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EDITORIAL 
 

 This fourth issue of the Spoonbill newsletter includes most of the talks presented during the 
last workshop held in September 2005, in Hortobagy National Park (Hungary). Many considerable 
results emerged during this meeting. It is noticeable that western European Birds are very dependant to 
brackish waters whilst these from a continental origin seem to be linked to fishponds. This meeting 
was the first occasion to gather “Spoonbiller”  from Europe, Africa and Asia. It was really a great 
pleasure to compare the different approaches according to continents. It seems important now that 
every species gets its own network so that, in the future, a meeting could allow discussion between all 
the networks. The European Spoonbill seems to be secure now but its population is still low and 
subject to any change in its environment. That’s why it remains important to networking. This group is 
on its good turn, let’s hope it can progress and help in Nature management. 
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Introduction and present status in Hungary 
 

 
The population increase of the Spoonbill is 

only part of a similar phenomenon throughout 
Europe. This process has been quite significant 
from 1997, as shown by Fig.2. Populations in 
the three large breeding areas have 
significantly increased with major fluctuations 
(Fig.1.), however the smaller ones (3-4 sites 
annually) have been short-lived, constant or 
decreasing. As shown by Fig.-s 3, 4 and 5 the 
trend is similar in the case of the large 
breeding populations, however it is statistically 
not significant, suggesting metapopulation 
structure. 

Although regular monitoring of the 
Spoonbill has started only in the early 70-ies, 
reliably data are already available from the 
first half of the 20th century. Spoonbill-
colonies were annually censused since the 
foundation of the Hortobágy National Park. 
Aerial surveys carried out since 1997 give 
more accurate data than those done from the 
ground since colonies are situated in dense 
reedbeds. 
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Population trend and colony site selection in 
the Hor tobágy National Park 
 
Ground and aerial surveys were carried out in 
late April. Aerial photos were made from 2-
300 meters height, nests were counted after the 
procession of the film.   
 For data analyses the following 
variables were recorded: maximum colony 
size, life of the colony in years, the size of 
system of connected wetlands (a system of 
marshes or fishponds) including the colony, 
size of the wetland including the colony, the 
size of reedbed surrounding the colony, 
distance of the colony from the shoreline, 
nearest feeding site, human settlement and 
main road, type of breeding habitat (category 
variable: marsh or fishpond). First a factor 
analysis was performed on the above numeric 
variables in order to decrease the number of 
them and to eliminate correlations between 
them. As a result two factors were obtained 
with large eigenvalues explaining 83.8 % of 
the total variance.  
The effects of the categoric variable (habitat 
type) was analysed by applying Mann-Whitney 
test. 
 

RESULTS 
 

Status in Hungary   
 
600-750 pairs breed annually in 6-7 

sites in reedbeds of marshes, fishponds and 
gallery forests (Magyar et al 1998). The largest 
colonies can be found in the Hortobágy where 
up to 520 pairs breed. Feeding areas include 
drained fishponds, marshes and rice-fields. The 
Spoonbill is a migratory species in Hungary, 
the first ones arriving at late February while 
late birds may stay up to mid-December. This 
species is strictly protected. 
 
Status in the Hor tobágy  
 

The first confirmed breeding was 
recorded in 1948, shortly after the first large 
fishponds were built in the Hortobágy. The 
population has strongly been fluctuating 
between 300-520 pairs since 1980 (Fig.1, 
Fig.2.). Majority of Spoonbill colonies are 
found in reedbeds of fishponds and marshes. 
After the breeding period feeding flocks of up 
to 1,100 Spoonbills can be seen simultaneously 
in wetland areas. 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Fig 1. Location of the different wetlands 
welcoming breeding populations of Spoonbills 
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Population trends  
 

As it is shown on Fig.3 the trend quite 
fluctuating, it reveals an increasing population 
trend since the the first breeding record in 
1948. It has started to brred started in 
fishponds, and it took 28 years for them to 
appear in marshes, which may be due to the 
fact that grazing has been strongly decreasing 
since the early seventies that led to the 
existence of dense marshy vegetation in 
formerly unvegetated marshes characterised by 
a barren outer zone. The next step forward was 
their appearance in gallery forests and 
reedbeds of water reservoirs in 1980 that 
shows a marked increase in the trend shown in 
Fig 3. Their absence in marshes in the early 

nineties may be due to droughty periods 
characteristic in those years. Wet years since 
1996 promoted the establishment of smaller 
colonies in the reedbeds of marshes. The year 
1999 was an extremely wet one with around 
750 mm precipitation which is the double of 
those of observed in average years. In the 
previous year the River Tisza flooded so much 
after snow-melt that its dykes should have 
opened in order to let the water into one of our 
largest marsh used for water reservoir. Thus 
there came to existence a water body of 8,000 
hectares which gave home to 70 extra pairs of 
Spoonbills besides an incredible birdlife in the 
area. 
 
 

 
 

Fig.2. Population trend of the Spoonbills breeding in Hungary

y = 357,64e0,1143x

R2 = 0,8767

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

year

N
 o

f 
p

ai
rs

Total

Hortobágy

Kiskunság

Bihar

Lake Velence

Fig.3. Population trend of the Spoonbill in the Hortobágy National Park 
1948-2005 
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Breeding 
 
Spoonbills occupy 1-3 colonies each year with 
300 pairs annually. The largest colonies can be 
found in reed-islands of the largest fishponds 
since these provide protection against human 
disturbance and mammalian predators. Nests 
start to be built in early March in broken or cut 
reed-stands. Formerly they bred on tree-tops in 
the gallery forests. The size of brood is up to 7, 
the average is 3-4. Spoonbills often nest 
together with Great White Egret, Little Egret, 
Purple Heron, Squacco Heron, Night Heron, 
Pygmy Cormorant and Glossy Ibis.  
 
Breeding sites of Spoonbills in the 
Hor tobágy 
 

 The colonies concentrate on the 
fishponds of Hortobágy-Halastó, since these 
are the oldest ponds with the most extensive 
reed-beds. New sites were occupied after the 
spread-out of reed-beds in fishponds (Kónya, 
Virágoskút) and reconstructed marshes 
(Feketerét and Kunkápolnás). From the early 
80-ies Spoonbills started to breed in gallery 
forest near heron colonies, after that shifting 
into reedbeds of the River Tisza.  
 
Nest site selection of the Spoonbill in the 
Hor tobágy National Park 
 
 Spoonbills breed every year in the 
Hortobágy NP in 1-3 colonies. Largest 
colonies can be found in reed-islands of the 
largest fishponds, possibly due to the lack of 
disturbance by humans and mammalian 
predators. Building the nest starts in March in 
uncut reedbeds or in trees of gallery forests. 
Spoonbills often form mixed colonies with 
Great White Egret Egretta alba, Little Egret 
Egretta garzetta, Purple Heron Ardea 
purpurea, Grey Heron Ardea cinerea, Squacco 
Heron Ardeola ralloides, Night Heron 
Nycticorax nycticorax, Pygmy Cormorants 

Phalacrocorax pygmaeus and Glossy Ibis 
Plegadis falcinellus. 
  

Colonies concentrate in the Hortobágy-
Halastó fishponds, since largest reedbeds can 
be found here. New areas could have been 
colonised by the expansion of reedbeds in 
other fishponds and reconstructed marshes. In 
the Lake Tisza-tó Spoonbills started to breed in 
gallery forests, then moved to reedbeds. 
  

The most important feeding sites are 
drained fishponds, shallow marshes, natural or 
artificial flooding or rice-fields. Flocks of 
hundreds of birds (up tp 1200) can regularly be 
observed in the post-breeding period in large 
flooded areas or in drained fishponds.  
 
Effects of numer ic habitat var iables 
 
 The results of the factor analysis is 
shown by Table I. The two factors with high 
eigenvalues can be described as follows: large 
values of F1 is characteristic for colonies in 
small reedbeds far from the shoreline, situated 
in large wetlands in extensive systems of 
wetlands, generally far from feeding areas and 
close to main roads (a typical situation in the 
Hortobágy-Halastó fishponds). On the other 
hand F2 is characteristic for colonies in large 
reedbeds far from human settlements and main 
roads (e.g. Kunkápolnás-marsh). 
  

Correlations between dependent 
variables (maximal colony size, life of colony) 
and numeric variables are shown by Table II. 
Although no significant correlation was found, 
maximal colony size and life of the colony 
showed trends of positive correlations 
corresponding to the long-liveness of large 
colonies of colonial birds. The lack of 
significant correlations can also be due to the 
low number of cases, since there were only 10 
known colony sites. 
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Table I. Component Score Coefficient Matrix. 
 

Numer ic var iable Component 
 F1 F2 

Size of Wetland complex 0.247 0.064 
Distance from shore 0.243 0.136 

Distance from feeding area 0.242 0.085 
Distance from human settlement 0.067 0.422 

Distance from main road -0.115 0.377 
Size of reedbed -0,078 0,328 

Size of marsh/fishpond 0,257 0,107 
 

 
Table II. Spearman correlation coefficients between dependent variables and numeric variables. N=11. 
 
 

Dependent var iable Correlation Coefficient and significance Dependent var iable 
  MAX L ife 

MAX Correlation Coefficient 1.000 0.696
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.0 0.017

TARTAM Correlation Coefficient 0,696 1.000
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0,017 0.0

ZL§HNAGYS Correlation Coefficient 0.385 0.549
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.242 0.080

PT Correlation Coefficient 0.014 0.069
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.967 0.840

THT Correlation Coefficient 0.182 0.244
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.593 0.469

LTT Correlation Coefficient -0.136 -0.069
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.689 0.840

FUT Correlation Coefficient -0.218 0.106
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.519 0.756

NßDTER� LET Correlation Coefficient -0.300 -0.442
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.370 0.173

T�NAGYS Correlation Coefficient 0.309 0.410
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.355 0.210

F1 Correlation Coefficient 0.336 0.212
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.312 0.531

F2 Correlation Coefficient -0.155 0.018
 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.650 0.957

*   Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). 
* *   Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 

 
The effects of habitat type 

 
 Although neither the maximal colony 
size, nor the the life of colony was 
significantly different between marshes and 
fishponds (Mann-Whitney U-test, for colony 
size: n1=7, n2=3, U= 8.0 , for the life of the 
colony: U=5.5), colonies in fishponds were 
larger and longer-lived than in marshes. This 

corresponds to the results of factor analysis, 
i.e. older colonies are larger. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 
FOR THE NATURE CONSERVATION 

MANAGEMENT 
 

The breeding possibilities of the Spoonbill 
in the Hortobágy were largely increased by the 
expansion of reedbeds following the creation 
of fishponds and resulting from the decreasing 
grazing activities in marshes. This process was 
largely promoted by the formation of reed-
islands in fishponds, since the oldest and 
largest colony can be found in a habitat like 
this. It is worth to note that this process was 
important for other heron and egret species 
formerly known to breed exclusively on 
treetops. These species has started to breed in 
reedbeds in the 80-ies, probably because reed-
islands are well protected against human and 
other mammalian predators.  
 As a result, means of management in 
wetlands is optimal for Spoonbills are as 
follows: 
 
·  Reedbeds of colonies must be left uncut, 

since freshly cut reedbeds are not yet 
grown up by the time Spoonbills arrive. 
However, small patches of the can be 
annually renewed. 

·  In order to ensure the long-livedness of 
reedbeds they need constant water-cover 
that can be easily achieved in fishponds. 
Constant cover of water results in the fast 
overgrowing by reed in marshes that leads 
to habitat loss in other species.  

·  Spoonbills feed in shallow water, therefore 
such habitats must be available from 
February to October. It can be achieved by 
the the timing of the draining  of fishponds 
and creating artificial floodings in dry 
seasons.  

·  It is recommended to stop all hunting 
activities in actual and potential breeding 
sites, to create reedbeds in fishponds and 
temporarily flooded areas near breeding 
sites. 

·  It is suggested to study the effects of the 
above-mentioned variables on the breeding 
success in order to understand better the 
nest site selection of the Spoonbill. 
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Fig.5. Population trend of the Spoonbill in the Kiskunság National Park in South-Hungary  1997-
2005
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Fig. 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6. Habitat selection of the Spoonbill in the Hortobágy National Park
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FIRST RESULTS OF SPOONBILL COLOUR-RINGING PROJECT 
 IN HUNGARY (2003-2005)��������

 
Csaba PIGNICZKI  and Zsolt KARCZA 

pigniczkics@knp.hu 
 
 

Spoonbills had been ringing with only 
metal rings since 1908 in Hungary. The metal 
ringing gave only a very limited number of 
recoveries, so the Hungarian Bird Ringing 
Centre joined to the international colour 
ringing project to mark the Spoonbills with 

colour rings. We ringed 247 chicks of 
Spoonbills since 2003 (see Table I) in 
Hungary, and we have some kind of 
information about 142 individuals (see Table 
II). 

 
Table I.: Number of colour ringed chicks of Spoonbill in different years and in different locations in 

Hungary. 
 

 Biharugra B� sárkány Csaj-tó Dinnyés Hortobágy Kolon-tó Rétszilas Szeged Total 
2003 0 0 26 15 0 33 0 0 74 
2004 1 0 36 25 28 10 8 0 108 
2005 0 23 24 0 0 1 3 14 65 
Total 1 23 86 40 28 44 11 14 247 

 
Table II.: Number of recovered Hungarian colour ringed Spoonbills in different years from different 

colonies between 2003 and 2005. 
 

 Biharugra B� sárkány Csaj-tó Dinnyés Hortobágy Kolon-tó Rétszilas Szeged Total 
2003   22 4  22   48 
2004 1  19 11 19 6 3  59 
2005  5 18   0 2 10 35 
Total 1 5 59 15 19 28 5 10 142 

 
Most of the Hungarian Spoonbills 

recovered after fledging are in Hungary. A lot 
of Hungarian Spoonbills were seen in other 
countries of the Carpathian Basin, mostly in 
Croatia, and in smaller number in Austria. We 
suppose that Hungarian Spoonbills visit Serbia 
too, but we haven’ t got any data from there, 
because the observers unfortunately don’ t have 
telescopes to identify the ringed individuals. 
One young colour ringed individual was seen 
in the northern part of Germany in September, 
so some of them can take a long way to a 
northern direction. It seems there are two main 
migration ways for the Hungarian Spoonbills, 
the most important is leading through Croatia 
and Italy to Tunisia and Lybia, and there is an 
eastern way to, or through Israel. We have only 

one colour ringed Spoonbill recovery from this 
eastern way, but this way exists, because we 
know a dozen of Hungarian metal ringed 
Spoonbill recoveries from this way. It seems 
that our colour ringed Spoonbills spend the 
winter mainly in Tunisia and in smaller 
number in Lybia. There are several 
observations about immature (second and third 
year) Spoonbills from Tunisia, Italy and from 
the Carpathian Basin (Hungary and Croatia) 
for the summer period, so it seems the 
Spoonbills can oversummering in wintering 
area, or they can come back to their hatching 
area. Table III shows the number of the 
recovered Hungarian individuals in other 
countries. 
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Table III : Number of the observed Hungarian colour ringed Spoonbills in other countries between 
2003 and 2005. 

 
Croatia Austria Germany Italy Tunisia Lybia Israel 

20 2 1 4 12 1 1 
 
 
 We analysed the first data on mortality 
and survival too. We know about 7 dead 
individuals. Four of them died in the colony, 
and one of them as a young bird, after 
fledging, and two individuals in the wintering 
area in their first or second year (we don’ t 

know the exact data). The known cause of 
mortality was illness, and shooting in 
wintering area among young and immature 
birds. The number of the living birds in 
different age is demonstrated in Table IV. 

 
Table IV.: Number of the living colour ringing birds from different years in the beginning of the 

different age groups. 
 

Year of ringing Pullus 1y 2y 3y 
2003 74 46 10 6 
2004 108 56 7  
2005 65 34   
Total 247 136 17 6 

 
The Spoonbills visit both fishponds 

and sodic lakes in Hungary. It seems that they 
prefer in the fledging time the sodic lakes, and 
from September they are in larger number in 
fishponds. We observed colour ringed 
Spoonbills only in fishponds in 2003, because 
in this very dry year the sodic lakes dried out. 
 

We studied the movements of chicks 
from the same clutch. Chicks from the same 
clutch can choose very different ways 
immediately after fledging, we noticed 40 km 

distance in two, and 60 km distance in one 
occasions. 
 

Hungarian sites are mostly visited by 
Croatian and Serbian birds after the fledging 
time, and the migration way of some 
Spoonbills from the Czech Republic is 
crossing Hungary too (table V). We observed 
immature Spoonbills from Croatia and Serbia 
too. A Spoonbill from Romania (Danube 
Delta) in its third year was seen in Hungary 
too. 

 
Table V.: Origin of Spoonbills from different countries recovered in Hungary. 

 
SeRbia Croatia Czech Republic Romania 

35 16 4 1 
 
 

We would like to thank for Otto 
Overdijk for the colour rings and the fast 
reports about the recovered Spoonbills, and his 
help in our national project. We would like to 

thank all ringers and birdwatchers for ringing 
and looking after colour ringed individuals in 
the field. 
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HOW TO PROTECT COLONIES OF EURASIAN SPOONBILL 
PLATALEA LEUCORODIA ON CARP FISH FARMS IN SERBIA? 

 
Marko TUCAKOV &  Antun � ULJEVI �  

 
Marko Tucakov, Marka Oreškovi� a 9, 25275 Ba� ki Breg, Serbia and Montenegro, e-mail: 

mtucakov@eunet.yu 
 

Antun � uljevi� , Vere Gucunje 20, 25000 Sombor, Serbia and Montenegro, e-mail: 
buza@ravangrad.net 

 
 

1. History of Spoonbill as fishpond-breeder  in Serbia 
 

Be� ej  fish farm 
 

In Be� ej fish farm, Spoonbills colony 
was established between 1987 and 1991. 
(Balog, pers. comm., Luka�  & Luka�  1992). 
 From 1993 to 1995 the colony was 
situated in small pond with dense reedbed, and 
the island covered by White Willows Salix 
alba in its centre (Balog 1997a). From 1996 
until 1998 number of breeding pairs fluctuated 
between 50 and 80 (Puzovi�  et al. 1999), but in 
1999 breeding pairs were not recorded (Barna 
& Matovi�  2001, K. Barna pers. comm.). In 
2000 two pairs bred (Gergelj et al. 2000), and 
increasing trend continued  in 2002 when 25 �  
30 pairs bred (Gergelj 2002). In 2003 50 �  70 
pairs bred, but colony has shifted to a different 
microlocation. 

 
In 2005, the colony was placed in 

northern pond, on the island slightly elevated 
from the bottom level, overgrown by emerging 
vegetation: reed and reedmace. The nests were 
built just above the water surface, inside of 
small vegetation-free patches within the island. 
These were massive and solid platforms 
composed of dry plant material. 45-50 pairs 
bred, together with Grey Heron Ardea cinerea. 
The reed island was almost completely dry, in 
contrary to previous years when it was flooded.    
 
Jazovo fish farm 

 
In late 1980’s, 40 pairs bred on Jazovo 

fish farm (Puzovi�  et al. 1999). Although adult 
individuals have been observed on the 

fishpond in 2001, the first breeding has been 
rproved again in 2002, when six pairs bred 
(Gergelj 2002). In 2003 four pairs bred on 
fishpond. 

 
In 2005 colony with 65-70 pairs of 

Spoonbill has been placed in dense cattail 
vegetation situated close to the western edge of 
the fishpond. Purple Heron A. purpurea, Grey 
Heron, Little Egret Egretta garzetta, Great 
White Egret Egretta alba, Night Heron 
Nycticorax nycticorax and Squaco Heron 
Adreola ralloides bred in the same colony.  
 
Kapetanski r it fish farm  

 
Spoonbill has become new breeder on 

Kapetanski rit fish farm probably in 2004. In 
that year breeding on this fish farm has not 
been confirmed by entering the colony, but it 
occurred very probably. Probably minimal 
number of breeding pairs was 5-10. 

 
In 2005 18-20 pairs bred in the colony 

situated on the edge of wide reedbed, in 
shallow bank of one of the ponds. Purple 
Heron, Grey Heron, Little Egret, Great White 
Egret, Night Heron and Squaco Heron bred in 
the same colony.  
 
Novi Kne� evac fish farm 
 

Spoonbill was irregular breeder on this 
fish farm starting from late 1990’s (Agošton, 
2004). It is not known when it colonized this 
fishpond. It breeds in the reedbed, together 
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with Purple Heron, Grey Heron and Great 
White Egret. Number of breeding pairs was 
never established by entering the colony but 
just by regular records of adult birds in 
breeding period carrying nest material into the 
colony. 

 
Last Spoonbill breeding on this fish 

farm was confirmed in 2003. It did not bred in 
the colony in 2004 and 2005 (Agošton, pers. 
com.) 
 
Baranda fish farm 
 

For the first time, breeding was very 
possible in 2005 in local large mixed reedbed 
heronry composed of Night Heron, Squaco 
Heron, Little Egret, Great White Egret, Grey 
Heron, Purple Heron (Puzovic et al., 1999), 
and, temporarily, Pigmy Cormorant and 
Glossy Ibis (Puzovic, pers. comm.). Although 
there were no inspections of the colony by 
entering in it, feeding flights of two individuals 
were recorder there in mid June.  
   

After very recent successful 
colonization of Kappetanski Rit and 
recolonization of Jazovo fish farms, this will 
be additional fishpond colonized by Spoonbills 
and so far the only one outside of the Tisa 
valley. 
 
Changes in breeding habitats 
 

Breeding habitat of Eurasian Spoonbill 
in Vojvodina has been changed in the second 
half of 20th century. Up to then all colonies 
have been situated in alluvial wetlands and 
river floodplains. After immense changes and 
shrinking of their area influenced by intensive 
drainage activities carried out throughout 18th, 
19th and 20th centuries, and having in mind that 
this species immediately react to the changes 
in its habitat (Müller 1984), number of pairs 
started to decrease. Decrease continued, and 
population reached the lowest level in 1970’s. 
This unfavorable situation lasted until late 
1980’s when Spoonbills have colonized Jazovo 
and Be� ej fish farms. These fish farms were 
constructed in 1972 and 1969, respectively, but 
emergent vegetation has not been sufficiently 
structured at least until late 1980’s, when birds, 
probably at the same time, occupied both sites. 
Be� ej fish farm is regular breeding site since 
then, Jazovo being regular just since 2002. 
Role of Be� ej fish farm significantly increased 
in mid 1990’s, and it became probably the only 
breeding site in Vojvodina between 1993 and 
1996. That was the period of stabilization of 
breeding population. This probably lasted until 
2000 or 2001, when population started to 
increase. Increase of breeding numbers is 
probably connected with increasing trend in 
Hungarian colonies (Overdijk & Zwart 2003, 
Végvari et al. 2003), as well as with the recent 
dispersal of birds which used to breed in 
colonies in Croatia, especially near Slavonski 
Brod (Schneider–Jacoby et al. 2002).   

 
2. Spoonbills as fishpond-breeders in other  central-European countr ies 

 
Czech Republic 
 

In fishponds near � eske Budejovice 
first proven breeding of one pair is from 1987 
(Kloubec 1988). Sice then, population 
increased: in 1991 2 pairs, in 1997 2 pairs, in 
1998 3 pairs, in 1999 3 pairs, in 2000 4 pairs 
(Horal, pers. com.). Colony is situated in 
reedbed and low willow bushes. In 2003 9 
pairs bred in Czech Republic, in 2004 6 of 
them. Since the first breeding the species 
breeds regularly in Czech Republic, changing 
up to ca 4 localities, with one or two occupied 
localities per year. 100% of Czech population 
breed on fishponds.  
 
 
 

Croatia 
 

Spoonbill breeds in Naši� ka Breznica, 
Donji Miholjac and Jelas Polje fish farms 
(Schneider-Jacoby et al., 2002). Jelas Polje 
fishponds was the first complex occupied by 
Spoonbills (in 1990), followed by Naši� ka 
Breznica (1993) and Donji Miholjac (1995). 
Out of whole Croatian population, since the 
first breeding of Spoonbills on fishponds, 43-
97% pairs bred on fishponds, in reeds or 
reedmace (Jelas Field) or bushes (Naši� ka 
Breznica).     
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Hungary 
 

The majority of the Hungarian 
population breeds in Hortobagy national part, 
and majority of Hortobagy population breeds 
on fishponds (Vegvari et al, 2003). In last 57 
years, from 1948 to 2005, in 44 breeding 
seasons 80-100% of pairs on Hortobagy bred 
on fishponds (Vegvari, pers. comm.).  
 
Slovakia 

 
In Slovakia Spoonbill breed in 

fishponds and in shallow wetlands of eastern 
part of the country. After first proven breeding 
in Slovakia (in 1984), the first breeding on 
fishpond in Senne nature reserve took place in 
1997, when the largest breeding colony was 
settled at this locality in  1998 (32 nests; 
Danko, 2002). So far this is the only breeding 
site of Spoonbill in Slovakia.  

  
3. Conservation problems connected with Spoonbill breeding on fishponds in Serbia 

 
1. Permanent shooting aimed to protect 

fish from Cormorants Phalacrocorax carbo. 
This causes very high disturbance of all large 
waterbirds which react in the same way and 
can not adjust to such practice. Very often 
shooting practice is not selective, and its 
general aim is to achieve that presence of large 
waterbirds is minimal on all ponds.  

 
 
2. Deterioration of colony. Between 1997 

and 2000 there were several cases of entering 
the colony on Be� ej fishpond and shooting of 
herons on the nests. Despite the officials on the 
fishpond stated that, due to legal protection, 
they did not shoot Spoonbills or destroyed 
their nests, it is true that heavy and permanent 
disturbance has influenced changes in selection 
of breeding microlocality on Be� ej colony 
three times between the year of its 
establishment and 2004. lack of breeding and 
breeding of very small number of breeding 
pairs on this fish farm in 1999 and 2000 migh 
be the consequence of such practice.   

 
3. Burning of emergent vegetation is 

omnipresent on all fishponds in Vojvodina 
(Tucakov 2004). Its scale and timing depends 
on the estimates and decisions of fishpond 
directors. Reedbed burning on Jazovo fishpond 
occurred already several times, last time in 
2002. On Novi Kne� evac fishpond reed 
burning is constant even at the place where 
heron colony is situated and occurs as late as in 
April (Agošton, pers. comm.). On Becej 
fishponds unsustainable cutting of reed also 
endangers the colony. 

 
4. Changes of water level during breeding 

period, connected with fish production process 

(sudden rise or lowering) can stop breeding 
and destroy the clutches, as well.  

 
5. The privatization process of formerly 

state-owned fishponds that takes place at the 
moment in Serbia is matter of a special 
concern. There is reasonable fear and real 
possibility that, after almost unavoidable 
changes of ownership over the fishponds, fish 
production will be completely intensified, and 
breeding niches destroyed. At the moment, 
Jazovo and Be� ej fish farms are still state-
owned, while Kapetanski rit, Novi Kne� evac 
and Baranda are recently privatized. New 
owners of Baranda fishpond have already 
introduced very aggressive management 
techniques. Cutting, herbicide-spraying and 
ploughing of vegetation on the ponds which 
were abandoned or very extensively used prior 
to privatization take place at the moment. New 
owners have plans to create water sport resorts 
on the place where one of the largest heron 
colonies is situated.   

 
6. Although Spoonbill is strictly protected 

species, including their colonies and their 
habitats (Decree on protection of natural 
rarities, Official Gazette of Republic of Serbia 
No. 50/93), the implementation of prescribed 
bans and conservation in practice is very poor 
in reality. Although there is knowledge on the 
conservation status, fishpond managers are not 
incharged for the species protection, but rather 
poorly active central conservation authority 
and inspection. Cases of breaking of law, 
therefore, almost always stay undiscovered. 

 
7. Attempts of designation of fishponds as 

protected areas have been unsuccessful up to 
now, mainly because conflicts of economic 
and conservation interests.  
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4. Possible solutions 

 
Vulnerable Spoonbill breeding sites in 

Serbia are still threatened and their physical 
existence must urgently be guaranteed. 
Implementation of national species 
conservation policy is the most important tool 
for that. This includes proper management 
planning, definition and implementation of 
nature-friendly management practice on all 
Spoonbill breeding sites in fish farms having in 
mind that the Serbian population is of 
European importance, especially on the eastern 
flyway. Moreover, Spoonbill numbers on 
Be� ej, Kapetanski rit and Jazovo qualify these 
fishponds for designation as Ramsar sites 
(Tucakov, 2004). All of them are already 
Important Bird Areas (Puzovi�  & Gruba� , 
2000), while Novi Kne� evac fish farm is 
important bird area on national level (Puzovi�  
& Gruba� , 1998). 

 
Serbia and Montenegro still has not 

ratified two the most important international 

conservation conventions: Convention on the 
Conservation of European Wildlife and Their 
Natural Habitats (Bern convention) and 
Convention on the Conservation of Migratory 
Wild Animals (Bonn convention), which also 
includes African-Eurasian Waterbird 
Agreement. International obligations and 
responsibility in Spoonbill conservation must 
be urgently accepted as part of country 
environmental policy by signing and 
ratification of both conventions. By strict 
implementation of these conventions 
successful conservation of this species and its 
breeding habitats will be accelerated.   

 
In order to assure bird-friendly 

management of the most important fishponds, 
these areas might be both and managed 
exclusively for the birds. International 
experience and assistance is required for such 
action.

 
 

5. Conclusions 
 
Spoonbill became a fishpond breeder in 

Serbia probably in late 1980’s. Since then, vast 
majority of pairs and colonies breed on 
fishponds. This has been proven as difficulty in 

this species’  conservation. In 2005 entire 
Serbian population (130-160 breeding pairs) 
bred in 3-4 colonies on carp fishponds. 
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Introduction 
 

Eurasian spoonbill Platalea leucorodia 
is regular breeding bird in Croatia (Schneider-
Jacoby et al. 2002; Kralj 1997). Recent 
population development and dispersal, data on 
breeding sites, feeding habitats, home range of 
the colonies and post-breeding gathering sites 
were described by SCHNEIDER-JACOBY et 
al. (2002). The aim of this paper is to provide 

data on the spoonbills breeding population 
during 2005, present the first data on colour 
ringing programme that was initiated during 
2003 and provide some evidence on the 
importance of Kopacki rit wetlands for 
spoonbills during post-breeding dispersal and 
fall migration. 

 
Results and discussion 

 
Spoonbill breeding population in Croatia dur ing 2005 

 
During 2005 spoonbills were breeding 

in three, out of six known colonies, with a total 
breeding population of 162 pairs. Largest 
breeding population – 82 pairs was recorded in 
Krapje � ol colony along the Sava river 
(Dumbovi�  V., pers. comm.), followed by 45 
and 35 pairs that were breeding at Jelas and 
Naši� ka Breznica fishponds, respectively. 
Description of these breeding sites was given 
by SCHNEIDER-JACOBY et al. (2002). 
Spoonbills are not breeding at Grudnjak 
fishponds since 2003 when the pond, where the 
mixed heron and spoonbill colony was 
established, was drained. Mixed species heron 
colony at Donji Miholjac fishponds was active, 
but spoonbills did not bred there. Last breeding 
of spoonbills at this site was recorded during 
2004 (only 2 pairs) while the highest recorded 
numbers were 11 pairs suggesting that this site 
is not optimal for their nesting. 
 

The Croatian spoonbill breeding 
population size is estimated to 80-180 pairs 
(BirdLife International 2004). During past 20 

years it fluctuated widely from 0 pairs (in 
1989) to 218 pairs (in 1997) and these 
fluctuations were atributed to changes in 
habitat conditions at nesting sites rather than to 
changes at population level due to other factors 
(Schneider-Jacoby et al. 2002). During post-
breeding dispersal and fall migration large 
spoonbill concentrations would appear in the 
Pannonian part of Croatia, particularly in 
Kopacki rit wetlands. While the majority of 
spoonbills would continue their migration to 
south, over Mediterranean to North Africa, 
small flocks would attemp to overwinter in the 
continental part of Croatia. During the period 
of 1998-2004 from 16 to 120 spoonbills were 
counted during January mid-winter waterfowl 
counts (IWC Croatia, unpubl. reports). 
However, records of spoonbills in the 
Mediterranean part of Croatia are scare and 
they reffer to small flocks. We suggest that this 
is a result of overall lack of wetlands and 
suitable feeding places in this part of Croatia, 
as well as extremely strong hunting pressure at 
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remaining wetlands like Delta of the Neretva River. 
 
 

Colour ringing programme in Croatia 
 

Based on the recommendations and 
conclusions from Spoonbill workshop held in 
Texel and initiated by the Spoonbill research 
network and EUROSITE, colour-ringing 
programme started in Croatia during 2003. 
During past three years 206 birds were ringed 
in four colonies (Table III). The majority of 
them (81%) were ringed on Jelas fishponds 
aided by the fact that this colony, situated on 
cattails, is the most approachable. Carring out 
the ringing programme on Naši� ka Breznica 
fishponds is demanding because the dense 

reedbed, while on the other two sites 
(Grudnjak and Donji Miholjac fishponds) our 
ringing effort was limited by the fact that 
significant numbers of spoonbills do not breed 
there anymore. We did not attempt the ringing 
in the most important colony of Krapje � ol. 
Since the spoonbills shifted their nesting from 
cattails to willows, we were concerned that our 
ringing effort would cause significant mortality 
to breeding chicks that would try to escape 
from the nest and end up in the water bellow 
the trees. 

 
Table III. Numbers of spoonbills ringed with colour rings in Croatia 2003-2005 

Year/Site Jelas Naši� ka 
Breznica 

Grudnjak Donji 
Miholjac 

Total 

2003 25 6 3 0 34 
2004 50 12 0 1 63 
2005 92 17 0 0 109 
Total 167 35 3 1 206 

 
Recovery rates of Croatian colour  r inged birds 

 
The recovery rates of particular 

cohorts were so far quite rewarding, that 
certainly helped to keep the focus and continue 
this programme. As of 31st October 2005, 31 
colour-ringed spoonbills had been observed 

(Table IV). However, when looking into these 
results, one should have in mind that wintering 
data from the 2005 cohort are completely 
lacking, as well as that first adult birds should 
return to their natal sites during 2006. 

 
Table IV. Recovery rate of ringed cohorts during 2003-2005 

Year/Site Ringed - total Jelas Naši� ka Breznica Total 
2003 34 11 (44%) 1 (16%) 12 (35%) 
2004 63 4 (8%) 3 (25%) 7 (11%) 
2005 109 9 (9%) 3 (17%) 12 (11%) 
Total 206 24 (14%) 7 (20%) 31 (15%) 

 
Where would Croatian spoonbills go? 

 
As of 31st October 2005, 55 Croatian 

spoonbills had been recovered in total. This 
number includes 18 birds that were ringed with 

metal rings only. Apart from Croatia, 
spoonbills were recorded in five European and 
two North African countries (Table V). 
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Table V. Recoveries of spoonbills ringed in Croatia (n=55) 
Country No. of recoveries Months of recoveries 

Tunisia 20 (36%) 8-5 
Italy 10 (18%) 8-12; 4-7 
Croatia 8+6 locco (25%) 6-10 
Hungary 7 (12%) 7-10; 4-6 
Czech Republic 1 (1,8%) 6 
Albania 1 (1,8%) 12 
Morrocco 1 (1,8%) 2 
United Kingdom (Scotland) 1 (1,8%) 11 
 

Above recoveries is cleary depicting 
the life history and migration behavior of these 
birds. In Croatia, apart from six birds recorded 
prior leaving the natal colonies, all birds were 
recovered from July untill October during the 
post-breeding dispersal and beginning of fall 
migration. In the neighbouring Hungary, 
spoonbills were observed during the post-
breeding dispersal (July to October), but also 
during spring migration (April-June). In Italy, 
spoonbills are observed during fall migration 
(from August until December) and during 
spring and early summer (from April until 
July). The lack of observation from January 
until April suggests that most of the birds 
would move further south during the winter. In 
Tunisia, birds are observed from August until 
May. Apparently, some first-year birds would 
start their journey to the south immediately 
after leaving the natal colony and they would 
show up in the Tunisia as early as late August. 
For example, a bird HB, ringed on Jelas 
fishponds on 19th June 2005, was observed at 
Qued Lebna reservoir on 21st August 2005 or 
63 days after ringing. At the same time, their 
"relatives", ringed at the same colony on 01st 
June, were still in Croatia on 04th October (LA, 
or 125 days after ringing) or in Hungary (XP, 
observed on 02nd October or 123 days after 
ringing). Part of the Croatian spoonbills would 

overwinter in Tunisia, and some immature 
birds would stay there during the whole spring 
as late as May. The recovery of the bird HA is 
also interesting: it was observed as a second-
year bird at Thyna saltpans (Tunisia) on 22nd 
May 2004, and then at Kopa� ki rit Nature Park 
on 22nd August 2004. 
A single recovery of Croatian bird in Czech 
Republic refers to the bird ringed with metal 
ring at Jelas fishponds on 26th May 1999 and 
observed as an adult on 03rd June 2005 in the 
colony of Zliv fishponds, � eške Budejovice. 
Two recoveries suggest that spoonbills from 
Pannonian plain could take other migration 
routes than previously described. Single 
recovery in Albania refers to bird found at 
Ishm and Math rivers on 10th December 1970 
suggesting other migration route that would 
lead south-east along or over Israel, and than 
south down the Nile river (Overdijk O., pers. 
comm.). A bird that was found ringed on Jelas 
fishponds on 17th June 2002 and found in 
Morroco at Qued Massa on 18th February 2005 
illustrate the fact that some birds could wander 
off to a different flyway, while the fisrt-year 
bird found on 05th November 1964 at Perth, 
Scotland, or 2106 km NW from the natal 
colony demonstrate that some birds simply can 
get lost during post-breeding dispersal. 

 
From where are spoonbills coming to Croatia? 

 
As of 31st October 2005, 70 birds had 

been recovered in Croatia in total (table VI). 
This number includes 10 birds that were ringed 
with metal rings only. Not surprisingly, most 
of the recoveries are originating from 
neighboring countries of Serbia and 
Montenegro, as well as Hungary. However, 
these results are consequence of color-ringing 

schemes that are carried out in these countries. 
At the moment there is no spoonbill color-
ringing scheme in Austria, Slovakia, Bulgaria, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Albania, while 
the numbers of ringed birds in Czech Republic 
are rather small. The same goes true for the 
number of sites from where birds were 
originating – if there is no ringing scheme in 
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the spoonbill colony we cannot subsequently 
prove the origin of the bird. 
 

Three recoveries, from Romania, Italy 
and Greece, suggest that both first-year and 

adult birds can take wide-ranging, up to 800 
km long, journeys during post-breeding 
dispersal.

 
Table VII. Recoveries of spoonbills in Croatia 

Country Number of recoveries Number of sites 
SICG 39 (55%) 5 
Hungary 28 (40%) 7 
Romania 1 (1,4%) 1 
Italy 1 (1,4%) 1 
Greece 1 (1,4%) 1 
Total 70 15 

 
Majority of recoveries were found in 

the period from July to October (fig. 8) that 
corresponds with post-breeding dispersal and 
fall migration. Three older recoveries, two 
from May and one from December refer to 
birds that were ringed in Kis Balaton colony in 

Hungary during 1928-1931 periods and 
subsequently shot in Croatia. One recovery in 
June belongs to the bird IANF ringed in Valli 
di Commacio, Italy, on 28th May 2002 and 
resighted in Kopa� ki rit on 27th and 28th June 
2005.

 
Figure 1 : Frequency distribution of foreign recoveries per months (n=70) 

 
The impor tance of Kopa� ki r it wetlands for  spoonbills dur ing post-breeding dispersal and fall 

migration 
 

Kopa� ki rit is a floodplain area of the 
Danube River, situated in northeast Croatia at 
the confluence of the Drava and Danube rivers. 
It is part of one of the largest alluvial plains in 
Europe that extends to the north all the way to 
Szekszard in the Republic of Hungary. 
 

The relief of the Kopa� ki rit region is 
created by the river dynamics and the 
respective duration and height of the floods. 
Floodplains are continuously shaped and 
influenced by the dynamics of discharge and 

fluctuating water levels. In this way sloughs 
(i.e. depressions) and ridges (i.e. elevated 
terrains) arise and spread out along each other 
for hundreds of meters.  
 

This particular configuration of 
sloughs and ridges give this region its unique 
look. The whole floodplain area acquires the 
features of a delta, and it is quite unique that 
the Danube, with the help of the Drava, in its 
middle course thus creates a so-called inner 
delta. A phenomenon of such format is not 
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known among other European rivers and it 
makes this area globally important.  

The hydrology of Kopa� ki rit, 
especially its floodplains, is directly under the 
influence of the Danube, while the Drava 
regime influences it indirectly. The mosaic 
distribution of the wetland©s land and water 
change their size, shape and function 
depending on the amount of the floodwater. 
Although floods can happen any time of the 
year, high water levels are characteristic of the 
period from March to August and low water 
levels exist from September to February. The 
permanent water tables (Kopa� ko lake, lake 
Sakadaš, Novi channel, Csonak ut and 
Hulovski channel) have a surface area of 
approximately 281ha (Mikuska 1979). 
 

Thanks to the differing water levels of 
the channels, lakes and temporarily flooded 
areas, a number of different habitats can be 
found in a small area – from open water, reeds, 
willow- and poplar woods to oak woods. Such 
a broad range of plant species and 
communities is favorable to a rich and diverse 
animal life. 
 

The floodwaters come after an average 
of nine months of low water levels. Many 
terrestrial animals (like small rodents, lung-
breathing snails, beetles etc.) that cannot 
escape the flood suffer in big numbers and 
serve as food to other aquatic animals, like fish 
or crawfish. Dead organisms are also put to 
profitable use by plants, in the form of organic 
matter. During profuse floods, broad areas are 
inundated thus creating large parts of warm 
and shallow water and with plenty of food and 
underwater vegetation. This offers ideal fish-
spawning conditions so that Kopa� ki rit, next 
to the Danube delta, represents the most 
important fish-spawning site of this river. This 
plentitude of fish attracts lots of birds, 
especially waterfowl that breed in high 
numbers in this region. 
 

On the other hand, toward the end of 
the summer, when the water withdraws to the 
Danube bed, many aquatic organisms (fish, 
tadpoles, clams and aquatic snails) lag behind 
on dry land or shallow ponds. Terrestrial 
animals then seize the opportunity and feed on 

these aquatic animals. Otters and boars feed on 
these fish and other aquatic animals as well as 
birds that come to feast here practically from 
all over Europe, Asia and Africa. In this 
period, this region represents an important 
stopover and feeding site for many migratory 
birds. When the water withdraws to the 
Danube bed, rich vegetation starts to grow. 
This provides food for large ruminants – the 
red deer and boar. This competition i.e. fight 
for survival between aquatic and terrestrial 
organisms gives Kopa� ki rit yet another 
important ecological feature. 
 

Kopa� ki rit represents both one of the 
biggest floodplains of Danube and Drava and 
one of the most important fish spawning sites 
of the whole Danube river basin. The Kopa� ki 
rit nature park is especially reknowned for its 
rich bird life. Thus far 293 bird species have 
been recorded, from which 141 species breed 
here (regularly or occasionally). Herons, 
whiskered terns and cormorants breed in 
colonies numbering hundreds to thousands of 
pairs. Over 20 pairs of White-tailed Eagles, 10 
pairs of Black Storks, 1-2 pairs of Saker 
Falcons, 40 pairs of Little Egrets and over 100 
pairs of Greylag Geese breed in the region of 
Kopa� ki rit. These bird species are regarded as 
endangered at both European and global levels. 
It is of huge importance that this area supports 
a Ferruginous Duck population, one of the 
most endangered European species. 
 

Due to its high biological diversity, 
especialy waterbirds, and other ecological 
values Kopa� ki rit Nature park was placed on 
the List of Wetlands of International 
Importance in 1993, in accordance to the 
regulations of Ramsar convention. 
 

Despite the ornithological research that 
is carried out over past 250 years, authors have 
not mentioned substantial populations of 
breeding spoonbills in Kopacki rit. 
 

In contrary, during late summer and 
fall Kopacki rit was famous of large spoonbill 
concentrations that were gathering here and 
taking the opporutinity of superb feeding areas. 
(Table VII). 
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Table VII. Highlights (highest numbers recorded) of spoonbills observations in Kopacki rit per years 
 

Date Highest numbers observed 
20. August 1943. 300 
07. September 1967. 700 
14. August 1976. 500 
25. July 1977. 1000 
08. August 1978. 300 
03. September 1980. 800 
28. August 1981. 1000 
04. September 1982. 1200 
10. August 1983. 1500 
29. July 1987. 1500 
02. August 1988. 1000 
08. September 1989. 1000 
30. August 1990. 500 
02. September 2000. 200 
31. August 2001. 200 
23. July 2002. 700 
July-September 2003 Large flocks missing 
August 2004. 400 
August 2005. 120 

 
The importance of Kopa� ki rit site for 

migrating spoonbills is related to hydrological 
conditions, and consequently feeding 
opportunities, in the wider – Pannonian – 
region. For example, in 2002 the optimal 
flooding and feeding conditions were present 
during July on Podunavlje fishponds. 
Unusally, the extremely high waters, up to 8 m 
high, flooded the whole area in August 2002 
making the whole floodplain unsuitable for 
spoonbills feeding 
 

Exactly in contrary, 2003 was 
characterised with extreme drought, which 
started in April and last until November, 
making the floodplain dry and useless for 
spoonbill foraging. Any substantial numbers of 
spoonbills were not recorded at all during that 
year. During 2004 the hydrological situation 
was in "average" – with spring flood and 
decreasing water levels toward the end of 
summer. As a consequence, flocks up to 400 
spoonbills were staying together and exploring 
surrounding depressions, both in floodplain 
and fishponds. In 2005 the whole summer was 
rainy above the average in the most part of 
Pannonian plain. Abundant water created 
plenty of feeding opportunities over a whole 

region, thus spoonbills were dispersed over the 
Pannonian plain in smaller flocks. As a 
consequence, the largest flock observed on 
Kopa� ki rit had only 185 birds, but flocks 
stayed longer, and ringing recoveries suggest 
that they were migrating over this wetland 
much later (Ocober) and in smaller flock (120 
birds in average) as compared to 2004. 
 

Schnider-Jacoby et al. (2002) stated 
that this is one of the most important stopover 
site for the whole Central-European flyway 
population. 
 

Finally, with the help of colour-ringing 
scheme we are able to prove that hypothesis. 
 

During past two years we have 
identified 71 different spoonbills using the 
Kopacki rit wetlands (Table VIII). From 31st 
July to 27th September 2004, 89 separate 
observations of 41 color-ringed birds were 
accomplished. Similarly, from 20th June to 31st 
October 2005, we have observed 30 color-
ringed spoonbills on 65 ocassions. 
Interestingly, not a single bird observed during 
2004 was resighted during 2005. 
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Table VIII. Color-ringed spoonbills resighted in Kopa� ki rit (2004-2005) 
 

Country of origin 2004 2005 Total 
SICG 22 15 37 (52%) 
Hungary 14 5 19 (26%) 
Croatia 5 7 12 (17%) 
Italy 0 1 1 (1,4%) 
Greece 0 1 1 (1,4%) 
Romania 0 1 1 (1,4%) 
Total 41 30 71 

 
The importance of Kopa� ki rit for spoonbill 
could be also assesed by comparing the 

percentages of recovered birds within the 
particular cohort (Table IX). 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Table IX. Percentage of state population found in Kopacki rit during a given year 
Cohort Ringed in country Found in Kopacki rit Percent of total 

SICG 2004 101 22 21,78 
SICG 2005 154 15 9,74 
HU 2004 107 14 13,08 
HU 2005 62 5 8,06 
HR 2004 63 5 7,93 
HR 2005 109 7 6,42 

 
Our observations shows that from 9-21 

% of spoonbills from Vojvodina, Serbia and 
Montenegro, as well as from 8-13% of 
hungarian spoonbills use Kopacki rit wetlands 
during post-breeding disperal and fall 
migration. The numbers of croatian spoonbills 

recovered in are between 6-7%. Since most of 
croatian spoonbills are marked at Jelas 
fishponds. This data suggests that birds from 
Jelas fishponds would exploit resources along 
Sava river, or in the western part of Croatia 
that is abundant with fishponds. 

 
 
 

 
Spoonbills and Cormorants in the Somme Nature Reserve 
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Background 
 

Hagemeijer and Blair (1997) place the 
“Eurasian”  Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia in 
Category 2 of Species of European 
Conservation Concern (i.e. a species with an 
unfavourable conservation status, concentrated 
in Europe); they indicate that its European 
Threat Status is at the highest possible level of 
Endangered. Such a statement (like the 
approved English name) takes little account of 
the importance of Africa for the species; two 
populations (the whole of the population of the 
Mauritanian subspecies P. l. balsaci and much 
of the population of the Red Sea subspecies P. 
l. archeri) breed in Africa, while the majority 
of individuals from both the Eastern Atlantic 
and Central and Southeast European breeding 
populations spend their winters (and probably 
much of their early life) in Africa. Most 
overviews in the 1990s concluded that the 
numbers of the two populations breeding in 
Europe were declining (e.g. Osieck 1994; 
Hagemeijer & Blair 1997).   
 
 Spoonbills observed in Tunisia belong 
predominantly to the population of P. l. 
leucorodia breeding in Central and Southeast 
Europe, mainly in the Danube Basin. This 
population has been less intensively studied 

than the Eastern Atlantic population breeding 
in the Netherlands, Atlantic France and Spain. 
 
 The present note takes as its starting 
point a review of the importance of Tunisia 
and its wetlands for the Central/SE European 
breeding population, in particular through a 
review of ringing recoveries and field 
observations over the last forty years.  A 
number of older recoveries of metal ringed 
birds clearly show the origins in the Danube 
basin of Tunisian birds.  More recently, and in 
particular in 2002, several observers have 
noted birds with colour rings, which come 
mainly from colonies in Greece and Italy 
(Figure n°1). There is also evidence of trans-
Saharan migration. While the note is 
concerned mainly with wintering grounds in 
Tunisia, much information has been assembled 
from the breeding areas and from African 
wintering areas east and south of Tunisia; this 
suggests that the status of the population may 
be more favourable than previously suggested. 
It is hoped that the present note may encourage 
further observations of ringed Spoonbills in 
Tunisia (and elsewhere along the several 
flyways), and wider use in breeding colonies of 
colour rings, which provide much more 
information than the classic metal rings. 

 
Status of the Spoonbill in Tunisia: 

 
 Spoonbills are a familiar and quite 
numerous species in Tunisia. They are 
recorded principally in the coastal zone of 
southern Tunisia, unique in the Mediterranean 
for its tidal range of up to two metres, where at 
least three thousand individuals (i.e. at least 
20%, and perhaps 50%, of the total numbers of 

this population) winter on the shallow tidal 
flats. They are also recorded regularly but in 
smaller numbers in freshwater areas of the 
north, sometimes apparently wintering, 
sometimes on passage to more southerly 
wintering areas. 
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Heim de Balsac & Mayaud (1962), the 
most reliable source for objective data on the 
historical situation in North West Africa, place 
little emphasis on the three different breeding 
populations of the Eastern Atlantic, Central/SE 
Europe and Mauritania, but comment that there 
is an old nineteenth century breeding record 
from Lake Fetzara in Algeria.  They note that 
Spoonbills may be seen practically all the year 
round in North Africa, and add that post-
nuptial migration takes place from September, 
with appreciable numbers wintering in Tunisia, 
above all on the Lake of Tunis and the 
Tunisian lagoons; interestingly, they note that, 
while the species goes to the far south of 
Tunisia, it seems “scarcely”  to cross the 
Sahara, though they refer to ringing recoveries 
at Fezzan in Libya (between 25° and 28° 
North, hence well into the desert) and Hassi-
Messaoud in Algeria (about 31° N), both in 
October.  
 

Heim de Balsac and Mayaud make 
little reference to the importance for Spoonbills 
(and many other species!) of the southern 
coastal zone, between Sfax and the border with 
Libya. Thomsen and Jacobsen (1979) 
recognise this importance, stating that 
Spoonbill is a migrant and winter visitor, 
mainly in coastal lagoons and saltpans in the 
southern part of the country. Their map shows 
a series of mostly coastal records, with 
concentrations around the Gulf of Tunis in the 
north, the Sousse area in central Tunisia, the 
Sfax area and Djerba. They suggest flock sizes 
going up to 100 birds. Following a presentation 
on the tidal Gulf of Gabès to the Wader Study 
Group (Smart 1983), particular interest was 
devoted to this area by WIWO, the 
Netherlands-based Working Group for 
International Waterbird and Wetland Research.  
WIWO organised a series of visits, lasting 
several weeks, to the area in 1984 (van Dijk et 
al, 1986), 1990 (Spiekman et al, 1993), 1994 
(van der Have et al, 1997) and 1999.  The first 
visit counted 1,715 Spoonbills in the area 
between 26 and 29 January 1984 and 1,423 
between 9 and 23 February 1984, estimating 
that the total number present in the period 

January to March 1984 was 2,400; (in these 
counts, the Gulf of Gabès includes both the 
area round the Kneiss Islands and Djerba, 
though they recorded relatively few birds 
around Djerba).  The 1994 session found a 
total of 580 - 620 Spoonbills at seven localities 
in February - March.  In December 1998 
Meininger found 517 Spoonbills on Djerba and 
629 in the nearby Gulf of Boughrara 
(Meininger 1999). 
 
Northern Tunisia:  The principal site is 
Ichkeul:, coming from every month of the year 
except June, the highest number of records 
being eighteen in January, with seven in 
August.  In the 1960s and 1970s (when the 
lake was at its peak as a freshwater wetland) 
numbers were generally low, in single figures; 
from the mid 1980s (when the lake became 
more saline) numbers have increased: 80 in 
October 1997, 56 in January 1999, and 120 in 
November 2002.  The new Sidi El Barrak Dam  
near Nefza, only filled in the late 1990s, 
provides habitat for Spoonbills and is likely to 
become increasingly important; there is a 
single record of 75 birds in January 2002.  The 
pools and lagoons at the estuary of the Oued 
Mejerda near Ghar El Melh are probably a 
regular wintering area, though very difficult of 
access: two January records of 20 birds in the 
1970s. 
 
Tunis area:  The Lake of Tunis was formerly a 
very important area for Spoonbills, notably in 
the more secluded spots like the Island of 
Chikly and the Mégrine Saltpans.  Much of it 
has been reclaimed and filled in for building, 
and the saltpans were decommissioned around 
the year 2000, so numbers are likely to be 
much smaller in future.  The largest records – 
119 ind. - come from this site: 11 in January, 
one in February, none March to May, three in 
June, 19 in July, 51 in August, eight in 
September, five in October, ten in November 
and 11 in December, with generally twenty to 
forty birds, once 75 (maximum). 
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Spoonbills  Platalea leucorodia at Ichkeul National Park on 17-04-2005 �  H.Azafzaf 

 
Cape Bon (the peninsula of north eastern 
Tunisia pointing towards Sicily and central 
Europe):  rather few records by the authors in 
the early years (e.g. only nine records from 
Korba Lagoons, a site very regularly visited), 
but in recent years, a greatly increased number 
of records on the small dams built in the 1980s. 
Lebna Dam (completed in the late 1980s): 18 
records by the authors, two in January, two in 
March, 10 in August, three in October, one in 
November, small flocks usually recorded, 
generally twenty to fifty but over 100 on three 
occasions. Oued el Hajjar Dam (completed in 
the late 1990s): 7 records by the authors,: one 
in January, one in March, three in August, one 
in October, one in November, flocks 
sometimes in single figures, but up to 50 seen.  
Mlaabi Dam (a smaller, older dam): three 
records of one to three birds.  Soliman 
Marshes, a freshwater area at the base of the 
peninsula: five records in July, August and 
October, maximum 20 to 25 birds. A single 
record from the small Sidi Jedidi Dam (but of 
four birds in June!). Some of these birds in the 
Cape Bon area are no doubt migrants, taking 
the short sea route via Sicily to and from 
Central Europe, but some certainly appear to 
be wintering. 
 

 
The Sahel (the coastal area of central Tunisia 
round Sousse): In the northern part of the Sahel 
is another water reservoir, Oued Rmel, 
completed in 1996, and similar to those of the 
Cape Bon, but in a drier climate: so far 9 
records by the authors,: two in January, one in 
June (a single bird), three in August, one in 
October and two in November, usually of up to 
50 birds, but once 94 and once (in November) 
2000; this site (like Lebna and El Hajjar) is 
undoubtedly going to become increasingly 
important in future.  More typical of the Sahel 
wetlands are the brackish coastal lagoons 
(“sebkhet”  in Arabic), often drying out in 
summer, and the saltpans at Monastir.  Sebkhet 
Halk el Menzel usually has water all the year 
round: 22 records from the authors,: eight in 
January, one in March, nine in August, one in 
November, three in December; in the 1970s 
and 1980s numbers were usually in single 
figures, but 50, 55 and 75 (two in August, once 
in December) and once 116 (November) in 
recent years.  At Monastir Saltpans 20 records, 
three in January, one in May, three in July, 
twelve in August, one in September; numbers 
usually about 25, but once 52 and once 80 
(both in January).  The fishponds at Khniss, 
near Monastir, also regularly hold Spoonbills: 
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nine records, two in January, three in August, 
three in November, one in December, usually 
twenty or more birds, maximum 70 
(November). 
 
Inland wetlands in Central Tunisia: These 
wetlands depend for water supply on rain in 
the Dorsale Mountains of Central Tunisia, and 
may remain dry for several years in periods of 
poor winter rainfall.  Much the most important 
is Sebkhet Kelbia, which used to be the basin 
collecting run-off from the mountains, but 
following the building of large dams on 
tributaries in the 1970s and 1980s, it now only 
has water in very wet years.  Eight records: 
three in January, one in February, three in 
August, and one in November.  Kelbia 
generally attracts Spoonbills (and other wading 
species such as herons and egrets) when the 
water levels are very low and prey items are 
trapped in small pools, making easy pickings; 
thus in August 1983, 56 were chasing prey in 
small pools, and in shallow water conditions as 
recently as January 1997, there were 800 
Spoonbills present.  Sebkhet Sidi Mansour, 
much further south between Gabès and Gafsa, 
has water even less often than Kelbia: a single 
record in May 1964.  One of the dams, El 
Haouareb (which has itself dried out because 
of inadequate rainfall in the late 1990s), is 
fairly shallow and attracts Spoonbills; five 
records by the authors: one in January, three in 
August, one in November, maximum 20 birds.  
 
Gulf of Gabès between Sfax and Gabès:  This 
is the area where the largest numbers of 
Spoonbills are recorded, generally in the 
shallow tidal waters of the sea, and also on the 
saltpans alongside the sea at Thyna, near Sfax.  

At Sidi Mansour Beach near Sfax, there are 
three records in July and August, maximum 
65.  At Thyna Saltpans, 53 records by the 
authors,: fourteen in January, one in February, 
three in March, one (of two birds) in June, five 
in July, 20 in August, six in November, three 
in December; numbers usually at least 70 to 
80, often more than a hundred, with up to 200 
in January, between 100 and 200 in August, up 
to 316 (maximum) in November and up to 200 
in December.  Spoonbills are regularly 
recorded in the shallow coastal waters 
immediately south of Sfax, e.g. at Chaffar 
Beach (three records), Mahares harbour (three 
records), but the most important site of all is 
the Kneiss Islands and the surrounding 
mudflats and shore opposite, variously known 
as Oued Maltine or Gtoaa Ejali.  The islands 
themselves are uninhabited and very difficult 
of access, hence the authors have few records, 
one in January 1977 of 420 birds, one in 
February 1977 of 375 birds. From the shore 
opposite there are twelve records: six in 
January, one in February, one in March, three 
in August and one in November; numbers 
normally reach several hundred at high tide 
roosts, with a maximum of 800 in January 
1982.  The much larger and densely populated 
Kerkennah Islands can also hold good numbers 
of Spoonbills, e.g. 390 in January 2002 (Dlensi 
in Azafzaf 2002) 
 
Spoonbills are also recorded further south 
along the coast, notably at Sebkhet Dreia (one 
record by the authors of 222 ind. in February) 
and at the mouth of Oued Akarit (6 records by 
the authors: three in January, one in March, 
one in October, one in November: up to 
seventy birds).
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 Spoonbills  Platalea leucorodia  at Kneiss Islands on 10/11/2004 �  A. Hakim 
 
Gulf of Gabès between Gabès and the Libyan 
frontier:  This is a southward continuation 
along the coast of the previous area, though 
with less extensive tidal flats because of the 
landforms, with low cliffs along the shoreline.  
It was covered by the 1984 WIWO team, who 
found few Spoonbills there, and included the 
area in their Gulf of Gabès total.  The authors 
have few records from this area, just one from 
Djerba and three from Bahiret-el-Biban.  
Recent records from the authors, from 
Meininger (1999) and from Duponcheel and 
Raevel (in litt.) suggest that the Djerba / 
Boughrara complex is a very important area 
for Spoonbills, worthy of more attention in 
future, with wintering numbers rivalling those 
of Kneiss.  Thus in January 1995 T. Rigaux, C. 
Feltrup-Azafzaf and H. Azafzaf found 1181 
birds in the Djerba area, Meininger in 
December 1998 found 517 round Djerba and 
629 at Boughrara, while in December 2001 H. 
Azafzaf and GTO found 1086 between Djerba 

and Boughrara.  H. Azafzaf (pers com) 
suggests that up to 1,500 Spoonbills regularly 
winter in the Djerba, Boughrara, Gourine, 
Bahiret el Biban area. 
 
 
Kebili wetlands:  These are shallow 
depressions around the Djerid oases, into 
which irrigation water with a fairly high salt 
content is allowed to run off, on the very edge 
of the desert.  Their importance for waterbirds 
has only been realised in the 1990s, and good 
numbers of wintering, passage and breeding 
species, such as Marbled Duck Marmaronetta 
angustirostris, have been recorded. As yet 
there are few Spoonbill records (the authors 
have a record of two birds in March 2000 and 
observed a single bird in April), but they may 
be stopover sites for any Spoonbills (as they 
certainly are for other species) undertaking the 
crossing of the Sahara.
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Use of wetlands in Tunisia 

 
 

From the published records and the 
field observations summarized above, it is 
clear that birds on post nuptial migration 
appear as early as July, and that good numbers 
are present in the north of the country, at 
Thyna Saltpans and round the Kneiss islands 
from August onwards.  Numbers seem to 
remain high from October to February/March, 
but there is little or no evidence of northward 
passage in spring.  Records in April and May 
and records of summering birds are few and far 
between, but little effort has been devoted to 
looking for Spoonbills in summer in the main 
tidal areas of the Gulf of Gabès around Kneiss 
or Djerba.  
 
The sites used are very different in character.  
Some of them (Oued el Hajjar, Lebna, Mlaabi, 
Oued Rmel) are fairly small freshwater 
reservoirs constructed for local irrigation in the 
last five to fifteen years in shallow valleys in 
Cape Bon.  The water in these reservoirs is 
very fresh, and some are surrounded by reed or 
Typha beds; they are therefore very different 

from the brackish/saline sites frequented 
elsewhere in Tunisia by Spoonbills.  Sidi 
Barrak on the other hand is a very large 
freshwater storage reservoir, with some 
shallow areas, in the northwest near the 
Algerian border; it may be that Spoonbills 
there have originated from Ichkeul.  Ichkeul is 
a large lake formerly fresh but become 
hypersaline in recent years because the source 
of fresh water has been cut off by water supply 
dams; the increasing salinity seems to have 
attracted larger numbers of birds, and the flock 
of 120 in early November 2002 is an unusually 
high number for this site.  When conditions are 
favourable at inland mainly freshwater sites 
like Kelbia, good numbers of Spoonbills may 
congregate. 
 

Korba and Halk el Menzel are coastal 
wetlands with rather high salt content in their 
water, on the coast of Cape Bon and a little 
further south.  The Monastir and Thyna 
Saltpans are functioning salt production units, 
near the sea, the latter being alongside the 
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northern sector of the tidal area.  The water in 
the saltpans varies in salinity; and some of the 
birds at Thyna also feed in the sea at low tide.  
The areas with the highest numbers of 
Spoonbills are the tidal areas in the Gulf of 
Gabès, around Kneiss and Djerba, where the 
birds feed directly in the shallow seawater. 
 

It is thus clear that Spoonbills in 
Tunisia are using a wide variety of habitats, 
some fresh, others highly saline, and 
apparently surviving on different foods found 
in each.  What are they feeding on?  At Kelbia, 
when water levels are very low, they feed 
actively in pools which are drying out and 
where prey items are trapped.  At Halk el 
Menzel on 11 November 2002, Spoonbills 

were involved, together with a variety of other 
species (including Cormorant Phalacrocorax 
carbo, Little Egret Egretta garzetta, Great 
White Egret Egretta alba, Greater Flamingo 
Phoenicopterus ruber, Avocet Recurvirostra 
avosetta, Spotted Redshank Tringa erythropus 
and Slender-billed Gulls Larus genei!), in a 
frantic chase after shoals of small fish moving 
rapidly round in the shallows at the edge of the 
lake.  They seem able to adapt to waters of 
varying salinity.  Perhaps this is yet another 
indication of the ability of Sarmatic species 
from the Mediterranean /Black Sea /Caspian 
/Aral Sea area to survive in conditions where 
salinities may vary enormously from one site 
and one year to another. 
 

 
 

Recover ies and records  in Tunisia of Spoonbills marked with metal r ings and plastic r ings 
 
 
Figure 2 shows all known recoveries of 
Spoonbills in Tunisia.  Most of the data on 
birds marked with metal rings come from the 
Tunisian ringing archive (T. Gaultier pers 
comm), which covers mainly recoveries before 

1970.  Details of more recent recoveries come 
from the WIWO expeditions in 1990 
(Spiekman et al, 1993) and 1994 (van der 
Have et al, 1997), and from the authors. 
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Fig. 2 : Recoveries of Spoonbills in Tunisia from 1950 to 2005 

 
Suggestions for  future work 

 
 Clearly African wintering grounds and 
stopover sites are of crucial importance for the 
survival of four separate populations of this 
species. 
 
It would clearly be of the greatest interest to 
continue and intensify the current ring reading 
activities in Tunisia, with a view to discovering 
more about the origins of wintering birds, the 
main wintering areas, the possibility of birds 
moving through on passage, the numbers of 
immature birds staying in their first years in 
Tunisia, and the movements of individual 

birds.  All this would contribute to a better 
understanding of the importance of Tunisia for 
conservation of the Central/SE European 
breeding population of Spoonbills. 
 
We suggest that a revision of the current 
ringing codes is urgently needed, and that the 
experience gained with flamingo rings in the 
Mediterranean should be used; the system 
outlined below should be the basis for future 
ringing of Spoonbills breeding in central and 
eastern Europe. 

 
ADOPTION OF THIS SYSTEM WILL 
BRING YOU MORE READINGS FROM 
THE WINTERING RANGE, AND OF 
SUMMERING IMMATURES 
 

1. Darvic rings currently used have only 
two letters, and available combinations 
are rapidly being used up; it is difficult 
to read some colours, particularly at a 
distance, in the winter range, notably 
red and blue (cf. experience with red 
flamingo rings from Sardinia). 

2. Great importance is currently given to 
the position of the metal ring, which is 

not recorded by observers unfamiliar 
with the system.   

3. Instead  of  using  coloured  rings with 
white writing, and relying on reading 
of the metal ring, it would be better to 
use black writing on light coloured 
rings, with four letters or numbers, and 
possibly a bar, as for flamingos 

4. Some combinations are terrible to 
read, such as RP which from a distance 
of 200 m or more will appear to be 
RR, RP, PP or PR.  Either R or P 
should be banned.  Also G or C. Also 
V or Y.  Also E or F.  Also M or N. 

 

Recoveries of Spoonbills in Tunisia from 1950 to 2005

Italy 36

Romania  1

Serbia and Montenegro 7

Slovenia 1
Netherlands 4 Austria 13

Croatia 16

Czech Republic 1

Greece 10

Hungary 21

Austria
Croatia

Czech Republic
Greece

Hungary
Italy

Romania 
Serbia and Montenegro

Slovenia
Netherlands
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Two previous papers describe the wintering of 
the Spoonbill in the Senegal delta (Delecourt 
& Aguilera, 1997 and Triplet & Yésou, 1999). 
From 1999 to 2005, we tried to collect as much 
information as possible on birds, including 
resightings and age composition. This note 
presents the main results. 
 
Methods 
 
Every year in january from 1989 until now, we 
tried to control as many birds as possible. This 
controls are uncertain when we worked on 
ducks mainly in Djoudj National Park or in 
some neighbour wetlands. In Guembeul, we 
invested more time during some evenings, so 
to control as many birds as possible on the 

roost. 
When possible, mainly in Guembeul, we tried 
to separate adults and immatures in the counts, 
so to compare the field results with the age 
ratio given by controls. 
 
Results 
 
Huge fluctuations are registered between 1989 
and 2005 (fig. 1). If 2004 is the best year with 
more or less 3500 birds in the whole delta 
(including Mauritania), some years seem very 
bad. But in different cases, it is not possible to 
know if the low numbers are due to a real 
scarcity of the birds in the delta or to 
methodological constraints.  

 
Fig. 1 : changes in number of Spoonbill in the whole delta of the Senegal river 

 
Figure 2 indicates the distribution of 

birds on the different sites. Other sites mean 
mainly Guembeul reserve and St Louis 
lagunas, although, sometimes we found some 
birds in other places such as Trois Marigots or 
National Park of Langue de Barbarie). Other 
sites (Guembeul) and Diawling National Park 
are the main places for Spoonbills during most 
of the period. The Djoudj National Park, so 

important for so many species, got only a 
secondary role in the wintering of the species. 
The years 2002 and 2003 cannot  
be taken into account because it seems that 
there was no count in January during these 
years. Another point to confirm in the future is 
the case of Guembeul. It seems that an increase 
occurred from 1999 to 2004. then, a decline is 
quoted in 2005. This year is the first one after 

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

4000

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005



 32

the breach in La Langue de Barbarie and now, 
it is less easy to manage water level and 
salinity within this laguna. Note that the 
situation was worst in 2006 with only a couple 

of birds in the reserve. 

 
Fig. 2 : the importance of the different sites for the wintering Spoonbill 

 
388 controls for 382 birds were 

certified from 1997 to 2005, with large 
variations according to the years. 2004 was the 
best year (like for the total number) with 202 

controls, most of them collected in only 3 
evenings in Guembeul. 

 
Fig. 3  : distribution of controls from 1997 to 2005 

 
Fig. 4 gives the distribution according 

to the origin of the birds. 67 % of the birds 
originated from Spain, 22 % from the 
Netherlands and 11 % from France. The figure 
indicates 0% from Mauritania. It deals in fact 
with the first control of a bird “balsaci” , the 
subspecies from Banc d’Arguin, ringed in May 

2002, the 22sd, and controlled in Djoudj 
National Park the 10th of January the year after. 
Of course these percentage are connected with 
the number of ringed birds in each country and 
a better analysis should calculate the 
proportion in this respect. However, it gives a 
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first picture of the importance of the Senegal delta for the three countries of reproduction. 

Fig. 4 : the origin of Spoonbills in the Senegal delta 
 
There is no difference on the proportion of the 
main countries according to the site where they 
were controlled (fig. 5). In other terms, there is 

no segregation of birds according to their 
origin. 

Fig. 5 : distribution of the controls according to their origin in each of the main Senegalese sites. 
 

An amazing result deals with the age 
of the birds according to the location of the 
control. Birds in Guembeul are significantly 
older than those in Djoudj National Park (fig. 
6). Two hypothesis should be examined in the 
future for explaining this situation. It is 
possible that there is a competition for food 
between adults and immatures. Food seems to 
be more abundant in Guembeul and 

surrounding lagunas than in Djoudj National 
Park. But we still have not enough data to test 
this. Secondly, we noticed that some birds in 
Djoudj National Park have injuries on their 
legs whilst it is not the case in Guembeul. It is 
possible that experienced birds avoid fresh 
waters where the risks of being parasited is 
higher than in brakish or salt waters like in 
Guembeul.

 

France
11% Spain

67%

The Netherlands
22%

RIM
0%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Gueumbeul PNOD

SP

F

PB



 34

Fig. 6 : the age distribution according to the wintering site in the Senegal delta 
 
Conclusion 
 

The Senegal delta is the second 
important wintering place after the Banc 
d’Arguin in Mauritania. Its large surfaces of 
wetlands seem to constitute a good wintering 

place in its whole. However, Guembeul is the 
most important place because it offers a secure 
roosting place. The hydraulic management of 
this site have to be accurate for the species. 
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THE BREEDING SEASON 2005 IN THE NETHERLANDS 

 
Otto OVERDIJK o.overdijk@wxs.nl 

 
Spoonbills in The Netherlands bred in 

21 different colonies (24 in 2004) and a total of 
1443 (1677 in 2004) breeding pairs were 
recorded. On the map the distribution of the 
colonies in 2005 is given. The colonies are 
established in the lowest parts of The 
Netherlands, all breeding sites are below sea 
level. 
 

The decrease of number of Spoonbill 
breeding pairs in 2005 was probably caused by 
to the droughts in Spain and Portugal, a very 
important stop-over site for the Spoonbills 
during their spring migration. The marshes in 
South Spain were totally dried out and the 
birds could not feed and thus could not recover 
from their flight over the Sahara desert.  
 

If we separate The Netherlands in 
regions, the Wadden Sea region in the north 
(including the islands), the mainland region in 
central Holland and the Delta area in the South 
Western part of Holland then we see some 
different trends between the regions.  
 

The Wadden Sea area was with respect 
to 2004 increased with 10 breeding pairs in 
2005, the mainland decreased with 160 
breeding pairs and the Delta area decreased 
with 80 breeding pairs.  
 

Seen on a longer term, lets say the last 
ten years then there is an increase in the 
number of breeding pairs in Wadden Sea area 
(573 in 1996 to 1039 in 2005) and in Delta 
area (111 in 1996 to 243 in 2005). The 
mainland is fluctuating from year to year and 
seems to be less stable. The total size of the 
Dutch Spoonbill population is estimated 4300 
individuals in 2005.  

 
Ringing activities in 2005. 
 

In 2005 we were able to ring 395 
chicks in seven different colonies. In total there 
are approximately 654 individuals (both, adults 
and juveniles) with colour rings supposed to be 
alive. Those birds were good for 3000 re-
sightings in 2005. 

Figure 1 Distribution of Spoonbill colonies in 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 36

STATUS OF THE BREEDING POPULATION OF SPOONBILLS IN 
FRANCE AND RELATION WITH SACRED IBIS 

 
Loïc MARION 

Equipe Biologie des populations et de la Conservation, UMR Ecobio, Université de Rennes 1, campus 
Beaulieu, bât. 25, 35042 Rennes cedex 
  
Summary 
 
This paper presents the history of the breeding 
population of Spoonbill in France and the 
main factors of its population dynamics in its 
main area, Loire Atlantique. The first 
settlement occurred in 1973 then in 1981 at 
Lac de Grand-Lieu, probably where the last 
French population was observed in 1555 
before it disappeared due to human 
disturbance. A regular breeding only occurred 
from 1987 with less than 7 pairs. The increase 
of number became important from 1994, when 
appeared breeding Sacred ibis, a very 
attractive species for the Spoonbill, both 
species breeding in mixed colonies in this lake. 
This mother colony created satellites colonies 
from 1992 and 1994 in the same department : 
Brière, Erdre and recently Guérande. The total 
number of breeders at Grand-Lieu reached 

about 37 pairs in two stages, and seems now 
levelling off. Annual fluctuations were strongly 
related to number of Sacred ibis (r=0.87) and 
secondarily to water level in spring (r=0.57). 
In Brière the number of breeding pairs 
increased up to 59 in 2000 and 119 in 2004 
before a crash to about 50 in 2005 when the 
Sacred ibis (associated with the peaks of 
population of colonies where it bred) left this 
wetland. For both sites water level probably 
played an important role in food resources and 
consequently in carrying capacity of these 
wetlands. The Loire Atlantique still totalized 
most part of the French population of 
Spoonbills (81% on to 189 pairs in 2004), 
while the species bred more recently in two 
initially man-facilitated colonies (Camargue 
from 1998 and Marquenterre in Somme  from 
2000). 

 
Change in population size and distr ibution 
 
The breeding of Spoonbill in France occurred 
sporadically from 1973 then 1981 at the Lake 
of Grand-Lieu, near the last mention of 
breeding in 1555 (Marion & Marion 1982). 
This pioneering population regularly bred 
since 1987 only, with few breeding pairs until 
1991 (Marion 1991), in spite of the fact that 
this region owns large suitable wetlands 
situated on the migrating road of the Dutch 
population. From 1992, this population 
increased both at the Lake of Grand-Lieu (10 
pairs) and in new satellite colonies, first of one 
in Brière (3 pairs in 1992, Marion 1994, 1996, 
1999). In the mother colony of Grand-Lieu, the 
population fluctuated between 22 and 27 pairs 
between 1994 and 1997 (peak in 1995), 
suddenly increased up to 37 pairs in 1998 and 
fluctuating between 32 and 37 pairs until 2001 
(Marion 2002). Then the population decreased 
to 29 pairs between 2002 and 2004, however 
with a low breeding success in 2003 when only 
14 pairs did not abandon their nest. In 2005, 
the population increased again to about 36 

pairs, most of them in a new important 
breeding colony of Sacred ibis.  
 
Only few reliable quantitative data were 
obtained from the satellites sites, where 
breeding seemed failed in some years. In 
Brière, three breeding sites were occupied 
more or less sporadically, with large 
fluctuations between years on each site. 
However the total number of pairs regularly 
increased to reach about 23 pairs in 1997, then 
up to 51 pairs in 1999 and about 59 pairs in 
2000. Breeding was bad in 2001, with only 
about 48 pairs when the main colony (however 
only estimated before) almost totally 
disappeared (Marion 2001). In 2002 the 
population increased up to 78 pairs (Pourreau 
pers. comm.), probably partly due to a report 
of breeders from Grand-Lieu, and up to 118 
pairs in 2004, when a colony of Sacred ibis 
settled with 78 pairs of Spoonbills. Sacred ibis 
moved out of Brière in the Loire estuary in 
2005 (may be due to drought and consequently 
low water level) and this main Spoonbill 
colony was abandoned, inducing a crash in 
Brière population to about only 50 estimated 
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pairs, with probably a partial emigration to 
Grand-Lieu. 
 
Breeding also occurred in another satellite 
colony of Grand-Lieu from 1994, on the river 
Erdre, but this colony was poorly studied, with 
3 to 5 breeding pairs according to years 
(Bourlès and Dufland pers. comm.), excepted 
in 2003 when we counted 8 pairs. In 2005 
about 5 pairs could have bred (Boulès pers. 
comm.). 
 
Breeding first occurred outside of the 
department of Loire Atlantique in 1997, along 
the Atlantic coast in the Nature reserve of Orx 
in the department of Landes, with 5 to 6 pairs 
till 1999, but there was no mention of breeding 
the following years, until 2005 when species 
bred again with 3 pairs (Montanet pers. 
comm.). Spoonbill also sporadically bred in an 
intermediate location between this colony and 
Grand-Lieu, in Charente maritime, with only 
one pair in 1999.  
 
The surprisingly breeding of 3 pairs in the 
Camargue discovered in the Nature reserve in 
1998 among gulls, far away from the migrating 
road of spoonbills in France,  probably issued 
from escaped birds from a proximate zoo 
where enclosure was accidentally opened 
(Coulet pers. comm.). This colony recently 
increased from 2002 to reach up to about 15 
pairs in 2003 and 13 in 2004 and 2005. We 
roughly estimated from number of spoonbills 
observed near the colony by Coulet and 
Vandewalle (pers. comm.). 

 
Another man-facilitated colony appeared in 
2000 on the migrating road of the Dutch 
Spoonbills, in the avian park of Marquenterre 
in Somme, were captive birds in aviary 
probably initially attracted wild migrating 
birds with breeding of 6 pairs in a proximate 
Ardeids colony, after first attempts in 1985, 
1994, 1995 and 1999 (Carruette et al. 2001). 
At present this colony can be considered as 
wild, with ringed birds from The Netherlands 
and Grand-Lieu. It suddenly doubled in 2002 
with 12 pairs and continuously  increased after 
to reach 25 pairs in 2005 (Carruette pers. 
comm.).  
 
Globally, the French population reached about 
97-112 pairs between 1998 and 2001 and 132-
133 in 2002-2003 and 2005, with an 
exceptional peak up to 189 pairs in 2004, 81% 
of them (154 pairs) being concentrated in Loire 
Atlantique in two main sites (Grand-Lieu and 
Brière, figure 1), while 19% bred in colonies 
originated (or facilitated) from parks 
(Camargue and ainitially Marquenterre). 
Consequently the status of this species in 
France stays particularly critical and dependant 
on changes in local conditions : water level 
management, positive influence of Sacred ibis, 
human disturbance, emigration-immigration 
from the mother population in The 
Netherlands. 
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Population dynamics 
 
The French population showed four main 
periods of settlements (figure 2): A) 1973-1991 
when the species tried to establish a first 
colony at Lac de Grand-Lieu, with regular but 
low breeding only from 1987; B) 1992 to 1997 
when this mother colony suddenly increased 
from 5 to 27 pairs in 1995 before decreasing a 
little until 1997, while new satellites colonies 
appeared in Loire Atlantique (Brière and 
Erdre) but with relatively slow increase until 
1997; C) a new increase of the Grand-Lieu 
colony (32-37 pairs) and the Brière colonies 
(48-59 pairs) between 1998 and 2001, while 
appeared colonies in Marquenterre and 
Camargue; D) the last period 2002-2005 when 
the main colonies fluctuated in Loire 
Atlantique, revealing some local problems and 
may be limited carrying capacity, while the 

Camargue and Marquenterre colonies 
increased.  
 
 The large increase of the Atlantic coast 
population in only eight years (1992-1999) 
from a dozen to about one hundred pairs (mean 
annual growth rate =36%) was probably not 
totally due to local recruitment, even if the 
production of young was very high (2.61 
fledging young per nest in Grand-Lieu between 
1990 and 2001 and 2.86 in Brière between 
1994 and 2001, Marion 2002, but see under), 
because such an increasing rate seemed not 
possible without immigration from the 
increasing Dutch population, particularly at the 
end of the 1990©s when difficulties in breeding 
was observed in The Netherlands (Overdijk 
pers. comm.). This origin is proven by 
sightings of several adults in the colonies in 
Grand-Lieu and Brière.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2 : change in the breeding population size of Spoonbill in France according to colonies. 
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Exchange between populations was the rule 
both at local and European scale: 54% of the 
young that was born in Grand-Lieu and 57% of 
those in Brière bred as adults in other 
wetlands, 30% of the young from Grand-Lieu 
emigrating in Brière (considered largely as 
issued from Grand-Lieu) and 33% of those 
from Brière emigrating (in a second time) in 
Grand-Lieu. The new colony of Guérande 
attracted 5% of birds from Grand-Lieu and 
about 9% of those for the more proximate 
colonies of Brière. This metapopulation 
context includes the northern countries (The 
Netherlands and Germany) as well, that 
attracted 14% of young from Grand-Lieu and 
Brière in their colonies, probably as breeders 
even if only one proof of breeding was 
obtained at the moment. The annual 
fluctuations of  breeding population size did 
not depend on emigration in Grand-Lieu (R2 = 
0.04), bud did in Brière (R2= 0.59): the 
emigration of young as breeders was higher 
when the annual number of breeders 
decreased. Unfortunately we have only 4 
observations about successive annual breeding 
for adults, with change of colony for 3 of them 
between two successive breeding seasons.  
 
Due to these movements between colonies, it is 
difficult to determine the local environmental 
factors that influence the size of the breeding 
populations. The colony of Grand-Lieu could 
have reached a first level of carrying capacity 
around 15 pairs during the period B defined 
above, before a higher spring water level that 
could have increased through food resources 
its carrying capacity up to 37 pairs during the 
period C (1998-2001), when immigration from 
Brière was only observed (with 2005). The 
decrease of breeders at Grand-Lieu in 2002 
and above all 2003 (29 breeding attempts but 
only 14 successful nests and the lowest mean 
fledging young for successful nests observed 
from 1981, 1.43 against 2.59+0.16) 
corresponded to a decrease of the managed 
water level (-10 cm in spring, and flooding 
period of the feeding area on wet grasslands 
reduced by 3 weeks in June) from 2002, but 
also a decrease of breeding population of 
Sacred ibis, a very attractive species for 
Spoonbill at Grand-Lieu where both species 
breed in mixed colonies (Marion & Marion 
1994, 1999b). Since the regular settlement of 

Spoonbill at Grand-Lieu in 1987, there was a 
strong correlation between the number of 
breeders of both species (Spearman rang 
correlation = 0.87, p<0.01), higher than 
between water level and number of breeding 
Spoonbills (r Pearson = 0.57, p<0.05, R2 = 
0.32, F(1,17)=8.04, p=0.01). This relation 
between Spoonbill and Sacred ibis was not a 
coincidence because both species were 
mutually attracted with a non-random 
distribution: in spite of the fact that available 
breeding sites (Salix in reedbeds) were present 
on 2 000 ha, that theoretically could allow 
thousands of breeders evenly distributed, and 
that colonies frequently moved, both species 
bred together in mixed colonies in most of the 
cases (22 on to 27 annual Sacred ibis colonies 
on to 18 different sites were used by 
Spoonbill).  Such a relation due to proximate 
taxonomy and vocalisations of young was not 
observed with other colonial species in this site 
(Ardea cinerea, A. purpurea, Egretta alba, N. 
nycticorax, Phalacrocorax carbo), or at a well 
lower level with gregarious white Ardeids (E. 
garzetta and Bubulcus ibis), that all used the 
same habitats (Marion 1999), and conflict or 
predation of young or eggs were never 
observed at Grand-Lieu or Brière. In Brière, 
the Sacred ibis only bred in 2000 and 2001 in 
one colony, and in 2004 in another one. These 
corresponded to a peak in breeding number of 
Spoonbills in both colonies (up to 28 pairs in 
the first, and 78 in the second), moreover with 
an abandon of these sites when the Sacred ibis 
deserted them in 2003 and 2005 respectively, 
probably because the colonies were not 
flooded and did not present sufficient 
protection against terrestrial predators like 
foxes.  
 
May be the increase of the spring water level 
in marshes in both sites between 1996 and 
2001 played an important role in the increasing 
breeding populations of Spoonbill and Sacred 
ibis, and in Brière such a higher water level 
also corresponded to a boom of invasive prey, 
the Louisiana crawfish, that could explain the 
higher brood size of Spoonbill comparatively 
to Grand-Lieu, where adults fed mainly on 
insects and shrimps, that have to be caught to 
larger distance than in Brière, before the 
appearance of crawfish also at Grand-Lieu in 
2005. More recently, saturation by density-
dependent factors could play an increasing role 
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in levelling off the population size. Marion 
(2002) showed that at Grand-Lieu the mean 
brood size of young aged more than two weeks 
was lower than in Brière until 1999 (2.50 
against 2.86 young/nest), and for both sites, he 
observed a decreasing of brood size with time 
(r= -0.66 for Grand-Lieu and -0.86 for Brière), 
in parallel to the increase of the number of 
breeders.  
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Spoonbills feeding in a Senegalese Mangrove 
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A COMPARISON BETWEEN THE USE OF TWO ESTUARIES IN THE 
NORTH WEST FRANCE BY THE SPOONBILL 

 
Patr ick TRIPLET, David HEMERY, Chr istophe AULERT, Philippe CARRUETTE, 

François SUEUR 
 
Two closed estuaries are important staging 
areas for migrating spoonbills nesting in 
the Netherlands. The Somme estuary and 
the Seine estuary contain Nature Reserves 

which contain some wetlands which high 
quantities of food. 
 

Fig. 1 : Location of the studied estuaries 
 
Methods  

On both sites (fig. 1), Spoonbills are 
counted every ten days period, and every day 
during  

 
migration period. When possible, birds are 
observed at the nearest so to read colour rings. 

 
Results 

Figure 2 indicates that although the 
sites are very closed, they are not used on the 
same manner. The Seine Estuary is important 
during the spring migration when birds rests 
and feed on different hunting ponds. During 
the autumn migration, birds are less numerous. 
At the contrary, in the Somme estuary, spring 

migration is not very developed. Birds stage on 
the site during the summer migration, with 
increasing numbers until mid September. After 
that, numbers decline sharply and only a few 
birds winter on the site. 
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Somme
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Fig. 2 : the differences in phenology between the two main estuaries of the North of France. 
 

Another main surprise between the two 
estuaries is the age ratio distribution. 
Immatures birds represent 63% of the birds in 
the Somme data whilst they occur only in 3 % 
of the birds in the Seine estuary. However, we 
have to consider that the periods are different, 
the percentage dealing with birds in autumn 

migration in the Somme and in spring 
migration in the Seine. Nonetheless, it is clear 
that immature birds do not stop in the Seine 
estuary during the autumn migration. 

 
Fig. 3 : age ratio of spoonbills in the studied estuaries 

 
The same picture occurs when the ratio 

is examined in four years (fig. 4) but it seems 
to get a trend in the Somme data : are 
immature birds more numerous or, at the 
contrary, are adults birds less common on this 

site ? We need to keep in mind that the number 
of breeding birds is increasing in the 
Netherlands, which can explain the higher 
number of immature birds the last years. 
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Fig. 4 : changes in the percentage of immature birds on both sites during a four year period. 
 

The previous argument is corroborated 
by the fact that the age of the birds in the 
Somme estuary is declining within the last 25 

years (fig. 5). 

 
Fig. 5 : Change age of birds in the Somme estuary within the last 25 years. 
 
Last, the duration of the stay in autumn in the 
Somme estuary tends to decrease within the 
last fifteen years (r =-0,29, P<0,001; fig. 6). 
Unfortunatly, monitoring of Spoonbills in the 
Seine estuary is too new for a comparison. It is 

just noticeable that it seems to be a difference 
between the duration of the stay during the 
1983-2000 period and the 2001-2004 period 
(fig. 7). 
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Fig. 6 : the duration of the stay in the Somme estuary (autumn period) 
 

Fig. 7 : the duration of the stay in the Seine estuary (spring period). 
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Breeding of  Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia in Andalusia,  South Spain,  
in 2005. 
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In this paper, we give results of the 
Management Plan for Eurasian Spoonbill 
(Platalea leucorodia) carried out in the 
breeding period 2005 in Andalucía (Southwest 
Spain). Most part of this work has been carried 
out by the Consejería de Medio Ambiente 
(Andalusian Government), with the 
collaboration of Doñana Biological Station 
(CSIC; Sevilla, Spain).  
 
The methodology includes monthly censuses, 
monitoring breeding colonies, management of 
breeding and feeding sites from a regional 
perspective and analyse of long-term data 
focused towards a synthesis in a National 
Action Plan. The monitoring of colonies 
includes aerial survey, which is an important 
tool to locate colonies in marshlands, followed 
by visits to colonies and ringing of chicks and 
many observations. 
 
Abnormal situation in spr ing 2005 
 
Between mid-February and mid-March 2005, 
39 adult and three immature spoonbills were 
found dead or in poor conditions (4.9% of the 
number at that time).  Seven birds were ringed, 
six Spanish, one Dutch). This mortality 
coincided with very cold days. The 
temperature from January to March were 
below average, with daily temperatures as low 
as 5ëC. This cold weather coincided with the 
scarcity of rainfall in the last five months, 
which means a poor food supply. Although 
other species were also affected, among 
aquatic birds, spoonbills were the most 
sensitive. Most spoonbills were captured with 
a poor body condition, and full nuptial 
plumage; birds were not able to fly and 
weighed less that 1kg. Results indicated that 
starvation was the cause of mortality.  
 

 
Breeding per iod 
 
The start of breeding was delayed at least 
nearly three months. The estimated date of the 
first egg laid was 23 March, when usually 
spoonbills start to breed in early January. In all 
colonies, breeding was highly synchronized 
and no second breeding attempts was 
observed. 
 
The breeding population was dramatically 
reduced compared to the previous year.  Total 
breeding population was 291 pairs, compared 
to 1800 pairs in the previous years. Four 
colony sites were not used by spoonbills. The 
most important of them was the colony of the 
Doñana National Park (‘Pajarera’ ). Because 
the freshwater marshlands surrounding the 
colony, which are an important feeding place, 
were all dry, no spoonbills attempted to breed, 
while 1169 pairs had been registered the 
previous year. 
 
Other two colonies, Bahía de Cádiz and Isla 
Cristina Marshes, registered a strong decline 
although they were located in salt-marshes 
areas, where presumably food resources rely 
more on tidal influence. This is probably 
related to the importance of freshwater for 
young birds. However, in Odiel colony, one of 
the most stable nucleus also in salt-marshes, 
the situation was similar in the terms of 
number of breeding pairs (193 in 2005 vs 191 
in 2004).  
 
One of the recent colonies, located in 
eucalyptus trees, was not used because of the 
presence of an Imperial Eagle (Aquila 
adalberti) breeding pair that started to nest for 
the first time in that site. 
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Breeding success 
 
Breeding success was estimated by the number 
of fledglings (those ringed chicks that managed 
to flight, i.e. not found dead in colony) divided 
by the number of nests. The average was 0,50 
chick/pair, while in 2004 the same estimate 
was 1.20 chick/nest. 

 

In this abnormal situation we wanted to know 
whether spoonbills remain in the area, in 
another place or disperse elsewhere. Monthly 
counts indicate that there were much more 
spoonbills than expected by the total breeding 
population (Fig.1). In April and May 2005, 
there were almost 2 000 individuals present in 
the region for only 291 breeding pairs, thus 1 
400 individuals were not breeding. Most of 
those birds were adults: no young was reported 
outside the colony until June. From June to 
July 2005, less than 5% observed were young 
and a maximum of 11% were immature. Most 
birds were from the Spanish population, since 
only 16% of ringed birds come from the 
Netherlands in April, and none in May.  
 
Compared to 2004 counts of spoonbills, a wet 
year, the difference was noticeable: numbers 
were more or less similar in January and 
February but start to differ from March to June 
(about 1 000 individuals less in 2005). In July, 
there were a strong difference (about 4 000 
individuals less in 2005), not sufficiently 
explained by the incorporation of young in the 
population in 2004. National Spoonbill counts 
failed to detect important groups of spoonbills 
elsewhere in Spain. It is possible that 
spoonbills that were not breeding started 
migration to Africa earlier in 2005. 
 
Spoonbill in Por tugal 
 
In collaboration with Miguel Lorenzo, from 
the Consellería de Galicia, we visited the 
spoonbill breeding colonies in Portugal. In 
total, the breeding population was estimated to 
about 85 breeding pairs, distributed between 
the colony of Paul do Boquilobo (50 pairs, data 
from Carlos Noivo), Escaroupim (11 pairs), 
Ría Formosa (13 pairs, data collected in 
collaboration with Nuno Grade) and two 

colonies in the area of Evora (total 11 pairs). 
However, our visit was late in the season and it 
is possible that several early breeding pairs 
were missed.  
 
Trends in the Spanish and European 
population 
 
We put both Spanish and total West European 
yearly breeding populations since 1984 in 
Fig.2. Most data were gathered from the 
Eurosite Spoonbill Network. We observed a 
positive trend in Western Europe with up and 
downs. The fluctuations seem to be mainly 
determined by the situation in Spain, which is 
depending itself on the Doñana colony. 
Doñana colony represents 30 to 50% of the 
total western European population, The size of 
the colony is partly depending on the rainfall 
pattern, being considerably higher in wet years.  
 
The Doñana colony is actually the subject of a 
important debate in nature conservation. As it 
was already explained during the first Eurosite 
Meeting (Rochefort, 1995), the colony of 
herons and spoonbills cause the degradation of 
oak trees (Quercus suber), which is itself an 
endangered species. A decision is to be taken: 
what should be protected:  birds or trees? At 
present, there is the intention from the nature 
managers to actively move the bird colony to 
another suitable place. In this sense, we try 
different management activities to reinforce 
the substrate in other alternative colonies. We 
also intend to attract birds to other areas by 
collocating nest platforms, decoys and 
releasing young birds form captive breeding 
programs. 
 
It is very important to emphasize the fragility 
of the species: even if the general trend is 
positive in Europe, and although some people 
have argued that the vulnerable status should 
be reconsidered, spoonbill population is still 
concentrated in a few colonies, which are not 
exempted of threats, as it is the case for 
Doñana colony. Most of western Europe 
population depends also on the situation in 
Senegal and Mauritania, where young spend 
two or three years before to return to their 
breeding grounds and where all the population 
concentrates in winter. All these aspects have 
to be considered in a International Action Plan.
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Fig. 1. Monthly counts of Spoonbills in Andalusia in 2004 and 2005. 
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IDENTIFYING STOPOVER WETLANDS FOR THE CONSERVATION 
OF AN ENDANGERED WATERBIRD SPECIES: THE ROLE OF 

SANTOÑA MARSHES FOR THE EURASIAN SPOONBILL PLATALEA 
LEUCORODIA DURING AUTUMN MIGRATION 

 
Juan G. NAVEDO SEO/BirdLife    juangnavedo@yahoo.es 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Santoña Marshes (Cantabrian Coast, 

Spain) provides roughly 1.500 ha. of intertidal 
areas, for spoonbills Platalea leucorodia and 
another waterbirds, inside the East Atlantic 
Flyway. For Spoonbills, an endangered species 
(SPEC 2), their autumn passage begins in 
Santoña in mid-august and ends in mid-
october, picking during September. 
 

Since 2000 to 2004 years we studied 
species use of the estuary, continuously at least 
from september 1st to 28th, and daily from 
9h00 to 20h00. To obtain the total number of 
individuals that use the area during this period, 
we sum every flock that leave the area after 
using it (see Navedo y González, 2002). More 
than 250 volunteers had participate in this five 
year study. In 2002, 2003 and 2004, we studied 
simultaneously, the individual use of the 
estuary, at least from September 1st to30th. 

For this purpose we located daily every ringed 
bird from a boat, during 1 hour before to 1 
hour after low tide. 
 
 

  
 
 

 
RESULTS 

In this three-year study, we located a 
total of 233 PVC-ringed spoonbills during 
autumn migration that were correctly identified 

in databases (* ). 80% of all ringed birds 
identified came from three of the most 

Others
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Figure 1 Origin of ringed 
birds located in Santoña 
during autumn migration 

(n=233). 
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important breeding sites, located all in the Wadden Sea area. 
 
 

Every year, at least since 2000, more 
and more Spoonbills have been stopping at 
Santoña Marshes during post-breeding 

migration (Figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 2: Summarize of results of  monitoring spoonbill migration (2000-2004). 
 
Arriving flocks are composed of a smaller 
number of birds than leaving ones (Figure 3). 
 

 
 
Birds from different breeding areas, and from 
different age classes, stop in Santoña Marshes 

at different periods of September (Figures 4a 
and b). 
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Figure 4 (a) Arrival date related to colony area; (b) Arrival date related to age class (n=233) 
 

Birds follow two migration routes, 
although SW direction is the most important 
(table 1). Flocks exhibit different behaviour 
when they leave the area: after circling to gain 

altitude to be able to cross the mountains of the 
Cordillera Cantábrica (SW direction); or at low 
altitude following the coastline (W direction).

 
Table I. Direction of flocks observed leaving Santoña marshes. 
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DISCUSSION 
 

Around 35-40 % of the North Atlantic 
population of spoonbills use Santoña marshes 
during post-breeding migration (table XI). This 

site is, therefore, of crucial importance to the 
species during this period. 

 
 

Table II. Percentage of Dutch population that stops at Santoña marshes. 
 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
859 1248 1445 1918 2455

3468 3960 5157 4473 5013

25% 32% 28% 43% 49%

Birds using Santoña

Dutch population *

% (minimum)
 

*  Overdijk, O. pers. com. 
 

Flock size arriving in the estuary was 
smaller than leaving one, and a high 
percentage of the North Atlantic population 
(around 50% of the West Paleartic pop.) stop 
in the area. It suggests that Santoña Marshes 
could be the most important meeting point for 
these population of Eurasian Spoonbill, in the 
time when flocks were migrating south, and 
not every bird can follow the flock until they 
reach the next staging area. These birds that 
loss the flock they were flying in, meet other 
spoonbills in Santoña. 
 

Adults precede yearlings, so there 
could be a different age migration pattern in 
order to minimize competition for food on key 
staging areas. Moreover, birds from different 
colonies reach the stopover area in different 
periods, so there could also be a different 
migration pattern related to birds breeding 
area. 
 

Santoña Marshes could represent a 
“migration crossroads”  for Spoonbills, since 
birds that continue to the West (around 21%) 
probably overwinter in the wetlands of the 
Atlantic coast of Iberian Peninsula, whereas 

birds that fly to the Southwest (around 79%) 
overwinter further south. 
 

Therefore, we identify Santoña 
Marshes as a key staging area for the species 
during migration. Any ecological or social 
trouble in this little estuary (less than 1.500 ha) 
-fuel disaster, casual polution event 
(probability to occur?), steep increase in 
recreational practices-, could lead a drop in the 
population of this endangered species, since a 
big part of these birds (e.g. Spoonbills that 
migrate across Iberian Peninsula) could not be 
able to reach the next key staging area in their 
flyway. 
 
Spoonbills need Santoña and Santoña needs 
Spoonbills 
 

Thus management of this SPA area 
during this season can play a crucial role for 
the conservation of the species in the frame of 
a sustainable development. Particularly, it is 
essential to develop special policies due to 
prevent increasing disturbances brought with 
recreational practices. 
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THE BLACK-FACED SPOONBILL NETWORK IN ASIA 
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Hong Kong Bird Watching Society 

 
Present address: G.P.O. Box 12460, Hong Kong Bird Watching Society, Hong Kong. 

Internet: bfspoonbill@hkbws.org.hk 
 
Background 
 
 Six species of spoonbills distribute 
worldwide except Antarctica. The Black-faced 
Spoonbill Platalea minor is the smallest in size 
and also the rarest among the others. Only a 
total of 1,500 individuals are found along the 
eastern coastal fringe of East Asia from the 
north in Yellow Sea to the south in Red River 
Delta of Vietnam, with a few immature birds 
occasionally recorded in Thailand and the 
Philippines (Yu 2005). Three main winter 
congregation sites are known: (in descending 
order) Taiwan, Hong Kong and Vietnam. 
These sites hold 75% of the known world 
population. Loss of coastal mudflat and severe 
disturbances in both breeding and wintering 
grounds are thought to be the main reasons of 
its scarcity (BirdLife International 2001).  
 
Beginning 
  

The first alarm was rung in late 1980s. 
Kennerley (1990) reviewed existing 
information on the  distribution and the 
population of the wintering Black-faced 
Spoonbill. Only fewer than 300 individuals 
were found mainly in a few sites, including the 
mentioned sites. It drew attentions from both 
local and international conservationists. 
Subsequently, the first coordinated 
international census of wintering populations 
of the Black-faced Spoonbill was organized in 
winter 1993-94 to update Kennerley’s review 
and assess its status (Dahmer and Felley 1994). 
This census has further helped in establishing a 
network for conservation and research of 
Black-faced Spoonbill in the years later on. 
 
 The International Black-faced 
Spoonbill Census is carried out in a 
synchronized manner and the coordination of 
the census is mainly to identify counters in 
different places which could offer support to 

conduct census. Counters include experienced 
ornithologists, staffs of nature reserves and 
amateur bird watchers. All of them assist the 
census in a voluntary basis. Before that time, 
there were a lack of field experts to survey 
some areas in China mainland and Vietnam. 
Helpers from Taiwan and Hong Kong offered 
support and joined the survey to some parts of 
these areas.  
 
Transformation 
  

In 1994-95, conservationists had begun 
to draft the first action plan of the conservation 
of the Black-faced  Spoonbill. More 
communication among researchers were made 
and it has strengthened the network through 
gradual development of the international 
census. The action plan was completed and 
published in 1995 (Severinghaus et al. 1995). 
Implementation of some conservation 
measures also enhanced further contacts and 
interflows among researchers and 
conservationists in the spoonbill’ s range 
countries. Towards to the late 20th century, 
international communication was further 
facilitated by development of internet and 
emails. This has speeded up information 
exchange among researchers and also relevant 
information posted in internet drew more 
public attentions about the Black-faced 
Spoonbill conservation. 
 
Case study: Hong Kong 
  
The Hong Kong Bird Watching Society 
(HKBWS) was established since 1957 and it is 
the sole organization focusing on knowledge of 
wild bird and its habitat in Hong Kong. The 
society has over 700 members at present and 
there is an increasing trend in number. As 
more members are interested to this globally 
threatened species, the Black-faced Spoonbill 
research group was formed in 2001 and this 



 53

group aims to focus research and conservation 
efforts of this species, to centralize 
information, to enrich member’s knowledge 
and to enhance communication within the 
society. 
 
 Members of the Black-faced Spoonbill 
research group have conducted several studies 
in recent winters: International Black-faced 
Spoonbill Census, age structure study of 
wintering Black-faced Spoonbill in Hong 
Kong and collection of re-sighting information 
of colour-ringed Black-faced Spoonbills.  
 
 The annual International Black-faced 
Spoonbill Census is the key information source 
for the global Black-faced Spoonbill 
conservation. It provides annual and 
comparable figure, and the latest trend of the 
known population of the Black-faced 
Spoonbill. The HKBWS was appointed to be 
the international coordinator of this census 
since 2003 and the research group organizes 
counts both in Hong Kong and other wintering 
grounds. 
 
 The first aim of the age structure study 
of wintering Black-faced Spoonbill in Hong 
Kong is to collect information of the ratio of 
adult and non-adult wintering spoonbills. It is 
an on-going monitoring programme and the 
information obtained in this study could help 
assessing breeding success and predicting 
population growth. This study is funded by the 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 
Department, Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region Government. 
 
 The research group is also gathering all 
the information of the re-sighting of the 
colour-ringed Black-faced Spoonbills. The 
birds were marked for studying their migration 
route. The re-sightings records could also bring 
information on longevity, length of stay, as 
well as both local and overseas movement. 
Such information of this species is very little 
known to researchers. 
 
 We also made a special homepage 
about the Black-faced Spoonbill which is 
hosted at the Hong Kong Bird Watching 
Society website ( 
http://www.hkbws.org.hk/bfs/index.html ). 
Information about the Black-faced Spoonbill is 
updated in a regular basis. This facilitated 

members, conservationists and researchers to 
obtain the latest information of the Black-faced 
Spoonbill. 
 
Looking forward 
  

The Black-faced Spoonbill is still facing a 
high risk of extinction from degradation 
and destruction of both its breeding and 
wintering habitats, as well as human 
disturbance. Besides strengthening our 
research effort, promotion of public 
awareness of Black-faced Spoonbill 
conservation in the region is also essential. 
Both governments and local NGOs are 
working in different projects in this aspect 
at present and in the future.  

 
 In January 2006, the HKBWS 
organized a symposium: Keeping Asia’s 
Spoonbills Airborne - International 
Symposium of Research and Conservation of 
the Black-faced Spoonbill. Participants from 
all Black-faced Spoonbill distribution region 
joined this important symposium. This 
provided a discussion platform to review 
existing information, strengthened research 
and conservation efforts. This symposium has 
also identified a wider partnership to protect 
the species and its habitats. We have initiated 
the first discussion for preparation of the draft 
of a new action plan for BirdLife International 
to be submitted to the Secretariat of the 
Conservation of Migratory Species. The new 
action plan will provide suggestions and 
recommendations to the future conservation 
works in order to ensure long-term future of 
the Black-faced Spoonbill and its habitats, and 
to prevent extinction.   
 
Conclusion 
  
Black-faced Spoonbill is recovering from its 
tiny population of about 300 individuals in late 
1980s to 1,500 individuals in January 2005. 
Assuming that the breeding has been 
successful in recent years to boost up the 
numbers, but the recent conservation works in 
major wintering grounds have also enhanced 
the survival of the birds. Safeguard of 
important sites, e.g. Tsengwen River estuary 
area of Taiwan and Mai Po of Hong Kong, 
have been done closely through cooperation 
between governments and local NGOs. 
Coverage of the international census has also 
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increased due to better promotion through the 
internet. More people started to realize better 
protection of the bird that also needs to protect 
its habitats. These cause the Black-faced 
Spoonbill conservation to be one of the most 
successful cases in the world. 
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The Spoonbill network in Hor tobagy National Park 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Eurosite Spoonbill network newsletter  is edited by Eurosite. This newsletter  was 
prepared by by Patr ick TRIPLET (SMACOPI). The next issue is expected in October  2006. 
Please send notes, papers, pictures to Patr ick patr icktr iplet@baiedesomme.org as soon as 

possible. 


