
Oriental Pratincole: new to the 
Western 
Palearctic 

On Monday 22nd June 1981, while on a week's holiday, I was taking a 
walk along the coastal marshes from Dunwich to Walberswick, in Suf

folk. I had gone only a few hundred metres when I stopped to scan the 
marshes behind me. In the far distance I picked up what appeared to be a 
brown tern Sterna/Chlidonias flying directly towards me, and I kept my binocu
lars on it as it flew right past me, passing very close; I had excellent views of a 
chestnut underwing and a creamy-white rump. Collared Pratincole Glareola 
pratincola immediately sprang to mind. When it was some distance away, I 
lowered my binoculars to get a better idea of where it was going to land; it 
appeared to drop down deep in the marshes (which were out of bounds to 
birders). I continued my walk, keeping an eye on where the bird had landed. I 
noted the time as 10.05 GMT. The bird was relocated at 10.25, standing on 
the ground in an open area of the marsh just off the path. I watched it for 45 
minutes, taking down a description and making a few sketches; it was quite 
approachable. I decided to return to my car to fetch my camera. 

When I returned 30 minutes later, the bird was in the same place. It 
appeared quite nervous this time, and I could not get very close before it flew 
off, landing in the far distance; I continued on towards Walberswick. On my 
return, I was amazed to find the bird in exactly the same spot: I stalked it and 
got to within about 15 m, from where I took a few photographs of it perched 
and then waited for it to take flight; as it lifted off, I managed to get one more 
photograph (when developed, this showed an upstretched wing revealing all 
the underwing: plate 20). The bird made several short flights, but always re
turned to the same spot. I crept away quietly, leaving it standing on its 
favoured piece of ground. 

As I had not seen any other birders all day, I decided to go to Minsmere to 
break the news. Nobody there, however, showed much interest, so I left. In 
the evening, I was in the public hides at Minsmere when the assistant warden, 
Zul Bhatia, came in, together with John Grant and Jenny Berry. I told them 
of my find, and we arranged to meet at the car park at Dunwich. I found the 
pratincole at 19.45 hours, in the same location as before. It spent most of the 
time just standing hunched up, very like a miniature skua Stercorarius, occasion
ally moving its head from side to side and bobbing it up and down. Suddenly 
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it took wing, flew towards the sea, caught a large moth, and returned to its 
favourite spot to eat this. It would also snap at insects that flew past. 

Description 
The following description is taken from my own notes made during several 
periods of observation, with additional material from other observers (D. J. 
Britton and J. Miller) who saw the bird and sent in their notes to the British 
Birds Rarities Committee. 

SHAPF. In flight resembled a tern. When 
perched, could be likened to a miniature skua. 

HF.A1) At distance, appeared to have dark eye-
stripe, but closer observation showed this to be 
a shadow formed by the {'old of its feathers. 
Dark line from gape continued under and past 
eye, then dropped down to form complete 
necklace around creamy-white throat patch; 
close views again showed necklace to be bro
ken (almost formed by small spots). 

UPPI'.RPARTN, Olive-brown (pale sandy-grey or 
pale greyish-fawn: DJB). Rump, uppertail-
coverts and tail base creamy-white. Primaries 
(long) and leading edge of folded wing very 
dark, almost black. In flight, upperwing-coverts 
and mantle appeared very dark sand; contrast 
between coverts and outer wing not very 
strong (JM); dark brownish-black primary 
colour extended along tips of secondaries JM). 
Dark outer wing, less dark inner wing, but 

contrast not always evident (DJB). No hint of 
white trailing edge to secondaries. 

r.NDFRPARTS Creamy buff-brown, obviously 
lighter than upperparts; belly and underlail-
coverts creamy-white. Undertail white with 
black terminal band. 

UNDERWING Coverts and axillaries chestnut-
red. Leading edge of wing to first primary 
black; primaries and secondaries mousey-
brown, secondaries slightly darker. 

I'PPKRTAII. At rest, shorter than primaries 
(about 1-1.5 cm short of wingtips: JM). Gener
ally fanned in flight, showing little fork, but on 
landing briefly showed fork of about Black 
Tern Chlidonias niger proportions (QJB). 

BARF. PARIS Bill short, slightly curved, with 
hooked tip; large gape. Very dark, almost 
black, with deep-red base. Legs dark brown. 
Lye dark brown. 

On returning to my cottage in the evening, I looked up Collared Pratincole 
in the only book I had available at the time, The Hamlyn Guide to Birds of Britain 
and Europe (Bruun & Singer 1970). Certain identification points did not fit the 
bird I had just been watching; most obviously, the latter lacked a white trail
ing edge to the secondaries, and its tail was shorter than the folded primaries. 
Nevertheless, I telephoned home to put the news out. From the following day, 
23rd June, a steady stream of birdwatchers came to see the pratincole, and I 
observed it daily thereafter in the same location. On Thursday 25th, I noticed 
when it took flight that one of its secondaries was missing from its right wing; 
from this I assumed that the bird was in moult, and that this accounted for 
the lack of a white trailing edge (worn off by abrasion) and tJie short tail-
streamers. I could not locate the pratincole the following day, probably 
because of the heavy rain, and I left for home on Saturday 27th June. 

On 5th July, some friends and I were at Landguard Point, Suffolk, from 
where we made our way to Dunwich via Minsmere. On arrival at Minsmere 
I met ZB, who informed us that the pratincole was now considered by some 
to be an Oriental Pratincole G. maldivarum. We were not familiar with this 
species, nor were other birders who were at the site. 
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Subsequent events 
The pratincole stayed in Suffolk until 8th July. About 6th August, what is pre
sumed to have been the same individual was found at Old Hall Marshes, 
Essex, where it remained until about 11th October. The following additional 
details, recorded in Essex, are taken from notes supplied to the BBRC by the 
late P.J. Grant, R.J. W. Ledgerton, and C.J. Mackenzie-Grieve. 

HEAD Forehead and crown grey/warm fawn 
with neat buff feather fringes forming subtle 
scaly pattern; nape and ear-coverts uniform 
grey-brown/warm fawn. Very thin complete 
eye-ring, peach-buff above eye and whitish 
below, broadening to obvious pale crescent at 
lower rear edge of eye. 

UPPKRPARTS Mantle, back and scapulars uni
form grey-brown/warm fawn/muddy olive-
brown (PJG noted scapulars with very fine 
terminal whitish fringes and very faint metallic 
green sheen in sun). 

UPPERWING Lesser, median and greater coverts 
very slightly darker than mantle/scapulars 
(with similar very fine whitish fringes and faint 
metallic green sheen in sun); tertials uniform, 
concolorous with scapulars; primaries contrast

ingly darker, and very fresh (unworn tips). In 
flight, primaries and secondaries dark, coverts 
paler; vivid white shaft to outer primary of 
right wing, corresponding shaft on left wing 
deep red. No trace of white trailing edge 
throughout bird's stay. 

UNDERPARTS Broad breast-band grey-buff, 
colour extending narrowly down flanks below 
closed wing; lower breast mottled buff-grey, 
with distinct orange suffusion; belly to under-
taii-coverts white. 

UPPERTAII. Base white, remainder dark brown 
or black. Blackish-tipped outer feather reached 
level with 4th primary tip when perched, thus 
falling 1 cm or so short of wingpoint; this re
mained constant throughout stay. 

Concluding remarks 
In May 1983, I watched a Collared Pratincole in Bedfordshire (see Brit. Birds 
77: 521), and noted several differences between this and die Suffolk pratincole. 
The most prominent were the Collared's white trailing edge to the secon
daries, both above and below, and its greater contrast between darker pri
maries and paler upperwing-coverts and mande; its tail was also longer, just 
about reaching the tips of die folded primaries. The 1981 individual in Suffolk 
was finally accepted as Oriental Pratincole, the first for Britain and Ireland 
and indeed for the West Palearctic, mat in Essex being presumed to have 
been the same individual (Rogers et al. 1989). Remarkably, a second appeared 
in Britain in 1988, at Harty, Kent, from 21st or 22nd June to 3rd September; 
on 4th, it reappeared at another site in Kent, where it was last seen on 3rd 
October (Rogers et al. 1989). Oriental Pratincole breeds from India east to 
east Asia; the Indian population is mainly resident, but most east Asian breed
ers winter in Indonesia and northern Australia (Hayman et al. 1986). Before 
1981, the most westerly records of vagrants were in the Seychelles and Mauri
tius. 
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Peter Lansdown (Chairman, British Birds Rarities Committee! and l)r Alan Knox 'Chairman. 
British Ornithologists' Union Records Committee; have commented as follows; "Before 1981, lew 
observers had seriously considered Oriental Pratincole as a potential visitor to Britain, and the 
species" virtual absence at the time from Western identification literature necessitated much 
research by the BBRC into its identification characters during and between the three circulations 
of the .Suffolk and Essex records to the Committee. Though the bird resembled a Black-winged 
Pratincole (>. nordmanni rather than a Collared Pratincole in its lack of strong contrast between the 
uppenving-coverts and the flight feathers and its lack of a while trailing edge to the secondaries. 
Black-winged Pratincole was easily discounted because of die chestnut-red imdenving-coverts and 
axillaries. With uppenving contrast being a somewhat subjective feature, the BBRC was anxious 
to discover whether a Collared Pratincole in extremely worn plumage could lack a while trailing 
edge to its secondaries. There is no such individual in the collection at the Natural History Mu
seum at Tring, but, subsequently, Hayman el al. i]986) stated that. Collared Pratincole may almost 
lose its while secondary tips through excessive wear. 

'A major character of separation of Oriental Pratincole and Collared Pratincole is the hitter's 
longer, more deeply forked tail. At rest, Oriental Pratincole's tail-dp usually falls well shori of the 
wing-point, whilst Collared Pratincole's tail normally protrudes beyond the wing-point, though on 
both species tail-tip and wing-tip can more or less coincide. Not only is the outermost tail-feather 
of Collared Pratincole much thinner and more pointed than that of Oriental Pratincole, it is also 
noticeably longer, being at least 20 mm longer than the next tail-feather, whilst thai of Oriental 
Pratincole is less than 15 mm longer than the next tail-feather. Hayman el at. < J 986) gave the dif
ference in length between the outermost and central rectrices lor Collared and Oriental Pratin
coles as 48-69 mm and 17-30 mm respectively for adults and 8-2") mm for juveniles of both 
species. These measurements illustrate the much more deeply forked tail of Collared Pratincole. 
Careful study of the tail of the Suffolk and Essex bird in ihe submitted descriptions and photo
graphic evidence firmly establishes il as an Oriental Pratincole and even eliminates the frightening 
possibility of a Collared Pratincole X Black-winged Pratincole hybrid; interbreeding of these two 
species has been recorded in France. Towards the end of its stay in Essex, the bird had gained a 
distinct orange tone on its lower breast and lower flanks. This is another character that distin
guishes Oriental Pratincole from the other two pratincoles. 

i t was a first-summer bird when it arrived in Suffolk, as evidenced by some very worn, 
retained juvenile inner primaries and inner secondaries, and it had moulted info adult winter 
plumage by the time it. left Essex. 

'Whilst regarding the Suffolk and Essex records favourably throughout their first two circula
tions to the BBRC, (he Committee properly demanded that all possibilities be explored and all 
potential field characters be investigated, and this thoroughness resulted in the unanimous accep
tance by the Committee of both records on their third circulation. The outcome of the BBRC's 
research into the field characters of Oriental Pratincole similarly enabled the BOURC to accept 
the identification on a single circulation to that Committee, 

'Discussion on the bird's provenance during thai circulation to the BOURC was, however, so 
full and detailed (and diverse!; that il was decided to recirculate the records in order that each 
member could have the benefit of ihe other members* comments before finally assessing likely ori
gin. Several pertinent factors were discussed and taken into consideration: all Oriental Pratincoles 
of the northeasternmost breeding population are long-distance migrants; the bird was discovered 
in" Suffolk just three days after the appearance on a gas-platform off Norfolk of the partly sym
pa t i c Pacific Swift Apus pacificus (Brit. Birds 76: 503-504: 83: 43-46: Ibis 126: 141; 130: 335;'; in 
early and mid June 1981, the easterly winds over western Asia were stronger than normal, though 
back-tracking trajectory calculations did not establish any suitable route with suflicient confidence 
(Norman Elkins in lilt); after 1977, it was not possible to import legally into Britain without an 
import licence any pratincole, and no such licence had been applied for up to the bird's arrival in 
Suffolk; the Flemish Rare Birds Committee was unable to trace any reference to imported or 
captive-held Oriental Pratincoles in Belgium and the Netherlands in the lew years prior to June 
1981 (Paul Herroelen in lift.); and in 1981 Oriental Pratincoles were to be found singly in captivity 
in Britain in London Zoo and Birdland, Bourton-on-the-Walcr. Though the voting was not 
unanimous, the BOURC's decision was that the Suffolk and Essex records were the product, of 

20-23. Oriental Pratincoles (Hareola maldwarum. Top: Dunwich, Suffolk, 22nd June 198! iDavul IV. 
Burns); second, Dunwich, 3rd July 1981 [Tim Ijisehy); third, Dunwich, 24th June 1981 [John 
T, Betsey); bottom, Australia, March 1985 [C. IX J. Minion) 

The inclusion of plates 20-23 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from Carl ,^eiss (>m>umy. 
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natural occurrence {Brit. Birds 82: 521; Ibis 133: 218) and Oriental Pratincole was consequently 
placed in Category A of the British and Irish list. 

'During the records' circulations to both the BBRC and the BOURC, there was a great deal of 
scrutiny of the submitted photographs and transparencies in an attempt to determine whether or 
not more than one bird was involved. Differences were found between the plumages of the bird 
in Sullolk and that in Essex, but, given the moult from first-summer to adult winter plumage and 
variables such as light, photographic range and angle, the bird's posture and so on, there was a 
majority opinion within both Committees that there was no unequivocal difference which estab
lished two individuals beyond reasonable doubt, so the two records are presumed to have in
volved the same bird. Britain's second Oriental Pratincole, the dates of which closely matched 
those of Britain's first, was in Kent from 21st or 22nd June to 3rd October 1988 (Brit. Birds 82: 
521).' EDS 
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