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EDITORIAL 
 

This fifth issue of the Spoonbill newsletter arrives more or less 2 years after the fourth issue. 
During this period, we have been preparing the International Spoonbill Action Plan for AEWA. It was an 
intensive and exciting period during which we have collected information from 75 countries. The Action 
Plan was written in English but a French version has been prepared too, so that it can easily be 
understood by the French speaking community, in particular in Africa. To our knowledge, this is the first 
and (so far) the only one in both languages. 

This newsletter includes some of the talks presented during the workshop held in October 2007, in 
the Djoudj National Park (Senegal). This meeting was mainly devoted to development of the Action Plan 
and most of the debates revolved around the actions to be taken for the different populations. 
 

Patrick TRIPLET, Otto OVERDIJK and MICHAEL SMART  
 

Colour ringing efforts in some countries in the per iod 2002-2007 
 

Otto Overdijk 
 
Every year many ringers are in the field to ring 
a cohort of young Spoonbills, mostly nestlings. 
In the following table, the numbers of ringed 
individuals are broken down by year and 
country. It shows an increasing effort and also 
an increasing number of countries involved in 
colour-ringing of Spoonbills. 
 
It is recommended that analysis of this 
enormous amount of data be carried out in one 
session all in the same way, so that the 

outcome is comparable and differences in 
population parameters can be detected. 
 
Thanks to all national bird ringing centres, 
universities, volunteers and professional 
ringers and to all ring readers who spend so 
many hours in the field, trying to read the rings 
while the bird is sleeping on one leg. Also 
thanks to all coordinators for the administrative 
work which is necessarily behind this ringing 
effort.  
 

Country 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
Netherlands 185   310    392    394   450   459 
France   96     57    166    125   165   173 
Spain 379   564    721    169   912   763 
Italy   93     96      88      39     43     61 
Germany     9     15      29      39     40   109 
Denmark        6        3        8   
Hungary      74    107      62     89   130 
Serbia      38    101    154     20   128 
Croatia      34      63    109     36     98 
Romania      99      66    
Czech Republic      18        8     10       5       3 
Turkey            6 
Mauritania     6         1      56 
Total  768 1311 1744 1110 1760 1986 
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Importance of artificial inland Iberian wetlands (E xtremadura, SW 

Spain) for the conservation of Spoonbill population s in the East 
Atlantic flyway: new opportunities for breeding, di spersal and 

stopover during migration. 
 
Emilio Costillo, Juan Gómez, Juan Manuel Sánchez an d Casimiro Corbacho 
 
In the East Atlantic Flyway, 

Extremadura is situated inland in SW Spain in 
the Iberian Peninsula, between the Spanish 
and north European colonies. The number and 
area of artificial wetlands have increased in 
recent years, with both small ponds and big 
reservoirs. We have counted 900 wetlands in 
the basins of the Tajo and Guadiana, the 
biggest rivers in Extremadura. 

 
We counted Spoonbills in the 

Guadiana Basin (453 wetlands). These 
censuses show that Spoonbills regularly and 
opportunistically use these wetlands as 
stopover points. But, how important are 
artificial Extremedura wetlands for the 
conservation of Spoonbill populations in the 
East Atlantic Flyway? We conducted a new 
and intensive study at Los Canchales 
Reservoir, a regular stopover point, probably 
the best in inland Iberia. The presence and use 
parameters differ among populations of 
Spoonbills. 

 
North European populations are 

present during spring and autumn migration. 
Initial results show that migrant Spoonbills 
cross the Iberian Peninsula by following the 
coastal route or flying directly from the 
Cantabrian coast to Andalusia. At present, this 
species seems to have undergone changes in 
its migratory pattern, and a significant 
percentage of the East Atlantic population 
stops in inland areas, such as the Extremadura 
wetlands, many of them artificial sites in a 
wetland complex which forms a link in the 
chain and facilitates the crossing of the Iberian 
Peninsula. These wetlands are very important 
because they may reduce energy costs and 
increase the availability of secure stopover 
sites for conserving the Spoonbill.  Studies of 
variation in survival in migratory birds have 
found dramatically lower survival during 
migration than during either breeding or 
overwintering, especially for non adult 
populations. The Extremadura wetlands may 
provide a source of energy for survival, 
especially important for recently fledged birds 
and for reproductive success in subsequent 
years. Furthermore, completion of migration 

depends not only on judicious timing of stages 
of long-distance flights (to minimize energy 
expenditure and increase the availability of 
energy reserves on arrival), but also on the 
opportunity to feed in undisturbed conditions at 
staging sites, which appear to be the weak 
links in a make or break chain of migratory 
events that may result in success or failure in 
breeding. Inland wetland complexes provide 
critical refuelling resources along direct routes 
between summering and wintering grounds. 

 
Southern European populations are 

also present during the dispersal period. Inland 
Iberian wetlands are also important in post-
fledging dispersal of Spanish Spoonbills (for 
both adults and juveniles). Although colonies 
are at high quality sites and young birds may 
benefit from remaining in their natal area until 
migration, intraspecific competition may be 
high and younger individuals may be displaced 
to lower quality sites by adults. In the 
Extremadura wetlands, intraspecific 
competition is low, because there are no 
Spoonbills at this period. The availability of 
prey in these wetlands may also be higher than 
in areas around the colonies when the 
breeding season is over. These factors may 
increase survival, which is especially important 
in fledging and may improve condition prior to 
migration 

 
In 1999 Spoonbills finally started 

breeding in the Extremadura wetlands. Since 
then we have observed the species breeding in 
nine different sites, though only two are regular 
nesting areas, one in Toril in Cáceres province 
and the other at Montijo Reservoir in Badajoz 
province. A few pairs breed in mixed colonies 
of storks and different species of herons; in 
2007 there were at least 14 pairs in three 
colonies.  

 
Although considerable efforts have 

been made to determine whether bird 
population limitation occurs on the breeding or 
the wintering grounds, there is emerging 
evidence that population limitation is also 
possible during migration. On the East Atlantic 
Flyway, wetlands have been drained and 



 3 

altered to such a degree that their very 
existence is threatened. In the 20th Century 
there has been substantial loss of wetland 
habitats and of suitable migration stopover 
sites along the flyway. Human disturbance has 
also increased in these sites. The impact of 
these changes in coastal wetlands on 
Spoonbill migration can be mitigated by the 
presence of man-made habitats such as the 
Extremadura reservoirs. In future scenarios of 

global warming, the wetlands that are most 
vulnerable to climate change are natural 
wetlands, whereas artificial wetlands such as 
reservoirs may be less vulnerable to changes 
in climate. These new stopover, dispersal and 
breeding sites can increase the connectivity 
patterns between breeding distributions of 
European Spoonbills and their wintering sites, 
and between different breeding populations in 
Europe. 

 
 

An overview of Spoonbills in Italy 
 

Stefano Volponi*, Davide Emiliani ** & Mauro Fasola  *** 
 

* Italian Ringing Scheme, National Wildlife Institute (I.N.F.S.) - Bologna 
** World Wildlife Fund - Ravenna 

*** Department of Animal Biology, University of Pavia - Pavia 
 
 
In Italy the Eurasian Spoonbill was traditionally 
considered as a regular migrant until the late 
1970s when the records of wintering birds 
became more frequent and numerous. The first 
regular observations occurred in a few 
brackish lagoons in Tuscany and Lazio, then 
Spoonbills were reported from wetlands along 
the coasts of Sardinia, Sicily and Apulia, and 
more recently also in central and northern 
continental sites, the Po Delta and the Lagoon 
of Venice, the latter not far from the traditional 
breeding grounds. Nowadays up to 500-650 
Spoonbills overwinter in 20-25 coastal sites.  

In 1989, Spoonbills began to breed in the 
Comacchio lagoons, in the southern Po Delta 
(NE Italy). Since then, breeding attempts and 
successful nesting occurred at 10-12 sites in 
North Italy, mostly along the North Adriatic 
coast. Only the Comacchio area has been 
regularly occupied (Figure 1). Nowadays the 
Italian breeding population accounts for 100-
110 breeding pairs in 3-5 colonies. The trend is 
positive and in the coming years we expect a 
further increase, due to the growth of present 
colonies, and the (re)colonisation of sites 
occupied in the recent past or regularly used 
for summering.  

In the colonies of the Comacchio area, 
monitoring of breeding numbers, recording of 
reproductive variables and nestling biometry, 
as well as ringing of nestlings, have been 
carried out since the first nesting in 1989. So 
far, 984 nestlings have been ringed with metal 
and/or colour rings (black with a white code), 
leading to more than 2,500 
recoveries/resightings of 487 single birds (i.e. 
49.3% of those ringed), which are distributed 

over 120 sites, 50 of them outside Italy (Figure 
2).  

Data from colour-ring readings show that the 
establishment of new breeding colonies is 
related to the dispersal of birds born in the 
Comacchio area, while the contribution of 
foreign birds to the reproductive stock is still 
unknown. In fact, no bird ringed abroad has 
ever been observed in any of the Italian 
colonies. Observations carried out at the 
Comacchio colonies in 2003 showed that 14 
years after the initial colonisation of the area, 
one-third of the breeders were local natives, 
while the other two-thirds were of external or 
unknown origin. Hopefully, the new ringing 
project recently started in East Europe will 
provide new insights into the possible origin of 
the colonisers. The Balkans are considered to 
be the most likely source of colonisation, since 
this region is closest to the breeding area, and 
since 33 of 34 ring recoveries recorded 
between 1908 and 1978, before the onset of 
breeding in Italy, originate from the Danube 
Basin and the Balkans, and only one from The 
Netherlands.  

After the end of the breeding season, young 
and adults of the Comacchio colonies disperse 
in the surrounding wetlands (50 km) where 
they may stay up to August, when the onset of 
post-breeding migration pushes most  birds 
southwards along the Italian peninsula. 
Migrants that do not overwinter in continental 
Italy may remain in the wetlands of south-
central Italy until October or November, then 
cross the sea following two main routes. Both 
go through Tuscany to reach the major 
wintering areas, located respectively in 
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Sardinia and North Africa. Both seem to be 
quite distinct wintering areas because all the 
birds seen or recovered in Tunisia or Libya 
(and even Sicily) have so far been seen or 
recovered in Sardinia, and vice versa. A few 
individuals may reach the Atlantic Coast, but 
some cross the Sahara to reach wetlands in 
Mali (two records) and Nigeria (one record).  
 
Some mixing of birds of different origins is 
likely to occur in the wintering areas and this 
may play an important role for mixing genes, 
extending the breeding range and favouring 
the conservation of the species. Ringing data 
show that Spoonbills born in the Comacchio 
colonies may breed abroad (as recorded in the 
Camargue) or visit, during the breeding time, 
regions in both Western (Belgium, 
Netherlands, France, Germany) and Eastern 
Europe (Croatia, Hungary, Turkey) which are 
supposed to host two quite distinct 
populations.  

Many issues about the ecology of the Italian 
Spoonbills are still poorly known and require a 
coordinated monitoring program. Besides 
continuing the census at wintering and 
breeding sites, it would be important to achieve 
a better understanding of movements and 
distribution at stopover sites during migration. 
At national and international level, it seems a 
high priority to continue colour ringing at the 
colonies as well as to increase ring reading 
efforts in areas so far neglected or not well 
covered (e.g. Sicily and Apulia in Italy). 
Moreover, in order to improve our knowledge 
of the origin and movements of birds living in 
different part of Europe, and to clarify the role 
of North and Central Africa as wintering areas, 
it would be important to promote coordinated 
international projects that could use advanced 
technologies such as satellite-tracking and 
genetic analysis. 

 

 

Figure 1. Distribution of breeding sites in Italy. All the sites are in northern Italy, while the main wintering 
area are in central Italy (Tuscany, Lazio), and the largest islands (Sardinia, Sicily). Only the Comacchio 
area (including the Comacchio and Ravenna wetlands) has been regularly occupied since the first 
breeding event.  
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Figure 2. Distribution of ringing recoveries and resightings of Spoonbills ringed as nestlings in Italy. 
Ringing has been carried out in four colonies, three of them located in the Comacchio area, in the 
southern Po Delta. 

 
 

SPOONBILL (PLATALEA LEUCORODIA LEUCORODIA L., 1758)  IN 
AZERBAIJAN. 

 
Aytekin F. Jabbarova 

 
Status in Azerbaijan. There is one 

subspecies of the genus Spoonbill in Azerbaijan, 
Platalea leucorodia leucorodia L., 1758 (Syn. 
Platalea major Temm. et Schleg., 1849). It is 
included in the Red Data Book of Azerbaijan as 
a rare and declining species. It occurs only in 
the breeding season in Azerbaijan. It is recorded 
mainly in Lenkoran and Kura-Araz lowlands 
(Abdurakchmanov, 1977; Mustafayev, 2004). 

 
Methods. Research on breeding has 

been conducted in 2004-2006 at the following 
sites: Machmudchala and Varvara reservoirs, 
Lakes Aggyol, Flamingo and Sarisu and 
Gizilagache reserve. Recording and 
observation of birds were conducted from the 
banks of the wetlands and from boats (including 
motor boats). Telescopes (Viking – 30-60x80) 
and binoculars (RSPB – 10x40) were used for 

counting individuals and identification of 
species diversity. Birds and their nests were 
counted in a few model areas of the wetlands 
studied (the one in Lake Aggyol covers 30 � 2, 
and that in Gizilagache reserve covers 50 � 2) 
and the results were extrapolated to all areas of 
the colony. For each species the distance 
between nests and the height above lake level 
were measured.  

To define food intake, the remnants of 
food, excrements and vomit were studied in the 
nests. Visual and optical observations were 
conducted in feeding habitats.  

 
Research.  The literature notes that 

colonies of Ciconiiformes were recorded at the 
Gizilagache reserve, and at Lakes Aggyol, 
Sarisu, Machmudchala and Flamingo, at 
Varvara reservoirs, the delta of the River Kura 
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and Boz-Goba. These colonies are formed by 
Great and Pygmy Cormorant, Night Heron, 
Squacco Heron, Cattle Egret, Great White 
Egret, Little Egret, Purple Heron, Spoonbill and 
Glossy Ibis. Between 1930 and 1940 (in the 
territory of Azerbaijan) 238,500 pairs of these 
species were noted; in the 1970s 95,000-
115,000, at the end of the 1980s and the 
beginning of the 1990s 70,000-100,000 were 
registered (Grekov, 1965; Mustafaev, Kazimov, 
1965� ; Vinogradov, 1967; Tuayev, Vasilyev, 
1972; Litvinova, 1979; Vinogradov and others, 
1990; Patrikeev, 1991� , � ; Sultanov, 2000). 

 
Modern research.  In a three-year research 
study, the breeding of Spoonbills was recorded 
in two areas (Lake Aggyol and Gizilagache 
Reserve) from four researched colonies at three 
sites with a total breeding population of 803 
individuals. At the Varvara reservoirs two mixed 
colonies of Ciconiiformes were found but 
Spoonbills are absent there (Jabbarova, 2007). 
At the Machmudchala reservoirs, Lakes 

Flamingo and Sarisu the colonies of Storks 
were not studied.  

Lake Aggyol. Analysis of the 
literature showed that three to four mixed 
colonies, with 6-11 species of Ciconiiformes 
and Pygmy Cormorant were recorded in the 
beginning of the 1960s. At the end of the 1960s 
13,470 pairs (2,200 pairs of Spoonbill) were 
counted. At the end of the 1970s and in the 
beginning of the 1980s 20,000 – 25,000 pairs 
were noted (with 600-700 pairs of Spoonbill) 
(Vinogradov, 1967; Vasilyev, 1968; Vinogradov, 
Tschernyavskaya, 1969; Tuayev, 1975; 
Sultanov and others, 1998).   
In the first ten days of July 2004, we divided the 
colony into segments one hectare in area 
(Jabbarova, 2006). The colony is made up of 
seven species of Ciconiiformes (Night Heron, 
Squacco Heron, Cattle Egret, Little Egret, 
Purple Heron, Spoonbill and Glossy Ibis) and 
Pygmy Cormorant. The total population is 
estimated at 18,014 individuals (Table 1). 

 
 

Table 1. Number and some features of Ciconiiformes breeding at Lake Aggyol. 
 

�  Species 

Number Data from the Literature 
In the colony  

Nests 
On the shore  Time of 

breeding 
Number 
of eggs Indiv. % Indiv. % 

1 Pygmy Cormorant 3150 17.5 784 280 10.6 March-April  3 - 5 
2 Great Bittern       3 0.11     
3 Little Bittern        3 0.11     
4 Night Heron 990 5.5 230 22 0.8 March 3 - 5 
5 Squacco Heron 540 3 142 70 2.65 Middle of April 4 - 5 
6 Cattle Egret 3150 17.5 807 240 9.1 Beginning of April 3 – 5 
7 Great White Egret       4 0.15     
8 Little Egret 5850 32.5 1392 750 28.5 Middle of April 3 – 6 
9 Grey Heron       5 0,19     

10 Purple Heron 90 0.5 21 22 0.8 May-June 4 – 5 

11 Spoonbill 
14 (in 
flight) 0.08    230 8.73 March 2 – 3 

12 Glossy Ibis 4230 23.5 995 1005 38.2 Middle of April 4 – 5 

 

Species  8   12     
Individuals  18014   2634     
Nests      4371        

 
The dominant species (Little Egret, 

Glossy Ibis and Cattle Egret) make up 73.4% of 
the total number of all species; numerous 
species (Night and Squacco Heron) make up 
8.5%, uncommon species (Purple Heron and 
Spoonbill) make up 0.6%. The birds build their 
nests in a few (3-5) layers. Nests of Pygmy 
Cormorant and large Ciconiiformes are on the 
top of the reeds. Nesting density is highest at 
the bottom and the middle of the reeds. The 
distance between nests in the reeds is from 15-

60 cms to 1.0-1.3 m. On the 20� 2 of colony are 
23 nests. The colony’s location and the density 
of nests are dependent on the burning and 
cutting of water plants.  

Active nestlings were found in some 
nests, weak and active ones and eggs were 
found in a few nests, incubation was ongoing in 
other nests. For example, active and weak 
nestlings and eggs were found in the nests of 
Little Egret and Purple Heron, only nestlings 
were found only in the nests of Glossy Ibis. 
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Nests of Spoonbill were empty. It was the end 
of the breeding period. 

11 species of Ciconiiformes (Great 
Bittern, Little Bittern, Night Heron, Squacco 
Heron, Cattle Egret, Great White Egret, Little 
Egret, Grey Heron, Spoonbill, Glossy Ibis) and 
Pygmy Cormorant (280 individuals – 10%) were 
recorded along the shores of the Lake. 

Dominant species (Glossy Ibis and Little Egret) 
make up 66.7% of the total number, numerous 
species (Cattle Egret, Squacco Heron, Glossy 
Ibis) make up 20.5%, uncommon species (Night 
Heron, Purple Heron, Grey Heron, Great White 
Egret, Great Bittern, Little Bittern) constitute 
2.2%.  

 
Gizilagache Reserve. The mixed 

colony was studied in the second half of June 
2006. The area of the colony is 10-12 ha 
(Jabbarova, 2007). It is formed of nine species 
of Ciconiiformes (Night Heron, Squacco Heron, 
Cattle Egret, Great White Egret, Little Egret, 
Grey Heron, Purple Heron, Spoonbill and 
Glossy Ibis) and Pygmy Cormorant. 

Night Herons build their nests on the 
edge of the colony in tamarisks, other species 
build theirs in the centre of colony in reedbeds.  
The ration of tamarisks to reedbeds is 30:60.  
Within the colony, the depth of the lake is from 

70-110 cm. The height from the lake bottom to 
the nests is 1.4-2.3 m and the height from the 
lake surface to the nest is 0.2-1.5 m. Nests are 
built in the reedbeds in a small number of 
layers.  Pygmy Cormorant and Spoonbill are at 
the top of the reeds, Squacco Heron and 
Glossy Ibis on the top and in the middle, Cattle 
Egret and Little Egret are at the middle and 
bottom. The distance between nests is 10-50 
cm. Night Heron are in 5-7 layers in the 
tamarisks. On average 665 nests were 
counted in 50 � 2 of reedbeds and 23 in the 
tamarisk beds (Table 2). 

 
Table 2. Numbers of birds in mixed colonies at the Gizilagac he Reserve. 

 

�  

 
Species 

Number of birds  Number of nests  
Individual s Pairs Total 

numbers 
(%) 0.5 h�  10 h�  

0.5 h�  10 h�  0.5 h�  10 h�  

1 Pygmy Cormorant 1692 33844 680 13600 44.2 323 646 
2 Night Heron 108 4747 49 1950 6.2 23 46 
3 Squacco Heron 256 5138 103 2065 6.71 49 98 
4 Cattle Egret 403 8270 156 3323 10.8 74 148 
5 Great White Heron 237 1960 95 746 2.56 45 90 
6 Little Egret 769 15391 309 6184 20.1 147 294 
7 Grey Heron 9 183 4 73 0.24 2 4 
8 Purple Heron 234 4686 94 1883 6.12 45 90 
9 Spoonbill 28 559 11 224 0.73 4 8 

10 Glossy Ibis 89 1792 36 720 2.34 17 34 
Total 3825 76569 1537 30768 100 729 1458 
 
At the time of observation the 

incubation of 80% birds was finished. Weak 
and active nestlings were in the nests of Night 
Heron; weak nestlings were in the nests of 
Little Egret; eggs, weak nestlings and mature 
individuals were in the nests of Glossy Ibis.  

The total population of birds in the 
mixed colony is estimated at 76,569 individuals 
(30,770 pairs). The dominant Ciconiiform 
species (Little Egret, Cattle Egret, Squacco 
Heron, Night Heron and Purple Heron) make 
up 49.9% of the total number of birds, 
numerous species (Great White Egret, Glossy 
Ibis) make up 4.9% of ones, uncommon 

species (Grey Heron, Spoonbill) 0.96% of the 
total. 

Analysis of the literature showed that 
the species diversity in the mixed colony was 
richest in Gizilagache Reserve in the 1950s 
and 2006 (Dunin, 1960; Grekov, 1965; 
Mustafayev, Kazimov, 1965a; Vinogradov, 
Tschernyavskaya, 1965; Konovalova, 1979; 
Vinogradov and others, 1990;  Sultanov, 
2000). The highest number of individuals was 
recorded in the 1950s (2,770,663 individuals) 
and the minimum in 2006 (30,768 pairs) (Table 
2). 
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Table 2. Mixed colony of Ciconiiformes in Gizilagac he Reserve. 
 

 
�  Species 

Percentage of individuals or pairs of each species 
1950 1960 1970 1980 1995 2006 

1 Great Cormorant 0.23   0.44 0.7 0.67   
2 Pygmy Cormorant 4.13 1.65 6.29 6.50 35.90 44.20 
3 Night Heron 9.86 12.70 20.40 25.00 11.20 2.56 
4 Squacco Heron 20.50 55.30 44.10 33.40 12.20 6.71 
5 Cattle Egret 14.50 2.24 9.50 11.80 13.80 10,80 
6 Great White Egret 1.62         6.20 
7 Little Egret 22.50 28.00 9.42 15.20 16.00 20.10 
8 Grey Heron 1.25         0.24 
9 Purple Heron          6.12 
10 Spoonbill 0.13       2.56 0.73 
11 Glossy Ibis 25.30  0.05 9.81 7.40 7.69 2.34 

Total 2,770,663  303,650 43,865 44,100 31,210 30,768 
Note: Totals for the 1950s are given in individuals, for other years in pairs. 

 
As mentioned above, the species 

diversity remains nearly the same, but the total 
number of individuals in the colony has 

decreased at the Gizilagache Reserve (Figure 
1 and Figure 2). 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Dynamics in numbers of Ciconiiformes at t he Gizilagache Reserve from 1950 
to2006 (numbers for 1950 are given in individuals, other years in pairs). 

 
The main cause of the decrease in 

numbers is the degradation of breeding 
habitats. 70% of the reed-beds suitable for 
Ciconiiformes perished and some of the birds 
moved to other breeding sites. 

Modern research shows that the 
Little Egret is the dominant species in the 
breeding season, Cattle Egret and Glossy Ibis 
are subdominant, Night Heron and Squacco 
Heron are numerous, while Pygmy Cormorant 
and Spoonbill are uncommon. 

 
The author expresses thanks to her 

supervisor, Chairman of the Azerbaijan 
Ornithological Society, to Dr. Elchin Sultanov for 
help in conducting of field research and 
collection of data, and to the Chief Scientific 
Worker  of the Institute of Zoology of the 
Azerbaijan National Academy of Science,  Dr. 
Tahir  Kerimov. 
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How Spoonbills benefit from ecological restoration projects in the 
Biesbosch National Park 

 
Jacques van der Neut, State Forest Service, Warden Biesbosch NP, 

j.neut@staatsbosbeheer.nl   
 
From arable land into wetland - 
 
The Biesbosch National Park is situated in the 
southwest of the Netherlands. Originally it was 
a superb mixed freshwater and tidal area, with 
tidal differences of up to two metres. In 
November 1970 the major part of the tidal 
difference disappeared because of the 
Haringvlietdam (as a part of the Delta Works). 
Despite this dam, there is still some tidal 
difference in the Biesbosch NP. On a world 
scale, mixed freshwater and tidal areas are 

rare phenomena. In the Biesbosch there are a 
lot of creeks, dykes and polders. There are no 
roads, so every farmer, tenant or warden has 
to use a boat. The Biesbosch NP is under the 
influence of the Rivers Rhine and Meuse. In 
1993 and 1995 these two rivers had a big 
discharge of water, which caused a lot of 
damage. In 1995 there were vast evacuations 
by human occupants, nearly 200,000 people 
fled to drier locations. Because of these two 
events, the Waterboard Authority developed a 
new policy: ‘Room for the River’. At that time a 
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lot of clay was needed for re-enforcement of 
the dykes. So there were excavations for clay 
in the surrounding arable lands. After these 
excavations the landscape changed 
dramatically, from arable land into wetland.  
All these new wetlands can be considered as a 
natural buffer-zone for big discharges in the 
near future.  
 
Inland expansion  
 
All these new areas, creeks with shallow 
banks, attract a lot of birds such as: Avocets, 
Purple Herons, Bitterns, Garganey, Sedge 
Warblers, Eurasian Wigeon and of course 
Spoonbills! In the vicinity of the Biesbosch NP, 
there is a Spoonbill colony, with increasing 
breeding pairs. On this small island in the 
Hollandsch Diep, the State Forest Service 

does not take management measures. The 
Spoonbills are building their nests in the 
willows, which were blown over by heavy 
storms in the past. Some nests are high in the 
trees (up to 5 or 6 metres), and some of them 
are at a height of nearly 1 metre. On the 
Sassenplaat there are also breeding Grey 
Herons and Cormorants. There are no 
predators like foxes. Most of the breeding 
Spoonbills are using the new wetlands to 
search for food and shelter. Sailing in the 
ecological restoration projects for recreational 
purposes is strictly forbidden. Considering the 
fact that so many projects are being carried 
out, it will certainly help the magnificent 
Spoonbill and perhaps all these developments 
are the reason for inland expansion of 
breeding Spoonbills in the Netherlands.  

 
 
 

 
Ligging Biesbosch 
 
 

Spoonbill ringing in Uzbekistan, 2008 
 

Dr. Evgeniya Lanovenko, Institute of Zoology of Uzb ek Academy of Sciences 
 
Uzbekistan is situated in the central part of 
Central Asia between Turkmenistan, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan. In the first part of 20th century 
Spoonbills inhabited flooded land and lakes of 
the Syrdarya and Amudarya Rivers, their 
deltas and islands of the Aral Sea. Intensive 
development of land use and water resources 
from the middle of the last century was the 
reason for the Aral crisis which in the 1980s 
led to the degradation of Amudarya and 

Syrdarya River Deltas. Spoonbill was among 
the species which lost their habitats. It is 
known that in the 1980s on some water bodies 
of Aral Sea region their colonies still existed 
(Lukashevich, Ametov, 1986). Periodical 
appearance of Spoonbill on water bodies of 
central and southern Uzbekistan during the 
breeding season was recorded at the end of 
the last century. In the present time there is a 
small colony of Spoonbill which has existed 
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reliably for the several years not far from 
Bukhara town on Tudakul Lake. 
 

Preparation of the Spoonbill 
International Action Plan, initiated in 2007 by 
the International Spoonbill Working Group on 
behalf of AEWA, showed a shortage of 
information about the current status of this 
species in Uzbekistan, a need for research on 
the current status of Spoonbill in Central Asia 
and for detection of geographical connections 
between birds from the small colonies which 
have survived in the region. For realization of 
these tasks we have contact with the Spoonbill 
Working Group and the “Ivolga” student 
ornithological club from Bukhara State 
University. In both cases we have found 
interest and support. The Working Group 
provided instructions and colored rings for 
marking Spoonbills.  

 
The IBA project in Uzbekistan (which 

has worked under the BirdLife International 

program since 2005) also wished to support 
participation by the student club in research on 
Tudakul Lake which is one of 30 IBAs existing 
in the republic. The Head of the club, Muhtar 
Turaev, invited initiative students to participate 
in this project. Project guidance will be realized 
through the Institute of Zoology of the 
Academy of Sciences of Uzbekistan by the 
national coordinator on waterbird census, Dr. 
Evgeniya Lanovenko. 

 
Ringing is to be carried out over 

several years. Project information will be 
placed on the IBA UZ website. At the same 
time information about bird ringing will be 
distributed through the IBA network, among 
student ornithological clubs and ecological 
NGOs which will help to create a network of 
voluntary observers. We hope that people from 
other countries will help us to get information 
about Spoonbill marking in Uzbekistan. 

 
 
 

Spoonbill ( Platalea leucorodia ) staging in France: 
Feeding behaviour and disturbance 

 
David Hémery, Christophe Aulert & Patrick Triplet 

 
Introduction 
 
On the route from the Netherlands to West 
Africa, and from West Africa to the 
Netherlands, France plays an important role 
with its staging, breeding and wintering sites.  
 
In Europe, over the last 30 years, studies on 
the species were mainly conducted on 
monitoring of breeding pairs and individual 
feeding behaviour in and around colonies.  
In addition, a number of studies tried to 
evaluate the role of disturbance on the 
behaviour of the birds. These studies were 
mainly conducted at breeding areas where it 
seems that Spoonbills are more sensitive than 
at other periods. More flights and disturbed  

 
feeding activities can increase energy demand 
and be detrimental to the birds. 
Few detailed studies had previously been 
conducted on feeding behaviour and 
disturbance on staging birds. 
 
In France, from the beginning of the 1990s to 
now, these aspects were approached on 
different staging sites, in order to improve 
understanding of the use of each site 
(Gélinaud & al. 1995; Brocchi 1997; Fleury 
1995; Boileau & al., 1997; Boileau & Plichon, 
1999, 2000a; Philippe & Aulert 1999; Barachon 
2003, Hemery & Aulert 2006). Similar studies 
were conducted on a wintering site (Trébaol, 
2006). This paper summarizes the main 
results.  
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The main staging sites are (Rocamora et 
Maillet, 1994):  
- The Somme Estuary Nature Reserve, 
- The Seine Estuary Nature Reserve,  
- The Gulf of Morbihan (Séné Nature Reserve), 
- Moëze–Oléron Nature Reserve and Marais 
de Brouage,  
- Arcachon Basin/Parc ornithologique du Teich. 
 
Only seven breeding colonies are known in 
France: Brière, Somme Estuary Nature 
Reserve, GrandLieu Lake Nature Reserve, 
marais de l’Erdre, marais d’Orx, Camargue, 
Dombes.  
 
The main wintering sites (in order of 
importance (WI, 2007)) are: Bassin 
d’Arcachon, presqu’île guérandaise, rivière 
Pont l’Abbé, Golfe du Morbihan, Camargue…). 
From around 50 individuals in the 1990s 
(Rocamora & Yeatman-Berthelot, 1999), the 
number increased to a few hundreds in the 
2000s (371 in 2005, 430 in 2006). 
 
I Material and methods 
 
This paper is a synthesis of published results 
in different French sites during pre and post 
breeding migration. 
 
Study methods were very similar at different 
sites. They comprise surveys of individuals or 
small groups of birds during their diurnal 

activity, with the main focus on feeding and 
comfort activities. 
If possible a colour ringed bird is studied in a 
group so to compare its behaviour during 
consecutive days. The following information is 
requested: 
- Total number of feeding birds; 
- Age and sex of the birds; 
- Habitat; 
- Water level according to the length of the legs 
(tibia) and stomach, (these measures are 
expressed in cm according to standard 
measurements of the bird); 
- Prospected water level according to bill 
length immersed in water (tip of the bill, half 
length of the bill, whole bill, bill and head), 
- Feeding behaviour (searching, sweeping, 
picking, mixed) and number of bill pecks, 
- Capture and ingestion of species and number 
of individuals per species of each prey type, 
- Habitat characteristics (physical parameters, 
depth and vegetation cover) and weather 
conditions (rain, wind orientation, wind force, 
temperature…).  
 
 
II Feeding ecology 
 
The results presented below were obtained 
from 1995 to 2007. Most of them deal mainly 
with pre and post breeding periods. 
Birds search for open or half-open waters 
where prey is abundant. Habitats are very 
different from one site to another and from one 
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Figure 1: Location of the 
main sites welcoming 
Spoonbills during 
breeding, staging or 
wintering periods 
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season to another: intertidal mudflats (Seine 
and Somme Estuaries, Rivière de Pont l’Abbé, 
Gulf of Morbihan, Charente-Maritime…), 
marshes, lakes, bays, salt pans (Gulf of 
Morbihan, Möeze-Oléron), wet meadows, 
saltmarshes, hunting ponds…  
 
 
III. Time budget  
 

Two main categories were divided into sub-
categories: comfort activities (bathing, 
sleeping, moving, vigilance) and feeding 
activities (searching, handling, vigilance). 
According to seasons, the time allocated to 
each activity might vary. 
During the spring migration, birds spend about 
50% of their time in feeding, for exemple on 
the réserve de Falguérec (35-64% of the time). 
This percentage decreases quickly during the 
spring period (Fig. 2, Gélinaud, 1996). 

 

Figures 3 and 4 show that, during postnuptial 
migration, comfort and in particular resting is 
the most important activity (resting 49-63% of 
the time against 15-31% feeding, 30.9% in the 

Seine Estuary (Hemery, Aulert, 2006), 15% in 
the Somme Estuary (Carruette & Durand, 
2000) and in Falguérec (Gélinaud, 1996). 

 

 
In winter, time budget is similar to that obtained 
during postnuptial migration: Rivière Pont 

l’Abbé, 30% feeding and 56% comfort (toilette, 
resting…), 10% vigilance and 4% moving 
(figure 5). 

 
4,0%

15,0%

17,0%

64,0%

 

49,3%

19,3% 30,9%

0,5%

Figure 3: Spoonbill time budget during 
postnuptial migration in the Seine Estuary 
 

Figure 4: Spoonbill time budget during 
postnuptial migration in the Somme Estuary 
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Figure 5: Time budget in winter in rivière Pont 
l’Abbé 
 

Figure 2: Time budget Réserve Naturelle de Falguérec 
(source: Gélinaud, 1996) 
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II.2 Spring activity rhythm  
 
Feeding activities are in different phases 
during the diurnal period. They are more 
intense and regular at dusk and seem to 
continue during the night. During the daylight 
period, other activities are mostly comfort. 
According to sites, feeding activity is more or 
less regular during the day. 
 
At Moëze-Oléron (Fig 6) birds are active at 
sunrise and at sunset. During the daylight 

period (5 to 8 hours after sunrise), birds are 
inactive, as at in other sites. 
In the Seine Estuary (Fig. 7), a first phase of 
sleeping is noticed at the beginning of the 
diurnal period, possibly in relation to a long 
nocturnal period of activity. Then birds feed 
during the first two hours and the period 3-6 
hours after sunrise. The proportion of feeding 
birds increases progressively. Feeding activity 
is most important at the end of the day. Birds 
are feeding at sunset. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7: Activity rhythm during the spring migration in the 
Seine Estuary (Barachon, 2003) 
 

Figure 6: Activity rhythm during 
the spring migration at Moëze-
Oléron (Boileau et Plichon, 2001). 
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Activity rhythm is rather different in the Somme 
Estuary (Fig 8) where birds feed at noon. 
Feeding is not as important at sunset as in 
other sites. 

 
 
 

  
 

II.3 Summer activity Rhythm   
 
 
 
 
The main data come from the Seine Estuary. 
Activity rhythm is more irregular than during 
spring migration, in relation to habitats used 
(intertidal mudflats) during the feeding period. 
Phases alternate every 3 hours (Figure 9). As 
they do during spring migration, they feed at 
sunset. In the morning, they finish a feeding 
phase which had probably started during the 
night. During the day, there are different high 
phases of feeding activity, in relation with tides. 
Birds feed at low tide and rest at high tide. 

The same thing was observed in Texel, 
Netherland (Géroudet, 1994). 
 
Figure 9 explains the tidal activity rhythm. At 
low tide 100% of the birds feed. Spoonbills 
mainly rest from 1.5 to 2 hours before high tide 
until 3-4 hours after high tide. They start a new 
feeding phase 4 hours after high tide. 
 
At Urdaibai (Spain), feeding accounts for 
14.7% of the time, 66.9% for resting and 4.7% 
for moving (Garaita et al., 2004 
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Figure 9: Summer activity rhythm in the Seine Estuary 

Fig. 8 : Spring activity rhythm in 
the Somme estuary 
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II.4 Feeding strategy during the Spring 
migration  
 
II.4.1 Choice of a feeding site  
As already mentioned, Spoonbills search for 
large and flooded areas, with a rich biomass. 
On the different sites, Moëze-Oléron, Somme 
Estuary, Seine Estuary, the species uses sites 
with a large biomass of White Shrimp 
Palaemonetes varians (Boileau, 1999; 
Legagneux, 2002, Hemery et Aulert, 2006) and 
sticklebacks (Barachon, 2003). 
 
II.4.2 Water level and vegetation  
 
Spoonbills prefer low water levels of about 15-
30 cm (extremes 6-50 cm). It is not uncommon 
to see birds with water up to the breast.  
At Moëze-Oléron, the preferred water level is 
between 15-20 cm (mean 17.8 cm). 
In the Somme Estuary, the Spoonbill uses 
depths of 6-14 cm (max 20 cm). In the Seine 
estuary, they use depths from 0 to 50 cm. 
 
Vegetation is not a limiting factor if it does not 
prevent birds from prospecting the site and 
from capturing prey. On the contrary, 
vegetation could be a place with a large 
concentration of prey. 
 
II.4.3 Fishing techniques  
 
Fishing techniques are not dependant on water 
level, habitat or abundance of the vegetation. 
Capture rate is not significantly different 
between techniques, despite the fact that 
sweeping is the main one used (Boileau et 
Plichon, 2002). The exception comes from the 
Seine Estuary where the main technique is 
picking (study year 2003). 
The technique is a good indicator of the 
captured prey type. In 2003 in the Seine 
Estuary where fishes represented the main 
prey, pecking was noted in 76% of the cases, a 
mixed technique accounted for 15% and 
sweeping for 9% (Barachon, 2003).  
On Möeze-Oléron sweeping is the most 
important (78%, n=243), pecking represents 
4% and a mixed technique 18% (Boileau, 
2002). The main prey is White Shrimp 
Palaemonetes varians. 
In the Somme Estuary, sweeping represents 
85% and a mixed technique 15%.  

The particularity of the Seine Estuary is the 
over-representation of fishes in ponds during 
this year. In other circumstances, shrimps 
represent the main part of the available 
biomass at feeding sites (Hemery et Aulert, 
2007) and in this case, sweeping is dominant.  
 
II.4.4 Prey  
 
The Spoonbill is opportunistic and its regime is 
wide. During the whole annual cycle, the main 
prey items are crustaceans, White Shrimp and 
small fishes, mainly sticklebacks. Other prey 
includes: small aquatic invertebrates, molluscs, 
amphibians, flatfishes… 
 
II.4.5 Biomass  
 
At Moëze-Oléron 95% of the biomass is 
constituted by White Shrimp (Boileau, 2002).  
In the Seine Estuary, the importance of each 
prey varies from year to year: in 2001, shrimps 
accounted for 17% of the total biomass 
(Legagneux, 2002), 20% in 2003 (Barachon, 
2003) and 69% in 2006 (Hemery & Aulert, 
2006). 
 
In the Seine Estuary, the edges of the ponds 
are richer than their centre (Hemery et Aulert, 
2006). This is explained by the more abundant 
vegetation round the edges (Legagneux, 2002, 
Hemery et Aulert, 2006). 
There is no relation between water depth, 
vegetation abundance and biomass of the 
different prey species.  
This is not exactly the same with the White 
Shrimp Palaemonetes varians. Capture rate 
increases regularly from the edge to the centre 
of the ponds. However, shrimp biomass, as 
well as fish abundance, is more important 
when water depth and vegetation abundance 
are at their highest.  
 
II.4.6 Maximum abundance of prey and 
birds  
 
Migration at Moëze-Oléron seems to be linked 
with available biomass of shrimps (Boileau, 
2001). From July to September, biomass is 
linked with shrimp recruitment. Fish 
recruitment happens in April (Barachon, 2003, 
Boileau, 1998). This period coincides more or 
less with the spring migration of Spoonbills. 



17 
 

Palaemonetes varians recruitment intervenes 
from July to September (Boileau, 1998) during 
the autumn migration. 
 
II.4.7 Feeding efficiency  
 
Mean feeding rate during spring migration is 9 
prey items per minute (3.34-11.8, in the Seine 

Estuary, Barachon 2003; 2.5-8.3 in Moèze-
Oléron, Boileau 1999, 0.9-8.3 in the Somme 
Estuary (personal observations). 
Mean feeding rate seems to increase during 
the migration period (Fig. 10). It starts at 2 per 
minute in March and finishes in April at 5 per 
minute (Boileau, 2002; Barachon, 2003).  
In the Seine Estuary, feeding rate decreases 
with higher bird numbers (Barachon, 2003), 
(r=-0.3; N=370; Figure 11). 
In the Somme Estuary, there seems to be no 
relation. 

 
 
 
 

II.4.8 Effects of group size 
Feeding rate does not change significantly with 
the number of feeding birds (Figure 13) at 
Moëze-Oléron (Boileau, 2001). 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Change in feeding rate during spring 
migration in the Seine Estuary 
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II.4.9 Age effect  
 
Experienced birds are more efficient than 
others (Boileau, 1999). At Moëze-Oléron, 
during the autumn migration, adults are 3 to 4 
times more efficient than young birds. 
During the spring, no difference is found 
between capture rates from adults and 
subadults. Fishing techniques do not vary 
according to the age of the birds (Barachon, 
2003).  
 
II.4.10 Effect of water level  
 
At Moëze-Oléron or in the Seine Estuary, there 
is no relation between feeding rate and water 
level (Boileau, 2002; Barachon, 2003). 

 
II.5. Sources of disturbance 
 
Disturbance means that an individual changes 
its behaviour in response to a disturbing factor 
(Boileau, 2001). Responses vary according to 
the distance between the birds and the source 
of disturbance, from an increase of vigilance to 
taking off of all the birds (Triplet et Schricke, 
1998).  
According to sites and activities, disturbance 
effects vary in intensity (Table II). 
The main causes are planes (Moëze-Oléron), 
human activities (Seine Estuary), raptors and 
in particular Marsh Harrier (Falguérec). 

 
Table II: Main sources of disturbance on different French sites (% of flying birds) 
 

Sites Planes Human activities Raptors  Other birds Boats  Vehicles Unknown 
Moëze-Oléron* 37.1 21.2 5-19  - 2.6 0-20  - 
Falguérec  - 1.6 10.7 4.9  -  - 82 
Seine Estuary* 3.89 27.72  - 17.61 0 14.71 36.07 
River Pont 
l'Abbé** 25  -  -  - 46  -  - 

* Spring migration; ** wintering 
 
 
II.5.1 Effects of disturbance  
 
The effects are evaluated according to the 
reactions of the birds. 
At Moëze-Oléron, planes are the main problem 
with 37.1% of extra time spent flying, ahead of 
human activities with 22%. Extra time spent 
flying highlights the effects of planes and 
humans (flying period of up to 1 minute/flying). 
Extra flying per day is 2.4-5.8 minutes, that is 
to say 0.3%-0.6% of the daylight period and 
0.1% of the feeding time (on a basis of 3 hours 
per daylight period) (Boileau, 2001). 
In the Seine Estuary, human disturbance 
accounts for 28% of extra flying, against 20% 
for disturbance by birds and 5.8% for planes 
(Figure 12). 

 

 
Figure 12: Duration of extra flying according to the 
source during spring migration in the Seine Estuary 
(Barachon, 2003) 
 

 
II.5.2 Consequences on feeding efficiency 
 
This aspect has been studied only at Moëze-
Oléron. According to Boileau, there is no real 
difference in activity rhythm and feeding rate 
before and after disturbance.  
 
This is due to the fact that disturbances occur 
mainly during resting periods. 
 
 
 
 

III. Discussion and Conclusion  
 
This synthesis shows the great plasticity in the 
Spoonbill, according to seasons and sites. The 
main French studies show a relative 
homogeneity in the feeding behavior of the 
species. The presence of the species is linked 
with 3 parameters: open habitats; biomass 
abundance in crustaceans and fishes; and the 
lack of disturbance.  
The Seine Estuary is special because of the 
higher human pressure than elsewhere.  
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The feeding strategy in spring is mainly linked 
with prey abundance and in particular with 
white shrimp abundance. 
Water management is the main factor for the 
species (Blanchon 1993; Legagneux 2001; 
Barachon 2003; Hemery et Aulert 2006) 
because it permits the mobility of the prey and 
in particular of Palaemonetes varians, 
Gasterosteus aculeatus, Pungititus pungititus. 
Management is the best way to maintain water 
level between 10 and 30 centimeters.  
Fishing techniques are not linked to water 
levels but to prey species. Picking is mostly 
used for fishes and sweeping for shrimps. 
 
At all sites, disturbance factors are similar, but 
with intensity and frequency differing according 
to local conditions.  
There is a need to estimate disturbance 
according to energy requirements during 
migration and to available food resources. 
Even if disturbance events occur during resting 
phases, their effects on the birds need to be 
evaluated (Boileau, 2001).  
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Non-natural causes of death in Dutch Spoonbills 
 

Otto Overdijk 
 
Since 1982 over 6,500 juvenile Spoonbills 
have been colour ringed. Small numbers of 
them are reported back as being dead. The 
reported causes of death have been analysed 
and it was found that collisions with high 
voltage power lines is the most numerous non-
natural cause, followed by poaching. Those 
two non-natural causes of death account for 
over 2% of the Dutch population every year. 
The size of the Dutch population is about 5,000 
individuals. Thus around 100 birds die every 
year due to non-natural events. This number is 

a minimum because many victims are not 
found and/or reported. The real situation is 
thus worse. 
It was also found that many victims of 
collisions with power lines are not directly 
recognized as being a victim of a collision; they 
are the so called “half-crash”’ victims i.e. they 
were found with broken legs or amputated feet. 
After the half-crash, birds can fly further for a 
long distance and die later due to starvation. 
They cannot feed with broken legs. 
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Breeding Spoonbills in Schleswig-Holstein in 2006 

 
Klaus Günther 

 
In Schleswig-Holstein, at least 35 pairs bred 
successfully in 2006 in two colonies, 21 
breeding pairs on Oland and 14 on Trischen; 
(numbers in 2005 were 28 breeding pairs, 20 
on Oland, 8 on Trischen). In mid June a visit 
was paid to both colonies to ring the almost 
fully fledged young. Altogether, 41 juveniles 
were ringed with colour rings, 12 on Oland, 
29 on Trischen; on Oland many young birds 
were already fully fledged and able to fly, so 
that a relatively large proportion of the young 
birds could not be ringed. If it is assumed that 
each pair raised about two young, this means 
that about 70 young birds probably grew up 
on the coast of the Wadden Sea. 
 
Most young birds and their parents were 
observed in the two polders near the breeding 
colonies, Hauke-Haien-Koog and the 
southern part of Meldorf Koog. It would be 
interesting to clarify how many ringed and 
unringed young were recorded at the major 
resting sites (please also look out for birds 

that were “only” ringed with metal rings), in 
order to judge how many young birds really 
fledged in each of the colonies.  
 
At Meldorf Koog, up to 57 individuals have so 
far been recorded, among them practically all 
this year’s young birds from Trischen! 
Twenty-six of the 29 colour-ringed birds have 
been read so far, and the three missing birds 
(blue/lime-green A2, A6 and A7) all came 
from one late brood and are no doubt staying 
behind on Trischen. Thus ALL of them have 
succeeded in fledging and collectively 
selected Meldorf Koog as their post-breeding 
assembly point in the traditional way. 
 

The situation looks to be the same at Hauke-
Haien-Koog, where 80 to 100 birds can be 
seen. Olaf Ekelöf has managed to read nine of 
the twelve colour-ringed birds from Oland 
(blue/orange DR, DX and HU are currently 
missing). 
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