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INTRODUCTION

The nominate subspecies of Dunlin Calidris alpina alpina
breeds in a vast area between Scandinavia and North Central
Siberia. Eastwards from the Yenisey River it intergrades with
C. a. centralis (Engelmoer & Roselaar 1998). The eastern
border of the Dunlin population migrating through Europe
remains unknown, but there is evidence that some of them
originate from an area east of the Ob River (Gromadzka
1989).

There is a quite clear tendency for the number of Dunlins
in active moult while incubating or rearing chicks to increase
from west to east across their Eurasian breeding range
(Gromadzka 1989, Engelmoer & Roselaar 1998, Holmgren
et al. 2001). Birds from E Siberia complete their primary
moult before autumn migration (Engelmoer & Roselaar
1998) as do Dunlins from N Alaska (Holmes 1971). The
Yamal Peninsula seems to be an intermediate area where
some birds show no primary moult when breeding while oth-
ers do (Gromadzka 1989). Birds from the Taimyr probably
finish primary replacement before or just after they start to
migrate (Holmgren et al. 2001).

Generally, white wing coverts in winter plumage are
diagnostic of adult Dunlins and buffish wing coverts diagnos-
tic of juveniles. However, some adults in winter plumage may
have “adult-buff” wing coverts with buffish or orange-reddish
tips that are grown in late summer or autumn (Gromadzka
1986, 1989) and it has been shown that these are birds that

start moulting while still on the breeding grounds
(Gromadzka 1989). Engelmoer & Roselaar (1998) claimed
that the presence of these coverts is a typical character of
C. a. centralis. These adult-type buff coverts can be distin-
guished from juvenile coverts because they lack a dark sub-
terminal band (see details in Gromadzka (1986)).

We compare the timing of autumn migration of Dunlins
showing plumage characters of easternmost C. a. alpina and
westernmost C. a. centralis. We call the latter “eastern”
Dunlins and distinguish them when they arrive in Europe in
July–September by both the presence of adult-buff coverts
and a complete set of newly grown primaries (i.e. a primary
moult score of 50).

METHODS

Data from the autumn migration seasons (July–Sept) of
1991–1999 were analysed. Dunlins were caught in Puck Bay
in S Baltic and at three different sites along the Adriatic coast:
Lagoon of Venice, Cervia salt-pans and Margherita di Savoia
salt-pans (Fig. 1). In Puck Bay, trapping was conducted daily
using walk-in traps, whereas on the Adriatic Dunlins were
caught in mist-nets at night using a tape lure, mainly during
short term expeditions. Birds were aged following Prater et
al. (1977), and special attention was paid to the presence or
absence of adult-buff coverts. Clearly identified second-year
birds were omitted from the analysis because they only
occurred in small numbers and the timing of their migration
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We compare the timing of autumn migration of Dunlins showing plumage characters of easternmost C. a. alpina
and westernmost C. a. centralis. We call the latter “eastern” Dunlins and distinguish them when they arrive in
Europe by both the presence of adult-buff coverts and a complete set of newly grown primaries.

Eastern Dunlins arrived on the Polish Baltic coast in the second ten days of August, about 20 days earlier
than on the Adriatic. During late August and September, the proportion of eastern Dunlins in the Baltic was
19.9% of adults, while in the Adriatic the proportion was significantly lower at 6.9%.

We suggest that eastern Dunlins, heading to the central and western Mediterranean, stop in the Black Sea
to complete their primary moult, so delaying arrival on their wintering grounds. The proportion of eastern
Dunlins in the Baltic is higher than in the Adriatic, probably because their main migration route leads them
from Siberia through the Baltic to wintering grounds around the North Sea. Only a small proportion of them
cross eastern European inland heading for the Black Sea and Mediterranean. Biometrics suggest differences
between the wintering grounds of the sexes, with females outnumbering males along the East Atlantic flyway
and vice versa in the Mediterranean.


