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INTRODUCTION

Male and female Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago differ
in habitat selection (McCloskey & Thompson 2000a), behav-
iour during the breeding season (Green 1991, Rouxel 2000)
and in the timing of spring and autumn migration (Rouxel
2000). Therefore the ability to sex live birds may be of cru-
cial importance in field studies.

One of the most useful criteria for sexing Common Snipes
is the length of the outermost tail feathers, male outer tail
feathers being longer than in females (McCloskey &
Thompson 2000b, Rouxel 2000). Recently, CICB & OMPO
(2002) issued a detailed key to ageing and sexing Common
Snipes in which the length of the outer tail feather is given as
the total length of the plucked feather. This parameter can
also be found in other publications (e.g. Rouxel 2000). Only
McCloskey & Thompson (2000b) used two different meas-
urements in their analysis of sex differences. In some publi-
cations, the method by which the tail feather was measured
is not specified (e.g. Strandgaard 1986, Green 1991).

Removing outer tail feathers may be detrimental to birds,
especially males, as they are crucial to producing sound dur-
ing the “drumming” display flight (Glutz von Blotzheim et al.
1977). Therefore most researchers would probably like to
avoid this. According to CICB & OMPO (2002), the length
of the outermost tail feather, from the tip to the skin, is 7 mm
shorter than the total feather length. However such measure-
ment cannot be taken precisely due to flexibility of the skin
around the quill.

In adult Common Snipes, the colour of the tips of the outer
tail feathers may be an additional character that can provide
corroboration of sex. However, this does not apply to juve-
niles (CICB & OMPO 2002).

We propose measurement of vane length, which can be
expected to be highly correlated with total feather length. We
present a simple method that allows the calculation of total
feather length from vane length.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Common Snipes were caught during autumn migration 2002
at the WRG KULING ringing site at Nisko (54°04'N,
21°03'E) in NE Poland. Fieldwork covered mid July to mid
September. All juveniles caught during this period did not
have any active moult in their tail feathers. Each bird was
aged (Glutz von Blotzheim et al. 1977, CICB & OMPO
2002) and the outermost tail feather (rectrix) was plucked for
further measurements of total feather length and vane length
to an accuracy of ±1 mm (Fig. 1). We define quill length as
the difference between the total feather length and the vane
length. The measurements were made with a stopped ruler
with the feather lying freely on the ruler (i.e. it was not
straightened or stretched along the ruler). One outer tail
feather was collected from each of 163 juvenile and 24 adult
Common Snipes. Analyses were carried out using the
STATISTICA 6.0 software (StatSoft 2001).

RESULTS

Adult Common Snipes have significantly longer outer tail
feather than juveniles, both vane length and quill length being
greater in adults (Table 1).

There was a significant and strong correlation between
vane length and total length of the outer tail feather for
juveniles (r = 0.97) and for adults (r = 0.95). The relation-
ship is linear and the regression equations for each age-class
are:

Total feather length adults = 0.99 vane length + 10.02 (R2 = 0.90)
Total feather length juveniles = 1.03 vane length + 7.62 (R2 = 0.93)

There is a significant difference in the elevations of the two
regression lines because the quills of adults are longer than
in juveniles (test for two elevations, t = 46.1, p < 0.001).
However, the slopes of the regression lines did not differ sig-
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The length of the outermost tail feather is one of the most useful criteria for sexing Common Snipes Gallinago
gallinago. The parameter is usually given as the total length of the plucked feather. However, removing outer
tail-feathers may have a detrimental effect on the birds, as these are particularly important to males for
“drumming” display flights. In this paper we present a linear equation converting the vane length of the outer-
most tail feather to total feather length. This enables total feather length to be estimated without removing
feathers. Moreover vane length is best suited to the examination of museum skins and to other cases where
feather removal should be avoided.
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