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INTRODUCTION

Black-tailed Godwits Limosa limosa occur over a vast area
from Iceland to E Asia. Two subspecies have been studied
extensively: the nominate subspecies limosa, mainly in its
agricultural breeding habitat in the Netherlands, and the Ice-
landic subspecies islandica in both its breeding grounds on
Iceland and its marine wintering sites in the British isles.
These subspecies show considerable divergence in habitat
choice (Beintema et al. 1995, Gerritsen & Groen 1995,
Groen & Yurlov 1999), with limosa occupying mostly man-
made habitats both during breeding and wintering. In con-
trast, islandica inhabits more natural habitats. In the light of
this divergence, we were particularly interested in the habi-
tat choice of the third subspecies: the eastern Black-tailed
Godwit L.l. melanuroides. Little has been published about
this subspecies which has a disjunct breeding distribution
between Lake Baikal in the west and the Chukotski Peninsula
in the east. The plumage and size of melanuroides resembles
the islandica more than limosa, as does its preference for
marine habitats in winter. Our main aim in this contribution
is to give a description of the habitat and reproductive biol-
ogy of this subspecies in the Selenga delta, Lake Baikal, E
Siberia.

The nominate subspecies of the Black-tailed Godwit,
limosa, has shown a major decline over the last 40 years. It
had probably reached a peak in the Netherlands in the mid
20th century, when agricultural methods were still extensive
and fertilizers improved food availability resulting in in-

creased breeding success. Currently the population is in sharp
decline, largely as a result of agricultural intensification
(Teunissen & Soldaat 2005). This is in contrast to the Icelan-
dic subspecies that has increased its population (Gunnarsson
et al. 2005), probably in response to man-induced habitat
change in Iceland. To understand why Black-tailed Godwits
are apparently able to adapt to a certain degree of habitat
change but not more, we are interested in the habitat choice
and breeding biology of the eastern Black-tailed Godwit,
melanuroides, a subspecies that breeds mainly in natural and
semi-natural habitats.

STUDY SITE

The lower Selenga River and its delta on the shores of Lake
Baikal, E Siberia (106°15'–106°29'E, 52°12'–52°22'N), have
been reported to be among the main breeding sites of
melanuroides (Hayman et al. 1986, Beintema et al. 1995, Del
Hoyo et al. 1997). The delta is one of the most extensive
areas of marsh in the entire biogeographic region, covering
54,000 ha. It has a typical delta structure (Fig. 1), with many
channels and winding streams, oxbows, small shallow lakes
and regularly flooded meadows. It can be split into three main
sections:

1. The inner delta (upstream) which is relatively dry with
scattered trees and bushes, mainly Willow Salix species
and wild apples Malus.
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The lower Selenga and its delta are among the main breeding sites of Eastern Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa
melanuroides, but this area is quite isolated from other populations. During our expedition in May–June 2002,
we found 21 Black-tailed Godwit nests and trapped 17 adults and 4 freshly hatched chicks. The median first
egg date of the 21 nests was 26 May, but some may have been replacement clutches. Mean egg volume per
clutch decreased over the course of the season. On the basis of numbers, the preferred breeding habitat was
the wet grass and sedge areas of the central delta (15 nests) rather than the drier inner delta (six nests). How-
ever, this seems inconsistent with observations that more godwits breed when the water table is low. It is in
such conditions that the population peaks at around 100 pairs. Though this is not large compared with recent
estimates for melanuroides on the Australian wintering grounds of 160,000 the Selenga population is never-
theless of regional importance because of its isolation.
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