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BSTRACT. Based on our previous knowledge the Spoonbills breeding in Europe follow three main migratory

routes towards Africa. Populations from the western part of the continent follow the East Atlantic coast of Europe,

passing through Gibraltar and winter in Western Africa. The Central European populations fly south to Italy,

Sicily, then are crossing the Mediterranean Sea towards Tunis, Libya, Israel and Egypt, sometimes flying over the
Sahara desert as far as to Eastern- and Central Africa . Spoonbills from Eastern Europe follow the coast of the Black and
Marmora Seas, then the eastern coast of the Mediterranean, where some are spending the winter. Others reach East
Africa or even go further east to Iran or India. A color marking study — using engraved PVC rings — was launched in 2002,
to follow the migration of Spoonbills breeding in the Danube Delta. From the 219 birds ringed 20 were resighted totalizing
23 observations. These recent resightings suggest a post breeding movement and migratory route with much a broader
angle — between Spain in the west and Oman in the east. The birds were observed in 10 countries from Europe, Africa
and Asia. The observation of a color ringed individual at Biharugra, Hungary early in migration indicates a true post
breeding dispersal towards north-east. Other resightings in Croatia and Italy suggest an orientation towards the main
migratory route of the Central European population. The resighting of an individual in Spain indicates population
exchanges even with Western European spoonbills, moreover as birds from Romania were observed in Tunisia together
with spoonbills from Western and Central European populations. We consider that in the future especially using color
ringing or satellite telemetry we may understand much better the migratory pathways of Spoonbills from Romania.
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INTRODUCTION

The spoonbill (Platalea leucorodia L.) is a species widely distributed in the Paleartic and Africa, with two thirds
of its breeding population located in Europe and the Near East [3, 7, 17]. The species has smaller breeding
populations in 17 countries, larger populations occurring in Hungary, the Netherlands, Romania, Russia, Spain
and Turkey [5]. After a strong decrease in the XX century, the populations from Western Europe are
presenting signs of recovery, with the species starting to regain former breeding areas [4, 7, 14, 16]. The
European populations of the species are migratory, two distinct migratory flyways are known [7, 10]. The East
Atlantic flyway stretches along western Europe, using the large river estuaries and deltas (Seine, Somme,
Odiel, Rhone, Guadalquir) for stopping-over and reaching Northern Africa at Ceuta. Following the western
shores of Africa, they reach the main wintering areas in Mali, Niger, Senegal and Mauritania [8, 24]. This route
is widely known, with several studies relating information about population dynamics [2], stop-over ecology [8,
9], habitat use and wintering areas [8, 24, 27]. The second route is the East European migratory route, along
the Danube, the Black Sea coast to Turkey, later stopping over on the salinas of the Middle East and Eastern
Africa to presumed wintering areas in the upper Nile valley in Sudan and Egypt, Central and East Africa [3, 4,
7]. 1t was found recently that a part of the Eastern population (breeding birds from Central Europe — Austria,
Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia) uses another migratory route, reaching Africa via Italy,
Sardinia and Malta and winters in Tunisia and Libya [1, 11, 13, 21, 27] and spend the winter in food rich
lagoons of coastal North Africa. Part of these birds do cross the Sahara and spend the winter in inland marshes
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in Central Africa. It is supposed that these two flyway populations lack any breeding population exchange [1,
16, 21].

The migration pattern of the Western European populations is well known [17], studied by means of color rings.
Studies revealed that adult birds leave the breeding area in August — October and return to the breeding areas
as soon as February-May. The young spend the first two, three or four years in the wintering areas, returning
only after age of four or five years to proceed to breeding [2, 8, 24].

The spoonbill is a migratory breeding bird species in Romania, with scattered nesting colonies along the
Danube and Prut rivers and in the lagoons south to the Danube Delta [15]. The species was largely distributed
in the first half of the 20™ century, noted by Lintia as up to the 1950’s [12]. These colonies suffered great
fluctuations along the second part of the 20" century, caused primarily by eradication campaigns against fish-
eating birds [6, 19]. These campaigns were so “productive” that an estimated 20 pairs were breeding in
Romania in 1981 [4]. After 1990 the species started to increase in population, regaining former breeding areas.
The numbers gradually increased, with an estimated breeding population of 300-400 pairs in 1994 [15], and
recently of 1100-1500 pairs in 2000, nesting in 14 known colonies in Romania [5].

Several studies were performed on the species in Romania. The breeding biology of spoonbill was treated by
Vespremeanu, studying the factors affecting breeding success [28, 30], population dynamics at breeding
colonies [29], food selection and feeding regime was studied by and later by Petrescu [20]. The biology of
colonial birds was studied in the Danube Delta, with colony dynamics, feeding distribution and threats
presented by Platteeuw et al. [22, 23]. No specific study is dealing with post breeding distribution or migration
of the species in Romania. The purpose of the this study is to present information regarding the migratory
distribution of spoonbills breeding in the Danube Delta, using visual re-sightings of color ringed individuals.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Spoonbills are breeding on a sand island (Prundul cu Pasari) in the NW part of the Sinoie Lagoon. The
island is a predator-free area, surrounded by rich feeding areas in wetlands, marshes, channels and ditches
at a distance ranging between a few hundred meters to a few km to SE, S and W. The climate in the region
is mild continental, with hot dry summers, cold winters and most precipitation falling in winter and spring.
The island is covered primarily with reed (Phragmites australis), with bare sand areas along the shores. Its
surface ranges according to the water level and usually is between 4000-6000 m? in the spoonbill breeding
period. The colony was studied from 1993, when the first nestlings were ringed and the first counts of
breeding pairs were performed. The breeding population of spoonbills has varied between 50 to 250 pairs,
with nests built on the ground, located usually in the centre of the island. At Prundul cu Pasari the
spoonbills breed in a mixed colony with other species, like a population of about 200 pairs of Great
Cormorants (Phalacrocorax carbo), 100-120 pairs of Little Egrets (Egreta garzetta), 20-200 pairs of
Pontic/Steppe Gulls (Larus cacchinnans) and occasionally a few pairs of Gadwalls (Anas strepera) or
Pochards (Aythya ferina). Spoonbills were ringed in June and July, with teams of 4-5 persons catching the
young either on the nest — till the age of 10-20 days — or from the créches (if older), ringing and releasing
them at the place of capture. No attempt was made to discriminate against sex of the marked individuals. A
combination of individually unscripted color rings and numbered aluminum rings were used for marking.
These rings have the same inscription on both legs and can be identified with the use of a spotting scope
from long distances, up to one km. Although a number of birds were marked with metal rings prior to the
present study, we use only the resightings of birds marked with color rings. The birds ringed and observed
are reported to the International Workinggroup Spoonbills, from where the information is centralized and
from where the ringers and observers receive the details (life history) of each individual bird. Several birds
were observed on more than one occasion. In these cases we considered each report of an individual in a
different month or/and year to be an independent observation.

RESULTS

In the study period a total of 219 young spoonbills were marked on Prundul cu Pasari Island, Sinoie Lake,
Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve (see Table 1.). The ringing results were good in 2003 and 2004, but a
smaller number of birds were marked in the last two years [26]. This was caused by a marked decrease of
breeding pairs and a low breeding success in 2005. Low nesting success was reported from several
colonies in Western Europe in the same year, too. The high water level around the nests appeared to
threaten the small young with drowning, so we decided not to disturb the nests in 2006. Thus only a few
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nests from the edge of the colony were visited in this year. From the individually marked birds a number of
24 were resighted in 12 different countries (see Table 2.). Most recoveries came from birds alive, but one
was shot in Ukraine. Two observations relate to birds identified only at the level of ringing area (only color
and position of the rings were noted, these features being country specific), but the rest were individually
identified.

Table 1
The number and color ring type of spoonbills ringed in 2003 - 2006 period on the Prundu cu Pasari Isla  nd, Sinoie

Lake, Danube Delta.

2Year No. of ringed specimens Color ring type
2003 97 Red with white inscription/Black white inscription
2004 98 Light green, black inscription/Light green, black inscription
2005 17 Light green, black inscription/Light green, black inscription
2006 7 Light green, black inscription/Light green, black inscription
TOTAL 219

Most recoveries of color ringed spoonbills from the Danube Delta are from the Mediterranean region, with
scattered observations in C Europe, E Black Sea region and Oman, on the Red Sea coast. There is only
one recovery from the formerly presumed wintering area south of the Sahara (Niger, 2007 February).

Tulcea, Romania
2007

Table 2
Countries with observations of spoonbills color rin ged in the Danube Delta
Country Cyprus | Croatia | Hungary | Israel Italy | Nigeria | Oman | Romania Spain | Tunis Turkey | Ukraine
Number of 1 1 1 9 2 1 1 2 1 3 1 1
observations

The first birds leave the breeding grounds as early as August, reaching wintering areas in Israel already in
late September or early October. Non-breeding young birds may use this period to wander in Europe, thus
joining spoonbill groups in Central Europe (Hungary and Croatia) or Northern Africa [1, 13, 21, 27]. Most
recoveries are from autumn and winter, only four observations gave us information about spring migratory
routes, with two observations in Italy and one in Cyprus and Israel (see also Table 3.).

Table 3
Monthly distribution of resightings of spoonbills ¢ olor ringed in the Danube Delta.
Month VI IX X Xl Xl | Il Il [\ \Y
Number of
observations 3 5 6 1 2 3 1 2 1

The distances covered by wintering spoonbills range between 650 km (the E part of Black Sea) to 3800
(Oman) and 3900 km (Nigeria), with median distances of 1400 and 1700 km to the Tunis and Israel
wintering areas. Although the wintering of spoonbill in Romania is regular in small numbers, no color
marked bird was observed in the region.

DISCUSSIONS
The Eurasian Spoonbill is considered a threatened species [5], its distribution is limited by the scarcity of
suitable breeding habitat in the proximity of rich feeding areas [10]. While migrating the species needs the

same habitats and for wintering it requires shallow wetlands which have continuous water cover (food) and
must be free of predators or low predation pressure (safety). The species is migratory all over its European
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breeding range, with supposed wintering grounds laying in Central and Eastern Africa for the Central and
Eastern European populations [7].

Spoonbills breeding in the Danube Delta use more diverse migratory routes towards their African and
Middle East wintering grounds than previously expected. The occurrence of a spoonbill from the Danube
Delta in Oman and another in Spain prove a wide wintering region, which covers the whole Mediterranean
Basin, the Arabian Gulf area and the formerly known Central African region, in the Niger Delta. There are
scattered recoveries in many parts of this extensive region, with a concentration in the Middle East.

The post breeding migration of spoonbills nesting in the lagoons of the Danube Delta starts early in July, but
it is a fast process, with many young birds flying distances of up to 1400 km until the end of September
(Israel recoveries). Some birds disperse towards East or North East (Ukraine), but most are heading to SE,
S or SW. The N, NE dispersion is underlined by two metal ring recoveries, too [24]. This N or NE dispersion
(up to 2000 kilometers) in autumn is also recorded in Western European populations.

The eastern route may follow the shores of the Black Sea on the west coast and after crossing the
Bosporus then flying towards east, or direct crossing of the Black Sea may also occur. This may be the
route for the bird seen in E Turkey or the one observed further south east, in Oman.

® 1 observation B ringing place
@® 2 observations
@ 3 observations
@ 4 observations

Fig. 1. The geographical distribution of spoonbill observations in the migratory and wintering periods.

We have no information about the migratory route towards south, but the recovery of one individual in
Cyprus in spring may suggest the flying over of the eastern Mediterranean Sea (Fig. 1). There is one metal
ring recovery, which may shad more light on this route, a bird shot in northeast Bulgaria [24]. The southerly
route may also follow the continental shores, along the western and later the southern shores of Turkey to
Syria and Israel. Israel is an important stop-over and wintering area for spoonbills not only from Romania,
but from the Central European populations, too [17]. Note or question: Is any proof or indication found that
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course of migration route is affected by the existence of high mountains???? We found that spoonbills can
not cross Pyrenees, Alpes or Atlas mountains in Morocco.

Along the south-western migratory route the birds supposedly use the Danube as a corridor; this may be
the way how spoonbills from the Danube Delta reached Croatia, Hungary and Italy. From Italy the birds will
cross the Mediterranean Sea to Tunis, which may be a final destination for wintering for part of the birds and
others cross the Sahara for more Southern wintering. Tunisia is an important wintering area and stop-over-
site for spoonbills and an important region where birds from different breeding areas may meet. There are
several observations of spoonbills from the Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Hungary, Croatia, Czech Republic,
Serbia, Greece and Romania together in different coastal saltpans like Thyna, Oud Lebna or Korba lagoons
in Tunis [1].

According to this study spoonbills breeding in the Danube Delta, Romania use different wintering areas than
those supposed earlier [3, 4, 7]. The only one recovery out of 219 ringed birds in the previously accepted
wintering area (Niger Delta, Nigeria) suggests a different migratory strategy and different wintering
locations. Although this situation may be an artifact, created by the lack of observers in the supposed
Central African wintering range, accentuated by the regular visits of ornithologists in the well-known
spoonbill wintering sites in the Mediterranean, we consider that the migration and wintering of spoonbills is
a much more complex phenomenon than previously thought. The extraordinary recovery of a bird ringed in
the Danube Delta and observed in Spain [18], as well the occurrence of Romanian spoonbills together with
birds from the western, central European and Balkan populations suggest a Europe wide, large meta-
population which is fragmented by the lack of continuous suitable breeding habitats, but share common
wintering grounds. To elucidate the relationship between the different (sub)populations a continuous color
ringing effort is needed to create a constant percentage of color marked individuals which may provide
information on population structure, migratory routes, stop-over sites and wintering strategy.
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