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AXILLARY FEATHERS COLOUR PATTERNS AS INDICATORS OF THE 

BREEDING ORIGIN OF BAR-TAILED GODWITS 

E. Nieboer, J. Cronau, R.de Goede, J. Letschert and T. van der Have 

Bar-tailed Godwits œ{mosa la•o•ica show elihal 
variation in the amount of the brown of the 

axillary feathers. The populations in 
Scandinavia and northern Russia have white 
axiilaries, narrowly barred brown. Those of 
east-Siberia and Alaska have brown axillaries, 
narrowly barred white {Prater e• al. 1977). 
There is a gradual transition from the northern 
European type to that of east Asia and Alaska. 
One of the problems of our research on the 
breeding success of Bar-tailed Godwits using 
the Waddersea as a stop-over place during 
spring migration has been to establish as 
exactly as possible their breeding grounds. 

For this purpose we use the amount of 
brown-barring of the axillaries, in combination 
with the measurements of wing, bill and tarsus, 
which differ geographically (Prater 
1977). 

A scale for the amount of brown-barring of one 
axillary is presented here (see Figure 1 and 
Table 1). We have good evidence that birds with 
axillaries of scales 5, d or higher breed east 
of the Urals. A more detailed description of 
this geographical variation will be elsewhere 
(Nieboer e½ al. in prep.). 

Table 1. Scale of the brown-barring in the 
axillaries of Bar-tailed Godwits. 

Feather totally white, occasionally some 
brown at the base. 

Brown spots or bars only on one side of the 
shaft. 

Brown bars on one side, and at most to the 
half of the other side. 

Brown-barred both sides; the white parts 
clearly wider than the brown bars. 

As class 5, but the width of the brown bars 
is as large or larger than that of the 
white parts. 

As class d, but the brown bars of one side 
fused into longitudinal bands. 

Bars of both sides fused into wide 
longitudinal bands. 
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Figure 1. Axillary feathers of Bar-tailed Godwits, showing the classes of 
brown-barring. Type 6 is after Partenko 
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