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DESCRIPTION OF SOME NEONATAL PASSERINES
IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA
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INTRODUCTION

Boles  and Longmorc  (1985)  and Gi l l  (1982)
havc drawn altcntion to the paucil), of data
dcscribing the neonatal nestl ings of Australian
passerines and have pointed out the possible
taxonomic importance of characters such as
mouth  pa t te rn  and the  d is t r ibu t ion  o f  na ta l  down
for  de tCrmin  ing  phy logcn ic  re la t ionsh ips .

Dur ing  the  1986- t987 breed ing  season,  the
colour and distribution of natal down and thc
mouth pattcrn of some ncwly hatched passerinc
species wcrc rccordcd opportunistically at
Gooseber ry  H i l l .  W.A.  (31"58 'S . .  116 '03 'E . )  and
Shark  Bay .  W.A.  (25" .1U 'S. ,  113 ' ,13 'E . ) .

METHODS

Although down (neossoptiles) may b(r present
in areas from which feathers wil l emerge, the

distribution of down docs rlot corrcspond exactly
to that of the lzrter feathcr tracts arld Saunclers (in
Gill 1982) has uscd the term 'down-patch' to
describe an area of ncossoptiles. We follow her
terminology and that of Gil l in naming the various
patches (Figure l). We recorded only thc
presence or absence of a down-patch and did not
neasure the extcnt of thc patch. count thc
nurnber of nessoptiles or mcasure thcir length
Thc colour and markings of thc mouth l ining and
tongue and thc colour of the rictal f langes (en-
la rg id  mr rg in '  o I  lhe  gapc l  tCrmpbc l l  r rnd  Lack
l . l , {5 )  were  nu tcd .  A I I  n ( . l l i ng \  ohserved were
less  than 6  days  o ld .  the  major i t y  less  than 2  days ,
and the number of nestl ings of each spccies varied
from one (for the Thick-bil led Grasswrcn
Amytornis texti l is) to 20 (for thc Silvercye Zos-
terops lateralis).
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TABLE 1
Down patchcs and mouth colour of  some Deontta l  passer ines.

Ncsl
Spccies type

Major
down patch

Minor
down patch Colour

v . E

Z  i  =  E  :  i : F
: = ; F ^ : i ji

d  8  A  ;  3  E : E

E
=

Rufous Whist lcr
Puh,vephala rL$vrarr is

Crev Butcherbird
CncIi0ts torqudn6

Whire -wiDged Tr i l ler

Ttwny-cro$neLl  Honeycalcr
I' h j I i do n )' r is nlela nops

Brown Honeycaler
Lk hneru i  d ishtctu

Si lvercyc
Zosttrops Iat.rulis

Ger\'gone fustu

Snlicrornis brcr irostris' I  
h ick-bi l lec i  Grass\vrcn
AntIknnis te\!ilis

Ycl low-runlpcd Thornbi l l
Acan th i.a r' h rr sorrhoa

Inland Thornbi l l
A(anthiza api .a l i \

wcstcrn Thornbi l l
A(anthizu inotnutt

Splcndid I :a i r ! .u ren
Malurus spl?nd(ns

SE

o

o

+ + + + + + +

+ + + + + + +

+ + + + + + +

+ + + + + + +

+ + + + + +

+

+ + + + +

+ + + + + +

+ + + + + +

+ + + + + +

+ + 1 + + +

+

+

+ + + +

+ +

+

+

grev

whitc

dark grey yelbw

light brown yello$

grcy ycxow

darK grey crcam

orangc-ycuow

orange-yel low

oraoge-yer l0w

orange yel low

orangc-yelbw

flesh

orange-ycl low

orrnge ycl row

l ight grey cream

charcoal grey white

Srey crearrl

grcy yclrow

dark grey ycl low

whl tc

+ indicatcs the presence oi  thc appropr ia le down patch
o = opcn cup nest ing species
E = cncloscd nesl ing species
SF :  semi-cncloscd ncs! in8 spccrcs

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Only the maximum number of patches

observed tbr each species is presented in Table 1.
Observed variation between nestl ings in the
number and extcnt of down-patches may be age-
relirtcd or congenital (Gil l l9E2) and further
studies on known-aged individuals are planned.
We found no pcctoral down-patch (as described
by  Gi l l )  on  any  ncs t l ing  o f  the  spec ies  examined.

The adaptive advantage of natal down in
altricial species may involve crypsis, insulation
and/or protection from the sun's rays (O'Connor
1984. Smith 1985). Except tbr thc Silvereye which
hr r t l  . r r rp r is ing l r  l i t t l c  Jown.  lhe  open-cup nes l ing
species obscrved by us. such as thc Grey Butcher-

bird Craclicus torquotus, Rufous Whistlcr
Pachycephala ruJiventris and Tawny-crowned
Honeycater Phylklonyris melanops, generally
appeared to bc much more downy and bctter
camouflagcd than the cnclosed nesters. although
some had a similar number of down-patchcs. This
rnay have been bccause down was denser. longcr
or more darkly colottrcd in the open-cup nesters.
On the other hand, nestl ings of the Thick-bil led
Grasswren. which builds a scmi-enclosed but well
concealed nest, appeared te bc alntost covercd in
dark down. while the Splcndid Fairy-Wrcn
Malurus splendens, aln cnclosed nestcr. l lad no
down at all. No two species of ,4c4l?/ft iz.r observed
had a similar distribution of dou'n.



Irigure 2. Mo llr partern of u ] daJ" old Brown HoNyeatel
Li( h nu, rn itkl i s ti tft. tu.

Only the Brown Honcycatcr Lichmera
indistincta hacl a mouth pattern - two distinct
elongatcd black spots at the base of the tongue
(Figure 2). In older nestl ings these spots were
sometimes joined in the centre. giving the appcar-
irnce of a black wedge. This was markcdly
diffcrcnt to the 'extensive black tongue tip'
described by Boles and Longmore (1985). In view
of the possible taxonomic significance of suclr
variation within a specics it would bc of intcrest
to dctcrminc whether Brown Honeyeaters from
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other regions of Australia are divergent in this
character.

More comprehensive data are rcquired to
further elucidate the taxonomic or functional
significance of natal characters. However, the
variation shown herc bctwccn related genera
(e.g. Amytornis arld Malurus) suggests that this
line of study may be profitable.
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VARIATION IN HEAD-BILL LENGTH
THE EASTERN SPINEBILL

Acanthorhynchus tenuirosfris AT BARREN
GROUNDS NATURE RESERVE. NEW SOUTH

WALES
RICHARD JORDAN

Barren G()unds Bird ObseNatorv. PO Box l .  Jrmberoo. NSW 25-l- l

I l?.ei\ , td l5 Mar 1986

Hedd b I englh (HB) was .neasured tor al Easlern Spinebil  s captured at Barren Grounds Nature
ReseTVe oveT a 16 rnonth period HB for adu I ma es was a ways grealer than lor adult fema es at
any g ven t me of lhe year Mean HB 1or bolh raaes and lema es showed aseasona vara|on There
was a maxranLrm n m dw nler and a minimum in mldsummer Four ndlv dua s recaDtured on severa
occasons over the saane oerod showed a siaf ar varal ion in HB


