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INTRODUCTION

There are few published records of aberrant plumages in
waders (shorebirds) in Australia. In an extensive literature
survey to December 1986, Lepschi (1990) found that mela-
nism was considerably less frequently reported in Austral-
ian birds than albinism. He lists 13 records of melanism in
10 species from 10 families, but none is a wader, and 298
records of albinism in 95 species from 45 families, 13 of
which relate to waders of seven species. These results are
similar to those reported by Sage (1963a) who analysed
3,134 reports of aberrant plumages in birds in Britain.

Of the 13 records of aberrant plumage in waders re-
ported by Lepschi, ten relate to species that are resident in
Australia: one record each for Bush Thick-knee Burhinus
magnirostris, Sooty Oystercatcher Haematopus fuliginosus
and Red-capped Plover Charadrius ruficapillus and seven
records for Masked Lapwing Vanellus miles. The remain-
ing three records relate to migratory waders of three spe-
cies and only these will be discussed here. Each report is
very brief: (i) a white “Jack” Snipe (presumably Latham’s)
Gallinago hardwickii, shot in the Murray River area, New
South Wales (NSW) (Chisholm 1956); (ii) a white Curlew
Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea, with red legs and reddish-
brown bill, seen on the Swan River estuary, Western Aus-
tralia (WA) (Lindgren 1956); and (iii) a Double-banded
Plover Charadrius bicinctus, with dull white plumage
except for the bands above the lores and throat which were
lighter than normal and the black and chestnut breast bands
which were normal, seen at the Illawarra Entrance, NSW
(McGill 1976). This species breeds in New Zealand and
migrates to SE Australia, including Tasmania, for the non-
breeding season.

Following the terminology of Sage (1962, 1963a,b),
Lepschi (1990) used “albino” and “albinism” in a wide sense
to refer to “any individual that is completely or partially
white, irrespective of the colour of the soft parts” and includ-
ing “the similar albinistic plumage variants of leucism and

schizochroism” described by Harrison (1963a). We have
decided to adopt the rather strict definitions originally set out
by Rensch (1925), quoted by Harrison (1963b) stated by
Sage (1962), and reiterated by Buckley (1982), and Davis &
Recher (1996). These are as follows:

Albino/albinism: An individual in which there is no coloured
pigment in any plumage or soft parts, the feet, legs and
bill generally appear yellowish-white or pinkish and the
eye/irides always appear pink.

Leucino/leucism: A bird whose whole plumage or part
thereof is white due to loss of pigment in feathers, but
with soft parts of normal colour, including the irides
which are usually black (Harrison 1963b, Buckley 1982).
This condition may be complete or partial, symmetrical
or asymmetrical and the criteria have been widened to
include those birds with soft parts that are abnormally
coloured (Buckley 1982).

Schizochroic/schizochroism: Another generally recognised
colour variation that occurs when the frequently occur-
ring browns and blacks of the feathers are altered by the
absence of one of the two melanins responsible for the
original colour (Buckley 1982, Harrison 1985).

Dilution: A rare condition in which there is an even reduc-
tion in the quantity of all pigments rendering colours
paler than normal (Buckley 1982, Harrison 1963b, 1985).

Melanic/melanism is due to the excessive deposition of the
black pigment melanin (Sage 1962, Buckley 1982).

More than one of these aberrant plumages can occur in the
same individual, except for melanism which is usually found
throughout all feathers (Harrison 1963a).

In the light of these strict definitions, which are now gen-
erally accepted, it is unfortunate that the colour of the irides
was not documented in any of the reports of migratory wad-
ers cited by Lepschi. It is therefore possible that neither the
snipe nor the Curlew Sandpiper he reported was albino,
though each was certainly leucino. The Double-banded
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We report aberrant plumages in seven species of migratory waders (shorebirds) seen in Australia over the past
25 years: Bar-tailed Godwit, Limosa lapponica, Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa, Great Knot Calidris
tenuirostris, Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Calidris acuminata, Curlew Sand-
piper Calidris ferruginea and Double-banded Plover Charadrius bicinctus. Evidence that a leucistic Bar-tailed
Godwit and a Double-banded Plover with diluted plumage each lived for at least seven years suggests that
some plumage aberrations may not have an adverse effect in survival.


