Identification of Collared Pratincole
and Oriental Pratincole – a critical
review of characters
Gerald Driessens & Lars Svensson

L

ittle attention was ever paid to the identification of Oriental Pratincole Glareola maldivarum (hereafter maldivarum) until the most recent
generation of field guides was published.
Considering the fact that this species was first
reported as a vagrant in Europe as recent as 1981
(Burns 1993), this is not surprising. Only a few
useful field characters were described until the
mid 1990s, making them easily remembered by
most birders but masking the need for a more
thorough survey. Following the record of a suspected maldivarum in the Netherlands in August
1997 and one in Sweden August-October 2001,
and especially after the publication of photographs of these two individuals, some doubts

arose about the quality of the criteria to separate
Collared Pratincole G pratincola (excluding Afrotropical races) (hereafter pratincola) and maldivarum (cf Fredriksson et al 2001). All currently
accepted Western Palearctic records of maldivarum are listed in table 1.
In April 1998, Gerald Driessens – who initiated
this study – compared skins of pratincola and maldivarum at the British Natural History Museum
(NHM) in Tring, England. The identification of this
species pair appeared to be much more difficult
than previously thought. GD also studied the skins
at the Nationaal Natuurhistorisch Museum/
Naturalis (NNM) in Leiden, the Netherlands. Later,
Lars Svensson examined specimens at the

1 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult summer, Lesvos, Greece, April 2003 (René Pop).
Typical, pale individual, demonstrating obvious contrast between grey-brown tertials and blackish primaries. Note
slit-shaped nostril. A short, blackish mouth-line is often present in Collared.

[Dutch Birding 27: 1-35, 2005]

1

Identification of Collared Pratincole and Oriental Pratincole – a critical review of characters
TABLE 1 Records of Oriental Pratincole Glareola maldivarum in the Western Palearctic until 2003 / gevallen van

Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum in het West-Palearctische gebied tot 2003
Cyprus (1)
23 April 1993 (Rowlands 1994)
This bird was briefly seen by one observer, together
with 15 Black-winged Pratincoles and one Collared
Pratincole; given the current knowledge, it is questionable whether this record should be accepted.
Egypt (1)
2 April 1993, Ramadan (Baha el Din & Baha el Din
1996)
This bird was seen by five observers for 20-25 min; the
description is rather basic (eg, tail length not noted).
Given the current knowledge, it is questionable
whether this record should be accepted.
England (5)
22 June to 8 July 1981, Dunwich, Suffolk, and 6 August
to 11 October 1981, Old Hall Marshes, Essex, England, first-summer moulting to adult, photographed
(Burns 1993)
21 or 22 June to 3 September 1988, Harty, Kent, and 4,
14 and 25 September 1988, and 30 September to 3
October 1988, Elmley, Kent, photographed
14 May to 3 June 1993, Gimingham, Norfolk, 3 June
1993, Weybourne, Norfolk, 4 June 1993, Blakeney
point, Norfolk, 5-21 June 1993 and 13 July to 13
August 1993, Burnham Norton, Norfolk, and 14-17
August 1993, Titchwell and Thornham, Norfolk,
photographed (Gantlett & Millington 1993)
29-30 August 1993, Pevensey Levels, East Sussex

Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle (MNHM)
in Paris, France, at the Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet
(NRM) in Stockholm, Sweden, and at the
Zoologisk Museum (ZMUC) in Copenhagen,
Denmark. The interesting results of these independent studies were confirmed by others, and also
expanded by additional findings based on specimens (Alexander Hellquist in Tring, Klaus Malling
Olsen in Copenhagen and Curt Johnsson in
Stockholm, who entered a fruitful discussion on
the Internet regarding primarily the Swedish bird,
which was accepted as maldivarum by the
Swedish rarities committee, cf Svensson 2001).
The total number of specimens examined exceeds
250 for both pratincola and maldivarum.
This paper is restricted to a comparison of
nominate pratincola (which breeds from southern Europe and North Africa eastwards to
Kazakhstan and Pakistan) with maldivarum,
which is monotypic. The other subspecies of pratincola (all from sub-Saharan Africa) are dealt
with in Driessens (2005).
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(Rogers et al 1995)
4 and 19 September 1993, Havergate, Suffolk (Rogers
et al 1995)
There is no direct evidence to link the three records in
1993 to just one or two wandering individuals and they
are therefore treated as three different individuals by
the British Birds Rarities Committee (BBRC) (Rogers et
al 1994, 1995).
Israel (1)
2-3 October 1999, Beer Sheva sewage ponds, photographed
[Netherlands (1)]
1-5 August 1997, Workumerwaard and Dionaburen,
Nijefurd, Friesland, adult, photographed, videoed]
This bird was first identified as Oriental Pratincole (cf
van den Berg & Bosman 1999); however, after examination of photographs, it was accepted as Collared
Pratincole by the Dutch rarities committee (CDNA)
(van den Berg & Bosman 2001). On basis of current
knowledge, the bird was most probably an Oriental
Pratincole after all; the record is now being reconsidered by the CDNA. A paper by Gerald Driessens and
Mark Zekhuis is in preparation for Dutch Birding and
will be published after the decision by the CDNA.
Sweden (1)
Ängsnäset, Falsterbo, Skåne, 2 July to 6 October 2001,
photographed, videoed

Pratincole identification: general remarks
Current literature implies that identification of
maldivarum is straightforward, due to its shorter
tail (falling short of the primaries on a perched
bird) and the absence of a white trailing edge to
the secondaries, compared with pratincola.
Although this is a useful rule of thumb, it does
leave out several atypical birds because the
variation within the two species is much more
extensive than one would expect. If a pratincole
is suspected to be a maldivarum, the critical step
is to rule out pratincola safely using other characters, because the lack of (very) long outer tailfeathers and the absence of a clear white trailing
edge can actually also appear in that species. In
order to make a reliable identification, it is
important to understand the basics of moult strategy in pratincoles, as well as the variation within a plumage, caused by individual variation,
moult and wear. Detailed plumage descriptions –
which can be found in, for instance, Cramp &
Simmons (1983) – are not repeated here.
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2 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Eilat, Israel, March 2000 (Patrick
Beirens). Rather pale individual with paler side of head and hindneck. Lacks pale inner border of throat-surround.
White secondary tips just visible under greater coverts. Contrast between brown upperparts and black primaries
and tail projection typical. 3 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Aiguamolls
de l’Empordà, Girona, Spain, 14 April 2002 (Christian Kerihuel). Slightly abraded adult. When seen completely
head-on, nostril shape and warmer brown side of neck could indicate Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum. Tail
length and secondary trailing edge are, however, straightforward indicators for Collared. Colour difference between
darker (blacker) outer and paler (browner) inner web to inner primaries is obvious on this photograph. Short-legged
impression easy to perceive.
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Field conditions
When observing flying pratincoles, one should
be aware that even rather obvious characters,
like the extent of the tail-fork or amount of white
on the secondary edges, soon become less easy
to confirm from moderate distances. Characters
on birds observed from c 100 m or more are not
always easy to assess in the field. Pratincoles are
fast fliers, constantly changing direction, making
them difficult to observe. Contrary to what one
might expect, the white trailing edge is not as
easy to evaluate against the light. Therefore, one
should always try to see the trailing edge on the
innerwing when the bird is flying as far away
from the sun as possible, and preferably against a
deep blue sky, or against a dark background or
vegetation. Remember, too, that strong light
tends to increase contrasts, so even a thin white
edge may strike the observer as prominent.
In our experience with large colonies of breeding pratincola, there are always a few birds with
seemingly slightly shorter outer tail-feathers (and
hence a less deep tail-fork), presumably being
mostly second-calendar-year females. However,
quite often, after prolonged and careful study,
such birds have either tail-streamers of slightly
uneven length, or a tail-fork which is only moderately shallower than the rest of the birds in the
colony, indicating how easily our eyes can pick
up the smallest deviation from normal proportions. We have not yet seen a pratincola in a
breeding colony with such short outer tailfeathers as to invite confusion with maldivarum.
Moult and plumages
Moult strategy is well outlined by Glutz von
Blotzheim et al (1977) and Cramp & Simmons
(1983) for pratincola and by Higgins & Davies
(1996) for maldivarum. Comparison of the moult
cycles of the two species shows that they are
similar, or nearly so. Therefore, the following
data apply to both species, unless mentioned
otherwise. Small differences in moult strategy
between the two species, where they exist, are
partly concealed by variation within each species. One has to take into account that not all
birds follow one single strategy, and the dates
when the moult is started or completed can differ
considerably (even by months) within the same
species on the same locality.
Arrested post-juvenile moult
Juvenile pratincoles begin the complete or nearly
complete moult to their first-winter plumage in
August-September. While the body-feathers are
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renewed, a descendent replacement of the inner
primaries takes place (ie, from inner to outer),
followed by the secondaries ascendently (ie,
from outer to inner), and finally the tail-feathers
centrifugally (ie, from inner to outer). Generally,
most of the body-feathers are replaced before the
moult of the remiges is arrested for migration.
Most pratincoles have acquired first-winter plumage in September, when the body moult is largely
completed. In this stage (while arresting the
moult of the remiges), the outer primaries and
most of the tail-feathers are still old (juvenile).
The moult is completed on the wintering grounds
(from October onwards) and, by February, all
feathers have generally been renewed. Some
individuals retain the odd juvenile outer primary,
inner secondary, outer tertial or some coverts.
Partial first pre-nuptial moult
Before the post-juvenile moult is completed,
pratincoles start their partial moult to firstsummer plumage. In this moult, most of the
feathers on head and underparts and a smaller
amount of the feathers on the upperparts are
replaced. As this is a partial body moult, any
retained juvenile primaries, secondaries, tertials
or wing-coverts remain. When leaving the
wintering grounds or arriving in the breeding
(summering) area, this moult has ended (or nearly so) and birds are in their first-summer plumage. In the case of a complete moult, the resulting plumage can not be separated from that of
adults. Only when some juvenile feathers are
retained, ageing as first-summer is possible.
Complete first post-nuptial moult
The first post-nuptial moult, which is the moult
to second-winter (adult-winter) plumage, is nearly identical to the post-juvenile moult with the
difference that it is invariably complete. It starts
with some of the head- and body-feathers and
the inner primaries from July to early August
(thus, on the breeding/summering grounds). The
inner primary moult is followed by the replacement of the outer secondaries and the central
tail-feathers. When suspending the moult (because of autumn migration, in SeptemberNovember), the outer primaries and outer tailfeathers are still old, as are some of the
secondaries, tertials, wing-coverts and (rarely)
some body-feathers. These feathers will be
replaced after arrival on the wintering grounds,
usually in December but sometimes not before
February.
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4 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Histria, Romania, July 2004 (Laszlo
Szabo). Brown lore and pale throat suggest a female. Dark chest could suggest Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum.
Nostril shape, amount of red on lower mandible and long contrasting white wedge on outer tail-feathers are,
however, useful characters for Collared. 5 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adultsummer, Spain, June 1987 (Dirk de Moes). Ideal angle to assess colour difference between darker outer and paler
inner web of inner primaries in Collared. This feature is never shown by Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum.

Partial pre-nuptial moult
Like in the second calendar-year, the partial
moult to adult-summer plumage overlaps with
the previous moult. Roughly, it coincides with
the completion of the complete first post-nuptial
moult, between October and February (thus
coinciding with the replacement of the last primaries and tail-feathers). The feathers of the head
and underparts are completely renewed, as well
as an unknown portion of the upperparts. At least
in maldivarum, all body-feathers are renewed,
thus including those of the upperparts. This may
also be the case in pratincola but no details were
available for verification. In late autumn and
early winter, adult pratincola replaces the complete set of secondaries. First, the outer ones are
renewed, then moult progresses inwards. After
completion of the moult, wear will become first
visible on the outer secondaries, as they were
replaced first.

Additional remarks on ageing
The individual variation in moult progress can
make the ageing process more difficult than moult
theory implies. First, one should keep in mind that
some first-winters moult to first-summer plumage
quite early in autumn. Some individuals, for example, have been found to have largely replaced
the throat-feathers by summer-type feathers as
early as October. Such birds could be wrongly
aged as first-summer/adult, as the throat-patch
shows a quite adult-like, dark surround. Second,
first-winter pratincoles that have gone through a
complete post-juvenile moult will not be separable from adults on plumage differences alone. In
such birds, ageing can be possible by using the
colour of the bill-base. Juveniles and first-winters
show a more brownish bill base, never as bright
red as first-summer and adult birds. It is not clear
whether there is a difference in the intensity of the
red bill base between first-summers and adults. In
museum skins, the bare part colours have often
faded considerably, making an assessment of
several specimens unreliable.
5
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Characters of maldivarum
At least 11 characters separating maldivarum
from pratincola have been published: 1 no
obvious white trailing edge to secondaries;
2 shorter outer tail-feathers (‘wing projection 2-3
cm beyond tail-tip’); 3 darker upperparts; 4 more
extensive and deeper orange wash on lower
breast (and belly); 5 outermost primary with dark
shaft above; 6 richer orange-buff throat-patch;
7 broader black-and-white throat-surround;
8 black in tail more restricted; 9 less extensive
red bill-base when seen in profile; 10 red underwing-patch more restricted; and 11 somewhat
thicker and blunter bill. Four new, or little used,
characters are described here: 12 inner webs of
inner primaries not distally paler as in pratincola
but concolorous dark over their length; 13 outer
secondaries uniformly dark and not paler than
inner; 14 nostril-shape oval as opposed to a narrow incision on pratincola; and 15 in adults, less
red on base of lower mandible seen from below.
Four other characters can only be used as supplementary hints for maldivarum, since large
overlap exists between both species: 16 slightly
longer legs; 17 more often a short black ‘mouthline’; 18 in adult-summer plumage, darker lore;
and 19 in adult-summer plumage, a richer
rufous-brown tinge to side of head and neck.
We were able to study the characters 1-15 in
detail. They are described here in the same
order. For the remaining characters (16-19), we
offer some new data.
Previously published characters
1 No obvious white trailing edge to secondaries
The presence or absence of a white trailing edge
is considered to be one of the most important
features for separating maldivarum from pratincola. It was mentioned by, eg, Hayman et al
(1986), Harris et al (1996), Beaman & Madge
(1998), Lewington et al (1999) and Svensson et al
(1999). Grimmett et al (1998) remark that the
trailing edge in pratincola is ‘at times visible only
FIGURE 1

at close range’, and both Harris et al (1996) and
Beaman & Madge (1998) warn that it can be
lacking totally as a result of wear. Very rarely,
pratincola can have a much reduced white trailing edge even in fresh plumage, as studied skins
from autumn and early spring indicate. It is thus
clear that the prominence of the trailing edge
depends on natural variation, plumage wear and
age of the bird. In spring, the inner secondaries
will – theoretically – show broad whitish tips, not
only because they were replaced more recently
but also because the trailing edge is broader on
the inner secondaries by nature.
Pratincola with rather fresh secondaries is
identified easily by the 2-8 mm wide trailing
edge on the secondaries, although the white
edge can be much reduced even when fresh (less
than 1 mm in one studied skin!). The trailing
edge can also wear off. In spring (April-May),
most pratincola show a slightly to moderately
worn trailing edge (often less than 1 mm remaining on the outer secondaries and c 3 mm on the
inner). In moderately worn birds, this results in a
slightly ‘serrated’ trailing edge but in more heavily worn individuals, the effect can be much more
striking, with the serrations being deeper and
showing some projecting white shafts, or remainders of them. In such birds, the white trailing
edge can be reduced to only 0.5 mm on the
outer secondaries and c 1 mm on the inner. In
extremely worn pratincola, the trailing edge can
disappear completely. Therefore, some birds in
early May (when wear sets in more markedly,
coinciding with the onset of breeding) have only
a few white tips or projecting shafts left. So, the
warning that in worn plumage (about MarchJuly), much of the white tips of secondaries may
have disappeared is justified. Still, it is worth
pointing out that when examining long series of
skins (from all months), we found that 85% had
an obvious white edge, 6% had a weak one, and
only 9% lacked the white edge, or had so little
left of it that it would hardly be visible in the
field. These proportions were fully supported by
Alexander Hellquist (in litt), who examined 167

Secondary pattern of Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola (Gerald Driessens).
Outer secondaries on left, tertials on right. A fresh, broadly tipped adult. Note broad white tips, inner secondaries
clearly darker centred than outer, outer secondaries with narrow fringe. B fresh, narrowly tipped adult. Some show
a very narrow trailing edge, comparable with some juvenile Oriental Pratinoles G maldivarum. The contrast
between outer and inner secondaries remains present. C heavily worn adult. On many feathers, the white tip has
almost disappeared. Some show remainders of the tip or parts of it. D adult with worn-off trailing edge.
Occasionally, the whole trailing edge can be worn off. Contrast between outer and inner secondaries is
usually stronger than potential contrast in Oriental. E fresh juvenile. Sometimes impossible to separate from adult
secondaries. The tips are not as pure white as in adults.
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FIGURE 2 Secondary pattern of Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum (Gerald
Driessens). Outer secondaries on right, tertials on left. A fresh juvenile (July). Note dark subterminal marks, never
present in Collared Pratincole G pratincola, and sharply demarcated buffish tip to secondaries. Difference in tinge
between outer and inner secondaries is not a character in juveniles. B slightly worn juvenile (August-September).
The tips of the juvenile secondaries wear off quickly, resulting in a very narrow trailing edge. In this bird, the inner
primaries have already been replaced by adult type primaries. C fresh adult. Fresh secondaries typically show a
very thin, pure white fringe on the tip, which can only be seen in the field under extremely good conditions. They
wear off very quickly. D slightly worn adult (spring). Most commonly encountered secondary pattern, showing
olive-brown cast on outer secondaries. This makes them look slightly paler than the inner but not as grey-brown as
in Collared.
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specimens in Tring. In juvenile pratincola, it
seems unlikely that the trailing edge will wear off
completely before it is replaced in autumn, as
this period is rather short. As in adults, fresh
secondaries generally show broad tips, which are
not sharply demarcated from the brown part of
the feather. First-winter pratincola follows the
same moult pattern as adult but with a slightly
later timing. The difference between old juvenile
and new adult-type secondaries is difficult to discern (even on museum skins). In first-winter, the
secondary tips are not as pure white as in adult.
A worn trailing edge will look more buff.
Adult maldivarum moults the secondaries in
the same way as pratincola. Surprisingly, a
considerable number (perhaps 30%) of the maldivarum, too, show a pale trailing edge. In
adults, this edge is – unlike in pratincola – extremely narrow and very sharply demarcated.
Where present on skins, we measured it to be
0.1 to 1.0 mm wide but only rarely exceeding
0.5 mm. Undoubtedly, this narrow edge will
only rarely be visible in the field but perhaps it
may be more likely to show on sharp photographs. Even when slightly worn, the trailing
edge on maldivarum would never look serrated
(because of its narrowness) but show as a thin
dull buff-brown line along the extreme tips of the
secondaries. In maldivarum, the juvenile secondaries have a narrow pale buff tip of c 1 mm
width, with a wedge of c 3 mm length inside the
tip (along the shaft). These tips are sharply
demarcated from the rest of the brown feather, so
there is no smooth intergradation of colours as is
the case in pratincola. The colour of the secondary tips, which form the trailing edge, is (nearly)
identical to the tips of the juvenile inner primaries, so, clearly not as white as the rump.
Pratincola shows a reversed pattern. When worn,
the colour of the secondary tips is much more
difficult to establish. It may have bleached considerably, recalling the colour of pratincola much
more. Nevertheless, the demarcation is still very
clear, unlike that of pratincola. In the field, the
pale secondary tips will be visible as a trailing
edge, making field identification more difficult.
However, this only applies to rather fresh juvenile secondaries: already in late August, the pale
wedge on the tip is often worn down to 1 mm.
First-winters having completed the post-juvenile moult are identified to species quite easily
because the fresh, adult-type secondaries will
reveal their identity beyond doubt (see ‘adults’).
The exceptional first-summers that have retained
one, or a few old, juvenile secondaries do not

show an obvious pale trailing edge, and should
be treated like adults.
2 Shorter outer tail-feathers
Nearly all handbooks and field guides describe
this character, eg, Hayman at al (1986),
Lewington et al (1991), Rosair & Cottridge
(1995), Harris et al (1996), Beaman & Madge
(1998), Grimmett et al (1998) and Svensson et al
(1999). Usually, the shorter tail in maldivarum is
expressed as ‘wing projection 2-3 cm beyond
tail-tip on perched birds’. In pratincola, the tail is
given as ‘of same length as, or longer than, wingtip’. Although such a rule of thumb may be easy
to remember, it may lead to numerous mistakes.
Examination of specimens in collections shows
that there is much variation in the length of tailstreamers in both species, sufficient to cause a
broad overlap. On well prepared skins with their
wings fixed in natural positions, it is possible to
get an impression of what the relation between
wing and tail would be on a live perched bird.
A few adult pratincola have an up to 14 mm
shorter tail-tip than the tip of the wings, and
some maldivarum have as much as 11 mm
longer tail-streamers than the tip of the wings.
Although these measurements are taken from
skins, resulting in perhaps a 10 mm fault, clearly,
this character must be used with caution!
When using negative or positive tail projection
on live birds, several uncertain factors come into
play. Are all tail-feathers present? Are the longest
(outermost) tail-feathers reasonably fresh or are
they heavily worn or even broken? Are the wingbends tucked-in into the wing-pockets or are
they held somewhat ‘loosely’, creating an
impression of longer wings and shorter tail? Is the
bird observed in straight profile? Is the tail kept
well folded, or is it semi-open and hence appearing somewhat shorter than it is?
Judging from skins, normal feather wear does
not affect the black tail-streamers (the elongated
tip of the outermost tail-feathers) that much. It is
well known that dark feathers, rich on melanin,
withstand abrasion better than pale ones. Even
when the plumage is one year old, in July or
August and just prior to the complete moult,
these feathers have kept most of their original
length. The outer part of the tail-streamers on
both species, which have been exposed to sunlight because they have not been covered by the
penultimate feathers, have become brownish and
their surface have become slightly ragged lacking
gloss, whereas the shape and length of the tips
appear much the same as when fresh. Such wear
9

Identification of Collared Pratincole and Oriental Pratincole – a critical review of characters

6

7

8

9

6 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Zafarana, Egypt, 3 April 1999 (Agris
Celmins). Adult-summer showing ‘classic’ contrast between buff-brown upperparts and dark remiges and long, projecting tail. Any paler tips to secondaries are covered by overlying tertials and greater coverts. Forecrown contrasts
clearly with dark lore.
7 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, 19 July
2002 (Gerard Mornie). Typical impression of what is generally expected from Collared: long, elongated hind-body,
large amount of black on outer tail-feathers, obvious and rather broad trailing edge, running onto inner primaries as
inner webs are pale grey.
8 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, June
2000 (Jean-Marc Lustrat). Unmistakable sandy-grey coloured individual with clear contrast between upperparts
and primaries, pale forehead and crown, and long tail-streamers. Such pale birds often show browner central tailfeathers and, generally, a clear inner primary pattern (not visible here).
9 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Coto Doñana, Andalucía, Spain, 18
April 1998 (Milko Marchetti). Darker individual approaching Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum in colour of
upperparts and – especially – in throat pattern, showing deep-buff colour and broad black-and-white surround.
Horizontal stance and tail length produce typical pratincola-look.
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will affect certain patterns in the white basal
parts much more (see character 8). By comparing
the distance between the outermost and second
outermost tail-feather on fresh and worn birds,
respectively, it is possible to estimate that the
dark tips only wear down by 0-5 mm in a year
before they are replaced (see below).
Very few specimens in collections have broken
tail-streamers (none examined had both broken).
Since specimens have had a rougher ‘life’ than
live birds, being exposed to various kinds of tear
and wear in connection with the collection, preparation, and handling by researchers, it is reasonable to expect that broken tail-streamers are
rarer among live birds than in skin collections.
Also, if pratincola frequently wears down their
tail-streamers to maldivarum length in spring or
summer, why have these bird never been documented in museum collections, or on numerous
existing photographs (unless these are misidentified)? Pratincola with worn-off white trailing
edge on the secondaries are well known and
solidly documented but ‘short-tailed pratincola’
seem to be more mythical.
In conclusion, the relative length of the tail on
perched birds gives only a rough indication of
the species involved. A bird with a tail c 10-20
mm longer than the wings is probably invariably
a pratincola. A bird with a tail 15 mm, or more,
shorter than the wings is practically always a
maldivarum. Many birds have a wing or tail projection falling in between those values, and
could be either species. Beware of odd birds,
which go outside these limits, too, and read also
the remarks below regarding first-year birds.
The tail-fork measurement is the distance
between the tip of the central tail-feather and the
tip of the longest tail-feather. In adult pratincola,
this measures 39-64 mm (n=67) (own measurements). In adult maldivarum, the fork is 15-33
mm (n=49). Alexander Hellquist (in litt) got the
following measurements in Tring: pratincola 4166 mm (mean 52 mm, n=51), maldivarum 16-32
mm (mean 26 mm, n=54). Juveniles can have
considerably lower values, especially in pratincola (as low as 29 mm). It proved to be very difficult to evaluate the depth of the fork on live
birds. It is helpful to know that, roughly, the distance from the border between the brown back
and the white rump to the tip of the dark portion
on the central tail-feathers is 45 mm in both species. This distance can then be compared with
the depth of the fork. If these two measurements
appear rather equal, it is a strong evidence for
pratincola, whereas a fork of about half-length of

the above distance is indicative of maldivarum.
Although theoretically a pratincola could wear
down its tail-streamers more than the calculated
maximum of c 5 mm in a year (see above), we
have yet to see a specimen in collections proving
it. There is no earlier extensive study on wear of
bird feathers in general, so, we had to use a comparative theory. Assuming that t6 is considerably
more affected by abrasion than t4-5 (and all
others), it is possible to make a comparison of
the relative length between t5-6 on the one
hand, and t4-5 on the other. Very little difference
in this respect was found between fresh and
worn birds, which indicates that there is not
much shortening of t6 in a year. This is in
accordance with the experience from many other
species. For instance, there is no dramatic shortening of the tail-streamers of a Barn Swallow
Hirundo rustica through the year (Lars Svensson,
unpublished data based on museum specimens).
Still, the problem with first-winter pratincola
with retained juvenile outer tail-feathers exists.
Unless very sharp close-up images are secured of
the tail in spread position, so that the age or wear
of the outermost feather can be evaluated, such
birds can be really problematic and require the
use of a series of other characters before they can
be identified. In first-summer plumage, judging
from our experience of live birds, and the extensive material of specimens, all pratincola have
moulted the outer tail-feathers, and those with a
confusingly shallow fork should have broken the
outer tail-feathers, or experienced extremely
heavy abrasion.
During our studies, we examined a controversial specimen in the Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet,
Stockholm, Sweden. It was collected in southwestern Thailand (‘Siam’) on 1 December 1914.
This male, labelled as maldivarum, has very long
tail-streamers, resulting in an extremely deep tailfork of 45 mm, normally only found in
pratincola! Also, two other important characters
are contradictory: 1 there is a slight contrast
between the outer and inner webs of the inner
primaries; and 2 the nostrils have a skin over the
nostril depression leaving a narrow elongated
incision, a slightly widened slit, clearly falling
within pratincola variation and – normally –
ruling out maldivarum. Several other characters,
such as the very narrow and sharply demarcated
secondary trailing edge, the rather dark brown
upperparts, the dark buff to medium brown shaft
to the outer primary, and the long tarsi (34 mm),
however, are in favour of maldivarum (see
below). We can not decide whether this speci11
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FIGURE 3 Inner primary pattern of Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola and Oriental
Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier G maldivarum (Gerald Driessens)

Top: position of tertials on closed wing
This drawing is to show that much of the inner primaries is covered by the overlying tertials. The tertials are not
shown in the drawings below.
Collared Pratincole
1 Dark adult showing very faint contrast between inner and outer web. This colour difference would not be detectable under normal field conditions.
2 Average adult showing reasonable contrast.
3 Pale extreme adult, showing greyer inner webs and uniformly greyish innermost primary. Note the presence of
pale fringe on the inner webs, and the relation to the prominence of the inner webs.
Oriental Pratincole
4 Typical adult showing glossy black-brown primaries. The fringe on the inner webs is typically sharply defined,
very thin and fragmented.
5 Adult showing extremely well-defined and contiguous fringe on the inner webs.
6 Worn and bleached adult recalling Collared. However, the inner and outer webs have bleached equally.
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FIGURE 4

Tail shape and pattern of Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola and Oriental
Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier G maldivarum (Gerald Driessens)

Collared Pratincole
1 Pale adult with pale central tail-feather (t1). T6 shows a long white wedge on the outer web. 2 Adult with dark
central tail-feather variation. The wedge on the outer web of t6 shows a buffish wash. 3 Worn and slightly
bleached adult. The pale wedge has worn off. Some individuals show a dark line up the shaft. 4 Juvenile, showing
shallower tail-fork and lack of sharp contrast between dark and pale parts.
Oriental Pratincole
1-2 Individuals with obvious white wedge on the outer web of t6. 3-4 Typical maldivarum-pattern with the dark
border crossing the shaft diagonally. 5 Juveniles have shallowly forked tails and lack the sharp contrast between
dark and pale parts.
Note that dark tip on adult t6 takes about half of the total length over the shaft in Collared, whereas in Oriental,
this dark proportion takes only up to one third of the length over the shaft.
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10 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, June
2002 (Kees Bakker). Classic adult-summer. Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum never shows this much red to base of
lower mandible. Shade of grey-brown on upperparts does not occur in Oriental. Pattern of inner primaries is just
visible under tertials. Tail-streamers look abraded, and thus rather slender. 11 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Sevilla, Andalucía, Spain, 26 April 2000 (Ray Tipper). Typical Collared
in all aspects. Note, in particular, slit-shaped nostril, just visible whitish outer primary shaft and typical pattern of
inner primaries, showing combination of slightly paler inner web and pale edge over inner web. In flight, the latter
would create a continuation of the pale trailing edge over the inner primaries.
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12 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Sevilla, Andalucía, Spain, 26 April
2002 (Ray Tipper). Brightly coloured individual with darker forehead, black mouth-line, deep buff throat-patch,
broad black-and-white throat-surround and orangy-buff wash on lower breast reminiscent of Oriental Pratincole
G maldivarum. Tail length clearly clinching identity as Collared. Beware that frontal view can produce high-legged
impression in Collared as well! 13 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer,
Sevilla, Andalucía, Spain, 26 April 1999 (Ray Tipper). Nostril shape or presence of skin difficult to assess on other
wise typical Collared.
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14 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum, adult-summer, Malaysia, probably late
July 2001 (Laurence Poh). Although tail looks ridicuously short, it is impossible to verify its length in relation to
primary tips. Individual with pale lore and showing thin black throat-surround, even lacking the white border on
the outer edge. This all points to a female. Lower breast shows reasonable amount of orangy-salmon wash. Easier
to check is uniformly dark set of secondaries, not showing a hint of a trailing edge. Also, inner primaries look very
dark with sharply demarcated edge over the top of (in particular) the outer web and are in favour of Oriental.
Finally, this close view allows to see the oval nostril shape.

men should be treated as an aberrant bird of
either species or a hybrid of both species.
3 Darker upperparts
Several authors mention that maldivarum is
darker above than pratincola. On average, maldivarum is intermediate between the dark earthbrown Black-winged Pratincole G nordmanni
and the paler, more sandy-brown pratincola. It is
important to stress that the colour (or shade) of
the upperparts is quite variable. It is also prone to
bleaching and wear. Furthermore, when the
primaries bleach (by midsummer), the contrast in
the wing often becomes ‘enhanced’ in both
species and is, as a result, sometimes useless as a
separating feature.
In spring, the average maldivarum is darker
and more earth-brown above than a classic pratincola, which is generally paler, more greyishor sandy-brown. Nevertheless, darker pratincola
are not that rare. Also, maldivarum can be quite
16

pale in appearance, something that is less well
known; such an (otherwise typical) individual is
illustrated in Pringle (1987).
One aspect of upperpart coloration often tends
to be forgotten: in late summer (from August
onwards) and in autumn, both species show
darker upperparts than in spring. The newly
moulted body-feathers are considerably darker
and more olive-tinged than the greyer, worn and
bleached summer feathers, which they replace.
This difference in colour and shade can be
detected quite easily among the wing-coverts
(often visible until late in autumn), which are
replaced much more slowly than the bodyfeathers. In first-winters, this difference in darkness between old and new feathers is much more
prominent (cf Dutch Birding 10: 40, plate 27,
1988) than in first-summers or adults (cf Dutch
Birding 19: 211, plate 218-219, 1997). This is
to be expected, as juvenile coverts are paler
centred, and most likely of a slightly inferior
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quality, than those of adult-summers. Some firstwinters, however, seem to be less receptive to
bleaching, and in such birds, the two generations
of coverts sometimes barely differ in colour (see
a first-winter pratincola in Felbrigg, Norfolk,
England, in October 1997 in Birding World 10:
411, 1997). Differing light conditions can further
increase the difficulties in determining the true
upperparts colour of pratincoles.
4 More extensive and deeper orange wash on lower
breast (and belly)
Traditionally, adult-summer maldivarum have
been illustrated as being warm buff, orange or
even rich brick red on the lower breast. The deeper orange-buff tinge on the lower breast in maldivarum is mentioned by most authors (although
some, eg Lewington et al 1991, only illustrate it).
This wash is formed by the buff to orange centre
and slightly paler to whitish tip of the lower
breast-feathers. It can run down to the belly.
Indeed, this pattern, when at hand, makes the
species quite unmistakable but such typical birds
represent only a minority. Most maldivarum show

a breast pattern and colour similar or identical to
that of pratincola (see also Driessens 2005).
In most pratincola, there is very little contrast
on the lower breast, since the centre and tip of
feathers differ only slightly in paleness. This
results in a rather uniform warm buff to salmonpink breast band on the lower breast (below the
grey-brown upperchest), which reaches the
upper flanks. In a ‘classical’ maldivarum in fresh
plumage, the whitish tips are quite prominent, as
the centres are often strongly tinged orange. This
colour difference forms a scaly impression in
fresh plumage. As the tips wear off rather soon
(by spring), the breast wash becomes more uniform and deeper orange-buff.
Due to the restricted white basal part of the
breast-feathers in both species (approximately
25% of the feather), the white bases will probably never show or have any influence on the
breast colour (contra Cramp & Simmons 1983,
Higgins & Davies 1996).
5 Outermost primary with dark shaft above
Hayman et al (1986) were the first to describe

15 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum, adult-summer, Malaysia, spring 2000
(Laurence Poh). Probably female. Bird with rather long tail but still falling short of primary tips. High-legged stance
perhaps more difficult to interpret but still we can see the more uplifted fore-body of Oriental rather than horizontal stance of Collared Pratincole G pratincola. Plumage characters completely within overlap with Collared.
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FIGURE 5 Nostril shape of Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola and Oriental Pratincole /
Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier G maldivarum (Gerald Driessens). Note that nostrils are left blank to emphasize their shape.

Collared Pratincole
1 Typically with dusky skin and slit-shaped nostril. 2 Some show slightly wider slit.
Oriental Pratincole
3 Typically egg-shaped, without skin. 4 Some show slightly narrower nostril.

the darker shaft of the outer primary as a character, separating maldivarum from pratincola; later
it was also mentioned by Rosair & Cottridge
(1995) and illustrated in Harris et al (1996).
While the upperside of this shaft is usually white
or whitish in pratincola (cf Cramp & Simmons
1983), it is mentioned as ‘dusky’ or ‘dusky-grey’
for maldivarum. More recently, Higgins & Davies
(1996) wrote: ‘Shafts of primaries dark-brown,
except p10, which is pale grey-brown (cf Smithe
1974, 1975, 1981); indeed, the shaft is brown
rather than grey’. This character does not apply
to the underside of the primary shaft, which is
whitish in both species. We checked this character on a series of skins. Out of 91 examined pratincola, 36 (40%) had a whitish shaft, 43 (47%)
creamy, 11 (12%) deep buff, and one (1%)
brown. Of 114 maldivarum, only five (4%) had a
whitish shaft, 35 (31%) creamy, 53 (47%) deep
buff, and only 21 (18%) had a fully brown and
dark-looking shaft. Hence, there is a total overlap
in this character, although a white shaft is indicative of pratincola and a brown one of maldivarum. A cream-coloured or buff shaft is thought to
18

be of very limited use for separating both species. Unfortunately, birds showing these intermediate colours make up almost 70% of the
examined specimens.
In our opinion, it is difficult to discriminate in
the field between a white shaft and a creamcoloured one. Even some buff and brown ones
could be difficult to discern reliably. When
assessing the exact colour of the shaft on the
outermost primary on photographs, one should
be aware of that the shaft is often over-exposed
because of the dark upperwing. So, on many
photographs, the shaft will look whiter than it
really is.
6 Richer orange-buff throat-patch
A richer orange-buff colour on the throat-patch
has been mentioned as a separating character of
maldivarum by Svensson et al (1999). In pratincola, the colour is often described as ‘creambuff’ or ‘pink-buff’. In both species, the throatfeathers are the most colour-saturated when
fresh, ie, just after the body-moult to summer
plumage. Since moult starts with these feathers,
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the summer plumage on the throat is already
present from end of November to February, and
is kept until July-August. Within this period, the
throat-patch can vary from orange-buff to creamwhite in both species. The chin is often the palest
part of the throat-patch. Generally, maldivarum
shows a richer coloured throat-patch, being
more orange or rufous-tinged than the more
yellowish-buff colour of pratincola, and this can
be a useful pointer for identification, at least for
some typical birds in winter and spring.
However, also with this character, the overlap is
wide.
7 Broader black-and-white throat-surround
This is another character that is mentioned by
Svensson et al (1999). Although the black-andwhite throat-surround is commonly broader in
maldivarum, there is individual variation in both
species. The surround is, for example, on average broader in males than in females (at least in
pratincola). Birds with a strikingly broad and neat
throat-surround, in particular on the centre of the
throat at the bottom of the ‘bib’, are thought to
be invariably maldivarum, whereas all other
variations could be both species (but see comment on G pratincola fuelleborni in Driessens
(2005)).
8 Black in tail more restricted
This character, mentioned by for instance Rosair
& Cottridge (1995), points at the ‘narrow black
terminal band’ in maldivarum. In our opinion, if
a perceivable difference exists at all, it is probably of little use for identification of live birds in
the field but may be a supportive character when
sharp images are available. Before being applied,
one has to define what is meant by ‘less black in
tail’. The amount and pattern of black on the
outermost two pairs of tail-feathers is a more precise and useful definition.
The pattern of the outer tail-feathers differs on
average slightly between the two species, and for
typical birds this can be used for identification, at
least as a supportive character. As first noted by
GD, the border between black (or brown) and
white on the outermost tail-feather (t6) runs diagonally across the inner web and then follows
the shaft for c 5-15 mm before crossing the outer
web in pratincola, whereas it crosses the shaft
abruptly, or follows it for a distance of only a few
mm (generally 0-3 mm), in maldivarum. This is a
character which is largely unaffected by wear
and which can often be evaluated on sharp
close-up images. As a result, the white on the
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FIGURE 6 Amount of red on underside of bill in adult

Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola and Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier G maldivarum (Gerald Driessens).
Left: adult-summer Collared Pratincole
1 Bird with sharply demarcated red bill base and reddish bare skin. 2 Bird with slightly smaller amount of
red, especially on bare skin. 3 Bird with small amount
of red with colour fading into black.
Right: adult-summer Oriental Pratincole
4 Typical Oriental with red barely running from one
side to the other. 5 Bills with only a hint or complete
lack of red are not uncommon.

outer web of t6 in pratincola usually reaches
clearly outside the white on the inner web, forming a ‘step’ at the shaft, whereas the black border
on the tip of inner and outer web of t6 in maldivarum forms more of a straight diagonal line
across the feather. There is some variation in
both species and not all birds are typical. Beware
that, when worn, the white parts on the outer
web of the outermost tail-feather may be completely abraded down to the shaft. With the bird
in the hand, it is possible to measure the length
of dark on the tip of the outer web of t5. This
measures 27-48 mm in pratincola and 10-25 mm
in maldivarum, measured from tip to edge of
web. Beware that the border between dark and
white is often blurred but it is usually possible to
pick out a point in the middle to where one can
measure to. T5 is normally less affected by wear
than t6, and is hence more suitable to study.
More or less the same applies to the pattern of
t6. Pratincola show about 40-50% of the featherlength to be black (measured over the shaft). In
maldivarum, the amount is restricted down to c
35% at the most, generally even less (down to c
20%). This can be quite easy to assess on sharp
images of birds spreading their tail, but it may be
visible on confiding birds in the field as well, eg,
while preening.
In plate 19 in Hayman et al (1986), the central
tail-feathers have no white tip in maldivarum,
while they are clearly depicted in pratincola.
A flight shot of a maldivarum in Norfolk, England,
19
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16 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier
Glareola maldivarum, adult-winter, Asia, probably
Japan, autumn 2001 (Laurence Poh). Typical individual. Easily identified by all-black bill with oval nostrils. Finally, quite intensively coloured throat-patch
(although still in winter plumage) and large amount of
deep orangy to nearly brick-red wash on lower breast
running down to upper belly are also pointers to
Oriental.

17 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier
Glareola maldivarum, adult-winter, Japan, 24 August
2002 (Norio Kawana). Typical individual. The darker
brown body-feathers produce a stronger scaly effect
than in Collared Pratincole G pratincola, in which the
brown tinge is (usually) softer. Bill shows average
amount of red on base of lower mandible for Oriental.
Oval nostril is visible. Deep buff throat-patch with
quite broad surround (even in winter plumage) are spot
on for Oriental. This should prove to be a male.

in 1993 in Rosair et al (1995) and in Higgins &
Davies (1996), and comparison of museum skins
indicate that this character has no importance at
all (it was, indeed, not described in the text in
Hayman et al 1986). Fresh central tail-feathers of
both species will frequently show paler parts distally. Also, in both species, the dark portions of
the inner tail-feathers can look paler as they are
often paler grey distally (rather than just showing
a white fringe at the top). In conclusion, the
exact pattern of the central tail-feathers is of no
importance for identification.

tern on the lower mandible tends to differ: pratincola with a large amount of red will be readily
identifiable when using this character but both
species can show a small amount (down to no
red at all). Thus, for most birds this character is
barely useful for identification purposes (but it ís
for ageing!). For another difference regarding the
amount of red on the bill, see below (under 15).

9 Less extensive red bill-base when seen in profile
In maldivarum, the red bill-base is supposed to be
less extensive than in pratincola. This character is
mentioned by Hayman et al (1986), Rosair &
Cottridge (1995) and Grimmett et al (1998) but
Vinicombe & Cottridge (1996), Mitchell & Young
(1997) and Svensson et al (1999) do not list it.
Harris et al (1996) mention that, for maldivarum,
the amount of red is intermediate between that of
pratincola and nordmanni. The amount of red on
the base of the bill is very difficult to estimate in
the field, save a few extremes. It varies individually and should be described with care and in
detail. On the upper mandible, both species can
have red up to the base of the nostrils but the pat20

10 Red on underwing more restricted
Several authors mention that there is less red on
the underwing of maldivarum. Only Hayman et
al (1986) and Harris et al (1996), illustrate blackish outer greater underwing-coverts in maldivarum, as opposed to all-reddish greater underwing-coverts in pratincola. The former authors
do not mention this in the text, but Harris et al
(1996) state: ‘Underwing-coverts chestnut as in
Collared [Pratincole], but with broader blackish
frame’. Most recently, Grimmett et al (1998),
similarly illustrate dark outer greater underwingcoverts, resulting in a somewhat more restricted
area of red. All other references depict similar
amount of red on the underwing of both species.
We have performed a thorough examination of
specimens and available photographs. This showed clearly that there is no consistent difference in
the amount of red. Both (nominate) pratincola and
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18 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier
Glareola maldivarum, adult-summer, Asia, probably
Malaysia, 2001 (Laurence Poh). Typical bird in several
aspects: warm dark brown forehead showing little contrast with black lore, deep buff throat-patch, quite dark,
somewhat warm brown upperparts (although there is
still a clear contrast between tertials and primaries), and
tail falling short of primary tips. Less pronounced are
width of black-and-white throat-surround and orangybuff wash on lower breast.

maldivarum generally have all-red under greater
secondary coverts, and both can rarely show some
dark grey patches on some outer underwingcoverts, or have a few outer coverts entirely dark.
Both species have invariably dark grey or blackish
under primary coverts. Both species have winglining and lesser coverts mainly dark brown-grey
(with some off-white admixed, c 10 mm wide).
Both species have the same rufous-red colour.
11 Slightly thicker and blunter bill
The on average very slightly stouter bill of maldivarum, with perhaps a trifle blunter tip, differs
too little to be a useful character in the field.
Even in the hand, overlap is extensive, and bill
size is consequently of very little use.
Proposed ‘new’ characters
12 Inner web of inner primaries not distally paler
but concolorous
This character was noted by GD when examining skins, and also independently by Alexander
Hellquist (in litt). It is by no means a ‘newly discovered’ character, since it is well illustrated in,
eg, Cramp & Simmons (1983), Hayman et al
(1986), and Lewington et al (1991), although it
was not mentioned in the text.

Of 162 skins of pratincola, all showed a difference in colour between the black or blackish
outer webs and the paler (pale brown-grey to
dark brown) inner webs. The shaft forms a clearcut division between the two colour-shades. On
the innermost primary, the outer web is often as
pale as the inner web, making it the palest primary of all. The second innermost primary usually shows the biggest contrast between inner and
outer web. The next two or three primaries show
progressively less contrast until, somewhere in
mid-hand, the primaries become all-dark.
Photographs of flying pratincola show how the
pale inner webs of the inner primaries appear as
a diffuse continuation of the white trailing edge
on the secondaries. This pattern is easily observed on birds with a clear colour difference
between inner and outer web, and such birds
can be safely identified as pratincola. However,
not all pratincola show a pale tip to the inner primaries. A considerable number (c 65%) of pratincola have this character less well developed and,
as a result, many will not show it in the field. The
variation stands in close relation to the colour
shade of the upperparts in the individual bird. In
well-marked birds (c 35%), the primary pattern
can even be visible when perched. The most
striking contrast, however, is hidden by the overlying tertials. Sharp images can be helpful but
beware of misleading patterns, caused by light
conditions.
The paler inner web of the inner primaries can
be seen on the underwing as well: the inner primaries are often clearly paler silvery-grey. This is useful to know when checking tricky specimens in a
collection but probably of limited use in the field.
In our experience from museum research, maldivarum never shows a paler inner web to the
inner primaries. The inner and outer web are
always uniformly coloured, glossy brown-black
when fresh. As wear progresses, the primaries
become slightly paler but seem to remain alldark until renewed in the yearly moult. On the
underwing, the inner primaries are similarly very
dark grey, barely paler than the outer.
The presence of paler inner webs (if visible) is a
reliable character for pratincola from the moment
that the juvenile inner primaries have been
replaced by new adult-type primaries. Already in
August, it will apply to juveniles/first-winters.
Beware that the colour difference between
outer and inner web on the inner primaries is not
easy to detect in the field. For example: the pratincola at Felbrigg, Norfolk, on 12-28 October
1997, does not show paler inner webs on the
21
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19 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum, adult-summer, Eochoeng Do Islands, South Korea, early
May 2003 (Björn Johansson). Rather dull-plumaged individual. In May, birds can already look very much abraded. Amount of red
on bill-base and oval nostril typical for Oriental. High-legged stance and tail length are also visible. This bird clearly illustrates the
lack of contrast between inner and outer primary webs near the shaft, even when bleached. 20 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse
Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum, adult-summer, Kinta National Park, Malaysia, 12 March 2003 (Laurence Poh). Probably a
male, showing quite long outer tail-feathers (compare with other plates of adults). Rather large amount of red on lower mandible.
High-legged appearance is obvious.
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photographs published in Birding World 10: 368,
411, 1997, but in flight, the contrast is quite
obvious (cf Birding World 10: 460, 1997). This is
due to the enhanced translucency of paler parts
when the wing is spread. In the same way, such
translucency can even lead to the impression of
paler inner webs in maldivarum, creating a
potential pitfall. This character is therefore best
judged in rather neutral light conditions, ideally
on a perched bird, which is wing-stretching.
Furthermore, the gloss on the webs can reflect
the light differently on the outer and inner webs,
and this, too, can create the false effect of paler
inner webs in maldivarum. To conclude, one
must always be aware of potential effects of light
before claiming to have seen paler inner webs.
Always keep in mind that only c 1/3 of the pratincola show a marked contrast between inner
and outer web (the remainder having only moderate or slight contrast). This is still probably one
of the most consistent plumage characters
between the two species but also one of the most
difficult to assess objectively in the field.
Nearly all pratincola have a c 1 mm wide pale
edge along the inner web of the inner four to six
primaries, visible on the folded wing of standing
birds. Usually, the pale edge is poorly defined,
blending into the darker base of the feathers. The
edge often widens slightly towards the base of
the feathers, away from the tip. These pale edges
add, in many birds, to the appearance of the
inner web of these primaries being paler than the
outer web. Maldivarum either has no visible pale
edge to the inner web of the inner primaries, or
has only a fragmented and very thin (c 0.5 mm),
distinctly demarcated fringe, only rarely visible
in the field. The fringe is more restricted to the
tip and confined to the inner four to five primaries. In a very few birds, the pale fringe runs
along the entire tip and onto the outer web, still
being very narrow, sharply demarcated and even
in width. As the pale fringes do not blend into
the rest of the feather in maldivarum, they do not
create the impression of paler inner webs.
13 Outer secondaries uniformly dark and not
paler than inner
The upperside of the outer four secondaries is
often paler grey in adult pratincola, whereas maldivarum has uniformly dark secondaries. This difference was noted by GD, and independently by
Alexander Hellquist and Stefan Johansson (in litt),
and is well depicted in, eg, Hayman et al (1986).
In darker pratincola, however, this difference in
darkness is slighter, or can even be totally absent.

On many adult pratincola, the contrast
between paler outer and darker inner secondaries is enhanced by the outer web of the outer
secondaries being paler, more grey-brown.
When the wing is moderately spread, very little
but the outer webs are visible, contributing to the
pale appearance of the outer arm. In maldivarum, the secondaries are often tinged darker
olive-brown than in pratincola. On a few maldivarum, the outer secondaries can be very slightly
paler olive (but not greyer) than the inner. Most
maldivarum, however, have a uniformly coloured set of secondaries, without difference in
colour between the outer and inner secondaries,
or between outer and inner webs.
No difference in colour of the outer and inner
secondaries exists in juveniles: in both species,
the outer secondaries are slightly paler than the
inner. Juvenile secondaries only differ in the
pattern and size of the pale trailing edge, as
described above.
14 Oval nostril shape
When checking the specimens in Paris, LS noted
a difference between the two species, which
apparently was not mentioned previously in the
literature: the shape of the nostrils. Whereas pratincola generally has a narrow slit or incision,
maldivarum has an oval (‘egg-shaped’) nostril
opening. The incision in pratincola is formed by a
narrow opening in the skin over the nostril (and
which could have the function of protecting
against salt or sand); consequently, if this is
damaged or has been removed on a stuffed specimen, the nostril shape cannot be properly judged.
On sharp photographs and well-preserved specimens, however, one practically invariably sees a
slit-shaped opening. A few nostrils on pratincola
are slightly wider than most but not to the extent
that they appear oval-shaped. The nostril of maldivarum is oval (‘egg-shaped’) and does not appear to have much protecting skin narrowing the
opening. In some birds the feathering reaches all
down to the rear edge of the nostril, and on some
specimens the nostril is partly covered by this.
Very rarely the shape is more narrowly or
elongated oval but there appears to be no, or only
very little, overlap between pratincola and maldivarum in shape.
15 Less red on base of lower mandible seen from
below in adults
This was another new difference between pratincola and maldivarum, which was noted by LS in
Paris. On adult birds, especially in summer
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21 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum, adult-winter, Long Valley, Hong Kong,
China, 27 November 1994 (Ray Tipper). Tail length difficult to interpret. Combination of upperpart coloration,
tinge of throat-patch, deep orange wash on lower breast and all-black bill unique for adult Oriental. 22 Oriental
Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum, adult-winter, Ängsnäset, Sweden, 16 August 2001 (Jens
Morin). Same bird as in plate 23. Only the outer primaries are still to be replaced. The lack of any first-winter feathers
proves this bird to be an adult (although some first-winters can look exactly the same). Knowing that this is an adult
(when first present it was still partial in summer plumage), however, bill shows average amount of red for the species
(nearly absent on lower mandible) and, more importantly, oval nostril. Also note tail projection creating a short hindbody and dark olive-brown upperparts (with slight olive-green cast).
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cole will twist its head, look up and expose the
underside of its bill.
Supplementary characters
16 Slightly longer legs
Maldivarum has, on average, somewhat longer
legs than pratincola. In pratincola, we measured
a tarsus of 28.0-34.0 mm (mean 31.1 mm; n=66)
and in maldivarum of 30.5-36.0 mm (mean 33.2
mm; n=61). Since both species are very similar
in body size, this means that there is an average
difference of 7% in length of legs, substantial
enough to provide a supporting evidence for the
practiced eye. A particularly long-legged bird is
more likely to be a maldivarum than a pratincola.

23 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier
Glareola maldivarum, adult-winter, Ängsnäset, Sweden,
16 August 2001 (Jens Morin). Same bird as in plate 22.
Difficult posture, pro Oriental characters being the contrasting dark-brown centre on the breast-feathers,
creating obvious scaly pattern and few deep orangy-buff
feathers on centre of lower breast. Ageing on this posture
alone would be impossible.

plumage (December to late July), the extent of
the red on the lower mandible when seen from
below differed. In pratincola, there is a bright red
portion reaching 1.5-2.5 mm outside the feathering at the base of the lower mandible, whereas in
maldivarum there is generally no red, or only a
hint of brown-red reaching less than 1 mm outside the feathering. Only one or two out of nearly 125 examined specimens appeared to have a
little more red, approaching the pattern of pratincola. It is possible to see this difference also in
many late summer and autumn adults, although
the red colour has darkened by this time. On
some, the darkening of the red makes them
appear to have all-black bills, and so the character cannot be used until the birds become sexually active again in winter.
This character can appear a difficult one to use
in the field but it could be seen on the Swedish
maldivarum, both with a telescope at a range of
c 30 m, and on digiscoping images. Often when
a bird of prey passes overhead, a perched pratin-

17 More often short black ‘mouth-line’ present
On many specimens in collections and on some
photographs, it is evident that maldivarum has
on average a better-developed black ‘mouthline’, running from the gape to a short way back
on the lower cheek. At least birds with very
strongly marked ‘mouth-lines’ are most likely to
be maldivarum. The finer variation needs to be
clarified before more can be said. See also comments on the Afrotropical subspecies G p fuelleborni in Driessens (2005).
24 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier
Glareola maldivarum, adult-winter, Ha Tsuen, Hong
Kong, China, 1 November 1987 (Ray Tipper). A plumage probably never matched by any Collared
Pratincole G pratincola. Typical amount of red on
lower mandible, very broad black throat-surround
adding to the pied head pattern, very dark brown
upperparts, rather scaly breast and deep orangy-buff
wash on breast.
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25 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, first-winter, Norfolk, England, October 1997 (Robin Chittenden). This
could prove to be a tricky bird. Bird in fresh winter plumage, being somewhat Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum-like dark olivebrown. Two or three of the longer, somewhat hidden scapulars show a pale tip and a dark subterminal wedge, the longest greater
primary covert and the old, still unmoulted set of primaries age this bird as a first-winter. Bill base is too dull for an adult. Soft sunlight and age causes tips of outer secondaries to look rather buffy, quite like in Oriental. The nostril has the typical slit shape of
Collared with an extensive skin covering most of the nostril. Tail length is not visible in this photograph. Pattern of inner primaries
difficult to judge. 26 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, first-winter, Terneuzen, Zeeland, Netherlands,
November 1987 (René Pop). Bird in transitional plumage but greyish-brown colours typical for Collared. Some greater coverts show
pale fringe and dark subterminal wedge, large amount of lesser coverts is also still juvenile and worn, as well as outer primaries,
outer greater primary coverts and complete tail. Tail length and bill coloration resemble those of adult Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum but secondary-tips too pure white and nostril typically slit-shaped. Inner primaries hang down to show paler inner web and
their broad, merging, pale fringe.
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27-28 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, first-winter, Salalah, Oman, 9 November 2003 (Ray Tipper). Worn
first-winter, showing worn juvenile scapulars (pale tips have abraded) and greater coverts and pale-fringed juvenile primaries (thus
pattern not useful) and raffled tail-feathers. Tail length, grey-brown plumage tone and lack of obvious dark throat-surround are characters pointing to Collared. Nostril shape difficult to judge in plate 27 but slit-shape visible in plate 28. Whitish tips to secondaries
only visible on outer secondary hanging down under greater coverts (more buff in juvenile Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum).

27

Identification of Collared Pratincole and Oriental Pratincole – a critical review of characters

29 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, first-winter, Terneuzen, Zeeland, Netherlands,
November 1987 (Patrick Beirens). Same bird as in plate
26. Short, juvenile tail reminiscent of Oriental
Pratincole G maldivarum. Tips of juvenile secondaries
buff instead of white (as in adults). Typically, secondary-tips are not sharply demarcated and lack dark subterminal markings, as would be the case in Oriental.
Note that pale trailing edge gives the impression to
protrude onto the tips of the inner primaries, as they
have paler inner webs.

30 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier
Glareola maldivarum, first-winter, Japan, 18 August
2001 (Norio Kawana). Leg length is hidden in this bird.
A first-winter Collared Pratincole G pratincola with
short tail could prove to be hard to tell apart. Some
wing-coverts and at least one scapular are still juvenile.
Also, the dull-coloured bill base points out that this is a
first-winter bird which has completed its body moult,
or nearly so. Inner four or five primaries ar new.
Probably a bird which hatched early in the season.

18 Darker lore in summer plumage
Maldivarum in adult-summer plumage not only
has somewhat more prominently marked black
lores than pratincola but also has darker brown
(almost blackish) sides of the forehead, which add
to the impression that the black lores are prominent. Note that when strong light falls in a certain
angle, also pratincola can appear to have broad
dark lores and dark sides of the forehead but if the
light is more neutral, on an overcast day – so that
the lores can be properly judged – this difference
can prove a useful supplementary character.

edge to the secondaries. As a result, pratincola
and maldivarum can be extremely similar. The
presence of the full spectrum of maldivarum
characters is confirmative for Oriental Pratincole
but just the presence of a rather shallow tail-fork
and/or the lack of a white trailing edge to the
secondaries is not enough to guarantee the correct identification. The months December to June
(often even to mid July) form the rather safe
period to identify pratincola and maldivarum.
During the unsafe months (late July to November), field identification holds certain risks. We
can divide the characters in three categories:

19 Richer rufous-brown tinge to sides of head and
neck in summer plumage
Although an obvious orange-brown tinge on
sides of neck and on rear part of head is a strong
indication of maldivarum in adult-summer plumage, several pratincola show this character as
well, and it is advised not to use this character
other than as a supportive indication.

Conclusions
When identifying a suspected maldivarum, the
possibility of a worn pratincola should be excluded, which can rarely have shorter tailstreamers and often lacks a broad white trailing
28

Important characters
Secondary trailing edge
• A broad white trailing edge clinches the identity as pratincola.
• A serrated white trailing edge is also a good
pointer for pratincola.
• The (near) absence of a white trailing edge in
fresh plumage is indicative of maldivarum but
does not clinch the identity as such.
• A narrow buffish trailing edge (theoretically)
only fits juvenile/first-winter maldivarum.
Beware of a soiled or worn trailing edge in
pratincola.
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31 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, juvenile, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, 18 July 2003 (Karel A Mauer).
Bird in fresh juvenile plumage, difficult to identify. Elongated Collared silhouette is not yet developed as the primaries are still rather
short. Nevertheless, the tail is already too long for Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum, showing two quite widely spaced tips to the
outer tail-feathers. Slit-shaped nostril is not reliably visible. Feather centres on upperparts are mid-brown, lacking harsh contrast
with pale tips of Oriental and creating buff cast over the plumage. 32 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola,
juvenile, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, 18 July 2003 (Karel A Mauer). Same bird as in plate 31, practically impossible to identify in
this posture, except for broad, white tips to secondaries, visible on underside of wing. 33 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier
Glareola pratincola, juvenile, Histria, Romania, August 1998 (Laszlo Szabo). Rather dark, moulting juvenile. Underside of outer
tail-feather is visible and shows broad black tip. Nostril shape too narrow for Oriental.
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34

35

36

37

34 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, June
2002 (Yves Adams). Classic Collared showing browner central tail-feathers, broad white secondary trailing-edge,
fading to grey-brown over inner primaries. Also note that inner secondaries are darker centred (blackish) than outer
(browner).
35 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, June
2002 (Yves Adams). Again a very typical flight silhouet. Very often, it is impossible to see the red underwing-patch
in the field.
36 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Lesvos, Greece, 23 May 2004
(Raymond de Smet). Typical Collared showing narrow trailing edge to secondaries, not extending onto primaries.
Black on outer tail-feathers reaching half of the feather length over the shaft. Note short, black mouth-line.
37 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Lesvos, Greece, 23 May 2004
(Raymond de Smet). Flight shot illustrating typical trailing edge of Collared but in this bird it is not extending onto
inner primaries. Red underwing-patch is hardly visible. Note black on outer tail-feathers reaching up to half of the
feather length over the shaft.
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38

39

40

41

38 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, juvenile, Turkey, September 1983 (Curt Johnsson).
Secondary trailing-edge is already whitish-buff in juvenile Collared. Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum would show
narrower and more buffy feather-tips. Difference between top-heavy Oriental and long-tailed Collared is much less
obvious in juveniles and first-winters. In Oriental, the tail would still look shorter.
39 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Lesvos, Greece, 23 May 2004
(Raymond de Smet). Adult showing rather narrow trailing edge, paler inner primaries, long tail and white shaft to
outer primary. In Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum, the set of secondaries will never show as pale as in this photograph.
40 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Ebro delta, Tarragona, Spain, May
1988 (René Pop). Very typical Collared showing characteristic structure. Also note particularly paler outer secondaries, paler inner web to inner primaries (especially distally) and rather fresh and broad, pure white tip to secondaries.
41 Oriental Pratincole / Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola maldivarum, adult-summer, Thailand, spring 1997
(Edward Vercruysse). Typical bird showing all-dark remiges, contrasting only slightly with dark brown upperparts.
Outer primary shaft dark brown, so nearly invisible. Amount of black on outer tail looks rather large but distorted
by perspective.
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42 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Histria, Romania, 1998 (Laszlo Szabo).
Fresh adult-summer showing broad, pure white tip to the secondaries, most prominent on the outer (usually, they are
broadest on the inner).

Tail-fork
• The presence of a clear tail projection (> 10
mm) clinches the identity as pratincola.
• A tail on a first-summer bird or older falling
strikingly short of wing-tips (> 15 mm) clinches
the identity as maldivarum.
• A tail-fork exceeding 2/3 of the distance
between lower edge of brown back and tip of
central tail-feathers is indicative of pratincola.
(Odd maldivarum can possibly approach this,
though.)
Primary pattern
• When the inner webs of the inner primaries
are distally paler than the outer webs, and
form a diffuse continuation of the secondary
trailing edge, the identity as pratincola is certain (but beware of the effects of light and
translucency).
• Primaries appearing all black can be found in
both species.
• Pratincola often shows a brownish sheen to
the upper edge of the closed primaries (even
when fresh).
• Maldivarum has a very narrow, sharply demarc32

ated edge, not resulting in a paler area here (but
beware of heavily bleached individuals).
Secondary pattern
• When the outer secondaries are distinctly
paler than the inner ones, the identity as pratincola is certain.
• Secondaries appearing uniformly all-dark can
be found in both species.
Tail pattern
• When the small dark tip of the outer tailfeather crosses the shaft in a straight line, the
identity as maldivarum is certain.
• When the dark tip of the outer tail-feather runs
quite a long way down over the shaft, it is
indicative of pratincola.
• If the black tip of the outer tail-feather forms
c 40-50% of the length of t6, it fits pratincola;
a proportion of 20-35% indicates maldivarum.
Nostril shape
• A slit-shaped nostril is typical for pratincola. If
the nostril is about three times longer than
broad, or more (variation 2.5 to 4), and has

Identification of Collared Pratincole and Oriental Pratincole – a critical review of characters
rather parallel sides, the identity as pratincola
is clinched.
• An egg-shaped nostril, less than twice as long
as broad, clinches the identity as maldivarum
(a very few can have slightly more oblong
shape, though still oval).
Red on bill-base seen from below
• Much bright red on bill-base seen from below
is typical for adult pratincola in summer plumage.
• No or only insignificant red on bill-base seen
from below is indicative of maldivarum.
Beware of immature or adult-winter pratincola
losing the red colour after breeding, usually
late July-November. A bird with red still
around the gape but none or very little on billbase below should be maldivarum.
Useful supplementary characters
Colour of underparts
• An orange to rufous-red wash on the underparts (lower breast to upper belly) is typical for
maldivarum (but see Driessens 2005).
Colour of shaft of outer primary (upperside)
• A white to creamy white shaft is indicative of
pratincola (but not conclusive).
• A deep buff or brown shaft is indicative of maldivarum (but not conclusive).
Colour of upperparts
• In spring, this is a useful supplementary character, pratincola being pale sandy-brown or
tawny-brown and maldivarum darker tawnybrown, often with an olive tinge. During late
summer and autumn, there is more overlap
between the colour of pratincola and maldivarum.
Colour of throat
• A richly saturated orange-buff throat-bib, surrounded by a broad and neat black and white
surround, is a strong indication of maldivarum
in adult-summer plumage (but see comments
in Driessens 2005).
• A pale sandy-buff or pinkish-buff throat-bib
can be found in both species.
Length of legs
• Particularly long-looking legs are indicative of
maldivarum, and short-looking for pratincola.
Most birds are intermediate.

Characters not useful for separating both species
Amount of red on bill base seen in profile
• This is difficult to assess objectively and shows
much overlap between the two species.
Slightly thicker and blunter bill
• This difference is far too subtle, subjective and
variable to be of any use in the field.
Darkness of legs
• Although there are claims to the contrary, leg
colour in pratincola and maldivarum appears
to be the same or so similar that it should not
be used for separation.
Colour of side of neck
• If clearly visible, a rufous tinge to the sides of
the head and/or hindneck can be a hint for
maldivarum but there is much overlap.
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Samenvatting
VORKSTAARTPLEVIER

EN OOSTERSE VORKSTAARTPLEVIER
KRITISCHE BEOORDELING VAN DETERMINATIEKENMERKEN

– EEN
Naar
aanleiding van waarnemingen van enkele moeilijk
determineerbare vorkstaartplevieren Glareola in Nederland en Zweden onderzochten de auteurs de kenmerken die Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier G maldivarum van
Vorkstaartplevier G pratincola onderscheiden. Door dit
onderzoek werden bovendien enkele nieuwe of weinig
bekende kenmerken bekend.
De witte armvleugelachterrand die, samen met de
kortere en dus minder diep gevorkte staart, bekend
staat als het meest betrouwbare kenmerk vertoont veel
meer variatie dan meestal wordt gedacht. Het is dus
belangrijk om een combinatie van meerdere kenmerken te gebruiken om tot een sluitende determinatie te
komen. Net als bij andere steltlopers is het bij het
determineren van een vorkstaartplevier van groot belang om eerst de leeftijd te bepalen. Hiervoor dient
men op de hoogte te zijn van de variatie, het sleetverloop en de rui van elk verenkleed.
De volgende reeds bekende (of vermeende) kenmerken en hun variabiliteit worden besproken: 1 aanwezigheid van duidelijkere witte armvleugelachterrand
bij pratincola; 2 kortere buitenste staartpennen (vleugels projecteren 2-3 cm voorbij staarttop) bij maldivarum; 3 donkerdere bovendelen bij maldivarum; 4 uitgebreider oranjeachtig waas op onderborst (tot buik) bij
maldivarum; 5 donkere bovenzijde van buitenste handpenschacht bij maldivarum; 6 dieper oranjebeige keelvlek bij maldivarum; 7 bredere zwart-witte keelomranding bij maldivarum; 8 beperktere hoeveelheid zwart
in staart bij maldivarum; 9 omvang van rode snavelbasis in profiel gezien (geen bruikbaar kenmerk);
10 omvang van rood ondervleugelveld (geen bruikbaar
kenmerk); en 11 wat kortere en minder spitse snavel bij
maldivarum (geen bruikbaar kenmerk).
Vier nieuwe of weinig bekende kenmerken worden
in detail beschreven: 12 kleurverschil tussen binnenen buitenvlag van binnenste handpennen bij pratincola; 13 kleurverschil tussen binnenste en buitenste
armpennen bij pratincola; 14 vorm van het neusgat
(korter en ronder bij maldivarum); en 15 minder rood
op onderzijde van ondersnavel bij maldivarum (bij
adulte vogels).
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Vier kenmerken worden genoemd die de determinatie kunnen ondersteunen: 16 tarsuslengte (korter bij
pratincola); 17 lengte van zwarte mondstreep (langer
bij maldivarum); 18 kleur van teugel (in adult zomerkleed) (donkerder bij maldivarum); en 19 oranjeachtige
tint op zijkop en -hals bij maldivarum.
De variatie in de meeste van deze kenmerken wordt
getoond op platen en foto’s.
Bij het determineren van een Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier in Europa of elders buiten de reguliere gebieden
dient eerst de mogelijkheid van een gesleten Vorkstaartplevier te worden uitgesloten. Van december tot
juni zijn beide soorten ‘veilig’ te onderscheiden maar
van juli tot november zijn aan de determinatie bepaalde risico’s verbonden. Een combinatie van meerdere
kenmerken is dan wel sluitend maar alleen het vaststellen van een ondiepe staartvork en het ontbreken van
een witte armvleugelachterrand volstaat niet.
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Field characters of Afrotropical
Collared Pratincole
Gerald Driessens

W

hen preparing the paper on the identification of Collared Pratincole Glareola pratincola and Oriental Pratincole G maldivarum
(Driessens & Svensson 2005), I examined many
skins of the Afrotropical subspecies of Collared
Pratincole. I concluded that, contrary to general
belief, most Afrotropical Collared Pratincoles,
especially those in summer plumage, can be
separated from the Palearctic subspecies
G p pratincola of Collared Pratincole. Therefore,
it seems useful to discuss their identification. As
Afrotropical Collared Pratincoles are, in a number of respects, more similar to Oriental Pratincole, it is also appropriate to discuss, where
necessary, their separation.
Although there are no records of Afrotropical
Collared Pratincoles in the Palearctic, it is quite
possible that they may regularly occur in northern Africa, the Middle East or in the Arabian
peninsula.

Taxonomy
The number of subspecies of Collared Pratincole
is a matter of opinion. Dickinson (2003) recognizes four subspecies: G p pratincola (Linnaeus,
1766), breeding from southern Europe and northern Africa to Kazakhstan and Pakistan, and wintering in northern tropical Africa; G p erlangeri
Neumann, 1920, breeding in coastal southern
Somalia and northern Kenya; G p fuelleborni
Neumann, 1910, breeding from Senegal to
[Dutch Birding 27: 35-40, 2005]

southern Kenya, south to eastern Zambia,
Zimbabwe and eastern South Africa; and
G p riparia Clancey, 1979, breeding in Angola,
south-western Zambia, north-eastern Namibia
and north-western Botswana, spending its nonbreeding season in coastal Mozambique.
Dickinson (2003) includes G p ‘limbata’ in
G p pratincola, which is in line with Cramp &
Simmons (1983) and Hayman et al (1986).
G p erlangeri, averaging a fraction smaller than
G p fuelleborni, falls within the plumage variation of G p fuelleborni. G p pratincola could mix
with Afrotropical subspecies as its wintering
range overlaps with the respective breeding
ranges of G p erlangeri and G p fuelleborni.
According to Urban et al (1986), Collared
Pratincole is a monotypic species and they consider the differences in structure and plumage to
be clinal or individual.
Here, I distinguish a Palearctic group and an Afrotropical group. The Palearctic group consists of the
subspecies G p pratincola (hereafter ‘Palearctic
pratincola’); the Afrotropical group includes the
subspecies G p erlangeri, G p fuelleborni and
G p riparia (hereafter ‘Afrotropical pratincola’).
Identification
For a general introduction to pratincole identification, see Driessens & Svensson (2005). Afrotropical pratincola is structurally similar to
Palearctic pratincola. Afrotropical pratincola is
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also similar to Palearctic pratincola in tail pattern, nostril shape, white trailing edge to the
secondaries, and outer-primary shaft colour.
1 Throat
Afrotropical pratincola more often shows a deep
ochre throat-patch than Palearctic pratincola. In
this respect, Afrotropical pratincola is more like
maldivarum. Afrotropical pratincola tends to
show a less distinct pale inner throat-surround
than Palearctic pratincola although there is overlap. In maldivarum, this white border is often
broad and well marked. As in all Palearctic pratincola, the black throat-surround typically narrows at the lower point, separating Afrotropical
pratincola from typical maldivarum. However, at
least one examined specimen of fuelleborni
showed an evenly broad black throat-surround
throughout.
2 Mouth-line
Many Afrotropical pratincola show a long and
contrasting mouth-line, consisting of a row of
black feathers (figure 1). Both sexes show this

character to the same extent. It is also a supplementary character separating maldivarum from
Palearctic pratincola (Driessens & Svensson
2005). If a mouth-line is present at all in
Palearctic pratincola, it is generally very short.
3 Cap on crown
If present, the dark cap on the crown is one of
the easiest features to separate Afrotropical pratincola from Palearctic pratincola. The dark
crown cap is divided from the dark upperparts by
a pale hindneck. Although some fuelleborni lack
this character, most show a dark forehead that
merges with the dark lores, creating a distinct
dark cap. This feature is best visible on the forehead but sometimes it shows as a demarcated
cap on the hindcrown as well. In Afrotropical
pratincola, the lores are generally darker than in
Palearctic pratincola. Maldivarum also has
darker lores than Palearctic pratincola.
Probably, the best way to assess the presence
of a dark cap in the field is by looking at a bird
head-on. The dark forehead will stand out
against the red bill-base and (in pale-throated

FIGURE 1 Afrotropical Collared Pratincole / Afrikaanse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola erlangeri/fuelleborni/
riparia, adult-summer (Gerald Driessens). Typical individual. Note dark forehead and upperparts, rich buff throatpatch with long, dark mouth-line, narrow white edge along inner border of throat-patch, wash over lowerbreast running down towards belly and primaries showing distinct blue-purple gloss.
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individuals) against the throat-patch (but remember that many Afrotropical pratincola have a
rich-coloured throat-patch, reducing the contrast). Some Palearctic pratincola show a slightly
darker cap, looking very similar to that of poorly
marked fuelleborni. However, Palearctic pratincola never approaches the contrasting dark cap
shown by well-marked Afrotropical pratincola.
This character seems to be present already in
juveniles: the dark forehead contrasts with the
pale lores. The number of skins of juveniles
examined was, however, very small. Anyway,
birds in full juvenile plumage are not supposed
to meet as there is no overlap in breeding range.
4 Upperparts
The olive-tinged, sepia-brown upperparts of Afrotropical pratincola are generally darker than the
often warm-rusty-tinged, sandy-brown upperparts
of Palearctic pratincola. In this respect, Afrotropical pratincola resembles maldivarum; some
Afrotropical pratincola show even darker upperparts than maldivarum (like some nominate pratincola; cf Driessens & Svensson 2005).
In Afrotropical pratincola, the primaries and
secondaries and the distal parts of the rectrices
are generally clearly darker, more oily-black, than
in Palearctic pratincola. This results in a more
obvious contrast between the upperparts and the
remiges and rectrices in Afrotropical pratincola
than in Palearctic pratincola. The upperparts
coloration of some Afrotropical pratincola is similar to that of Palearctic pratincola. Generally, in
such paler individuals, the dark feather-parts,
especially the primaries and secondaries, create
an even greater contrast, because these parts are
oily-black. However, this does not apply to juvenile Afrotropical pratincola, which (as far as can
be determined from the few examined specimens)
are similar to juvenile Palearctic pratincola.
5 Underparts
Many Afrotropical pratincola show the same
colour as typical Palearctic pratincola: a buffish
salmon-pink wash on the lower breast and a
white belly. A minority of Afrotropical pratincola
show a more saturated orange-buff but never as
deeply as in well-marked maldivarum. In some
birds, the wash on the underparts runs down to
the belly but it is never as intensively coloured as
in maldivarum. When such Afrotropical pratincola have fresh feathers, they appear – just like
maldivarum – rather scaly on the underparts as
the orange feathers are clearly paler tipped.

FIGURE 2
Head characters of nominate Collared
Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola (left
half) and typical Afrotropical Collared Pratincole /
Afrikaanse Vorkstaartplevier G p erlangeri/fuelleborni/
riparia (right half) summer (Gerald Driessens). Afrotropical Collared Pratincole typically has 1 darker
brown forehead, decreasing contrast with lores;
2 richer buff throat-patch; 3 often longer black mouthline; and 4 broader black throat surround (especially
below eye).

6 Underwing
In Afrotropical pratincola, the ‘red’ panel on the
underwing is, on average, less extensive than in
Palearctic pratincola. The dark frame surrounding the red is even more obvious than in
Palearctic pratincola or maldivarum. In male
Afrotropical pratincola, the dark frame formed by
the sooty-black wing-coverts and the dark grey
under primaries, which are obviously darker than
in Palearctic pratincola, create a unique dark
underwing pattern. The dark underwing stands
out against the pale underbody. In female
Afrotropical pratincola, the wing-coverts forming
the dark frame are somewhat browner and the
under primaries are paler grey than in male
Afrotropical pratincola. Female Afrotropical pratincola approaches male Palearctic pratincola. In
most examined specimens, sexing was possible
by this feature alone. In juveniles, the underwing
is not a useful character, neither for identification
nor for sexing.
7 Primaries
A minority of Afrotropical pratincola show a
clear colour difference between the pale inner
and the dark outer web of the inner primaries. In
Afrotropical pratincola showing this contrast, it is
easier to detect than in Palearctic pratincola as
the blacker outer webs accentuate the contrast.
Most Afrotropical pratincola, however, show
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43 Afrotropical Collared Pratincole / Afrikaanse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola fuelleborni, adultsummer, Amboseli NP, Kenya, 7 januari 1995 (Karel
Beylevelt). Typical African Colllared (probably male),
showing very dark sepia-brown upperparts, little contrast between forecrown and lore and very deep orangybrown coloured throat-patch with practically no indication of a white border. Birds of the fuelleborni-type
more often show a clear black mouth-line than nominate pratincola. Structure is identical to nominate
pratincola, including slit-shaped nostril.

44 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, adult-summer, Ouarzazate, Morocco, 13 April
1992 (Willem Pompert). Dark, sepia-brown crown and
upperparts, deep buff throat-patch and warm orangybuff wash on lower breast produce a very fuellebornilike appearance. Probably, such birds appear more
regularly in North Africa than in the European population.

only a slight contrast between the pale inner
and the dark outer web of the inner primaries
(cf darker individuals in Palearctic pratincola).

line, the generally warm-rusty tinge to the underparts, and the black glossy primaries make the
plumage of Afrotropical pratincola appear more
similar to that of maldivarum than to that of
Palearctic pratincola. A typical Afrotropical pratincola is quite distinct; especially adults in summer plumage can be identified by a combination
of characters. However, some Palearctic pratincola, especially birds of the northern African
population, show features of Afrotropical pratincola.

8 Remiges
A distinct purplish-green gloss on the black featherparts is present in most Afrotropical pratincola.
This is an additional feature of Afrotropical pratincola. The gloss is visible on the outer primarywebs. If there is only a slight contrast between
the inner and outer primary-web, thus when the
primaries are uniformly coloured, the gloss is
present on the inner webs as well. In addition,
most birds show a similar purplish-green gloss on
the black distal part of the tail-feathers. Palearctic
pratincola often has a distinct greenish gloss, but
it should be noted that in some North African
Palearctic pratincola, a rather purplish gloss was
noted as well. It is well-known that a purplishblue gloss wears to green in many species; here,
however, this distinction tends to be a rather useful feature.
Summary of characters
The dark cap and upperparts, the often deep
ochre throat-patch, the lack of a pale inner border to the throat-patch, an obvious black mouth38
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45 Afrotropical Collared Pratincole / Afrikaanse Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola fuelleborni, adult-summer,
Amboseli, Kenya, January 1985 (Roy de Haas). Another African Collared (probably female) showing most of its
characters. Upperparts perhaps not as typically dark as in figure 1 but still showing little contrast with remiges.
Note lack of white throat-surround. Black parts (primaries, tail-feathers) show deep purplish-blue gloss, much more
pronounced than in average pratincola. Inner primary pattern is generally less pronounced than in nominate, as a
result of the blacker remiges. 46 Collared Pratincole / Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola, worn adult, Chobe,
Botswana, 4 December 2001 (Juha Koskinen). A worn, rather pale bird, either a wintering nominate pratincola or a
paler individual of the resident Afrotropical subspecies-group.
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Samenvatting
HERKENNING VAN AFROTROPISCHE VORKSTAARTPLEVIER Tijdens
museumonderzoek aan Vorkstaartplevier Glareola pratincola en Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier G maldivarum
bleken, anders dan uit literatuur naar voren komt,
Afrotropische ondersoorten van Vorkstaartplevier (G p
erlangeri, G p fuelleborni, G p riparia) als groep met
name in adult zomerkleed goed te herkennen.
Vergeleken met Palearctische Vorkstaartplevier G p
pratincola doen bij Afrotropische de donkerbruine kopkap, de vaak dieper beige keelvlek, het regelmatig ontbreken van de bleke binnenrand van de keelvlek, de
aanwezigheid van een lange zwarte mondstreep, de
donkerbruine en warm roestbruin getinte bovendelen,
de pekzwarte en sterk glanzende handpennen en de in
verhouding (afhankelijk van geslacht!) donkerder grijze
tot zwarte delen van de ondervleugel (nog) meer denken aan Oosterse Vorkstaartplevier. Zelfs juveniele
vogels vertonen vaak de donkere kopkap. Het kan ech-

ter uitgesloten worden geacht dat juveniele van
Aftrotropische en Palearctische Vorkstaartplevieren in
hetzelfde gebied voorkomen.
Afrotropische Vorkstaartplevier is vrij gemakkelijk
herkenbaar maar men dient op zijn hoede te zijn voor
Palearctische Vorkstaartplevieren uit Noord-Afrika die
soms verschillende kenmerken van Afrotropische vertonen.
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