complex 
medley. Displays are often more frequent in mist, 
snowfalls or fog, and may continue at night. 

A variety of br. systems are employed: monogamy, 
polygamy, polygyny and general bigamy. Successive 
polyandry also occurs, e.g.  Little Stints lay up to 3 
clutches at 2-4 day interval for different  . Competi-
tion for , and correspondingly  showmanship, is es-
pecially fierce in the polygynous species. The incredi-
ble br. biology of Ruffs is described on p. 144. In the br. 
season  Pectoral Sandpipers develop a bulge of fatty 
tissue on their chests which they inflate to expose 
the bases of their black breast feathers. They perform 
low song-flights accompanied by an eerie flufftail-like 
hooting. Like Ruffs, Buff-breasted Sandpiper  do not 
vocalise to any great extent, but instead attract  by 
raising and waving their wings to show off their silvery 
white undersides.

Nests are cup-shaped depressions lined with plant 
material such as grass, leaves and lichens. The pointed 
eggs are reddish brown to buff eggs with plentiful dark 
blotches for camouflage. Clutch size is 3-5. Incubation 
may be by either sex (or simultaneously by both, on 
separate clutches); for 21-22 days. Chicks are precocial 
and leave the nest within a day of hatching. They have 
long, loose down, with white 'powder-puffs' attached 
to the tips of the black down feathers; dense barbules 
ensure that these puffs interlock to resemble scattered 
snowflakes. Chicks are rich brown above with a black 
hourglass-pattern, and white below. Parental care 
may be shared, or by the  or  alone.
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Life at the Lek: Breeding Biology of Ruffs

The Ruff has one of the most fascinating breeding 
systems of any species in the animal kingdom. In 
addition to pronounced sexual dimorphism (  being 
about 20% bigger than ), it also exhibits extreme 
polymorphism in plumage and behaviour. These 
traits are inherited under control of a supergene 
cluster and a chromosomal inversion that occurred 
about 4 million years ago. In SA Ruffs are mostly 
seen in demure nonbr. plumage—a far cry from the 
boreal br. grounds, where  flaunt gaudy plumes 
(p. 171), perform frenzied dances and undergo fierce 
combat at communal display arenas  known as leks.

Displays are eerily silent, with the flamboyant, 
variable appearance of the , together with elaborate 
posturing (instead of song) helping to establish 
dominance hierarchies, impress  and dispel rival 

. Actions include headjerking, tiptoeing, wing
flapping, flutterjumping, strutting, trampling, tail
spreading, tailtrembling, squatting, wingdrooping, 
stretching, turning, bill pointing etc. with the ruff 
feathers and 'topknot tufts' flared. Squabbles are 
frequent, opponents jumping and lunging at each 

other's faces with their legs and bills. Two main 
types of  (Independent  and Satellite ) occur, as 
outlined below. As recently as 2006, a new, very rare, 
third type of  was discovered that makes up only 
about 1% of the population: permanent mimics 
named Faeders ('Fathers'). These are small (yet larger 
and less compact than ) but are otherwise almost 
indistinguishable from  in the field. Despite their 
feminine size and appearance, Faeders have testes 
2.5x bigger than those of other , which ensures 
a better chance of fertilisation with each coupling. 
Faeders are frequently subject to homosexual 
couplings by Independent or Satellite ; it appears 
that the other  are aware of the Faeders' gender, 
but that homosexual couplings may serve to 
attract more  to the lek. It seems that  prefer 
to mate with Faeders rather than with other ; and 
ornamented  mount Faeders more often than 
true . Faeders may 'steal' copulations with a  that 
submits to an ornamented , or act as a decoy to lead 
other  away from visiting . Faeders migrate and 
flock with typical  after breeding.

Target

Faeder

Satellite

Independent

Sex SizeRole Territorial?Wing length Ruff/tufts

S

M

L

XL

154164 mm

170180 mm

average 189 mm

average 192 mm

none

none (mimics )

usually white, cream, grey; fine patterns

usually black or red; bold patterns

N/A

no

no

yes

Position in lek

visits

with 

periphery

centre

 mount Faeder  (or the 
other way around); such 
homosexual activity may 
help to attract more true 

20% smaller 
 lacks the 

ornamental 
plumes of 

lek about 20 m2, with 520 ;  
each individual 's territory is 
about 1m2, with a 50 cm patch of 
bare soil in the centre

 visits lek to assess each 's plumage 
and performance; she is highly 
promiscuous and will mate with all  
3 types if these are available

whiteruffed Satellite  
represent approximately  
14% of the  population

90% of territorial  return to 
the same lek in subsequent 
years leading to stable inter
male hierarchies and thus 
reduced aggression; less 
aggression lowers the risk of 
injury, and excessive aggression 
may scare off 

Independent  tolerate 
Satellite  (which are less 

aggressive and nonterritorial) 
as they attract more  to the 

lek; satellites wait at the lek 
periphery and intercept 

leks are usually located  on 
slightly raised, open areas near 
water; traditional leksites may 

be used for 60100 years

Independent  spends 
90% of daylight at the lek, 

and may overnight there 

dominant  near centre 
of lek may be replaced by 
younger peripheral  in 

subsequent years

Independent  have dark or red 
ruffs and represent the bulk of the of 
the male population (approximately 
85%); they are the most aggressive  

type and spend most of their  
time fighting or displaying

after copulation the  leaves 
to incubate the eggs and 
raise the brood by herself, 
and she also migrates south 
later than the 

not all copulations 
occur at the lek

all  may leave the 
lek together to forage
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arriving in Southern Africa are typically worn, and thus 
look much less immaculate than they are depicted 
in European books. The same applies to br. adults 
arriving from Aug onwards. Conversely, birds in very 
fresh br. plumage (FebApr) may look much paler than 
overseas books' br. plumage illustrations; this is due 
to the fragile pale greywhite tips to their br. feathers, 
which make them look as if they've been dusted with 
flour. These pale tips wear away to expose the darker, 
richer br. colours by the time the birds arrive on the br. 
grounds. Keep in mind that moult is under hormonal 
control, and therefore vagrant birds—which are 
often sickly—sometimes show atypical or restricted 
moult, or may even adopt reversed moult schedules 
synchronised to the S Hemisphere.

status: Only 5 of the species are common visitors to 
our region: Little Stint, Red Knot, Curlew Sandpiper, 
Sanderling and Ruff. In order to pick out a rarity, it 
is critical to get to know these species well, in all 
their variations: juvenile and adult, breeding and 
nonbreeding, fresh and worn. Somewhat aberrant 
individuals of the common species are responsible for 
the vast majority of rarities claims. Look for the green 
indicators in the bottom corners of the distribution 
maps: the more stars, the rarer the bird. The 3 American 
sandpipers (Least, Semipalmated and Western) have 
not yet been seen in Southern Africa, but are likely to 
be recorded in future. Potential vagrants from other 
genera are treated in the Appendix, on p. 242.

Common visitors (and some overwinter):
Little Stint
Sanderling
Curlew Sandpiper
Red Knot
Ruff

V* Regular but in small numbers (<10/year):
Broadbilled Sandpiper
Pectoral Sandpiper

V** Rare vagrants (1 every  1-5 years):
Rednecked Stint
Baird's Sandpiper
Whiterumped Sandpiper
Great Knot
Buffbreasted Sandpiper

V*** Exceptional vagrants (1 every 5-20 years):
Dunlin
Temminck's Stint
Longtoed Stint

Potential future vagrants (none yet):
Least Sandpiper
Semipalmated Sandpiper
Western Sandpiper

Identification of Calidrids
Birders who have puzzled over the field identification 
of calidrids, and particularly the smaller species (also 
known as 'peeps') will agree that the next few pages 
are arguably the most important in this book. The 
highly distinctive Ruddy Turnstone (p. 158) is not 
discussed further here, but specific ID problems of  the 
remaining species are outlined below.

attitude: This really is advanced birding: some birds 
pose a considerable challenge even to the most 
experienced experts, while beginners might find the 
challenge more frustrating than enjoyable. And, after 
hours of studying a bird in the scope, the exhaustive 
amount of literature dealing with the subject can 
be daunting. Nevertheless, an attempt at mastering 
the calidrids will help you understand and observe 
waders, and all birds for that matter, much better. And 
your efforts might be rewarded with a sighting of a 
rarity, or perhaps even a new species for the region. 
Remember that there is no shame in labelling a bird as 
a 'probable' or 'possible'. Photos can always be sent to 
experts for their opinion, but be sure to make careful 
notes (mentally or preferably physically) of the bird 
in the field. This is particularly true of size, shape and 
carriage, which are aspects that are difficult to convey 
in photos alone (and can at times be misleading). Take 
time to work through wader flocks: start with a quick 
initial scan, as (more obvious) rarities often have a way 
of 'jumping out'. Then go through the birds individually 
in an orderly fashion, identifying each one positively 
before moving on to the next. It helps to do this with 
a friend who can confirm your identifications, e.g. 
'starting from the left..Curlew Sand, Little Stint, Little 
Stint...preening Sanderling...' If you 'twitch' an already
identified rarity, make the most of such a valuable 
opportunity to study the bird, so you can find your 
own later! And never dismiss the nagging thought in 
the back of your mind that 'something doesn't fit'. 

pitfalls: Specific pitfalls will depend on the species, 
but there are some general points to keep in mind. 
Firstly, correct ageing of a bird is an important first 
step. Juveniles and adults not only differ in plumage, 
but also sometimes in structure; for example, juv. 
calidrids have relatively shorter tertials, which means 
that more of their primaries are exposed. Secondly, 
remember that weather and season play a role in the 
body shape of waders. Just after arrival from their long 
and taxing migration, birds may look very emaciated 
and skinny, causing their legs to look longer, their 
bodies slimmer and their heads smaller. Conversely, 
waders can double their body weight before departing 
on migration. In hot weather the feathers are often 
sleeked down, giving the bird a more upright, long
necked and longlegged appearance; in cold weather 
the neck and legs are retracted and the feathers are 
puffed up, making the bird look much more chunky 
and shortlegged. Thirdly, a basic understanding of 
moult will go a long way (see tips on p. 15). Juveniles 
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note very long wings, with 
longest primary extending 
well beyond tailtip

black legs; 
no hindtoe

a considerably 
bigger bird than 
Little Stint!

fully streaked 
breast; on brown 
background (like 
Pectoral, p. 168)

large, 
bulky

very white 
(as implied 
by scientific 
name)

thick
longish, thin

thin, pointed, 
slightly curved

central chest 
almost plain; a 
few streaks on 
breastsides

Little Stint 
is really not 
much  bigger 
than a sparrow

HOUSE SPARROW LITTLE STINT BAIRD'S SANDPIPER SANDERLING

Study skins of non-br. Little Stint, Baird's Sandpiper and Sanderling,  
with House Sparrow for scale. Shown at approximately 60% scale.

WHITE-RUMPED AND BAIRD'S SANDPIPERS
Emaciated stints photographed at oblique angles are 
responsible for most claims of these 2 rare vagrants 
from the Americas. Also note that juv. Little Stints have 
shorter tertials, and thus longerlooking primaries. 
However, as can be seen below, Baird's and White
rumped are considerably bigger than stints, weighing 
almost double on average. This size difference is 
obvious in the field if both species are present, though 
lone birds (and Baird's tends to be a loner) are more 
difficult. The long wings, that extend far beyond the 
tail and often cross scissorlike behind the body, 
are a good initial clue, but beware that Little Stints 
also have quite long primaries (though still some  
30 mm shorter). 34 primary tips are visible beyond the 
tertials in Baird's and Whiterumped, and the primary 
projection is equal to the length of the tertials. In Little 

Stint, only 2 primary tips are usually visible, and the 
primary projection is half to two thirds of the tertials, 
at most. Baird's is overall a brownish bird (but White
rumped is grey like a stint). Baird's has a browntinged, 
profusely streaked breastband, whereas Little usually 
only shows a few blotchy streaks on the breastsides. 
Whiterumped (in addition to having a white rump) 
differs from both Little Stint and Baird's in having 
lightly streaked flanks and a paler billbase. In addition 
to having very long wings, both of these vagrants 
have short legs; this gives them a characteristic low, 
flat profile. Additionally, Baird's is strangely flattened 
as if it has been stepped on. For Baird's, also compare 
Temminck's Stint and Pectoral Sandpiper (both of 
which have yellow legs); and against Whiterumped, 
compare Western Sandpiper (p. 149). Whiterumped 
has a characteristic 'almost ultrasonic' call (p. 137).
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RED KNOT VS. GREAT KNOT
As always, size and shape is the place to start. Great is 
about 1015% bigger than Red; while this is obvious 
in direct comparison, size is harder to judge on lone 
birds. Nevertheless, Great does give the immediate 
impression of a large bird. More importantly, Great 
looks slightly longerlegged and tends to stand 
higher, with its body held more upright. It also has a 
longer neck (though the neck is often retracted), and 
a relatively smaller, less domed head. Bill shape is a 
key ID character. Red has a straight, stubbylooking 
bill that does not taper much and is about the same 
length as its head; overall looks like a shortbilled 
wader. Conversely, Great always looks longbilled, 
its bill being longer than its head, with a thicker 
base but  tapering strongly to a sharper point, and 
simultaneously showing a distinct decurve. Both 
species look heavy, but Great is less rotund, with a 
flatter back, deeper chest and a much more elongated 
rear owing to its longer wings, which project notably 
past its tail (beware of odd angles, or moulting birds). 

Both knots are mainly seen in dull non-br. plumage 
in our region. Spring birds are mostly still in (worn) 
br. plumage but moult soon after arrival. Partial, or 
occasionally full br. plumage is attained in late summer 
before the northward migration. The scapulars and 
wing coverts of Red Knot typically appear grey, pale 
and rather plain (though each feather has a thin dark 
shaftstreak and pale fringes). Great looks more brown 
than grey above, with darker feather centres that 
contrast more with the pale feather fringes; it thus 
appears more mottled overall, recalling a Bartailed 
Godwit. Great has a less obvious white supercilium 
than Red, and usually lacks a dark patch on the ear
coverts, but has more distinct streaking on the crown 
and nape. Red has some diffuse grey mottling on the 
breastsides, plus subtle greyish 'open' chevrons on 
its flanks (note that some birds have darker and more 
extensive markings). Great's brown breast spots often 
form a faint band on the lower chest, which breaks up 
into a few large, isolated arrowheads or hearts on its 
flanks. Leg colour is often identical, but sometimes 
darker greygreen in Great.

Separation in br. plumage is straightforward, even 
if only a few br. feathers have been grown. Red lives 
up to its name, and never shows the large black blobs 
of Great on its underparts. Note that newly returned 
Reds in worn br. plumage are much less colourful 
below and can look almost black above.

In fresh juvenile plumage Red has a peach wash 
below, but this soon fades and it then resembles the 
nonbr. adult except in showing delicate dark arcs just 
inside of its pale feather edges. Juv. Great is a much 
more messy creature, with coarse notches above in 
the style of a juv. shank or Pluvialis Plover. It is liberally 
spotted with brown below, the markings on its lower 
chest coalescing into a band. Note that juv. knots may 
be very worn and bleached when they arrive here, 
showing odd white patches; new adultlike feathers 
on the scapulars indicate the start of the moult to first 
nonbr. (imm.) plumage.

In flight both knots appear longwinged and short
bodied, but Great's longer bill and legs make it look 
less compact; it also has slower, looser wingbeats 
(recalling Ruff). A helpful feature is Great's white 
uppertail coverts (except for a few small black marks 
on sides), which contrast more with its darker tail. Red 
has a finely barred rump which looks grey in flight, 
and thus contrasts less with its paler grey tail. Red has 
a slightly broader and more obvious white wingbar.

RUFF, BUFF-BREASTED AND PECTORAL
These 3 waders (and Baird's, to an extent) differ 
from other calidrids in their browner (rather than 
grey) colouration, and 'scaly' upperparts and wing 
coverts: each feather has a large dark centre with a 
pale edge. The resulting effect is that they look more 
mottled above than most of the other, nearly plain 
grey calidrids. They are furthermore set apart by their 
orange or yellowish legs.

Ruffs are among our most common waders 
at inland waters (though they are rarer in coastal 
habitats), and may also be found in dry grassland or 
agricultural fields close to water. Beginners often find 
them confusing because of their great variation in 
plumage and bareparts colouration. In addition,  
(which are the more common sex in Southern Africa) 
are about 25% smaller than . Experienced birders ID 
Ruffs (of either sex) by their unique lanky shape. Other 
good Rufffeatures are: a slightly drooped bill, which 
may show some orange on the base; at most faint 
mottling (but not streaking) on the breast; 'squinting' 
expression due to a short dark line through the eye 
(but pale lores, unlike most waders); often a white 
patch at the base of the bill; and orange legs. They 
are easily identified in flight thanks to the prominent 
white ovals on each side of the rump, plus a lazy 
flapping style. Many claims of Common Redshanks  
(p. 209) turn out to be Ruffs.

The rare Buffbreasted Sandpiper is more likely 
to be seen in dry, short grassland than at the water's 
edge. In fact, they may be overlooked as a plover. 
They superficially resemble small juv.  Ruffs but 
differ in having shorter, yellow (not orange) legs, 
pale spectacles around the eye, and entirely buff 
underparts (with some discreet spots on the breast). 

The once exceptional Pectoral Sandpiper is being 
seen more and more frequently. They prefer secluded 
freshwater habitats with some vegetation cover. The 
species is relatively easily identified by its yellow legs, 
yellow billbase and neat band of streaks across the 
chest. It resembles a Ruff in flight, but has a faster 
flapping action and lacks a prominent wingbar. Very 
much a gigantic version of a Longtoed Stint, but even  
a small  'Pec' is twice as big as any stint. 

Also keep the Sharptailed Sandpiper (p. 247), a 
potential vagrant, in mind. Br. Sharptails are easily 
told from Pectorals by their chevron belly markings, 
but nonbr. birds are similar. Sharptail has a more 
prominent white eyering and supercilium, less clear
cut border on the lower breast, a shorter bill, more 
distinct cap and often some orange undertones.
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THE SEVEN STINTS
Stints, or 'peeps' rank among the most challenging of 
all waders to identify in the field. They are tiny, active 
and often nervous. And flocks have a habit of taking 
flight just as you lock onto an interestinglooking 
bird! Another hurdle is their immense variability in 
plumage—structure is often more useful. One of 
the first steps is to age the bird correctly, to avoid 
comparing apples with oranges. An understanding of 
wader life cycles and the timing of moult is useful. This 
is not as complicated as its sounds; see p. 15. 

There are 7 peeps in the world, but the only species 
common in our subregion is Little Stint. Get to know all 
its variations and ageclasses well! Of the remaining 6 
species, 3 breed in the Palearctic (Temminck's, Long
toed and Rednecked, all of which have been recorded 
in Southern Africa on a handful of occasions); and 3 
breed in N America and migrate to S America (Least, 
Semipalmated and Western Sandpipers; these are 
tantalising potential vagrants).

Start by looking at leg colour: yellow or black? Make 
this a habitat when scanning through stints. If the legs 
are pale yellowish you should get excited: this could 
be a Temminck's or either of the nearidentical pair 
Longtoed and Least. The precise shade is variable: 
olivegreen, limegreen, ochrebrown, pinkish yellow 
or greygreen. If the legs are black (or slightly paler 
olivegrey in juv.) the chance is 99% that it is a Little 
Stint. However, pay attention to any birds that look 
'different' in size, posture, colouration or behaviour. 

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

JUV.

yellow

very thin, tapered, 
droopy; usually 

no pale base 
(sometimes 

brown)

supercilia 
usually merge 
on forehead

dark, broad, 
evenwidth

most of cheek dark

darker hindneck 
(looks less capped)

scalloped

broad, even 
fringes

narrow 
fringes; often 
notched  
or wavy

'soft 
scales'

'hard 
scales'

legs (esp. tibiae) a 
touch shorter than 

Longtoed's

coarser blobs; extend 
further across chest, but 
less down to flanks

coverts edged 
buff (less contrast)

blotchy

isolated darker 
cheekspot

pale hindneck, 
leaving rusty cap, 
like Sharptailed

strong lines

yellow

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

JUV.
dark crown 
goes right 
down to bill

thin, pale or 
broken line

coverts edged 
white (contrast 
with scapulars)

thin, tapered, 
straighter; 
base pale

finely 
streaked

very long

narrower streaks; extend 
further towards flanks, but 
midchest often unstreaked

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

JUV.

narrow subterminal 
edges unique (but 
compare blacklegged 
Baird's, p. 163)

almost plain 
greybrown

broad, solid  
breastband  

at all ages

less distinct face pattern 
than other stints, but bold 

white eyering

thin, slightly 
drooped; may 

show small 
pale base

short yellow legs

very long tail 
projects beyond 
wingtips

not very 
exciting; lacks 
bright rufous 
tones

fully streaked  
breastband

Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla
L: 1314.5 cm WS: 2730 cm T: 1721 mm B: 1621 mm

Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta
L: 1415.5 cm WS: 2731 cm T: 1924 mm B: 1620 mm

Temminck's Stint Calidris temminckii
L: 13.515 cm WS: 2933 cm T: 1619 mm B: 1618 mm

See p. 164 for full plate. Rare visitor from Asia. Easily overlooked 
and possibly annual in very small numbers. Told from others with 
difficulty by combination of structure, plumage and call.

See p. 164 for full plate. Very rare vagrant to Southern Africa from Asia. 
Yellow legs shared with plainer Temminck's and very similar Least. In 
many ways a miniature version of Pectoral Sandpiper (p. 168). 

A potential vagrant to Southern Africa from the Americas. The small-
est of all waders; tiny size emphasised by typically crouched posture. 
Very similar to Long-toed (including its yellow legs).

flexed legs; 
crouching stanceoften upright
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AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

JUV.

long, 
curved; 
fine tip

sharp 
streaks

chesty

face and 
cap palerbright and attractive 

(more like Little)

moults earlier 
than SemiP.

short 
primary 
projection

long legs

rufous cheeks 
and crown

partial webs 
(shared only  
with SemiP.)

diagnostic 
arrowheads

almost red heavy 
triangles

note arched 
back, big head

peaked 
at rearshort, 

thick; 
blunt 

tip

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

JUV.

partial webs 
(shared only  
with Western)

rather drab; 
lacks rufous

fully streaked 
across chest

often a few 
fine streaks

short 
primary 
projection

only a hint of rufous 
on face and crown

supercilium looks clearcut 
due to dark face and capvariable, but drabber 

than other juv. stints 
(like Rednecked);  
no white 'V'

grey with arrow
heads; paler than 

Little

smudgy streaks 
on dirty back
ground

not easily 
distinguishable 

from other non-
br. stints

some birds are  
longerbilled 

plump

round

short, 
blunt (not 
as thick as 

SemiP.)

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

JUV.

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

JUV.

long,  
flat, low

short legs

plain, red

bold streaks 
on white

may show 
a few fine 
streaks

white

speckles on 
orange

elongated 
rearend

marginally 
paler, plainer 
than others

rufous upper 
scapulars contrasts 
with grey coverts

primaries, 
tertials and 
tail very long

mottled brown

'double 
supercilium'

all of back and  
wing colourful

'double 
supercilium'white V

black centres

blobs

long 
primaries

often darker 
centres than 

in others

clean white

compact, 
rounded body

cap not as dark 
and defined as 
SemiP's

thin, fine
tipped; may 

be subtly 
curved

rounded; 
small head

longish 
legs

scapulars and 
coverts orange

(feet not 
webbed)(feet not 

webbed)

grey, with 
black anchors

Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis
L: 1316 cm WS: 3035 cm T: 1821 mm B: 1621 mm

Little Stint Calidris minuta
L: 1415.5 cm WS: 2932 cm T: 2024 mm B: 1620 mm

Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri
L: 1417 cm WS: 3537 cm T: 2025 mm B: 2130 mm

Semipalmated Sandpiper C. pusilla
L: 1315 cm WS: 3437 cm T: 1924 mm B: 1523 mm

See p. 165 for full plate. Our only common stint: can be locally 
abundant in summer. The 'default' against which other stints should 
be compared, in their respective plumages.

See p. 165 for full plate. Rare visitor from Asia. Easily overlooked and 
probably annual in very small numbers. Told from others with dif-
ficulty by combination of structure, plumage and call.

A potential vagrant to Southern Africa from the Americas. Webbed 
feet important (though difficult) to confirm. Otherwise rather dull, 
with a short thick bill which has a slightly 'swollen' tip.

A potential vagrant to Southern Africa from the Americas. Webbed 
feet important (though difficult) to confirm. Rather large and long-
billed (can be taken for e.g. Dunlin).
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When faced by an oddlooking blacklegged stint, first 
check for small webs between the bases of the toes. This 
requires a good view (or welltimed photo), but the 
webs are actually easier to see than one might think, 
esp. between the outer and middle toes and on a bird 
seen directly from the front or back, on a dry surface. 
The 2 American species, Semipalmated and Western, 
both have fairly pronounced webbing, whereas 
Little and Rednecked have none. Beware that mud 
squished between the toes can look like palmations 
at a distance. Mud can also make black legs look paler 
or pale legs look darker. The American species have 
a flat junction where the lower mandible joins the 
jaw feathering, whereas there is a pronounced 'gape 
notch' in Little and Rednecked (see p. 152).

Also pay attention to bill shape (length, curvature, 
depth, width, tip and colour; see below, and p. 152). 
Many Westerns have obviously long and curved bills 
(like mini Curlew Sandpipers); SemiP's have notably 
short and fat bills with bulging tips. The relative length 
of the tail/wings can be informative. Little (and Red
necked) have longer primary projection than the other 

species, whereas Temminck's and Rednecked have 
short legs but elongated rearends. Also note stance, 
carriage, leg length, neck length and crown shape. 
Nonbr. plumage is really too similar between the 
various species to be of much use for identification, 
but any retained br. or juv. feathers can provide clues.

Temminck's Stint (p. 164)
Breeds across most of Palearctic, and spends the 
nonbr. season in Africa S of the Sahara but N of the 
equator, and in S Asia. Only a handful of records 
from S Africa; most likely in summer and in secluded 
freshwater habitats with mud and some vegetation; 
shuns open mudflats. Yellow legs should initially 
catch your eye. Lack of distinct features is in itself an 
identification feature. At a glance, more like a tiny 
Common Sandpiper (p. 200) than a stint. Shares with 
that species an almost unstreaked, broad, greybrown 
breastband contrasting with a white belly (breast 
more or less streaked, on a pale background, in all 
others). Other quirks shared with Common Sandpiper 
are almost plain greybrown upperparts and very 
long tail that projects well beyond the wingtips. The 
combination of short legs, elongated rearend, brown 
colour and breastband can also suggest Baird's Sand
piper; that species has long wings (not a long tail) 
and is larger with bolder markings. Temminck's has a 
plain face except for a prominent white eyering. Juv. 
differs from other young stints in its scaly upperparts 
with thin black subterminal fringes. Adults only moult 
a limited number of br. feathers, which give them a 
spotty look by the time they arrive back in Africa after 
breeding. Creeps slowly about, often halfconcealed, 
but may also forage more actively. When flushed 
tends to ascend quickly (others typically speed off low 
above the ground). When tail is spread when taking off 
or landing, note diagnostic white (not grey) outer tail 
feathers. Repeats a unique flightcall when flushed: a 
characteristic high, shrill, stuttered trill, tirrr.

Long-toed Stint (p. 164)
For any claim of a yellowlegged stint to be validated, 
the tough challenge of separating Longtoed and 
Least must be faced. Temminck's also has yellow legs 
but should be readily dismissible by its almost unpat
terned plumage, solid brown breast, short legs and 
long, projecting tail. Very long legs (esp. tibiae) coupled 
with crakelike, 'spidery' toes give Longtoed the ap
pearance of a tiny shank or Pectoral Sandpiper. Tends 
to looks slimmer and stand more upright than Least, 
with smaller head held higher on longer, thinner neck 
(sometimes adopts extreme 'giraffe pose' when alert). 
However, such differences depend on the bird's activ
ity. The bill is marginally shorter than Least's and looks 
a bit straighter; more usefully, Longtoed usually has a 
distinctly paler billbase (only a touch of brown on br. 
Least). Middle toe slightly longer than tarsus and bill. 
Toes project slightly beyond tail in flight, but this is al
ways difficult to see. Note face pattern: in Longtoed, 
the broad white supercilia are not connected, but 
rather curve up in front of the eye, often splitting above 

TEMMINCK'S STINT

faint, buffwashed 
supercilium, mostly 
just in front of eye

prominent white 
eyering (stands 
out against brown 
cheeks)

often shows a hint of 
dull orange or olive on 
base of bill

small, rounded 
head, short neck 
(looks compact)

short, weak, very 
slightly curved  
(like Longtoed)

peak of crown forward of 
eye; forehead thus steeper

short, weak, 
gently drooping

LEAST SANDPIPER

base can be a 
little browner, but 
normally dark

white supercilia usually 
meet above bill

broad dark 
band

small head, 
short neck; often 
hunched into 
shoulders

LONG-TOED STINT

short, weak, very 
slightly curved

yellowish base to lower 
mandible (but hard to 
see from a distance)

prominent white 
supercilium extends 
far behind eye

crown 
higher at 

rear

small head, long 
neck (looks delicate)

supercilium separated 
from bill by dark curve 
between lores and crown

thin, constricted  
or broken band
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the eye. The loral line is narrow and often broken, and 
is connected to the crown. In drab nonbr. plumage, 
feather edges are more defined, giving it a scaly rather 
than streaky look. Another difference from e.g. Little 
Stint (but shared by Least) is the limited primary pro
jection. Call similar to Least's but lower and more disyl
labic; a quick, soft, low, trilled chirp, e.g. chi-reep.

Least Sandpiper
Aptly named, being the world's smallest wader. A close 
American cousin of the Asian Longtoed. Migrates 
between the Americas; a few reach Europe each year 
(mostly in JunOct). Less prejudiced against saline water 
than Longtoed, but probably more likely inland; even 
in coastal areas, favours pools with soft mud and some 
sparse vegetation above tidal mudflats. First thing to 
note is yellow legs, unlike Little Stint, but as Longtoed 
(don't be deceived by the effects of mud). Creeping 

posture should also make it stand out from the crowd: 
holds belly close to the ground with short legs deeply 
bent and the rotund body and large head merged into 
a little ball (which makes it look even smaller than other 
stints, though the actual size difference is minimal). 
May wade in water in more upright posture and, rare
ly, adopts the cranenecked 'giraffe pose' when alert. 
Study bill carefully: similar to Longtoed, but a touch 
longer, finer and often more drooped, and with only 
a little brown at base, or none. Toes longer than other 
stints: middle toe about as long as bill (just shorter than 
tarsus), and reaches tailtip in flight. Has a sharp band 
of streaks across the chest like a mini Pectoral (p. 168) 
but has much shorter primary projection, if any (same 
as Longtoed). Dull plumage may invite confusion with 
Temminck's (p. 164), but Least has a much shorter tail 
and longer legs and more patterning. Wingbeats very 
fast. Flightcall a series of soft, rising prreep or prr notes.

Bill Shape Juvenile Non-breeding BreedingSpecies

Little Stint
Longish, fine

tipped, slightly 
curved; black

Leggy, upright, 
longish neck, 
primaries>tail

Colourful; patch of 
blobs on breastsides; 
split supercilium; dark 
centres to scapulars; 

whitish V's above

Often a little 
browner than others 
with darker feather 

centres above

Breast orange (with 
black streaks) but 

throat white; coverts 
orange; flanks white

Le
gs

 b
la

ck
, t

oe
s n

ot
 w

eb
be

d

Red-necked 
Stint

Short, thick
based, blunt

tipped, straight; 
black

Shortlegged, 
lowslung, 

elongated rear,  
round head, 

'cute'

Quite drab; grey 
coverts; relatively 

pale cap

Pale, uniform grey; 
narrow shaftstreaks

Throat and breast 
unstreaked reddish, 
streaked below this; 

flanks may show some 
fine streaks too

Semipalmated 
Sandpiper

Usually short, very 
thick base, tip 

blunt and slightly 
expanded; black

Short primary 
projection, 

plump, round 
crown

Very drab; most like 
Rednecked; dark 

mask and cap; smudgy 
breast streaks on 

brown background

Pale, uniform grey; 
narrow shaftstreaks;  

some streaks on 
breastsides; bold 
streaks on crown

Drabbest stint (no 
rufous); narrow streaks 

all across breast and 
onto upper flanks

Le
gs

 b
la

ck
, t

oe
s w

eb
be

d

Western 
Sandpiper

Usually long and 
clearly curved; 

black

Dunlinlike; 
short primary 

proj., 'neckless', 
peaked crown, 

long legs

Colourful; most like 
Little; pale mask and 
cap; sharp streaks on 

breastsides

Pale, uniform grey; 
fine streaks across 

white breast; subtle 
streaks on crown

Almost red above; 
orange on face, crown; 

heavy arrowhead 
streaks below

Long-toed 
Stint

Thin, decurved; 
base paler

Longlegged, 
upright, slim; 

thin neck; more 
like a tiny Tringa

Coverts edged white; 
bright cap; small 

rufous cheekspot; 
thin loral line; dark 
forehead meets bill

Looks scaly: feathers 
with sharp grey

brown edges; finely 
streaked breast

Narrow streaks on 
breast (but not in 

middle) and towards 
flanks; broadlyedged 

coverts and tertials

Least 
Sandpiper

Very thin, 
decurved; base 

usually not paler

More hunched 
than Longtoed; 

shorter neck

Coverts edged buff; 
hindneck not as pale; 

dark cheeks; broad 
loral line; white brows 

meet above bill

Looks scaly: feathers 
with diffuse grey

brown edges; 
blotchy marks on 

breast

Broader streaks right 
across chest but not to 
flanks; coverts/tertials 
have narrow and often 

notched edges

Temminck's 
Stint

Very thin, weak 
bill may show 

paler base

Compact, 
horizontal, low; 
short legs; long 
tail projects well 

beyond wings 

Fine dark subterminal 
lines on upperparts; 

indistinct face pattern; 
bold white eyering

Like mini Common 
Sandpiper; plain 

brown above; solid 
brown breastband; 

white outer tail

Only a few scattered 
blackish feathers

Le
gs

 y
el

lo
w

Main diagnostic structural and plumage features of the 7 stints.
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Little Stint (p. 165)
Of the world's 7 small 'peeps' Little Stint is our only 
regular visitor, and is locally abundant in summer (from 
about Aug, but mainly OctApr). As such, careful study of 
any 'odd' stint, ideally with corroborative photographic 
evidence, is required to confirm any of the vagrant, or 
potential vagrant stints. Advice: understand seasonal 
plumage changes: correct ageing is the first step! The 
bad news is that we see peeps mostly in bland nonbr. 
('winter') plumage, when they are infinitely more dif
ficult to distinguish. The good news is that structure is 
often more important than plumage. Like Rednecked, 
Little does not have webbed toes. Looks light and 
dainty, with a thin, finetipped bill and rounded belly. It 
has a small head which is often held high on its longish 
neck, particularly when alert; then stands more upright 
than e.g. Rednecked, with wings and tail held high and 
longish legs stretched. Its primaries project relatively 
far beyond its tertials, similar to Rednecked, but longer 
than Western and SemiP, though not as long as e.g. 
Baird's. However, this is a risky ID feature due to moult 
and wear, and is safest in juv. birds. Feeding actions no
tably frantic and erratic, with flexed legs and frequent 
crouching. Flightcall simple and weak: stit or stint.

Red-necked Stint (p. 165)
Rare but probably overlooked vagrant from Asia. For
tunately (and like all species here) likely to be seen 
among Little Stints for comparison. Outside the br. 
season, shape is more likely to draw attention than 
any plumage feature. In a word, looks 'cute' with larger, 
more rounded head and noticeably shorter legs (black, 
with unwebbed toes) than Little, giving it a lowslung, 
horizontal carriage. Rear half looks attenuated, with the 
longest primaries of the 4 blacklegged peeps. Likewise, 
the tail is notably longer than other stints', and may 
project past the wingtips. On average has the short
est bill of the 4, with a thicker base and blunter tip than 
Little (closer to SemiP, but with thinner base, but see 
variations, below). Juv. plumage is dull, like SemiP, with 
slightly rufoustoned upper scapulars contrasting with 
grey lower scapulars and wing coverts. Note that worn 
and faded juv. Little Stints (SepNov) can look much 
duller than illustrated. Not always safely distinguish
able  from other stints in nonbr. plumage but tends 
to be a little paler above and with less marked breast
sides compared to Little, and with smaller dark areas 
on feather centres above. Full br. plumage distinctive 
but be careful when identifying partly moulted (Mar

WESTERN SANDPIPER

looks 'neckless'; this, plus 
long bill, heavy chest and 
upright posture gives it a 
frontheavy shape

angular head; 
crown peaks 
behind eye

most birds (esp. ) clearly 
longerbilled than other stints; 
bill 11.2x as long as head; this 

is a relatively shortbilled 

face paler than Semipalmated, 
so eyering less conspicuous

bill droops 
towards tip

base as heavy as Semipalmated, 
but rest of bill tapers more, and 
narrower behind tip (from above)

most show vertical 
border on lower 
mandible (like 
Semipalmated)

large 
head

cheeks and 
crown darker 
than Western 
Sandpiper

border between lower mandible 
and jaw feathers almost vertical 
(notched in most others)

tip distinctly bulbous 
when bill seen from 

above or headon

parallelsided (thinner just 
behind tip in most stints)

rounded, 
domed head

SEMIPALMATED  
SANDPIPER

 have longer bills 
(can overlap short
billed  Westerns)

bill short and 
almost conical

straight cutting edges

short, straight, almost convex

longer neck 
than Western

very 'deep' base

RED-NECKED STINT

 border between 
lower mandible 
and jaw feathering 
notched

bill short, stubby

tip blunt and 
slightly bulbous

bill shape closest to 
Semipalmated, but 
base not as deep

big head, 
rounded 
crown

dark of lores usually 
runs through eye

'cute' expression

shorter legs, more 
horizontal posture 
than Little

some birds have 
longer bills (compare 

Whiterumped and 
Baird's, p. 163)

LITTLE STINT

tip fine (not as blunt 
as Rednecked, and 

only very slightly 
expanded

base relatively thinsmaller more 
angular head

longer, thinner neck 
than Rednecked

looks more delicate 
than other stints

tapered, slightly curved

notch

smaller more 
angular head

dark of lores usually 
separated from eye

bill longer in  
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Apr) or very worn birds (AugOct). To the experienced 
ear, flightcall sounds lower, deeper, longer and more 
drawnout than Little's weak, high staccato squeak, and 
has a rolling 'r' sound: tiirr or kreet.

Semipalmated Sandpiper
Not to be confused with Semipalmated Plover (p. 244).  
Breeds in Alaska and Canada, and migrates to S Amer
ica, mainly on Atlantic coast. The more likely of the 2 
American peeps to reach us. Vagrants to the Palearctic 
have occurred at inland and coastal wetlands, but prob
ably most likely to be found on open tidal mudflats 
among hordes of Little Stints. As its name implies, there 
are small webs between the toes; this is really the only 
infallible ID character compared to the Eurasian stints, 
but is shared with Western. The web is most obvious 
between the middle and outer toes, and is best seen 
when the bird is walking away, on a dry surface. This 
obviously requires a good view, but is more notice
able than one might think. Beware of other stints with 
mudcakes toes though. The toes themselves are also 
slightly longer than Eurasian stints'. Typically differs in 
bill shape (although extremes overlap): bill slightly 
shorter and straighter than Little's but base much 
thicker, middle less constricted, and tip bulbous (most 
obvious in headon views), and border with jaw less 
indented. Bill longer in E birds though, and particularly  

. Usually notably larger than Little, with a shorter neck 
and rounder crown . Forages slower than Little with less 
flexing of legs. Flightcalls husky and lowpitched, usu
ally with an 'r'sound, chrup or chrif. Less squeaky than 
Little, and deeper than Rednecked.

Western Sandpiper 
Breeds in W Alaska and winters in S USA (on both the 
Atlantic and Pacific coasts) and C America. The biggest 
of the darklegged stints; also the longestlegged and 
with the longest and most curved bill (longer than 
head). More prone to wade into water and probe for 
food. All these features combine to create the impres
sion of a tiny Curlew Sandpiper (p. 155) or Dunlin rather 
than a stint. Still much smaller than the latter 2 though 
(but compare e.g. longerwinged Whiterumped Sand
piper p. 163, and Broadbilled Sandpiper p. 154). Likely 
in similar habitats as Semipalmated, but tends to forage 
more along the water's edge rather than out on open 
mudflats. Shares toewebs with SemiP, an important 
field character. Carriage upright and perky, with front
heavy look, but at times forages in a more hunched 
position, with large head blending smoothly into chest 
(i.e. bullnecked) and back notably arched. Crown often 
looks peaked, behind eye (in front in SemiP). Juvenile as 
bright as Little, but face and crown pattern less defined 
and rearend shorter. Br. plumage distinctive thanks 
to extensive arrowheads on the underparts. Nonbr. 
plumage as in the others—hope for an arrowhead still 
evident from br. plumage, or a retained juv. scapular in 
firstyears. Timing of moult can also help. Flightcalls 
sound a little more drawnout and lively than others', a 
high jeet, or harsher jeerr but often running into a short 
rippling trill jeer'r'r'r.

SANDERLING
These familiar, likeable little waders are usually seen in 
busy flocks chasing waves on beaches. However, lone 
passage migrants at inland waters, which are often 
more lethargic, are surprisingly easy to confuse with 
stints (and a Sanderling really is just an oversized stint). 
Adults in br. plumage can be mistaken for br. Little 
Stints, or even Rednecked Stints. In direct comparison 
the size difference is obvious (see specimens, p. 146); 
in addition, Sanderlings look more bulky, with notably 
stouter bills, and very black legs. They differ from all 
other calidrids in lacking a hindtoe (but obviously 
good views are required to see this). Their black 
shoulders are often emphasized as an ID feature, 
but note that some other stints (and Broadbilled 
Sandpiper) may show somewhat darker lesser coverts, 
though these are usually obscured when the wing is 
folded. In flight Sanderlings are easily identified by 
their very prominent blackandwhite patterning.

Differences in foot webbing and shape between 
Little Stint (left) and Semipalmated Sandpiper (right). 
Illustrations of feet show the right foot, as seen from 
behind (i.e. the hind-toe curves inwards).

SEMIPALMATED WESTERN

LITTLE STINT (BOTH)

webs larger in 
Western, esp. 

between middle 
and outer toes

SemiP has 
proportionately 
longer toes than 
other blacklegged 
stints, but this is not 
of use in the field

mud caked 
between the 
toes can look 
like webbing!

no webbing

hindtoe

inner toe

outer toe

small webs 
(up to about 

first joint)

slightly longer wings (can even 
suggest scissorwinged Baird's 

from certain angles)

larger, bulkier, more 
compact bird

thin
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Rare but not a vagrant: very small numbers visit 
tidal flats, estuaries and coastal ponds SepMar. 
Not so easy to pick out from big stint flocks. 

Broad-billed Sandpiper
Limicola falcinellus (Breëbekstrandloper)
L: 1518 cm WS: 3235 cm T: 20(22)23 mm B: 28(32)36 mm

[L. f. falcinellus]. Easily over-
looked in a sea of stints, but 
with notably longer and thicker 
bill with a kinked tip. Slightly 
bigger than a stint; size and 
curved bill suggest a Curlew 
Sandpiper/Dunlin, but smaller 
and shorter-legged. Often looks 
dark above, and in juv. and br. 
plumage, sports bold, snipe-
like bands on the crown 
and back.

CURLEW SANDPIPER VS. DUNLIN
Curlew Sandpiper is one of our most common waders, 
both in inland, vegetationfree freshwater habitats 
and coastal wetlands (especially tidal mudflats, where 
flocks of thousands amass). Even at a glance it stands 
out in stint flocks due to its bigger size and very 
long, finetipped and always clearly decurved bill, as 
reflected in its Afrikaans name Krombekstrandloper. 
Despite being one the world's most common waders, 
Dunlins seldom cross the equator. 

Dunlin has multiple races that differ in structure, 
plumage and timing of moult. A full discussion is 
beyond the scope of this book, but keep in mind that 
vagrants that end up in Southern Africa may be one of 
the American races; these are notably longerbilled, so 
do not only rely only on bill shape for identification. In 
addition, nonbr. American Dunlins tend to be darker 
brown and may show fine streaking across their upper 
flanks (compare Whiterumped Sandpiper).

Careful evaluation of size and shape is important 
in distinguishing Dunlin from Curlew Sandpiper. 
Double check any bird that looks more compact than 
its neighbours. Curlew Sandpiper (especially the )  
is bigger and taller than Dunlin, thanks to both its 
longer legs (especially the tibiae) and longer, sinuous 
neck. Its longer legs also allow it to wade in deeper 
water than Dunlins do, and it is more inclined to dunk 
its head under the water when foraging. The bird 
looks more attenuated and more elegant overall, and 
has a smaller, more square head with a longer, more 
drooping bill (1.3x head's length in , 1.5x in ). Curlew 
Sandpipers also have longer wings and longer primary 
projection than Dunlins (most obvious in juveniles). 

Dunlins can look very dumpy, with short legs and 
virtually no neck. Their bills are, on average, shorter, 
thickerbased, straighter and more bluntly tipped 
(1.1x head's length in , 1.3x in ). In shape Dunlins 
resemble the tubby Purple/Rock Sandpipers, their 
closest relatives, while Curlew Sandpiper is sister to 
the elegant Stilt Sandpiper (p. 247).

Many of the previous SA records of Dunlins have 
been of birds in br. plumage which show a diagnostic 
black patch on the lower belly. The 2 are not easily dis
tinguished in non-br. plumage: Dunlin usually looks 
browner and darker above than Curlew Sandpiper, 
and has a darker, cloudy chestband, and a shorter, 
less distinct white supercilium. Curlew Sandpiper usu
ally looks very pale overall, with a whitish breast with 
a few streaks at the sides only; it has a wellmarked 
white supercilium that extends further behind the 
eye, giving it a somewhat capped appearance. 

If in doubt, wait for the bird to fly: in-flight, Curlew 
Sandpiper shows a prominent square white patch 
on its 'rump' (actually uppertail coverts), whereas 
Dunlin has a dark central bar. Note however, that 
br. or very worn Curlew Sandpipers can show some 
sparse mottling on the rump. Unlike Dunlin, Curlew 
Sandpiper's longer legs are visible behind its tail. 
Also listen for the very different flight-calls: Curlew 
Sandpiper gives a cheerful, rolling chirrup while Dunlin 
has a harsh, buzzy kreeep (see sonograms, p. 137).

AD. br. 
worn 
(JulSep)

AD. 
non-br. 
(OctMar)

JUV. 
(AugOct)

may recall a tiny snipe 
more than a sandpiper

prominent 
'double' or 'split' 

supercilium

dark rump

thick

kink

very dark once 
pale fringes 

worn off

arrowheads (may 
extend to vent)AD. 

br. fresh 
(MarJun) short, olive

grey legs

contrasting 
dark mask broad, 

heavy bill

white lines

dark centres

faint  
bar

dark leading edge, 
Sanderlingstyle

ad. and juv. Broadbills 
with 2 Little Stints and  
2 Curlew Sandpipersworn juv.

ad. nonbr.

V*
LC/LC
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CURVED-BILLED SANDPIPERS: Curlew Sandpiper is one of the most common waders, both inland 
(drying dams, pans etc.) and at the coast (tidal mudflats, saltmarsh). Dunlin is a rare but probably over
looked vagrant that has been recorded mainly at large coastal lagoons, in Curlew Sandpiper flocks. 

Dunlin
Calidris alpina (Bontstrandloper)
L: 1721 cm WS: 3338 cm T: 22(25)28 mm B: 23(30)36 mm

[C. a. schinzii?]. Distinction 
from Curlew Sandpiper requires 
careful study (except in black-
bellied br. plumage) and is com-
plicated by sexual/racial varia-
tion. Looks smaller and more  
dumpy, with heavy chest and 
short neck. Bill typically shorter, 
with straighter base and more 
bulbous tip. Plumage browner 
with darker chest and less 
distinct face pattern.

Curlew Sandpiper
Calidris ferruginea (Krombekstrandloper)
L: 1921 cm WS: 4045 cm T: 28(30)32 mm B: 33(  36;  40)42 mm

[Monotypic]. Slim, medium-
sized sandpiper (about same 
size as Wood) that is identified 
by its unique, thin, curved bill, 
white uppertail coverts and 
long dark legs. Plumage very 
nondescript for most of the 
summer, but in autumn, birds 
moulting to br. look mottled. 

see also p. 15

br.

few dark 
spots

white

AD.   
br. worn 
(JunSep)

AD. 
non-br. 
(OctFeb)

JUV. 
(AugNov)

AD.  
br. fresh 
(MarMay)

often wades in 
deep water and 

submerges head

bill long (about  
1.3x head's length  

in , 1.5x in ); 
evenly curved,  

finetipped

almost 
unmarked 

below

very plain, pale 
greybrown

longer

strong white 
supercilium

long, 
dark

mostly white 
but for grey 
smudge on 
breastsides

elegant and 
leggy, with 

sinuous neck 
and small head

moulting birds can look very 
weird, with any combination of 

red, white and black below;  
 paler than 

imm.
moulting

br.

AD.  
br. schinzii 
(MarAug)

AD.  
br. alpina 
(AprSep)

AD. 
non-br. 
(SepFeb)

JUV. 
(AugOct)

dark

obvious 
bar

shorter primary 
projection (most 
obvious on juv.)

short,  
dark

dumpy, with short neck but 
large eye/head; however, great 
variation in size and bill length 
(see  box, left)

transverse 
barring

vertical 
streaking

diagnostic 
black belly

dark spots 
(variable)

indistinct 
pattern; 

brownish

starts moulting 
earlier than 

Curlew Sandpiper

capped

darker, browner 
than Curlew 
Sandpiper

bland 
face

bolder streaks; 
more complete  

band

Curlew  
Sand.

worn br.

imm.

Bill shorter (1.1x 
head's length in ,  
1.3x in ), blunter, 

less smoothly 
curved

postures

V***
LC/LC NT/LC
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BROAD-BILLED SANDPIPER VS. STINTS
Although distinctive given a good view, this unique 
smallish wader can easily be overlooked. It is 20
30% bigger than a Little Stint, with a much thicker 
bill which is longer than its head and has a more 
abruptly kinked tip. Tends to look more 'blackand
white' because of more prominent and clearcut dark 
areas (lores, cheeks, breast streaks, crown bands, 
scapular centres) on starker white background. Non
br. Western Sandpiper (p. 149) is of similar size and 
has an equally long bill, but is much less prominently 
marked on the head and breast.

• bill thick, longer than head, dorsoventrally flattened
  (but not so obviously broad), with kinked tip
• split supercilium (more subtle in nonbr. plumage)
• larger than a stint; smaller than a Curlew Sandpiper
• often looks 'blackandwhite', with banded head

Broad-billed Sandpiper
Limicola falcinellus (Breëbekstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Calidris falcinellus

A handsome little wader with a unique character some-
where between a stint, snipe and dowitcher.

habitat Tidal mudflats, estuaries, sandbars, salt 
pans, brackish ponds etc. at coast or a few kilometres 
inland. Prefers very soft, oozing mud in which to probe. 
Migrants rarely at muddy, swampy inland waters.

status Rare, but not really a vagrant: probably 
<50 filter into the region each summer (and easily 
overlooked in stint flocks). Up to 4 have been seen 
in close proximity in W Cape. Breeds in wet hearts of 
bogs in Scandinavia and Siberia in JunAug, migrating 
to coasts of the Middle E, India, SE Asia and locally in 
Australia and E Africa. 

identification Breadth of bill (which is parallel
sided but sharptipped when seen from above) not 
really a field feature, but bill does look heavy and 
'swollen' (and skull looks correspondingly deep for 
support at nearly straight vertical billbase). Bill 1.2x  
( )1.5x ( ) length of head, with slight curve or abrupt 
kink at tip. Legs short. — Br: Initially looks 'frosty' grey 
due to paletipped feathers, but wears to become 
nearly black by Jul onwards. Note arrowheads along 
flanks. — Juv: Much like br. adult but plumage fresher 
and neater and breast markings more restricted. 

confusion risks Bigger and longerbilled than 
stints (see text, left). Only a little smaller than Dunlin, 
but has shorter, paler legs, a bolder face pattern, paler 
upperparts, an abruptly curved billtip and a fainter 
wingbar. Tends to use a hammering feeding action 
(instead of methodical probing). Much smaller than 
Curlew Sandpiper, with shorter, thicker, less smoothly 
curved bill and shorter legs; never red below.

behaviour At times exhibits snipelike furtiveness, 
moving slowly, hunchedover; probes in soft mud with 
skewering or hammering action with bill vertically 
down. Other times forages in more active stintstyle, 
rushing about and pecking rapidly from side to side. 
Readily wades up to bellydepth. More often than 
stints, lies down (often in a hollow) and tucks bill 
into back feathers when roosting. Squats and flattens 
body when alarmed. Behaviour quite different when 
breeding (sneaks around in marshes like a crake), but 
often quite tame on nonbr. grounds.

biology Specialises in polychaete worms, which 
are withdrawn, washed and then swallowed. Also eats 
molluscs, crustaceans and insects. Br. extralimital.

voice Flightcall a drawnout, buzzy trill that rises 
slightly, brree-heet or jreee'it or zhreed. Also shorter tjit- 
and trrtype notes. Song, given during displayflight on 
br. grounds, a long, rhythmic Sprr-Sprr-Sprr... series. 

CURLEW 
SANDPIPER

BROAD-BILLED 
SANDPIPER

'split supercilium' and dark 
bands along crown evident 

even in nonbr. plumage

thick base, and vertical 
junction with skull (somewhat 

like a snipe or dowitcher)

bill longer and heavier 
than stints'; less evenly 
curved than Dunlin or 
Curlew Sandpiper

angled

straight

kinked

sharp

broad, with parallel sides 
when seen from above 
(but tip not spatulate)

deep 
groovesdark 

mask

thin but prominent white 
supercilium, extending 
behind eye

higher, more angular 
crown than Dunlin

relatively 
thin base

very long

obvious, smooth 
decurve

tapers to 
fine point

DUNLIN
race hudsonica
(America)

DUNLIN
race alpina
(Europe)

tip slightly 
widened; blunt

gently curved  
(but can look almost 
straight in some )

rather 'daft' expression 
(perhaps due to size and 

placement of eye, and 
'open' face pattern)

short, indistinct 
supercilium

thick 
base

bill considerably 
longer in American 

races; a  Dunlin can 
equal a  Curlew 

Sandpiper)

longer, thinner 
neck than typically 

hunched Dunlin
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• really the only small wader with a long, curved bill
• white uppertail coverts form square patch in flight
• virtually plain and quite pale brownish grey above
• elegant, with longish neck, long legs, small head
• broad white supercilium

Curlew Sandpiper
Calidris ferruginea (Krombekstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Curlew Stint, Pygmy Curlew

The scientific name of this common Palearctic visitor 
means 'iron rust' and refers to its reddish br. plumage, 
while its common name compares the long, curved bill 
to that of the unrelated Eurasian Curlew (p. 121).

habitat Along the coast, flocks frequent mudflats at 
estuaries and lagoons, and saltmarsh; inland, smaller 
numbers occur on the shores of dams and pans with 
receding waterlevels and minimal vegetation.

status Despite alarming decreases in parts of its 
range (now globally Near Threatened) remains one of 
our most common waders. Majority occur along the 
coast where flocks of thousands may gather at key 
sites. Less common inland, where nomadic. Nonbr. 
range massive, but br. range restricted to a small area 
in high Arctic of Siberia. Adults arrive here from Aug, 
and juveniles about a month later; most firstyear birds 
remain behind when adults return to the br. grounds. 

identification The long, delicate, curved bill is 
the best ID character. Otherwise nondescript, but 
compared to other waders, looks whiter below (with 
only a faint wash on breastsides), and paler, plainer 
above. Note obvious white patch on rump in flight. — 
Br/Sexes: Timing and extent of moult differs greatly 
between individuals, and this is evident in late summer 
flocks.  duller but doubtfully distinguishable (though 
longerbilled) — Juv: Usually moults only after arrival 
here; resultant imm. retains juv. coverts. 

confusion risks White 'rump' shared with various 
shanks, and smaller, shorterbilled White-rumped 
(p. 163) but curved bill diagnostic. Red Knot (p. 159) 
similar in all plumages, but obviously larger and less 
elegant, with shorter bill and shorter, often yellow
tinged legs. Fat, shortbilled  suggest Dunlin (which 
see). See also potential vagrant Stilt Sandpiper (p. 247).

behaviour Flocks perform synchronised flights, and 
form dense 'balls' around falcons etc. Feeds by walking 
or running on mud or in water, pecking, jabbing, 
stitching or probing for prey. Readily forages in water 
up to bellydepth (sometimes swims) which often sets 
it apart from other calidrids. May forage at night.

biology Diet polychaete worms, molluscs, insects 
and crustaceans (crabs, amphipods, brine shrimps, 
copepods). Often forages in singlesex flocks;  eat 
greater diversity of prey, but  take a wider prey size
range. Before migration, eats rich seeds of saltmarsh 
plants to gain fat (3.9 g/day).  performs an elaborate 
courtship incl. dancing and songflights, but then 
departs the br. grounds, leaving  to raise 34 chicks.

voice Cheerful flightcall useful once learnt: a short, 
high, rolling trill, chirrup or shirr-up. Flocks can be noisy.

• br. birds have black belly; nonbr. like Curlew, but:
• bill usually shorter, thicker, straighter, blunter 
• dark central bar on rump (like most calidrids)
• nonbr. darker, browner; less distinct face pattern
• dumpy, with shorter neck and legs

Dunlin
Calidris alpina (Bontstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Blackbreast, Purre, Redbacked Sandpiper

One of the world's most variable waders, with 5-13 races.
habitat Tidal mudflats at coastal lagoons and 

estuaries. In E Africa, most records from inland waters.
status Very rare vagrant. One of the most common 

waders in Eurasia and N America, forming huge flocks 
that swarm over mudflats or perform en masse starling
like murmurations in flight. However, most remain N 
of the equator in the nonbr. season. First unequivocal 
local record from Mazithi Dam, Kruger National Park 
on 10 Nov 1974. Subsequently several sightings (in at 
least 6 summers from 1998 onwards) of a bird in br. 
plumage from Geelbek, Langebaan Lagoon. 

identification Always investigate any 'odd Curlew 
Sandpiper' that looks smallish and dumpy with short 
legs, wings, neck or bill. The easiest distinguishing 
factor is the dark rump of Dunlin (but first weigh other 
evidence before flushing the bird!). Also check for signs 
of black on the belly. — Br: Black belly patch unique. 
— Juv: Though sometimes faint, shows diagnostic 
dark spotting where the black belly patch of a br. adult 
will develop with age. — Var: See also bill illustrations, 
left. Geelbek bird possibly of the race schinzii. E African 
birds probably of race alpina. Obviously longerbilled 
American races (hudsonia, pacifica) are potential 
vagrants: breeding birds show bright red backs and 
stark white necks; nonbr. hudsonia has finely streaked 
flanks. Interspecies hybridisation reported.

confusion risks No other similar wader has a black 
belly patch; consequently most records are of birds 
in partial br. plumage. In nonbr. dress, not easily 
distinguished from Curlew Sandpiper (see details at 
left). A small, shortbilled  Dunlin can be confused 
with Broad-billed Sandpiper or Little Stint (p. 165).

behaviour Progresses in a characteristic hunched, 
'neckless', headdown posture with knees bent, but 
can adopt an upright posture when alarmed. Feeds 
by shallow but very rapid stitching, shallow jabs or 
probes, with bill partly open and head vibrating, or 
by picking from the surface (around 25 pecks/min). 
Occasional undertakes short runs or lunges to the side. 
Rarely swims, but readily wades (though less inclined 
than Curlew Sandpiper to wade in deep water).

biology Eats insects, gastropod snails, bivalves, 
polychaete worms, small crustaceans and even small 
fish. Courtship includes displayflights, singing and 
elaborate posturing. Both sexes incubate the eggs.

voice Flightcall quite different from Curlew Sand
piper's: a louder, deeper, longer drawnout kreeeep, 
a bit like a small tern. Also a hoarse squeal, and 
conversational 'giggling'.
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SEASHORE WADERS: The 2 wader species most often seen on open wavewashed coasts (but both also 
feed in other coastal habitats). Turnstone loves slick, seaweeddraped rocks, which it explores alongside 
oystercatchers. Regiments of Sanderlings busily patrol sandy beaches, as do Whitefronted Plovers.

Ruddy Turnstone
Arenaria interpres (Steenloper)
L: 2124 cm WS: 4651 cm T: 24(26)28 mm B: 21(23)24 mm

[A. i. interpres]. Characteristic,  
unique, robust wader. Small 
groups clamber over wet rocks 
on their short orange 'cankles' 
or waddle on beaches, poking  
at washed-up debris with a  
wedge-shaped bill. Looks di-
sheveled: tortoise shell pattern 
above; wavy dark bands on 
head. Reveals striking pied 
pattern in flight. 

Sanderling
Calidris alba (Drietoonstrandloper)
L: 1821 cm WS: 3642 cm T: 23(25)28 mm B: 22(25)27 mm

[C. a. alba]. A common and 
distinctive wader often seen in 
small energetic groups, chas-
ing waves on sandy beaches. 
Shape and active style suggest 
an oversized stint, but has a 
stouter bill and lacks a hind-
toe. Ghostly pale: looks almost 
white, except for contrasting 
black shoulder. Very striking 
broad white wing-bar.

AD.  
br. fresh 

(AprMay)

AD. 
non-br. 
(SepApr)

JUV.
(JulNov)

diagnostic  
black 'shoulder'  

(may be hidden)

saltandpepper 
spangling

initially looks 
'frosty' because 

of pale tips

very 
white!

black legs

stubby toes

no hindtoe

longer and  
stouter bill  
than stints

mainly black wing  
with very broad white 
bar (unique among  
the calidrids but  
see phalaropes)

wings seem to 
flicker in flight 

due to black
andwhite 

pattern

pale, almost 
plain grey

AD. br. worn 
(JunAug)

surf chaser

'prebreeding' 
plumage

imm.

Little Stint 
(compare size)

JUV.
(AugOct)

�AD. non-br. 
(NovMar)

AD. br.
(AprOct)

eyecatching!

br.

non-br.

striking and 
unmistakable!

decorative head 
pattern distinctive, 
even in young birds

slower, less 
graceful flight 

than most 
waders

LC/LCLC/LC
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KNOTS: The largest calidrids, with horizontal, dumpy, 'gravy boat' bodies, short legs and stout slightly 
drooped bills. Red fairly common but localised; sometimes in impressive flocks. Great rare. Both frequent 
extensive mudflats at coastal lagoons (Red mostly on W coast, Great possibly regular on E coast).

Red Knot
Calidris canutus (Knoet)
L: 2326 cm WS: 4955 cm T: 29(32)33 mm B: 33(35)40 mm

[C. c. canutus]. Mingles with 
other small waders, but stands 
out due to larger size and no-
tably plump look, enhanced 
by short (often yellow-tinged) 
legs and short bill (about same 
length as head). In flight shows 
unique greyish rump. Pale, plain 
grey plumage transforms into 
gorgeous red in late summer.

Great Knot
Calidris tenuirostris (Groot Knoet)
L: 2427 cm WS: 5563 cm T: 33(35)38 mm B: 39(43)47 mm

[Monotypic]. Dwarfs stints etc. 
Slightly larger than Red Knot, 
and also differs in shape e.g. 
head smaller but neck longer 
and wing-tips extend further 
beyond tail, giving it a strangely  
elongated look ('submarine'). 
Pay attention to bill (longer 
than head and  more pointed). 
Non-br. plumage browner and 
more streaky; often has random 
dark spots on breast.

rump looks 
grey (actually 
finely barred)

tight flocks execute 
breathtaking coordinated 

flight manoeuvres

pale 
grey

JUV.
(AugNov)

AD. br.
(MarOct)

AD.  
non-br.

(SepMar)

plain, pale 
greyish

short; often 
yellowtinged

extensive fine 
scribbles

shorter 
wings reach 
to about 
tailtip

peach tone 
when fresh

bill usually about  
same length as head, 

thick, straight with  
blunt tip; longer  

in some

subtle dark 
subterminal 
arcs ('scaly')

feeds slowly with 
head bowed

red (hence 
name)

mess of  
orange, black, 
grey and white

spring 
arrivals

moulting 

heavily 
worn br. 

compare 
Sanderlings 
and Curlew 
Sandpipers

central uppertail 
coverts white

dark tail

narrower wingbar 
than Red Knot

both knots look 
longwinged, with 

slow, loose wing
beats compared  

to other  
calidrids

black with a few 
bold red feathers

almost 
solid black

scattered 
hearts

AD. br.
(MayOct)

AD.  
non-br.

(OctFeb)

legs slightly 
longer than Red's; 
on average darker 

greygreen

varies from 
nearly plain to 

liberally flecked

browner and more 
streaky than Red 
Knot; more like  

a godwit

coarse 
notches

long wings 
extend well 
beyond tailtip

brown band

bill longer than 
head, thickbased, 

drooping to a 
sharp tip

JUV.
(AugOct)

moulting

Red Knot
worn juv.

ad. non-br.

V**
EN/LCNT/LC
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• often in small flocks at surfline of sandy beaches
• one of the palest waders: looks almost white
• unique black 'shoulder' (unless obscured)
• wings look pied: wide white bar with black edges
• relatively short but strong bill; black legs

Sanderling
Calidris alba (Drietoonstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Crocethia alba, Ereunetes albus, Ruddy Plover

Armies of Sanderlings feeding on sandy beaches ener-
getically pursue each retreating wave in search of small 
marine creatures, only to retreat rapidly before the next 
wave. This nimble 'surf-chasing' was the inspiration be-
hind the Pixar short-film Piper, which tells the story of a 
hatchling Sanderling with a phobia of the ocean's waves.

habitat Beaches with highpowered surf and clean, 
wet, firm sand. May also forage on algaerich rock 
banks or on tidal mudflats. Rarely, passage migrants 
may stop along bare shores of inland waterbodies.

status One of the most common coastal waders in 
summer (Sep/OctApr/May), esp. on Namibian coast 
where peak densities 6080/km. Local population 
estimated at 85,000 birds, but numbers decreasing. 
Almost globally distributed: breeds in bitterly cold 
high Arctic, in dry areas near freshwater pools, and 
migrates to coasts of all continents except Antarctica, 
and a multitude of islands. SA birds from Greenland 
and Siberia. Many juv. birds remain behind in SA, 
concentrating at lagoons and estuaries; juv. numbers 
influenced by 'lemming cycles' and thus predation by 
foxes and jaegers on br. grounds (see p. 126). Usually 
in cohesive feeding flocks of a dozen or more.

identification A very pale beachloving sandpiper. 
Cute: plump body and large dark eye emphasised by 
bland face pattern, with short but robust little bill and 
black legs. No hind-toe. — Br/Sexes: Full rustcolour re
vealed by feather wear; in pairs,  looks slightly duller. 
— Juv: Beautifully spangled scapulars soon replaced 
by grey, but retains patterned wing coverts.

confusion risks Shape and hyperactivity invite 
confusion with stints, but almost twice as big, with 
stronger bill, no hindtoe and much bolder wingbar. 
Habitat and pale colour suggest White-fronted Plover 
(p. 76) but usually on wetter sand in larger groups, and 
has longer bill, whiter breast and dark 'shoulder'.

behaviour Feeds mainly on falling tide, probing, 
stitching, ploughing and jabbing for prey. Can use 
tactile and chemical cues to detect buried prey. Sprints 
rapidly with legs blurring, only to stop suddenly and 
then dash off again in an instant. 

biology Eats mussel siphons, small crabs, mysid 
shrimps, polychaete worms, isopods, amphipods, 
gastropods, sea spiders, eelgrass seeds, windblown 
insects and even small klipfish. Larvae of kelp flies are 
an important food item in areas with washedup kelp.  
May also scavenge at carrion, and eat table scraps. 
Complex song, fluttering displayflights and ritualised 
posturing performed on br. grounds only.

voice Calls twick-twick. Flocks produce a twittering.

• often in bustling groups on surfpounded rocks
• 'calico' br. plumage with dark bands on face/neck
• juv./nonbr. plumage similar but more subdued
• in flight: bewildering mix of blacks and whites
• unique wedgeshaped bill to lift or flip objects

Ruddy Turnstone
Arenaria interpres (Steenloper)
ALT NAME(S): Turnstone, Calicoback (see p. 138 for many more) 

In search of prey, the aptly named Turnstone uses its 
wedge-shaped bill to flip debris up to about 100 g and 
40 cm2, such as shells, kelp, seaweed and pebbles. Several 
may join forces to flip heavier items, such as dead fish.

habitat Rocky coasts and reefs, or beaches with sea
weed drifts, kelp, or lines of flotsam at high tide. Also 
estuarine mudflats, esp. with mats of eelgrass. Quite 
tame, and forages on and around jetties, harbours, 
breakwaters, moored boats etc. Rarely on pastures.

 status Common summer visitor, esp. on W Coast, 
where density up to 1.3/ha (with an average of 2,400 at 
Langebaan Lagoon). Most immatures remain behind 
on nonbr. grounds.  Inland records mainly of juveniles 
on first southward migration. A cosmopolitan species, 
tolerant of a wide range of climates and habitats in 
its nearly global range. Breeds JunAug on rocky or 
shingly, sparsely vegetated coasts of high Arctic, N 
America, Greenland, Scandinavia and the Baltics; non
br. range includes most of the world's coastlines, excl. 
Antarctica. Longevity at least 20 years. Aggressive, yet 
gregarious, and typically seen in small groups, often 
alongside Sanderlings. Forms larger roosting flocks.

identification Inconspicuous but by no means 
shy while 'snuffling' around on rocks or by debris, 
pecking, probing, pushing, hammering, lifting and 
manipulating with its sharp, slightly upturned bill. 
Stocky body supported by short reddish orange legs. 
Bold patterns and colours unmistakable, but more 
subdued and often unkempt in nonbr. state, with red 
feathers replaced by dark brown and white areas on 
head infused with streaky brown. — Sexes:  duller, 
but doubtfully distinguishable unless paired up. — 
Juv: As nonbr. but coverts and scapulars sharply 
framed with buff or white (not plain or softly fringed).

confusion risks Distinctive.
behaviour Clambers nimbly with its short legs, and 

despite unwebbed toes, also a confident swimmer, 
even landing on (and taking flight from) the ocean. 
Bathes regularly. An adaptable and exploratory 
forager: rolls up algae mats, digs trenches in sand, 
hammers at shells, probes in between mussels, pirates 
unprotected eggs, and investigates any washedup 
carrion. Flight strong and usually low over the waves.

biology Eats virtually anything edible, incl. the usual 
marine invertebrates, but also muscle and fat (and 
fly larvae) from carcasses, table scraps, regurgitated 
pellets, remains of prey captured by gulls and herons. 
On br. grounds performs songflights and chases.

voice Call a mellow, fast, rattling, chuckle tik'a'tik or 
tic'a'ticker. Also a sharp klew and a stuttered rattle.
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• plump, lowslung shape with short legs
• bill: as long as head, fairly straight, blunttipped
• legs often tinged yellow or greenish
• plain grey above; rump finely barred (looks grey)
• wings reach to about tailtip

Red Knot
Calidris canutus (Knoet)
ALT NAME(S): Lesser/American/European/Common Knot

Numbers of this globetrotter (which has one of the lon-
gest migrations of any bird) have fallen rapidly: the 
American rufa race was feared to be at risk of extinction 
due to harvesting of horseshoe crabs in Delaware Bay—
a critical stop-over site. A marked 20 year-old  nick-
named 'Moonbird' has become a worldwide mascot for 
the conservation of knots and other waders. 

habitat Specialised to eat certain small bivalves and 
mainly restricted to extensive coastal mudflats where 
this prey abounds, e.g. Langebaan Lagoon, Sandwich 
Harbour and Walvis Bay. Rarely inland on passage.

status Fairly common migrant to a few key sites 
on W coast; erratic in small numbers further E. Occurs 
worldwide with a circumpolar br. range in high Arc
tic, and 6 races. Of these, nominate race visits South
ern Africa, but bulk of population migrates to 2 sites 
(Mauritania, GuineaBissau). Considered a vagrant in 
the 1960s, but regional population then climbed to 
perhaps 13,000; now about 8,000 but dropping. Pro
portion of juveniles varies from about 560%, depend
ing on 'lemming cycles' (see p. 126); many young birds 
overwinter. Uniquely, most apparently migrate along 
W African coast. First arrivals in Aug, but mostly pres
ent OctApr. Highly gregarious, forming dense flocks; 
may also feed and roost alongside other wader species.

identification Obviously heavier than most 'small 
waders' but not really taller due to short legs and neck 
and horizontal stance. Shape of body and bill more  
useful in ID than featureless plumage, but note white 
supercilium, cloudy grey breast and variable chevrons 
on flanks. In flight rump looks grey (actually barred). 
Legs often tinged yellow. — Br/Sexes: Many moult into 
full red br. plumage before migrating;  more patchy 
and paler orange below. — Juv: Shows fine 'scaling'; 
imm. retains many juv. coverts in first nonbr. season.

confusion risks Most often confused with long
billed Curlew Sandpiper (p. 155) and smaller, whiter 
Sanderling (p. 158). Large size could lead to confusion 
with Grey Plover (p. 62) but legs much shorter, and bill 
shape different. See also under Great Knot.

behaviour Uses short, sensitive bill to peck from 
surface or probe surface of soft mud, using pressure 
gradients to find prey. Moves slowly with head down, 
pecking continuously. Forages day and night, depend
ing on tidal cycles. Flocks perform spectacular coordi
nated flights, especially before migration. 

biology Diet mainly bivalve molluscs; also snails, 
polychaetes, crustaceans, echinoderms. Br. extralimital.

 voice Usually silent. Name from call: a low, subdued 
knut. Alarmcall a shrill, nasal quick-wick or wet-wet.   

• body long, stocky, flat; smaller head than Red Knot
• bill: longer than head, droops and tapers to fine tip
• legs typically darker greygreen than Red Knot
• brown and streaky above; lower 'rump' white
• long wings extend well beyond tailtip

Great Knot
Calidris tenuirostris (Groot Knoet)
ALT NAME(S): Eastern/Asiatic Knot, Greater Knot, Great Sandpiper

The global population of this Asian species is less than 
300,000 and decreasing due to habitat loss, particularly 
around the Yellow Sea—a key migration stop-over; rec-
lamation of tidal flats at Saemangeum in South Korea 
resulted in an alarming decrease of 78% in the area.

habitat Intertidal mudflats at coastal estuaries; 
else where in range also sandy beaches, islets, reefs, 
and mangrove fringes. Roosts on sandbars, low dunes 
or in shallow water with other waders at high tide. 

status Very rare vagrant: first record a returning 
adult at Langebaan Lagoon, 20002003; subsequently 
recorded at Walvis Bay and several times (up to 3 birds 
together) at Inhambane, Mozambique. However, 
almost certainly overlooked along E coast (where Red 
Knot is rare). Breeds on stony mountain tundra in NE 
Siberia; principal nonbr. range SE Asia to Australia, 
with smaller numbers in India and Persian Gulf.   

identification Double check any knot seen on 
E coast. Unusual shape and large size likely to catch 
your eye before any plumage features. Body looks 
heavy but elongated, with flat back and deep chest 
('submarine') but smallish head. Long wing-tips, 
extending past tail, give the rear an attenuated look. 
Pay particular attention to bill, which has a thick base 
but then tapers and curves to a fine tip; slightly longer 
than head. Legs mediumlength, usually grey-green 
(though sometimes yellower or dark grey). Above 
brown with dark shaftstreaks and pale feather edges 
(though can look quite pale and plain at a distance).
Face pattern bland, lacking prominent features, but 
crown clearly streaked. Chest markings variable (no 2 
birds alike) but often with scattered, distinct, isolated 
large spots or heartshapes, often continuing down 
flanks. — Br: Arguably one of the most beautiful 
waders in br. plumage, with rich chestnut scapulars 
and black-mottled breast almost suggesting (related) 
Turnstone. Initially acquires mainly black scapulars 
prior to migration, then replaces these feathers with 
chestnut at migration staging areas.  on average less 
bright in br. plumage. — Juv: Fairly dark greybrown 
with subterminal anchors and broad, notched pale 
edges. Heavily spotted below, markings merging into 
an incipient brown breast-band.

confusion risks See p. 147 for key ID features.
behaviour As Red Knot. Forages on soft mud or in 

shallow water by probing. 
biology Eats bivalves <4 cm long, gastropods, crabs, 

shrimps, worms, sea cucumbers etc. On br. grounds 
also berries, pine kernels and insects. Br. extralimital.

voice Usually silent. Flightcall a muffled knut-knut.
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• long wings, primaries often crossing like scissors
• 'rump' dark (some white at sides) like many others
• bill shortish, straight with thin base & tip; alldark
• base colour brown (not grey); flanks unstreaked
• tends to keep body very horizontal

Baird's Sandpiper
Calidris bairdii (Bairdstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Erolia/Pisobia/Actodromas bairdii

This species is named after the American naturalist Spen-
cer Fullerton Baird (1823-1887), the first curator at the 
Smithsonian; Baird's name is also carried by a trogon, 
sparrow, tapir, whale, snake, crab and several fish.

habitat More likely to be encountered inland than 
Whiterumped, and has been sighted at seemingly 
unlikely places (e.g. Namib Desert). In normal nonbr. 
range, often in dry grassy habitats (incl. e.g. turf farms, 
airstrips, soggy pastures), sometimes at high altitude. 
Most local records from shores of shallow pans or 
wetlands, bare or fringed with short grass. However, 
also recorded along the coast, and may be seen at e.g. 
washedup debris on beaches or on sandy tidal flats.

status Very rare vagrant; <15 confirmed records. 
Occurs mainly SepOct (when still partly or entirely 
in worn br. plumage), which suggests a direct trans
Atlantic route. Breeds mainly in high Arctic of Alaska 
and Canada, and migrates via America's Great Plains 
to S America. World population estimated at 300,000.

identification Like a bigger, browner stint, with a 
peculiar long-bodied, short-legged look. Viewed head
on, looks like it has been stepped on, with broad flat 
shoulders accentuated by small head. Wings look even 
longer than Whiterumped, primaries extending far 
beyond tail, and often crossing scissor-like. Typically 
brown-toned, with buffy, finely streaked breast-band 
but plain flanks. — Br: When fresh (FebMar onward) 
looks buff above, but newly arrived birds in worn br. 
plumage are silvery, with large scattered black spots 
above. — Juv: Distinctive scaly upperparts.

confusion risks Browner than White-rumped, and 
lacks fine flank streaks and a white rump. See also 
p. 146. Smaller Little Sint (p. 165) also has fairly long 
primaries (but extending only marginally past its tail); 
newly arrived stints in worn br. are often claimed as 
Baird's! Somewhat like Temminck's Stint (p. 164) and 
Pectoral Sandpiper (p. 168) but legs black (not yellow).

behaviour Jerks head energetically when walking. 
Often very tame. Generally walks steadily, pecking 
tentatively from the surface rather than probing, body 
remaining horizontal. May feed with quick dashes, 
short legs working overtime, or alternatively hugs the 
ground, 'shuffles feet' and makes slow progress. When 
alarmed raises head, but keeps body flat, forming 
Lshape. Less gregarious than other waders, and often 
keeps a little apart from other birds. At rest, may draw 
head in and fluff up nape feathers so neck disappears.

biology Diet mainly insects. Breeding extralimital.
voice Call a short, harsh, rolling krrrt or krreep, in 

tone quite like Whitewinged Tern.

• long wings, primaries often crossing like scissors
• white 'rump' band (shared with Curlew Sandpiper)
• bill longish, curved with thick (slightly paler) base
• at least a few thin streaks always visible along flanks
• often tilts forward when probing for food

White-rumped Sandpiper
Calidris fuscicollis (Witrugstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Bonaparte's Sandpiper, Erolia/Ereunetes fuscicollis

The White-rumped Sandpiper's >12,000 km trek between 
its br. grounds in N Canada and its non-br. territory as far 
S as Tierra del Fuego in S America is among the longest of 
migrations in the Americas. Nonstop flights of 60 hours 
(4,000 km) enable it to cross oceans, and it has been 
recorded on many islands; records from St Helena, Tristan 
de Cunha and Gough may suggest that local vagrants 
take a direct trans-Atlantic route to arrive in Africa. 

habitat Mainly a saltwater species, and majority of 
records from the coast; a habitat generalist and may 
be seen anywhere where stints occur: tidal mudflats, 
lagoons, sewage works etc; often at grassy verges.

 status Very rare vagrant; <30 records from SepMar, 
peaking DecJan. May depart nonbr. grounds as early 
as Feb, commencing breeding by Jun. After breeding, 
adults migrate S to staging areas in Aug (juv. birds in 
Sep). World population estimated at 400,000. Conve
niently, roosts and forages alongside Little Stints and 
Curlew Sandpipers, facilitating direct comparison. 

identification Intermediate in size between stints 
and sandpipers; in mixed flocks of waders, best picked 
out by very long primaries (same length as tertials), 
which often cross scissor-like, giving the bird a long-
bodied, short-legged look. As its name implies, a 
white horseshoe on the uppertail coverts is distinctive. 
Subtle streaks on flanks. — Br: Orange and grey 
above, with bold black streaks below. In spring may 
show worn, slightly shorter primaries and vestiges of 
worn br. plumage e.g. scattered black scapulars. — 
Juv: Moults only after arrival on nonbr. grounds, Sep 
onwards. Much as br. adult but white fringes above.

confusion risks Told from Baird's by bill shape, 
greyer plumage, streaked flanks, white rump and 
prominent supercilium; for problem cases, see p. 146. 
3040% bigger than Little Stint (p. 165), with longer 
wings, streaky flanks and white rump; latter shared 
with larger Curlew Sandpiper (p. 155) which has a 
broader white rump, longer legs/bill and plain flanks. 

behaviour Walks steadily and briskly, probing for 
food up to full depth of bill, picking from the surface, 
or wading into relatively deep water (where it may 
submerge its entire head). Feeding actions quick and 
delicate as in stints, but note characteristic, deliberate 
tilting action when feeding. Stance normally horizontal 
but more upright when alarmed. Often tame.

biology Eats various aquatic invertebrates. Extra
limital br. displays include songflights and dances.

voice Call higher than other waders' and more like 
a bat or insect: an explosive, sharp jit or djeet. Also a 
squeaky piping si-si-si, and bizarre 'ultrasonic' trills.
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LONG-WINGED AMERICAN CALIDRIDS: Rare vagrants that stand out in flocks of stints due to their 
larger size and very long, sabrelike primaries. More aquatic Whiterumped usually with stints at coastal 
mudflats, lagoons, sewage works. Baird's sometimes in drier situations, incl. inland, and apart from stints.

White-rumped Sandpiper
Calidris fuscicollis (Witrugstrandloper)
L: 1618 cm WS: 3740 cm T: 23(24)26 mm B: 22(24)26 mm

[Monotypic]. Like an oversized 
stint except for characteristic 
long-bodied, short-legged look 
(shared with Baird's) and long-
ish bill. If in doubt, wait for it 
to fly when diagnostic white 
tail-coverts are revealed. Often 
wades in deeper water than 
other peeps, tilting forward and 
submerging head. 

Baird's Sandpiper
Calidris bairdii (Bairdstrandloper)
L: 1417 cm WS: 3742 cm T: 21(23)26 mm B: 21(23)26 mm

[Monotypic]. At first glance 
seems anonymous, but has lon-
ger wings than other calidrids 
(extending well beyond tail); 
this, together with short legs, 
broad flat shoulders, squashed 
shape and horizontal posture 
give it a unique shape. Usually 
quite warm brown, rather than 
grey. 

JUV.
(AugNov)

AD. br.
(MarAug)

look for  
crossed wing  
tips (as in Baird's)

moulting to 
nonbr.

often teeters forwards and  
probes; Baird's tends to remain  

horizontal and pick from surface

like a cross  
between Little Stint 
(top & right) and Curlew 
Sandpiper (middle)

white  
V's

rufous

greyer

longish, slightly 
curved, thick 

base, blunt tip; 
brown base

looks heavier, more 
upright, bigger-headed, 
and slightly longer-
legged than Baird's

greyer 
nape

whitish  
ground  

colour

wings longer 
than in stints:  

flight more 
flowing, less 

fluttery; banks, 
swerves; often 

glides before  
landing

important to note 
white uppertailcoverts 
(like Curlew Sandpiper)

obvious white 
supercilium

streaking 
continues 

onto flanks

AD.  
non-br.

(AugMar)
wings much longer 
than tail, giving it an 
unusually elongated 
shape (as in Baird's); 
tips often cross 
scissorlike

long 'hand'

sharp tip

streaky

fresh: grey 
worn: rusty

buff supercilium; 
white spot

browner

unmarked

fresh: buff; 
worn: silver & black

scaly  
(no V's)

goldenbuff 
breastband

dark rump  
(like most 
waders)

narrow  
white bar

long, pointed  
wings

short, almost 
straight, thinner 

base, fine tip; 
alldark

JUV.
(AugNov)

AD. br.
(AprSep)

AD.  
non-br.

(OctApr)

wings much longer 
than tail but beware 
worn, moulting birds

flanks 
unstreaked

unique 
'squashed' 
shape

spring  
bird mostly 
still in worn br. 
plumage

tends to keep body  
horizontal when foraging, and 

mostly pecks from surface

several records 
from isolated 
waterholes in 
arid areas

flight more 
level, steady 
and gliding 
than others

looks more flattened 
('stepped on') than White-
rumped with smaller head, 
more angled forehead and 
prominent 'surprised' eye

V** V**
LC/LCLC/LC
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YELLOW-LEGGED STINTS: Rare vagrants with characteristic yellowish legs (compare also Least p. 148). 
Identifiable, with care, on combination of structure and plumage. Both most likely at inland freshwater 
wetlands that offer secluded mudflats with some fringing cover; sometimes tidal mudflats along coast.

Temminck's Stint
Calidris temminckii (Temminckstrandloper)
L: 13.515 cm WS: 2933 cm T: 16(18)19 mm B: 16(17)18 mm

[Monotypic]. Dullest, plainest 
stint and ironically, the easiest 
to identify. In many ways more 
like a mini Common Sandpiper, 
with unadorned grey-brown 
plumage, long, low, horizontal 
body, short legs and white-
sided tail that extends beyond 
wings. In all plumages has dis-
tinct brown breast-band. Face 
rather plain except for 
eye-ring.

Long-toed Stint
Calidris subminuta (Langtoonstrandloper)
L: 1415.5 cm WS: 2731 cm T: 19(22)24 mm B: 16(18)20 mm

[Monotypic]. First impression  
is more of a tiny Pectoral or 
Wood Sandpiper rather than 
a stint, due to upright stance, 
long neck, well-marked upper-
parts, streaky breast and long 
legs (esp. tibiae). Unlike Little, 
dark crown extends all the way 
down to bill, and primaries are 
cloaked by tertials. Long crake-
like middle toe can be hard to 
see. Bill shorter than tarsus.

short, slightly 
curved, fine

tipped bill; 
base paler

AD. br. 
fresh 
(MarJul)

AD. br. 
worn 
(AugOct)

white ploverlike 
outer tail (grey in 
others); best seen 
when landing

flight fast, twisting, swallow
like; often rises high and fast 

with fluttery wing 
beats if flushed  
(most others fly  

low and fast);  
gives repeated  

shrill tirrr!

narrow 
wingbar

blunt

long tail extends 
beyond wingtip

elongated 
rearend

AD. non-br. 
(SepMar)

solid, 
contrasting 

brown band

plain face; no 
supercilium 
behind eye

moults variable number 
of feathers, but never 

shows bright orangered 
tones of Little Stint

virtually plain 
greybrown

short

horizontal

JUV. 
(AugNov)

compare Common  
Sand piper

creeps furtively on flexed 
legs; prefers secluded 

freshwater habitats

yellow 
legs!

narrow 
bar

dark grey tail

long toes project 
beyond tail

dark

AD. br. 
fresh 
(MarJul)

AD. br. 
worn 
(AugOct)

shorter rear; 
long tertials 
conceal 
primaries 

AD. non-br. 
(SepMar)

bold, isolated 
supercilium; 
hint of 'split' 
above eye

more leggy, upright and less 
mouse-like than other stints

JUV.  
(AugNov)

dull foxy

darkest of 
the stints

tips of wing and 
tail about level

short, slightly 
curved, finetipped 

bill; base paler

long legs 
(esp. tibiae)

faint dark  
loral line;  

often broken

forehead dark 
down to bill; 
curves down 

to join lores

white V

rufous cap

'scaly'

short legs

rapid wingbeats; 
may also 'tower' 
like Temminck's

2 immatures  
with Pectoral 
(Australia)

'giraffe 
pose' long toes/claws enable 

it to walk on floating 
vegetation, jacanastyle

V***V***
LC/LCLC/LC
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BLACK-LEGGED STINTS: Tiny sandpipers (smallest in this book) that scamper energetically around  
the feet of other waders. Little is one of the most common waders, in coastal habitats (mainly tidal mud
flats) and inland (mud along pans, dams). Lookalike Rednecked very rare, but probably overlooked.

Red-necked Stint
Calidris ruficollis (Rooinekstrandloper)
L: 1316 cm WS: 3035 cm T: 18(20)21 mm B: 16(18)21 mm

[Monotypic]. Separation from 
Little Stint in non-br. plumage 
risky, and most local records are 
of spring birds still with some 
br. plumage. However, differs in 
shape: longer rear, tubby body, 
'bullneck', short legs, stubby bill, 
big head and horizontal pose. 
Call also different. For details, 
see p. 148-153.

Little Stint
Calidris minuta (Kleinstrandloper)
L: 1415.5 cm WS: 2932 cm T: 20(22)24 mm B: 16(18)20 mm

[Monotypic]. Our default stint 
and an important wader to 
get to know. Tiny size obvious 
when other species are present, 
but even to inexperienced eyes, 
looks runt-like, with nervous, 
quick actions. Plumage con-
fusingly variable but com bi-
nation of size, short fine-tipped 
bill, dark legs and gregarious 
nature rules out others.

AD. br. fresh 
(MarJun)

AD. br. 
worn 
(JulOct)

AD. non-br. 
(SepMar)

flight noticeably lighter 
and more agile than 

larger waders; flies low, 
twisting and turning 

sharply when flushed; 
flightcall a simple 

sharp stitgrey tail

obvious bar

toetips may 
peek out

shortish,  
finetipped, 

allblack, almost 
straight bill

obvious white V's 
when seen from  
behind

pale

supercilium 
'split' 

dark 
ridge

some dark 
spots on a rusty 
background

patterned 
coverts

JUV.   
(JulNov)

longer than 
Rednecked

short 
'stern'

black 
 legs!

white 
forehead

grey when fresh, 
fading to brown

often partial 
breastband

scapulars plus tertials and 
most coverts with broad 

rusty orange edges

white 
throat

prominent 
yellowish V

speckles on 
orange wash

double 
brow

spring flock

legs shorter but 
T1 feather longer

whiter outer tail

some have more 
white on primaries

practically identical to 
Little in flight, except...

flightcall a more 
drawnout and 

trilled tiirr

paler inner coverts

AD. br. fresh 
(MarJun)

AD. br. 
worn 
(JulSep)

AD. non-br. 
(SepMar)

JUV.   
(JulOct)

drab grey 
coverts

much overlap 
with Little, but bill 

averages shorter, 
thickerbased with 

slightly blunter, 
bulbous tip

faintly mottled on 
brown background

relatively 
plain face

at most, 
faint V

legs (esp. tibiae) 
distinctly shorter

sometimes paler, 
greyer and less mottled 
than Little, but not 
reliably so

bulging 
forehead

nearly  
plain breast  

longer  
'stern'

as in juv., bright 
scapulars contrast with 
dull tertials and coverts

often a few 
'lost' streaks

unstreaked, 
reddish

bold streaks, 
on white

longer, flatter, 
lower body

Little

RN

RN

V**
LC/LCNT/LC

'cute'
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• yellowish legs are long (as are toes and claws!)
• greybrown with bold dark feather centres above
• strong supercilium creates capped look
• looks more upright and longernecked than others,
  thus more like a small tringa than a stint

Long-toed Stint
Calidris subminuta (Langtoonstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Erolia/Pisobia subminuta, Actodromas damacensis

To date there have been only 4 confirmed records of this 
handsome Asian stint, the first being from Steynsrus 
Dam in the Eastern Cape, in Jan 1967.

habitat Mainly shallow fresh or brackish wetlands 
with mud, small islets, tussocky plants, emergent 
aquatic vegetation, algae mats or debris. Occasionally 
in more open habitats (e.g. drying pans), and rarely 
occupies tidal estuaries or saline ponds at the coast. 

status Very rare vagrant. Population and range 
poorly known. Breeds in scattered areas in Siberia, and 
migrates mainly to SE Asia, India and Australia. Small 
numbers pass through the Middle East, suggesting a 
few filter into Africa (but only a handful of sightings 
on this continent). Likely SepApr (mainly DecMar), 
but one in br. plumage was recorded at Benoni,  
Gauteng in Jul. May associate with other small waders.

identification A dark, neat, prominently marked 
stint, that stands out from the crowd due to its yellow 
legs and bold dark feather centres. Additional distinc
tions from other stints lie in shape, posture and face 
pattern details, and a major (but necessary) hurdle is 
elimination of virtually identical American Least Sand-
piper (p. 148), a potential vagrant. — Br: Foxy orange 
edges above, with isolated rufous cap and small ear
patch. Like very similar juv. may show split supercilium 
above eye and white mantle V. Attains full br. plumage 
by Apr. — Juv: Gorgeous in fresh plumage, but duller 
upon arrival on nonbr. grounds. Much like br. adult. 

confusion risks See also p. 148153. Yellow legs 
will eliminate most contenders, and usually easily 
told from Temminck's by more prominent dark 
feather centres and different shape. Remarkably like 
a tiny Pectoral Sandpiper (p. 168) but the latter about 
double as big, with long primary projection and much 
more obvious yellow billbase. May also be confused 
with Wood Sandpiper (p. 201) by the uninitiated. 

behaviour Feeds slowly, with horizontal posture, 
'knees' bent, back hunched and head down, making 
occasional short runs but generally moving slower 
than Little Stint. Alert birds adopt a characteristic 
very upright pose with neck craned ('giraffe pose'). 
Alternatively hides in a hollow or among tussocks. As 
in Temminck's, often rises quickly when flushed and 
escapes with erratic, snipelike flight.

biology Feeds on insects, molluscs, crustaceans and 
some seeds, mainly by surfacepicking. Br. extralimital.

voice Call a quick, rather soft, low, trilled chirp, 
e.g.  chreep or peerp or more disyllabic e.g. chirreep or 
poweep (see p. 137). Very similar to some calls of Curlew 
Sandpiper and Pectoral Sandpiper, though softer. 

• short yellowish legs
• unpatterned greybrown above; face plain
• broad, contrasting brown breastband
• long tail (with white sides) extends beyond wings
• lowslung, horizontal, creeping posture

Temminck's Stint
Calidris temminckii (Temminckstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Erolia temminckii

Together with >35 animals (incl. 16 birds), this vagrant 
stint is named after the Dutch zoologist and museum 
director Coenraad Jacob Temminck (1778-1858).

habitat Mainly inland freshwater habitats, where 
patches of open mud are screened by low vegetation: 
marshy pools, muddy shores of lakes and pans, rivers, 
sewage farms, irrigated lands etc. Tends to avoid saline 
coastal habitats, but may forage on mudflats in shel
tered inlets and estuaries, and saltmarshes.

 status Very rare vagrant, with only 3 confirmed 
records (first at Leeupan, Gauteng, MayAug 1974) 
plus a few recent claims. Wide Palearctic br. range in 
taiga marshes in Arctic and Subarctic latitudes, from 
Scotland to Bering Strait. Nonbr. range SE Asia, India, 
Middle East and Mediterranean, plus Africa N of the 
equator (mainly in Sahel); regular as far S as Kenya and 
NW Tanzania. Vagrants likely to be alone, but 2 birds 
recorded at Richards Bay, Feb 1987.

identification A short-legged, mouselike stint. 
First note yellowish legs. Otherwise rather featureless: 
virtually unmarked above (initially greyer, becoming 
earthy brown) lacking prominent dark feather centres. 
Face equally plain. Clear-cut breast-band present at all 
times. White outer tail best seen when taking flight or 
landing. — Br: Initially very subtle; later wears to give a 
blackspotted effect. — Juv: Lacks white V's above but 
note diagnostic black subterminal bars (looks scaly).

confusion risks See also p. 148. Yellow legs will 
easily eliminate an atypically brown, plain Little Stint 
(though beware of mudstaining) but Temminck's is 
also shorterlegged but longerbodied, with slower, 
more furtive actions, and tends to shun coverless 
mudflats unlike Little. Brown colour and elongated 
profile could suggest Baird's Sandpiper (p. 163). Much 
smaller than Common Sandpiper (p. 200) and lacks the 
white shoulder and incessant bobbing of that species.

behaviour Less conspicuous and gregarious than 
most: single birds forage slowly, furtively, methodically 
(like a windup toy) on concealed rather than exposed 
mud (at times more energetic). Wary birds may remain 
motionless among vegetation or crouch by an object 
or in a hollow. Tends to 'tower' when flushed.

biology Diet insects, larvae, worms, crustaceans, 
molluscs etc. pecked from surface of mud (whether 
underwater or exposed); seldom probes. In br. range  
performs hovering songflight. Employs an interesting 
sequentially bigamous breeding system.

voice Call a characteristic high, shrill, stuttered trill 
tirrr, that is often repeated rapidly when flushed, tirr-
tirr-tirr or drawnout, tirrrrrr. Very different from Little.
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• most common small wader and 'standard' stint
• tiny, with quick actions and frantic pecking
• bill as long as head; thin, dark, nearly straight spike
• legs dark, but may look pale when caked in mud
• plumage variable: mottled brownish grey above

Little Stint
Calidris minuta (Kleinstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Lesser Stint, Erolia minuta/minutus

Weighing the same as a sparrow, this is our smallest 
wader—making its yearly migration from the Arctic tun-
dra to South Africa, and back, all the more impressive.

habitat Virtually any coastal or inland habitat with 
shallow water, soft mud and minimal vegetation. 

status Very common summer visitor. Nests JunAug 
in high Arctic, and 'winters' in Africa, Middle East and 
India. Migrates mainly along E African Rift Valley and 
then spreads out: highly nomadic on nonbr. grounds. 
First adults (still mostly in worn br. plumage) arrive 
early Aug; juveniles about 3 weeks later. Numbers 
peak OctJan; departure FebApr. Few overwinter. 
Highly sociable, and rarely seen alone. Premigratory 
flocks may number in the thousands.    

identification Experts will stress the importance  
of familiarity with this common wader. The challenge 
lies in its bewildering variation depending on age 
and wear. Advice for beginners: these are the tiny, 
mottled, greybrown, spikebilled waders scurrying 
about in groups. — Br: From Feb, shows some rufous 
feathers initially obscured by white 'frosty tips'. Worn 
br. feathers (AugSep) are mainly black.  on average 
less bright. — Juv: Occurs in rufous, grey and whitish 
morphs but is usually quite faded once it reaches SA.

confusion risks See p. 152 for differentiation from 
other stints. Some almost as pale as Sanderling (p. 158) 
but that species is about twice as big, has a darker 
shoulder and stouter bill, and lacks a hindtoe. Curlew 
Sandpiper (p. 155) is much bigger with long, clearly 
curved bill and white rump. A third smaller than Dunlin. 

behaviour Despite diminutive stature, quite bold 
and confrontational; often one of the first waders to 
return after the flock flew off. Constantly on the move, 
with a nervous energy; darts around, stopping often 
and raising head to look for danger (but may also 
be more lethargic, esp. around midday). Feeds by 
pecking rapidly at surface while walking or wading 
forward with head down, by pecking side to side, or 
less often by probing just below the surface. Light 
weight allows it to walk on floating algae etc. Groups 
often concentrate at downwind side of pans where 
prey is densest. May forage freely with own species 
and other waders, or defend a small territory.

biology Eats adult and larval insects, esp. beetles 
and small flies, plus worms and small molluscs and 
crustaceans. On br. grounds some pairs practice serial 
polygamy where  and  incubate different clutches.

voice Flightcall simple and weak, yet useful for ID: a 
short stit or stint, or a quick trill stir'r'r. Aggressive birds 
call tee-tee-tee... Flocks produce a weak chattering.

• separation from Little Stint requires careful
  consideration of shape (often more than plumage):
• bill blunter, head bigger, body longer, legs shorter
• vestiges of br. plumage provide further clues
• often (not always) forages a little apart from Littles

Red-necked Stint
Calidris ruficollis (Rooinekstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Rufousnecked Stint Erolia ruficollis

This vagrant was first recorded at Durban in Nov 1963 
and to date there have been about 30 confirmed records; 
however, it is easily overlooked in flocks of Little Stints. 

habitat In Australasia frequents a wide range of 
both inland and coastal habitats, but local records 
from the coast: tidal mudflats, estuaries, small pans 
and esp. commercial salt works and saltmarshes.

status Rare but probably annual. Occurs AugApr, 
but most records in SepOct when some (worn) br. 
feathers still present. Likewise, fresh br. plumage often 
attained before return to br. grounds in high Arctic 
of E Siberia and Alaska. Migrates mainly along the E 
Asian Flyway, with main nonbr. grounds lying in In
dia, SE Asia, Australia and New Zealand. Small num
bers may migrate across the Indian Ocean (recorded 
Seychelles), or filter S through E Africa (Kenya, Somalia, 
Mozambique). Normally gregarious, but often tends 
to forage and roost slightly apart from Little Stints.

identification Guard against overeagerness when 
attempting to identifying this rare stint (particularly as  
any claim will incite a 'twitch'). Carefully adjudicate the 
entire range of characters, paying particular attention 
to shape. For full details, see p. 152. Identification while 
in featureless, greybrown nonbr. plumage probably 
not safe, at least for the inexperienced (shape and call 
are the most reliable pointers). — Br: Initially attains a 
'prebr. plumage' in which the rufous of the scapulars 
is mostly concealed by grey feathers tips, and the head 
is liberally 'frosted' with white. Full br. finery develops 
only once pale feather tips wear away. Can look almost 
wholly dark above with pale orange face in very worn 
br. plumage. — Juv: Much drabber than Little Stint.

confusion risks See details on p. 152. Confusion 
with a lone Sanderling (p. 158) in br. plumage is all too 
easy. Latter is much bigger, with a stouter bill, only 3 
toes, rufous background below its fully streaked chest, 
some orange on its tertials, a black shoulder and a 
much bolder wingbar.

behaviour Feeds actively on soft mud or in shallow 
water with typical stint 'sewing machine' action. Tends 
to remain more horizontal than Little Stint, pausing to 
look around with head raised less frequently.

biology Diet fly larvae, insect pupae, gastropods, 
crustaceans and other small invertebrates, and some 
seeds.  performs fluttering and gliding songflight on 
br. grounds.  Monogamous, sharing incubation.

 voice Probably one of the safest distinctions from 
Little: typical flightcall lower, deeper, longer and more 
drawnout than Little's weak, high staccato squeak, 
and has a rolling 'r' sound: tiirr or kreet. 
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RUFF-LIKE AMERICAN VAGRANTS: Unusual, distinctive waders with scaly, brownish upperparts and 
yellow legs. Pectoral is an annual visitor, found singly along grassy edges of inland or coastal freshwater 
wetlands. Rarer Buffbreasted is more likely in dry shortgrass habitats: lawns, fields, pasture, burnt grass.

Pectoral Sandpiper
Calidris melanotos (Geelpootstrandloper)
L: 1923 cm WS: 3946 cm T: 24(28)31 mm B: 26(29)32 mm >

[Monotypic]. Combination of 
yellow legs and bill-base, plus 
scaly upperparts, eliminates 
all other local waders except 
smaller Long-toed Stint (p. 164) 
and Ruff. Instantly told from 
the latter by heavily streaked 
breast-band, with sharp lower 
border. Undergoes only minor 
seasonal plumage changes. 
See also Sharp-tailed (p. 247).

Buff-breasted Sandpiper
Tryngites subruficollis (Taanborsstrandloper)
L: 1820 cm WS: 3944 cm T: 28(31)34 mm B: 17(19)22 mm

[Monotypic]. Strange, small, 
plover-like wader with a soft 
peachy colour, scaly upper-
parts and yellow legs. Bill short, 
straight and dark. Walks about 
on grass in horizontal attitude 
with high steps and head bob-
bing like a pigeon's on a thin 
neck. May also use waterside 
habitats but seldom feeds in 
water. Compare small  Ruff.

long wingsonly a 
thin white 

line

sharply pointed 
central tail feathers

toes don't 
project

white 
oval

in song
flight, with 
throatsac 

inflated

br. 

AD.  br. 
(AprOct)

AD. non-br.  
(NovMar)

long 
primary 
projection

JUV 
(JulNov)

abrupt border 
between white 

belly and streaked 
pectoral band

soft 
'scales'

yellow  
base; shape  

like Ruff's

fine, dense 
streaks over 

entire breast

small head held high on 
long neck when alert; 

drawn-in when relaxed

 on 
Arctic 
tundra

(moulting 
primaries)

AD. fresh 
(OctMar)

JUV 
(AugNov)

bill shorter  
than head;  

dark, weak, 
straight

large eye 
emphasised by 

pale ring

body uniformly  
pale peachcoloured

a few scattered 
spots on breast

walks in crouched 
posture, with high-

steps; when pursued, 
runs like a courser,  

with neck craned

spots

yellow  

yellow legs

long primary 
projection (less 
obvious in adult)

undersized, round, 
ploverlike head; 

long 'jaw'

juv. is aged by smaller,  
neater, whiteedged 'scales' 

above; adults lack an obvious 
breeding plumage but edges 
of coverts and scapulars look 

paler, narrower and more 
frayed in AprOct 

soft 
'scales'

silvery gleam; 
fine scribbles 

closeup

prominent 
dark 'C'

flies like a small 
plover, not with  

Ruff's lazy wing 
beats; may zigzag  

like a snipe if flushed

no bar

no white

no feet

could be overlooked as 
a plover or even pipit in 
shortgrass habitat

breeding 
display

dark lores

bulge

V**V*
NT/LCLC/LC
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RUFF (AND REEVE): Abounds at shallow inland waters with short emergent vegetation, e.g. dams, pans, 
floodplains. Forages (and often roosts at night) in dry habitats e.g. young cultivation, irrigated lands, 
cropped grass. Occasional on brackish water and saltmarsh but seldom on open coast or tidal mudflats.

Ruff
Philomachus pugnax (Kemphaan)

: L: 2932 cm WS: 5662 cm T: 47(50)54 mm B: 33(35)37 mm   : L: 2226 cm WS: 4851 cm T: 40(43)46 mm B: 29(31)33 mm >

[Monotypic]. One of the most numerous summer waders at freshwater habitats; thus important 
to become familiar with the various iterations: 'scaly' juveniles; medium-sized, more compact  

 (which usually outnumber  10:1); and obviously larger and more lanky . Sadly,  at-
tain their flamboyant and bewilderingly variable (supplemental) br. plumage only after leaving 
SA. But hints of the splendour to come may be seen in autumn, and vestiges of worn br. plumage 
in first spring-arrivals. A small proportion of (non-br)  have white heads of variable extent. Non-
br. plumage in both sexes is confusingly drab, but note: 1) medium-length, slightly drooping bill, 
which may or may not have orange base; 2) brown-fringed 'scales' above; 3) usually orange legs; 
4) twin white ovals at sides of uppertail, sometimes linked in a horseshoe; 5) often white patch of 
feathers at bill-base; 6) characteristic body shape and proportions. 

flight slow, with deep, lazy beats of long 
wings, interspersed with occasional glides; 

flight action plus white ovals at sides of 
rump facilitate ID even at long range

size difference 
between sexes 

obvious in  
flight 

waders moulting 
their flight feathers 
(usually in spring) 

can show odd gaps

long wings

narrow 
white bar

long uppertail  
coverts form 
a white oval 
on each side 
of uppertail; 
sometimes 
linked near 
tailtip

feet

short primary 
projection

JUV 
(JulNov)

AD. br.  
(MarAug)

humpbacked

long 'loose' 
scapulars often 

stick upwind easily lifts 
long, floppy 

tertials

neat dark
centred 'scales'

legs initially 
greenish

faint mottling

may show 
random black 

markings

large narrow
edged 'scales'

no similar wader has  
orange legs (Compare 
Redshank, p. 209)

warts

eartufts
erectile ruff

surreal!

AD. non-br.  
(MarAug)

AD.  br. 
(AprJun)

bill about the same length as 
head and subtly drooped with 
slightly swollen tip; may have 

orange base in nonbr. 

pale lores

short black lines in 
front and behind 

eye ('squint')

scattered  
black blotches

white

unique shape obvious to a 
practiced eye: small head, 
long neck, bulky body, round 
back, long legs;  notably 
bigger and more lanky;  
smaller and more compact

small Faeder  
mimics 

whiteruffed 
Satellite  

intercepts  at 
lek periphery

 

in silent 
combat at lek 
(Scandinavia)

white 
morph

 

 

moulting 

juv. 

LC/LC
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• yellow legs; weak, straight bill entirely greyblack
• entirety of underparts pinkish, peachy buff
• a scattering of small blackish spots on breastsides
• warm buffedged scales above; unmarked face
• no white wingbar, and no white on rump

Buff-breasted Sandpiper
Tryngites subruficollis (Taanborsstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): Calidris subruficollis, Hill GrassBird

Populations of this unique, characterful wader are still 
recovering after it was hunted to near-extinction in the 
early 1900s; exposure to fertilisers and pesticides while 
feeding in agricultural fields is a more current concern.

habitat Surely one of the most terrestrial 'waders', 
frequenting dry, stubbly, grassy habitats in both its 
br. and nonbr. ranges. May be seen on airfields, turf 
farms, sports fields, golf courses, recently burnt grass, 
ploughed fields, among cattle in trampled paddocks, 
on bare baked mud etc. However, occasionally in more 
aquatic habitats, esp. saltmarsh. Drinks and bathes in 
shallow water but seldom feeds while wading.

status Very rare vagrant. Breeds in dry grassy tundra 
of Alaskan and Canadian high Arctic, migrating to 
pampas of S America. A regular vagrant to Europe but 
surprisingly scarce in Africa (but may be overlooked in 
dry habitats). First recorded Dec 1977 at Richards Bay, 
KZN; <20 subsequent records, mostly DecMar.

identification A small pinkish-orange wader with 
mustard-yellow legs. Bill looks short and delicate, 
and is straight and all-dark. Note blank face, with 
broad pale 'spectacles' around isolated eye. More 
spotted than streaked above, with buff-edged 'scales' 
on back and wings. In flight, essentially dark above; 
underwing stark white with dark crescent. — Sexes: 

 marginally larger in direct comparison. — Juv: Look 
for small scapulars with sharp white edges, and dark 
subterminal anchors on wing coverts. 

confusion risks Quite like a small juv.  Ruff, which 
may use similar habitats, but Buffbreasted is smaller 
with a straighter, shorter bill (not slightly drooped 
with swollen tip), longer primary projection, less clear
cut division between buff breast and whitish belly, 
discreetly spotted (not diffusely mottled) breastsides, 
pale spectacle around its larger eye (not dark stripe 
creating squinting impression), shorter and yellower 
legs, and lacks white on wing or rump area in flight.

behaviour Very tame, allowing a close approach, 
and either freezing or crouching down. Forages 
actively and erratically with a brisk, crouched walk, 
pecking every 23 steps. Performs occasional plover
like dashes. Stops and stretches neck (creating bobble
head look) to peer about with large staring eyes.

biology Mainly terrestrial invertebrates, esp. insects 
and spiders. On br. grounds several  display together 
in leks, raising and waving 1 wing to show off silvery 
and white underwings; an approaching  is 'embraced' 
with both wings, with head up and chest inflated.

voice Usually silent (like Ruff). May give a soft rolling 
prreet or greet when flushed. Also a faint tik or chup. 

• greenish yellow (not orange) legs and billbase
• sharply cutoff, densely streaked breastband
• diffuse brownedged 'scales' above
• thin white line on wing; white oval alongside rump
• horizontal pearshape; flexed 'knees'; long wings

Pectoral Sandpiper
Calidris melanotos (Geelpootstrandloper)
ALT NAME(S): 'Cox's Sandpiper, C. paramelanotos' (hybrid) 

On their br. grounds,  'Pecs' develop fatty, inflatable 
'goiters' on their throats, which they flaunt by flaring out 
their throat feathers to expose their black bases. 

habitat Favours freshwater wetlands, both inland 
and near the coast, with some grassy cover: lakes, 
farm dams, islands, flooded grass, sewage works, 
waterlogged fields; sometimes estuaries and salt
marsh. Seldom ventures onto exposed mudflats.

status Rare but annual visitor. The most common 
transAtlantic vagrant: about 5/year, and sometimes 
2+ birds together. Most records DecApr. Breeds 
among hummocks in wet coastal Arctic tundra (of 
Eurasia and N America), MayJul. Nonbr. grounds 
mainly S America, with small numbers in Australasia.

identification Quite distinctive thanks to yellowish 
legs and yellow basal half of short, slightly curved bill. 
Named for profusely streaked breast which forms a 
broad band that entirely encircles body; lower border 
sharp, tapering to a point on central chest. Browner 
than most calidrids, with soft 'scales' above. May 
look capped. In profile, like a pear on its side, with 
long wings (and long primary projection), level with 
pointed tail, and flexed legs. Small head often drawn 
in. — Br: Changes only subtle e.g. feather edges more 
rusty. — Sexes:  up to 30% bigger (usually obvious 
in direct comparison). — Juv: Neater and brighter, but 
often already much worn and faded upon arrival here. 

confusion risks Even  Ruff appreciably larger, 
with longer orange (not yellowish) legs, short primary 
projection and only faintly mottled breast. Compare 
Long-toed Stint (p. 164) and Baird's Sandpiper (p. 163).

behaviour Often tame and approachable; may 
remain when all other waders flush. Often keeps to a 
small area, to which it soon returns after taking flight, 
and which is defended against Ruff, Wood Sandpipers 
and others. Single birds are easily overlooked as 
they feed by stalking slowly, with head bowed and 
knees flexed, often halfconcealed by vegetation. 
Less sociable than most calidrids, but may feed more 
actively in among other waders. Readily wades in  
shallow water. Stands upright with head high when 
alarmed but normal carriage horizontal, with long 
wings and pointed tail sticking out at angles.

biology Eats various invertebrates, as well as seeds 
and algae. Polygamous:  mates with multiple  but 
does not contribute further (vacates br. grounds early).

voice Flightcall a trilled, full drrup or shreep. On br. 
grounds  flies in circles 12 m above the ground while 
producing a flufftaillike hooting with its throat sac 
inflated; likened to an alien spaceship: ooh-ooh-ooh...
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• long (usually) orange legs; greenish in juv.
• bill medium, slightly curved; base may be bright
• paleedged scales above; only faint mottling below
• in flight: 2 white ovals at sides of dark rump
• seldom calls

Ruff
Philomachus pugnax (Kemphaan)
ALT NAME(S): Reeve ( ), Calidris pugnax

Arguably the world's most fascinating wader: the subject 
of a myriad zoological, behavioural and genetic studies.

habitat Mostly freshwater wetlands, and often in 
nearby grassland or cultivation. Seldom on tidal flats.

status Common visitor. Adult  arrive from Aug 
and depart Jan,  SeptApr, juveniles mainly Nov
Apr. Breeds from Scandinavia to Siberia, and migrates 
principally to India and Africa. Nomadic.

identification Exceptionally variable in plumage, 
colour of bill and legs, and size, but has a distinctive 
shape: small head, long neck and legs, stout and 
slightly drooped bill, 'squinting' eye and dumpy 
body carried on long (usually orange) legs. Feeding 
birds look hump-backed, with mantle feathers often 
sticking up in a point, and long tertials flopping in 
the wind. Very dull in nonbr. plumage, but told from 
others by lack of streaking on breast (at most faint 
mottling), pale lores, often white patch at base of bill, 
and soft brown 'scales' above. Long uppertail coverts 
form 2 white ovals at sides of rump in flight. — Br: 
Both sexes become mottled with black and rufous 
above with scattered black marks below;  does not 
show br. plumage in Southern Africa (unless it fails to 
migrate). — Sexes:  usually greatly outnumber . 
Latter is much bigger, with longer neck and legs, more 
bulky build, more angular head, whiter face; shows 
orange at base of bill more often than . — Juv: Quite 
different: small, neatly arranged, narrowfringed, 
darkcentred scales above, a buff-washed breast and 
greenish or brownish legs. Also variable though, e.g. 
some have pale bars on the dark feather centres. — 
Var: A small proportion of nonbr. birds (mostly ) are 
snowy white on the head and sometimes mantle/belly.

confusion risks Easily mistaken for Common 
Redshank (p. 209), but Ruff lacks streaking below, does 
not have white secondaries or a white rump/back, 
typically has orange rather than reddish legs, and has 
a more decurved bill, scaly upperparts, unmarked 
whitish vent and pale lores; also much less vocal.

behaviour Gait deliberate, picking, probing or 
stitching, or running clumsily about on mud. Also 
strides through grass, picking insects from stems. 
Wades in water to bellydepth, often submerging head 
when foraging, or swims like a phalarope. Sociable.

biology Eats a great variety of aquatic invertebrates 
and small vertebrates, plus insects and seeds in 
terrestrial habitats. For notes on br. biology see p. 144.

voice Almost mute, and even frantic fights and 
mating frenzies at leks are eerily silent. Rarely, gives a 
low, muffled grunt, croak or quack.

Variation in br.  Ruffs. From about Jan/Feb, both sexes 
moult into br. plumage, but  acquire flamboyant 
supplemental br. plumes by late Apr or May. These include 
curved 'ruff' feathers, plus erectile 'eartufts'. About a 
week later yellowish warts develop around the eyes. The 
bill may be entirely orange, pink or dark, or have a darker 
tip. There is endless variation in the colours, markings and 
iridescence of br.  Ruffs, and no 2 birds look alike. Each 

 has similar plumage in successive years. Whiteruffed 
'Satellite ' are often smaller than 'Independent ' 
and do not hold territories. Lastly, the small, rare 'Faeder 

' closely resemble  and are frequently subject to 
homosexual couplings. The extravagant display plumage 
is lost by late Jun. See p. 144.
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GREAT
Genus 

Gallinago

AFRICAN

SNIPES
Family Scolopacidae (4) | Subfamily Scolopacinae

Genera 1
Migrants 1

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  1

World 29
Region 2

Residents 1
Vagrants  0

There is an adventurous mysticism to snipes that 
inspires curious minds, whether of naturalists, hunters 
or artists, to ponder their peculiarities. Reflecting on 
the snipe's habitat, feeding habits, and conservation, 
the English poet John Clare (1793–1864) penned To 
the Snipe in the early 1820s: 

Lover of swamps,
The quagmire overgrown
With hassock-tufts of sedge — where fear encamps
Around thy home alone.

Thriving on seams
That tiny islands swell.
Just hilling from the mud and rancid streams
Suiting thy nature well –

For here thy bill,
Suited by wisdom good
Of rude unseemly length, doth delve and drill
The gelid mass for food.

Boys thread the woods
To their remotest shades,
But in these marshy flats these stagnant floods,
Security pervades.

From year to year,
Places untrodden lye
Where man nor boy nor stock hath ventured near
– Nought gazed on but the sky.

And fowl that dread
The very breath of man,
Hiding in spots that never knew his tread –
A wild and timid clan.

Thine teaches me
Right feelings to employ:
That in the dreariest places peace will be
A dweller and a joy.

To fully appreciate snipes, an understanding of biology 
is not sufficient; a background in engineering will also 
prove beneficial! For example, snipes are among the 
few birds that can bend their seemingly rigid bills, in 
a process called rhynchokinesis. Another remarkable 
design is their specialised tail feathers that generate 
a loud throbbing sound (known as 'drumming') 
through the com  plicated physics of a process termed 
aeroelastic flutter. This eerie sound, sometimes heard 
in the dead of night, has made snipes the subject of 
many myths, and the recipients of creative names: 
on the Scottish moors they are known as 'heather-
bleaters'; on Scandinavian fens as 'sky goats'; and on 
heaths of Japan as 'thunder birds'. In New Zealand, 
the nocturnal drumming of snipes probably led to 
the Māori legend of Hakawai (see Classification and 
Relationships, p. 175).

The snipe's secretive demeanour, inaccessible wet-
land habitat and erratic escape-flight make it a prized 
quarry of wingshooters. In addition, many historical 
books emphatically state that fresh snipe paired with 
a red wine makes a heavenly meal. Snipe-hunting is 
a tradition that dates back many centuries, and was 
once an extremely popular sport. 

Indeed, such is the agility and speed of a flying 
snipe that only marksmen of extraordinary skill can 
hit the bird, which explains the origins of the term 
'sniper'. Apparently this term was first used by British 
troops deployed in India in the 1770s, where they 
hunted snipes for sport. But in its modern usage (i.e. 
in the military context) the term 'sniper' is said to 
have originated in South Africa at the turn of the 20th 
century: during the Second Boer War, units of expert 
sharp-shooters, who relied on stealth and cryptic 
attire for camouflage (much like snipes themselves), 
became known as snipers.

In Southern Africa, the African Snipe was hunted 
in large numbers until about the 1940s. Hunting (in 
conjunction with habitat loss) may have contributed 
to the dramatic population crashes of Great Snipe 
in the region. In the mid 1800's this species was still 
a common visitor to much of South Africa, occurring 
regularly in KwaZulu-Natal, the Eastern Cape and the 
'Transvaal'. Its abundance was well documented due 
to hunting records: one alarming anecdote states 
that 'bags of ten or twelve couple' were shot before 
breakfast in a now-drained wetland in Durban. About 
a century ago it seemingly disappeared from South 
Africa. Today, almost all records (with the exception 
of occasional vagrants) are from Mozambique and 
Zimbabwe (where it was not known before 1920). 
Although small-scale hunting of snipe still occurs in 
many parts of the world, drainage and degradation of 
wetlands is a far more serious threat to these bizarre 
birds. [Afrikaans: Snippe].
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General Characteristics
Snipes are medium-sized, rather dumpy, skulking 
marsh inhabitants with highly cryptic plumage and 
dis proportionately long, straight bills. Snipes have 
rather short legs for a wader, but their toes are long 
and slender (and unwebbed) with sharp, curved claws; 
in this respect they recall crakes and other rallids, 
probably because they occur in similar habitats.

Like rallids, snipes' presence in a wetland is often 
revealed only when they are flushed (put to flight) by 
an approaching birder. They are generally secretive 
and freeze in a crouched posture when disturbed, 
relying on their cryptically barred, streaked and 
banded plumage for camouflage. Indeed, the 6 long, 
parallel, buff bands along its back, together with the 
dark 'warpaint' streaks on the face and a pale stripe 
down the centre of the crown, can render a motionless 
snipe almost invisible in grassy vegetation. 

Nevertheless, carefully scanning the secluded 
marshy edges of pools or dams may reveal several 
birds (collective noun: a 'wisp') in close proximity. 
Areas that have been trampled by cattle coming to 
drink are especially favoured. Snipes are most active 
at dawn and dusk, so much of the day is spent resting 
unobtrusively, or sleeping with the head turned 
backwards and the long bill tucked entirely beneath 
the mantle/scapular feathers. 

Non-visual, tactile feeding occurs in many sand-
pipers, but has been perfected by the exceptionally 
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African Snipe flight-call. This species almost invariably gives 
a characteristic 'terrified' squelching or sucking sound when 
flushed (A). This is often likened to the sound of a rubber boot 
being withdrawn from soft mud. This call probably serves as a 
contact-call to other nearby snipes, and also helps to startle a 
predator (or birder), giving the bird a split-second to escape. Calls 
are often repeated after a second or so, and are sometimes drawn-
out into 2 syllables (B). The sound has a raspy, harsh quality, hence 
the 'noisy' sonogram plot.

shnap shnipe sh-nipe
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Great Snipe flight-call. In contrast to African Snipes, Great 
Snipes often fly away without calling. However, they launch 
into flight energetically with a powerful, audible fluttering (C). 
Occasionally they may utter a rather soft, hoarse croak (D) e.g. 
etch, aitch or ugh; a bit like a muffled cough or sneeze.

FU'R'R'R...

etch

...'r'r'r'r'r

ugh u-ugh
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African Snipe display.  African Snipes perform astounding 
'drumming' or 'winnowing' displays during the br. season, esp. in 
the hour before sunset, but also at other times of the day or night. 
While flying 15-40 m above the ground, they dive downwards 
steeply with spread tails; the resultant airflow over the stiff outer 
tail feathers produces a loud, throbbing, blowing sound (E) like a 
small jet passing overhead. This mechanically produced 'sonation' 
(see p. 177) usually lasts around 5 seconds. It increases steadily in 
volume and intensity but dies out quickly as the bird pulls out of 
the dive. Another frequently heard sound (F) is a long series of 
fairly soft, repetitive khow-khow-khow... or chep-chep-chep... calls, 
like an Arrow-marked Babbler. This call may be given in flight or 
from the ground, apparently by either sex. It often partly overlaps 
with the drumming noise.
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Great Snipe song. Unlike the majority of its congeners, the 
Great Snipe lacks an aerial display-flight. Instead they gather at 
communal 'leks' on the br. grounds where  perform ritualised 
dancing displays, coupled with jumping, fighting and short flights 
over their arenas. During this spectacle they utter bizarre but 
musical 'songs' which include gurgling, clicking, bill-clattering, 
twittering and buzzing elements (G).

B

2s 4s 6s

pale stripe down 
middle of crowneyes set in an unusual 

position, far back and 
high up on head

edges of mantle and scapular 
feathers have broad gold or 
whitish buff margins that  
form a series of bands  
down the back  
when lined up

flex zone about a 
third from the tip

(tongue)

only upper 
mandible 

bends

Although their bills may look rigid, many waders 
can flex the tip of the upper mandible slightly in a 
process termed rhynchokinesis: a startling, usually 
only momentary flexing of the upper mandible. 
This is most often seen when the bird is yawning, 
scratching or stretching which causes tendons in the 
bill to tighten. To a lesser extent the tip can be turned 
downward as well, forming an effective pair of forceps 
for manipulating small items. 

A B

C

D

G
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projection. They are excellent flyers and are highly 
mobile, but their movements are poorly understood. 
African Snipes may undergo regular migrations, or 
simply respond nomadically to changing conditions. 
The species is prone to en masse influxes: hundreds 
can occur at optimal wetlands at times, with adjacent 
nests as close as 30 m apart. But even in areas where 
they were previously abundant, snipes may disappear 
for many seasons if water-levels drop. Populations can 
take years to recover from severe droughts. Snipes 
reportedly sometimes succumb to severe frosts. 

Origin of Names
The generic Gallinago, is derived from gallina (a hen), 
and is actually in reference to the related Woodcock 
in the genus Scolopax, which is also the base of the 
family name of the majority of waders, Scolopacidae. 
The etymology of the word Scolopax is debated: both 
the Latin scolopax and Greek askalopas literally mean 
'wood-cock' i.e. a chicken-like bird that frequents 
forested habitats. However, alternative Greek origins 
are skoli+opos ('skew-eyed', in reference to the odd 
placement of the bird's eyes), and skalops ('dig-face', 
possibly a description of the probing feeding style. 

Versions of the common name snipe occur in many 
languages e.g. Dutch and Afrikaans snip, Norse snipa 
Old Saxon sneppa, Old High German snepfa, German 

large eye sockets 
are situated far 

back in skull

Skull of 
African 
Snipe. 

eyes are also 
set high up 
due to ossified 
suborbital arch

neck often retracted, 
but actually quite 
long when stretched 
by alarmed bird

premaxillary bone 
honeycombed with pits 

where Herbst's Corpuscles 
lie, connected to nerves; this 
makes the bill-tip extremely 

sensitive 

mechanoreceptors and chemoreceptors pick 
up vibration, pressure and chemical clues 
that reveal small prey items in soft mud

flexible region about 
one third from the 

bill-tip allows a 
degree of bending 
(rhynchokinesis) to 

manipulate prey 
underground bill pliable, 

but tip hard

ends in bulb: lower 
mandible shorter, thus 

slight 'overbite'

small oval 
nostrils

unlike most birds, ear openings lie 
below and slightly in front of (not 

behind) the eye sockets

Left foot of African Snipe.

more 
developed 
hind-toe than 
most waders; 
28% length of 
middle toe

tarsus short for a wader, but toes long, 
slender and flexible like a crake's

outer toe 
80% length of 

middle toe 

inner toe 73% 
of length of 
middle toe

no webs sharp, curved 
claws

reticulated scales, except 
for a few larger transverse 
scutes on front

varies from bright 
yellow to dull 
greenish grey in 
most species

long-billed snipes. Their standard feeding strategy 
is by rapid, vertical, sewing machine-like probing or 
hammering motions. An abundance of nerve-endings 
in the bill-tip, as well as a remarkably flexible bill, allow 
the snipe to 'feel around' in soft mud or under water, 
or identify and manipulate small prey items deep 
underground. 

Although they feed primarily by touch, snipes also 
possess good vision. They have large eyes (probably 
a reflection of their partly crepuscular habits) that are 
set in an unusual position, very far back and high on 
the head. This odd placement of the eyes gives snipes 
a very wide field of vision. Being strictly freshwater 
birds, snipes lack salt glands like most coastal waders. 

The sexes are not generally separable, although 
the  has a slightly longer bill. It is suggested that  

 have softer and less attenuated outer tail feathers 
than  as they do not perform drumming displays  
(p. 177). Unlike most Scolopacidae waders, snipes lack 
pronounced seasonal plumage changes and basically 
look the same year-round. In fresh plumage they 
appear brighter and more crisp, with golden tones, 
whereas worn birds are somewhat less patterned and 
darker. Seasonal change is slightly more pronounced 
in Great Snipe, possibly because of its unique lekking 
behaviour and polygynous breeding system.

Snipes have complex moult strategies, including 
moult suspension during migration, re-moulting cer-
tain feathers in the same cycle, shedding many flight 
feathers simultaneously, and individual variability in 
the timing, speed and extent of moult. However, this 
does not affect their appearance greatly. 

Ageing characteristics are likewise subtle and 
juveniles are practically impossible to tell from 
adults in the field. A good photo may reveal minor 
(and largely undocumented) differences in feather 
patterns: typically juvenile birds' wing coverts appear 
more completely fringed rather than randomly 
spotted, and they may show less defined face patterns 
than adults. Young snipes undergo an extensive post-
juv. moult, after which the resultant imm. birds are 
indistinguishable from adults. Juv. Great Snipes show 
less white on their wing coverts and tails; research 
suggests that the amount of white is a sexual character 
associated with higher mating success in ad. .

Snipes have 10 primaries (the outermost P10 being 
the longest), and a tiny 11th. The tertials usually 
cover the primaries, so snipes lack marked primary 
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Classification of the Scolopacidae family, showing 
the world's 29 'snipe' species. Coloured dots indicate 
geographical range: =  breeds in Eurasia, migrates 
to sub-Saharan Africa;  = breeds in Eurasia and 
migrates to India or S Asia;  = breeds in E Asia and 
migrates to Australasia;  = endemic to islands 
off New Zealand;  = endemic to SE Asian islands;  

 = breeds in N America; =  restricted to S America;  
  = restricted to Africa and/or Madagascar.

NUMENIINAE (whimbrels, curlews)
LIMOSINAE (godwits)
ARENARIINAE (turnstones, stints)
TRINGINAE (phalaropes, shanks)
SCOLOPACINAE

LIMNODROMINI
Limnodromus (dowitchers)

SCOLOPACINI
Lymnocryptes

L. minimus (Jack Snipe)
Scolopax (woodcocks)

S. rusticola (Eurasian Woodcock)
S. mira (Amami Woodcock)
S. saturata (Javan Woodcock)
S. rosenbergii (New Guinea W.)
S. bukidnonensis (Bukidnon W.)
S. celebensis (Sulawesi Woodcock)
S. rochussenii (Moluccan Woodcock)
S. minor (American Woodcock) 

Coenocorypha (New Zealand snipes)
C. pusilla (Chatham Snipe)
C. huegeli (Snares Snipe)
C. aucklandica (Subantarctic Snipe)

Chubbia (S American snipes)
C. imperialis (Imperial Snipe)
C. jamesoni (Andean Snipe)
C. stricklandii (Fuegian Snipe)

Gallinago (typical snipes) 
G. solitaria (Solitary Snipe)
G. hardwickii (Latham's/Japanese S.)
G. nemoricola (Wood Snipe)
G. stenura (Pintail Snipe)
G. megala (Swinhoe's Snipe)
G. nigripennis (African Snipe)
G. macrodactyla (Madagascar S.)
G. media (Great Snipe)
G. gallinago (Common Snipe)
G. delicata (Wilson's Snipe)
G. paraguaiae (S American Snipe)
G. andina (Puna Snipe)
G. nobilis (Noble Snipe)
G. undulata (Giant Snipe)

Schnepfe and Swedish snäppa. The name is possibly 
an onomatopoeic rendition of the alarm-call of the 
Eurasian Common Snipe. The specific epithet of the 
African (previously Ethiopian) Snipe, nigripennis, 
means 'black-wing'; possibly this was supposed to 
be albipennis in reference to the white shaft of the 
outermost primary. The name 'Great' Snipe hints at 
its large size (although note that there is also a Giant 
Snipe G. undulata in S America). Its large size may also 
be at the root of the old name 'Double Snipe', still 
retained in the Afrikaans Dubbelsnip, French Bécassine 
double, German Doppelschnepfe etc. Its scientific name 
media, suggest that it is 'intermediate', presumably 
being in size between the Common Snipe and 
Eurasian Woodcock. As an aside, the name of the Jack 
Snipe conversely refers to its very small size. 

Several modern expressions are derived from the 
snipe's name, most pertinent being the use of the word 
sniper for a skilled sharp-shooter (see Introduction,  
p. 172). Popularised versions of the term 'sniping' 
in clude last-minute bidding on auctions; making 
under hand or hurtful remarks; and going on a fool's 
errand or 'snipe-hunt' (i.e. a 'wild goose chase'). It is 
sometimes used in a derogatory sense, e.g. when 
calling someone a 'snipe' or 'guttersnipe'.

Classification and Relationships
Most modern classifications recognise 5 subfamilies 
(-inae suffix) within the Scolopacidae, as shown in 
the tree at right. As a group, snipes appear to be most 
closely related to shanks and phalaropes. The snipe 
subfamily Scolopacinae can further be divided into 
2 tribes, Limnodromini (dowitchers) and Scolopacini 
(snipes and woodcocks). Other classifications support 
a stronger separation between the Gallinagininae 
(snipes) and Scolopacinae (woodcocks). 

The peculiar, diminutive Jack Snipe (p. 253) is the 
only member of the genus Lymnocryptes. Several mor-
phological and behaviour quirks confirm its unique-
ness: it has pointed secondaries, a wedge-shaped tail, 
a short compressed bill, a double-notched sternum 
bone and only 12 tail feathers. It is much more reluc-
tant to fly than other snipes, and often chooses to sit 
tight in cover until almost trodden on, narrowing its 
body and relying on its very broad golden mantle 
stripes for camouflage. Once it does take flight, it flut-
ters weakly and soon lands again, in the fashion of a 
crake. When feeding it exhibits a neurotic bouncing 
style. It produces a sound likened to a distant gallop-
ing horse during its display-flight. Considering these 
anomalies, it is not surprising that its classification is 
not resolved; some studies suggest that it is closer to 
dowitchers (Limnodromus) than snipes.

Of the 8 woodcocks in the genus Scolopax, only 2 
are widespread: the large, cryptic Eurasian Woodcock 
S. rusticola and the small, colourful American 
Woodcock S. minor (sometimes placed in the genus 
Philohela). The remainder are all restricted island-
endemics, as indicated by their common names, and 
several of them are threatened. Birds on the island of 
Mindanao in the Philippines were initially thought to 

Incidences of melanism have been reported in the 
Common Snipe. Such birds are rare genetic mutations 
with an over-abundance of dark melanin pigments. 
They were historically thought to be a different 
species, namely 'Sabine's Snipe' or 'Black Snipe' G. 
sabini. Conversely, albino or leucistic Common Snipes 
have also been reported. It is possible that such 
morphs may occur in African Snipe as well.
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be migrant Eurasian Woodcocks until visiting birders 
heard their calls and realised a new species may be 
involved. It was formerly described as the Bukidnon 
Woodcock, S. bukidnonensis in 2001. As their name 
implies, woodcocks live in undergrowth of woodland 
and forest, venturing to nearby glades and streams at 
night to hunt. There are many aspects that distinguish 
them from snipes e.g. the appearance of their downy 
chicks and their fewer vertebrae, thick owl-like 
plumage, entirely feathered tibiae, and the fact that 
their eyes are set even further back in their skulls, 
allowing them 360° vision. Woodcocks are crepuscular 
and are seldom seen during the day unless flushed 
from the leaf-litter.  perform 'roding' display-flights 
over the treetops at dusk, flying with quick double 
wingbeats and uttering strange squeaks and croaks.

A trio of 3 extant (and several extinct) snipes repre-
senting the genus Coenocorypha occur on small 
islands off New Zealand. These are odd little creatures, 
resembling button quails more than true snipes, except 
for their long (but curved) bills. They play an important 
role in Māori mythology, and the mechanical 'roaring' 
sounds produced during their nocturnal display-flights 
is believed to be the origin of the legend of Hakawai: a 
sacred bird that descended from the heavens at night. 
As with many other island endemics that evolved in 
the absence of mammalian predators, these snipes 
were quickly extirpated after the introduction of rats, 
cats and stoats. The only specimen of the North Island 
Snipe C. barrierensis, was collected on Little Barrier 
Island in 1870, although fossil evidence suggests it 
was once more widespread. The South Island Snipe  
C. iredalei historically occurred on South Island itself 
and Stewart Island, but was restricted to a few tiny 
offshore islands in the 20th century; the last records 
are from 1964. Recent fossil finds suggest that there 
may have been several additional species.

Three species of rare Andean snipes were previously 
placed in a separate genus, Chubbia, but were later 
merged with Gallinago. The morphology, nocturnal 
behaviour and wooded habitat of these snipes recall 
woodcocks more than typical snipes.

Finally, the bulk of the species fall in the genus 
Gallinago (previously Capella, in error). There are 
2 main centres of abundance: Eurasia (with many 
of the species migrating S to winter in India, SE 
Asia, Australia or sub-Saharan Africa), as well as S 
America. In the Afrotropics, all species except African 
Snipe are non-br. summer visitors. In addition to 
Great Snipe, the Common Snipe G. gallinago occurs 
widely across Africa in the austral summer, and has 
been recorded as far S as Malawi and Zambia; it 
may even occasionally venture S of the Zambezi. 
It is definitely worth familiarising yourself with the 
Common Snipe's identification characters, just in case 
(see p. 252). The same applies to the tiny Jack Snipe 
(see above), although that species occurs regularly 
only as far S as Kenya. Finally, there have been a 
few records of vagrant Pintail Snipes from E Africa  
(p. 252). There are 4 species in S America, including the 
monstrous 45 cm Giant Snipe G. undulata.

Biology
Aquatic invertebrates make up the bulk of the diet, 
including annelid worms and leeches, adult and 
larval insects, molluscs, isopods, amphipods and 
other crustacea, spiders and probably the odd frog, 
tadpole or small fish. They eat small amounts of plant 
material too, and are known to swallow stones to aid 
in grinding of food in the gizzard. Snipes lack a crop.

Most food is obtained by probing in deep mud or 
water up to belly-depth or, rarely, even eye-depth. 
The bird probes either in a semi-circle while standing 
still, or while walking slowly. A deep probe is followed 
by several shallow probes to swallow prey without 
withdrawing the bill from the mud, although larger 
prey may be removed, beaten and washed before 
being swallowed. Rates of 8 probes/min occur in the 
Common Snipe. Very rarely, they do pick food from the 
surface, run after prey or peck while swimming.

The African Snipe is the only species in the large 
Scolopacidae family that breeds in sub-Saharan 
Africa. The br. biology of this species has not been as 
thoroughly studied as in its closely related W Palearctic 
relative, but is probably similar. A 's ownership of a 
certain territory is advertised through 'drumming' 
dives (see box, right). On the ground, rivals are repelled 
by posturing with the head lowered as if laying the bill 
on the ground, while cocking and fanning the tail. 
Intimidation displays may also be directed at other 
waders or other birds in general. Conflicts sometimes 
escalate into fluttering, jumping and bill-fencing. In 
the presence of a , the  performs additional flight-
displays: a parachuting glide with dangling legs and 
wings arched, a rolling dive (sometimes flipping 
upside down or looping), and pursuit-flights.

The nest (probably built by the  alone) is a usually 
unsubstantial grass pad built into a tussock, over soft 
mud or shallow water. 1-3 (usually 2) blotchy eggs are 
incubated for around 20 days (probably by the ). In 
Common Snipes, which usually lay 4 eggs, the parents 
share the initial responsibility of feeding and brooding 
the chicks, the  taking the 2 older chicks and the  the 
2 younger ones and leading them away (ending the 
hitherto monogamous bond between the parents). 
Adults perform injury-feigning or other forms of 
distraction to lure predators away. The young can fly 
before fully grown, and become independent after 
about 6 weeks. 

African Snipe egg 
and hatchling

white 
'powder-puffs'

incipient snipe 
face pattern

short bill
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Drumming
Birds are celebrated for their voices, but many also 
produce non-vocal, mechanical sounds (sonation). 
This may involve percussion with the bill, feet or even 
an inanimate object, or acoustical signals generated 
using feathers. It was long debated whether the 
African Broadbill Smithornis capensis produces its 
rattling croak vocally or mechanically; new research 
shows that the sound is caused by a fluttering motion 
of 2 of its primaries during its circular display-flights. 
This sound can be duplicated by placing a broadbill's 
wing in a wind-tunnel. Hummingbirds are named 
after the buzzing sound produced by their rapidly 
beating wings, but they also produce whistling 
sounds during their diving displays, when air passes 
over their tail feathers. Snipes do exactly the same. 
 During the br. season,  snipes proclaim their 
ownership of a particular patch of marsh by audible 
'drumming': a form of sonation which produces a 
throbbing hiss that increases in intensity and volume. 
At night when the source of the sound in unseen, 
this noise can be rather spooky and mysterious; it 
is not surprising that many myths and legends are 
attributable to snipes. African Snipes may display at 
any time of the day or on moonlit nights, but do so 
most often in the hour before sunset. Sessions may 
last more than an hour.

The  rises in a series of switchbacks to a height 
of about 50 m (10-80 m depending on the weather), 
then circles his territory. Intermittently, the bird dives 
steeply downward, continuing to flap to gain speed, 
and holds his tail feathers stiffly out to produce the 
drumming sound, then pulls out of the dive in a short 
glide before regaining altitude. 

The vast majority of birds have either 10 or 12 tail 
feathers, but snipes can have any number between 
12 and 26, depending on the species, and with some 
individual variability. The reason for this is that the 
outer tail feathers are modified for sound production: 
the different species thus produce sounds of different 
pitch and rhythm depending on the number of 
feathers that are modified, and how many are held 
spread and perpendicularly away from the body 
during the display-flight (see table below). 

The precise mechanics of drumming has been 
investigated in the closely related Common Snipe 
(previously lumped with African Snipe). In that species 
sound is produced for 1-3 s when the diving bird 
reaches an airspeed of 13-24 m/s (47-86 km/h). The 
sound is produced by a so-called aeroelastic flutter of 
the outer tail feather. Several structural adaptations 
contribute to the sound, and simultaneously allow 
the feather not to become damaged during such 
high mechanical stresses.

African
Common
Great
Latham's
Madagascar
Pintail
Solitary
Swinhoe's
Wilson's
Wood

Jack

16 (i.e. 8 pairs)
14, sometimes 12, 16, 18
16, sometimes 14 or 18
18 (i.e. 9 pairs)
16 (i.e. 8 pairs)
24-28, usually 26
20, sometimes 22-24
18-26 (usually 20)
Always 16
Usually 18

Only 12

3
1
None
5
?
6-8
5
6
2
4

None

Species Number of tail feathers Sonation

only 3.5-5 mm broad 
(not narrowed in 
Great Snipe which 
does not perform 
drumming)

very narrow 
outer vane to 
slice through 
the air

curved

outer 3 pairs 
of feathers 

held stiffly out 
perpendicular 

to body

T8 T5 T1
central feathers 

are broader, 
softer and 

symmetrical 

tilts to the side 
and dives at 
35-45° angle 

A male African 
Snipe drumming.

dorsal  
sides of 
feathers  
of left  
half of tail 

Sonation column indicates how many of the 
outer tail feathers (on each side) are held out 
when displaying; these are typically narrowed.

Outer tail feathers of Pintail Snipe (left) and 
Common Snipe (right). The broader and more barred 
feathers of the latter distinguish it from African Snipe.

barbules in 'hinge'  
region lack microscopic  

hooks, for increased flutter

barbs lie more  
parallel to shaft than 

in typical feathers 

shaft curved 
rearwards

shape and number 
of tail feathers 
used for drumming 
influences pitch 
and quality of 
sound
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• rare and localised to a few areas in N; migratory
• often silent, or gives deep croak when flushed
• notably shorter bill than African Snipe
• broad white tips of coverts form bars across wing
• most of underparts covered by dark chevrons

Great Snipe
Gallinago media (Dubbelsnip)
ALT NAME(S): Double Snipe, Greater Snipe

Prior to 1900 the Great Snipe was a widespread and fairly 
common summer visitor as far S as the E Cape, and was 
even hunted in large numbers for sport. Dramatic popu-
lation crashes on the br. grounds were mirrored here, and 
it was not seen in SA for 80 years (before 1984).

habitat Overlaps with African: marshes, floodplains, 
temporary pools, lake edges etc. with very soft mud 
for probing. Sometimes found in dry, short grassland 
(esp. where trampled by cattle) and may forage in the 
open e.g. old lands, puddles, sports fields etc.

status Rare and localised (but probably overlooked) 
non-br. migrant. Breeds in wet meadows in E Europe 
and Scandinavia (mainly Russia, Belarus, Norway). 
First migrates to high-plateau grasslands in Ethiopia 
in Aug, then follows rains S. Present mainly Nov-Mar.

identification Seldom offers ground-views, so it 
is essential to be familiar with its ID features in flight. 
First clue is lack of a distinct flight-call (African Snipe 
almost invariably calls when flushed). Even in flight, 
looks obviously large, broad-winged and pot-bellied, 
with a big head but relatively short, thick-based bill 
which is often held horizontally. On upperwing, look 
for black panel bordered by broad white bars formed 
by lined-up covert-tips (also obvious on folded wing). 
Entire underparts (except for small white patch on 
belly) plus underwing coarsely barred. — Br: A partial 
moult in late summer results in more colourful, deco-
rative br. plumage. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Has slightly 
less distinct, more buff tips to its wing coverts (though 
still obvious), more barring on belly, and barred tail-
sides. Essentially as adult from mid-summer.

confusion risks Only African (though see p. 252). 
behaviour May wade in shallow water like African 

Snipe (though seldom swims) but prefers to forage 
at water's edge instead. Conversely, may forage on 
open dry ground and tends to pick more prey from 
the surface than other snipes. Crouches or freezes 
when disturbed. Usually only takes flight when threat 
very close (<5 m away). Flight relatively lower, slower, 
steadier and less urgent than African Snipe. Sometimes 
flies far and then doubles back. Partly crepuscular.

biology Diet insects, spiders, earthworms, molluscs 
and seeds of marsh plants. Unlike other snipes, lacks 
an aerial display, performing ritualised dances instead.

voice Usually silent when flushed, but notable wing-
noise (unlike African) may mask occasional, soft, low, 
throaty croak ugh, or cough etch (or double etch-etch). 
On Eurasian br. grounds  gather at display arenas 
('leks'), where they produce bizarre bill-clattering, 
twittering ('bibbling'), clicking and buzzing. 

• widespread and often locally abundant; year-round
• unmistakable abrupt 'sucking' call when flushed
• very long bill (proportionately longest of all snipes)
• very dark, with clear, contrasting banding
• extensively white on belly

African Snipe
Gallinago nigripennis (Afrikaanse Snip)
ALT NAME(S): Ethiopian Snipe

Listening to the spooky sound of a snipe's drumming 
display-flight (produced by airflow over the stiffened tail 
feathers) is a special experience, as this is the only species 
in the Scolopacidae family that breeds in Africa.

habitat Freshwater or brackish wetlands with shal-
low water and soft mud, and plenty of cover; optimal 
habitat has relatively short, tussocky vegetation e.g. 
where heavily grazed and trampled by animals. Mainly 
upland grassland vleis in NE, coastal lowlands in SW.

 status Common, but highly mobile and nomadic, 
depending on wetland conditions. 'Wisps' of about 
10 may be seen together at times, and hidden birds 
always outnumber seen ones. Easily overlooked unless 
flushed. An opportunistic breeder, but nests mainly in 
late winter. Previously hunted in large numbers.

identification A very distinctive, dumpy, short-
legged wader with attractive albeit cryptic plumage, 
'warpaint' stripes across its face and long buff bands 
down its back. Plumage similar year-round. Bill straight 
and disproportionately long. — Sexes:  slightly 
longer-billed. — Juv: Not easily told from adult, but 
wing coverts look more fringed than spotted, tertials 
less neatly barred, and face markings often 'softer'.  
— Var: Okavango race has a notably longer bill; 
otherwise the 3 races are not easily distinguishable.

confusion risks See under Great Snipe. May be 
found with (unrelated) Greater Painted-snipe (p. 103).

behaviour Stealthy (moving slowly, often crouched)
but not really shy; forages in open water adjacent to 
vegetation cover. May venture onto exposed mud, 
where banded and barred plumage still offers good 
disruptive camouflage. May even sleep in animal 
hoofprints on open mud. Aggressive displays include 
exaggerated posturing, tail-fanning and jumping.

biology Diet small aquatic organisms, obtained 
by repeated, rapid, hammering probes into mud with 
long bill. Br. biology incompletely studied. Lays 2 dark 
buff, blotchy eggs on a 10 cm pad of grass under a 
canopy of vegetation, above water or mud.

voice Almost without exception both sexes give a 
loud, abrupt and panicky shcaap or shnipe call when 
flushed to startle birders; has a scraping, rasping 
quality (like the squelch of a boot withdrawn from 
mud, or a sneeze). Territorial  produces an impressive 
throbbing hissing sound (like a small jet engine) 
during drumming displays, by diving down at 30-40° 
and forcing air over the stiff, spread outer tail feathers. 
Usually performed at dawn and dusk, sometimes at 
night. Also gives a soft, harsh khow-khow-khow... (like 
a babbler), usually from the ground.
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SNIPE: Highly cryptic, camouflaged, partly crepuscular waders that skulk in overgrown marshes with a 
mix of mud, water and tufts of vegetation. African is often locally abundant, but nomadic, breeding in 
late winter. Great Snipe is a non-br. summer migrant, nowadays regular only in NE subtropical wetlands.

African Snipe
Gallinago nigripennis (Afrikaanse Snip)
L: 26-29 cm WS: 39-44 cm T: 36-(39)-44 mm B: 70-(77)-86 mm

[1: G. n. angolensis; 2: G. n. 
aequatorialis; 3: G. n. nigri
pennis]. Stealthy, cryptic and 
easily overlooked. Probes in 
mud or water with absurdly 
long, straight bill (with a flex-
ible, nerve-rich tip). Note bands 
across face and back and barred 
flanks. Often only noticed when 
flushed. Races poorly differenti-
ated; nominate shown.

Great Snipe
Gallinago media (Dubbelsnip)
L: 26-30 cm WS: 43-47 cm T: 32-(36)-40 mm B: 54-(63)-69 mm

[Monotypic]. Told from more 
common, co-occurring African 
Snipe by heavier, plumper, ball-
like shape, bigger head and 
shorter bill. Best field marks are 
broad white tips to coverts that 
form multiple rows on wing, 
plus extensive coarse chevrons 
below. Differs in flight style and 
lacks African's startling alarm/
flight-call.

some 
are more 

barred
white 

central 
bandbroad 

white 
edge

delicately 
barred

small 
white 
spots

var.

much white 
on belly

dark

indistinct spots

extensive 
white belly

parallel bars

bold, dark 
stripes

long bill: 7-8 cm 
on average; up  
to 10.5 cm in N 
race angolensis 

cryptic: here 
a 'wisp'  
of 5

JUV. 
(mainly Jul-Jan;  

hard to tell from ad.)

AD. 
(all year)

gives panicked  
squelching call when  
flushed

broad white tips form 
several parallel rows

almost entirely barred

heavy chevrons

'open' face; large 
rounded head

AD. br 
(Mar-Aug;  
fresh juv.  

similar)

AD. non-br. 
(Sep-Feb; worn  

juv. similar)

extensive 
pale base

mostly 
dark bill paler, more 

decorated

bill notably  
shorter and  
thicker than 

African's: 
 6-7 cm 

climbs quickly; frantic, 
zigzag flight

rows of 
large white 

blobs

white

white

narrow 
white 
edge

juv.

SHNIPE!

strong, direct, 
level, flight; slower 

wingbeats

usually silent when flushed 
(but loud wing-noise)

large, broad, 
heavy body; 
ball-shape; 
short sturdy 
legs and bill

medium-sized, 
relatively slim 
and angular; 
disproportionately 
long straight bill

1
2

3

NT/LCLC/LC

only a little 
white barrel-

chested

barred
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PHALAROPES
Family Scolopacidae (5) | Tribe Phalaropodini

Genera 2
Migrants 3

Endemics 0/0
Restricted 2

World 3
Region 3

Residents 0
Vagrants 1

General Characteristics
Phalaropes are small, delicate waders that resemble 
sandpipers, but are clearly adapted to a mainly aquatic 
lifestyle. While they appear graceful, confident and 
buoyant when swimming, their short legs and boat-
shaped bodies make them rather ungainly on land. 

All species are highly migratory. Red-necked and 
Red Phalaropes have circumpolar breeding ranges, 
the former in the Subarctic and the latter in the Arctic 
at extreme latitudes (see map, p. 183). In fact, upon 
their return to the br. grounds, Red Phalaropes initially 
gather at the edge of the sea-ice where they have to 
wait for 2-3 weeks until the snow melts enough to 
start nesting in marshy tundra close to the sea. 

RED

Genus 
PhalaropusRED-NECKED

Steganopus

WILSON'S

S
kHz

4

6

2

8

0.5s 1.0s

Red-necked Phalarope. Calls include a sharp, short twick (not 
plotted), plus throaty kirk notes (C); latter like a short trill, ker'rek, 
when given in quick succession (D, E). Excited flocks chatter.

10

1.5s

C D EC C

S
kHz

4

6

2

8

0.5s 1.0s

Red Phalarope. Typical flight-call is a sharp, high pit (F) with 
an explosive quality reminiscent of a rallid at close quarters. 
Sometimes also a harsher, longer raspy brreep (G). Phalaropes 
have buzzy or twittering 'songs' uttered mainly by the  but these 
are not heard away from the br. grounds. In addition, either sex 
may perform 'wing-whirring' in some social contexts: hovering for 
a few seconds with legs dangling, neck arched and tail down, the 
wings producing a loud, rapid fluttering sound. 

10

1.5s

F F G G

S
kHz

4

6

2

8

0.5s 1.0s

Wilson's Phalarope. Normally silent, but may give low-pitched, 
nasal grunts or quacks, vemp or wet. A bit like the distant, muffled 
bark of a dog. 's call (A) may be slighter deeper than  's (B).

A

B
10

1.5s

A

BA well-founded argument could be made that the 
world's 3 phalaropes are the most fascinating of 
all waders. Several already-remarkable features of 
their life history, such as global-scale migrations and 
astounding seasonal plumage changes, are shared 
with other waders, but they have multiple other 
unique peculiarities as well. Firstly, Red and Red-
necked Phalaropes are the only truly pelagic waders, 
and may spend as much as 8 months of the year at 
sea. Not surprisingly they are expert swimmers, 
thanks to many morphological adaptations such as 
their flattened tarsi and dense, waterproof plumage. 
In addition, their toes have conspicuous flared, fleshy 
lobes, like coots'; this is where their name comes 
from ('coot-foot'; see Origin of Names). It is simply 
astonishing to encounter a flock of Red Phalaropes 
swimming on the surface of the Atlantic Ocean while 
out on pelagic birding trip. Alternatively they may be 
glimpsed flying past low over the waves, and may 
then be taken for Sanderlings or other small waders on 
migration—until they plop down and start swimming! 
When taking a break from swimming they may perch 
on floating mats of seaweed or on the backs of whales.

The main item on the menu for phalaropes is zoo-
plankton. They obtain such tiny prey by ingenious 
methods (see box, p. 185) such as dizzying spinning to 
create a food-delivery vortex, and using the surface-
tension of water to transport food up their bills.

Like jacanas and painted-snipes, phalaropes have 
reversed sexual dimorphism, in that the  is more 
colourful than the  and takes the dominant territorial 
role; she may lay clutches for several mates, leaving the 
cryptic  to incubate the eggs and raise the chicks.

All 3 species are considered rarities in Southern 
Africa. Good news for twitchers is that they are 
often inexplicably tame, allowing a close approach, 
unbeatable photos and saturating views. There is 
even an anecdote of a bird that started incubating its 
chick, while the latter was in the hand of a researcher! 
[Afrikaans: Fraiingpote].

A

B

C
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A  phalarope in br. plumage is one of the most 
gorgeous of all waders, and really one of the most 
striking and attractive birds in general. The partial 
pre-br. moult (during which head, body, tertials and 
perhaps some tail feathers are replaced with bright 
breeding plumes) starts from Mar onwards. However, 
upon arrival on the br. territories in early May only 
about half of the birds are in full br. dress, and many 
are still in full non-br. plumage. Full br. plumage may 
not be attained until early Jun. After breeding, the 
complete post-br. moult starts on the br. grounds from 
Jul/Aug and by Sep the majority of the plumage has 
reverted back to drab grey. Moult starts earlier in  
than . As such, the glamorous br. plumage is seldom 
seen away from the far N extremes of the planet. On 
the other hand, a spectacular  Wilson's Phalarope 
was recorded in Cape Town in late May 2007 (when 
she should have been on the prairies and taigas of 
temperate N America.

Sexual dimorphism is reversed in the phalaropes, 
i.e. the  are considerably duller than the larger  

, especially in fresh br. plumage when the brighter 
shades are partly obscured by pale feathers tips (see 
p. 138). More cryptic plumage in  is advantageous 
as they are responsible for incubating eggs and 
brooding chicks. Perhaps the strongly contrasting 
colour patterns of phalaropes, which do not always 
correspond to the main feather tracts as in most 
birds, offer them a form of disruptive camouflage. 
Surprisingly, the bright red br. colouration of the Red 
Phalarope makes it disappear against banks of reddish 
tide-heaped seaweed on Arctic coasts.

Juveniles are very different, with blackish upper-
parts, a strongly scalloped appearance, and a rich wash 
on the neck and breast (apricot-buff in juv. Red; pinkish 
grey in Red-necked; not pronounced in Wilson's). 
However, the partial post-br. moult commences earlier 
than in most waders in Wilson's and Red Phalaropes, 

which means that juveniles usually resemble non-
br. adults by the time they arrive on the non-br. 
grounds. The timing of this moult may thus assist in 
ID; for example, juv. Red Phalaropes already show 
grey scapulars in Aug, only a few weeks after hatching, 
whereas young Red-neckeds often retain full juv. 
plumage until as late as Nov. The grey non-breeding-
type scapulars are the first post-juv. feathers to appear, 
initially giving the mantle a patchy look, but soon 
growing into a solid grey back that contrasts strongly 
with the retained blackish juv. tertials and wing coverts. 

The seasonal change in lifestyle that the 2 smaller 
phalaropes undergo is remarkable: having just bred on 
barely thawed ground in the high Arctic, they switch 
to a totally marine existence at tropical to temperate 
latitudes for about 75% of the year. These 2 species are 
skilled swimmers and are able to ride out rough chop 
with ease. They take off from the water effortlessly, 
and fly confidently and with stamina above the waves, 
swerving or towering to avoid surf. The Red Phalarope 
especially, seems to float atop the water instead of in 
it. However, while they may briefly upend or submerge 
their heads, phalaropes do not dive.

Currents, swirling eddies, rip tides, upwelling zones, 
oceanic fronts and otherwise disturbed parts of the 
ocean are preferred, where rich blooms of zooplankton 
offer an abundant food resource. Scum lines, slicks and 
other surface manifestations mark convergence zones, 
and the birds use such visual cues to locate rich feed-
ing zones. In optimal conditions, drifts of phalaropes 
of kilometres long, and packed so densely that the 
water is hardly visible between the birds, may gather. 
Phalaropes associate with whales (and may land on 
their backs to peck at parasites) which cause small ma-
rine organisms to come to the surface. Indeed, whalers 
used to watch for flocks of these 'whale birds' to locate 
their targets. Drifts of seaweed and other debris offer 
novel foraging opportunities.

Bill of Red-necked Phalarope (left) and Red Phalarope (right), showing view from side (A), view directly from 
above (B) and tongue and inside of lower mandible, as seen from above (C). Approximately twice actual size.

a few well-developed papillae projecting from 
the sides of the lower mandible may act as 

strainers and indicate primitive filter-feeding

tongue 
enlarged 
(typical of 

filter-feeders)

broad, almost spatulate shape

strong central ridge on 
culmen (bill angular in 

cross-section)

deep 
base

flattened, slightly 
flexible lateral 'flaps'

bill thin 
and narrow 
throughout

slightly 
decurved  

near tip

tongue very 
narrow and 

pointed

papillae 
rudimentary 

or absent

 fine tip  
like sharp 
tweezers

blunt tip

narrow, needle-like shape

bill laterally 
flattened bill looks 

essentially 
straight

A

B

C
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Origin of Names
The name 'phalarope' is familiar to all birders, but 
what does it actually mean? Clearly the this odd name 
is derived from the Greek genus name Phalaropus, 
which in turn is from the Greek phalaris (a coot) and 
pous (foot): both coots and 'coot-feet', i.e. phalaropes, 
have lobed rather than webbed feet for swimming. 
Indeed, an old folk name for phalaropes is 'Coot-
footed Tringas'. A quick online search, using that 
term as a key phrase, will reveal the beautiful hand-
coloured plates by George Edwards (1694-1773), the 
'Father of British Ornithology', which shows the lobed 
toes of phalaropes in painstaking detail. All 3 species 
may be included in the genus Phalaropus, but Wilson's 
is here placed in the alternative Steganopus which 
translates to 'web-footed', although the inter-toe webs 
are only partial. 

Other languages have also come up with some cre-
ative names for phalaropes. The Afrikaans fraiingpoot, 
which is derived from the Dutch franjepoot, means 
'fringe foot' and is another description of the lobed 
toes. In German and Danish, phalaropes are named 
after Norse gods: Red-necked is called Odinshühnchen 
or Odinshane ('Odin's rooster') and Red Thorshühnchen 
or Thorshane ('Thor's rooster'); somewhat disappoint-
ingly, Wilson's is called Wilsonwassertreter ('Wilson's 
water-treader') in German, and Amerikansk Svøm-
mesneppe ('American swim-snipe') in Danish.

In terms of species-names, Red-necked's lobatus 
is from the Latin for 'lobed' (this species is sometimes 
placed in the alternative genus Lobipes). The name Red 
Phalarope refers to this bird's colourful br. plumage 
but Southern African birders may prefer the old name 
Grey Phalarope, which is more reflective of the non-br. 
plumage we are familiar with. Either way, its specific 

penis Burhinus

epithet fulicarius means 'like a coot' for reasons 
noted above (coots' genus is Fulica, from fuligo (soot) 
because of their dark grey colour). Finally, Wilson's 
name tricolor presumably refers to the 3 dominant 
colours in its br. plumage. 

The latter species honours the great ornithologist 
Alexander Wilson (1766-1813), who has been called 
the 'Father of American Ornithology'. Wilson was born 
in Scotland where he trained as a weaver. However, 
he became interested in poetry and satirical writing, 
inspired by his contemporary, the famous poet Robert 
Burns (1759-1796). After penning slanderous satire 
criticising conditions in the mill where he had worked, 
Wilson was imprisoned. Upon his release he emigrated 
to America and settled in Pennsylvania, where he 
met the naturalist WIlliam Bartram (after whom the 
Upland Sandpiper Bartramia longicauda is named). 
Bartram motivated Wilson to persist in his writing 
and art. Wilson's ornithological career culminated in 
the publication of his acclaimed 9-volume American 
Ornithology (1808-1814), the last volume of which was 
published posthumously. Several birds are named 
after Wilson, including 3 American waders: Wilson's 
Phalarope, Wilson's Plover Charadrius wilsonia and 
Wilson's Snipe Gallinago delicata, as well as a genus of 
New World warblers, Wilsonia. 

Returning to the mythology theme, one of the Red-
necked Phalarope's alternative names is Hyperborean 
Phalarope. In Greek mythology, Hyperborea was a 
land of perpetual sunshine, beyond the North Wind; 
this probably alludes to the bird's boreal br. grounds 
(as does the name Northern Phalarope). More generic 
folk names, used informally for all species, include 
Bank Bird, Gale Bird, Gulf Bird, Whale Bird, Mackerel 
Goose, Sea Goose, Sea Snipe and Web-footed Peep.

pinkish yellow lobes  
(bright yellow when br.);  
rest of foot blue-grey with 
darker joints

Red Phalarope; left foot, seen from insideWilson's Phalarope; right foot, seen from outside

legs, and especially tibiae, shorter 
than Wilson's (made for swimming not 
wading or walking); about 6 mm of 
lower tibia unfeathered

small webs between 
bases of front toes

legs longer than other phalaropes, and 
spends more time stalking about on the 
shore or wading

deeply incised, scalloped, 
coot-like lobes on toes for 
swimming (hence name)

82%

24%

claws short  
and blunt

darkens from Jan to become black when 
br.; changes back to yellow from late Jun

about 13-19 mm of 
lower tibia bare

as in others, tarsus compressed laterally; 
this makes lower leg look swollen

longer toes 
than others

narrow, straight-sided lobes 
barely constricted at joints; 
lacks prominent webbing90%

86%
38%

100%

short, stubby toes87%

tarsus compressed

Legs and feet of Wilson's Phalarope (left; yellow) and Red Phalarope (right; grey). Toe lengths are expressed as 
an approximate percentage relative to the longest middle toe in each species, respectively.
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Humboldt Current off 
Peru supports vast 
numbers of Red-necked

World ranges of phalaropes: Wilson's Phalarope  breeds in wetland habitats in the interior of the USA and 
Canada and migrates to S America. Its migration is mainly overland, with flocks staging at inland, saline lakes in California 
etc. where the species can be abundant in Jul-Aug. Principal non-br. grounds Chile, Paraguay and Argentina, occurring 
at Andean lakes up to 4,500 m above sea-level. Both Red-necked  and Red Phalaropes  have circumpolar Arctic 
breeding ranges with much overlap, and spend the non-br. season at sea. Recoveries of ringed birds that disperse in the 
world's vast oceans are obviously few, but lightweight geolocators and similar tracking devices are now greatly clarifying 
the picture. One of the first successful projects involved tracking Red-necked Phalaropes from the island of Fetlar in 
Shetland (arrow on map above), in 2012. Birds were recaptured in the following breeding season, and data from the 
tag analysed. Amazingly, this showed that these tiny birds crossed the Atlantic, then migrated down the USA's Eastern 
Seaboard, traversed the Gulf of Mexico and then crossed over to the Atlantic via Panama, to winter in the Humboldt 
Current, S of the Galapagos Islands. Including the return journey, this amounts to a staggering ±26,000 km trip—an 
incredible feat for this 25-35 g bird. In contrast, Red-necked Phalaropes from Scandinavia migrate to the Arabian Sea, 
and migrate at a more leisurely pace, using the Gulf of Finland, Baltic Sea and Black Sea/Caspian Sea as staging sites. 
Movements during the non-br. season are linked to monsoon winds and oceanic fronts.

almost 
entire ad. 
population 
stages at 
hyper-saline 
lakes in W 
USA before 
migration

Wilson's breeds in 
S Canada much 
of C USA, and E to 
the Great Lakes 
region

Wilson's 'winters'
mainly on highland 
lakes of S America

Benguela Current 
supports significant 
numbers of non-br. Red

some range to 
tropical waters off 
Indonesia and New 
Guinea, on the 
equator

non-br.  
ranges of all  

3 mainly S of 
the Tropic of 

Cancer

Red breeds at higher latitudes 
than Red-necked, but 
extensive overlap

Red occurs further S,  
mainly 80-160 km 
offshore from Chile

overland migration 
via Caspian Sea and 
Kazakhstan lakes to 
waters off Arabia

Red's br. range entirely within 
Arctic Circle, as high as 80°N

Classification and Relationships
All 3 of the world's phalaropes have been recorded in 
Southern Africa. It seems obvious that these 3 unique 
birds form a natural unit, differing from all other char-
adriiforms in many aspects: bill and foot structure, jaw 
and tongue musculature, dense waterproof feather-
ing, spinning foraging behaviour, plumage patterns 
(e.g. dark 'phalarope masks'), reversed sexual dimor-
phism and breeding roles, partly pelagic lifestyle, and 
timing of moult; the list goes on. In fact, they have 
sometimes even been placed in their own family, 
namely Phalaropodidae. 

Their relationship to other wader families has been 
debated (they were once thought to be allied to the 
stilts and avocets) but modern evidence demonstrates 
that the phalaropes are close relatives of the Tringa 
sandpipers; as such phalaropes are also included in 
the Tringinae subfamily, but in their own tribe, Phala-
ropodini. Their downy chicks also closely resemble 
those of the Tringini. The monotypic Terek Sandpiper 

(genus Xenus) may form a bridge between phalaropes 
and tringas (see p. 194 for the phalarope family tree).

All 3 phalarope species are often united in the 
genus Phalaropus, but the allozymes, mitochondrial 
DNA and osteology of Wilson's Phalarope suggest that 
it is more distantly related to the other 2 phalaropes, 
and warrants its own genus, Steganopus. This species 
is more terrestrial than the others, frequenting inland 
marshes and lakes year-round, and lacking the many 
adaptations for swimming and a fully pelagic lifestyle 
as in Phalaropus (see for example feet, left). 

Based on the fossil record, and partly corroborated 
by genetic data, it appears that phalaropes and tringas 
diverged in the late Oligocene (around 23-28 Ma). 
This coincided roughly with the disappearance of the 
Turgai Strait, a shallow epeiric sea that separated W 
Europe from the remainder of Asia during the Mesozoic 
and Cenozoic eras. It is hypothesised that this process 
may have influenced the evolution of the Tringini-
Phalaropodini tribes. A fragment of coracoid bone (a 
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The pelagic phalarope species (and especially Red) 
are subject to occasional 'wrecks' where very large 
numbers are driven to coasts by storms or pressure 
systems. The effects of El Niño events on the 
population and distribution of phalaropes, and the 
potential effects of climate change, have not been 
fully investigated. None of the 3 phalarope species 
are considered threatened, and all have very large 
populations: approximately 1.5 million birds and 
increasing in Wilson's, 1.2-2 million in Red, and an 
impressive 3.6-4.5 million in Red-necked. However, 
dramatic local fluctuations suggest that occurrence 
patterns do change, probably in relation to food 
abundance, currents and global climate change. One 
example is the number of Red-necked's using the 
Bay of Fundy in Novia Scotia, Canada, as a staging 
area at certain times of the year; the local population 
dropped from around 2 million to zero in the last 5 
decades. One threat that may prove to be increasingly 
detrimental is the ingestion of floating plastic par-
ticles by phalaropes (and many other seabirds for 
that matter). It has been shown that the level of fat 
reserves of migrant birds is negatively correlated with 
the amount of plastic in their digestive tract.

part of the shoulder, which plays an important role in 
birds' flight), dated from the late Oligocene, may have 
belonged to a prehistoric phalarope species. A more 
recently extinct species, Phalaropus elenorae, lived 
in the Middle Pliocene, around 4 Ma. Multiple other 
species of Tringinae waders have been described from 
fossil remains from Europe (esp. lacustrine deposits 
in France from the Miocene). These include several 
'Totanus' (now Tringa). There are also descriptions 
of 3 Tringa species from N America and 1 from Peru. 
Revisions of the validity and correct classifications of 
these taxa are ongoing. 

Biology
The diet while at sea is poorly known, but is thought 
to consist primarily of tiny marine zooplankton: 
copepods in particular, plus amphipods, euphasiids, 
barnacle and crab larvae, fish eggs and larval fish. 
Feeding may be concentrated at oceanographic 
fronts (see below) where water masses with different 
densities converge in a narrow zone, leading to an 
accumulation of organic particles. Energetically costly 
spinning is apparently seldom used at sea. 

The diet changes considerably on the br. grounds. 
Here, snowmelt pools are infested with mosquito 
larvae, one of the bird's principal food sources. They 
also eat a variety of other small, active insects and 
their larvae, plus molluscs, crustaceans, annelids, 
spiders and mites. At the beginning of the br. season 
and in times of food shortage, they may also eat plant 
material such as algae, moss and seeds. 

Nesting commences as soon as the snow melts 
sufficiently (late May-Jun). In addition to being bigger 
and more colourful,  are the more aggressive and 
territorial of the sexes, performing courtship displays 
and song-flights and competing for access to  in 
so-called 'scramble displays'. Mating may occur while 
swimming, the  almost entirely submerging the  in 
the process. The actual br. system that is employed 
varies: most pairs are essentially monogamous but a 
fair degree of promiscuity occurs.  contribute little 
after laying the 3-4 variable, blotchy eggs, and leave 
the incubation (about 18-20 days) and chick-raising to 
the . The  also usually depart from the br. grounds 
about 2 weeks before the . 

The nest is a shallow, lined cup, usually built on a 
tussock in a marsh. May nest at semi-colonial densities, 
and sometimes in association with aggressive seabirds 
such as Arctic Terns or Ross's Gulls that offer some 
protection against skuas and other predators. 

Hatchlings closely resemble those of tringas, with 
soft silky buff plumage decorated by 3 black bands 
above. They are remarkably independent and the  
may lead them over long distances within hours of 
hatching, or leave them unattended for long periods, 
returning about once an hour to brood them. Chicks 
are self-feeding, and the 's attentiveness wanes after 
about 3-5 days. Chicks can swim well as soon as their 
down is dry, but they prefer to hide in vegetation when 
threatened. Young are able to fly from approximately 
18 days old, and soon thereafter head to the sea 
where they forage over kelp beds and upwellings. 
They typically start their southward migration in about 
Aug, a month or so after the first adults (mainly failed 
breeders) have vacated the br. grounds.

colder, denser, more 
saline water sinks below 

warmer, fresher waterzooplankton feed on 
phytoplankton, thus swim up to 
sun when they are pulled down

mirror-like slicks along fronts make cryptic or 
translucent prey more visible to phalaropes

plankton, floating fish eggs, and 
other neuston accumulate
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Phalaropes can be described as avian planktivores. 
Red-necked and Red Phalaropes spend the majority 
of the year at sea, where they feed almost exclusively 
on copepods: miniscule crustaceans that dominate 
oceanic zooplankton communities. 

Phalaropes are known for their dizzying spinning 
when feeding. This motion is accomplished by kicking 
faster with one lobed foot than the other, causing 
the bird to pirouette in a circle of approximately  
10 cm diameter, revolving about 40-45x/min. In calm 
conditions, spinning causes a vortex below the bird 
which brings prey as deep as 0.5 m up to the surface. 

Various other foraging methods are used in addi-
tion to spinning, depending on prey density, water 
quality and depth, and the weather. In strong winds, 
the birds swim into the wind and peck at surface 
drifts. Prey may be pecked from the water's surface, 
from just below or from deeper, by upending briefly 
or sweeping the bill from side to side. Prey may also 
be picked from mud or plants or from under decay-
ing debris. They sometimes lie flat on their bellies, as 
if resting, to snap horizontally at prey. Flying insects 
may be pursued on foot or in short flutter-jumps (esp. 
in the more terrestrial Wilson's). Phalaropes often as-
sociate with larger birds that stir up the sediment. At 
sea they follow large mammals (and may even peck 
parasites from the backs of whales), or shoals of fish.

Whereas many waterbirds that eat larger prey lift 
their heads and throw prey down their buccal cavities 
(thus using gravity), this method would be far too 
time-consuming for phalaropes, and also ineffective 

given the very low inertia of their planktonic prey. 
Indeed, Red-necked Phalaropes peck at an average 
of 95x/min and select prey items <6 mm in size. 
Using high-speed video of captive birds, researchers 
discovered that phalaropes instead use the surface-
tension of water to transport food up their bills. Prey 
is drawn up inside a drop of water, after which the 
bird spreads its mandibles, exploiting the relationship 
between the cohesion of the water molecules, and 
the adhesion to its bill, to cause the drop to travel up 
into its throat. No suction is involved.

An analogous human example would be trying 
to extract a tiny piece of debris from a cup of coffee: 
blunt finger tips are less effective than a fine-tipped 
tweezer would be (which is why Red-necked and 
Wilson's have such needle-like bills); alternatively, the 
cohesive/adhesive properties of water can be used to 
make the object 'stick' to the finger.

Such a transport event is very rapid (as fast as 
0.01 s), but several cycles of mandibular spreading 
and closing may be required to transport food all the 
way up. On average the mandibles are spread about  
2 mm, resulting in a drop travel speed of 65 cm/s. 

Subsequently it has been discovered that this 
method is also employed by other small waders with 
fine-tipped bills such as stints. It is thought that this 
may represent an initial evolutionary step towards 
filter feeding. Indeed, the Red Phalarope has evolved 
a thicker tongue and some papillae on the sides of its 
lower mandible (p. 181), both features typical of filter-
feeders such as dabbling ducks and flamingos.

Feeding Methods of Phalaropes

selects prey  
<6 mm, mainly 
copepods prey 

inside 
drop

drop spread out drop travels up

after prey/water drop  
has been transported, bill  
is abruptly closed, forcing  
water out along the sides

water collects in 
a drop at bill-tip

drop either 
falls off...

...or is actively 
shaken off

Red-necked Phalarope 
transporting food into 
its mouth by using the 

surface-tension  
of water.
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Largest, most terrestrial phalarope. A vagrant 
from the Americas. Most records from fresh or 
saline pans on W and S coasts; very rarely inland. 

Wilson's Phalarope
Phalaropus tricolor (Bontfraiingpoot)
L: 22-24 cm WS: 37-44 cm T: 31-(33)-36 mm B: 29-(32)-36 mm

[Monotypic]. Most records are 
of  in Nov-Mar. Does swim/
spin like smaller phalaropes but 
also wades in shallows or stalks 
on mud in a stealthy pose. Very 
spectacular when br. Other  wise 
note odd shape, straight fine 
black bill, very pale, unmarked 
grey plumage and, if visible, 
longish yellow legs.

with Marsh 
Sandpiper

JUV.  
(Jul-Nov)

AD. 

non-br.
(Aug-Mar) 

AD.  br.
(Apr-Jul) 

AD.  br.
(Apr-Jul) 

peculiar shape not matched 
by any other wader: long neck, 

small head, duck-body, with 
longish legs set wide apart

(some  even 
duller, esp. in very 
fresh br. plumage)

long, straight, 
needle-fine bill

legs dark 
when br.

faint 
maskyoung and 

non-br. birds 
have yellow 
legs

IMM.

smooth; very pale

bill>head

imm. hunting

V**

All 3 phalaropes are considered rarities in Southern 
Africa, although only Wilson's is a vagrant in the true 
sense of the word. Red Phalaropes winter in large 
numbers off the W Coast, where they may be seen 
in flocks of 80-strong drifting on the open ocean. 
This species is thought to have an entirely marine 
migration route, but it is by far the most common 
species at inland waters, suggesting overland passage. 
Red-necked is very rare inland, but occurs regularly 
and in moderate numbers at a few coastal sites, esp. 
Walvis Bay (p. 22). Most vagrant Wilson's have been at 
or near the coast, but it has also occurred inland. 

Separation from others: Phalaropes are the 
only waders that habitually swim; while most others 
can swim, they rarely do, or paddle only briefly. Be 
aware that many species wade belly-deep and can 
then seem to be swimming. However, a small white 
wader bobbing about on deep open water is almost 
certainly a phalarope; indeed, they are more likely to 
be mistaken for a small gull or grebe at first glance. 
Wilson's spends more time foraging on mud, often 
employing a characteristic stealthy pose with its breast 
almost scraping the ground, the bird lunging from 
side to side. Similar to Marsh Sandpiper (p. 205) but 
is considerably smaller with much shorter, thicker and 
more greenish yellow (sometimes black) legs, a more 
tubby duck-like body (lacking the stilt-like elegance 
of Marsh), a shorter bill, and a square white rump that 
does not extend up its back; it is even plainer above.

Size and Structure: Shape is more helpful than 
plumage. Wilson's is larger (about the size of a Curlew 
Sandpiper, while the other 2 are only a little larger 
than stints), and has a peculiar long-necked, small-
headed shape with a broad 'gravy-boat' body that 
seems in constant danger of pitching over forwards. It 
has the longest legs (33 vs 20/22 mm) and the longest 
bill of the 3 species (32 vs 22 mm); furthermore, its 
flat forehead makes its bill look even longer. The 
difference in shape between Red-necked and Red 
is more subtle, and difficult to be certain of at long 
range. Red is a little bigger and heavier (yet floats 
higher on the water), with a thicker neck and longer 
rear-end, giving it a gull-like look. Red-necked is more 
compact and tiny, and always projects an air of frailty. 
The 2 have equally long bills, but Red-necked's looks 
longer relative to its is smaller head, and is very fine. 
In Red, a bit of yellow on the bill-base is usually visible 
(at least in adults), and the bill looks thicker and more 
tubular. If you're not sure whether you would call your 
bird's bill thick or thin, then it's likely a Red.

Plumage: Wilson's is the palest, and differs from 
the others in lacking a black mask and white fore-
crown, and by showing a white rump and very pale 
tail but no wing-bar in flight. Red and Red-necked are 
similar, but the latter has dark feather centres and pale 
edges above, so looks messier. Moult to br. may start 
in Jan, with some birds in full br. plumage by late Feb, 
making ID straightforward. Juvenile Red moults a little 
earlier than Red-necked.

white patch

no wing-bar

toes

pale 
tail

moulting

LC/LC

Identification of Phalaropes
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PELAGIC PHALAROPES: Small, delicate, aquatic waders usually seen swimming on open water (incl. 
the ocean!). Red-necked very rare inland but locally common at coastal salt pans at e.g. Walvis Bay. Red 
primarily off the W coast; also a fairly regular passage migrant on (even tiny) inland pans and dams.

Red-necked Phalarope
Phalaropus lobatus (Rooihalsfraiingpoot)
L: 17-19 cm WS: 32-36 cm T: 19-(20)-22 mm B: 19-(21)-23 mm

[Monotypic]. A small, dainty, 
fine-billed wader, usually seen 
swimming or spinning on open 
water. Very attractive once br. 
plumage attained (  brighter). 
Imm. and non-br. are best told 
from Red Phalarope by thin-
ner, all-black bill, more delicate 
build, and slightly darker and 
more marked upperparts. Both 
look very white at a distance, 
except for striking 
black mask.

Red Phalarope
Phalaropus fulicarius (Grysfraiingpoot)
L: 20-22 cm WS: 38-44 cm T: 21-(22)-23 mm B: 19-(22)-24 mm

[Monotypic]. Usually in plain, 
smooth grey non-br. plumage 
better described by old name, 
Grey Phalarope. Astounding to 
see such a small wader among 
the waves of the Atlantic. But 
also appears singly on inland 
waters where it spends its time 
swimming around on the open 
water, like a tiny gull. Often very 
tame.

AD.  br.
(Apr-Jul) 

AD.  br.
(Apr-Jul) 

bill≤headmessy; 
dark

bill black, 
needle-fine; tip 
slightly curved

AD. 

non-br.
(Aug-Apr) 

tiny; compare 
Cape Teal

spinning to create vortex

small, delicate; shorter rear 
than Red, thus less gull-like; 
much smaller than Wilson's 
with shorter neck/legs/bill

JUV. 
(Jul-Nov) 

darker 
than Red

V* V*

broad 
wing-bar

dark juv. wings 
contrast with 

adult-type 
scapulars

IMM.

robust 
build

dark

confident flyer;  
jinks from side to 
side; stalls, plops 

down onto the water

compare 
Sanderling 

(p. 158)

long tail  
(toes hidden)

AD.

a tiny white bird  
swimming out on the open 

water is probably a phalarope

a little 
yellow

smooth; pale

bill thicker, 
straight, with 

yellow base

AD.  br.
(Apr-Aug) 

red
AD.  br.
(Apr-Aug) 

made for swimming: 
on land looks ungainly, 
duck-like, short-legged

narrow 
wing-bar

dark

can be aged 
as an imm. by 
retained juv. 
tertials

as in other phalaropes, 
sex roles reversed; br. 
 arguably the most 

beautiful wader

blue-grey  
in non-br.

AD.

frail 
build

moults later 
than Red

JUV.  
(Jul-Sep) 

AD. 

non-br.
(Sep-Apr) 

moults quickly

LC/LCLC/LC
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One of 3 wader species named after the celebrated 
American ornithologist Alexander Wilson (1766-1813).

habitat Majority of local records from salt pans or 
coastal wetlands. In S America open, shallow hyper-
saline or alkaline pools, mud, freshwater marshes. 
Non-pelagic, lacking well-developed salt glands. 

status Very rare Nearctic vagrant (<25 records). 
First confirmed 1977. Most records of single , Nov- 
Mar (Oct-May). 1 returned to same site 7 successive 
summers. Breeds around inland pools of N American 
prairie, migrating overland to S America. South bound 
ad. undergoes nonstop 50+ hr flight; juv. migrates 
more slowly across a broader front. First-year birds 
return to br. grounds. Annual vagrant to Palearctic, 
mostly imm. birds in Aug-Oct.

identification Attractive, uniquely shaped wader 
likely to be seen wading in shallows, lunging from 
side to side, or hunting in rear-up posture with its 
breast close to the ground. Swims and spins less than 
other phalaropes, having less lobed toes. Very pale, 
plain grey (looks white at a distance); lacks darker 
mask. In flight, note square white rump and no wing-
bar. Legs yellow. Bill black, straight and needle-fine. 
— Br: Stunningly attractive and unmistakable; br. 
plumage attained Feb-May. Legs become black before 
migration. — Sexes:  more brightly coloured than .  
— Juv: Undergoes rapid partial moult to attain first 
non-br. plumage by Aug; imm. identifiable by dark, 
pale-edged retained juv. tertials, coverts etc. 

confusion risks In non-br. plumage differs from 
other phalaropes in slightly larger size, much longer 
neck and legs, subdued face pattern, white rump 
and absence of white wing-bar in flight; legs often 
bright yellow. Dark, fine-tipped bill quite like Red-
necked, but mantle plain. Shape and habits Tringa-
like: at a glance very like larger Marsh Sandpiper  
(p. 205), which may also swim in deeper water; however, 
Marsh has longer greenish (not black, rarely as yellow) 
legs, more streaked head and mantle, proportionately 
larger head, white slit up mantle, and different call. 

behaviour Forages by scything bill through water, 
swimming and spinning to create vortex, following 
ducks to feed on stirred-up nutrients, or by rapid 
chasing or pivoting motions on drier ground. 

biology Food invertebrates (esp. flies, brine shrimp) 
and seeds. Br. extralimital: sexual roles reversed, with 
small flocks of  competing for single .  deserts  
soon after laying; migrates 2 weeks earlier.

voice Normally silent but may give repeated nasal 
grunts or muffled quacks in flight: wet or vimp.

Wilson's Phalarope
Steganopus tricolor (Bontfraiingpoot)
ALT NAME(S): Phalaropus tricolor

• larger, with longer neck and legs than others
• long, straight, black, needle-fine bill
• indistinct mask; white line down side/back of neck
• legs yellow (juv./non-br.) or black (br.)
• in flight: white rump, no wing-bar

Assessing bill shape and facial features is impor-
tant when identifying phalaropes. Fortunately they 
are usually very tame, allowing a close approach and 
good looks at the details. In more distant birds mantle 
colour and markings and body shape are more useful.

1.0-1.2x  
length of head

nostrils situated 
directly at base of bill

grey crown 
extends to bill 

(forehead white 
in others) often a grey or dark 

grey patch here (not 
connected to eye)

mask narrower, 
not as dark, and 
less isolated 
than others'

bill needle-like; culmen 
flattened, and lower 

mandible weak 

partial  
white 
ring

proportionately small 
head; long neck

WILSON'S

tiny oval 
nostrils a little 
further down

yellow base  
(but may be absent 

in young birds)

bill about same 
length as head

slightly 'hooked' 
but just looks 

blunt from a 
distance

ridged culmen

flat, flexible 
'flaps' on sides

mask may look 
more square than 
Red-necked's,  
but much  
overlap

bigger head, thicker 
neck; looks less fragile 

than Red-necked

RED

 bill 0.9-1.0x  
length of head

small oval or kidney-
shaped nostrils near 

base of bill

both of the smaller 
phalaropes have large 
white foreheads and 

blackish masks

bill needle-like; slightly 
compressed laterally

tip very slightly 
decurved

relatively small 
head and thin 
neck; delicate

RED-NECKED

isolated 
mask

see also p. 181
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A truly oceanic 'wader' (or actually 'swimmer'): around 
cetaceans, schools of fish, kelp beds, debris drift lines and 
upwelling plumes, where it feeds on zooplankton.

habitat Mainly pelagic in non-br. season: from just 
behind surf line to deep sea. Inland, can be seen on 
any stretch of open water; particularly 'desperate' birds 
may use surfaces as small as a cattle trough. Has even 
been seen walking on dry ground in the Kalahari.

status Breeds on waterside tundra in the Arctic 
Circle, migrating via oceanic routes to pelagic non-br. 
grounds. Rare inland, with around 5 records per year 
(Oct-Apr, mainly Dec-Mar). Fairly common off W Coast, 
esp. between N Cape and S Namibia, where flocks of 
up to 80 gather (flocks of thousands elsewhere). 

identification By far the most likely phalarope at 
inland waters where it spends hours swimming and 
pecking at tiny prey items at all sides. Often incredibly 
tame. Stands out even at long distance due to its 
whiteness. Relatively chunky in build with short, thick 
neck and long rear-end giving it a gull-like appearance. 
Closer view shows virtually unmarked, neat, smooth, 
blue-grey mantle. Bill thicker than other phalaropes' 
and looks broad and flat seen head-on, and has 
some orange-yellow at base (sometimes faint on 
juv.). Short legs blue-grey with yellower webs/lobes. 
— Br: Not often seen away from N tundras. Origin of 
common name then obvious: underparts entirely red, 
(contrasting with white underwing in flight), scapulars 
long and buff-fringed, and head dark with white mask 
(opposite of non-br.); bill bright yellow, tipped black. 
— Sexes:  brighter than . — Juv: Post-br. moult 
earlier than Red-necked, so most are already patchy 
grey above by Aug/Sep. May show darker crown than 
adult, and faint apricot wash on lower throat. Worn juv. 
tertials (dark, with yellow-white edges) are retained.

confusion risks Bill shape and splash of yellow on 
bill-base are the best ways to eliminate Red-necked, 
but requires a good view. Red is larger and heavier, and 
has smoother grey upperparts. See also p. 186.

 behaviour Swims about very actively, pecking 
constantly and occasionally spinning or upending. 
Bobs head rhythmically. Rarely seen on dry land, where 
it runs awkwardly on its short legs, or patrols slowly 
while pecking at the mud's surface. Typically associates 
with other waders. In cohesive flocks at sea.

biology Food mainly tiny aquatic organisms. As in 
other phalaropes, br. roles reversed: smaller and more 
cryptic  cares for eggs and chicks (see p. 184).

voice Flight-call a sharp, penetrating, high-pitched 
pit which reminds of a rallid. Also a longer, raspy brreep.

Red Phalarope
Phalaropus fulicarius (Grysfraiingpoot)
ALT NAME(S): Grey Phalarope, Phalaropus fulicaria

As reflected in its scientific name, this species can swim 
very effectively using its lobed and partially webbed toes.

habitat Pelagic in non-br. season, but feeds at 
coastal ponds, and inland marshes and lakes on 
passage (e.g. E African Rift Valley). Most local records 
from coastal salt pans and sewage ponds.

status Regular summer visitor only at Walvis Bay/
Swakopmund (local population <100, often in small 
groups); to lesser degree also W Coast and SW Cape. 
Very rare inland and on E coast. Circumpolar br. range: 
Palearctic birds migrate nonstop overland to winter 
pelagically in Arabian Sea; E Siberian birds winter 
from Philippines to New Guinea; and Nearctic birds 
winter in Humboldt current off S America.  leave 
br. grounds end Jun,  late Jul, juv. Aug; return May 
(earlier than Red). In SA, present Sep-Apr (mainly Nov-
Mar), but occasionally year-round (probably first-year 
birds, that skip partial moult to br. plumage). 

identification A small whitish wader swimming far 
out on open water is likely to be this species or the next. 
Best sought in coastal Namibia, where often in small 
groups in various stages of moult. Frequently feeds 
by dizzying spinning. Delicate, slender-necked and 
flat-backed, with all-black, needle-fine bill (tip often 
slightly curved to sharp tip, but sides not flattened). 
Short legs slate-grey. Often simply looks white, with 
contrasting face mask and a little grey/black on nape. 
Above medium blue-grey with slightly darker feather 
centres and whitish edges, forming white V when 
feathers neatly lined up. — Br: Unmistakable with dark 
grey head/breast-sides contrasting with red horse shoe 
on neck. Attained Apr-May. — Sexes:  brighter than .  
— Juv: By Oct-Nov mostly still in worn juv. plumage 
(adults then non-br.), except for some grey scapulars; 
attains full first non-br. plumage later in summer, with 
some also undergoing a partial pre-br. moult before 
return migration.

confusion risks Separation of distant non-br. ad. or 
moulting imm. from Red Phalarope is tricky: see p. 186. 

 behaviour Swims rapidly with bobbing head, 
neck often held high; can also dive or briefly upend. 
In calm water spins in 10 cm circle, mostly clockwise, 
av. 46x/min to draw prey up from 0.5 m depth. Swims 
into wind or against current, pecking at water surface. 
Follows ducks, grebes, waders, gulls. Often very tame.

biology Food aquatic insects, crustaceans, molluscs, 
etc. and some plant material. Br. extralimital (p. 184).

voice Call an abrupt, sharp, short, nasal hit or twick. 
Also a lower, throaty kirk or kett, or longer, slightly 
rolling cherr're or ker'rek. Excited groups chatter busily. 

Red-necked Phalarope
Phalaropus lobatus (Rooihalsfraiingpoot)
ALT NAME(S): Hyperborean/Northern Phalarope, Lobipes lobatus

• medium-sized and chunky; swims buoyantly
• relatively short, stubby bill, often with yellow base
• head white with blackish mask around eye
• pale, plain smooth blue-grey above
• in flight: dark central rump, broad white wing-bar

• looks very small and delicate; swims buoyantly
• medium-length, thin, black, needle-fine bill
• head white with blackish mask around eye
• darkish grey above with white stripes down back
• in flight: dark central rump, narrow white wing-bar
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SHANKS, TRINGAS & ALLIES
Family Scolopacidae (6) | Subfamily Tringinae

Genera 3
Migrants 10

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  1

World  17
Region 10

Residents 0
Vagrants  5

The sandpipers and so-called 'shanks' in the genus 
Tringa are an excellent group on which to 'cut your 
wader-teeth'. They are usually some of the first waders 
that beginner birders will cross paths with in summer, 
and include some of our most common wader species, 
especially at inland habitats. They are less gregarious 
than many other groups, and are often found singly 
or in small, loose scatterings; as such, they are less 
overwhelming than multi-species flocks of uniformly 
grey calidrids for example. This also makes them more 
confiding and approachable than nervous flocks of 
stints teeming on the mudflats, and with a cautious 
approach tringas normally provide good views. 

Tringas possess an understated beauty, more 
attributable to their elegant, slim, long-necked shapes 
than their demure plumage. With some practice, they 
are relatively easily distinguished by studying both 
shape (especially of the bill) and plumage. Start by 
getting to know the common species, such as the 
aptly named Common Greenshank, recognisable even 
at a distance by its giant size (close to Black-winged 
Stilt), long grey-green 'shanks' and subtly upturned 
bill; its far-carrying chew-chew-chew flight-call is a 
classic wader sound. On the opposite side of the 
size- but not abundance-spectrum, is the diminutive 
Common Sandpiper, with its constant tail-bobbing 
and diagnostic white tab in front of the shoulder. 
The spotty-backed, white-browed Wood Sandpiper 
can be so ubiquitous at nearly any freshwater habitat 

that birders have even given it the informal nickname 
'Woody'. Once you've mastered the basics, move on 
to the graceful Marsh Sandpiper, which makes for an 
educational exercise in birding by shape: while it is 
nearly identical to a Greenshank in plumage and bare-
part colours, it is smaller with a finer, straighter bill. 
This may sound like a minor difference, only notable in 
direct comparison, but with experience you'll be able 
to distinguish them with a mere glance.

On the other hand, the group also includes several 
mouth-watering, flight-booking and foul language-
inducing vagrants, such as the 2 trans-Atlantic 
yellowlegs and the spectacular Spotted Redshank 
(which becomes almost entirely black in br. plumage). 
Two other rarities, Common Redshank and Green 
Sandpiper, have been recorded with increasing 
frequency in the last few decades. Whether this is 
reflective of a true increase in abundance, or whether 
there are just more binoculars doing the rounds, is 
unclear. However, even casual shorebirders are likely 
to bump into these species once or twice in their 
birding careers. Out of a total of 17 species worldwide, 
10 have been recorded in Southern Africa, and at least 
3 of the balance are potential future vagrants (p. 242). 
The latter category includes 2 species (Spotted and 
Solitary) that are very similar to their more common 
counterparts (Common and Green), which is just one 
more reason why it is always worth taking a closer look 
at tringas. [Afrikaans: Ruiters].

GREEN  
SANDPIPER

Genus 
Tringa

Genus 
Actitis

Genus 
Xenus

WOOD  
SANDPIPERCOMMON 

SANDPIPER TEREK 
SANDPIPER  

COMMON 
GREENSHANK

GREATER 
YELLOWLEGS

SPOTTED 
REDSHANK 

COMMON 
REDSHANK

LESSER 
YELLOWLEGS

MARSH 
SANDPIPER
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Right foot of Common Greenshank.

well developed 
hind-toe; 25%

inner toe 82% 
of length of 
middle toe

outer toe 85% of 
length of middle toe

hind-toe 
angled 
inwards

small web between 
middle and outer toes

trace of webbing

as in other birds, the 
different toes have 

different numbers of 
phalanges (indicated 

by greyer 'joints'): 
outer toe 4; middle 

toe 3; inner toe 2; 
hind-toe 1

tarsus ('shank') usually greyish 
green (hence name) but colour 
varies in all species (see p. 195), 
depending on age and season

General Characteristics
Tringas and their allies range in size from the 18-20 
cm Common Sandpiper to the 30-34 cm Common 
Greenshank. Most have fairly straight and 'standard' 
bills, somewhat compressed laterally, with elongated 
slit-like nostrils in a groove that runs about halfway 
down the bill. The bill is partly rhynchokinetic, in that 
the tip of the upper mandible can flex relative to the 
skull, allowing manipulation of small items (see image 
on p. 173). Unlike the other tringas, Common Green-
shanks and Greater Yellowlegs have slightly upturned 
bill-tips; this is even more pronounced in the unique 
Terek Sandpiper. Conversely, the bill-tip of the Spotted 
Redshank droops slightly. 

The length of the legs depends on the ecological 
niche and feeding strategy of each species: those 
with long legs such as Marsh Sandpiper, Greenshank 
and the 2 yellowlegs are prone to wading in deeper 
water, and occasionally swim (the smaller species can 
also swim, but seldom do). The shorter-legged Wood 
and Green Sandpipers splash about in the shallows or 
patrol the muddy margins. Two species have relatively 
short, sturdy legs (Common and Terek) that afford 
them better mobility on firmer surfaces. The toes 
and claws of Common Sandpiper are notably robust, 
enabling it to clamber about on waterside rocks. All 
have a well-developed hind-toe (hallux), and all have 
some trace of webbing between the front toes (more 
so between the middle and outer toes).

Tringas differ from calidrids in generally being 
slimmer, more elegant, longer-necked, more upright 
and in not having decurved bills. Plumage-wise they 
differ in having barred tails (exception: Terek) and in 
lacking white wing-bars (exception: Common). In 
addition, their br. plumages are not as dramatically 
different as in that group: none have any red or bright 
rufous for example, and in most tringas br. feathers 
are simply a little more patterned in black, or have 
more prominent white notches on their edges (see  
p. 196). One exception to this is the Spotted Redshank, 
which becomes almost entirely black in br. state. 

The moult to br. plumage in Feb-Apr is usually only 
partial, with a limited number of br. feathers being 
grown, so that the 'br. plumage' is actually a mix of 
breeding and non-br. feathers. In addition, non-br. 
feathers grown late during the post-br. moult may 
resemble br. feathers and are not replaced again in 
the pre-br. moult. The post-br. moult may begin in 
Aug, shortly after breeding, but is often suspended 
until arrival on the non-br. grounds. Juveniles undergo 
a complete body moult, but primary moult may be 
incomplete or delayed until their second year.

All breed at high latitudes in the N Hemisphere 
from May-Jul. Failed breeders may depart the br. 
grounds as early as late Jun, but most adults leave in 
Jul-Aug, while juveniles follow about a month later. 
Some species stage at stop-over sites for a few weeks, 
during which they accumulate fat reserves and start 
moulting before migrating further S. The vanguard 
arrives in the N parts of Southern Africa from Jul, with 
much of the adult population already present by late 

Aug. Juveniles arrive from Sep but mainly from Oct. 
Return migration in adults is from Feb, but juveniles 
often linger as late as May. Many first-year and some 
second-year immatures may remain behind during 
the austral winter. While on the non-br. grounds the 
birds are highly nomadic where water-levels fluctuate, 
but the same individuals may return to the same site 
year after year where habitats are more stable. 

Sexes are essentially alike, although  are often 
marginally larger. Juveniles differ only subtly; after 
about Oct-Dec first-year birds are only identifiable by 
retained juv. feathers. Tringas have short, nearly square 
tails with 12 barred rectrices, and long narrow wings 
with 10 primaries (and a tiny 11th). The Common 
Sandpiper (Actitis) differs in having a longer, almost 
wedge-shaped tail, with the outer T6 about 10-15 mm 
shorter than the central T1, and somewhat rounder 
wings (and a very different flight style). It performs 
compulsive, emphatic bobbing motion of the tail; 
while tail-bobbing is also practiced by the smaller 
tringas, it is not as pronounced as in Common.

white rump extends 
up between wings 
in several species

plain grey tail; 
central feathers 
often darker

prominent wing-bar formed 
by white tips of coverts and 
bases of primaries

legs 
shorter

many have 
dark-centred 

rumps

no wing-bar  
(exception: 
Common)

barred tails

long legs

Differences between tringas and calidrids in flight.

white

TRINGAS

CALIDRIDS
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Green Sandpiper. Flight-call (G) is stronger and clearer than 
Wood's, TLU'eet, and often mixed into a short musical phrase as 
here e.g. TLU'eet-wit-wit. In alarm gives a fast staccato tlip-tlip-tlip... 
(H) which is similar to some calls of Wood, but higher.  
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Terek Sandpiper. Utters a simple, rather low-pitched fluty 
phrase of 2-5 whistles, the first often more emphasised. Can 
sound similar to Common, but lower, fuller and with fewer notes.

VII-VII-di VII-di
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Wood Sandpiper. Typical flight-call a fast, excited, rather thin 
chiff-if-if (D), sometimes lengthened (E), and variations thereof, 
such as a somewhat lower pi-deu (F). A frequently heard sound at 
inland waters, and an important wader call to learn.

chiff-if-if
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chiff-chiff-if-if-if-if pi-deu
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Common Sandpiper. A vocal species with a characteristic call 
that is useful to learn. Typical call consists of a rapid series of sharp, 
high, thin, almost hissy whistles (B), the phrase falling slightly in 
pitch. The alarm-call (C) is a peculiar, long, drawn-out whistle, 
rising slightly and then trailing off.

hee-dee-dee-dee-dee-dee-dee heeeeeaaaat
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Common Greenshank. A classic voice of wetland habitats in 
summer. Typical flight-call a powerful, far-carrying chew-chew-
chew or tyew-tyew-tyew (I), with 1-6 notes. When surprised, voice 
sounds more frantic and hoarse; young birds also have shriller 
voices. In alarm, gives a yapping, insistent kew (J).

JI

kew!
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kew! kew!chew-chew-chew
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Marsh Sandpiper. Voice similar to Greenshank's but befitting 
a smaller bird: higher, sharper and less powerful. Main call is a 
fluid ke'ew or kli'ew (K). When flushed, often gives a series of quick, 
sharp Greenshank-like notes, kew-kew-kew-kew... (L).

kli'ew kew-kew-kew-kew
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Greater Yellowlegs (M) and Lesser Yellowlegs (N). These 2 
American species sound quite similar to their Eurasian/African 
counterparts: Common Greenshank and Marsh Sandpiper, 
respectively. A practiced ear is required to distinguish their voices. 
Greater Yellowlegs's call (M) sounds a little higher and more 
frantic than Common Greenshank (and looks more complex on 
the sonogram plot) and the last note in its 3-4 note series is often 
slightly lower-pitched. Lesser Yellowlegs and Marsh Sandpiper 
both repeat a similar single clear, high tew (N).

deu-deu-dew
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tew tew tew tew
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Common Redshank (O-Q). Characteristic musical TEU that 
sounds full, pleasant and relaxed with a descending tone; either 
given singly (O), or followed by additional even notes (P, Q). Voice 
at nearly the same pitch as Greenshank, and can sound similar at 
times. Spotted Redshank (R). Call is an easily recognisable fast, 
sharp, quick whistle chew-it, with a rising, questioning quality. 
Alarmed birds give a hard tack-tack-tack.

TEU

P
10

O

Q

TEU-hu TEU-hu-hu-h chew-it

R

Wader calls can sound confusingly similar. The problem 
is exacerbated by the large number of vagrants, of which 
most birders have limited experience. Migrants seldom sing 
their beautiful, complex songs in Africa, instead sticking 
to simplistic alarm-calls and flight-calls. Start by learning 
the calls of a few key species with distinctive voices, such 
as Common Greenshank, Wood Sandpiper and Common 
Sandpiper, as a basis to compare the rarer species to.

A
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Origin of Names
The generic name, Tringa, rolls off the tongue to 
the extent that birders have taken to using it as a 
convenient group name for the waders in this genus, 
i.e. 'tringas'. Alternatively they are sometimes called 
'shanks' as a shortened version of 'Greenshank' and 
'Redshank'; those names, in turn, reflect the colour 
of the bird's legs. The origin of the word Tringa is 
somewhat obscure, but can be traced back to the 
Ancient Greek word trungas, applied to a wader which 
Aristotle described as thrush-sized, having a white 
rump and wagging its tail. The word was changed to 
Tringa in Modern Latin by Aldrovandus in reference to 
the Green Sandpiper. Tringa is now generally taken to 
just mean 'sandpiper' or more vaguely 'water bird'. 

The common name 'sandpiper' refers to the birds' 
voices (esp. their surprisingly musical songs uttered 
on the boreal br. grounds, often from tree-tops). It 
probably also reflects their long-billed appearance, 
as if they are playing a flute (pipe). This catchy name 
has been adopted by a multitude of brands, products 
and companies. The Afrikaans ruiter (the same in 
Dutch, and equivalent to the French chevalier) means 
'horseback rider', but more specifically in this case, 
'mounted knight'. This is probably an imaginative 
derivation from the birds' long legs that make them 
seem to be riding a horse. Also, their long, straight bills 
held out in front may remind of a knight's lance.

The specific epithet of the Wood Sandpiper, 
glareola, is also the genus of pratincoles. This term is 
from the Latin glarea, meaning gravel. This may be more 
in reference to its grey-brown colour than its habitat. 
Its common name does hint at its habit of breeding 
in damp undergrowth near swamps in boreal woods 
(and even sometimes in old tree-nests of other birds). 
Three of the names of the other tringas pertain to the 
colours of their legs and feet: erythros+pus (reed feet) 
in Spotted Redshank T. erythropus; flavus+pes (yellow 
feet) in Lesser Yellowlegs T. flavipes; and ochro+pus 
(ochreous green feet) in Green Sandpiper T. ochropus. 
The name of the Greater Yellowlegs T. melanoleuca 
derives from the Greek terms melano (black) and leuca 
(white), possibly in reference to its br. plumage. 

The Common Greenshank's name, nebularia, is 
from nebula (cloudy, misty or hazy, as in 'nebulous') 
plus -aria (belonging to), and is thought to refer to 
its softly grey-shaded non-br. plumage. Alternatively, 
it may indicate its misty breeding habitat on upland 
bogs and moorland. Support for the latter option 
comes in the form of its Norwegian name Skoddefoll 
('mist-foal'). The Marsh Sandpiper's scientific name, 
stagnatilis, is in line with its common name, i.e. pools 
or ponds (Latin stagnum, also the root of the word 
'stagnant'). The Common Redshank's epithet totanus 
is from one of the Italian names for the species, tótano.

The genus Actitis, to which the Common Sandpiper 
and the Nearctic Spotted Sandpiper (p. 248) belong, 
is from the Greek akte, a headland or rugged sea-
coast. The Greek-derived specific epithet hypoleucos 
means white (leucas) below (hypo). Finally, the Terek 
Sandpiper's monospecific genus Xenus, is from the 

Greek xenos, meaning a stranger, foreigner or guest, 
and may indicate this wader's unique characteristics 
or simply the fact that it is a visiting migrant. Its 
specific name cinereus, rather unimaginatively, just 
means 'grey', while its common name is from the Terek 
River which drains into the Caspian Sea.

Classification and Relationships
With the advent of genetic analyses, we are gaining a 
far better understanding of evolutionary relationships 
of birds. Published works struggle to keep pace with 
the wealth of studies that appear each year, with 
seemingly endless shuffling of species, genera and 
clades. High-level classifications in the well-studied 
Charadriiformes order are now relatively stable, 
although fine-scale changes are ongoing. A recent 
example is the splitting of the Nearctic/Neotropical 
Willet into 2 species in 2016: Eastern Willet, Tringa 
semipalmata and Western Willet T. inornata, based not 
only on genetics but also structure, plumage, moult 
schedules and vocalisations.

The Tringinae (1) is 1 of 5 subfamilies within the 
species-rich family Scolopacidae. The closest relatives 
of the Tringinae are the snipes and dowitchers 
(Scolopacinae), while calidrids (Calidrinae), godwits 
(Limosinae) and curlews (Numeniinae) are more 
distantly related. Within the Tringinae, the phalaropes 
make up a different tribe, Phalaropodini (2), to the 
remainder of the species in Tringini (3). That being 
said, phalaropes, and especially Wilson's in the genus 
Steganopus, are close to Tringa, and the unique Terek 
Sandpiper in the monospecific genus Xenus (4) 
appears to be a link between these 2 tribes.

Actitis (5) is the sister-genus to Tringa. Although 
there are only 2 species in this genus, their ranges 
cover virtually the entire planet. The Common Sand-
piper breeds extensively across Eurasia and occurs 
throughout Africa, India, S Asia and Australasia in 
its non-br. season, while the closely related Spotted 
Sandpiper (p. 248) migrates between the Americas. 
The latter species is one of the more likely potential 
vagrants to Southern Africa. The 2 Actitis sandpipers 
differ from typical tringas in their much longer, more 
wedge-shaped tails, prominent white wing-bars, lack 
of white on the rump, shorter legs but stronger toes, 
as well as their unusual flickering flight and incessant 
tail-bobbing. They also tend to patrol along the water's 
edge rather than wading, and peck from the surface 
instead of probing.

With 14 species, Tringa (6) is the third largest genus 
in the Scolopacidae family (after Gallinago with 17 
species, and Calidris with 19). Of these, 8 are on the 
Southern African list: 3 are common summer visitors, 2 
are rare but annual visitors in small numbers, and 3 are 
very rare vagrants. At least 3 further branches of the 
tringa tree can be advocated. Firstly, Green Sandpiper 
and Solitary Sandpiper (7) are close cousins on different 
sides of the Atlantic. Solitary is one of the most likely 
candidates for a new addition to the Southern African 
list, so it worth familiarising yourself with the features 
that distinguish it from Green (primarily its dark rump; 

193SHANKS,  TRINGAS & ALLIES

6_Scolopacids_x4.indd   193 2016/11/06   8:35 PM



Classification of the world's Tringa species and allies. Within 
the Tringinae subfamily, 2 major tribes can be identified: the 
Phalaropodini (phalaropes; 2 genera) and Tringini (tringas and 
shanks; 3 genera). Species in bold occur regularly in Southern 
Africa as non-br. migrants, or have been recorded as vagrants. 

NUMENIINAE (whimbrels, curlews)
LIMOSINAE (godwits)
CALIDRINAE (turnstones, stints)
TRINGINAE

PHALAROPODINI
Steganopus

S. tricolor (Wilson's Phalarope)
Phalaropus

P. lobatus (Red-necked Phalarope)
P. fulicarius (Red Phalarope)

TRINGINI

SCOLOPACINAE (dowitchers, snipes)

Xenus
X. cinereus (Terek Sandpiper)

Actitis
A. hypoleucos (Common Sandpiper)
A. macularius (Spotted Sandpiper)

T. ochropus (Green Sandpiper)
T. solitaria (Solitary Sandpiper)
T. brevipes (Grey-tailed Tattler)
T. incana (Wandering Tattler)
T. flavipes (Lesser Yellowlegs)
T. inornata (Western Willet)
T. semipalmata (Eastern Willet)
T. totanus (Common Redshank)
T. glareola (Wood Sandpiper)
T. stagnatilis (Marsh Sandpiper)
T. erythropus (Spotted Redshank)
T. melanoleuca (Greater Yellowlegs)
T. guttifer (Nordmann's Greenshank)
T. nebularia (Common Greenshank)

3

4

5

7

8

9

1
2

6Tringa

see p. 248). Next are the 2 tattlers (8): peculiar, grey, 
stout-legged waders, with barred underparts in br. 
plumage. Both are found mainly around the Pacific 
rim, but vagrant Grey-taileds have ended up on Indian 
Ocean islands, and may even reach Africa on occasion 
(see p. 249). These 2 unique waders were previously 
placed in a different genus, Heteroscelus, but recent 
molecular studies suggest they are better subsumed 
into Tringa. The same applies to the now-split Willet, 
which was previously the only member of the genus 
Catoptrophorus. 

A trio of greenshanks complete the picture: the 
American Greater Yellowlegs, the Eurasian Common 
Greenshank, and the Asian Nordmann's or Spotted 
Greenshank. The latter is classified as globally Endan-
gered, with an alarmingly small world population, 
estimated at only 330-670 mature individuals. Recent 
surveys on the Russian br. grounds suggest that even 
this number may be optimistic and that the species 
is undergoing a very rapid decline. It is primarily 
threatened by development of Asia's coastline for 
industry, infrastructure and aquaculture; this is par-
ticularly severe in South Korea. On the br. grounds, 
intense grazing by reindeer is a problem.

Biology
More so than the calidrids or snipes, tringas are visual 
feeders that find the majority of their food by picking 
from the surface of mud, water or plants instead of 
probing into the sediment. This is also reflected in 
their straight or nearly straight and fine-tipped bills, 
akin to a pair of long forceps. However, they do also 
apply tactile feeding methods, particularly when 
dirty water makes visual foraging less effective; this 
includes probing the soft bottom of waterbodies, 
often submerging the entire head in the process, and 
sweeping the bill from side to side. They occasionally 
peck or dabble at the water surface while swimming. 
Tringas sometimes also feed in a 'mowing' motion 

by walking slowly while rapidly opening and closing 
the bill-tip, which just touches the mud. Stones under 
water may be flipped in search of hidden prey. 

All feed primarily on terrestrial and aquatic inverte-
brates, and particularly insects, including beetles, lar-
vae of flies and midges, larval and pupal dragonflies, 
water-bugs, earwigs, grasshoppers, crickets, mole-
crickets, stoneflies, caddisfly larvae, mayflies, moths 
and ants. Other prey items include molluscs, earth-
worms, crustaceans and spiders. Small quantities of 
vegetable matter are also ingested, such as seeds of 
sedges and grasses, and algae.

Common Sandpipers prefer to patrol the water's 
edge rather than wading, and usually forage on harder 
surfaces. They are stealthy hunters, sneaking up on 
insects with the head held low. Their rather strong, 
almost wedge-shaped bills are used to probe into 
cracks, gaps between rocks, thick vegetation, beached 
flotsam and among mammal droppings. They are 
known to land on the backs of basking hippos and 
crocodiles; perhaps these are just convenient perches, 
but the birds probably also eat ectoparasites.

Particularly in the larger species, the prey spectrum 
also extends to small vertebrates such as fish, tad-
poles, froglets, newts and even the occasional lizard 
or rodent. Large prey is often brought to land before 
being eaten, and fish are swallowed head first. Slimy 
prey or prey extracted from the ground may be 
washed before being swallowed. Greenshanks and 
Greater Yellowlegs are known to work together in 
groups to corral fish in shallow water, and can then 
be particularly active feeders, dashing this way and 
that with their wings half open. Trampling or dancing 
movements also serve to flush prey from hiding. The 
upturned bills of these 2 species may be related to this 
more active hunting style. The Terek Sandpiper also 
has a notably recurved bill and chases down elusive 
prey such as crabs by rapid pursuit on foot, with the 
bill held parallel to the ground.
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None of the species in this group breed in the South-
ern Hemisphere. To witness their energetic song-
flights, hear their melodious songs and appreciate 
the splendour of their full br. plumage, a May-Jul visit 
to the high latitudes of Eurasia and the Nearctic is 
required. Indeed, many aspects of their appearance 
and behaviour on the boreal br. grounds are almost 
unimaginable to Southern African birders, who are 
used to tringas as drab, quiet birds that frequent 
open waterside habitats. For a start many of the spe-
cies breed in wooded habitats e.g. at damp clearings 
or bogs inside or at the edges of coniferous taiga for-
ests, nesting among low undergrowth or tree roots. 
Green Sandpipers go as far as to use the abandoned 
nests of thrushes and other passerines in trees. How-
ever, Marsh Sandpipers breed (often in small colonies) 
in lush freshwater swamps while Greenshanks also 
frequent moorland with scattered trees or upland 
marshes.

Territorial songs are given from the ground, 
from a perch in a tree-top (!), or in elaborate song-
flights, which typically involve fluttering, gliding and 
stooping. In most species the nest is a scrape lined 
with grass stems, leaves and miscellaneous debris, 
and overhanging vegetation may be pulled down for 
extra concealment. Eggs are oval to pyriform, with a 
pale greenish buff ground colour, overlaid by plentiful 
large blotches and scrawls; clutch size is typically 
3-5. Both sexes incubate, for around 22-23 days. 
Most species are monogamous, but the extralimital 
Spotted Sandpiper is occasionally polyandrous, the 
 laying separate clutches for up to 4 . Newborn 

chicks are precocial and nidifugous, and while they are 
self-feeding, they are cared for and brooded by their 
parents for a further month or so. Chicks can fly from 
about 18-20 days old.

Greater Yellowlegs. Well-named, as legs are yellow or orange-
yellow at all seasons and ages. Obviously yellower than Green-
shank, with little overlap, but quite similar to Lesser Yellowlegs.

Common Sandpiper. Pale greenish grey, with darker joints 
and paler soles (rarely tinged yellow/pink). Legs of near-identical 
Spotted Sandpiper (p. 248) are often much brighter (pink in br. or 
yellow in non-br.), a good initial pointer to this potential vagrant. 

Terek Sandpiper. Warm yellow or orange, deepening to bright, 
dark orange or even dull red in br. season.

Spotted Redshank. In juv. and non-br. ad. pale yellowish 
orange to orange-red or light red. Legs turn blackish at peak of br. 
season, but in between may be dark red-brown, deep maroon or 
even purplish; soles and parts of rear of legs paler.

Wood Sandpiper. Olive, light green or yellow-green, but 
can turn surprisingly bright yellow or even chrome-yellow in br. 
season, inviting confusion with Lesser Yellowlegs. Browner in juv.

Green Sandpiper. Pale to dark olive-green or grey-green. 
Much overlap with Wood, but more towards the grey rather than 
yellow side of the spectrum.

Common Greenshank. As its name implies, 'shanks' typically 
pale, greyish green. Sometimes tinged brown, blueish or yellowish 
grey but never bright yellow like Greater Yellowlegs.

Marsh Sandpiper. Olive-green to dusky olive, turning deep 
yellow to orange-yellow at onset of br. season. On average slightly 
darker and often much yellower than Greenshank.

Common Redshank. Pale orange-yellow in juv. but soon 
changes to orange-red (carrot-coloured). Deep red in br. adults.

Lesser Yellowlegs. Not surprisingly, legs yellow at all ages, but 
turns a deeper shade or yellow-orange in br. season. Yellow colour 
overlaps with many Wood and Marsh Sandpipers in Feb-Apr.

Variation in leg colour of tringas, lifted from photos.

Identification of Tringas
As discussed in the chapter introduction, this group 
of waders provides an excellent introduction into ID 
basics for those starting out, but also provides enough 
exceptions and pitfalls to keep experts on their toes. 
Experts will be familiar with some convenient and 
reliable 'shortcuts' e.g. Common Sandpiper's white 
shoulder tabs, Terek's strongly recurved bill and 
Common Redshank's broad white rear-wing panels. 
The diagnostic ringing flight-calls of many species 
also provide good clues (and often signal waders 
flying around at night). Key characteristics of shape, 
plumage and bare-parts colour for each species are 
given below. Note that the 2 vagrant yellowlegs are 
discussed separately in a special section on p. 199. 

Terek Sandpiper: Unlike any other wader. Bill 
clearly upturned (so as not to get in the way during 
frequent energetic dashes), and may show yellowish 
base. Short legs bright orange. Plumage grey and 
plain, its lack of markings in itself being a clue; may 
show some black on scapulars and carpal area. In 
flight, note white trailing edge on wing. Shape also 
unique with tubby body and high forehead.
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COMMON 
SANDPIPER

typically a large 
arrowhead in 
middle of feather

nearly plain brown but  
may show narrow buff bar

looks glossy  
gold in good light

BR.
NON-BR.

pale tip may 
wear off

juv. has bolder 
pattern than  

non-br. adult,  
with parallel  

gold and black  
bars at tip 

GREEN 
SANDPIPER

feathers have 
faint green 
iridescence

ground colour 
darker than Wood

BR.
NON-BR.not much  

difference  
between br.  
and non-br.

only small, faint 'freckles'  
(may wear off completely); looks  

much less spotty than Wood's

COMMON 
GREENSHANK

some feathers 
nearly black, 
others with broad 
central 'spear'

rather pale 
uniform grey 

from a distance

often looks multi-coloured 
above because new feathers 

are tinged bluish, while older 
worn feathers are browner

pale fringe may be 
interrupted by small, 

neat dark 'ticks'

BR.
NON-BR.

feathers actually larger 
than others' (except Greater 
Yellowlegs); scaled down here

MARSH 
SANDPIPER

really only a thin dark 
shaft-streak plus narrow 

white fringe; almost invisible 
darker submarginal line

BR.
NON-BR.

lacks Greenshank's dark  
'ticks' but may show the odd 
spot or squiggle here and there

like the bird itself, br. 
plumage is subdued but 
pretty; look for  
'Batman symbols'  
or stars

palest and  
plainest member  
of the group; can  

look almost white 
from afar

COMMON 
REDSHANK

rather plain, especially 
on upper scapulars

BR.

NON-BR.

highly variable; 
often barred

ground colour a 
little darker and 
browner than in 

Spotted Redshank

SPOTTED 
REDSHANK

as with 
underparts, 
almost black!

larger scapulars and 
wing coverts with 

'zebra-stripe' edges

BR. NON-BR.

strong 
notches

even grey

TEREK 
SANDPIPER

upper row of scapulars 
are nearly black, 
creating a dark  
'sash' across  
shoulders

width of dark  
shaft-streak varies

BR.
NON-BR.

smooth, pale  
grey (though at  

times warmer  
brown, esp.  

when worn)

WOOD 
SANDPIPER

prominent white  
spots are typical  

of this species (but 
juveniles of others can 

also look spotted)

BR.
NON-BR.

high-contrast 
black-and-white 
look, but some 
birds are duller

brownish  
background
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GREATER 
YELLOWLEGS variable, but on 

average shows larger 
and whiter spots than 

Lesser Yellowlegs

BR.
NON-BR.

like Greenshank, grows only 
a few scattered br. feathers

br. feathers 
blackish, with 
prominent white 
notches

more patterned  
than Greenshank,  

but some similar
LESSER 
YELLOWLEGS

overall, looks 
messy: random 
grey, black and 
white

usually slightly  
smaller, more buffy and 

overall less distinct spots 
than Greater Yellowlegs 

but much overlap

BR. NON-BR.

compare rather similar 
Wood Sandpiper on 
previous page

Scapular feathers of tringas, in fresh br. (Mar-Aug) and non-br. (Sep-Mar) plumages. These feathers are 
all fresh and unabraded; in reality, pale tips, edges and notches may become less prominent or wear off over 
time (though dark melanin-rich areas are less affected). There is considerable variation in the exact patterning 
between individuals, as well as the number of br. plumage feathers that are grown each season. Note that small 
differences in feather shape and size between species have been sacrificed to show all feathers at the same scale.

Common Sandpiper: Favours 'hard' habitats (e.g. 
rocks and concrete) and while it does sometimes 
enter the water, it prefers to keep its toes dry, and thus 
patrols the water's edge like a wagtail; another parallel 
with wagtails is its incessant tail-bobbing, much more 
pronounced than in other small sandpipers. Uniquely, 
white of breast extends up in front of shoulder. No 
white on rump, but has a broad white wing-bar. Flies 
with flickering bursts of wingbeats and then glides, 
low over the water. Small and short-legged, with 
a long tail sticking out past the wings. May show a 
coppery gloss to the plumage, with profuse bars on 
the folded wing. Call wispy, like when trying to attract 
a cat's attention: psss-pss-pss-pss-pss.

Wood Sandpiper: Often the most common wader 
at freshwater habitats with some vegetation cover, 
and its lively chiff-if-if call is an oft-heard sound in 
such habitats. Generally shuns saline water and open 
mudflats. Even at a distance looks boldly white-
spotted above. Broad white supercilium (extending 
clearly behind eye) gives it a capped appearance. 
Otherwise drab greyish brown with soft streaking on 
the breast. Fairly small and dainty, with a longish neck. 
Legs usually drab greenish yellow, but can turn quite 
bright yellow in late summer. 

Green Sandpiper: Rarer than Wood and Common. 
Actually more like Wood in most respects, but 
more often confused with Common due to plainer 
upperparts and clear-cut breast-band contrasting 
strongly with snowy white belly (habitat also overlaps). 
Told from Common by shorter tail, longer legs, lack 
of white shoulder tabs, darker colour, less wedge-
shaped bill and more fluty call; very different in flight, 
with white rump, no wing-bar, and 'normal' flight 
style. Always looks darker above than Wood, with 
much smaller spots ('freckles not moles'). Larger but 
often more hunched (furtive). Prefers more wooded, 
secluded freshwater habitats. Tail more broadly barred 
and underwing blackish. White supercilium does not 

extend behind eye. Leg colour overlaps but Green's is 
never as yellow as Wood's sometimes becomes.

Common Greenshank: The giant of the family, 
closer to a stilt in size; actually often confused with juv. 
stilt due to very long legs and long bill. Deep chew-
chew-chew flight call is a good pointer. Looks pale and 
plain from a distance. Legs grey-green, as is base of 
subtly upturned bill (a close look may be required to 
be sure of the curve, but bill always looks more robust 
than other tringas'). White extends up back in flight.

Marsh Sandpiper: In many respects a miniature 
Greenshank. Smaller (just bigger than Wood) and 
much slimmer, though with equally long, stilt-like 
legs (may be taken for a young or  Greenshank by 
the uninformed). In a word, the most 'elegant' of the 
lot. Even plainer and paler than Greenshank, and bill 
is straight with a needle-fine tip. Legs grey-green but 
become brighter orangey in late summer. 

Common Redshank: Nowhere near as rare as 
Spotted, but not as common as its name implies. Most 
obvious feature is red 'shanks' but legs often more 
orange, inviting confusion with Ruff (p. 169). When 
in doubt, wait for it to fly to see the diagnostic broad 
white panels on the rear-wing (secondaries and inner 
primaries). Shape and size between the smaller Wood 
and the larger Greenshank; usually looks quite chunky, 
with a relatively short straight, red-based bill. Face and 
back drab brownish, and almost plain.

Spotted Redshank: Both redshanks are rare, but 
Spotted is a real mega (remember: 'well-spotted!'). 
Red legs eliminate others (beware: legs turn black 
May-Jul). First impression is of a taller, slimmer bird 
than Common Redshank, with a longer, finer and 
slightly droop-tipped bill. Plumage much greyer and 
paler (looks almost white below) but face pattern 
bolder. Unlike Common Redshank that mostly sticks 
to mud or shallow water, Spotted often wades belly-
deep, with bouts of upending or swimming. Lacks 
Common's half-white wings.
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Legs red or deep orange................................................2
Legs yellow, greenish or greyish..................................3

Bill long, fine-tipped, slightly drooped at tip, red 
on lower mandible only; slim, elegant shape; 
pale grey above and whitish below; often swims 
or upends in deep water........Spotted Redshank

Bill medium, blunt, straight, red on base of both 
mandibles; rather chunky, short-necked shape; 
fairly dark grey-brown above; breast smudgy 
brown; broad white panels on hind-wing; on 
mud or in shallow water.......Common Redshank

Bill slightly curved; upperparts look 'scaly'; white 
ovals alongside rump, but white does not extend 
onto back; white patch around eye and often at 
base of bill; usually in groups.............Ruff (p. 169)

Bill subtly/notably upturned; longer than head....4

Bill nearly straight; about the same length as head 
or slightly longer...............................................................6

Fairly small; short yellow-orange legs; bill notably 
upturned; white trailing edge on wing; no white 
rump; dashes about on mud.........Terek Sandpiper

Size large; long legs; bill only subtly upturned, 
with grey base; no white trailing edge on wing; 
white on rump; wades in water..............................5

Legs grey-green; greyer above with subtle white 
fringes; white rump extends broadly up onto 
back in flight..........................Common Greenshank 

Legs bright yellow or orange-yellow; brown above 
with strong notches; square white rump patch 
does not extend onto back.....Greater Yellowlegs

White extension in front of shoulder; no white on 
rump/back; white wing-bar; flutter-glide flight 
low over the water; short legs; tail extends well 
beyond wing-tips; almost constant, energetic tail- 
bobbing.........................................Common Sandpiper

No white in front of shoulder, but white on 
rump; no white wing-bar; 'normal' flight; longish 
legs; tail shorter or about level with wing-tips; 
occasional subdued tail-bobbing...............................7

In flight, white rump patch extends as a wedge 
far upwards onto back................Marsh Sandpiper

Square white patch on rump only.............................8
Not seen in flight..............................................................10

Legs bright yellow and long (and project far 
beyond tail in flight); shape long, elegant, with 
long neck; bill needle-fine, all-dark; long rear-
end with long primary projection, and wing-tips 
extending well beyond tail........Lesser Yellowlegs

Legs green or yellowish green but fairly short 
(toes barely projecting beyond tail in flight); 
shape fairly compact, pot-bellied and short-
necked; bill thicker, and base paler grey-green; 
short rear-end with short primary projection 
and wing-tips almost level with tail-tip................9

Above rather dark with fine freckles; supercilium 
does not extend markedly behind eye; white eye-
ring prominent; strongly streaked breast-band 
ends in sharp line against very white belly; just 
a few broad bars on tail; underwing blackish; 
legs grey-green; shape robust; more wooded, 
isolated habitats..............................Green Sandpiper

Above paler grey-brown with very obvious white 
spots; supercilium extends behind eye (thus 
looks capped); white eye-ring less prominent; 
diffusely streaked breast blends into belly; 
many fine bars on tail; underwing greyish; legs 
yellowish green; shape dainty; typically in more 
open habitats....................................Wood Sandpiper

Legs long (tibia about as long as bill, and toes 
project far beyond tail in flight); shape slim, elegant, 
long-necked; bill needle-like; often wades in 
deeper water thanks to long legs............................11

Legs shorter (tibia <bill and toes barely project 
beyond tail in flight); shape more compact, 
robust, pot-bellied, short-necked; bill with fairly 
thick base and blunt tip; mostly potters about 
on shoreline or in shallow water...............................9

Very pale overall; almost plain grey above; tertials/
wing coverts with thin white fringes; primaries 
barely extend beyond tertials, and about level 
with tail-tip; white breast with limited streaks 
at sides; long white supercilium creates capped 
effect; lores usually white (i.e. between eye and 
bill); white rump extends up as thin wedge onto 
upper back........................................Marsh Sandpiper

Grey-brown above, with prominent white notches 
on edges of scapulars, tertials and wing coverts; 
primaries extend well beyond tertials and tail; 
smudgy brown breast with diffuse streaking; 
supercilium mostly just in front of eye; usually dark 
stripe over lores (between eye and bill); square  
white rump patch.........................Lesser Yellowlegs
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Starting at question 1, the key will prompt you to select which of 2 (or 3) options best describes the bird. The selected option will 
refer you to a new question or a possible result (in bold). Keys can be deceptive; they should always be used in conjunction with 
the species accounts and plates. The final result should be treated as a likely possibility only; if the final result seems unlikely, 
begin anew or retrace your steps to see at which question an alternative answer may have been acceptable.

Key to Non-br. Shanks and Tringas
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IDENTIFICATION OF YELLOWLEGS

Both species of yellowlegs are very rare vagrants to 
Southern Africa, but could easily be overlooked among 
other waders. Take exhaustive field notes and multiple 
photos if your encounter a suspected yellowlegs. 
Unfortunately, in most cases the candidate will turn 
out to be a common species with unusually yellow-
tinged legs (often the case just prior to northward 
migration; quite frequent in Wood Sandpiper and 
Marsh Sandpiper, and Common Greenshank can 
occasionally show dull greyish yellow legs too). 

The first step is to distinguish any potential 
yellowlegs from its more regular relatives. Greater 
Yellowlegs is very similar to Common Greenshank, 
sharing its large size, long legs and robust, slightly 
upturned bill. However, it looks slightly underfed and 
slimmer than Greenshank, and has a more delicate, 
restless, upright gait (Greenshank is a little more 
relaxed and stately, but at times alike). Its wing-tips 
extend further past its tail compared to Greenshank. In 
non-br. plumage Greater is browner (rather than grey) 
and has more prominent pale spots above, and bolder 
head pattern; in br. plumage is has clearly barred 
flanks. The 2 are instantly distinguishable in flight by 
Greater's square white patch on the uppertail coverts, 
not extending between the wings as in Greenshank.

Lesser Yellowlegs has the basic colours, spotted 
upperparts and square white rump of a Wood Sand-
piper, but the long-legged, fine-billed elegance of 
a Marsh. It has a shorter supercilium than Wood, 
looking less capped, and has a shorter, finer and less 
two-toned bill. It is easily told from Marsh in flight (in 
lacking a white slit running up the back), and is darker 
and browner at rest, with much longer wings that 

extend well beyond its tertials and tail. Also compare 
juv. Common Redshank (p. 209) and Ruff (p. 169).

In their American ranges, distinguishing between 
Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs is often a non-issue as 
the 2 species may be found together, in which case 
the obvious size difference between them will be 
instantly discernible (see vignette picture on p. 204). 
Unfortunately this is extremely unlikely here, where 
both species are vagrants. However, they are likely 
to be encountered alongside other common waders. 
As discussed above, Greater is comparable in size to 
Greenshank, while Lesser is about the size of a Marsh 
Sandpiper, and only slightly larger than a Wood 
Sandpiper. Lesser is about 30% smaller, but looks very 
delicate and frail and about half as heavy as Greater.

Structure is critical in identification. Greater has a 
very long, robust, slightly upturned bill with a notably 
paler base, whereas Lesser has a shorter, delicate-
looking, straight and virtually all-dark bill. Greater's 
bill is obviously longer than its head (about 1.2-1.5x), 
and is longer than the exposed part of its tibia (above 
the 'knee') and equal or slightly longer than its tarsus 
(below the 'knee'). Conversely, in the shorter-billed but 
very leggy Lesser, the bill is as long as or marginally 
longer than the head, not longer than the bare tibia, 
and clearly shorter than the tarsus.

Another useful structural feature is the length of the 
exposed tips of the primary feathers visible beyond 
the tertials. In Greater, the primaries project for a fair 
distance beyond the tertials, and slightly beyond the 
tail-tip. In Lesser, the primaries project very far beyond 
the (short) tertials, and notably extend beyond the tail.

Plumage-wise, Greater has pale notches on its 
secondaries and inner primaries that make its inner 
wing look paler in flight (from above and below). It 
also tends to be more clearly spotted and streaked, 
and less smudgy brown than Lesser.

round head, with 
shorter 'nose'

plainer

lower flanks and belly plain

streaking smudgy

bill essentially 
all-dark (esp. in 
non-br. season)

thin; 
looks 
weak; 
sharp 

tip

no 
gap

straight 
(sometimes tip 
droops slightly)

smaller head with 
rounder, 'friendlier' eye

gap between 
nostril and 

feathers

basal third to half contrasts 
with darker tip (but whole bill 
may be darker in br. season)

slightly upturned in most birds 
(but almost straight in some)

thick base; looks 
powerful; blunt tip

shape more 
angular and 

sculpted

on average, 
heavier white 

spotting

streaking well-defined

thin dark bars, chevrons and 
streaks extend far down 

white eye-ring 
usually bolder

square head, with 
longer 'nose'

proportionately 
larger head, with 

more 'squinty' eye

more 
streaky

GREATER 
YELLOWLEGS

heads depicted at half of their actual size, but in correct  
proportion to each other; the lines are the actual bill lengths (black) and  

tarsus lengths (yellow); notches show minimum, average and maximum.

Greater

Lesser

LESSER  
YELLOWLEGS

less distinct spots
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TRINGA-LIKE SANDPIPERS: Specialised sandpipers in their own genera. Terek mostly a bird of tropical 
Indian Ocean coasts, where it feeds on sandbars or mudflats and among mangroves, at estuaries. Com-
mon occurs both inland and at coast, but likes hard surfaces adjacent to water, esp. rock and concrete.

Terek Sandpiper
Xenus cinereus (Terekruiter)
L: 22-25 cm WS: 38-44 cm T: 26-(31)-35 mm B: 41-(48)-55 mm

[Monotypic]. Quite unmistak-
able thanks to its upturned bill 
(but may look straight from 
afar). Bright yellow legs attract 
attention, as does pale and 
unadorned sandy grey plum-
age. In flight shows a distinct 
white rear edge to wing. Chases 
crabs, probes vertically in mud 
or picks from surface; unobtru-
sive among other waders.

Common Sandpiper
Actitis hypoleucos (Gewone Ruiter)
L: 18-20 cm WS: 33-38 cm T: 24-(26)-29 mm B: 22-(25)-28 mm

[Monotypic]. Habitat, habits 
and shape are more obvious 
pointers than plumage details. 
Looks small and short-legged 
but long-tailed. Darts about in 
a horizontal crouch, bobbing 
rear more often and energeti-
cally than others. Flies low over 
the water, with pulsating shud-
ders. Note white wedge in front 
of shoulder. Call distinctive.

white 
trailing 
edge

plover-like 
pattern: grey 
tail, no white 
on rump

pale 
panel

dark 
bars

ADULT 
non-br.

(Sep-Feb)

AD. br.
(Mar-Sep/ 

sometimes later)

yellow

base darker, 
redder in br. 

season

very long, 
upturned bill 

unique

near vertical 
forehead

looks plain, 
dirty grey

black sash

darker 
shoulder

short legs; bright 
yellow or orange

JUV.
(Jul-Oct)

very active: dashes around 
with head low, and body 

tilted forward; here  
hunting mangrove crabs 

long, recurved  
bill unmistakable; shape 
like a large Common, 
but tail shorter; legs 
relatively short and  
set wide apart and  
far back on body

beautiful copper 
double-bars on 
wing coverts

JUV.
(Jul-Oct/Jan)

ADULT
non-br.
(Sep-Mar)

diagnostic 
white wedge

long, 
wedge-
shaped

obvious 
wing-bar

wings 
fairly short, 
rounded

striking 
pattern

rump 
not 

white

hunting insects at concrete 
weir with wagtail; like the 

latter, performs exaggerated 
and frequent tail-wagging

quite plain 
brown

white gap between 
shoulder and sharply 
defined breast-patch

legs light grey-green 
to straw-coloured 
(yellower in some)

AD. br.
(Feb-Sep)

compact, 
short-necked

roosting

characteristic low flight: 
quick burst of shallow flicks, 
then a glide on  
bowed wings

unique small, short-
legged, short-necked but 
long-tailed shape; runs 
briskly in horizontal and 
half-crouched posture, 
stopping to teeter 
exaggeratedly

LC/LCLC/LC
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TRINGAS: Green is one of the more common 'rarities': singles visit secluded inland waters, mostly in  
wooded areas (e.g. shady river banks, muddy puddles, ponds, ditches, canals, streams); seldom in open 
spaces. Wood is abundant, occurring at virtually any water with mud and some plants. Both avoid coasts.

Wood Sandpiper
Tringa glareola (Bosruiter)
L: 19-21 cm WS: 36-42 cm T: 35-(39)-45 mm B: 25-(29)-32 mm

[Monotypic]. In summer, one 
of the 'standard' waders at 
open, freshwater shallows (but 
avoids salty coastal habitats). 
Medium-sized. Identified by its 
liberally white-spotted upper-
parts, long white supercilium 
(leaving dark cap) and charac-
teristic excited flight-call.

Green Sandpiper
Tringa ochropus (Witgatruiter)
L: 20-24 cm WS: 42-45 cm T: 32-(35)-38 mm B: 32-(35)-38 mm

[Monotypic]. Size more like a 
chubby Wood, but appearance 
recalls an overgrown Common 
(though lacks white in front of 
shoulder, and tail shorter). Very 
dark above, with hardly visible 
fine speckles. White supercilium 
faint behind eye. In flight, wings 
look blackish above and below, 
and tail is boldly barred.

faint, small spots 
above; looks plain 
from a distance

sharp line;  
contrasting  
snowy belly

fairly short;  
grey-green

JUV.
(Jul-Nov)

ADULT
non-br.
(Aug-Feb)

AD. br.
(Mar-Aug)

a few 
broad 
bars 

only tips 
of toes 
project

wings 
broad, 
dark

dark 
shaft zigzag, snipe-like  

flight; looks black-and-
white in flight

prominent eye-
ring and white 

patch in front of 
eye only

white

big 
white 
rump

looks 
black

habitat:  
small secluded 
backwaters

 darkest 
Tringa

Common

robust, dumpy shape 
with relatively short 
legs (tarsus = bill); 
compact build like 
Common, but tail 
much shorter

 plain, dark 
'shoulder'

fine 
bars

foot 
projects 
beyond 
tail

wings  
thin,  
pale

white 
shaft

barred

white 
rump

looks 
grey

all ages always 
show obvious 
spots above

soft, 
diffuse 

wash

longish legs; dull 
greenish yellow 
(brighter yellow  

in some birds)

JUV.
(Jul-Nov)

AD. non-br.
(Oct-Feb)

AD. br.
(Feb-Oct)

white supercilium 
extends behind eye; 

dark band through eye

 medium 
grey-brown; 

spotty

compare  
Ruff, Marsh 
Sandpiper

elegant, graceful shape 
with relatively long 
legs (tarsus > bill) and 
high-stepping gait; 
sometimes stretches 
longish neck

light, agile flight; 
shoots forwards 

in bursts of 
wingbeats

heavily 
streaked

barred 
flanks

habitat: 
open muddy 
shores of 
freshwater

long

Green

V*
LC/LCLC/LC
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• white gap between shoulder and breast-band
• long tail but short legs = characteristic flat shape
• almost constantly bobs rear half up and down
• flies/glides low above water on stiff, bowed wings
• no white rump, but white wing-bar and tail-sides

Common Sandpiper
Actitis hypoleucos (Gewone Ruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Tringa hypoleucos

This peculiar little wader tolerates a wide variety of 
natural or modified habitats; for example, it seems to 
be equally at home perched on rocks, floating logs and 
hippos than on boardwalks, buoys and boats.

habitat Prefers patrolling along water's edge over 
wading (like co-occurring wagtails). Often on harder 
surfaces than other waders e.g. rocks, firm sand and 
gravel. Also uses 'hard' artificial habitats e.g. dam walls, 
weirs, canals, low-water bridges, tanks, reservoirs, 
jetties and even swimming pools. Both inland (rivers, 
dams) and at coast (rocky headlands, mangroves). Very 
rarely away from water (gardens, woodland tracks). 

status Common. Vast range: breeds from Europe to 
Japan, and migrates to virtually the entire Old World 
(replaced in the Americas by Spotted Sandpiper (p. 
248). Ringed birds have been recovered in W Russia. 
Migrates overland mainly via Rift Valley, adults 
arriving from Jul/Aug (departing Jan-Mar) followed by 
juveniles (Sep/Oct to Mar/Apr). Often returns to the 
same site each year. Usually solitary and territorial but 
vocal groups of up to 100+ aggregate at communal 
roosts at night, often with Three-banded Plovers. 

identification Even from a distance, identifiable by 
shape and behaviour. Smallish, with short legs, hori-
zontal posture and a long tail extending far past wings. 
Animatedly bobs rear-body (much more exaggerated 
than in other small sandpipers). Low, flickering flight 
style unique. Pure white below and looks plain brown 
above (but close-up, actually intricately decorated in 
gold). Note white wedge in front of 'shoulder'. — Br: 
Seasonal variation minor, but br. ad. shows prominent 
black arrowheads above. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Has 
profuse golden bars and edge-spotting above.

confusion risks Distinctive; most similar to Green 
Sandpiper (see that species). Almost identical to poten-
tial vagrant Spotted Sandpiper (p. 248).

behaviour Adept at stalking and snatching insects, 
with head held low. Rarely probes in mud or water, but 
picks prey from plants, the ground, animal droppings, 
among stones, under leaves and in cracks. Often 
washes prey. Can perch on bushes and twigs. Can also 
swim, and may dive underwater to escape. 

biology Eats insects, crustaceans, molluscs, worms, 
small frogs and small fish. Possibly also ecto parasites 
off hippos and crocodiles. Breeding extralimital.

voice Very vocal. Characteristic high, ringing voice. 
Most often heard is clear flight-call: quick 1 s series 
of 3-5 (2-10+) sharp, hissy whistles, higher in pitch 
than other sandpipers': swee-see-see-see. Alarm-call a 
drawn-out, plaintive whistle heeeeeeaat.

• one of very few waders with an upturned bill
• pale, 'washed-out' grey plumage without markings
• legs (and often bill-base) bright orange-yellow
• shape: long bill, short legs, high forehead
• white trailing edge on inner wing visible in flight

Terek Sandpiper
Xenus cinereus (Terekruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Tringa cinereus, Scolopax cinerea

A charismatic wader named after the Terek River that 
flows from Georgia through Russia to the Caspian Sea. 

habitat Mainly mudflats or sandbars at estuaries 
along tropical coasts of Mozambique and KwaZulu-
Natal. Also in open mangrove swamps. Small numbers 
occur e.g. at Langebaan Lagoon, where associated 
with eelgrass. Passage migrants are very rare inland.

status Can be one of the dominant waders at 
some sites in Mozambique, but uncommon and local 
elsewhere. Total regional population probably <5,000, 
although a count of 3,200 birds at Inhaca Island 
suggests this is an under-estimate. Breeds along 
large rivers and lakes from Finland to Siberia in May-
Jul, wintering mainly along coasts of Indian Ocean in 
Africa, Arabia, India, SE Asia and Australia. Migrates 
overland, with most inland records on southbound 
passage in Oct. Adults arrive Sep-Nov (juv. birds about 
1 month later), and depart Mar-May. About 20-50% 
of first-year birds overwinter here. Singles or small 
groups are found scattered in large mixed wader 
flocks, but merge to roost communally. 

identification Loners are easily overlooked in wad-
er flocks, but draw attention by their energetic forag-
ing (esp. when hunting crabs and quick insects), with 
dashes, lunges and abrupt direction changes. Pale 
and plain plumage-wise, but may show dark shoul-
der in Sanderling fashion, and unique black lines on 
upper scapulars. However, long and slightly recurved 
bill (often with yellow base), plus high forehead, tubby 
body and shortish legs create unique silhouette. Legs 
usually bright yellow. Wing pattern unique. — Br: Little 
seasonal change; bill all-dark Apr-Sep; black sash over 
upper scapulars. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Similar.

confusion risks Unique. Roosting bird with bill 
hidden may be taken for a plover. Redshank (p. 209) 
is the only other coastal wader with a white rear-wing.

behaviour When actively chasing surface prey, 
lunges or sprints with the head low and bill parallel 
to the ground, often turning the head sideways. At 
other times walks slowly and pecks from surface or 
probes deeply with bill almost vertical. May also scythe 
bill from side to side. Sometimes washes prey before 
eating. May associate with other waders, incl. Crab-
plovers. Roosts communally on sandbars but also on 
posts or mangrove roots. Reportedly able to 'swim' 
underwater for 0.5 m while bathing. Bobs tail.

biology Diet ranges from insects to small fish, but 
small crustaceans are important prey. Br. extralimital.

voice Most often heard is flight-call: a quick 3-4 note 
fluty, falling phrase, VII-di-di, fuller than Common's.

202 SCOLOPACIDAE

6_Scolopacids_x4.indd   202 2016/11/06   8:35 PM



• very dark grey-brown above (darkest of genus)
• very small spots above (often looks entirely plain)
• bold white 'spectacles'; white brow in front of eye
• in flight upper- and underwing appear black
• tail with only 3-4 broad black bars

Green Sandpiper
Tringa ochropus (Witgatruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Totanus / Helodromas ochropus

On its Palearctic br. grounds this species usually nests 
in an old thrush, pigeon or squirrel nest in a forest tree. 
Newborn chicks have to leap 10 m+ to the ground. 

habitat Habitat unlike most waders. Frequents 
secluded freshwater habitats with muddy fringes and 
usually some concealing vegetation. Rises steeply 
when flushed, so enters surprisingly 'concealed' 
spots such as ditches, canals, wooded rivers, stream-
beds and flood-pools in woodland understorey. Also 
modified and even mildly polluted habitats e.g. dam 
walls, reservoirs and sewage works.

status One of the more common rarities: 5-10 
records per summer (100-300 birds thought to visit 
the region). Most common in NE subtropics in wet 
years. Present Sep-Apr (but mostly Oct-Feb, peak Dec). 
May return to same site each year. Breeds in Eurasian 
taiga, from Scandinavia to Russia, migrating overland 
to Africa, Middle E, India and SE Asia. Usually alone; 
rarely with other waders (mostly Common Sandpiper).

identification A mid-sized, solid-looking wader 
with dark (green-tinged), nearly plain upperparts. 
Broad white 'spectacles' (broken at front) and white 
supercilium in front of eye. Underwing looks black 
(axillaries barred). Looks pied in flight, large white 
rump and belly contrasting with dark wings. Only tips 
of toes project beyond broadly barred tail. Bill straight; 
green base and dark tip. Legs usually dark grey-green. 
— Br: More boldly white-spotted above; chest and 
head clearly streaked. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Very like 
non-br. ad. but spots slightly larger and buff-tinged. 

confusion risks Common is smaller and paler 
above, with a long tail, white wing-bar, brown rump 
and white in front of its shoulder; bobs much more, 
and flies low, with shuddering pulses. Wood looks 
more dainty, with longer legs and neck; much more 
liberally spotted above, legs yellower, supercilium 
extends beyond eye, tail finely barred, and wings paler. 
Compare also nearly identical American counterpart, 
Solitary Sandpiper (p. 248).

behaviour Reclusive and alert. Partly crepuscular. 
Picks prey from water or ground; rarely probes. 
Tramples bottom in shallow water; may submerge 
head or peck while swimming. Wags tail if alarmed.

biology Diet a variety of aquatic and terrestrial 
invertebrates e.g. adult and larval insects, worms, 
leeches, crustaceans, amphipods, woodlice, spiders, 
molluscs; sometimes small fish. Breeding extralimital.

voice May give startling, clear, loud flight-call when 
unexpectedly flushed: a rising, inflected TLU'eet, often 
composed into a short musical TLU'eet-wit-wit etc.

• grey-brown, peppered with white spots above
• white supercilium clearly extends behind eye, plus 
  dark band through eye (thus looks 'capped')
• in flight upper- and underwing appear pale grey
• tail with many fine transverse bars

Wood Sandpiper
Tringa glareola (Bosruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Rhyacophilus glareola, 'Woody'

Wood Sandpipers (often affectionately called 'Woodies') 
are so-named because they breed on swamps and peat 
bogs in the coniferous taiga forests of the N Hemisphere.

habitat Virtually any inland fresh or brackish wa-
terbody with shallow water and soft mud, preferably 
but not exclusively with emergent marsh-vegetation: 
dams, pans, swamps, floodplains, rice paddies, sewage 
ponds etc. Avoids tidal coastal habitats.

status One of the world's most numerous waders, 
with densities of 1 pair/5-10 ha in the vast Palearctic br. 
range. Probably >3 million migrate to Africa, of which 
perhaps 100,000 visit Southern Africa. Also 'winters' in 
India and Australasia. One of the first waders to arrive, 
and spends majority of the year in Africa: first adults 
arrive late July (mainly Aug-Sep), and depart Feb-Mar; 
juv. birds arrive Sep-Oct and depart Apr-May. Solitary, 
but may gather in loose groups where food abundant. 
May roost communally with other waders on mud or 
in shallow water, or by lying in animal hoofprints.

identification Among the first waders that novice 
birders will get to know. Medium-sized, with longish 
dull yellow-green or brown-tinged yellow legs and a 
straight two-toned bill about same length as head. 
Grey-brown above, each feather's fringe stippled 
white, imparting a spotted look. Chest nearly uniform 
grey. Distinct capped appearance created by dark 
band through eye, plus long and obvious white 
supercilium. Narrow white eye-ring. — Br: In worn br. 
plumage in spring, and fresh br. in autumn. Develops 
coarse black and brown barring above, strong breast 
streaking and fine bars or streaks on flanks. — Sexes: 
Alike. — Juv: Dark above, with neat, large, triangular 
buff notches, plus streaky (not nearly plain) breast.

confusion risks Birds with very bright legs often 
optimistically claimed as Lesser Yellowlegs (p. 204).

behaviour Forages by pecking or probing, usually 
while walking in shallow water; sometimes wades up 
to belly and may submerge head entirely. Also sweeps 
bill from side to side to forage by touch. Relatively 
approachable but alert. Bobs rear when concerned. 
Flight free and light, with wheeling, short glides and 
bursts of acceleration. Gait light and graceful. Rarely 
swims. May perch on small bushes in wetlands.

biology Eats aquatic and terrestrial insects, insect 
larvae, spiders, crustaceans, worms, molluscs, small fish 
and frogs, and some seeds and algae. Br. extralimital.

voice Fast, excited, high-pitched chiff-if-if flight-call 
is a characteristic sound of wetlands and immediately 
identifies a flushed Wood Sandpiper. Prior to migration, 
snippets of complex, melodious song may be given. 
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VAGRANT SHANKS (YELLOWLEGS): American counterparts of Common Greenshank (Greater) and 
Marsh Sandpiper (Lesser). Exceptionally rare vagrants. Both may be found at inland or coastal waters. 
Some other waders rarely show yellowish legs too, so it is critical to observe structure carefully.

Greater Yellowlegs
Tringa melanoleuca (Grootgeelpootruiter)
L: 29-33 cm WS: 58-65 cm T: 57-(63)-68 mm B: 52-(56)-61 mm

[Monotypic]. Very similar to 
Common Greenshank in shape, 
size, plumage, habits and even 
voice. Obvious differences are 
bright yellow legs and square 
white rump. Looks browner, 
with more pronounced pale 
spots above and primaries ex-
tend beyond tail. Great care is 
required to tell a lone bird from 
smaller Lesser; see p. 199.

Lesser Yellowlegs
Tringa flavipes (Kleingeelpootruiter)
L: 23-25 cm WS: 48-53 cm T: 47-(52)-57 mm B: 34-(36)-39 mm

[Monotypic]. Close to Marsh 
Sandpiper in size, slenderness, 
long legs and thin, straight, 
mostly dark bill. But grey-
brown, pale-spotted plumage 
and flight pattern recall Wood 
Sandpiper. However, very long 
primary projection, with wing-
tips extending well beyond the 
tail, is distinctive of this species. 
A third smaller than Greater, 
and straighter bill shorter than 
tarsus; see p. 199. 
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square (not wedge)

toes project

pale notches; 
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lightly 
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COMMON SHANKS: Superficially similar long-legged waders distinguishable by their shape and size. 
Greenshank is one of the most conspicuous waders, and is common at virtually any coastal or inland wa-
ter. More introverted and scarcer Marsh on open inland waters and coastal lagoons (not really marshes).

Common Greenshank
Tringa nebularia (Groenpootruiter)
L: 30-34 cm WS: 56-64 cm T: 57-(62)-69 mm B: 50-(56)-61 mm

[Monotypic]. One of the first 
waders that most birders will 
get to know; loud 'tew-tew-
tew' flight-call is easy to learn. 
Large and bulky (size of stilt) 
with angular body and long 
green 'shanks'. Long, thick neck 
often retracted into prominent 
'Adam's Apple'. Look for up-
turned bill with blue base. 

Marsh Sandpiper
Tringa stagnatilis (Moerasruiter)
L: 22-25 cm WS: 40-46 cm T: 48-(54)-59 mm B: 37-(41)-46 mm

[Monotypic]. Somewhat like 
a mini Greenshank, but told by 
unmatched slenderness: 30% 
smaller and lighter (size, but 
not height, thus closer to Wood 
Sandpiper). Grace accentuated 
by stilt-like, long, thin legs, plus 
straight, needle-bill. Looks pale 
from a distance, with whitish 
head and virtually plain grey 
upperparts.

toes 
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long, 
broad 
white 
spear 
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dark wings
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barred

flight powerful and 
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robust yet elongated 
and elegant; 
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(top)
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non-br.
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up sediment and 
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long legs facilitate 
wading in deep water

Greenshank looks 
about 2x as heavy

worn birds are 
plainer and 

browner

starting 
moult

(Dec)

size of a sandpiper, 
but with long-
legged grace of  
a shank

white lores

cap

almost plain, 
pale grey

thin, needle-bill perfectly 
straight (rarely with a slight 
upwards curve) and sharp-
tipped; only base yellowish 

(often looks entirely dark)

very long, thin  
legs almost  
stilt-like; grey- 
green or dull  
yellow (turns orange  
in some br. birds) profuse, delicate 

black markings

LC/LCLC/LC
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• extremely rare vagrant; similar to Marsh/Wood
• legs always bright yellow or orange-yellow
• bill about same length as head; straight, thin, dark
• smaller, slimmer and longer-winged than Greater
• in flight shows square white rump

Lesser Yellowlegs
Tringa flavipes (Kleingeelpootruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Lesser Tattler, Summer Yellowlegs, Yellowshank

The status of this species is uncertain due to frequent 
over-optimistic misidentifications of other species as  
yellowlegs. In total there are <10 legitimate records.

habitat Virtually any shallow water with muddy or 
marshy edges, incl. coastal mudflats, lagoons or salt-
marsh pools, but more common at freshwater ponds. 

status Very rare vagrant, but probably overlooked. 
First recorded in Harare in Dec 1979. One bird re-
mained at the Berg River Estuary, W Cape for at least 
16 months, suggesting it was an overwintering first-
year. Vagrancy also recorded in Asia, Australia, New 
Zealand and regularly in W Palearctic; latter birds may 
migrate S into Africa. Compared to Greater Yellowlegs, 
spends less time on the br. grounds, departing quicker 
after breeding (mainly Jul, failed breeders from Jun) 
and returning later in the (N) spring (late Apr-Jun). 
Breeds in Alaska and Canada and spends the non-br. 
months in coastal S USA, and most of W Indies and C 
and S America. Moults flight feathers after arrival in 
non-br. zone. World population estimated at 500,000.

identification A sought-after wader that is likely to 
initially catch one's eye due to its unusual shape more 
than its bright yellow or orange legs: looks slender and 
elongated due to long neck, thin, pointed and straight 
bill, and particularly, very long primary projection 
beyond tertials/tail. Grey-brown upperparts and 
wings peppered in white. In flight, note square white 
rump and protruding feet. — Br: As Greater, but 
barring does not extend to lower flanks or belly. — 
Juv: Browner above with neat whitish spots; breast 
diffusely streaked. Legs may be dirty orange.

confusion risks Slightly larger and usually 
much taller than Wood Sandpiper (which may show 
yellowish legs), and has a darker, less two-toned bill, 
limited white supercilium, and longer wings and 
legs. Much smaller and more delicate than Greater 
Yellowlegs, but this may not always be apparent on 
lone birds or photos. See p. 199 for further pointers.

behaviour Often tamer and more approachable 
than Greater, and in its natural range, more gregarious. 
Forages very actively, picking food items from the 
surface of shallow water. May also swish bill from side 
to side with just the tip submerged. Rarely swims.

biology Eats various aquatic insects and their 
larvae, as well as crustaceans, snails, worms, terrestrial 
insects and occasionally small fish. Br. extralimital.

voice Similar to but somewhat flatter, softer, lower 
and less intense than Greater Yellowlegs', sounding 
more like Marsh Sandpiper. A clear, high tew, given 
singly or twice e.g. tew-tew (sometimes 3-4x).

• extremely rare vagrant; very similar to Greenshank
• legs always bright yellow or orange-yellow
• bill longer than head; upturned, thick, pale-based
• larger, heavier and shorter-winged than Lesser
• in flight shows square white rump

Greater Yellowlegs
Tringa melanoleuca  (Grootgeelpootruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Gray Yellowlegs, Greater Tattler, Stone-snipe, Tell-tale

As in the ecologically similar Common Greenshank, this 
is one of the few waders to regularly hunt small fish.

habitat Virtually any shallow, fresh or saline water 
habitat. Conveniently for comparative purposes, likely 
to occur in same habitats as Greenshank.

status Status uncertain. First record in Dec 1971 
from Noordhoek Pan, near Cape Town. Another at 
Mashatu, Botswana in Apr 2000. Several other uncon-
firmed claims. Possibly overlooked. Normally breeds 
in Canada and Alaska and migrates to S USA, C and S 
America and W Indies. A fairly regular vagrant to W Eu-
rope; such birds may migrate S into Africa. Returns to 
br. grounds from Feb onwards (earlier than most wad-
ers). Adults depart br. grounds from late Jun and juve-
niles a month later. Moults flight feathers during this 
migration, unlike Lesser. World population 100,000.  

identification Essentially the American version of 
Common Greenshank, and similar in most respects 
but as its name implies, legs bright yellow or orange. 
Shares sculpted, gangly build with Greenshank, with 
long neck and often prominent 'Adam's Apple', but 
subtle differences: a touch smaller, with a slightly 
thinner neck, smaller head, longer legs (esp. tibiae), 
and weaker, only slightly upturned bill. Generally 
looks browner above and more boldly spotted (instead 
of fringed) with white, incl. on lesser wing coverts 
(plain on Greenshank). Easily distinguished in flight 
by Yellowlegs' dark (not white) upper back. — Br: 
Scattered blackish, white-notched feathers above; 
heavy streaking below and extensive barring on flanks 
extending partly onto belly and undertail. — Juv: 
Darker and browner above, with neat pale blotches; 
breast clearly streaked. By Oct-Nov, much of body 
already moulted into adult-like first non-br. plumage.

confusion risks Great care will be required to 
distinguish this species from the odd yellowish-legged 
Common Greenshank (see tips above). Differentiation 
from Lesser Yellowlegs can be difficult if size is not 
apparent in a lone bird; see details on p. 199.

behaviour Much as Greenshank but tends to be 
more restless and easily alarmed, often bobbing head 
and body. Forages actively with rapid gait and dashes 
coupled with jerky stabs. Sometimes chases small 
fish with gusto, or sweeps bill from side to side. Often 
stands erect with small head raised high on long neck.

biology Eats aquatic invertebrates, as well as fish 
and frogs and some plant material. Br. extralimital.

voice Very like characteristic call of Greenshank but 
slightly higher and more frantic, and last note in series 
of 3 or 4 often slightly lower-pitched e.g. deu-deu-dew.
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• large size excludes majority of smaller sandpipers
• sturdy bill bends slightly upwards; base paler
• head looks pale grey: white, with fine dark streaks
• in flight: dark wings; long white wedge on back
• characteristic loud, even 'tew-tew-tew' flight-call

Common Greenshank
Tringa nebularia (Groenpootruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Greater/Eurasian Greenshank

The English name of this large migratory wader refers to 
its greenish legs, while its scientific name means misty or 
cloudy in reference to its greyish and whitish colours.

habitat Virtually any fresh or saline water: dams, 
pans, rivers, marshes, estuaries, saltmarsh, lagoons. 

status Common non-br. Palearctic visitor. Total re-
gional population possibly around 30,000 but difficult 
to estimate due to nomadic movements (depending 
on rainfall inland, and tides at the coast). Density up 
to 3-5/ha. Adults arrive from late Jul but mostly Aug-
Sep; juveniles from late Sep, but mostly Oct-Nov. Many 
first-years remain year-round at big estuaries. Locally 
ringed birds recovered around White Sea, Russia. De-
parts Feb-Apr, arriving on br. grounds from May. Fairly 
asocial, but may form communal roosting flocks.

identification Largest Tringa, considerable bulk 
making confusion with larger waders such as godwits 
likely. From a distance looks rather pale and plain: neck 
lightly but profusely streaked and face whitish (often 
lacking dark loral stripe). Pale grey above (often mixed 
with old browner feathers). Long legs typically greyish 
green (from whence name). Bill looks sturdy, with pale 
blue-grey base and dark terminal half slightly kinked 
upwards. — Br: Partial moult from non-br. plumage 
results in scattered black feathers above. More heavily 
and extensively streaked below. — Sexes: Alike. — 
Juv: Darker and browner above, with more pointed 
scapulars and coverts neatly fringed buff, creating 
streaked effect. Often a pale band along side of neck. 

confusion risks Odd yellow-legged birds are very 
similar to vagrant Greater Yellowlegs (see that species 
for distinctions). In direct comparison, dwarfs Marsh 
Sandpiper, which has a straight, thin, all-dark bill.

behaviour At coast, daily activity cycle depends on 
tides and often active after dark (as revealed by flight-
calls overhead). Usually roosts with other large waders 
(godwits, Whimbrels, Ruffs, Grey Plover). Rarely swims 
but wades up to belly. Catches prey mainly by picking, 
and less often probing or sweeping. Active and agile, 
walking with big strides and head pumping, often 
dashing or changing direction or stealthily crouching.

biology The only wader to regularly catch small 
fish, hunting in shallows in dashing egret-style. In 
addition, eats mainly tadpoles and insects inland and 
small crustaceans and polychaete worms at coast. Br. 
extralimital: like other non-br. migrant waders, song 
and display-flight unlikely to be performed here.

 voice Flight-call a far-carrying, full trisyllable chew-
chew-chew or tyew-tyew-tyew (but sometimes only 1-2, 
or up to 6 notes in quick succession).

• small, slim, delicate: 30% smaller than Greenshank
• bill needle-thin, (usually) straight, and mostly dark
• non-br: pale, plain grey above and white below 
• in flight: long white slit up back; entire foot projects
• stands tall on very long, thin legs (esp. tibiae)

Marsh Sandpiper
Tringa stagnatilis (Moerasruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Little Greenshank

Like many other waterbirds, these waders may leave the 
water to defecate on land; possibly to reduce parasites.

habitat Open, freshwater or brackish wetlands 
with shallow water over a muddy substrate, e.g. pans, 
dams, lakes, ephemeral pools. Mostly found inland 
(esp. at Highveld pans), but small numbers also use 
coastal lagoons, salt works and tidal estuaries. 

status Fairly common non-br. Palearctic migrant. 
Total regional population perhaps 10,000. Adult partly 
completes post-br. moult before vacating br. grounds 
on Eurasian steppes; stages in E Africa and first birds 
arrive in SA from late Aug, but most Oct-Nov (juvs. 
a month later). Departs from Jan-Mar (earlier than 
other waders); few first-years overwinter. In addition 
to Africa, also migrates to India, SE Asia and Australia. 
Usually found singly or in groups of <20 (rarely >300), 
sometimes in association with other waders. 

identification A quiet, inconspicuous wader found 
in ones or twos on open water fringes. Size and shape 
more useful for identification than plumage. Just a little 
bigger than Wood Sandpiper, but with tall, upright 
stance on long legs recalling a large shank. However, 
slimness and delicate elegance unmatched (at times 
more like a mini stilt). Legs, esp. tibiae, not only very 
long, but also thin; grey-green or yellowish (orange 
in some br. birds). Bill very thin and straight (slightly 
recurved on some), and looks all-dark (though base 
tinged paler). Non-br. plumage nondescript plain 
greyish above and white below. In flight, unmarked 
dark wings contrast with thin white slit extending up 
back. — Br: Subtle but beautiful: scattered black stars 
and bars above; chevrons on flanks. — Juv: Much as 
juv. Greenshank. Starts moult while still on br. grounds, 
and upperparts mostly as adult by Sep/Oct.

confusion risks Confusion with Greenshank is due 
to overemphasis on colour; Marsh is obviously smaller 
and slimmer, with proportionately longer and thinner 
legs and straight, thin, mostly dark bill. Recalls Wilson's 
Phalarope (p. 186), especially when legs underwater; 
check 'swimming Marsh Sandpipers' carefully.

behaviour Wades as deep as its long legs allow, 
sometimes submerging head but rarely swimming. 
Picks from surface of water or mud or dashes about 
and jabs with bill; occasionally probes in soft mud. 
May also sweep bill from side to side in water.

biology Eats mainly insects and their larvae, spiders, 
molluscs and crustaceans. Breeding extralimital.

voice Calls reminiscent of Greenshank but sharper, 
higher and less powerful; a single tew or inflected 
ke'ew, sometimes quickly repeated, klew-klew-klew.
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• long orange-red legs (black when breeding)
• bill much longer than head; thin and droops at tip 
• only base of lower mandible red
• prominent dark eyestripe and white supercilium
• nearly plain, pale grey above and off-white below

Spotted Redshank
Tringa erythropus (Gevlekte Rooipootruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Dusky Redshank, Greater Redshank

Many of the species' European names refer to its striking 
black br. plumage e.g. German Dunkler Wasserläufer, 
Swedish Svartsnäppa and Norwegian Sotsnipe.

habitat Mostly pans, lakes, floodplains and other 
inland freshwater wetlands, but also quiet modified 
habitats such as salt pans, sewage works etc. Rare on 
coast (Common Redshank more likely on tidal flats). 

status Difficult to evaluate true status due to fre-
quent confusion with Common Redshank; 30+ claims 
but only a few of these confirmed (first near Maron-
dera, Zim, Jan 1979). Based on all claims, outnumbered 
by Common 5:1. Breeds in far N tundra from Scandina-
via to Siberia, migrating (  from Jun;  from Jul) to 
India, SE Asia and Africa N of the equator. Fattens up 
at staging areas and reaches African non-br. grounds 
mainly from Oct. Fairly common (and possibly increas-
ing) as far S as Tanzania. Most claims in Jan. Returns to 
br. grounds Apr-May. Usually in small groups, but local 
records are of singletons, mainly at inland sites. 

identification An elegant, alert, upright wader 
with long red legs and a characteristic bill: about 1.5x 
length of head, tapering to a subtle but surprisingly 
obvious downward kink at tip; base of lower mandible 
bright red. Dark line between eye and bill contrasts 
strongly with bold white fore-supercilium. Otherwise 
rather plain: grey above and washed-out whitish grey 
below. Profuse white barring on inner flight feathers 
may give the impression of a paler hind-wing. Narrow 
enclosed white slit extends up back. — Br: Remarkable 
transformation: turns brownish black; even legs turn 
dark, May-Jul. — Sexes:  slightly bigger, and less solid 
black with more pale-barred plumage (but beware 
moulting birds). — Juv: Unique in having underparts 
coarsely barred throughout. Body mostly in non-br. 
plumage by Oct, but retains juv. coverts. Some imm. 
birds may show intermediate, barred feathers.

confusion risks Told from Common Redshank by 
shape, length and colour of bill; plus slim build, greyer 
plumage, wing pattern and voice. Leg colour may 
match Ruff (p. 169) but differs in shape and plumage. 

behaviour Often wades into deep water and swims 
readily. In normal range, often forages in tight, coordi-
nated groups that move in the same direction.

biology Eats insects, crustaceans, molluscs, worms, 
amphibians and small fish (latter usually carried to dry 
ground and swallowed with difficulty). Br. extralimital.

 voice Characteristic call is a quick, sharp, lively 
disyllabic whistle chew-it with a rising, questioning 
tone. Also a thrush-like tack-tack-tack when alarmed.

• relatively short orange-red legs
• bill slightly longer than head; stout and straight
• basal halves of both mandibles red
• looks more brown than grey; breast darker
• diagnostic white panels on rear half of wing

Common Redshank
Tringa totanus (Rooipootruiter)
ALT NAME(S): Redshank, Lesser Redshank, Iceland Redshank

One of the more common 'vagrant' waders, occurring an-
nually in small numbers on W Cape and Namibian coasts.

habitat Most regular in coastal habitats: tidal mud-
flats, sandbars, bays, salt works. May be seen on mud-
dy shores of virtually any large inland waterbody too, 
especially on passage in the far N of the region.

status Rare. Breeds from Iceland and W Europe to 
China; non-br. range spans much of Old World. Total 
local population probably <10-30 birds (although 
migratory parties of up to 13 have been seen in Zim); 
mostly immatures. Recorded all year, but mainly Aug-
Jan, peaking Aug-Oct. Occurs singly among other 
waders, but sometimes 2-3 together. 

identification Like a small, compact, brownish 
Greenshank, but legs and base of bill orange or red. 
Medium-sized and dumpy, with straight, rather thick 
bill just a little longer than head. In non-br. state 
featureless grey-brown, but white eye-ring distinct. 
Unmistakable in flight. — Br: Partial moult results in 
variable black markings above and below. — Juv: Can 
be confusingly dull; legs yellower. — Var: Most birds 
probably from nominate race, but ussuriensis and 
possibly terrignotae (or hybrids) may also reach us.

confusion risks Really the only similar large waders 
with bright orange-red legs are Spotted Redshank and 
the more common Ruff (p. 169); the latter can also 
show an orange bill-base and is similar in size and bill/
leg length; Ruff is 'scaly' above, often has a pale patch 
at base of bill, has 2 white ovals on sides of rump (but 
lacks white secondaries), has a slightly decurved bill 
and is more dumpy in shape. Combination of white 
flares on wing and white wedge on back unique, but 
compare smaller Terek Sandpiper (p. 200). 

behaviour Nervous and excitable; bobs head 
and stretches neck. May perch on low objects while 
keeping an eye on intruders. Forages by picking and 
probing while walking steadily (Spotted feeds more 
energetically, and often in deeper water), focusing 
on visual clues such as burrows. May forage by touch 
(esp. at night) by swishing bill from side to side. Flight 
fast and direct; upon touchdown often holds wings up 
momentarily. Can swim but rarely does.

biology Diet mainly crustaceans, molluscs and 
polychaete worms, plus insects and their larvae, worms, 
spiders, small fish, frogs, tadpoles. Br. extralimital.

voice Vocal. Flight call a pleasant, relaxed, musical 
TEU or descending TEU-hu, sometimes in Greenshank-
like triplet: TEU-hu-hu. Alarm a piercing kli-kli-kli.. with 
the insistent ringing quality of a Blacksmith Lapwing. 
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REDSHANKS: Palearctic vagrants, so-named because of their bright red legs. Very rare Spotted may oc-
cur at the coast, but most records are from inland pans, dams, wetlands, sewage works and floodplains. 
Common more regular, mostly in coastal or marine habitats such as tidal mudflats; occasionally inland.

Spotted Redshank
Tringa erythropus (Gevlekte Rooipootruiter)
L: 29-33 cm WS: 50-54 cm T: 52-(57)-64 mm B: 52-(59)-65 mm

[Monotypic]. Attractive and 
elegant wader with profound 
changes in plumage depend-
ing on season and age. At all 
times, identifiable by unique 
bill: very long and thin with a 
slight droop at the tip and red 
on base of lower mandible. Also 
note prominent dark eyestripe/
white fore-supercilium and, of 
course, long red legs.

Common Redshank
Tringa totanus (Rooipootruiter)
L: 24-27 cm WS: 46-52 cm T: 45-(49)-54 mm B: 38-(42)-48 mm

[T. t. totanus]. A medium-
sized, compact, brown shank. 
Frequently confused with more 
mottled Ruff (p. 169) because of 
reddish or orange legs. At rest, 
told from Spotted by shorter, 
straight bill with more red at 
base, plus shorter legs and 
browner plumage. In flight, re-
veals broad white flares on rear 
half of wing; can look 
translucent against 
strong light. 

AD.  
non-br.

(Aug-Mar)

legs and bill about 
25% longer than 
Common; looks  
slimmer 

AD. br.
(Apr-Aug)

very different: 
entire belly 
barred

long white 
oval ('cigar')

dense white 
markings

flight fast, 
agile; flicking 

wingbeats

slim, 
elongated  

& slick

br.

non-br.

bars

upends 
like a duck

a confident 
swimmer in 
deep water

JUV.
(Jul-Oct)

moulting birds 
often look very 
weird in spring/
autumn

grey

long, straight, 
fine bill; tip 

drooped

red on base 
of lower 

mandible 
only

bold face 
pattern

orange

long red legs

black  
legs

unmistakable 
in black br. 
plumage!

overall pale 
and whitish

typical 
posture

eye-
catching 
white  
arc

white 
wedge

white

relatively  
short, thick 
bill; straight

mud can 
obscure leg 

colour

red base develops 
gradually; greyish 

pink in some

AD.  
non-br.

(Oct-Mar)

brown

yellower

subdued 
face pattern

red on  
base of both 

mandibles

AD. br.
(Feb-Nov)

relatively short 
orange-red legs

smoky wash 
on breast

JUV.
(Jul-Oct)

scattered 
streaks and 
chevrons

 Ruff

compact

flight strong, with clipped 
wingbeats, often erratic, or tilting; 
may glide with wings depressed

walks on 
mudflats or  
in shallow  
water

juv. compare Ruff

rather rotund  
and short-necked 
(but can stretch)

V** V*
LC/LCLC/LC
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BUTTONQUAILS
Family Turnicidae

Genera 1
Migrants 0

Endemics 1/0
Restricted  2

World 17
Region 3

Residents 3
Vagrants  0

COMMON

BLACK-RUMPED

Genus 
Turnix

HOTTENTOT

inhales in big 
gulps to inflate 

throat

arches back holds head 
down while 

calling

barely 
opens 

bill

holds body 
horizontally 
or at 45°

Buttonquails are polyandrous, with the larger and 
more colourful  calling to establish a territory and 
attract . The call of the Common Buttonquail is a 
far-carrying booming hoot, which is amplified by 
inflating a sac in the oesophagus. In this process the 
bird bizarrely contorts its body, as demonstrated here.

Why are buttonquails included in a book on waders? 
In short, because they are nothing more than cryptic, 
terrestrial waders. These secretive and poorly known 
birds were previously considered to be relatives of 
cranes, crakes, rails, sandgrouse, pigeons or bustards 
(hence the alternative name 'bustard quail'). However, 
with the advent of genetic analysis, the Turnicidae 
family is now universally accepted as belonging in the 
wader order, Charadriiformes.

Saying that buttonquails are strange birds is an 
understatement. Firstly, like some other wader groups 
such as phalaropes, jacanas and painted-snipes, the 
buttonquails are polyandrous, with the larger and more 
brightly patterned  calling to attract mates. They do 
so by inflating a special part of the oesophagus (see 
picture at right), enabling them to produce a hollow, 
ventriloquial hooting. Pliny the Elder (AD 23-79) is 
thought to have referred to the call of the Common 
Buttonquail when he wrote about the 'Taurus' (bull), 
in reference to a small bird that imitated the calls of 
lowing oxen in southern France. Populations of this 
species in southern Europe and the Mediterranean 
have crashed, and it is now one of the rarest species in 
the W Palearctic region (see box, p. 216).

Despite having been known for 2 millennia, there 
are still many questions surrounding these mysterious 
and seldom-seen dryland waders. Much of what we do 
know has been learned from studies of captive birds, 
as buttonquails are popular aviary birds. Because they 
are so small, secretive, cryptic and difficult to study 
in nature, even basic ecological and demographic 
information about buttonquails is still lacking. For 
example, we do not have accurate estimates of the 
populations of 2 threatened SA species. Another 
complication is the fact that buttonquails tend to 
undergo extensive nomadic wanderings depending 
on conditions, and are prone to local irruptions in 
good years, only to disappear for years thereafter.

Identifying buttonquails can be problematic as they 
usually only present brief tail-end views when they 
burst unexpectedly from underfoot. The first step is to 
tell them from the unrelated Coturnix quails (p. 218). 
Habitat choice and range are also useful. [Afrikaans: 
(Drietoon-) Kwarteltjies].

General Characteristics
Buttonquails are truly diminutive, being only slightly 
larger than a sparrow, at around 15 cm in length, and 
weighing 35-50 g. In fact, for a moment they might 
be taken for a large locust when flushed. The  is 
approximately 10-15% smaller than the , and about 
25% lighter. The sexes may differ slightly in bill depth 
and shape as well.  are further distinguishable 
in having darker, more vividly marked and more 
saturated plumage, and especially more intense tan 
colouration on the breast. 

Buttonquails are notable 'shape-shifters' that can 
change their shape and posture dramatically, e.g. by 
stretching or retracting their necks, or by fluffing or 
sleeking their plumage. At times they creep about 
slowly in a hunched ball close to the ground, with the 
legs obscured by the belly feathers. At other times 
they stand boldly upright on stretched legs with the 
head held high, like a miniature courser. They may also 
slink stealthily between grass stems in crake-style. 
They move with jerky steps, and can keep the head 
perfectly still while the body moves.

Buttonquails are weak flyers, and when pursued 
only take flight as a last resort, when an approaching 
observer or vehicle is within 1-4 m of them. And then 
they only barely clear the vegetation, flutter-gliding 
about 1-2 m high, for some 10-30 m (occasionally 60-
100 m) before dropping unceremoniously back down 
into cover. Upon landing they often start running 
immediately, making it difficult to flush them again.

However, despite appearing reluctant and clumsy 
in flight, they do undertake local or large-scale move-
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The call of the Common Buttonquail is a long, even hoot that 
is far-carrying but has a ventriloquial character that makes its 
source difficult to pinpoint. The resulting sound is somewhat like 
the hoot of a Striped Flufftail (but lower-pitched, and from drier 
habitats). Could also be momentarily mistaken for the booming 
of a distant Ostrich or the lowing of cattle. Calls are sometimes 
inflected, and can then recall a Namaqua Dove. The sound is easily 
mimicked by blowing across the top of a bottle or into one's 
cupped hands. At close range, a purring sound may be heard. 
Birds also call to stay in contact while flying at night, reportedly 
giving a soft keoo call. 

6s

hooooommmm hooooommmm
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kHz

2

1

2s 5s4s

Using their enlarged syrinx and an inflatable pouch in their 
oesophagus,  buttonquails produce simplistic, resonant, low-
pitched hooting calls to attract  in the br. season. Black-
rumped Buttonquails give a rhythmical series of staccato pulses 
<0.5 seconds in length, at a tempo of approximately 90 notes 
per minute. Easily distinguished from Common Buttonquail, 
but could be mistaken for a Red-chested or Streaky-breasted 
Flufftail's hooting. The voice of Hottentot Buttonquail is not yet 
described, but is probably very similar to Black-rumped. Contact 
or aggression calls include various peeping, rattling and growling 
sounds that are audible at close range.

6s

hu           hu          hu          hu           hu          hu          hu           hu          hu

1

2

Notably sparse feathering over the ears shows as a dark spot on the 
'cheek'; bare skin is often visible beneath, as on lores and around eye.
Common has a 'freckled' face, while Black-rumped has a broad 
orange-buff supercilium above its eye.
Common has a diagnostic pale central crown-stripe.
There is broad ring of bare skin around the eye; blue-grey in colour.
All the world's buttonquail species have pale (or reddish) eyes: 
yellowish white in Common; light blue in Black-rumped;  
pinkish to pale yellow in Hottentot.
A small, blurry, black spot on at the lower front corner of the pupil 
gives the pupil an oval shape (similar to oystercatchers, p. 45).
Strangely shaped bill, with a protruding central division, and large 
bulbous 'tubes' on either side, with nostrils narrow slits below these.
Bill rather thin and slightly decurved but (at least in some species) the 
larger  may have slightly shorter, thicker and more robust bills.
Sexes differ in the amount of orange on the chest: more extensive and 
deeper in colour in the larger and sexually dominant .

Facial features of Common Buttonquail

1

3
4

7

8

9

2

6
5

3
4

7

8

9

6

5

ments, and are able to respond rapidly and in vast 
numbers to rainfall events, e.g. storms in the Kalahari. 
During mass breeding events the hooting of  may 
be heard all night long. Movements tend to occur 
primarily at night and possibly in waves of multiple 
birds, as evidenced by soft keoo calls of birds flying 
overhead. While moving at night, they are attracted 
to lights and they frequently collide with illuminated 
windows or walls, particularly during misty or drizzling 
weather. One report from Mpumalanga mentioned 
that 21 birds were captured between 23:00 and 01:00 
one night in Dec at a migration bottleneck. According 
to this report, buttonquails were crashing into trees, 
flying into the house, floating in the swimming pool, 
or sitting on the lawn, with 36 captured over 2 nights. 
Many more were heard passing 10-20 m overhead, all 
heading in the same northerly direction. 

In common with many other waders, they are 
brightly coloured below, but cryptic from above. 
This affords them some protection in the form of 
camouflage from e.g. raptors passing overhead. They 
often freeze when detected and can be incredibly 
difficult to spot, even in short and sparse ankle-height 
vegetation. Nevertheless, they fall prey to a great 
variety of diurnal and nocturnal predators including 
snakes, eagles, hawks, owls, and feral/domesticated 

dogs and cats. It is not surprising that they have 
very short but broad wings, with the primaries not 
extending markedly beyond the tertials. Indeed, 
in buttonquails much of the folded wing is usually 
obscured by the scapulars from above, and the breast/
flank feathers from below. They have 10 primaries, the 
outermost being distinctly curved with a pale shaft 
and fringe, plus 8-10 secondaries. The tail is short and 
soft, and often very frayed, with 4-10 rectrices.

As ground-living birds, they have strong and robust, 
albeit rather short legs, which resemble those of a 
bustard or korhaan, including in lacking a hind-toe. 
The legs and toes are covered with large transverse 
scutes, with relatively large, bubble-like pads on the 
soles. Their bills are interestingly shaped (see above), 
with prominent protuberances on each side above 
the nostrils. All the world's buttonquails have pale or 
reddish eyes, and it seems that many species have an 
additional fleck on the iris, at the lower front border of 
the pupil (compare oystercatchers, p. 45).

They are usually found singly or in pairs, or in 
small family parties later in the breeding season. As 
discussed above, small flocks may coalesce during 
migration. Buttonquail pairs frequently sunbathe 
together, lying side-by-side with one or both wings 
open. Likewise, dustbathing is a regular occurrence, 
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Buttonquail hatchlings grow at a remarkable pace 
and are fully grown after only 28-35 days. They may 
be able to flutter weakly at 1 week old and fly strongly 
at 2 weeks. The downy neossoptiles are replaced with 
juv. plumage within days. This Common Buttonquail 
chick is about 3 weeks old. Apart from its smaller size, 
it differs from the ad. in its prominent white-spotted 
wing coverts and the black streaking extending across 
its breast, on a whitish (not orange) background. 
Adult-like imm. plumage is attained after 8 weeks.

Right foot of Common Buttonquail.

feathering 
comes far 
down on 
'thigh'; little 
exposed tibia

relatively short tarsus 
(only slightly longer than 
middle toe), but robust

nails usually same 
colour as rest of foot

unlike true quails  
(but like many other 
waders) buttonquails  
lack a hind-toe, hence  
the alternative 'hemipode' 
('half foot') and Afrikaans 
drietoonkwarteltjie

legs anemic pinkish white 
in most species (but can be 
yellow in some Hottentot 
Buttonquails)

Buttonquail footprint (left), compared to plover.

not to 
scale

no hind-toe

buttonquail  
(left foot)

small plover  
(left foot)

inner toe 
shorter 

than outer

toes more  
perpendicular

toes very  
symmetrical

small web 
in some

foot  
<2 cm 
long

no hind-toe

foot rather like  
a tiny bustard's  
('bustard-quail')

the birds vigorously rubbing the sides of the head 
and flanks on the ground, and energetically shuffling 
about. Several extralimital species forage in a similar 
manner, typically in soft sand, by rotating the body 
while kicking outwards. The resultant cleared hollows 
are called 'platelets'. It is not known whether local 
species employ the same technique. 

Buttonquails are opportunistic breeders, without 
a clearly defined breeding season (although peaks 
typically coincide with high rainfall months). Con-
sequently, they may also moult at any time of year, and 
moult may overlap with breeding. The highly precocial 
downy chicks rapidly attain juvenile plumage and 
adult-like plumage shortly after that. Because young 
buttonquails are so seldom encountered, and rarely 
present good views, juv. plumage is not illustrated. 
However, an example is shown below.

Origin of Names
The genus name Turnix is simply a contraction of 
the genus of the true quails, Coturnix, which in turn 
is Latin for a quail and is probably an onomatopoeic 
rendition of the Common Quail's 'wet-my-lips' call. The 
name Turnix thus signifies a small quail or 'half-quail', 
again hinting at the notable resemblance between 
buttonquails and the unrelated (and bigger) quails. 
One of the differences between them is buttonquails' 
lack of a hind-toe, which is reflected in their old name 
'hemipode', meaning 'half-foot'. When and why the 
qualifier 'button' was added to 'quail' is uncertain, 
but it probably reflects the small size of these birds; 
indeed, 'cute as a button quail' might have been the 
original expression. 

The specific epithet of Hottentot Buttonquail, 
hottentottus, is from the traditional name for the 
indigenous Khoikhoi people that inhabited SW Africa. 
The name nanus (previously nana) for Black-rumped 
is Greek for 'a dwarf' in reference to its small size. 
Finally, sylvaticus (previously sylvatica) for Common 
Buttonquail is Latin for forests or woodlands, in 
reference to its savanna habitat. The latter species 
is sometimes called Small Buttonquail or Little 
Buttonquail, which could lead to confusion with the 
Australian species Small Buttonquail T. velox. 

Another widely used local name is Kurrichane But-
tonquail: Kurrichane (or Kaditshwene) was the early 
19th century capital settlement of the Bahurutshe 
tribe, NE of Zeerust in the current-day North West 
Province. Andrew Smith, who first collected this 
species in 'the grassy valleys SE of Kurrichane', named 
his find Hemipodius lepurana, from the Setswana 
lephurrwana, a general name used for quail-like birds.

Classification and Relationships
Despite their similarity in appearance, shape, habits, 
habitat and ecology, buttonquails are not related to 
quails or other gamebirds in the family Phasianidae. 
They differ from the true quails (genus Coturnix) in 
e.g. lacking a hind-toe, the absence of a crop, having 
an inflatable oesophagus to produce booming calls, 
exhibiting a polyandrous br. system and many other 
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Classification of buttonquails and allies within the 
wader order, Charadriiformes.

CHIONIDI (sheathbills, Magellanic Plover)
Burhinidae (thick-knees)
Pluvianidae (Egyptian Plover)
Recurvirostridae (stilts, avocets)
Ibidorhynchidae (Ibisbill)
Haematopodidae (oystercatchers)
Charadriidae (plovers, lapwings)
LIMICOLI (jacanas, sandpipers, snipe etc.)
TURNICI (BUTTONQUAILS)

Turnix (buttonquails)
Ortyxelos (Quail-plover)

Dromadidae (Crab-plover)
Glareolidae (coursers, pratincoles)
LARI (gulls, terns, skuas, auks etc.)

aspects. Both taxa are popular aviary birds, and to add 
to the confusion, any small quails (and particularly the 
Asian Blue or Chinese Painted Quail Coturnix/Synoicus 
chinensis) are often called 'button quails' by laymen.

Based on anatomical and morphological similari-
ties, buttonquails were long considered to be related 
to the cranes, in the order Gruiformes. Early genetic 
analyses hinted at their uniqueness, resulting in the 
premature suggestion that they be elevated to order-
level under Turniciformes. However, modern genetic 
analyses, supported by morphological studies, con-
firm the buttonquails' position in the wader order 
Cha radriiformes, where they form one of the 5 major 
clades in this large order. 

Buttonquails appear to be primitive waders. Fossils 
from the early Oligocene (28.1-33.9 Ma), unearthed in 
France and Germany, belong to early buttonquail-like 
taxa, for which the genus Turnipax was created. Today 
there are 17 extant species, of which only 3 occur in 
Africa (and 2 of these were previously lumped). The 
aptly named Common is the world's most widespread 
buttonquail species, occurring over much of sub-
Saharan Africa, India and SE Asia. It has at least 9 
subspecies although the specific status of the Asian 
vs. African birds should probably be re-evaluated. 
Two other diverse taxa are the SE Asian Red-backed 
Buttonquail T. maculosus, which has 14 subspecies, 
and the Barred Buttonquail T. suscitator, with 18. The 
very attractive Yellow-legged Buttonquail T. tanki is 
also widespread in India and Asia.

Australian birders certainly have their hands full 
when it comes to buttonquails: a blurry whir of 
feathers diving into the grass Down Under could be 
any one of 7 species occurring there. Of these, all 
but the Red-backed Buttonquail are endemic, and 2 
species are threatened: Queensland's Black-breasted  
T. melanogaster, and the rare Buff-breasted T. olivii 
of the Cape York Peninsula. The other Australian 
species are Little T. velox, Red-chested T. pyrrhothorax, 
Chestnut-backed T. castanotus, and Painted T. varius.

Several buttonquails are endemic to islands: the 
Madagascar T. nigricollis, Sumba T. everetti, Luzon 
T. worcesteri and the Philippine Spotted T. ocellatus 
buttonquails. Sadly, the New Caledonian Buttonquail 
T. novaecaledonius, is probably now extinct.

The only other member of the buttonquail family, 
and the sole member of the genus Ortyxelos, is the 
bizarre Quail-plover, O. meiffrenii. Also known as the 
Lark Buttonquail, this unique African species differs 
from true buttonquails in several ways, including 
its bold black-and-white wings and fluttering, lark-
like flight style. Compared to buttonquails it has a 
longer tail with stiffer tail feathers, and longer wings 
and legs, resembling a miniature courser on the 
ground. If disturbed it takes to the wing without the 
loud whirring sound of buttonquails, and tends to fly 
higher and further. 

Lastly, mention should be made of another Austra-
lian taxon, the odd Plains-wanderer Pedionomus tor-
quatus. As its name implies this scarce species is found 
on the sparsely vegetated, drought-prone flats of the 

Outback. It is now restricted to only a handful of sites, 
and its population may fall to <2,000 in drought years, 
justifying its classification as Endangered. While it was 
previously considered to be a buttonquail, genetic 
analysis suggests it is related to plovers, despite its re-
markably Turnix-like appearance. 

Biology
Insects and other small invertebrates make up at least 
half of an adult buttonquail's diet. Grass seeds are 
important and green shoots are also eaten. Hatchling 
buttonquails exclusively eat insects for the first 10 
days of their lives, thereafter starting to feed on plant 
material as well. Interestingly, buttonquails are among 
the relatively few groups of birds that can drink 
continuously without raising the head after each sip. 

The complex social structures and breeding 
systems of buttonquails have been studied well in 
captivity. It appears that successive polyandry is the 
standard, with 1  mating with several . Each  
may breed 7 times per year, and lay clutches for 2-3  

. However, in non-optimal conditions, additional 
input from the  may be required to raise the chicks, 
and a monogamous pair-bond may be adopted. In 
captivity, sustained monogamous pairings are also 
formed, with mates being able to recognise each 
other after 4 weeks of separation. 

The br. cycle starts with the  singing to attract .  
Initially the  reacts aggressively to an approaching 

 but a bond soon forms, with the pair roosting 
and feeding together and moving together with a 
rocking motion. During this critical pair-formation 
stage the  may adopt a stiff, horizontal posture with 
'staring' eyes. He may also create several nest scrapes 
by pushing down with his breast. Both sexes then 
perform ceremonial tossing of nesting material over 
their shoulders towards the nest. Nest-scraping may 
also be performed by the . Allopreening forms an 
additional component of the bonding process.

Once a final nest site is chosen, the shallow scrape 
is lined with vegetation by both sexes or by the  who 
then lays 2-4 (average 3) eggs at daily intervals. The 
 then departs, leaving the duties of incubation and 
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nest maintenance includes tossing loose 
objects (e.g. small pebbles, grass stubble, 
rootlets) towards nest; eventually this 
forms a pad around the nest scrape

older nests usually have a clear area of 
bare soil, cleared of debris, on 1 side

scrape thinly lined with 
pieces of dry grass, seed 
heads and thin twigs

living grass blades may 
be pulled over the nest 
to form a loose pergola 
which partly obscures the 
eggs from above

hidden at the base of a 
grass tuft or between 

adjacent tufts; sometimes 
partly hidden behind a 
sapling, or a small bush

nest scrape 6-8 cm in 
diameter, and 1-2 cm deep

may make several scrapes in different 
spots before a final nest site is selected

Buttonquail eggs, depicted at actual size. Eggs 
weigh on average 3.8 g (11.4 g per clutch), which 
represents <8% of the female's body mass; such 
proportionately small eggs are typical in species with 
reversed sexual dimorphism. Eggs vary considerably 
in ground colour and markings, but are typically 
smooth-shelled and liberally speckled in dark brown, 
like small pebbles of polished marble. 

chick-rearing to the . The  will then start hooting 
again to attract a new  and begin the process again, 
often within a day of her previous suitor beginning in-
cubation. After his brood hatches, a  may commence 
a new pairing with a  after only 36 days, chasing away 
his own young, to begin incubating a new batch of 
eggs. An entire breeding cycle takes around 53 days, 
and in captivity  have been known to breed 7 times 
in a year. Such a rapid cycle is probably a reflection of 
the nomadic nature of buttonquails, and allows them 
to respond rapidly to advantageous veld conditions. 
This also means that populations can rapidly explode 
and could reach 'plague proportions' if not 
curtailed by, presumably, high 
mortality and predation rates, 
unsuitable conditions 
such as long-term 
droughts, and possibly
skewed sex ratios.

Eggs are incubated by the  only, for 14-15 days, 
starting once the last egg in the clutch is laid. The  
spends about 60% of his time on the nest. Incubation 
bouts average about 30 minutes, with breaks of 20 
minutes during which the  remains in the vicinity 
of the nest, often adding nest material. All the chicks 
hatch together, and leave the nest within 4 hours of 
hatching, to follow the  around to water and food. 
They will also follow any other moving bird, and adult 
conspecifics (of either sex) may be aggressive towards 
them; indeed, newly hatched chicks may be killed by  

 or older broods in captivity. 
For the first few days, the chicks are fed exclusively 

on insects, the  presenting his offspring with food 
by holding prey in his bill while giving soft calls and 
vibrating his wings; thereafter chicks begin to self-
feed and include vegetable matter in their diet. Chicks 
stimulate their father to brood them by pecking at 
his flanks; the  responds by squatting and flaring his 
belly feathers. After 10 days, chicks are only brooded 
at night. They mature very rapidly, being able to fly 
at about 10 days of age, and performing adult-like 
behaviours and postures from about 12 days old. 
Juveniles are fully independent at 18-20 days, about 
15 days before they are fully grown and have attained 
full imm. plumage. Young birds can breed from 15 
weeks of age. In captivity, buttonquails have reached 
an age of more than 9 years.
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Buttonquail droppings may  
be found along footpaths, 
and can be identified by their 
characteristic green urate 
coating (instead of white  
uric acid).

Finding and seeing buttonquails can present a 
considerable challenge to birders, and creative 
strategies might need to be employed. There is 
one account of an Australian birder who climbed a 
tree and imitated the call of the near-mythical Buff-
breasted Buttonquail for 2 hours until a  strolled into 
view below him. 

In 9 out of 10 cases, sightings are of birds that 
are, either accidentally or deliberately, flushed from 
close underfoot. While driving along small tracks, 
buttonquails sometimes hurtle out of the way; 
often they flush only once the car is right next to 
them, meaning that the driver will only see a flash 
of movement from the corner of his eye, which may 
be dismissed as a lark, or perhaps even a large locust. 
Fortunately one hears an accompanying (and quite 
loud) whirring sound as the bird frantically beats its 
wings to gain altitude. The bird will typically land (and 
start running away) after only 10-30 m, so stopping 
immediately and rushing to its landing spot is the 
only way of ensuring a second glimpse. 

When walking through buttonquail habitat, the 
birds flush when only 1-4 m from an approaching 
observer. They rise suddenly to just above vegetation 
height, and then shoot off in any direction (not 
necessarily directly away). Usually the first notification 
is the audible whirring sound of the wings as the bird 
gets airborne. Note that unlike quails, buttonquails 
do not give squeaky calls when flushed. A group of 
people is more effective when attempting to flush 
buttonquails, but be sure to shout loudly when 
anything is flushed to make sure everyone gets onto 
the bird in the few seconds it will be visible. It might 
also help to pre-focus your binoculars at a sensible 
distance (about 10 m). Depending on the group 
size, walkers should stay about 3 m apart, and keep 
abreast in a straight line. Remember not to flush 
the birds towards barb-wire fences. Hunting dogs, 
especially those trained to find Common Quails, have 
also been used in buttonquail surveys.

Obviously such methods are potentially disturb-
ing to buttonquails, as these birds find flight exhaust-
ing and dangerous. There is also always the risk of  
accidentally trampling eggs or chicks. When breeding 
buttonquails tend to be even less inclined to fly, and 
may be seen scuttling away in a rapid, zigzag, rodent 
fashion. They may also freeze instead, relying on their 
cryptic plumage to avoid detection, and may then 
even allow themselves to be caught by hand. Please 

avoid excessive trampling of buttonquail habitats, 
and always put the welfare of the birds first.

Various alternative ways have been proposed for 
locating these elusive terrestrial waders. To a large 
extent, finding buttonquails is about getting to know 
the birds' habitat more than the birds themselves. 
Remember that they have a need of easy mobility and 
are thus seldom found in very dense vegetation (but 
may take cover in thicker grass clumps if pressed). 
Generally searching areas of thick and tall vegetation 
is a 'snipe hunt', and time would be much better spent 
trying to find better habitat. With some practice, 
identifying 'prime buttonquail real estate' becomes 
easier, and the birds can be remarkably common in 
optimal habitats. As they usually inhabit relatively 
short and sparse vegetation, sometimes not much 
more than ankle-height, scanning with binoculars 
or a telescope is a possibility, especially if birds are 
definitely known to occur in a specific area. 

Especially towards late summer, in areas which 
have become overgrown, it might be worth checking 
clearings, footpaths and vehicle tracks for foraging 
buttonquails. After storms, buttonquails may emerge 
in numbers onto grass-fringed vehicle tracks, and are 
hesitant to dive back into the wet plants. They are 
also occasionally seen on the verges of quiet roads 
at dawn and dusk, suggesting that they might roost 
there. Be on the lookout for signs of buttonquails' 
presence in clearings or along paths, e.g. scratchings, 
shed feathers, green-tipped droppings and footprints.

Finally, expect the unexpected. Much like rallids, 
buttonquails are sometimes found at very odd places 
and times. They are often flushed on safari night-
drives, and are sometimes attracted to the spotlights; 
there are numerous stories of buttonquails flying into 
cars or landing on bakkies. They may also be lured 
to lights while migrating at night, especially in misty 
weather. Even in cities, buttonquails are occasionally 
encountered in homes, gardens or driveways, almost 
certainly having been disorientated by lights.

Always keep an ear open for the distinctive songs 
of  buttonquails, and bear in mind that such sounds 
are very low-pitched and not particularly loud, and 
could be missed by non-attentive birders. The call 
of the Hottentot Buttonquail is undescribed, and a 
recording or good description thereof would be a 
very valuable addition to the ornithological 
knowledge-base.

Finding Buttonquails  
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Nomadic: at times common (but always easily 
overlooked) in grassy clearings in savanna, old 
fallow fields, open grasslands and sparse scrub.

Common Buttonquail
Turnix sylvaticus (Bosveldkwarteltjie)
L: 14-16 cm WS: 23-28 cm T: 17-(20)-23 mm B: 10-(11)-13 mm. <

[T. s. lepurana]. A tiny, cryptic 
terrestrial 'wader' seldom seen 
on the ground; instead flushes 
unexpectedly close underfoot 
in a blur and whir of wings (but 
does not call). Flutters weakly, 
then drops back into grass 
and disappears. Usually offers 
unsatisfying views, but looks 
generally speckled and straw-
coloured. White 'staring' eye. 

CONSERVATION OF BUTTONQUAILS

As its name suggests, Common Buttonquail is not 
under threat, and is the world's most widespread 
species. It occurs in much of sub-Saharan Africa, 
with separate populations in India and SE Asia 
(which may represent a different species). Histori-
cally, it also occurred in N Africa, Iberia and parts 
of the Mediterranean; however, it has now been 
virtually extirpated in that region due to hunting 
and habitat transformation, and is one of the rarest 
birds in the W Palearctic. Continued monitoring is 
underway, and the possibility of captive breeding 
and re-introduction is being investigated. Locally 
the species is erratic but can be abundant at times.

Conversely, both Black-rumped Buttonquail 
and Hottentot Buttonquail are classified as re-
gionally Endangered. Indeed, because the latter 
is endemic to S Africa's fynbos biome (with nearly 
the entirety of its mere 1,600 km2 global range fall-
ing in a single province), it is by default also con-
sidered globally Endangered. This species is one 
of our least frequently recorded resident breeding 
birds, with a total population of probably <1,000. 
Although it has lost much of its former range, it 
fortunately still persists in remote mountainous 
regions unlikely to be developed, and unsuitable 
for agriculture. The fynbos habitat of the Hotten-
tot Buttonquail recovers rapidly after fires, and the 
species is reliant on fairly frequent burns to main-
tain its habitat's open structure. However, fires of 
inappropriate frequency and intensity may pose 
a threat. Commercial afforestation and infestation 
by alien plants are further concerns, and climate 
change may pose a severe future threat.

The rarely encountered Black-rumped Button-
quail faces a similar set of threats that contribute 
to degradation of its dwindling grassland habi-
tat. Around human habitation, additional minor 
threats include collision with lit windows at night, 
entanglement in fences, disturbance by e.g. dogs 
and quad bikes, and predation by feral cats. Hunt-
ers targeting Common Quails may accidentally kill 
the superficially similar buttonquails. Other poten-
tial threats are intrinsic (but may be exacerbated 
by man). For example, in some threatened, polyan-
drous buttonquails  greatly outnumber ; such 
skewed sex ratios make the species vulnerable to 
genetic bottlenecks.

Capture of buttonquails for the pet trade is a 
double-edged sword. On the positive side, they 
have high reproductive potential in captivity, with 
established husbandry practices, and captive-
breeding and re-introduction programmes are a 
potential conservation avenue. Given buttonquails' 
elusive and itinerant nature, perhaps the biggest 
threat is simply our lack of knowledge. Organised 
surveys, atlasing programmes, basic ecological re-
search and population estimates are needed. AD.  

AD. 
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RARE BUTTONQUAILS: Elusive, localised and threatened buttonquails usually requiring much concen-
trated effort to find. Previously lumped but occupy different habitats: Black-rumped in moist, green,  
tussocky grasslands from coast to mountains. Hottentot in relatively sparse restio-dominated fynbos.

Black-rumped Buttonquail
Turnix nanus (Swartrugkwarteltjie)
L: 14-16 cm WS: 22-27 cm T: 19-(20)-21 mm B: 9-(11)-12 mm. <

[Monotypic]. A rare and lo-
calised terrestrial 'wader'. Even 
if only glimpsed, bright orange 
face and breast usually obvi-
ous, as are broad gold bands 
on dark back. Seldom seen 
except when unexpectedly put 
to flight; then note diagnostic 
black rump (but often hard to 
be sure in the confusion and 
excitement when a bird is 
unexpectedly flushed).

Hottentot Buttonquail
Turnix hottentottus (Kaapse Kwarteltjie)
L: 14-15 cm WS: 22-26 cm T: 19-(21)-23 mm B: 13-(14)-15 mm. <

[Monotypic]. Restricted to a 
very specific habitat (fynbos 
dominated by grass-like restios) 
in a small area (W Cape), which 
precludes confusion with all 
except Common Quail. Usually 
only seen briefly in flight, but 
generally looks small and pro-
fusely mottled and barred. Rare 
and poorly known, e.g. voice 
undescribed.
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Despite belong to completely different orders, the 'true 
quails' in the genus Coturnix, and the buttonquails in 
the genus Turnix, are remarkably similar and can be hard 
to distinguish given the usually fleeting glimpses that 
they present. With field experience, you will develop 
an 'instinct' for distinguishing them during the few 
seconds that they are visible in flight, based on size, 
flight style, shape and plumage. One convenient first 
clue is that quails often give harsh, screechy calls when 
flushed (as do the related spurfowl etc.) probably in an 
attempt to startle predators. Conversely, buttonquails 
always rise without giving any calls (but do make a 
loud whirring wing-sound). Quails tend to fly rather 
far and fast when disturbed, whereas buttonquails 
drop back into cover after fluttering weakly for only 
15-30 m (though sometimes further). Always keep in 
mind the possibility of some other small groundbird, 
e.g. flufftails (which have slow wingbeats and long, 
dangling legs), chicks of francolins, or even larks that 
have lost their tails for some reason.

Buttonquails vs. Quails  

• first distinguish from Coturnix quails (left)
• in flight, note pale cream, contrasting wing coverts 
• on ground, look for broad spots or hearts on sides
• note whitish eye (but dark in very young juv.)
• habitat mostly dry grassy savanna and old fields

Common Buttonquail
Turnix sylvaticus (Bosveldkwarteltjie)
ALT: Kurrichane/Small/Little Buttonquail, Andalusian Hemipode

This cryptic terrestrial wader is polyandrous, with the 
roles of the sexes reversed: the brighter, larger  calls to 
establish a territory and attract  but does not usually 
contribute to incubation or rearing the chicks. 

habitat Mainly grassy savanna, but also highveld 
grasslands up to 2,400 m. Prefers relatively short open 
grass, with spaced tussocks, but also in rank, dry grass 
and neglected cultivation or fallow fields.

status Nomadic, and densities vary depending on 
veld conditions: irruptive in some years, thousands of 
birds moving into optimal habitats, mainly in summer, 
but some birds linger year-round. Usually singly or in 
pairs, occasionally in small groups. Breeding fecundity 
very high; population explosions curtailed by high 
mortality rate, climatic conditions and sex ratio.

identification Rarely seen on the ground, but may 
emerge on quiet tracks or in clearings, esp. after rain. 
More often flushed unexpectedly while walking or 
driving through grass; rises just above the grass tops 
with whirring wings, and flies a few metres before 
dropping back down. Hard to discern features in these 
few startled seconds, but note tiny size, contrasting 
creamy wing coverts and only slightly darker rump. 
On the ground shows extensive dark spots or orange-
and-black hearts on breast-sides. Note pale 'staring' 
eyes. — Sexes:  10-15% smaller, and 25% lighter, with 
less vivid plumage and only a little pale orange on 
chest. — Juv: Only separable from ad. for a few weeks 
by e.g. initially dark eye and streaky chest.

confusion risks Confusion with true quails is a real 
risk (left). Also keep in mind baby francolins or even 
larks. Usually in drier, savanna-type habitats but may 
be found alongside darker Black-rumped (which see).

behaviour Moves carefully in stealthy jerks. If seen, 
crouches and freezes, relying on camouflage, or sprints 
rodent-like into grass. Does not fly far if flushed; upon 
landing often stands upright with neck stretched or 
starts running immediately; difficult to flush again. 
Frequently dust- and sunbathes. Migrates at night.

biology Food seeds and insects. Br. system complex, 
but aggressive  usually lays clutches for 2-3  (which 
can breed multiple times/year). Breeds from 15-20 
weeks old. Lays 2-4 speckled eggs in a lined scrape.  
incubates for 2 weeks. Chicks fly from 10 days old.

voice Main advertising call of , given day or night, 
a low, ventriloquial, hollow hoot, hooooom, with 
throat inflated. Between a flufftail and lowing cow, like 
blowing over the mouth of a bottle. Each note lasts 1 s 
and repeated every 1-3 s for 30 s or more (see p. 211). At 
close quarters various purrs, peeps, rattles and growls.
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• first distinguish from Coturnix quails (p. 218)
• in flight, note blackish rump (can be hard to see)
• orange face; light blue eyes; barred sides
• upperparts dark with broad golden bands
• habitat moist upland/coastal grassland, floodplains

Black-rumped Buttonquail
Turnix nanus (Swartrugkwarteltjie)
ALT NAME(S): Natal Buttonquail, Turnix nana

A thinly distributed species classified as Endangered in 
South Africa, with a regional population of <1,000 birds. 

habitat 20-50 cm high sour grassland, either on 
flat coastal plains or on gentle slopes in hilly terrain 
up to ±1,800 m. Prefers areas with open ground be-
tween tufts for better mobility. Avoids steep, rocky 
or overgrown areas but may forage along tracks or 
in disturbed areas. Often on moist (but not flooded) 
ground, e.g. floodplains and dambos, but also occurs 
in drier grassland. Occasionally margins of cultivation.

status Rare and localised, but sometimes locally 
common in perfect conditions, with densities of  
1 bird/2 ha. Movements poorly understood; probably 
nomadic and irruptive depending on fires, grazing, 
rainfall, grass height and structure etc. May move from 
uplands to coast in winter. Singly or in pairs. 

identification As elusive as other buttonquails, and 
seldom seen unless flushed. Rises with loudly whirring 
wings (but no call) and shoots off low above the grass. 
Shows darker rump while flying away, and perhaps a 
flash of deep orange with coarse bars on breast when 
banking. Eyes pale blue. — Sexes:  is smaller and dull-
er, with less rufous below but more extensive barring 
on centre of chest and on flanks. — Juv: Less orange 
and more profusely barred below, with white-spotted 
wing coverts and light brown eyes.

confusion risks First obstacle is to rule out the 
similar but unrelated Coturnix quails (left); in Moz. 
and Zim. may be found alongside similar  Blue Quail. 
Differs from all quails in weaker, more fluttery flight 
style, dark rump and silence when flushed. Usually 
in moister, more open grassland than Common but 
sometimes overlaps. in flight, Black-rumped looks 
slightly larger, darker, more strongly patterned and 
less straw-coloured, with a narrow dark brown to black 
rump (can be hard to discern), plus rich orange under-
parts and broad ginger bands above. Flight stronger, 
more purposeful and less fluttery than Common, 
thus more quail-like. On the ground distinguished by 
barred (not spotted) sides, orange (not freckled) face, 
blue eye, pinkish grey bill and plain dark crown.

behaviour Walks with a slow, skulking gait. Prefers 
to run rather than fly if pursued. Escapes with speedy 
dash into cover. Flies fast and straight but not far. 

biology Food insects and seeds. Br. poorly known. 
Probably polyandrous. The 3 (2-4) pebble-like, densely 
speckled eggs are incubated by the  only. Nest scrape 
screened above by a canopy of living grass blades.

voice Main song of  a low, staccato, rhythmical, 
flufftail-like hooting at a tempo of 90/min. See p. 211.

• first distinguish from Common Quail (p. 218)
• speckled orange face and pale pinkish eyes
• above intricately mottled/barred; broad bands
• spot-bars may extend across breast and onto flanks
• habitat relatively short, sparse fynbos in W Cape

Hottentot Buttonquail
Turnix hottentottus (Kaapse Kwarteltjie)
ALT NAME(S): Turnix hottentotta

This endangered dryland wader is probably SA's least fre-
quently encountered and most poorly known endemic.

habitat Restricted to the Fynbos biome (and mar-
ginally in Little Karoo). Prefers 20-40 cm high vegeta-
tion, dominated by restios, on relatively flat terrain, in 
areas burnt within the last 4-5 years. Occasionally in 
renosterveld, strandveld or old farmland adjacent to 
fynbos. From sea-level to high mountain plateaus.

status Rare and localised, but sometimes one of 
the most common birds in (perfect) restionaceous 
fynbos habitats, with densities of 1 bird/5 ha (but 1 
bird/250 ha in areas burnt >15 years ago). Endemic and 
Endangered, with a global population possibly <1,000 
birds. Undertakes nocturnal movements (evidenced 
by birds flying into windows), but movements poorly 
understood; probably nomadic. Singly or in pairs, but 
several may reside in a small area of optimal habitat. 

identification An elusive quarry much sought-
after by birders. With great luck, may be seen stalking 
along hiking trails in mountain fynbos, but more 
usually flushed after much purposeful searching. A 
small, cryptic, intricately decorated and rather bizarre 
creature. Spot-bars may extend partly across chest, 
and far down flanks. Eyes usually pale pink. Some have 
bright yellow legs (but significance and prevalence of 
this unknown). — Sexes: Subordinate  is smaller and 
much less colourful below, with only a little yellow-
orange on its liberally barred breast. — Juv: Hatchling 
dark grey with dark eye and bill and dark pink legs; eye 
turns pale, and develops spotted/barred plumage by 
about 2 weeks old. Very like adult  after 1-2 months.

confusion risks Neither range nor habitat overlaps 
with other buttonquails, but confusion with Common 
Quail is possible (though latter generally in more open 
grassy or agricultural habitats). Hottentot does not call 
when flushed and looks smaller and longer-necked 
with shorter, rounder, blunter wings and weaker flight. 
Occasionally occurs in proximity to Striped Flufftail and 
beware also other small cryptic fynbos birds such as 
Cape Clapper Lark or juv. Grey-winged Francolin. 

behaviour Secretive and stealthy. Difficult to flush; 
rises suddenly with whirring wings (but no calls) 
about 1-4 m from an approaching observer. Flies 10-
30 m (sometimes 60 m; 100+ m when pursued) before 
dropping back into cover. Poorly known.

biology Diet insects and seeds. Probably polyan-
drous. Lays 2-5 speckled eggs under a bush in spring.

voice Main advertising call of  not yet accurately 
described, but probably similar to Black-rumped's. Soft 
contact-call a soft chick-like peeping.
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CRAB-PLOVER
Family Dromadidae

Birders yearn for a sighting of this rare and fascinating 
bird, and for good reason: not only does it have 
striking black-and-white plumage and a bizarre build, 
but it has many unique morphological and biological 
traits; so much so that it is placed in its own family. In 
addition, its favoured habitat is sun-baked tropical 
beaches and coral reefs washed by the warm waves 
of the Indian Ocean—the picture of paradise —where 
there is an abundance of crabs on mudflats and along 
the fringes of mangrove swamps. Indeed, the best 
areas to search for the species are the many remote 
estuaries along the Mozambican coastline, as shown 
on the map opposite. [Afrikaans: Krapvreter].

General Characteristics
A naturally rare species, with a global population 
estimated at 60,000-80,000 birds, which breed at only 
a few known colonies along the coasts and islands 
of the Persian Gulf, Gulf of Oman, Gulf of Aden and 
Red Sea. Colonies are located in Somalia and Eritrea 
to Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Oman, Kuwait and Iran. It is 
thought that large colonies may remain undiscovered 
in Somalia. Egg-laying occurs in May, with chicks 
fledging Jul-Aug, after which family parties migrate 
away from the br. grounds together. In contrast to the 
restricted br. range, the non-br. range encompasses 
much of the subtropical Indian Ocean. Exact migration 
routes are poorly documented as the birds fly low 
over the sea, and up to at least 8 km offshore, and 
are thus seldom seen while migrating. However, 
approximately 70% of the world population 'winters' 
in Africa (principally Kenya and Tanzania), as well 
as Madagascar, Seychelles, India and rarely SE Asia. 
Adults return north Mar-Apr, and juveniles later; some 
young birds may overwinter on the non-br. grounds.

Sexes are similar in size and are not separable on 
plumage, although  tend to have slightly longer and 
heavier bills. The powerful, dagger-like bill is laterally 
compressed, with a kink at the base of the lower 
mandible. The very long legs are pale blue-grey, with 
partially webbed front toes, and a well-developed 
hind-toe. Not surprisingly for a maritime species, 

Genera 1
Migrants 1

Endemics 0/0
Restricted  1

World 1
Region 1

Residents 0
Vagrants  0

Genus 
Dromas

size

it has large supra-orbital salt glands. Crab-plovers 
have 11 primaries (P10 longest; P11 tiny), about 20 
secondaries, and a short tail with 6 pairs of rectrices.

Young birds take several years to attain full ad. 
plumage, and multiple age-groups are usually 
identifiable in the same flock. The timing of moult 
may also help with ageing: adults undergo a complete 
post-br. moult in Jun-Dec (although primary moult 
is sometimes suspended Oct-Nov); in contrast, imm. 
birds moult May-Sep. In adults, faint streaking on the 
crown is attained in about Oct. They also undergo a 
partial pre-br. moult, Jan-Mar. Juveniles have a partial 
body moult early in their second calendar-year (i.e. 
about Jan); the resultant imm. plumage differs in 
having a darker mantle.

Due to its low reproductive output and specific 
nesting requirements (suitable sand for burrowing; 
abundant crabs near colony; and absence of terrestrial 
predators) the species is naturally rare. However, 
harvesting of eggs and chicks is a significant threat 
at some colonies. Because much of its breeding 
range lies in areas rich in crude oil deposits, habitat 
destruction or degradation, or disturbance associated 
with the petroleum industry is also of concern; oil spills 
constitute an additional threat. Natural phenomena 
such as excessively high tides, tropical storms and 
climate change may also reduce nesting success.

Origin of Names
The generic Dromas (running) refers to the foraging 
behaviour. The specific ardeola (a small heron) is the 
genus of pond herons, and is probably in reference to 
the Crab-plover's heron-like bill and long legs.

large elliptical 
nostrils (right 
through bill)

black often 
scarred and 

worn off, esp. 
on tip and 

cutting edge

laterally 
flattened

lower mandible 
sharply angled 

at this point

A Crab-plover's bill is a formidable piece of hard-
ware, which is used effectively to stab, crush and 
manipulate crabs of up to 50 mm carapace width. 
Although the species actually has quite a long, thin 
neck, it can retract the neck entirely, tucking the head 
against its shoulders when roosting, as shown here.
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Classification and Relationships
Owing to its many unique characteristics, most taxon-
omists concur that the Crab-plover should occupy its 
own monospecific family, Dromadidae. Based on the 
unusual countershaded and unpatterned plumage of 
its downy chick, i.e. plain grey above and white below, 
it is sometimes even placed in its own superfamily. Its 
relationship to other waders is less clear: it has been 
suggested that it may be related to thick-knees (Bu-
rhinidae), oystercatchers (Haematopodidae), avocets 
(Recur vi rostridae), gulls (Laridae) or even, due to its 
burrowing nesting habits, the N hemisphere auks 
(Alcidae). However, genetic evidence suggests it is 
closest to coursers and pratincoles (Glareolidae), from 
which it diverged some 35 million years ago.

Biology
As its name implies, the diet consists mainly of crabs 
(78-91%), but it will also eat shrimps and other crus-
taceans, polychaetes, pencil-bait, various bivalves and 
even small fish such as mudskippers. Depending on 
the tides and moon, foraging may continue at night. 
However, they are visual foragers and are thus inactive 
on moonless nights. Foraging birds employ the typical 
run-stop-watch methodology of plovers, pausing for 
about 10 s at a time, with the neck stretched high. Prey 
may be spotted and chased from as far as 18 m away 
(about 2 m on average though). While chasing prey 
the head is turned sideways and monocular vision 
is used. Most foraging occurs on sand or sticky mud, 
but birds occasionally wade in belly-depth water and 
plunge beneath the water to capture prey.

Crab-plovers are colonial nesters; although only a 
few breeding colonies exist in the world, these may 
be extensive (up to 1,600 pairs). They are the only 
waders that breed in self-excavated tunnels, with nest 
burrows pockmarking flats or gently sloping banks on 
sandy islands or low coastal dunes, up to 1 km inland. 
Burrows occur at densities of 4-7 m2/nest. 

WHERE TO FIND CRAB-PLOVERS

While the species is considered a rarity in S Africa, 
the population in Mozambique between Beira and 
Inhambane may be in the order of 500-700 birds. The 
majority arrive from about Oct and return N in Apr, 
but single birds (typically immatures) may linger year-
round. Although Crab-plovers are large, noisy and 
conspicuous, they spread out on extensive 
and often inaccessible mudflats at low tide, 
which makes them hard to spot. Conversely, 
the locations of communal high tide 
roosts (which birds from as far 
away as 20 km join) often shift.

Flocks of up to 40 birds have 
been seen on Inhaca Island

at low tide flocks 
disperse to feed on  

the extensive mangrove-
fringed mudflats of Baia de 

Inhambane

at times >200 birds gather at a regular high tide 
roost on sandbars around Ponta da Barra, at the 
NW tip of the peninsula N of Inhambane (see  
p. 23 for further information); note that these birds 
move around depending on tides and human 
activity and may be seen further E towards the 
lighthouse, or on one of the small islets in the bay

regularly seen at Pomene or on the sandbar to  
the N; at low tide the birds probably hunt crabs 
where the mangroves abut the lagoon

MOZAMBIQUE

KZN

Maputo

Xai-Xai

St Lucia

Vilanculos

Beira

50-250 birds are regular in summer in 
Vilanculos Coastal Wildlife Sanctuary, on 
São Sebastião Peninsula, esp. on E Sand 
Spit; singletons often linger in winter 
too. A massive flock of some 360 birds in 
late Mar suggests that this area may be 
a stop-over site for birds migrating N

regular on 
Bazaruto

in S Africa, most records are of single 
birds (but up to 4; mostly juveniles), at 
subtropical estuaries; imm. birds may 

remain behind when adults migrate 
back to breeding colonies 

most frequently encountered at KZN 
estuaries e.g. St Lucia, Richards Bay, 

Mlalazi; vagrant to river mouths in 
Eastern Cape (recently Gamtoos, Kei)

remote coastlines between Beira 
and Save River are poorly surveyed 
but probably support large numbers

occasionally 
reported from 

Beira and Rio 
Savane 

160 have been seen just S of the Save

Richards 
Bay

Right foot of Crab-plover.

toes and webs usually much 
darker blue than legs

large webs between outer 
and middle toe; seldom 

swims so webs might be an 
adaptation to help it walk 

over very soft silty mud

pattern of scales on tarsus unique 
among waders (though somewhat like 

coursers) but quite similar to large gulls

somewhat 
smaller web 

between middle 
and inner toes

toes relatively 
short; middle 

toe about 45% 
length of tarsus 

inner toe  
81% the 

length of the 
middle toe

87%

40%

relatively 
long hind-
toe, unlike 
most typical 
plovers

legs pale,  
with a blue, 
green or 
yellowish 
tint
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Unlike most waders (except, for example, Double-banded Courser  
p. 230) Crab-plovers almost invariably lay a single egg. In relation to 
their body size, the egg is one of the largest of any bird's (about 21% of 
the adult's mass); depicted here at actual size. On average, eggs measure 
64 x 44 mm and weigh 65 g when fresh. Crab-plovers are the only waders 
to lay pure white eggs, as is the case in other tunnel-nesting birds of 
various families. The incubation period is 33 days. Hatching success is 
approximately 63-81%.

Large colonies cover 6,200-9,900 m2 (i.e. <1 ha). 
Bridled Tern colonies often partly overlap those of 
Crab-plovers, the terns nesting in the old collapsed 
tunnel mouths of the plovers' burrows. 

Burrow entrances measure approximately 16 cm 
wide by 13 cm high, while the tunnel itself is about 
1.3 m deep during the early egg-laying phase, and 
1.7 m (but up to 2.5 m) at the end of the br. season. 
Tunnels initially slope down but then curve upwards 
to an unlined nest chamber; tunnels typically delve 
approximately 50-70 cm underground. The entire 
excavation operation takes about 2-4 days, with the 
whole colony at work for around 10 days.

A specific soil texture is required for stable 
excavation, and burrows may be placed partly under 
vegetation where the soil is richer in humus and 
enforced by the plant's roots. However, many burrows 
are entirely exposed, and the birds shun areas where 
vegetation hampers their mobility and vision. Old 
burrows may scar the landscape for years. The colony 
location shifts every season.

Subterranean nesting is probably partly an anti-
predator strategy, and may help protect chicks against 
the sun; conversely, ground warmth also helps keep 
the eggs warm (solar-assisted egg development) 
and adults are reportedly able to leave the egg 
unattended for >2 days. When the nest is approached 
the incubating parent will either fly out and stand 
guard nearby, or peck and hiss at anything entering 
the nest tunnel. At first the egg lies only about 60-70 
cm from the entrance, but it is pushed deeper later on. 

Eggs hatch 
after about 
a month. 
Unusually for 
a wader, the 
newly hatched 
chick is semi-
altricial, nidiculous 
and unable to walk, 
remaining in its nest 
burrow for an extended 
period and depending on its parents for food. 
Observations of up to 10 birds attending a nest 
burrow may suggest a cooperative breeding system. 

About 7 weeks after hatching, young leave the 
nest and move to more distant hunting grounds (in 
one case, 5 km away) with their parents. By that time, 
feeding areas in the immediate vicinity of the colony 
have probably been depleted. Because of this need to 
disperse, the chicks' wings and legs grow at a more 
rapid pace than their bills (only 60% of adult length) 
or body mass (55%). Having strong legs may also help 
chicks dig themselves out of collapsed burrows.

Family parties apparently migrate together (unlike 
in most waders, where adults depart the br. grounds 
before juveniles). A final quirk of Crab-plovers is that 
they are the only waterbird known to feed their young 
well after migrating. Indeed, young continue to beg 
from their parents (and other Crab-plovers) for up to 
6 months after fledging. Adults feed juveniles either 
directly from bill-to-bill, or by regurgitation.

A Crab-plover breeding colony.
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Large, unmistakable, sought-after wader of Indian Ocean coast. Regular only in sheltered coastal bays or 
on islands in Mozambique (where occasionally in flocks of >100). Hunts crabs at mangrove fringes, on 
shell-strewn mud, or on firm sand in intertidal areas. Roosts with other seabirds. Vagrant further south.

Crab-plover
Dromas ardeola (Krapvreter)
L: 38-41 cm WS: 63-71 cm T: 87-(94)-100 mm B: 50-(57)-63 mm

[Monotypic]. A unique wader 
of tropical coasts. Hunts crabs  
by stalking and then stabbing  
with huge bill. Gregarious in 
Mozambique, but vagrants to 
S Africa (mostly juveniles) are 
often solitary. Roosts with terns 
and other waders at high tide. 
Flight slow and heavy, low over 
the water, with stiff wingbeats. 
Partly nocturnal. 
Vociferous.

• distinctive even at a great distance thanks to  
  large size, pied plumage and massive black bill  
• white with black 'saddle' and flight feathers  
• juv. duller with brown or silvery coverts/scapulars 
• very long, pale blue-grey legs

Uniquely among waders, nests in 1-2 m tunnels excavated 
in sand, and lays a single white egg that is one of the 
largest of all bird eggs relative to the birds' body size.

habitat Because of its specialised diet, confined to 
sheltered bays, estuaries and tidal zones of tropical 
coastlines. Prefers areas with firmer ground e.g. muddy 
edges of mangrove stands, shell-strewn flats, exposed 
coral reefs, lagoons and occasionally sandy beaches. 
Gathers to roost communally, often alongside terns 
and other waders on sandbars at high tide.

status Uncommon and highly localised but regular 
summer visitor in Mozambique, where most frequent 
at Bazaruto Islands, São Sebastião Peninsula, Pomene, 
Ponta da Barra, and Inhaca Island; numbers fluctuate 
but >500 may be present Oct-Mar. Rare vagrant 
(usually single birds, often juv.) to KZN between 
Richards Bay and Durban; very rarely in E Cape.

identification Unmistakable large white wader 
with black flight feathers and mantle. Silhouette dis-
tinctive, with very long legs (trailing beyond tail in 
flight) and disproportionately big head and bill; long 
neck usually retracted, making it look more like a 
long-legged gull than a wader. Head white with black 
mark through eye, but both sexes often have faintly 
streaked or smudged crowns (perhaps representing a 
non-br. plumage). — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Duller, less 
contrasting version of ad. with streaked cap, grey-
brown mantle flecked with black, silvery scapulars 
(tinged brown), and greyer tail, tertials and wing co-
verts, plus more white in primary bases. From about 
Jan/Mar, imm. shows blacker mantle, but retains worn 
pale brownish grey scapulars and coverts. Mostly in 
ad. plumage by about 15 months, but some vestiges 
of imm. colours may be discernible for up to 5 years.

confusion risks Remote possibility of confusion 
with Pied Avocet (p. 55) and perhaps Blacksmith 
Lapwing (p. 93). If large size is not apparent, juv. could 
be mistaken for a worn, bleached Grey Plover (p. 62). 

 behaviour Forages visually on bare sand (less often 
in shallow water) in true plover fashion: runs/walks a 
short distance, then pauses to search for about 10 s. 
If prey is spotted runs with head sideways and lunges 
forward with bill. Opportunistic: forages on wave-
washed reefs, kleptoparasitises own and other species, 
or even follows humans collecting bait.

biology Food 78-91% crabs with carapace width  
15-50 mm. For description of br. biology see p. 221.

voice Noisy. Various hollow ka-how or crow-ow-ow... 
sounds like a small dog; also tern-like sounds. 

JUV.
(Jul-Feb)

AD.  
non-br. 
(Oct-Feb)

massive  
black bill for 

crushing crabs

JUV. 

striking pied pattern 
(compare Avocet)

very long legs: unfeathered 
tibia + tarsus about 15 cm; 
pale blue-grey (feet darker) 
but can look white or blue

AD.

long 
legs trail 
behind

takes several years to attain full 
ad. plumage; scapulars initially 
brown, then silvery, then white

actually long-
necked, but often 

hunches; can be 
taken for a gull 

when sitting down, 
due to huge bill

unmistakable!

often sits 
on tarsi

loafing on beach 
with Whimbrel and 
Lesser Crested Tern

4 different 
age groups  

here

br. adults (Mar-Sep) may 
have entirely white, 
unstreaked heads

often pauses to 
watch with one 
foot raised

black 'saddle'

white coverts

LC/LC
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COURSERS
Family Glareolidae (1)

World 9
Region 5

Residents  5
Vagrants  0

Genera 3
Migrants 1

Endemics 0/1
Restricted  2

One could be forgiven for thinking that coursers are 
nothing more than quiet and demure lapwings due 
to their similar build and terrestrial lifestyles. However, 
coursers are actually related to the aerial pratincoles, 
together representing the family Glareolidae. Despite 
being unobtrusive, scarce and little-known, coursers 
have many fascinating life history traits. 

Coursers often share their territories with the far 
more vociferous and aggressive lapwings, and the 
super ficial resemblance between e.g. a Temminck's 
Courser and a Crowned Lapwing may be a form of 
mimicry to the benefit of the much smaller courser 
(see p. 232). Although infrequently heard, they have 
unusual and interesting vocalisations (see sonograms, 
right). A beguiling aspect of coursers is their expressive 
'body language' and ability to transform their bodies 
into contorted shapes in social contexts, in response 
to threats or depending on the weather (p. 13).

They prefer to slink away when approached instead 
of flying, often keeping their backs to the observer, 
and bobbing up and down or jerking the head back 
and forth. They are remarkably adept at disappearing, 
even on fields completely devoid of cover. However, 
they can be approachable at times, and are courageous 
in defense of their nests: the Double-banded Courser 
may threaten approaching humans with drooped 
wings and gaping bill (exposing its single egg to the 

desert sun for more than about 15 minutes may result 
in the embryo dying). Arguably the most fascinating 
aspects of their lives are their many adap tations 
for survival in harsh, shifting habitats. For example, 
Bronze-winged and Temminck's coursers are strongly 
attracted to recently burnt areas, where their blackish 
eggs and chicks are superbly camouflaged; these 
species are highly nomadic and mobile, and may 
arrive in unexpected numbers out of nowhere, even 
while the flames are still flickering. When the grass 
cover becomes too dense, the birds disappear again. 

Likewise, species that inhabit semi-desert zones 
are often associated with the most bare and heavily 
grazed spots. Probably, these species were historically 
associated with large roving ungulate herds, today 
partly compensated for by stock farming. Grazers not 
only keep vegetation cover short but their dung also 
attracts insects for coursers to feed on. Furthermore, 
coursers' dark, rounded eggs are often laid among 
animal droppings for camouflage. 

A few other aspects are also worthy of mention. 
Some species are primarily nocturnal. One species 
partly buries its eggs. Another only ever lays a single 
egg. One has iridescent tips to its primaries that shine 
in ultraviolet light. Because of their many peculiarities, 
erratic occurrence, and characterful personas, coursers 
are always exciting to see. [Afrikaans: Drawwertjies].

General Characteristics
Coursers range in size from the almost lapwing-sized 
Bronze-winged, to the small Temminck's, which may, 
at a glance, be dismissed as a large pipit. They are 
long-legged birds with a generally upright gait, and 
run lightly with their heads held high. They have 
very thin necks, which can give them a 'bobble-head' 
look; they are also able to retract their necks into 
their bodies, causing a notable crease in the feathers 
on the hindneck. Most species have prominent 
decorative patterns on the their napes, which may 
serve a signalling function or help in disrupting the 
bird's outline (see p. 232). They have small, dove-like 
heads, with large eyes, especially in the predominantly 
nocturnal Rhinoptilus species (which also have fleshy 
orbital rings around their eyes). Their bills are wide-
based but otherwise narrow, slightly compressed and 
rather delicate; in long-billed species the bill is clearly 
decurved towards its tip. Their nostrils are not situated 
in a groove as in most other waders.

Most species are highly mobile (the exception 
being Double-banded Courser, which has developed 
marked geographical variation due to its mostly sed-
entary lifestyle). Consequently, coursers are strong 
flyers, with broad but angled and pointed wings, and a 
rapid flicking flight action, often with the wings swept 
back. They generally prefer to run away when pursued, 

Genus Smutsornis

DOUBLE-
BANDED BRONZE-

WINGED

THREE-
BANDED

Genus 
Cursorius

Genus 
Rhinoptilus

BURCHELL'S TEMMINCK'S
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or freeze with their more cryptic backs towards the 
observer. However, spread-out members of foraging 
groups coalesce quickly when disturbed, and usually 
take flight together, tending to fly fast, far and often 
high when flushed. They have 14-16 secondaries and 
10 functional primaries (as well as a tiny 11th). They 
have short, square tails with 12 rectrices.

Much movement takes place at night, which may be 
a clue as to the function of the bizarre iridescent tips 
of the Bronze-winged Courser's primaries (illustrated 
above). This species is often seen in pairs even outside 
the breeding season, and presumably has a strong 
pair-bond. It is likely that they also migrate in pairs at 
night. The glossy, highly reflective wing-tips may act 
as a 'beacon' for migrating pairs to remain in contact. 
These tips also shine brightly in UV-light (visible to 
birds), so may play a role in displays. One way to see 
the wing up close is to look for roadkills, as nocturnal 
coursers are, sadly, frequently killed by vehicles. In 
fact, judging by the amount of roadkills (up to 1/5 km 
at certain times of year) these coursers must be more 
common than generally thought. Bronze-winged and 
other coursers have long tertials that cover most of 
their primaries, and the wing-tips are thus not visible 
on the folded wing.

Three-banded Courser. Song is an evocative phrase of about 
3 s, with notes quickly 'stuttering' together while fading out and 
falling slightly, e.g. (C) quick, quicker, quicker-quick-quick-uick-uick-
ick'ick'k'k'k'k. (D) is an alternative call of uncertain function; a loud 
penetrating and sharp pew note, repeated incessantly.

Bronze-winged Courser. Eerie, resonant call heard at night. 
Very strange: a short introductory note followed by a nasal, forced 
sound. Subtle variations; here: (A) more musical ku, kuWEEE-ya... 
ku, kuWEEE-ya... and (B) harsher ku, KWOI-ang (repeated).

Burchell's Courser. Generally quiet, with simple, low-pitched 
grunting calls. (E): honking call given in flight display. (F): harsh, 
staccato grunt, like a match being struck unsuccessfully; in this 
example: aark, erk, erk, aark. (G): slightly longer variation, kree'how.

Temminck's Courser. Gives a variety of soft, indistinctive, 
creaking sounds, mostly in flight. (H): example of simple song-
type calls given in display-flight; sharp, short notes followed by a 
longer creak, pu, pu, perrrk. (I): strange 'bicycle bulb horn' squeaks 
from a pair; (J): drawn-out krrank like a miniature Blue Crane.

Double-banded Courser. More vocal than other coursers, 
with a varied repertoire of wiry, cricket-like sounds that may be 
composed into extended 'songs' including duets. (K): example of 
a long sequence,  giving pleasant series of whistles like a Water 
Thick-knee, and  adding a scratchy chattering overlay. (L): similar 
but shorter phrase. (M): sharp, lovebird-like alarm-call.
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The glossy tips of the primaries 
of the Bronze-winged (or Violet-
tipped) Courser shine  
brightly in ultraviolet  
light.

�Coursers display very expressive 'body language'. 
Some examples are demonstrated by this Temminck's 
Courser. In aggressive encounters (left), the head is 
drawn far back, while the thrust-out chest is bobbed 
up and down while the legs and head remain still. 
Curious birds (right) stretch and arch the 
neck, giving them a comical
'bobble-head' look.
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Smutsornis (Double-banded Courser)
Rhinoptilus (large coursers)
Cursorius (small coursers)
Stiltia (Australian Pratincole)
Glareola (typical pratincoles)

Dromadidae (Crab-plover)

Alcidae (auks, puffins, murres)
Stercorariidae (skuas, jaegers)
Laridae (gulls, terns, skimmers)

Limicoli, Charadrii etc. (other waders)

There is little difference between the sexes. Juveniles 
are distinctly different in the smaller species, although 
juv. plumage may be replaced within a few weeks after 
fledging (depending on the hatching date). Young 
birds still accompanied by their parents often show a 
mixture of juv. and ad. plumage. In the larger species 
juveniles are more similar to adults, but often show 
swollen tarsi, especially just below the 'knee'. Adults 
undergo a complete post-br. moult, and at least in 
some populations, a limited partial pre-br. moult.

Origin of Names
The upright, running gait of coursers is the inspiration 
behind their Latin, English and Afrikaans names. The 
genus Cursorius ('fast runner') gave rise to the English 
courser as well as the biological adjective cursorial, 
in reference to organisms adapted to a running life-
style. The Afrikaans drawwertjie means 'little jogger'. 
The specific Latin name of Burchell's Courser, rufus, 
means 'red', while the common name honours the 
English naturalist William John Burchell (1781-1863) 
who collected 50,000 specimens in SA in 1810-1815. 

Temminck's Courser (temminckii) is named after 
Coenraad Jacob Temminck (1778-1858). Temminck 
was initially employed by the Dutch East India 
Compa ny, and later became the director of the Rijks-
museum at Leiden in the Netherlands. More than 
35 animals are named after him, including at least 
16 birds; these include a stint, tragopan, cormorant, 
nightjar, woodpecker, sunbird and lark. The Afrikaans 
Trekdrawwertjie ('wandering/migratory runner') hints 
at the no madic movements of this mobile species. 
Temminck's Courser was described by William J. 
Swainson (in 1822), while Temminck himself described 
the Double-banded Courser (1807) and the Bronze-
winged Courser (1824).

The genus Rhinoptilus of the large coursers, is from 
the Greek rhino (nose) and ptilus (plume). It is unclear 
how this is applicable, as they do not have feathers 
covering their nostrils or bills. The Latin cinctus (Three-
banded Courser) means 'banded', while chalcopterus 
(Bronze-winged Courser) is from the Greek chalkos 
(copper or brass) and pterus (wing) in reference to the 
metallic iridescent wing-tips of this species.

Smutsornis, the monospecific genus of the Double-
banded Courser, means 'Smuts' bird', and is named in 
honour of the celebrated former South African Prime 
Minister, military leader, scholar, philosopher and 
naturalist, Jan Christiaan Smuts (1870-1950). Several 
books have been written on Smuts, and it is difficult to 
single out some of his many accomplishments. He was 
the only man to sign both of the peace settlements 
ending the First and Second World Wars, and received 
multiple honours and awards throughout his lifetime. 
Statues of him are erected in Durban, Cape Town and 
London. His estate in Irene, Pretoria is preserved as a 
museum (and is a notable birding spot!). The airport 
in Johannesburg was previously named after him. 
Smutsornis should not be confused with Smithornis, 
the genus of broadbills, named after Sir Andrew Smith. 
The specific epithet africanus simply means 'of Africa' 
(populations of the Double-banded Courser occur in 
both SW Africa and NE Africa).

Classification and Relationships
Together with the closely related pratincoles (p. 234) 
coursers make up the family Glareolidae; these 2 
groups are sometimes separated into subfamilies: 
Cursoriinae (coursers) and Glareolinae (pratincoles). 
The classification of coursers has long been debated. 
Due to their obvious superficial similarities to lap wings 
and plovers (Charadriidae) parallels have been drawn 
to that family, as well as to thick-knees (Burhinidae) 
and sheathbills (Chionidae). Similarities in e.g. cryptic 
pattern of their downy young, have even prompted 
suggestions that coursers may be allied to sandgrouse. 
However, modern classifications, based mostly on 
genetic data, group coursers and pratincoles, together 
with the Crab-plover (Dromadidae), in a clade allied 
to the gulls, terns and skimmers (Laridae), skuas 
(Stercorariidae) and alcids (Alcidae).

Left foot of Burchell's Courser.

The classification of the Egyptian Plover Pluvianus 
aegyptius is problematic. This unique species is often 
placed in the Glareolidae, and usually in the subfamily 
Cursoriinae with the coursers. However, it differs from 
coursers in many respects, including its number of 
toes, claw shape, pattern of its legs' scales, skeletal 
features, bill and nostril shape, riverine habitat and 
bold plumage pattern. Based on this, together with 
genetic evidence, most classifications now place the 
Egyptian Plover in its own family, Pluvianidae, sister to 
the plover and oystercatcher/stilt clades. The Egyptian 

Glareolidae family indicated by orange block.

unlike related 
pratincoles, 
coursers do not 
have hind-toes

tarsus long and slender, but toes 
relatively short and stubby

often seem to 
stand on tip-toe

outer toe 70% of 
length of middle toe

60%

many small  
round scutes

rectangular, transverse scutes

claw pectinate  
on inner side

no webbing
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Courser eggs (approximately actual size) are variably 
marked with thin hair-like scrolls and darker blotches, often with 
several colours overlaid. The exception is Bronze-winged Courser, which lays rich 
buff eggs with bold blotches, very reminiscent of lapwing eggs. Courser eggs are remarkably cryptic, despite  
being laid in the open on bare ground (or partly buried in Three-banded Courser). For example, the eggs of  
Temminck's Courser are almost black, providing excellent camouflage in recently burnt grassland; alternatively 
the birds may also lay their eggs among antelope droppings, which are similar in size, colour and shape. 

TEMMINCK'S BURCHELL'S DOUBLE-BANDED THREE-BANDED BRONZE-WINGED

Plover is often referred to as the 'crocodile bird' based 
on claims that it removes food from between the 
teeth of crocodiles, but there does not seem to be 
substantiated evidence to support this. The species 
is unusual in burying its eggs (and later its chicks) in 
riverine sand, and keeping the sand cool by wetting it 
with water transported in its belly feathers.

Genus-level classification of coursers has also been 
dynamic. All 9 of the world's species are sometimes 
lumped in Cursorius, although this genus is best re-
stricted to the 5 species of similar smaller species, 
characterised by having plain sandy upperparts, long 
de curved bills and bold black and white bands behind 
the eye that meet in a V-shape on the nape. Within this 
group of 5, a further division may be made between 
rufous-naped species and blue-naped species. The 
former includes Temminck's Courser (Africa) and the 
similar Indian Courser C. coromandelicus (India); and 
the latter Burchell's Courser (SW Africa), Somali Courser 
C. somalensis (NE Africa) and the partly migratory 
Cream-coloured Courser C. cursor (N Africa, Arabia, 
W Asia). Burchell's, Somali and Cream-coloured have 
been variously lumped and split in different revisions.

The 3 large woodland-dwelling coursers are placed 
in the genus Rhinoptilus; in addition to the Three-
banded Courser R. cinctus (Africa, localised), the 
genus also includes the Bronze-winged Courser R. 
chalcopterus (Africa, widespread) and the very similar, 
enigmatic Jerdon's Courser R. bitorquatus. The latter 
was considered extinct as there had been no sightings 
since 1900, but was rediscovered in India in 1986.

Lastly, the Double-banded Courser is afforded its 
own genus, Smutsornis. This geographically variable 
courser differs from its relatives in e.g. its distinctly 
patterned upperparts, orange wings, lack of bold 
facial markings, whistled calls and habit of laying only 
a single egg. This species and Three-banded are rarely 
placed in a separate genus, Hemerodromus. 

Biology
Coursers feed on the ground, in a plover-like run-
stop-search style or by digging with the bill. They 

are primarily insectivorous, and eat a variety of adult 
and larval insects, with termites being an important 
part of the diet. Other small organisms are also taken, 
including snails, isopod crustaceans, spiders and 
scorpions. Very small vertebrates such as lizards are 
almost certainly eaten. 

Coursers' territorial and courtship displays are not 
well known. Temminck's Coursers perform territorial 
display-flights during which they circle about 20 m  
up in wide circles for 1-3 minutes, then glide down. 
Courtship may take the form of exaggerated posturing, 
bowing, bobbing, leg pattering, hopping from foot to 
foot, or stiff-legged dancing. They are monogamous 
and solitary nesters.

Egg-laying may occur before or after the rains; 
Three-banded Coursers breed in the dry season, as 
do most Temminck's Coursers, while Double-banded 
Coursers (which invariably lay a single egg) may 
breed in any month, seemingly irrespective of rainfall. 
No nest is constructed, although eggs may be laid 
among small objects to help disrupt their outlines. 
The elongated eggs of the Three-banded Courser 
are partly buried and are thus immobile and cannot 
be turned during incubation. Both sexes incubate or 
shade the eggs (for around 27 days). Chicks are also 
fed by both sexes, but leave the 'nest' within hours. 
They can run very fast (with their short wings spread 
for balance) but freeze with their eyes narrowed to 
slits if threatened. Adults perform false-brooding and 
injury-feigning distractions. Chicks can fly from about 
21 days old, and fledge at around 27 days of age.

Bronze-winged Courser  
chicks closely resemble  
burnt grass tufts.
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Burchell's Courser
Cursorius rufus (Bloukopdrawwertjie)
ALT NAME(S): Somali Courser C. somalensis (split)

Named after English explorer, botanist and collector 
William John Burchell (1781-1863), who collected 
>63,000 specimens during his travels in SA. Some of the 
many species named after him include a zebra, coucal, 
sandgrouse, starling, sand lizard, a fish, 2 butterflies, an 
ant, and the wild pomegranate, Burchellia bubalina.

habitat Sparse, low scrub, closely cropped grass, 
bare gravel, stony plains, emergent crops, burnt, 
trampled or eroded areas, margins of dry saline pans, 
and other open habitats that offer all-round visibility. 

status A widely distributed but uncommon near-
endemic. Nomadic, but some evidence for regular 
move ments (e.g. influx into W Cape croplands in 
late winter). Range has contracted alarmingly; now 
classified as Vulnerable in SA. Singly, in pairs, or in 
family parties; occasionally in loose flocks of up to 30.

identification Spotting this handsome, terrestrial 
semi-desert nomad requires dedicated scanning of 
bare patches. Looks sleek, neat and militaristic, with 
khaki plumage, beret-like head pattern, confident 
upright posture, and marching gait. Shape and 
posture depend on mood and situation: at times 
more squat, with ruffled feathers, drooped wings or 
ballooned chest. Combination of blue-grey nape, thin 
black line behind eye and horizontal black bar on belly 
diagnostic. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Initially looks like 
a wholly different species, with liberal coarse barring, 
white spots and wavy patterns, plus a barred tail-tip, 
subdued head pattern and indistinct bar on the lower 
belly. Hints of juv. plumage often visible on wing 
coverts of otherwise adult-like immature.

confusion risks Usually in drier habitats than small 
Temminck's but occasionally together; latter is paler, 
shorter-billed, entirely rufous-crowned, with a more 
prominent mask, and black wedge on belly extending 
between legs. In flight, Temminck's lacks the white 
panel of Burchell's (but may show small white tips).

behaviour Mainly diurnal. Often digs with long bill. 
Prefers to run rather than fly from danger. May squat 
and close eyes to slits. Jerks head back or bobs chest 
when alarmed or curious, or stretches neck (p. 13).

biology Food mainly insects. Not even a nest 
scrape is made; the 2 darkly marked eggs are simply 
laid between antelope or sheep droppings or pebbles.

voice Generally quiet, and calls not arresting. Most 
common call a low, hoarse, ventriloquial yet carrying 
staccato grunt, like an unsuccessful match strike, aark 
or erk, or a high pratincole-like kit. In high display-flight, 
gives a nasal, honking, 3-4 syllable phrase, like a jackal: 
konk, konk, khow. Also a higher disyllabic kree'how.

Temminck's Courser
Cursorius temminckii (Trekdrawwertjie)
ALT NAME(S): None

Named after Dutch museum director Coenraad Jacob 
Temminck (1778-1858) who described new species from 
the Dutch colonies. 13 birds are named after him, plus 
many fish, reptiles and mammals such as the Pangolin.

habitat Burnt, overgrazed, cleared or eroded areas 
that facilitate running and offer visibility: burnt grass-
land, woodland clearings, kraals, around rural villages, 
trampled waterhole edges, dry floodplains, firebreaks, 
airstrips, sports fields, road verges, fallow lands etc. 

status Fairly common but erratic. Movements 
complex, depending largely on grazing, ploughing 
and burns: arrives within hours of fires, and starts br. 
soon after. Usually in pairs or parties of 4-6, or dispersed 
flocks of 30+ that gather to roost communally at night.

identification Because of its mobility and unpre-
dictable occurrence, finding this small, quirky and 
characterful terrestrial wader is always thrilling. 
Most eye-catching feature is broad black mask and 
white eyebrow behind eyes, meeting on nape in 
exquisite pattern. Crown entirely rufous-orange, often 
mottled on forehead. Legs creamy white. Bill longish, 
slightly decurved, with paler base. Tends to keep 
plain back facing observer, preferring to ghost away 
unobtrusively by running or zigzagging, instead of 
flying; thus keeps broad black, pointed wedge on belly 
(extending between legs) obscured. — Sexes: Alike.  
— Juv: Very different with coarsely mottled plumage 
and less striking head pattern and ventral markings. 

confusion risks See Burchell's. Dwarfed by often 
co-occurring Crowned Lapwing (p. 96) but otherwise 
has similar habitat, general colour pattern and banded 
head; resemblance may be mimetic. Running gait, 
upright carriage, small size and sandy colour make brief 
confusion with e.g. a large pipit quite understandable. 

behaviour Mainly diurnal. Remarkable talent for 
slinking away or simply standing still and disappearing, 
even in areas devoid of cover. But if pushed, cohesive 
groups flush readily and often fly fast and far, in a 
flickering, jerky, dove-like style. Displays exaggerated 
postures with much bobbing, head-jerking, chest-
thrusting, neck-stretching etc. In display-flight rises 15-
20 m and glides back down on bowed wings.

biology Food mainly insects. Lays 2 very dark eggs 
among disruptive objects such as animal droppings. 
Eggs are well camouflaged on burnt backgrounds.

voice Quiet, with faint calls most often heard in 
flight, e.g. a creaking, resonant, slightly drawn krrank 
or perrrk, like mini Blue Crane or rusty gate. Also sharp, 
staccato squeaks like a clown's horn or bicycle bulb pi 
or pi-pu. Combined in display-flight: pu, pu, perrrk.

• entirely orange-rufous crown
• broad black mask behind eye
• broad black wedge on belly between legs
• smallest courser; not much bigger than a pipit
• in flight: lacks broad white trailing edge

• blue-grey nape, orange forehead
• thin black line below white supercilium
• narrow horizontal black bar on belly
• plumage evenly grey-brown with rufous tones
• in flight: secondaries mostly white
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PLAIN, DIURNAL COURSERS: Smallish, delicate, plover-like waders with distinctive banded napes. 
Both frequent overgrazed, eroded or burnt habitats on open plains: Burchell's sparse scrub, arid grass-
land, gravel plains, around dry pans etc. Temminck's burnt grassland, open savanna, airstrips, fields etc. 

NE 
LC/VU

Burchell's Courser
Cursorius rufus (Bloukopdrawwertjie)
L: 21-23 cm WS: 41-44 cm T: 44-(47)-49 mm B: 19-(21)-24 mm

[Monotypic]. A scarce semi-
desert courser with a blue-
grey nape, broad white brow, 
and thin black line behind the 
eye (not 'masked' like smaller 
Temminck's). White belly and 
rufous-grey breast separated 
by thin horizontal black bar. In 
flight wings often look flared 
because white bases 'burn out' 
in bright light.

Temminck's Courser
Cursorius temminckii (Trekdrawwertjie)
L: 19-21 cm WS: 38-42 cm T: 37-(40)-44 mm B: 16-(19)-22 mm

[1: C. t. temminckii; 2: C. t. ru
va nensis; 3: C. t. aridus]. First 
clue is small size: not much big-
ger than a pipit, with a bulbous 
head and very thin neck that 
may be stretched or retracted 
(causing bulge at junction of 
body). Bill longish and clearly 
curved. Long white legs. Note 
head and belly markings.

broad 
white 
panel

extensively 
white below

coursers fly with 
their heads held 

high and necks 
retracted

bar

rapid, 
flicking 

flight

wedge

dark

wings often angled 
back; dove-like

some 
have 
narrow 
white tips

AD.  
aridus

horizontal  
black bar

coursers often 
seem to stand 

on 'tip-toe'

patterned juv. 
starts moulting to 

adult-like plumage 
soon after reaching 
full size; transitional 
birds often still with 

their parents

blue-grey

thin black 
line

bill long  
and arched

shape-shifters: compare  
heat-stressed birds on calcrete 

plain at midday (here) to pair at nest 
on shale flats in cold dawn (top)

initially has subdued 
head stripes and lacks 

blue-grey nape

orange

broad black 
mask

bill longish; 
slightly curved

rufous 
wash 

white

pointed black 
wedge extending 

between legs

ADULT  
ruvanensis

(year-round)

JUV.
(mainly Jul-Dec)

ADULT 

materialises  
quickly after 

fires, sometimes 
while grass still 

smouldering

coursers are  
among the few 
birds that have 

white legs

JUV.
(mainly Aug-Jan)

ADULT
(year-round)

even-
toned

1,2

1,3

LC/LC
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A mainly crepuscular courser of semi-desert 
plains with sparse grass, esp. on calcrete. Resi-
dent or nomadic, depending on veld conditions. 

Double-banded Courser
Smutsornis africanus (Dubbelbanddrawwertjie)
L: 20-24 cm WS: 45-49 cm T: 49-(54)-59 mm B: 13-(14)-15 mm

[1: R. a. erlangeri (=sharpei); 
2: R. a. africanus; 3: R. a. tray
lori; 4: R. a. granti]. Small but 
feisty, partly nocturnal bird of 
dry plains. Note 2 narrow black 
chest-bands (lower forming a 
ring around body) plus 'scaly' 
appearance. Otherwise rather 
pale and plain. In flight reveals 
unexpected orange panels con-
trasting with black 
wing-tips.

orange

black tips

white

VARIATION IN DOUBLE-BANDED COURSER

This is one of the few waders that shows marked 
regional variation. Because it is relatively sedentary, 
its plumage colour has evolved to match soil colour, 
as in many other arid-region birds. Four races are 
described; in addition to the 3 below, traylori from 
NE Botswana and adjacent Zimbabwe is between 
erlangeri and africanus, with a light brown breast 
faintly mottled darker. Borders between races 
are not sharply defined. Extremes may look very 
different (e.g. almost white birds from Etosha vs. 
saturated brown birds from the Karoo), but there 
are many intermediates in intervening areas. 
Further afield, there are 4 other races: bisignatus 
from SW Angola; gracilis from Kenya and Tanzania; 
hartingi from SE Ethiopia and Somalia; and raffertyi 
from E Ethiopia and Eritrea.

AD. 
granti

JUV.  
africanus

(any month)

ADULT 
africanus

(year-round)

2 black 
bands

R. a. africanus
(Kalahari and 
Bushmanland)

R. a. granti
(Free State and 
Nama Karoo) washed pale  

cinnamon below

ground colour of 
breast brown

may show streaks 
below breast-band

dark brown above, with 
rufous feather edges

creamy buff to 
off-white below

grey-buff; 
fine streaks

no streaks

medium brown above, 
with buff feather edges

almost pure 
white below

only faintly  
tinged buff

grey above, with  
white feather edges

bird roosting among 
devil's thorn flowers; like 
other coursers, can retract 
neck into body to change 
shape dramatically, e.g. in 
response to a raptor  
passing overhead

upright 
display

tiny, all-
dark bill

freckled, with 
fine 'pencil line' 

scribbles

breast-
bands  
faint or 
absent

scaly

white legs

indistinct face 
pattern

R. a. erlangeri 
(NW Namibia)

plumage usually  
similar to the area's  
dominant soil colour

1

2

3

4

LC/LC
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NOCTURNAL WOODLAND COURSERS: Sparse, resident, Three-banded mostly in mopane, as well as 
miombo and dry thornveld, often in scrubby, open patches. Movements of Bronze-winged poorly un-
derstood: at times common in open woodland with sparse or burnt understorey. Often on roads at night.

Three-banded Courser
Rhinoptilus cinctus (Driebanddrawwertjie)
L: 25-27 cm WS: 50-54 cm T: 65-(70)-74 mm B: 17-(19)-21 mm

[R. c. seebohmi]. Spectacular 
but cryptic nocturnal courser. 
Its complex plumage patterns 
enhance its camouflage during 
the day, but at night ventures 
onto clearings and tracks. Like 
a small thick-knee, with neatly 
fringed feathers plus yellow 
legs, orbital ring and bill, but 
note multiple bands on chest. 
Song distinctive.

Bronze-winged Courser
Rhinoptilus chalcopterus (Bronsvlerkdrawwertjie)
L: 25-29 cm WS: 54-57 cm T: 67-(77)-80 mm B: 18-(21)-24 mm

[Monotypic]. A nocturnal bird, 
most often seen on roads at 
night. Movements erratic. Large 
and long-legged, with massive 
eye and stubby bill. Bare-parts 
red. Plain grey-brown above. 
Single black bar on chest. Bold 
face pattern. May be dismissed 
as a lapwing, especially if un-
expectedly flushed. 

recalls a  
lapwing

black

orange

plain

leggy, but often 
keeps 'knees' bent

JUV.
(mainly 

Sep-Nov)

only courser with 
red legs (but toes 

often black)

glossy 
violet tips

white 
band

caught in spotlight; 
looks darker and 
browner at  
night

subtly 
barred

pair roosting in mopane 
woodland; surprisingly 
cryptic: when approached 
during the day often squats 
down, facing intruder

large red- 
rimmed eyes 
(nocturnal)

bold 
'clown-face'  

pattern

dark malar  
(variable)

single bar

ADULT
(year-round)

given colours and large size, 
more likely to be confused  
with Crowned Lapwing (p. 96)

recalls a  
dikkop

could be confused with a thick-
knee (p. 43) when glimpsed in car 
headlights at night

JUV.
(mainly  

Aug-Nov)

ADULT
(year-round)

white

crescents

black tips

white

ad. with 2 recently 
hatched chicks

complex pattern 

scaly

superbly camouflaged pair 
roosting in dry woodland 
clearing; often keeps 
mottled back to intruder

beautiful,  
complex  

patterns on  
neck & breast

large yellow-
rimmed eyes 
(nocturnal)

orange 
cheeks

yellow 
base

long, creamy to 
dull yellow legs

dark inner 
fringes

duller  
than ad.

LC/LCLC/LC
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Double-banded Courser
Smutsornis africanus (Dubbelbanddrawwertjie)
ALT NAME(S): Two-banded Courser, Rhinoptilus africanus

Unusually for a wader, this dapper semi-desert dweller 
invariably lays a single egg, a peculiarity it shares with 
some other arid-country species such as Sclater's Lark.

habitat Dry open plains with scattered low bushes 
or grass tufts, interspersed with bare patches: scrub, 
degraded grassland, gravel plains, stony areas, eroded 
margins of pans, riverbeds and calcrete flats. 

status Fairly common throughout the drier W half 
of the region (with 2 other isolated populations in E 
Africa). Mostly resident, but may undertake nomadic 
movements if conditions are either too wet or too dry. 
Usually in pairs; sometimes alone or in parties of 3-4.

identification A confident, charming little courser. 
Locally common but easily overlooked due to its 
cryptic plumage and unobtrusive habits. Identified by 
2 black rings on chest (broader lower ring often encir-
cling entire body). Neat 'scales' above, each feather 
with black inner and creamy outer fringe. Otherwise 
rather plain and pale, with fine streaks on face and 
neck. Bill tiny, slightly curved and all-dark. Lacks an 
obvious orbital ring. In flight reveals broad orange 
wing-panels. — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Dull version of ad. 
Initially lacks upper breast-band and lower is brown 
and broken. Above intricately mottled and scribbled 
with black 'pencil lines'. — Var: See p. 230. 

confusion risks Vaguely like larger Three-banded 
but range barely overlaps and not in wooded habitats.

behaviour Mainly active at dawn and dusk, or on 
moonlit nights. By day usually rests unobtrusively in the 
shade of a bush or grass tuft. Very short bill not used for 
digging. Displaying pair often calls in synchronisation 
while stretched upright to the extreme, with body held 
vertically and neck back. Anxious bird adopts similar 
upright posture, jerking head back and lowering tail. In 
courtship  dances with short hops around . Remains 
still with back to observer, or runs away from threats; 
less often flutters a short distance.

biology Food mainly insects, especially termites. 
Lays 1 rounded egg decorated with fine scribbles in 
an exposed site, often among animal droppings or 
pebbles. Does not make a nest scrape, but throws 
material towards the nest to aid in camouflage.

voice More vocal than other coursers; most often 
heard at night. Produces a variety of wiry, cricket-like 
piping sounds, sometimes short and repetitive (pi-pi-
pi...), at other times in a long rising and falling series 
like a miniature Water Thick-knee (prreee, piri-piri-piri). 
In duetting display,  gives a whistled phrase while  
adds a chattering krit-krit-krit... like Spike-heeled Lark. 
When startled gives a sharp wik-wik like a lovebird.

Nape markings and facial patterns of coursers. All 
coursers have prominent head markings that may act 
as intra- or interspecific signals, or aid in disruptive 
camouflage. The superficial similarity of the aggres-
sive, co-occurring Crowned Lapwing is notable; this 
may be due to mimicry, or convergent evolution.

THREE-BANDED 
COURSER

BURCHELL'S 
COURSER

TEMMINCK'S 
COURSER

DOUBLE-BANDED 
COURSER

BRONZE-WINGED 
COURSER

CROWNED 
LAPWING

(to compare)

blue-grey nape

thick white band

thin black line  
behind eye

horizontal white 
band below crown

black lines 
join here

middle of hind- 
neck unmarked

black 'island' 
encircled by white, 
then black

yellow eye

red orbital ring

yellow orbital ring

entirely orange 
or rufous crown

white/black 
equal-width

when neck is 
retracted, feathers 
rumpled here

double bands 
almost encircle 
whole body

plain: only  
faintly paler  
supercilium

• mantle and wing coverts neatly fringed
• 2 parallel black bands around body
• face pattern and supercilium indistinct
• in flight: unmistakable orange panels
• ground colour varies geographically

232 GLAREOLIDAE

7_Buttonquails Glareolidae_X4.indd   232 2016/11/06   10:05 PM



Three-banded Courser
Rhinoptilus cinctus (Driebanddrawwertjie)
ALT NAME(S): Heuglin's / Seebohm's / Treble-banded Courser

This beautiful courser partly buries its eggs to the extent 
that they may become immovable if the soil is wetted. 
Eggs are probably not turned during incubation, and the 
chick breaks out of the small exposed side. This strategy 
possibly aids in thermoregulation and camouflage.

habitat Dry, hot, low-lying savanna and scrub 
(especially sparse mopane and miombo). Often in 
elephant clearings or bare clay plains with dry grass 
and stunted thorn trees, between woodland patches. 
Roosts in shade of bushes, often on raised mounds.

status Poorly known. Uncommon and local, es-
pecially in N SA, where extent of range is still being 
discovered. Locally common at low altitudes in Zim-
babwe. Resident or local nomad depending on veld 
con ditions. Singly, in pairs or in family groups of 3-4.

identification A stunningly beautiful wader, yet 
hard to spot during the day, with the neatly buff-
fringed mantle and wing coverts rendering roosting 
birds nearly invisible against a straw background or 
in mottled shade. Simultaneously, complex banding 
patterns disrupt the bird's outline, and distort one's 
mental search image. Accuracy of name depends 
on definition; in broad sense shows 7 'bands' from 
throat to belly: rufous, white, black, speckled, black, 
white, rufous. Also note prominent white supercilia, 
orange face, large dark eye encircled by yellow orbital 
ring, yellow-based black-tipped bill, and long pale 
yellow legs. In flight shows white on uppertail coverts, 
outer tail and tail-tip. Underwing mostly white, with 
black restricted to primary-tips, leading edge and 2 
concentric crescents at carpal joint. — Sexes: Alike. 
— Juv: Duller than ad. with buff-brown (not chestnut) 
bands, broader fringes on upperparts and paler legs. 

confusion risks Often alongside Bronze-winged, 
but unlikely to be found near more similar Double-
banded. Could be mistaken for a thick-knee given its 
yellow legs/bill, mottled back and nocturnal lifestyle.

behaviour Mainly nocturnal. Freezes if approached, 
but if flushed flies rapidly in an erratic pattern before 
settling and running to a new hideout. Often forages 
on roads at night, but seldom far from cover.

biology Food mainly insects. Usually lays 2 mottled 
eggs in a scrape lined with soil, gravel or small twigs.

voice Distinctive and evocative song is heard mainly 
at night. A musical 3 s phrase of piping whistles with 
a squeaky quality that quickly accelerate, the notes 
running together, while fading out, e.g. quick, quicker, 
quicker-quick-quick-uick-uick-ick'ick'k'k'k'k. Also a loud, 
penetrating pew whistle (like a small African Wattled 
Lapwing). Contact-calls incl. soft chuckling sounds.

Bronze-winged Courser
Rhinoptilus chalcopterus (Bronsvlerkdrawwertjie)
ALT NAME(S): Violet-tipped Courser, 'R. c. albofasciatus'

Although difficult to see in the field, the various names 
of this nocturnal species refer to the bizarre, iridescent, 
purple-glossed tips of its inner 9 primaries (illustrated on 
p. 225); the function of this unique feature is unknown.

habitat Roosts by day in the shade of a bush or tree 
in various woodland types with a sparse understorey. 
At night moves onto clearings, roads, eroded areas etc. 
Often breeds in burnt savanna where the dark eggs 
and black-mottled chicks are superbly camouflaged. 
Transient migrants may be found in atypical habitats.

status Erratic and movements difficult to interpret. 
Very common in some summers (with up to 2.6/km in 
Zambia; 1 roadkill/5 km in Kalahari), but may be absent 
in dry years. Resident br. population supplemented by 
non-br. migrants, mostly Nov-Apr. Singly or in pairs.

identification With luck, may be spotted at its 
daytime roost, and sometimes lingers on quiet vehicle 
tracks in the early morning. Mostly however, seen 
in car headlights at night. Largest courser, closer to 
lapwing in size. Plain grey-brown above (with barely 
noticeable paler fringes) but looks darker and browner 
at night. Dorsal colour extends in a broad band around 
throat, bordered below by a broad paler-washed 
area and a sharp, narrow black line. Bold 'clown-face' 
pattern unmistakable. Massive eye encircled by a bare 
red ring. Stubby red-based bill. Very long purple-red 
legs, with darker toes. When flushed, note white tail-
tip and white band formed by uppertail coverts; may 
show a narrow white wing-bar (usually also visible on 
folded wing). — Sexes: Alike. — Juv: Has more orange 
legs (often with thicker 'knees'), orange-toned face, 
and subtle barring above. Lacks broad white tail-tips 
of ad. and may show a more prominent white wing-
bar in flight. Undergoes a rapid complete moult (but 
retained primaries narrower, less glossy-tipped). 

confusion risks Superficially similar to slightly 
larger Crowned Lapwing (p. 96); possibly mimetic.

behaviour Mainly nocturnal. Crouches low when 
approached, lowering head and facing intruder. May 
sit on tarsi. Flushes at the last moment, but does not fly 
far; then freezes, or slinks away behind cover.

biology Food mainly insects. Lays 2-3 eggs with 
very dark, coarse marks (more like lapwing eggs), in a 
hoofprint or other shallow depression in the open.

voice Calls not often heard. Gives a strange, hard-to-
describe phrase in flight or from the ground: starts with 
a soft sound, then a forced, harsh, nasal, anguished 
and drawn-out element, e.g. ku, KWOI-ang or perhaps 
a, BRONZE-wing. Sometimes more musical e.g. ku, ku-
WEEE-ya. Also a piping gee-kew-wee like a thick-knee. 

• mantle and wing coverts neatly fringed
• orange, black and streaked chest-bands
• very long, pale yellow legs; usually kept half bent
• base of bill and bare orbital ring yellow
• orange face; complex pattern on nape

• plain, or with faint rufous fringes above
• only a single black band across chest
• very long reddish legs; usually kept half bent
• base of bill and bare orbital ring red
• complex black, white and red face pattern
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PRATINCOLES
Family Glareolidae (2)

World 8
Region 3

Residents 1
Vagrants 0

Genera 1
Migrants 3

Endemics 0/0
Restricted 2

Pratincoles, often affectionately albeit rudely called 
'prats' by birders, are truly spectacular waders, with 
elegance, agility and aerodynamics unmatched by 
other Charadrii. In fact, their classification has been 
debated for centuries. They are the only waders to 
hunt flying insects on the wing, catching prey in their 
mouths in the fashion of nightjars or swifts, and were 
originally classified as swallows by Linnaeus in the 
1700s;. They run like plovers on the ground; and their 
long, pointed wings and agile flight is reminiscent of 
terns. We now know that the latter is the most apt 
comparison, as pratincoles and coursers (together 
making up the family Glareolidae) are more closely 
related to terns, gulls and skuas than to other waders. 

Pratincoles are highly gregarious birds and at 
times gather in massive, wheeling flocks that are 
breathtaking to watch. One such flock of Black-winged 
Pratincoles seen in the Free State is estimated to have 
held as many as 800,000 birds (see p. 240). As their 
Afrikaans name suggests, pratincoles are specialist 
locust hunters. Historically, large numbers followed 
nomadic locust swarms, but insect pest management, 
together with habitat destruction, appear to have 
drastically reduced their numbers in modern times. 
Three of the world's 8 species occur in Southern Africa, 
2 of which also breed here. [Afrikaans: Sprinkaanvoëls].

General Characteristics
Pratincoles are medium-sized waders, with relatively 
short legs but long wings, necessitating a generally 
horizontal stance on the ground. However, at times 
they can stretch the (short) neck upward and raise 
the body higher to assume an upright courser-like 
posture. Adults have sleek plumage with subtle colour 
transitions, except for decorative collars or facial 
markings. Their bills are short but broad and strong, 

with a distinctly decurved culmen; this, together with 
an intense severity in their eyes, gives them an almost 
raptorial appearance. Their nostrils are slit- or oval-like 
(depending on the species), and are not situated in 
grooves. They lack crops and have poorly developed 
salt glands. Feet are illustrated on p. 236.

As predominantly aerial hunters, it is not surprising 
that pratincoles are built for flight, with long pointed 
wings and streamlined bodies. At times they glide 
in a leisurely, swallow-like fashion, often making 
use of thermals to gain height. But when pursuing 
insects they can put on bursts of speed and perform 
agile swoops, in the manner of a Chlidonias marsh 
tern, or falcon-like dashes. They have 10 functional 
primaries (and a tiny 11th), plus 14-16 secondaries. 
Pratincoles have remarkably sharp-looking wings, as 
their outermost (and longest) primary is very tapered 
and sharply pointed. The outer primary also has a 
prominent broad whitish shaft, which may be visible 
in the field. The wings are often angled backwards, 
making a sharp corner at the carpal joint. Again 
demonstrating their relationship to terns and skuas, 
but unlike most waders, pratincoles have short tertials 
and thus obvious primary projection, with 5-6 primary 
tips often visible beyond the longest tertial.

All pratincoles have forked tails (square in coursers), 
with 12 rectrices. The tail-fork is shallow and blunter in 
smaller species, such as the Rock Pratincole, but rather 

Pratincoles, like  
other aerial feeders  
such as swifts and  
nightjars, have incredibly  
expandable mouths used to  
capture flying insects. In fact, a close  
relationship between pratincoles and nightjars has 
been suggested based on their similar wide gapes 
plus pectinate claws and foot structure; however 
the 2 families are not related and such similarities 
are only due to convergent evolution. Interestingly, 
pratincoles lack prominent rictal bristles, unlike most 
other families that catch insects in flight.

closed bill 
deceivingly 

small

nictitating 
membrane 
closed to 
protect  
eye

Genus  
Glareola

COLLARED

ROCK

BLACK-WINGED

when fully open mouth 
is surprisingly large; note 
change in shape of neck 

and collar band

234 GLAREOLIDAE

7_Buttonquails Glareolidae_X4.indd   234 2016/11/06   10:05 PM



dramatic in larger species such as Collared and Black-
winged. In these species the long outer tail feather is 
elongated into a thin 'streamer'; in Collared Pratincole 
the shortest tail feather is only 50% as long as the 
outermost. The tail feathers have white bases and 
black lower halves (plus thin white tips when fresh). 
The white tail-base blends with the white belly and 
white uppertail coverts; the latter form a square white 
patch which is visible at a great distance in flight.

Pratincoles are by no means clumsy or slow on the 
ground, and they run surprisingly fast despite their 
short legs, revealing their affinity to coursers. When 
running they hold the body horizontally, and appear 
to be 'tripping' forward. Insects are pursued on foot, 
but often caught by leaping upwards or in short flights 
as low as 10 cm above the ground. However, the vast 
majority of insect prey is caught on the wing. 

Although Pratincoles cannot be considered aquatic 
birds like many other waders, they are still closely 
associated with water (unlike the dryland coursers), as 
they drink frequently. When loafing on shorelines or 
islands they may wade into shallow water, and when 
breeding they may cool their eggs by wetting their 
belly feathers. They frequent open habitats with bare 
ground or sparse, short vegetation, typically at or near 
water. However, they will visit recently burnt areas 
and are attracted to the glut of insects disturbed by 
agricultural activities.

Sexual dimorphism is minimal, although in direct 
comparison  may have less striking face patterns. 
Juv. pratincoles have intricately patterned plumage, 
but are unusual in undergoing a complete post-
juvenile moult after which they are essentially identical 
to adults. Adults undergo a complete post-br. moult, 
and a limited, rapid, partial pre-br. moult during which 
the larger species lose the distinct black necklace for a 
short period. Moult is arrested during migration.

Origin of Names
The generic Glareola is from the Greek glarea 
(gravel) probably in reference to the birds' nesting 
on open, stony expanses. Both the collective name 
pratincole and the Collared Pratincole's specific 
epithet, pratincola, are derived from the Latin pratum/
pratens (a meadow) and incola (inhabitant). The 
Collared Pratincole was previously known by the 
more informative name Red-winged Pratincole; the 
description as 'collared' may apply to several other of 
the world's species as well. In fact, in the case of the 
Rock Pratincole, the specific epithet nuchalis refers to 
the hindneck collar (Latin, nape). The Black-winged 
Pratincole G. nordmanni is named after Alexander 
von Nordmann (1803-1866), a Russian zoologist. He 
studied in Finland and Berlin, before becoming a 
professor of zoology and botany at Odessa, Ukraine. 
In addition to zoology, he also published in the fields 
of botany, parasitology and paleontology. Several 
taxa are named after him, including Nordmann's 
Greenshank Tringa guttifer, which he himself described 
in 1835. A final fact worth mentioning is that the 
Collared Pratincole was first described by Linnaeus in 
1766, and placed in the swallow genus Hirundo; while 
swallows and pratincoles are completely unrelated 
(apart from being birds), both hunt insects on the 
wing and have buoyant, graceful flight styles. In fact, 
pratincoles are sometimes called 'swallow plovers'. 
The Afrikaans name Sprinkaanvoël (locust bird) hints 
at the importance of Orthoptera in their diet.

Classification and Relationships
Pratincoles and coursers are closely related, but 
are treated separately here because of differences 
in their ecology; for example, pratincoles are aerial 
hunters and are associated with water, while coursers 
are terrestrial birds of dry, open habitats. Together 

Pratincoles are generally nomadic and opportunistic birds, and are quick to exploit a temporary abundance of 
insects, such as at ploughing and other agricultural activities. They are also attracted to fires, and may follow 
storm fronts. They often arrive rapidly in newly flooded grasslands or pan systems.

at a distance flying pratincoles 
generally look dark except for their 

white bellies (from below) and white 
rump patches (from above)
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they form the family Glareolidae, with pratincoles 
sometimes placed in the subfamily Glareolinae 
(subfamily-level denoted by -inae suffix, instead of 
-idae for family-level). Pratincoles bear a superficial 
resemblance to terns, especially in flight, and are 
indeed more closely related to gulls, terns and skuas 
than other waders.

Of the world's 8 pratincole species, all but 1 are in 
the genus Glareola, the exception being the Australian 
Pratincole Stiltia isabella. This peculiar bird is much 
longer-legged than typical pratincoles, and also has 
a shorter tail, wags the rear of its body up and down, 
stands more upright and does not have a hind-toe. 
These features, together with its habit of hunting 
insects on the ground, has prompted suggestions that 
it may form a link between coursers and pratincoles; 
however, genetic evidence suggests that it should be 
subsumed under the pratincole genus Glareola. Its 
breeding biology is also unique among waders in that 
as soon as they leave the 'nest' the chicks move to the 
vicinity of a burrow (often a rabbit burrow) in which 
they hide when threatened. 

The remaining 7 species can be broadly divided 
into 2 groups. In the first group, Collared Glareola 
pratincola, Black-winged G. nordmanni and Oriental 
G. maldivarum, are very similar. The sleek Madagascar 
Pratincole G. ocularis (see also p. 251) breeds on Mada-
gascar and winters in East Africa from Apr-Sep, and is 
a potential vagrant to Southern Africa. The remaining 
3 species are considerably smaller, and are sometimes 
placed in the genus Galachrysia. They include the 
Afrotropical Rock Pratincole G. nuchalis and the 

beautiful Grey Pratincole G. cinerea, as well as the 
Asian Little Pratincole G. lactea.

In terms of subspecific variation, 6 of the 8 
pratincoles are monotypic and have no subspecies. 
Rock Pratincoles of the race G. n. liberiae from Sierra 
Leone to Cameroon differ from the nominate race in 
having rufous (not white) nuchal collars. A number 
of subspecies have been proposed for the Collared 
Pratincole: the nominate race breeds in the Palearctic 
but winters in Africa north of 5°N; G. p. erlangeri is 
restricted to the coastal plain of Somalia and Kenya; 
and the resident breeding race G. p. fuelleborni occurs 
extensively but in a fragmented fashion throughout 
the Afrotropics. Birds in Southern Africa are sometimes 
separated as G. p. riparia, but this proposal is not widely 
accepted. African races differ from their Palearctic 
counterparts in several subtle ways, being overall 
darker and having a long, thin black line extending 
down from the gape.

Left feet of pratincoles, showing small webbing 
between front toes, and difference in shape of claws. 
Pratincoles have short and slender legs, but long 
toes and long, sharp claws. Toe lengths are similar 
in Collared and Black-winged but there are minor 
differences in the length and shape of the pectinate 
middle claw (but note that claws wear off easily).

small webs between front toes 
(sometimes wades in shallow  

water, but does not swim)

unlike 
coursers, has 
a developed, 
elevated hind-
toe (turned 
inwards) 

33%

65% of length 
of middle toe

57%

BLACK-WINGED
(left foot)

COLLARED 
(left foot)

inner toe

middle claw  
serrated into comb-

like structure on 
inner edge

10-12 mm; 
irregular shape

6-7 mm; 
curved, 
thicker

Smutsornis (Double-banded Courser)
Rhinoptilus (large coursers)
Cursorius (small coursers)
Stiltia (Australian Pratincole)
Glareola (typical pratincoles)

Dromadidae (Crab-plover)

Alcidae (auks, puffins, murres)
Stercorariidae (skuas, jaegers)
Laridae (gulls, terns, skimmers)

Limicoli, Charadrii etc. (other waders)

Classification of pratincoles. The Glareolidae family 
is indicated by the orange block.

Biology
Pratincoles are primarily hunters of airborne insects 
that are caught in dashing aerial manoeuvres, using 
the wide mouth (not the feet). A smaller percentage 
of prey is caught on the ground, through alternating 
short runs, leaps or brief low flights. The birds hunt 
most actively in the early morning and late afternoon, 
or after rain, and apparently also on moonlit nights. 
Rock Pratincoles are known to hunt in large numbers 
under street lights that attract nocturnal insects. 

Dominant prey groups include locusts (see also  
p. 238), grasshoppers, crickets, mole-crickets, beetles 
and termite alates. Also flies, bugs (including cicadas), 
ants, moths, butterflies, caddisflies, lacewings, drag-
onflies, wasps, bees, earwigs and cockroaches. Spiders 
and snails have also been recorded. 

Pratincoles typically breed in loose colonies, and 
the entire colony may join in e.g. aerial mobbing of 
predators. In Collared Pratincole, colonies may in-
clude hundreds of pairs, with adjacent nests within 1 
m (more usually >10 m) apart. Rock Pratincole colony 
sizes depend on the size of the rock island on which 
they breed: single pairs on small rocks, up to 5 pairs on 
larger islands. Social, territorial and courtship displays 
take the form of aerial manoeuvres (circling, swoop-
ing, diving) or posturing ceremonies (bowing, droop-
ing or raising wings, lifting and spreading tail etc.). In 
their greeting ceremonies, the  and  stand parallel 

236 GLAREOLIDAE

7_Buttonquails Glareolidae_X4.indd   236 2016/11/06   10:05 PM



�Distinguishing features of adult Collared and Black-winged Pratincoles. Note that some variation occurs, and 
some features may overlap. Separation of resting birds in non-breeding dress can be very difficult based on 
plumage, but structural differences still apply.

COLLARED BLACK-WINGED

Occurrence

Juvenile

 

Shape

 

Underwing  

Trailing edge

Wing colour

Wing shape

Tail shape

Plumage

Base of bill

Bill shape

Nostrils

Mouth line

Lores

Eye-ring

Legs

Claws

Breeds in Southern Africa, mostly Sep-Dec;  
may be seen year-round 

Birds hatched in Africa may be seen in  
completely fresh juv. plumage 

Slightly more delicate; distinctly elongated due to 
long tail; stance often more hunched and horizontal  

Red-brown, framed black, but red may look dark in 
shade. When landing often keeps wings raised. 

 

2-8 mm white trailing edge formed by white tips of 
secondaries (can be hard to see; sometimes worn off) 

Stronger contrast between brown coverts and dark 
flight feathers; outer secondaries often paler than 

inner secondaries

Slightly narrower and shorter;  
length 177-(187)-202 mm 

Tail-fork deep (av. 55 mm; 28% of wing length). Tip of 
outer tail feather equal or longer than wing-tip (but 

may be worn shorter or broken, and tail shorter in juv.)

Slightly paler, more sandy olive; cap not as dark 
(plumage overall darker when fresh); but nearly 

identical to some Black-winged

Red obvious (reaches to nostril, and often meets on 
underside of bill); much reduced in juv. 

Slightly deeper (av. 6.7 mm at gonys);  
tip (nail) slightly more curved 

Slit-like;  
length 2.5-4x width 

Often shows a thin black line extending from gape 
 

Black on lores paler, more limited (but variable) 

In br. plumage has a distinct white ring below entire 
eye; similar to Black-winged in non-br. plumage

 

Looks noticeably shorter-legged;  
tarsus 28-(32)-34 mm

Middle claw long (10-12 mm, 33% of total toe length); 
thin, compressed, straighter but irregular in shape

Breeds in C Palearctic, May-Jun;  
only present in summer (Nov-Mar/Apr) 

Replaces much of juv. plumage before arrival in SA; 
may retain a few heavily worn juv. feathers

Slightly bulkier; rear less attenuated; stance often 
more upright and stretched, with longer-looking neck  

Entirely blackish. When landing often hold wings 
raised momentarily, showing black underwing coverts 

No white 
 trailing edge 

Less obvious contrast between coverts  
and flight feathers; secondaries  

uniformly dark

Slightly broader and longer;  
length 183-(199)-213 mm 

Tail-fork shallower (av. 46 mm; 23% of wing length). 
When standing on the ground, tip of outer tail feather 

invariably falls short of tip of (slightly longer) wing

Slightly darker, colder earthy brown; cap sometimes 
appreciably darker, contrasting with rufous-washed 

nape; nearly identical to some (African) Collared

Red limited (does not reach nostril, and isolated 
patches on sides of bill); red absent in juv. 

Slightly less deep (av. 6 mm at gonys); 
tip (nail) slightly less curved 

Elongate to oval; 
length 2-3.5x width 

Line extending from gape usually absent or short 
 

Black on lores blacker, more extensive (but variable) 

In br. plumage may have a white ring only below rear 
half of eye; similar to Collared in non-br. plumage

 

Looks noticeably longer-legged;  
tarsus 35-(37)-40 mm

Middle claw shorter (6-7 mm, 27% of total toe length); 
thicker, less compressed, more curved
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Highly localised habitat specialist: breeds on 
rock islands in deep, fast-flowing sections of 
large, perennial rivers when water-levels are low.

Rock Pratincole
Glareola nuchalis (Withalssprinkaanvoël)
L: 18-20 cm WS: 42-49 cm T: 14-(16)-19 mm B: 9-(10)-11 mm

[G. n. nuchalis]. A small, dark 
pratincole with a diagnostic 
white nuchal collar. Compact, 
with short wings and a short 
bluntly forked tail. Short legs 
and base of bill red. In flight 
shows white strips on under-
wing, and narrow white band 
across rump. Present from Jul/
Aug to Dec/Jan, when low river 
levels expose rocks.

with their necks arched and heads bowed down, si-
multaneously drooping the wing closest to their part-
ner. In intense displays birds may seem to stand on 
their heads. No nest is constructed, and the 2 mottled 
eggs are simply laid in a hollow that offers good visibil-
ity, and sometimes adjacent to an object that disrupts 
the incubating bird's outline. Eggs are incubated (or 
cooled by belly wetting) for 17-20 days, by both sexes. 
Chicks are precocial and nidifugous and soon leave 
the 'nest'. The parents employ injury-feigning displays 
to lure predators away from their young.

short, coral-
red legs

JUV.
(Sep-Dec)

small silvery 
white flash

narrow  
white band

relatively 
short, blunt-

tipped wings

short tail;  
shallow  
fork

ADULT
(year-round)

diagnostic white 
nuchal collar (can 

be flared in display)
dark cap & 
black mask

relatively short wings and tail

legs (and 
base of bill) 
more orange 
in juv.

finely  
spotted

lacks 
collar

nests in small hollows 
on emergent rocks

restricted to rapids and rock islands in  
Zambezi, Chobe and Okavango rivers

may perform buoyant, 
dove-like 'love flight'  

in courtship, with  
wings held high

The Black-winged Pratincole has undergone con-
siderable decreases in range and abundance over 
the last 150 years. Historical publications mention 
its occurrence in huge numbers in areas where it is 
today absent, such as the Karoo and Transkei. 

The threats faced by this species are poorly 
understood. On its C Asian br. grounds, conversion of 
steppe habitat into agricultural land, or a shift from 
grazing to arable agriculture is a concern. Grassland 
degradation is detrimental on the Southern African 
wintering grounds. Pratincoles' disappearance from 
semi-arid areas may be party due to locust control 
measures, particularly for Brown Locusts Locustana 
pardalina. This species is endemic to the semi-desert 
regions of the Karoo and southern Namibia. The 
drought-resistant eggs of these locusts can remain 
viable for 3 years, and hatch a few days after about 
15-25 mm of rain signals the end of a drought. Being 
highly gregarious, irruptive, and mobile, swarms 
of millions of locusts pose a considerable threat to 
agriculture through out the SADC countries. 

Historically, massive nomadic flocks of pratincoles 
exercised effective control of such locust swarms. A 
newspaper report from 1870, based on sightings in 
the Eastern Cape, describes a form of cooperative 
hunting and gives an idea of the sheer abundance 
of locusts and Black-winged Pratincoles: '...in their 
millions... intercept a portion of the (locust) swarm 
and form themselves into a ring of considerable 
height, widening towards the top, so as to present 
the appearance of a revolving balloon or huge 
spinning-top... contract their circle and speedily 
demolish the locusts within its limits.' The same writer 
describes flying flocks as 'presenting alternately a 
black and white wave of birds some miles in extent'. 
An anecdote from 1880 describes pratincole flocks as 
'...vast flights, darkening the air... in multitudes second 
only to the locusts themselves', and in reference to 
the legs and wings of locusts discarded from the sky, 
'...falling to earth like a shower of bright sticks and 
straws. The debris of the locust birds' dinner table..." 
See Hockey & Douie (1995) for full details. 

Despite more than a century of control efforts, locust 
plagues remain a threat and control operations are 
ongoing. Outbreaks are first controlled at the source, 
before swarms spread to cereal-crop production 
areas. Much research has been conducted on the 
develop ment of safe locust poisons (acridicides).  
Continued on p. 240.

Conservation of Pratincoles
LC/LC
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TYPICAL PRATINCOLES: Graceful, tern- or swallow-like aerial hunters with long, scythe-like wings and 
forked tails with outer streamers. Collared breeds in loose colonies on flat, open ground near water.  
Black-winged a non-br. migrant; sometimes in vast flocks. Around pans, floodplains or agricultural fields.

Collared Pratincole
Glareola pratincola (Rooivlerksprinkaanvoël)
L: 23-26 cm WS: 60-65 cm T: 28-(32)-34 mm B: 13-(14)-16 mm

[G. p. fuelleborni]. Reliable 
identification characters are 
best judged in flight: narrow 
white tips to secondaries, and 
red underwing coverts. On 
the ground note very long tail 
streamers and much red on bill-
base. Mostly in slick br. plum-
age in early summer. See also 
box on p. 237.

Black-winged Pratincole
Glareola nordmanni (Swartvlerksprinkaanvoël)
L: 23-26 cm WS: 60-68 cm T: 35-(37)-40 mm B: 13-(14)-15 mm

[Monotypic]. At a distance 
flying birds look all-dark save  
for white rump and belly. Black 
un der wing; upperwing shows 
little contrast between coverts 
and flight feathers. Tail stream-
ers shorter than in Collared. 
Most in unkempt-looking non-
br. plumage in early summer. 

AD.
non-br.
(Sep-Dec; 
some until 
Mar)

limited 
red base

black 
underwing

AD. br
(Dec-Sep)

IMM.  
(Sep-Oct; as  

adult from Nov)

shorter streamers fall well 
short of wing-tip

longer legs

in non-br. plumage 
in early summer, with 
broken, streaked collar 

breeds in Palearctic; imm. 
mostly in adult-like plumage 
upon arrival in SA, but  
may still have some  
juv. remiges or 
coverts to  
moult

lacks 
white 
edge

shorter

dark grey-
brown

reddish 
underwing

white 
trailing 
edge

long

contrast with outer wing

red can look 
black in shade

AD.
non-br.
(Dec-Apr,  
but variable)

much 
red

AD. br.
(May-Dec)

JUV.
(mainly  

Sep-Jan)

long streamers 
exceed or level  
with wing-tip

shorter legs

in non-br. plumage 
in late summer, with 
broken, streaked collar 

breeds in Southern Africa;  
juv. in fresh plumage has 
intricate markings  
(and shorter tail!)

sandy 
olive

defending eggs

loafing on shore of 
dam; with Wood 

Sandpiper
white 
rump

white 
rump

NT/NTLC/LC
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• much smaller (30-40%) than other pratincoles
• white collar from behind eye extending over nape
• coral-red legs (legs dark in other pratincoles)
• in flight: white flashes on central underwing
• limited to vicinity of rock islands on large rivers

Rock Pratincole
Glareola nuchalis (Withalssprinkaanvoël)
ALT NAME(S): White-collared Pratincole

Due to the specific habitat requirements of this species, 
the total regional population is only about 1,800 birds 
limited to a few traditional breeding sites.

habitat Breeds on emergent rocks surrounded by 
fast-flowing water in large, perennial tropical rivers. 
Hunts 15-50 m above water or surrounding woodland. 
Vagrants or migrants recorded from atypical habitats.

status Fairly common but extremely localised: 
breeds around Popa Falls on Okavango River; at 
Kasane Rapids on Chobe; and locally on Zambezi to 
about Cahora Bassa. Previously collected on the Lusitu 
in Mozambique, but no recent records. Majority of 
regional population on Zambezi between Kazungula 
and Lake Kariba (where it occurs at densities of 2-7 
birds/km). An intra-Africa migrant arriving from Aug 
when low water-levels expose rocky islands, and de-
parting again in Dec/Jan when rivers flood. Usually in 
loose groups of <10, or in pairs when breeding.

identification Encountering this range-restricted 
little pratincole requires a dedicated search in the 
right habitat and season. Typically seen perched on 
emergent rocks among swirling waters. From afar 
looks entirely dark ashy grey; slightly paler, smooth 
grey on chest, shading to white on belly. Dark cap 
bordered below by white band from below eye around 
back of head. Lores and chin black. More compact 
than larger pratincoles, with blunter wings, shorter 
tail with shallow fork and short coral-red (not dark) 
legs. In flight shows narrow white rump and silvery 
white flashes on mid-underwing. — Sexes: Alike.  
— Juv: Lacks collar, and has finely spotted plumage. 

confusion risks Easily told from other pratincoles 
by white collar, dark throat, white underwing-bars, red 
legs and short tail. May hunt alongside swifts, swallows 
and similarly shaped Broad-billed Roller.

behaviour Spends much of day resting on rocks, 
drinking or sometimes wading when hot. Forages 
most actively at dawn and dusk (hundreds hawk under 
street lights in Livingstone, Zambia in the evenings), 
or after rain. Known to perch on backs of hippos. Well-
protected against most predators on emergent rocks. 
Performs ritualised courtship and greeting displays.

biology Food mainly flying insects. Lays 1-2 mottled 
eggs on a rock ledge or hollow, 2-4 m above the water; 
eggs on dark rocks are darker in colour. Eggs incubated, 
shaded, or cooled by belly wetting. The precocial chicks 
can swim strongly from 2-3 days if necessary.

voice Calls high and squeaky. Gives a whistled weep 
or wee'pip, and a fast twittering series ('purring trill'), 
somewhat like swift or tiny raptor e.g. pi-pi-pi...pree-rit.

As early as the 1930s, arsenic dust was emitted from 
aircraft but this was halted due to stock poisoning. In 
the 1970s concerns were raised about the accumula-
tion of the organochloride BHC in humans. Organo-
phosphate poisons were withdrawn in the 1990s 
due to human contamination and environmental 
impacts (including mass poisoning of birds). Locust-
killing fungus has been proposed as a safer option. 
Nevertheless, control of locusts has had significant 
effects on pratincoles, both through decreased food 
supply and poisoning.

Fortunately there is still some good news. Firstly, 
global population numbers of the Black-winged 
Pratincole have possibly been under-estimated, 
probably because of the birds' nomadism. They 
may also be overlooked in remote areas such as 
Botswana. As an example, a flock seen at Kruispad 
near Kroon stad in the Free State in Dec 1991 was 
conservatively estimated to contain 250,000 birds 
(but possibly up to 800,000). Such a flock probably 
represents the majority of the world's population 
(making the species vulnerable to catastrophic local 
events). At the time, population estimates from the 
breeding grounds suggested a global population of 
only 15,000-45,000 pairs. More recent assessments 
estimate 152,000-190,000 birds. Likewise, a migrating 
flock in Zambia was described as half a mile wide, and 
flying by in a steady stream for 20 minutes. When the 
birds are more dispersed, typical flocks are of 10-100 
birds, although concen trations of 2,000 birds are 
occasionally encountered.

Numbers of Collared Pratincoles are equally dif-
ficult to estimate because of their transience, but the 
combined population in southern and eastern Africa 
is estimated at 100,000-300,000 birds. With the flood-
ing of Lake Ngami in Botswana in 1989, an influx of 
approximately 10,000 breeding pratincoles was esti-
mated, but annual numbers at all sites vary greatly. 
The value of pratincoles in natural pest-control is ex-
emplified by Collared Pratincoles that breed in fallow 
sugar cane fields and feed on Eldana moths, a serious 
pest in the sugar cane industry. Pesticides, poison 
spraying for queleas, loss of habitat and disturbance 
have all had impacts on Collared Pratincole numbers. 
On the other hand, building of dams and the innate 
mobility of pratincoles are probably advantageous. 
Another threat is the establishment of tall vegetation 
on  the Zambezi's sandbanks (used as roosting and 
breeding sites) during long dry spells when no flood 
water is released from Lake Kariba.

Changes in flooding frequency on the Zambezi 
have also taken a toll on the numbers of the very 
localised Rock Pratincole. Construction of Lake 
Kariba inundated much of the rock island breeding 
habitat of this species. Secondly, generation of hydro-
electric power, and varying demands for energy, 
result in erratic flooding and a tidal effect, particularly 
in the narrow gorges where Rock Pratincoles breed. 
The total regional population is estimated at 1,800 
birds. Fortunately they remain relatively abundant on 
large rivers further north, such as the Congo.

Conservation (from p. 238)
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• underwing red (but often looks black in shade)
• long tail streamers; rear looks elongated
• usually a narrow white trailing edge on inner wing
• upperparts and wings paler and more contrasting
• in br. plumage in early summer (breeds in Africa)

Collared Pratincole
Glareola pratincola (Rooivlerksprinkaanvoël)
ALT NAME(S): Red-winged/Common Pratincole, Swallow Plover

The colloquial name 'swallow plover' hints at pratincoles' 
aerial hunting of insects, plus nearly equal agility on the 
ground—a combination unique among waders.

habitat Flat, open waterside habitats with short 
or sparse vegetation in subtropical areas: floodplains, 
pan margins, sandbanks, drying mud. Also overgrazed, 
ploughed, fallow or burnt fields. Occurs along inland 
rivers and lakes, but also at coastal pans and estuaries.

status Fairly common intra-African migrant (Pale-
arctic non-breeders do not reach SA). Numbers and 
timing of occurrence hard to interpret due to nomad-
ism determined by flooding; flocks of thousands may 
be present in one season, but absent for years there-
after. Highly gregarious: even out-of-range vagrants 
associate with Black-winged Pratincoles.

identification Graceful feeding flight plus forked 
tail with long outer streamers and long, often swept-
back wings more like a tern or tiny skua. White rump/
belly most striking feature in flight, but look for red 
underside and narrow white trailing edge on inner 
wing. Surprisingly fast on the ground, despite short 
legs. Lower half of eye encircled by narrow white ring. 
Basal half of bill red. — Br: Throat framed by thin black 
band (mostly early summer). — Non-br: Feathers with 
subtle pale edges, and throat band reduced to broken 
streaks. — Sexes: Nearly alike, but  may show more 
subdued face pattern. — Juv: Recently fledged juv. has 
scaly markings above, barely discernible throat band, 
blotchy breast, shallower tail-fork and very limited 
red at bill-base. Like ad. after post-juv. moult but may 
retain some juv. wing feathers. Note that Black-winged 
is usually not seen in SA in fresh juv. plumage. 

confusion risks Tricky to tell from Black-winged 
in similar plumage state, esp. on the ground when 
Collared's diagnostic red underwing and white trailing 
edge are obscured. See also box, p. 237.

behaviour Runs with rapid 'tripping' steps and 
body held horizontally. Sometimes adopts a more 
upright posture. May sit on tarsi. Feeds mainly in flight, 
especially on swarming insects, but also by running 
and jumping after escaping prey. May follow cattle to 
catch disturbed insects. Mainly crepuscular, feeding in 
early morning and before dusk; also on moonlit nights.

biology Food mainly insects. Lays 2 blotchy eggs 
in a shallow depression such as an animal footprint.

voice Utters a variety of shrill, chattering tern-
like calls with a nasal quality, mostly in flight (often 
revealing birds flying high overhead). Simplest a sharp 
kit or kittik or a rolling kirrik, and a shank-like tew-tew. 
Composes trilled elements into a simple 'song'.

• underwing entirely dark
• short tail streamers; looks less elongated
• lacks a white trailing edge on inner wing
• upperparts and wings darker and less contrasting
• in br. plumage in late summer (breeds in Eurasia) 

Black-winged Pratincole
Glareola nordmanni (Swartvlerksprinkaanvoël)
ALT NAME(S): Nordmann's Pratincole, Glareola melanoptera

As suggested by its Afrikaans name, locusts form an 
important diet component, and locust plague control 
operations may have severely impacted this species.

habitat Open grassland, sparse savanna or agricul-
tural fields, generally near water (dams, pans, flooded 
grassland); flocks often loaf on bare shorelines or low, 
bare islets, sometimes wading into shallow water. Also 
attracted to fires, or to agricultural activities (p. 235).

status Breeds in E Palearctic, from Black Sea to 
Kazakhstan, in May-Aug. Majority of global population 
migrates to SC Africa in N winter; here present mainly 
Nov-Mar. Fairly widespread but overall sparse and 
localised, undertaking erratic, nomadic movements. 
Highly gregarious: at times much of population may 
be concentrated in a few large flocks (see box, left).

identification Flying flocks are truly impressive, 
either in fast, swooping aerobatics in pursuit of insects, 
or while wheeling leisurely high up. Combination 
of sharp, angled wings, forked tail with short outer 
streamers and tern-like flight style distinctive; looks 
uniformly dark, except for white belly and square 
white rump (visible at great distance). Transforms into 
a grey-brown courser-like creature on the ground. 
Limited red at base of bill. — Br: Throat framed by 
thin black band (mostly late summer, Dec onwards). 
— Non-br: Feathers with subtle pale edges, and throat 
band reduced to broken streaks. — Sexes: Nearly 
alike, but  slightly bigger, with longer tail streamers 
and darker lores. — Juv: On Palearctic br. grounds 
initially like juv. Collared (and may show rufous tips to 
some underwing coverts and very narrow white tips 
on secondaries). However most first-years arriving in 
SA have moulted almost completely into adult-like 
plumage (any retained juv. feathers will be very worn).

confusion risks For distinctions from Collared, see 
p. 237. Distant flying birds (especially when thermalling 
high up) could be taken for e.g. a tern or small falcon.

behaviour Much as in Collared, with which it often 
associates. Hunts insects primarily in flight, and mainly 
in the early morning and late afternoon, resting on 
bare ground or at waterside for much of the day, or 
spiralling on thermals to great heights.

biology Food insects. Gathers at locust swarms or 
termite emergences after storms. Br. extralimital.

voice Nasal calls short but piercing and audible over 
a fair distance; often the first hint of birds flying high 
overhead. Large flocks can be noisy. Extremely similar 
to Collared, and only distinguishable with practice: 
slightly lower, harder and more strident. Many varia-
tions but commonly kett or a quick ketteck. 
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APPENDIX: POTENTIAL VAGRANTS

Birders have great fun predicting which 'new' birds are 
most likely to be added to the Southern African list 
next. Such predictions help us to be aware of all the 
possibilities, and prepare us with the knowledge on how 
to identify these potential vagrants when they do arrive. 
The occurrence of a number of new wader species was 
historically predicted, and has subsequently come true. 
The possibility of occurrence of Hudsonian Godwit was 
first published in 1986, and the species was recorded 
less than a year later. In 1995, the late Phil Hockey, 
one of Africa's leading wader experts, predicted the 
occurrence of Great Knot plus Little Ringed Plover, 
both of which were subsequently recorded in Southern 
Africa (in 2000 and 2002, respectively). 

On the other hand, the sheer number of waders 
that are constantly crisscrossing the globe during 
annual migrations, together with the vagaries of global 
weather, mean that almost anything can occur. An 
example is the Asian Dowitcher that spent about 3 
weeks at Leeupan near Benoni, Gauteng during Nov 
2004. This globally rare species has a total population 
of only some 23,000 birds, which breed in Asia's steppe 
regions and migrate to Australasia. How one arrived just 
outside Johannesburg is a mystery we will probably 
never solve. But this is testament to the incredible 
mobility of waders, which makes studying this order of 
birds so exciting. You never know what you might find!

But if you do want an idea of what you might find, 
a good starting point is to look at what has turned up 
on islands that provide welcome refuge to migrants 
'lost' over the ocean. In particular, islands in the Indian 
Ocean have hosted a number of East Asian-Australasian 
Flyway specials. The myriad islands that make up the 
Seychelles seem to act as something of a magnet for 
migrating birds and the islands boast an atypically long 
bird list, including several of the potential vagrants 
described here: Wandering Tattler, Little Curlew, Sharp-
tailed Sandpiper, Jack Snipe, Common Snipe, Pintail 
Snipe and Oriental Pratincole. Additionally, there are 
intriguing records of Eurasian Stone-curlew, Oriental 
Plover and even the Critically Endangered Sociable 
Lapwing (possibly en route to Ethiopia).

Despite its large size and thriving ecotourism in-
dustry, Madagascar's list of vagrants is less impressive. 
Nevertheless, there are a few notable records such as 
Little Ringed Plover, Sharp-tailed Sandpiper and Buff-
breasted Sandpiper. Keep in mind that Madagascar has 
4 of its own endemic waders as well: the Madagascar 
Plover, Madagascar Snipe, Madagascar Jacana and 
Madagascar Buttonquail. These are highly unlikely to 
reach us, as none migrate off the island. However, the 
attractive Madagascar Pratincole does migrate across 
the relatively narrow channel between Madagascar and 
Africa. This species is one of the most likely new waders 
to be added to the subregion's list.

Islands in the Atlantic may give us a taste of which of 
the Nearctic migrants are most likely. It is theorised that 

once such migrants have reached the African continent, 
they may continue S to the same latitude as where they 
would have wintered in S America, or simply continue 
as far S as they can go  overland (ending up somewhere 
around Cape Town). Many of our sought-after rarities 
have Nearctic origins, and undergo lengthy migrations 
along the 3 American flyways to the Neotropics. These 
include American Golden Plover, White-rumped and 
Baird's Sandpipers, Pectoral Sandpiper and Buff-
breasted Sandpiper, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs and 
Wilson's Phalarope. It is thus reasonable to assume 
that other American migrants may also find their way 
to Southern Africa in time. Many of these are fairly 
frequently recorded as vagrants in the W Palearctic, and 
may make their way into Africa by joining other waders 
southbound along the East Atlantic Flyway.

Two more American waders that occasionally find 
their way into W Europe and potentially Southern Africa, 
are Semipalmated and Western Sandpipers. However, 
these nondescript stints are so similar to the abundant 
Little Stint that they could easily remain undetected. 
The primary difference between these and the various 
Palearctic stints is the American pair's partially webbed 
toes (see p. 153). The yellow-legged Least Sandpiper, 
the world's smallest wader, is a close look-alike of Long-
toed Stint. Indeed, a bird recorded at Steynsrus Dam in 
the Eastern Cape in Jan 1967, was originally identified 
as a Least Sandpiper, but the identification was subse-
quently changed to Long-toed Stint based on photos 
and measurements.

While the islands of the Tristan da Cunha group (incl. 
Inaccessible, Nightingale and Gough) are home to only 
a handful of indigenous terrestrial birds, they have 
played home to a surprisingly high number of trans-
Atlantic species, with Rufous-chested Dotterel, Upland 
Sand piper, Spotted Sandpiper, Solitary Sandpiper and 
Lesser Yellowlegs being particularly notable. St. Helena 
Island is not noted for vagrant waders (Blacksmith 
Lapwing excluded), but has its own endemic plover, 
St. Helena Plover, which is classified as Critically 
Endangered. Semipalmated Sandpiper has been 
recorded on Ascension Island, as has Upland Sandpiper.

That covers migrants inbound from the Americas 
and Asia, but what about from the north? Since the 
Afrotropics lack the pronounced seasonality of the far 
northern latitudes, many exclusively African waders 
are largely sedentary, or undergo only local nomadic 
wanderings determined by temporary factors such 
as water-levels, rainfall, drought, fires and grazing 
pressure.  Examples of such species include the beautiful 
W African Grey Pratincole and the bizarre Egyptian 

See box on p. 253 for tips on what to do if you are 
lucky enough to discover a rarity, and the best ways 
to share your sighting with other birders. Be sure to 
submit your sighting to the local Rarities Committee.
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The potential occurrence of Great Knot in Southern 
Africa was predicted in the 1990s. The species was 
first added to the Southern African list in Mar 2002, 
when an individual was found among Red Knots at 
the Seeberg section of the Langebaan Lagoon, in West 
Coast National Park (p. 25). Subsequent examination 
revealed that a Great Knot (presumably the same 
individual) had already been visiting the area from 
Dec 2000. This bird thus returned over 4 consecutive 
summers (2000-2003). 

Great Knots breed in E Siberia and migrate primarily 
along the East Asian-Australasian Flyway to their non-
br. grounds in SE Asia and Australia. It was thought that 
the species is probably most likely to occur on Africa's 
E Coast. This proved true when the second individual 
for the region was found on the Barra Peninsula, N of 
Inhambane in Mozambique on 12 December 2004. 
The above are my original field notes of the sighting. 
Because the species was not in our field guides at the 
time, I was not familiar with all its specific diagnostic 
features beforehand; I therefore attempted to observe 
every aspect of its plumage and structure, rather than 
miss a critical feature. This was before the time when 
everyone carried a phone in their pocket with a high-
megapixel camera and instant Internet access! 

I include my field notes here as an example of the 
procedure and thought processes behind identifying 
any unfamiliar species. My quick field sketch, though 
not a perfect match, compares well to the actual bird, 
with the exception of tail length, and breast markings; 
note however, that I wrote of these characters 'not 

seen well' and 'unclear'. It is important to be honest 
with what you can and cannot see, and to write 
unbiased notes before you consult the field guide. 
Also remember that the mind has a way of over-
accentuating some striking features (in this case, what 
I perceived as a very long bill and heavy chest). 

The under-watched Inhambane area (p. 23) and 
other parts of Mozambique's coastline support vast 
numbers of waders (note my comments that the 
knot was 'in a larger flock of 1000 waders' and 'much 
larger no's overall in area'). Subsequently up to 3 Great 
Knots have been seen together at this site, and small 
numbers probably visit major subtropical estuaries in 
our region on an annual basis. There has also been a 
record from Walvis Bay, Namibia (p. 22).

Field Notes

Non-br. ad. 
Great Knot
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The trans-Atlantic counterpart of Common Ringed  
Plover (p. 73), and likely to be found in the same sea-
son and habitats. Breeds across Alaska and Canada, 
and migrates to (coasts) of s USA, C and S America. A 
rare vagrant to the Palearctic. Almost identical to Com-
mon Ringed. Voice is the most reliable ID character, and 
supersedes all other features: a short, hoarse, rising 
whistle, stressed on the second syllable, che'WEE; unlike 
Common Ringed's mellow POO-eep, stressed on the 
first syllable. A touch smaller and slimmer than Com-
mon Ringed, with shorter wings and tail, and a smaller, 
more stubby bill with a slightly bulbous tip. Named for 
partly webbed feet: a well-timed photo may reveal a 
small but obvious web between the middle and inner 
toes, absent in Common Ringed. However, both species 
have small webs between their middle and outer toes 
(though more developed in 'Semi-P'). Shows a notable 
pale orbital ring at all ages (only really in br.  Common 
Ringed). In most, black lores become narrower towards 
bill-base, often leaving a slight white gap between lores 
and gape. Breast-band often thinner and less pinched 
in centre, without bulging sides. Br.  often has only a 
faint narrow pale smudge above the eye (but white su-
percilium may be more developed in  and young). Ju-
venile often shows paler covert fringes and fainter dark 
subterminal marks compared to juv. Common Ringed. 
White wing-bar slightly narrower than in Common.

• virtually identical to Common Ringed, but...
• emphasis on second part of hoarse, whistled call
• small web between middle and inner toes
• often small white gap between lores and gape
• tiny, stubby bill

Semipalmated Plover **
Charadrius semipalmatus
L: 16-17.5 cm WS: 35-40 cm T: 22-26 mm B: 11-14 mm

thin band   
(variable)

small white patch 
rarely reaches eye 

(often but not always 
does in Common)

obvious 
orbital 

ringfaint supercilium 
(but broader in )

web between 
middle and outer 
toes; difficult to 
see in the field

tiny bill

white 
gap

browner  
ear-coverts

AD. br. 

JUV.

call differs from Common Ringed!

COMMON RINGED br.  
 (p. 73)

broad, 
bulging

Semi-P marginally 
smaller, slimmer

Plover. These birds are much less likely to wander far off 
course than long-distance and trans-oceanic migrants. 
Forbes's Plover is an intra-Africa migrant that regularly 
occurs as close to us as N Zambia and Angola, and may 
well reach our northern borders on occasion. The partly 
migratory C African Brown-chested Lapwing has also 
been recorded in Zambia. Conversely, the attractive 
Black-headed Lapwing, with its wispy crest, is less likely, 
as its normal range only extends as far S as Kenya and 
Uganda. The same applies to Senegal Thick-knee, a 
close look-alike of Water Thick-knee.

However, some waders that breed in the Palearctic 
and migrate to tropical Africa may reasonably be 
expected to occasionally 'overshoot' their normal non-
br. ranges, or alternatively undergo 'reverse migration': 
flying S instead of N at the end of the non-br. season. 
An example that has already been confirmed is Little 
Ringed Plover, but Common Snipe and the tiny Jack 
Snipe are further possibilities. Snipe identification is 
notoriously difficult and very good photos, or a bird 
in the hand will probably be required to confirm these 
new species.

It is dangerous to make set-in-stone predictions, but 
the following 21 species of waders are thought to be 
the most likely potential vagrants to reach Southern 
Africa in future. Some of these are far more probable 
than others. This is indicated by stars next to their 
names (the more stars, the rarer the bird), as follows:

Western Sandpiper ***
Calidris mauri

Semipalmated Sandpiper **
Calidris pusilla

Least Sandpiper **
Calidris minutilla

WESTERN 
SANDPIPER 
br.

Due to the complexities of identifying small calidrids, 
the 3 species of potential vagrants listed above are 
treated alongside Little Stint and other small 'peeps' in 
the introduction of the Calidrinae chapter, on p. 148.

*
**

***

High probability of occurrence

Medium probability occurrence

Low probability (a three-star rarity!)

broad no 
gap
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The W African version of Three-banded Plover (p. 72). 
Range extends as far S as DRC, N Angola and Zambia. It 
overlaps with Three-banded in C Africa, but is generally 
found in drier habitats; nevertheless Forbes's is prone to 
seasonal wanderings and may occur in different habi-
tats at different times of the year. Small groups frequent 
short grasslands, clearings, rice paddies, flooded grass, 
wetlands, riversides and lakes in the dry season, but 
pairs move to rocky hills with exposed granite outcrops 
to breed. Also utilises burnt grassland, airstrips and even 
lawns. It's always a good idea to check a 'funny' Three-
banded, particularly in dry, terrestrial habitats. Breeds 
Mar-Aug in W Africa, so probably most likely Sep-Feb. 
Forbes's is a little bigger and darker overall, but the best 
field mark is its brown (not white) forehead. As such 
it also has a shorter (and thinner) supercilium, which 
typically starts above the eye. Forbes' face is generally 
browner and darker than in Three-banded, while its up-
per breast-band tends to be broader but less defined. 
In flight it should be readily distinguishable as its does 
not have a bold white wing-bar (and only has narrow 
white tips to the secondaries). Furthermore its outer 
tail looks less extensively white in flight, instead having 
more dark bars. The 2 are distinguishable by voice: the 
main flight-call of Forbes's is a pure, placid, piping, ris-
ing whistle, pee-oo, quite unlike the strident, piercing 
calls of Three-banded.

• virtually identical to Three-banded Plover, except...
• forehead brown (not whitish)
• supercilium thinner and only behind eye
• generally darker and greyer
• in flight: no white wing-bar; more tail barring

Forbes's Plover ***
Charadrius forbesi 
L: 18-20 cm WS: 38-42 cm T: 29-33 mm B: 16-19 mm

brown

white

thin 
supercilium 
behind eye

long, 
broad

darker

paler

often in dry grassy 
habitats, but also  
around water

broader  
but diffuse

broader than Three-
banded's but often 

washed brown

narrow, 
sharp, black

white barmuch 
white

mostly 
white

no barlittle 
white

barred

THREE-BANDED  
(p. 72)

FORBES'S

A loud, conspicuous plover that often breeds near man: 
farmland, airports, gravel parking lots; sometimes even 
on flat roofs. Also occurs in natural wetland or grassland 
habitats, as well as beaches, estuaries and mudflats. 
Breeds across N America; S populations resident but 
those from more temperate regions migrate to S and 
C America and Caribbean. Storm-blown vagrants reach 
W Europe fairly regularly, mainly in Nov-Apr (Sep-Oct 
for most other American vagrants). Occurrence S of the 
Sahara remote. At a glance resembles Three-banded 
Plover (p. 72) due to double breast-bands and red 
orbital ring, but face pattern more like Common Ringed 
(p. 73): throat white, wrapping around back of neck, and 
black bar from eye over crown. Easily told from both by 
orange rump. Has a remarkably elongated tail (even 
longer than already long-tailed Three-banded). In flight, 
shows long wings (but almost cloaked by long tertials 
at rest) and very broad white wing-bar, in addition 
to diagnostic bright rump. Flight action relaxed and 
graceful. Juveniles have buffy feather edges,  but these 
are soon lost. Note that some adults also show faint 
rufous fringes on their scapulars and coverts. Scientific 
name references penetrating, shrill, far-carrying voice, 
while common name is onomatopoeic of typical call: 
a sharp kill-deer, with second syllable often repeated 
kill-dee-dee-dee... Voice surprisingly high and thin for a 
relatively big bird; brings to mind a small sparrowhawk.

• has 2 breast-bands, like Three-banded, but...
• head pattern more like Common Ringed
• rump bright orange (unique)
• long, wedge-shaped tail; pointed rear-end
• in flight: very broad white wing-bar; orange rump

Killdeer ***
Charadrius vociferus 
L: 23.5-26 cm WS: 59-63 cm T: 32-38 mm B: 18-23 mm

black 
bar no red 

on bill

thin red 
orbital ring

twin black  
bands (more 

horizontal than 
Three-banded's)

white 'scarf' 
wraps around 

neck
often shows 
thin rufous 

fringes

exceptionally 
long tail

a little orange 
often visible

diagnostic 
orange rump

long, wedge-
shaped tail with 
striking pattern

longvery broad 
wing-bar

unmistakable!
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A truly bizarre Nearctic wader somewhere between a 
Curlew, Ruff, thick-knee and bustard in character. Strict-
ly a grassland-dweller: breeds on the prairies of inte-
rior N America (May-Aug), and 'winters' on S America's 
pampas. Forages in both dry and lush grasslands, short 
or tall, natural or modified. Typical haunts include air-
fields, golf courses, pastures, croplands, ploughed fields 
etc. Walks slowly through grass, with plover-like bursts 
of speed in pursuit of insects. At least on br. grounds, 
frequently perches on fence posts (and sometimes 
telephone poles or even wires). Lone vagrants are of-
ten ridiculously tame. About the size of a Ruff, with an 
exceptionally long and thin neck supporting the small 
head (stretches neck and holds body almost vertical 
when alert). Face 'open', accentuating the black eye. Bill 
almost straight, with bright yellow base. Legs brownish 
yellowish. Straw-coloured, heavily marked plumage 
plus yellowish legs could momentarily suggest a thick-
knee, but flanks barred, eye dark and shape very differ-
ent. Flies with head drawn-in, very long tail giving it a 
cruciform look. Has a wide repertoire but typical flight-
calls include a distinctive low, clear, fast, bubbly phrase, 
recalling Little Grebe: qui'pi'pi'pu with last note lower, or 
a mellow pulip-pulip. Song includes rolling chattering 
and weird rising and falling whistles. Vagrants regularly 
reach Europe (mostly Sep-Nov) and have been record-
ed on Tristan da Cunha Island.

• odd shape; stretches long, thin neck when alert
• very long tail extends far beyond wing-tips
• straight bill with yellow base; same length as head
• yellowish legs
• likely to be found in dry grassy habitats

Upland Sandpiper **
Bartramia longicauda
L: 28-32 cm WS: 51-59 cm T: 27-32 mm B: 48-52 mm

The world's smallest curlew (just smaller than the very 
similar but probably extinct Eskimo Curlew N. borealis).  
Breeds sparsely in NE Siberia, and winters primarily in 
N Australia's dry inland grasslands; here, flocks of thou-
sands can gather between Sep/Oct and Mar/Apr, and 
during peak passage periods, seemingly every patch 
of grassland, ploughed field, airstrip or large lawn is 
patrolled by this characteristic wader. May also occur in 
wetter habitats e.g. lake margins, open plains with scat-
tered pools, floodplains etc. More likely inland, but may 
use coastal habitats (tidal mudflats, saltmarsh etc.) too. 
A very rare 'accidental' vagrant to the Palearctic (mostly 
Jul-Aug). Chance of occurrence in Africa remote. About 
25-30% smaller than Common Whimbrel (p. 121) which 
it otherwise resembles in many respects such as dark 
crown with pale central stripe. Face pale, with broad 
supercilium and eye-ring separated from pale cheeks/
throat only by small mark in front of eye and curved line 
behind eye. Plumage otherwise has typical Numenius 
pattern, but is rich in tone. Longish legs blue-grey or 
dull pinkish. Bill about 1.5x as long as head, but only 
slightly decurved; base pink. Calls include a hoarse,  
rapid te-te-te-te and a low, harsh tchew-tchew-tchew 
reminiscent of a Greenshank. Hasty walk, flight style 
and dry habitat could suggest a plover. Often tame. 
Feeds mostly by picking insects from the surface. Sexes 
and ages similar, and little seasonal change.

• like a miniature, skinny, thin-necked Whimbrel
• about the size of a small lapwing or  Ruff
• rump dark (not white)
• bill curved; relatively short; base pink
• likely to be found inland, in grassy habitats

Little Curlew ***
Numenius minutus
L: 29-32 cm WS: 55-60 cm T: 46-54 mm B: 38-48 mm

on br. grounds, often 
perches on posts; holds 
wings aloft upon landing

long-necked, and 
very upright!

dark primaries

barred

intricately marked, 
straw-coloured 
plumage

yellowvery long tail 
extends well 
beyond wings

dark 
bars

thin, 
straight 

yellow

long thin  
neck; small 

head

pale crown-
stripe

compare br.  
Ruff (which may 

also be seen in 
grassland)

much smaller than 
Whimbrel (left); comically 
miniscule compared to 
Eurasian Curlew (p. 121)

slightly 
curved; 

base pink

pale crown-
stripe

lacks dark 
stripe from 

eye to bill of 
Whimbrel

long thin 
neck; small 

head

tawny colour

notches; 
quite dark

tips of tail 
and primaries 
about level

blue-grey

relatively 
faint bars
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A unique New World wader, with characteristics of both 
Tringa and Calidris. Breeds in tundra of N America, mi-
grating overland to S America from Jul (juveniles about 
a month later). During non-br. season forages in marshy 
pools, dams, pans and lagoons, both inland and at the 
coast; less often on tidal mudflats. Typically associates 
with calidrids, Ruffs and other waders, facilitating an 
appreciation of its unique shape, and particularly its 
almost awkwardly long, greenish yellow legs. How-
ever, frequently forages in belly-deep water so that 
legs are hidden; then, much like a Curlew Sandpiper  
(p. 155) though somewhat bigger and bill thicker and 
less tapered, with a straighter base, blunter tip and 
more tubular, snipe-like character. Neck also longer, 
body more angular and laterally compressed, flanks 
and breast more extensively streaked, and high 'puffy' 
rear-crown slopes into a long forehead. Shows a white 
rump like Curlew Sandpiper (streaky in br. plumage), 
but easily distinguished in flight by long trailing legs 
and lack of a white wing-bar. Long green legs and habit 
of entering deep water may suggest Marsh Sandpiper 
(p. 205) or even Wilson's Phalarope (p. 186). Compare 
also the larger dowitchers (p. 250). Wades with neck 
stretched and bill down, or plunges head underwater 
with tail sticking up and 'knees' bent. Calls are not very 
distinctive: various soft, short trills and piping sounds.

• very long, greenish yellow legs ('stilts')
• long, slightly curved, snipe-like black bill
• subtle streaks on flanks (barred in br. plumage)
• white rump but no white wing-bar
• feeds with rapid vertical probes, often in deep water

Stilt Sandpiper *
Micropalama himantopus
L: 18-23 cm WS: 37-42 cm T: 35-46 mm B: 37-44 mm

Resembles Pectoral Sandpiper (p. 168): small Siberian 
br. range falls (entirely) within that of Pectoral, but the 
former winters mainly in Australia, and the latter mainly 
in S America. Keys that distinguish Sharp-tails from 
other waders are shared by Pectoral: yellowish legs, 
Ruff-like 'scales' etc. Broadly similar to Pectoral in size 
and shape, but a touch smaller (note:  notably bigger 
than ) with a small head and shorter neck, and a nota-
bly shorter, weaker (in fact, stint-like) bill that typically 
lacks the extensive yellow base of Pectoral's. Eye looks 
bigger, but this is partly due to eye-catching white eye-
ring; creates the impression of a much 'cuter' bird. The 
supercilium is broader and cleaner, giving Sharp-tails 
a strongly capped look; the cap is tinged rufous and 
seems to be tipped forward as the supercilium flares 
behind the eye. Non-br. adults further differ from Pecto-
ral in their more extensively streaked flanks, and messy 
dorsal streaking, not terminating in a sharp line across 
the chest. In br. plumage the entire underparts are cov-
ered in large dark 'boomerangs'. Juv. (identifiable until 
about Nov) has a beautiful orange chest-band, overlaid 
by a necklace of delicate streaks. Flight-call is a sweet, 
pure pleep (somewhat like a Barn Swallow's vit call); 
lacks Pectoral's trilled quality. More likely than Pectoral 
to feed on mudflats, but also occurs in similar marshy 
inland habitats. Raises wings upon landing.

• very similar to Pectoral (in e.g. yellow legs), but:
• strongly capped effect, with rusty crown
• bold white eye-ring accentuates eye
• bill much shorter (stint-like) and usually darker
• lacks a sharply cut-off streaked pectoral band

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper **
Calidris acuminata 
L: 17-21 cm WS: 38-45 cm T: 26-32 mm B: 22-28 mm

CURLEW 
SANDPIPER

(p. 155)

(with a few retained 
juv. feathers)

AD. br.

AD. non-br. orange

thick, 
slightly 
curved; 

black

unique barring 
(beware moulting 

Curlew Sandpiper)

very long, 
greenish 

yellow legs

bill held 
down

JUV.

streaks

long legs

no wing-bar

note tail 
pattern white

only tips of 
toes peek out

wing-bar

PECTORAL
(p. 168)

JUV.

AD.  
non-br.

orange band

necklace

rusty cap

small head
rufous 

'tilted cap'

shortwhite broader 
behind eye

bold  
eye-ring

lacks  
sharp  

border

usually some 
bold streaks or 

chevrons

long; base 
yellower

abrupt 
borderfaint 

streaks, 
if any

SHARP-TAILED

both have 
yellow legs
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The American sister-species of the aptly named Com-
mon Sandpiper (p. 200); most 'odd' birds will turn out to 
be just variations of the latter. Migrates from N America 
to C and S America, but vagrants regularly reach Eu-
rope, and has also been recorded on Tristan de Cunha 
Island (a strong indicator that it is likely to reach SW 
Africa as well). Shares most features with Common, e.g. 
incessant tail-bobbing, white patch in front of shoulder, 
long-tailed shape and flicker-glide flight style. Instantly 
separable in br. plumage, when Spotted lives up its 
name; non-br. birds may still show some small spots 
below. Furthermore, br. birds have bright orange-pink, 
black-tipped bills and dull pinkish legs. Separating non-
breeders from Common is much less straightforward. 
First clue is often brighter yellow legs (but variable in 
both). Spotted also looks smaller and more compact, 
with tail only extending slightly past wings (tail proj-
ects much further in Common). Generally greyer and 
plainer above, and with much less scribbling on wing 
coverts e.g. tertial edges unbarred on adult (notched on 
Common) and only tips of tertials and greater coverts 
marked in juv. (barred throughout in Common). Breast-
patches more solid, lacking fine streaks of Common, 
but breast often whiter in centre. In flight, white wing-
bar does not reach body, and shows less white on tail. 
Some calls similar to Common, but listen for a repeated 
whistled pweet, or pweet-weet.

• virtually identical to Common Sandpiper, but...
• legs often brighter yellow (pink when breeding)
• tail shorter, extending less behind wings
• generally plainer and greyer
• white wing-bar does not reach body

Spotted Sandpiper *
Actitis macularius
L: 18-20 cm WS: 31-35 cm T: 21-25 mm B: 21-27 mm

The Nearctic sister-species of Green Sandpiper (p. 201). 
Breeds at inland marshes in boreal forests across Alaska 
and Canada; non-br. range from Mexico to Argen-
tina and Uruguay. A frequent vagrant to the Palearctic 
(mostly Jul-Oct), and has also been recorded in Africa, 
as far south as Zambia. There is even an unconfirmed 
though well-documented claim from the Klip River, S 
of Johannesburg in Aug 1979. Plumage much as Green, 
but immediately distinguishable in flight by dark (not 
white) rump and central tail feathers, and 4+ nar-
row (not 2-3 broad) dark bars on the white outer tail. 
Shares Green's dark underwing. Looks clearly slimmer 
and longer-winged in flight, and on the ground has a 
delicacy more akin to Wood Sandpiper, with a longer 
neck, smaller head and less hunched posture. Dorsal 
pattern somewhere between the tiny spots of Green 
and the bold spots of Wood. Bill looks slightly longer 
than Green's and often appears subtly curved. White 
eye-surround more prominent than Green. Juveniles 
are slightly paler brown than young Greens, and have a 
more pointed rear-end due to the longer wings. Found 
in the same freshwater inland habitats as Green, and 
likewise often in isolated situations, e.g. ditches, tem-
porary pools in woodlands, shady streams, puddles etc. 
Vagrants are often approachable. Does not associate 
with other waders, as its name implies. Call similar to 
Green Sandpiper's but slightly thinner.

• virtually identical to Green Sandpiper, but...
• rump and central tail feathers dark (not white)
• tail has many narrow black bars (not few bold bars)
• generally smaller and slimmer in build
• bill slightly longer and looks fractionally decurved

Solitary Sandpiper *
Tringa solitaria
L: 18-21 cm WS: 39-45 cm T: 29-35 mm B: 27-32 mm

spots bolder than 
Green, but smaller 

than Wood

eye-ring even bolder 
than Green's

pointed rear

bill looks long 
and often very 
subtly curved

wings longer, 
narrower than 
Green's

many thin 
bars

dark rump

delicate 
build

few broad 
bars

white

chunky 
build

GREEN 
 (p. 201)

often looks two-
tone; base pinkish

white bar 
does not 
reach body

tail much shorter 
than in Common

edges of 
tertials not 
barred

solid grey; fine  
streaks in Common

greyer and 
plainer than 

Common

legs and feet often 
pale, bright yellow; 

dull grey-green in 
Common (some 
similar though)

AD. br. 
unmistakable!

AD.  
non-br.

red

spotted

shares Common's 
characteristic white 
shoulder extension

less 
white

more 
white

white bar 
reaches body

COMMON
(p. 200)

best told from Green 
by dark rump!
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The 2 tattlers are unique, handsome slate-grey waders 
that are related to tringas. However, they differ from the 
latter in their shorter, thicker yellow legs (tarsus<bill), 
more attenuated rear-ends, lack of any white on the 
wings or rump and exclusively marine habitats. Grey-
tailed is by far the more likely tattler to reach our shores. 
It breeds in Siberia and migrates to islands and coasts 
of SE Asia and Australia. Vagrants have been recorded 
on the Seychelles and Mauritius, and tattlers should be 
sought esp. in Mozambique, Sep-Apr. Found mainly on 
soft mud or sand: tidal flats, around estuaries, among 
sparse mangroves; less often on reefs or rocks. Exhibits 
much nervous tail-bobbing, head-bobbing and teeter-
ing. Flies low and fast with clipped flicks of long wings. 
Holds wings aloft after landing, exposing grey under-
wings. May perch on mangrove twigs, rocks, causeways 
etc. Grey-tailed is poorly named, as most of the upper-
parts (incl. the rump and wings in flight) are smooth 
grey in both species, though a touch paler in Grey-
tailed. Grey wash extends over breast but weakens on 
flanks. Cap dark, with broad white supercilia that may 
meet on forehead and extend behind eye. Broad dark 
band across lores. About 4 primary tips project beyond 
the tertials, but the wing-tips extend only marginally 
beyond the long tail. Calls include various sweet tee-
weet and wee-hoo-type whistles, and a Grey Plover-like 
tee-doo-weet.

• plain, smooth grey above and on breast
• short, thick yellow legs
• flat, low body with long wings/tail
• dark grey underwing coverts; no wing-bar
• very similar to Wandering, but habitat mudflats

Grey-tailed Tattler **
Tringa (Heteroscelus) brevipes
L: 24-27 cm WS: 48-54 cm T: 29-34 mm B: 34-42 mm

Breeds in far E Siberia and Alaska, migrating to Pacific 
Coast of California and Mexico, and many islands in the 
Pacific plus NE Australia. Of the 2 tattlers, much the less 
likely to venture to Africa, but as its name implies, you 
never know. Care is needed to separate the 2 tattlers, 
which were previously lumped. It is easiest in br. plum-
age when Wandering has entire belly and undertail co-
verts densely and darkly barred (white on Grey-tailed). 
At all times, differs plumage-wise in slightly darker 
grey upperparts, more restricted and narrower white 
supercilium and dark grey flanks that do not contrast 
with the wing. In terms of structure, it is slightly longer-
winged, usually showing 5 primary tips beyond the 
tertials, and wing-tip often (but not always) extending 
far beyond tail. Bill averages slightly thinner and with 
smaller pale base than Grey-tailed, and groove in which 
nostrils lie extends >half the length of the bill (shorter 
in Grey-tailed). Difference in tarsal scale placement 
is only useful in the hand. Fortunately the 2 are read-
ily distinguishable by call: Wandering gives a clear, rip-
pling, high-pitched trill of 6-10 notes, much like a tiny 
Whimbrel: di-li-li-li-li-li. Another useful (but not infal-
lible) clue is Wandering's very specific favourite habitat: 
wave-washed rocks, intertidal rocky shelves, reefs and 
headlands. Here it clambers about like a turnstone or 
oystercatcher, just outside the splash-zone. Rarely, ven-
tures onto adjacent sandbars or mudflats.

• features as for Grey-tailed, but...
• overall darker, especially on flanks
• supercilium does not normally extend behind eye
• longer wings extend further beyond tail
• specific habitat: rocks, islets and reefs at seashore

Wandering Tattler ***
Tringa (Heteroscelus) incana
L: 26-29 cm WS: 51-58 cm T: 30-37 mm B: 35-43 mm

a bird of estuaries, 
mudflats, mangroves 

(unlike Wandering)

on br. birds, bars 
do not extend to 
belly or undertail

plain, even, 
light grey

white extends 
behind eye

pale grey 
flanks

smooth 
grey wash

robust 
yellow legs

4 tips

wing does not 
extend much 

past tail

Terek

broad dark 
band

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

belly and undertail 
coverts densely barred 

in breeding plumage

a specialist of rocky 
shores and reefs:  

clambers over wet 
rocks Turnstone-style

AD. br.

AD. 
non-br.

narrow white brow in 
front of eye (longer in 

br. plumage)

at times entire  
bird just looks 

plain grey

dark grey flank 
contrasts little 

with wing

5 tips

wing extends  
far past tail-tip 
(but variable)

plain, even, 
dark grey
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Both of the American dowitchers are potential va-
grants, although Long-billed is more regularly recorded 
in Europe and is also the more likely here. Compare also 
Asian (p. 130). Dowitchers resemble small godwits in 
plumage, but are closer to snipes in size and build, e.g. 
in their high-set eyes, thick, blunt-tipped bills (slightly 
decurved towards tip) and greenish legs. Like snipes, 
they feed by rapid vertical hammering. The 2 species 
are not easily distinguished, esp. in bland non-br. plum-
age, so any suspected sighting should be carefully doc-
umented and verified. The safest distinction is by flight-
call: Long-billed gives a single, sharp keek with the 
quality of an oystercatcher, often repeated every 2-3 s; 
sometimes given in quick succession e.g. kik-ik or kik-ik-
ik (a low, liquid series in Short-billed). Name misleading, 
as bill length overlaps extensively with Short-billed, and 
is longer in the larger ; however, a bill twice or more 
times as long as the head is indicative of a Long-billed. 
In flight both species show white backs, extending in a 
slit between the wings, and paler, white-tipped inner 
secondaries. Long-billed's tail typically looks darker 
because the dark bars are broader than the intervening 
white spaces (vice versa in Short-billed; although some 
birds are intermediate). Habitat overlaps with Short-
billed, but is the more common species at grassy inland 
pools with fresh or brackish water. Compare also knots 
(p. 159) and Stilt Sandpiper (p. 247).

• from all others by snipe-like bill plus greenish legs
• best distinguished from Short-billed by voice
• juv. has unpatterned tertials/coverts
• non-br. dark, plain grey with broad, soft flank bars
• bill length not an ID feature (unless >2x head)

Long-billed Dowitcher **
Limnodromus scolopaceus
L: 27-30 cm WS: 41-49 cm T: 35-46 mm B: 55-( : 62; : 72)-78 mm

Nearly identical to Long-billed: overlaps extensively in 
size, structure and plumage; things further complicated 
by Short-billed's pronounced racial variation. Borderline 
birds may be confirmed by flight-call: a single sharp 
note in Long-billed, but an explosive, lower-pitched, 
liquid double- or triple-note call in Short-billed, with a 
rattling quality: ke'tu or ke'tu'tu. Juveniles (or immatures 
that still retain some juv. feathers) are easiest to 
distinguish, based on Short-billed's complex markings 
within the borders of each tertial and greater covert 
(and sometimes scapulars). Br. adults of both species are 
barred or spotted above and variably washed orange 
below; consult an American field guide for details. Non-
br. adults are told from Long-billed by their thinner 
but more extensive and more chevron-shaped marks 
on the flanks, plus overall paler and more speckled 
appearance, whiter feather fringes, less sharply defined 
white belly, less prominent white crescent below the 
eye, typically broader white supercilium and thinner tail 
bars. Admittedly, these are all 'average differences' and 
should be adjudicated together. Some subtle structural 
differences also apply: Short-billed averages slimmer, 
smaller and has a flatter back in relaxed feeding posture, 
and a more rounded crown profile. Bill length overlaps 
with Long-billed, but extremes are diagnostic: those 
birds with bills <1.5x the length of the head are very 
likely Short-billeds. Habitat principally tidal mudflats.

• from all others by snipe-like bill plus greenish legs
• best distinguished from Long-billed by voice
• juv. has complex patterns on tertials/coverts
• non-br. pale, speckled grey with narrow chevrons
• bill length not an ID feature (unless <1.5x head)

Short-billed Dowitcher ***
Limnodromus griseus
L: 25-29 cm WS: 42-48 cm T: 33-41 mm B: 51-( : 57; : 62)-68 mm

rich, buffdull, grey

tertials 
plain

tertials etc. with 
internal snipe-like 

scribbles

much overlap 
in bill length; 

only extremes 
identifiablegreenish yellow 

(both species)

spots

clean white 
belly; abrupt 

border

broad, 
smudgy bars

more solid 
grey

darker and 
more uniform

paler; feather 
edges whiter

narrow 
chevrons

spots on 
belly

 flecked

slimmer, with 
flat back

body fatter, with 
rounded back

white bars 
broader

dark bars 
broader

white back

paler 
secondaries

spots

roundedhigh crown, 
long 'snout'

thin

AD.  
non-br.

JUV.

bigger than Curlew Sandpiper (top), 
but smaller than Bar-tailed Godwit

thick

(both)
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One of the most likely contenders to be added to the 
Southern African list; there is even an unconfirmed his-
torical claim from the Zambezi Delta in Mozambique. 
Indeed, coastal Mozambique is undoubtedly the best 
area to search, and the further N the better. Range re-
stricted to E Madagascar, where it nests in similar situ-
ations as Rock Pratincole, namely rocky islands in large 
rivers; but also rocky oceanic coasts, small coastal cliffs, 
exposed reefs and offshore islets, and around lakes and 
rivers. Spends the non-br. season in coastal E Africa 
where it is present Mar-Sep. Locally common between S 
Somalia and N Mozambique, with large flocks gathering 
on coastal mudflats or adjacent sand dunes, or around 
estuaries and along lake shores. Smaller numbers range 
inland. Approximate size and shape as Collared Pratin-
cole, but dark grey-brown colour, shallow tail-fork, dark 
(not buff) throat, lack of throat collar, and contrasting 
white line below eye remind more of the smaller Rock 
Pratincole. Told from the latter by chestnut lower belly 
and underwing coverts, absence of white nuchal col-
lar, absence of a short white wing-bar or small isolated 
white spot between eye and gape. Looks long-winged: 
wing-tips project about 5 cm beyond short tail when at 
rest. Voice much like other pratincoles'. Forages aerially 
and often high up, over water, open ground or wood-
lands. Flight agile and tern-like. On the ground, hunch-
es more than Collared, with breast stuck-out.

• approximately the same size/shape as Collared
• dark colour and white band on face more like Rock
• chestnut on belly and underwing coverts
• short, shallowly forked tail
• most likely in coastal Mozambique, in winter

Madagascar Pratincole *
Glareola ocularis
L: 23-25 cm WS: 58-63 cm T: 25-28 mm B: 13-16 mm

Breeds colonially in E Asia (Mongolia, China, Taiwan, 
Japan, Pakistan, N India, Sri Lanka) and migrates to India, 
SE Asia and Australia in Nov-Mar. Occurrence in Africa is 
improbable, but not impossible, e.g. has reached the 
Seychelles and Mauritius. Very like Collared (p. 239) 
and uses similar habitats; confirmation will require 
dedicated detective work and good photographic 
evidence. Identification best attempted in Dec-Jun/Jul. 
Short tail perhaps the best initial indicator: falls well 
short of wing-tips (1.5 cm or more, sometimes 2-3 cm) 
on a standing bird, and looks obviously stubby in flight, 
thus more like Black-winged. Beware of juveniles and 
moulting adults when judging tail length. Like Collared, 
has reddish underwing coverts, but like Black-winged, 
lacks a white trailing edge to secondaries. Unlike both 
other species, shaft of outer primary buff-brown (not 
white). Lower breast often has distinct peachy wash, 
but this may be less obvious in duller non-br. plumage. 
Other features very subtle: longish legs, egg-shaped 
instead of slit-like nostrils etc. Keep in mind that most 
literature deals with Oriental vs. Palearctic Collared; 
Afrotropical races of Collared share some 'diagnostic' 
features with Oriental, e.g. longer black gape line, darker 
lores, more uniformly black primaries, inner secondaries 
not paler etc. In theory, timing of moult differs, because 
Oriental breeds in N Hemisphere summer while African 
Collared breeds Sep-Nov. Tends to stand more upright.

• like a cross between Collared and Black-winged
• underwing coverts red like Collared
• lacks a white trailing edge, like Black-winged
• short tail falls well short of wing-tips
• often has a distinct peach wash on underparts

Oriental Pratincole ***
Glareola maldivarum 
L: 23-24 cm WS: 53-62 cm T: 30-37 mm B: 12-15 mm

chestnut 
belly patch

wing much 
longer than 
short tail

white

white 
spot

no collar

dark legs (red in 
Rock Pratincole)

peach 
wash

red

brown-
tinged 
shaft

short

no 
white 
edge

wing-tip 
extends far 
beyond tail

short, blunt; 
little white

no white bar or 
trailing edge

long

chestnut

dark grey-
brown

ROCK  
PRATINCOLE
(p. 238)

white bar

red 
legs

dark

 
white 
edge

long 
streamers red

white 
shaft

outer tail feathers 
extend beyond 
wing-tip (but 
beware birds  
in moult)

ORIENTAL

COLLARED
(p. 239)

MADAGASCAR

br. adults shown
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The most abundant snipe across most of the Palearctic, 
with an extensive non-br. range in Africa, Arabia, India 
and SE Asia. Can be abundant in marshy habitat in Afri-
can non-br. range, which normally extends to Tanzania 
and DRC (Oct-Apr). In some years, also reaches Zambia 
and Malawi (and Southern Africa?). Very similar to Afri-
can in appearance, habitat and call (previously lumped), 
and could easily remain overlooked. Best distinguish-
ing factor is tail pattern, but this is best confirmed in 
the hand. Common usually has 14 tail feathers (7 pairs; 
rarely 6, 8 or 9 pairs); the outermost is slightly narrowed, 
with heavy dark bars and only a little white. Conversely, 
African Snipe usually has 16 feathers (8 pairs) with the 
outer 3 conspicuously narrowed and predominantly 
white. As a long-distance migrant, Common Snipe has 
longer, more pointed primaries, plus a very broad white 
trailing edge on the inner wing. As in African Snipe, it 
rises abruptly when flushed, escapes in frantic, zigzag 
flight, and almost invariably gives a panicked shnipe call 
(which is probably not safely distinguishable from that 
of African, given the degree of vocal variation in both 
species). Tends to 'tower' higher than African and wing-
beats less fluttery. Bill averages shorter than African, but 
some overlap. Not as dark above, and less boldly barred 
below; overall impression more 'chequered buff' than 
'black-and-gold' but some birds are very similar. Only 
minor age, sexual and seasonal variation.

• voice and appearance very similar to African Snipe
• outer tail barred, and corners show little white
• outer tail feathers not conspicuously narrowed
• long, pointed wing
• less black than African Snipe above

Common Snipe *
Gallinago gallinago
L: 26-28 cm WS: 40-45 cm T: 30-35 mm B: 62-73 mm

Forms part of a complex of near-identical Palearctic 
snipes (Common, Wilson's, Swinhoe's, Pintail) which 
are not always safely identifiable in the field. Relatively 
easily identified in the hand though, thanks to diagnos-
tic 'pin-tail'. Breeds in Siberia, and spends the non-br. 
months (Aug-Apr) in India and SE Asia. Surprisingly, it 
has been recorded a handful of times in Africa (Socotra, 
Somalia, Kenya; Oct-Mar, most in Jan); such birds may 
be trans-oceanic stragglers or evidence of a small over-
looked influx. Field identification is very problematic, 
and most literature focuses on separation from Com-
mon and Swinhoe's, instead of African. Many 'average 
differences' have been proposed, but the only infal-
lible diagnostic character is the dramatically narrowed 
outer 6-8 pairs of tail feathers (of 12-14 pairs in total). 
Note that these are not necessarily visible in flight, but 
may be momentarily exposed when the bird preens or 
stretches (the movement may be too quick for a photo, 
so video might be safer). On a flying bird, also note lack 
of white trailing edge on inner wing and feet sticking 
out well beyond short tail. Stocky body, short and deep-
based bill and 'open' face could suggest bigger Great 
Snipe. As in that species, the escape flight is relatively 
slow, steady and ponderous; usually soon drops back 
into cover. Often takes flight without calling, but may 
give a hoarse, harsh, low, 'vowel-less' rasp: sketch (quite 
different from the fuller calls of Common/African).  

• not easily distinguished from others in the field
• outer 6-8 tail feathers narrower than 2 mm ('pins')
• toes project well beyond short tail
• underwing densely barred
• lacks white trailing edge on hind-wing

Pintail Snipe ***
Gallinago stenura
L: 25-27 cm WS: 40-44 cm T: 30-35 mm B: 54-70 mm

COMMON AFRICAN PINTAIL

smaller but 
more stocky

blunt wing-tips

short but 
thick

pale panel

8 outermost tail 
feathers <2 mm 
wide ('pins')

virtually no white 
on trailing edge

much of foot projects 
beyond short tail in flight

round

short tail (hardly 
projects beyond 

wing-tips)

scapulars: 
narrow cream 
fringe on both 

sides

densely 
barred

open face:  
dark loral stripe 

narrowed in 
front of eye

outer tail feather (T13)

(T8)

dark

scapulars: 
only a spot 

on inner web

bold 
bands

very 
long

much 
white

some 
white

medium-
length

outer tail feather (T7)

conspicuous 
white trailing 
edge in flight

outer tail 
barred; white 
only on tip

pointed wing-tips

scapulars:  
broad cream 

fringe on outer 
side, narrow rusty 

fringe on inner

not as dark 
as African
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A peculiar little Palearctic dwarf-snipe, classified in its 
own genus. Breeds in bogs and swamps (often near 
Broad-billed Sandpipers) from Scandinavia to E Russia. 
Non-br. range India, S Asia, W Europe and sub-Saharan 
Africa. From Sep-May (but mainly Nov-Feb at tropical 
latitudes) occurs commonly from S Sudan to Senegam-
bia; occasional influxes S to Kenya, Uganda and Camer-
oon, and vagrants have been recorded from Tanzania 
and Zambia. Occurs in waterlogged, muddy habitats 
with plentiful vegetation cover: sedge-marshes, inun-
dated grassland, flooded agricultural fields, sewage 
farms, edges of pools or streams etc. About 30% smaller 
than typical snipes, with a unique build: compact with 
oversized head, eye set far back in face, spiky tail stick-
ing up at an angle, and short but thick bill. Given a good 
view, face pattern differs from any other snipe (see an-
notations below). Notoriously secretive: stalks away into 
thick cover like a crake, or lies prone and freezes, relying 
on remarkably effective camouflage to avoid detection. 
Thus seldom seen in flight unless virtually trodden on. 
Then rises silently and flies weakly for a short distance, 
plunging back into the vegetation with a characteristic 
stalling loop. Very rarely, may give a hoarse catch when 
flushed; on br. grounds produces a bizarre sound remi-
niscent of a galloping horse. Feeding behaviour utterly 
unmistakable: whole bird rhythmically 'bounces' up and 
down, with legs flexed. 

• shape unique: small; short bill; compact body; 
  thin, pointy wedge-shaped tail without any white
• supercilium splits and rejoins; no pale crown-stripe
• bounces up and down when feeding
• hard to flush (often freezes instead); flutters weakly

Jack Snipe **
Lymnocryptes minimus
L: 18-20 cm WS: 33-37 cm T: 23-26 mm B: 37-42 mm

short, thick-based 
bill barely longer 

than head
unlike other snipes, 
flanks streaked or 
mottled (not barred)

thin, pointed, 
wedge-shaped 
tail; no white

no pale central 
crown-stripe

supercilium 
splits and 

rejoins

complete dark 
crescent from 

ears to gape

broad, long, 
neat stripes

purple-green 
iridescence

almost 
invisible!

If you find a rarity...
Finding your own rarity in the field is one of the 
most euphoric moments in birding. Typically 
the sequence of emotions are confusion, then 
realisation (which wars with doubt and disbelief ), 
then conviction followed by ecstacy. And lastly 
angst—that the bird will disappear before you 
have had a chance to obtain proof. Finding a 
bird outside of its normal distribution range is 
satisfying, but finding a true national rarity or 
'megatick', especially in an accessible location 
where other birders can connect with it, is an 
immense birding 'high'. Finding a 'first' for the 
subregion (in all likelihood one of the species 
featured in this chapter) will be a once-in-a-
lifetime birding highlight.

One of your first actions should be to obtain 
a photo. Nowadays even a cellphone picture may 
be of sufficient quality to show the diagnostic 
features. Taking a photo through your binoculars 
is an effective emergency 'life-hack'. Doing the 
same through a telescope can achieve results 
almost on par with expensive telephoto lenses. 

But don't waste too much time trying to get 
a frame-filling photo instead of studying and 
enjoying your bird. Scribble down some notes, or 
better yet make a rough drawing of what you're 
seeing (see example on p. 243). Or simply describe 
the bird out loud (perhaps try recording your  
voice with your phone). Do all of this on the spot; 
once you've looked at the books, your recollection 
will start to become increasingly biased to wards 
what the bird should look like, instead of what it 
actually looked like. 

Make an effort to get the news out as soon 
as possible, even if you are not 100% sure of 
your identification yet. Rather label the bird as 
a 'possible' or 'probable' than keep a megatick 
quiet while you ponder the final identification. 
Social media has made the sharing step infinitely 
faster. For example, Facebook groups such as SA 
Rare Birds or Waders of Southern Africa will ensure 
that the news travels far and wide. Undoubtedly 
the most effective channel is the SA Rare Bird 
News Google Group, run by Trevor Hardaker. Email 
hardaker@mweb.co.za or text 082 780 0376.

Be sure to submit your record to the relevant 
country's Rarities Committee, who will adjudicate 
the evidence and add your sighting to a database 
of verified distribution records (for South African 
rarities, link via www.birdlife.org.za). 

Long-staying rarities at accessible sites can 
attract hundreds of 'twitchers'. Although it could 
be argued that vagrant birds, often lost or sick 
individuals, are of little conservation concern, the 
welfare of the bird's habitat and other indigenous 
biodiversity must still be kept in mind. When 
twitching a rarity, remember that other birders 
may visit after you, so do not harass or pursue the 
bird excessively. Respect the rights of the local 
community and land-owners.
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ONLINE RESOURCES
The following websites and apps offer good reference photos 
and articles, plus multimedia content.

Apps: 'Roberts' and 'Sasol' apps available for iOS and Android; 
Collins Bird Guide App (iOS only).

Atlasing: sabap2.adu.org.za (SABAP2); 'BirdLasser' app.
Biology: bo.adu.org.za (Biodiversity Observations online journal; 

formerly Ornithological Observations).
Bird Clubs: birdlife.org.za (BirdLife South Africa).
Conservation: iucnredlist.org (IUCN); www.waderquest.org;  

www.shorebird-network.net
Facebook: various groups for ID discussions and photo sharing, 

incl. 'Waders of Southern Africa' group.
Identification: ibercajalav.net (in-hand); oceanwanderers.com 

(articles); surfbirds.com (articles); digdeep1962.wordpress.com 
(one of my favourite sites!).

Photos: Southern Africa: birdpics.co.za; johann grob belaar.co.za; 
hardaker.co.za; niall.co.za; theflacks.co.za; warwicktarboton.
co.za. Africa: birdquest.net/afbid. Asia: orientalbirdimages.org

Regions: sabirding.co.za (SA); audubon.org/bird-guide (America); 
nzbirdsonline.org.nz (New Zealand).

Sounds:  xeno-canto.org; avocet.zoology.msu.edu.
Taxonomy: worldbirdnames.org (IOC world bird list);  

jboyd.net/Taxo/taxo1.html (John Boyd's excellent site).
Video: hbw.com/ibc (Internet Bird Collection).
Wader Study Groups: www.waderstudygroup.org (International); 

awsg.org.au (Australia).
World Shorebirds Day: Participate in an annual global wader 

count: see worldshorebirdsday.wordpress.com.

254 REFERENCES & RESOURCES

8_Appendix_x4.indd   254 2016/11/06   7:44 PM

http://www.waderquest.org
http://www.shorebird-network.net
http://www.waderstudygroup.org
http://www.sabap2.adu.org.za
http://www.bo.adu.org.za
http://www.iucnredlist.org
http://www.oceanwanderers.com
http://www.ibercajalav.net
http://www.surfbirds.com
http://www.digdeep1962.wordpress.com
http://www.birdpics.co.za
http://www.johanngrobbelaar.co.za
http://www.hardaker.co.za
http://www.niall.co.za
http://www.theflacks.co.za
http://www.warwicktarboton.co.za
http://www.warwicktarboton.co.za
http://www.birdquest.net/afbid
http://www.orientalbirdimages.org
http://www.sabirding.co.za
http://www.audubon.org/bird-guide
http://www.nzbirdsonline.org.nz
http://www.xeno-canto.org
http://www.avocet.zoology.msu.edu
http://www.worldbirdnames.org
http://www.jboyd.net/Taxo/taxo1.html
http://hbw.com/ibc
http://www.awsg.org.au
http://www.worldshorebirdsday.wordpress.com
http://www.birdlife.org.za


Actitis hypoleucos   200
Actitis macularius   248
Actophilornis africanus   111
Arenaria interpres   158
Avocet, Pied   55

Bartramia longicauda   246
BURHINIDAE   36
Burhinus capensis   43 
Burhinus vermiculatus   43
Buttonquail, Black-rumped   217
Buttonquail, Common   216
Buttonquail, Hottentot   217
Buttonquail, Kurrichane   216

CALIDRINAE   134
Calidris acuminata   247
Calidris alba   158
Calidris alpina   155
Calidris bairdii   163
Calidris canutus   159
Calidris cooperi   142
Calidris ferruginea   155
Calidris fuscicollis   163
Calidris mauri   149
Calidris melanotos   168
Calidris minuta   165
Calidris minutilla   148
Calidris paramelanotos   142
Calidris pusilla   149
Calidris ruficollis   165
Calidris subminuta   164
Calidris temminckii   164
Calidris tenuirostris   159
CHARADRIINAE   66
Charadrius alexandrinus   77
Charadrius asiaticus   80
Charadrius dubius   73
Charadrius forbesi   245
Charadrius hiaticula   73
Charadrius leschenaultii   81
Charadrius marginatus   76
Charadrius mongolus   81
Charadrius pallidus   76
Charadrius pecuarius   77
Charadrius tricollaris   72
Charadrius vociferus   245
Charadrius semipalmatus   244
CHIONIDAE   34
Chionis albus   35
Courser, Bronze-winged   231
Courser, Burchell's   229
Courser, Double-banded   230
Courser, Temminck's   229
Courser, Three-banded   231
Courser, Violet-tipped   231
Crab-plover   223
Curlew, Eurasian   121

Curlew, Little   246
Cursorius rufus   229
Cursorius temminckii   229

Dikkop, Gewone   43
Dikkop, Water-   43
Dowitcher, Asian/Asiatic   130
Dowitcher, Long-billed    250
Dowitcher, Short-billed   250
Drawwertjie, Bloukop-   229
Drawwertjie, Bronsvlerk-   231
Drawwertjie, Drieband-   231
Drawwertjie, Dubbelband-   230
Drawwertjie, Trek-   229
DROMADIDAE   220
Dromas ardeola   223
Dunlin   155

Elsie, Bont-   55
Elsie, Rooipoot-   55

Fraiingpoot, Bont-   186
Fraiingpoot, Grys-   187
Fraiingpoot, Rooihals-   187

Gallinago gallinago   252
Gallinago media   179
Gallinago nigripennis   179
Gallinago stenura   252
Glareola maldivarum   251
Glareola nordmanni   239
Glareola nuchalis   238
Glareola ocularis   251
Glareola pratincola   239
Godwit, Bar-tailed   130
Godwit, Black-tailed   131
Godwit, Hudsonian   131
Greenshank, Common   205
Griet, Bandstert-   130
Griet, Hudsonbaai-   131
Griet, Swartstert-   131

HAEMATOPODIDAE   44
Haematopus moquini   49
Haematopus ostralegus   49
Heteroscelus   249
Himantopus himantopus   55

JACANIDAE   104
Jacana, African   111
Jacana, Lesser   111

Kemphaan   207
Kiewiet, Bont-   93
Kiewiet, Grootswartvlerk-   97
Kiewiet, Kleinswartvlerk-   97
Kiewiet, Kroon-   96
Kiewiet, Lel-   96

Kiewiet, Spoorvlerk-   93
Kiewiet, Witkop-   92
Kiewiet, Witvlerk-   92
Killdeer   245
Knoet   159
Knoet, Groot   159
Knot, Great    159
Knot, Red   159
Krapvreter   223
Kwarteltjie, Bosveld-   216
Kwarteltjie, Kaapse   217
Kwarteltjie, Swartrug-   217

Langtoon, Dwerg-   111
Langtoon, Groot-   111
Lapwing, African Wattled   96
Lapwing, Black-winged   97
Lapwing, Blacksmith   93
Lapwing, Crowned   96
Lapwing, Long-toed   92
Lapwing, Senegal   97
Lapwing, Spur-winged   93
Lapwing, White-crowned   92
Limicola falcinellus   154
Limnodromus griseus   250
Limnodromus scolopaceus   250
Limnodromus semipalmatus   130
LIMOSINAE   122
Limosa haemastica   131
Limosa lapponica   130
Limosa limosa   131

Micropalama himantopus   247
Microparra capensis   111

NUMENIINAE   112
Numenius arquata   121
Numenius minutus   246
Numenius phaeopus   121

Oystercatcher, African Black   49
Oystercatcher, Eurasian   49

Painted-snipe, Greater   103
Phalarope, Grey   187
Phalarope, Red   187
Phalarope, Red-necked   187
Phalarope, Wilson's   186
Phalaropus fulicarius   187
Phalaropus lobatus   187
Philomachus pugnax   169
Plover, American Golden   63
Plover, Caspian   80
Plover, Chestnut-banded   76
Plover, Common Ringed   73
Plover, Crab-   223
Plover, Forbes's   245
Plover, Greater Sand   81

INDEX
Family or subfamily names are printed in CAPITALS, English common names in bold, scientific names in italics and 
Afrikaans names in regular font.
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Plover, Grey   62
Plover, Kentish   77
Plover, Kittlitz's   77
Plover, Lesser Sand   81
Plover, Little Ringed   73
Plover, Mongolian   81
Plover, Pacific Golden   63
Plover, Ringed   73
Plover, Semipalmated   244
Plover, Three-banded   72
Plover, White-fronted   76
PLUVIALINAE   56
Pluvialis dominica   63
Pluvialis fulva   63
Pluvialis squatarola   62
Pratincole, Black-winged   239
Pratincole, Collared   239
Pratincole, Madagascar   251
Pratincole, Oriental   251
Pratincole, Red-winged   239
Pratincole, Rock   238

Recurvirostra avosetta   55
RECURVIROSTRIDAE   50
Redshank, Common   209
Redshank, Spotted   209
Reeve   169
Rhinoptilus africanus   230
Rhinoptilus chalcopterus   231
Rhinoptilus cinctus   231
ROSTRATULIDAE   100
Rostratula benghalensis   103
Ruff   169
Ruiter, Bos- 201
Ruiter, Gevlekte Rooipoot-   209
Ruiter, Gewone   200
Ruiter, Groenpoot-   205
Ruiter, Grootgeelpoot-    204
Ruiter, Kleingeelpoot-   204
Ruiter, Moeras-   205
Ruiter, Rooipoot-   209
Ruiter, Terek-   200
Ruiter, Witgat-   201

Sanderling   158
Sandpiper, Baird's   163
Sandpiper, Broad-billed   154
Sandpiper, Buff-breasted   168
Sandpiper, Common   200
Sandpiper, Cooper's   142
Sandpiper, Cox's   142
Sandpiper, Curlew   155
Sandpiper, Green   201
Sandpiper, Least   148

Sandpiper, Marsh   205
Sandpiper, Pectoral   168
Sandpiper, Semipalmated   149
Sandpiper, Sharp-tailed   247
Sandpiper, Solitary   248
Sandpiper, Spotted   248
Sandpiper, Stilt   247
Sandpiper, Terek   200
Sandpiper, Upland   246
Sandpiper, Western   149
Sandpiper, White-rumped   163
Sandpiper, Wood   201
Sheathbill, Greater/Snowy   35
SCOLOPACINAE   172
Skedebek, Groot-   35
Smutsornis africanus   230
Snip, Afrikaanse   179
Snip, Dubbel-   179
Snip, Goud-   103
Snipe, African   179
Snipe, Common   252
Snipe, Ethiopian   179
Snipe, Great   179
Snipe, Greater Painted-   103
Snipe, Jack   253
Snipe, Pintail/Pin-tailed   252
Snipgriet, Asiatiese   130
Sprinkaanvoël, Rooivlerk-   239
Sprinkaanvoël, Swartvlerk-   239
Sprinkaanvoël, Withals-   238
Steenloper   158
Steganopus tricolor   186
Stilt, Black-winged   55
Stint, Little   165
Stint, Long-toed   164
Stint, Red-necked   165
Stint, Rufous-necked   165
Stint, Temminck's   164
Strandkiewiet, Kentse   77
Strandkiewiet, Kleinringnek-   73
Strandkiewiet, Amerikaanse Goue   63
Strandkiewiet, Asiatiese   80
Strandkiewiet, Asiatiese Goue   63
Strandkiewiet, Drieband-   72
Strandkiewiet, Geelbors-   77
Strandkiewiet, Groot-   81
Strandkiewiet, Grys-   62
Strandkiewiet, Mongoolse   81
Strandkiewiet, Ringnek-   73
Strandkiewiet, Rooiband-   76
Strandkiewiet, Vaal-   76
Strandloper, Baird   163
Strandloper, Bont-   155
Strandloper, Breëbek-   154

Strandloper, Drietoon-   158
Strandloper, Geelpoot-   168
Strandloper, Klein-   165
Strandloper, Krombek-   155
Strandloper, Langtoon-   164
Strandloper, Rooinek-   165
Strandloper, Taanbors-   206
Strandloper, Temminck-   164
Strandloper, Witrug-   163

Tattler, Grey-tailed   249
Tattler, Wandering   249
Thick-knee, Spotted   43
Thick-knee, Water   43
Tobie, Bont-   49
Tobie, Swart-   49
TRINGINAE   190
Tringa brevipes   249
Tringa erythropus   209
Tringa flavipes   204
Tringa glareola   201
Tringa incana   249
Tringa melanoleuca   204
Tringa nebularia   205
Tringa ochropus   201
Tringa solitaria   248
Tringa stagnatilis   205
Tringa totanus   209
Tryngites subruficollis   168
TURNICIDAE   210
Turnix hottentottus   217
Turnix nanus   217
Turnix sylvaticus   216
Turnstone, Ruddy   158

VANELLINAE   84
Vanellus albiceps   92
Vanellus armatus   93
Vanellus coronatus   96
Vanellus crassirostris    92
Vanellus lugubris   97
Vanellus melanopterus   97
Vanellus senegallus   96
Vanellus spinosus   93

Whimbrel, Common   121
Whimbrel, Steppe   118
Wulp, Groot-   121
Wulp, Klein-   121

Xenus cinereus   200

Yellowlegs, Greater   204
Yellowlegs, Lesser   204
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WADER TOPOGRAPHY
To a large extent, birding is nothing but the study 
of feathers. Except for a bird's bill, eyes and legs, its 
entire body is covered in feathers. These miraculously 
evolved keratin structures not only provide water
proofing, insulation, protection, and of course the 
power of flight, but also give a bird its shape, colours 
and markings. Despite the limitless variation in the 
appearance of feathers, a bird's plumage system is 
actually surprisingly simple and consistent. 

Feathers are not distributed randomly across 
the body, but instead grow in very specific feather 
groups or tracts (called pterylae). The placements of 
these feather groups on the body, and the number 
of feathers in each, are very similar across all birds. It 
is therefore possible to practise recognising different 
feather groups on virtually any bird, from a canary to a 
crane. Mastering the ability to discern different feather 
groups is one of the best ways to become a better 
birder. This skill will allow you to observe birds in 
more detail and interpret what you are seeing 
with more clarity. Try studying pet birds or 
photos. Before long you will be able to 
instantly distinguish the different 
feather groups on any bird you 
see in the field. Pay particular 

'split supercilium'

forehead/frons

crown

supercilium 
(eyebrow)

nape

earcoverts 
(auriculars)

chin

throat

mantle ('back')

upper scapulars

lower scapulars

mantle 'V' (white)

scapular 'V' (white)

tertials

primaries

primary projection 
(34 tips visible)

underside of P10 
(of left wing)

tail feathers (rectrices)

(tail often hidden 
by wingtips)

undertail 
coverts (vent)

bellyflanks

greater coverts

breastsides

breast

'shoulder' often hidden by lower 
scapulars and breast feathers

lesser coverts

median coverts wing coverts

outer

hindtoe 
(hallux) middle toe (longest)

inner toe

tibia  
(pl. tibiae)

tarsus  
(pl. tarsi) 'knee' (actually ankle or tibiotarsal joint)

attention to the complex arrangement of the wing 
feathers, noting how the outer feathers slide beneath 
the inner ones as the wing closes. The same principle 
applies to the tail feathers. Further definitions are 
provided on pp. 2931. 

Waders differ from other groups in having more 
prominent scapulars, which are so large that they 
sometimes conceal most of the wing coverts. These 
divide into 2 groups: 3 rows of large lower scapulars, 
and 2 rows of small upper scapulars. Except perhaps 
for the very tips of the pri maries, waders' flight feathers 
are not usually visible when the wing is folded. 

�GENERAL TOPOGRAPHY 
e.g. Pectoral Sandpiper (juv.)

BILL AND  
FACIAL MARKINGS� 
e.g. Lesser Sand Plover

supercilium 
(eyebrow) 

orbital ring 
(skin)

eye ring or  
eyesurround 
(white feathers)

lores  
(loral line)

gape 
notch 

(feathers)

culmen
upper mandible

nail

lower mandible

nostrils (in a long nasal 
groove in longbilled species)

gonys 
(angle)

billtip

base
(often paler)

A

B
C

A to B = bill depth  
A to C = bill length

tip more exposed 
to abrasion and 
sun than base

shaft may 
stick out

white worn away 
(note wavy edge)

dark more 
resistant

can bleach to 
almost white 
in strong sun

smooth 
edge

round tip

darker, 
brighter 
colours

�FEATHER WEAR 
e.g. Wood Sandpiper

fresh

worn

very worn
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birds in wing moult can show odd 
gaps in their wings; this plover is 
moulting its P5 and P6

outer 4 primaries (P7-P10),  
grown after previous br. season; 
now very worn: brown, pale, frayed 
edges, sharp tips, sometimes with 
the shaft protruding; contrasts with 
fresh inner primaries

moult starts from middle of wing and 
proceeds outward (except Lesser Jacana); 
this plover has already grown new inner 
primaries (P1-P4): dark grey-black, smooth-
edged, round-tipped, thin pale edges

the various groups of 
underwing coverts are not 
easily distinguishable

'wrist'/carpal joint

underside of P10

axillaries (uniquely, 
black in Grey Plover)

many waders have a white wing-bar 
formed by tips of greater coverts and 
white bases of primaries  
and/or secondaries 

UNDERWING� 
e.g. Grey Plover

many waders have a broad white 
shaft on the outer primary

tiny P11 (usually hidden)

alula

lesser coverts (many rows; often darker)

median coverts

greater coverts (often have pale tips)

P10

P9

P8

P7

P6

P5

P4

P3

P2

P1

secondaries

primaries

tertials

back

rump

uppertail coverts: inner 
feathers form a dark bar 
in many waders; outer 

coverts often white

outer tail 
feather (T6)

scapulars

toes project 
beyond tail (but 
long central tail 
feathers can be 
mistaken for toes)

central tail 
feather (T1)

primary coverts

outer primary (often longest)
in Aug-Oct, juveniles have a neat, 
straight rear edge to the wing 
as here (i.e. all feathers the same 
age, no moult); adults at this time 
are often in heavy wing moult as 
is the case in Grey Plover below

NOTES ON MOULT IN 
PALEARCTIC MIGRANTS:

tips of P8-P10 typically visible 
beyond the tertials on the folded 
wing, as 'primary projection'

flight feathers 
(remiges)

broad band

spot

internal 
markings

submarginal 
band (dark)

edge/fringe (pale)

chevrons  
(bars are straighter)

dark centre, 
pale edge 

('scaly')

notched

paired 
spots

subterminal 'anchor'vermiculationedge-spottedshaft-streak

common feather patterns
1: Juvenile Red Knot; 2: African Snipe; 3: Great Snipe; 4: Non-breeding Ruff; 

5: Green Sandpiper; 6: Water Thick-knee; 7: juvenile Black-tailed Godwit; 8: Juvenile Pacific Golden Plover 

�UPPERWING 
e.g. Little Stint

In flight, note the following:
• whether there is a white wing-bar.
• if the central 'rump' (actually the central  
   uppertail coverts) is white or black.
• if the toes protrude beyond the tail.
• length and shape of wings; flight style.
• listen for flight-calls!
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