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' l hc  
scxcs  o f  thc  L i t t l c  B i t t c rn  l rc  incor rcc t l y

l i s tcd  as  s imi la r  in  S la te r  (1970)  and Readcr 's
Digcst ( I 976 ), as this widcsprcad Old World
spccics is onc of thc fcw hcrons to dcmonstrl ltc
scxua l  c l i chromat is rn .  Thc  ac lu l t  ma lc ,  u i th  i t s
diagnostic black back. cannot bc confusctl with
: rny  o f  thc  p lumagcs  o f  thc  Yc l low B i t te rn .  Th is
plumagc is i l lustratcd in Slatcr (plltc 15. f i-qr.rrc
6  )  and MacDona ld  (  I  973.  p la tc  2  ) .  I t  i s  w i th
thc fcnralc that dil i icult ics nray arisc. This plumagc
is l ' lot i l lustratcd in any rcadily availablc rcfcrcncc
book and bclrs a closc similarity in colouration
of thc back to that of thc adult Ycllow Bittcrn
( FiS. I ) . Fcmalc Litt lc Bittcrns bcar lcss rc-
scmbllncc to Slater's i l lustrated nralc than thcy
do to  thc  p ic tu rcd  Yc l low B i t te rn  (p la tc  15 .
l igr,rrc 8) antl conscqucntl) ', on thc basis of thcsc
il iustrations, ycllowish-brown backcd individuals
nrrv bc incorrcctly iderti l icd,

Plumage Notes on the Little Bittern
W. E. BOLE,S

Two species ot the small  bit lerns /xobfychus have been recorded lrom Ausiral ia.
the Li l t le Bi i tern l .  minutus and the Yellow Bittern /.  sinersrs. Although considered by
Condon (1975) to be rare in Austral ia, ihe Lit t le Bit tern is the species lhat can be
expecled io be encountered in most inslances. The Yellow Bittern, lound lhrough India,
China, and Southeast Asia, has only been recorded in Austral ia once, from Kalgoorl ie,
Western Austral ia. in 1968. l t  has, however, been recently roporled from Port Moresby.
Papua  New Gu inea  (Hansen ,  1976 ) .  P rob lems  occas iona l l y  a r i se  i n  t he  i den t i f i ca t i on  o f
specimens of the small  bit terns and, i i  based solely on plumage, m isidenti l icat ion, even
o t  b i r ds  i n  t he  hand ,  can  occu r .
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C l ' is{r rc 7.  Bi l l r  o l  \Dt  l l  h i f tLrn\  t l i l ! '  ' i1() .

' l hc  
rnos t  d is t inc t i vc  ch i t rac tc r  scpura t inc  thcsc

l rvo  spcc ics  i s  thc  l cng th  o f  thc  b i l l  (F i -u .  2 ) .
S la tc r  g ivcs  thc  l cng ths  as  1 .7  inchcs  (43  nrnr )
in  thc  L i t t l c  B i t t c rn  and 2  inchcs  (52  mnr )  in
thc  Yc l lo rv  B i l t c rn .  A l thoush ind iv idua l  var ia t ion
in tri l l  lcngth occurs, this cltaractcr is cliagnostic.

ln  l igh t  o f  thc  rcccr r t  Papuu New Guinca rc -
ports, thc possibil i tv of the Ycllow Bittcrn rc-
occurring in Australia is -urcatl1, incrcascd, and
sonrc nri ly havc alrcadl passccl undctcctcd. It is
doubtful whcthcr the brorvnish backcd forms can
be scparated in thc ficld unlcss thc bird can bc
inspcctcd in thc hand and thc bil l  mcasured. It
is at prcscnt best to i lssunre that l l l  small bittcrns
cncountc rcd  in  Aus t ra l ia  a rc  L i t t l c  B i t t c rns .

Relercnccs
('onLlon. H. T. (lr7-s). Checli l ist of thc l l irds of Au\,

lralir L Non-pir\serincs. Nfelbournc: RAOU.
Fr i lh .  H .  J .  (Ed) .  (1976) .  Readcr ' \  D iges t  Conrp le lc

Book of Auslrrl i .rn Il irds. Reirdcr's Digest. Sydnet'.
H lnsen.  J .  (1976) .  Unt i l led  I l i rd  Notes ,  Ne\ \ '  cu inca

t l i rd  Soc ic ty ,  Ne\ \s le t le r  l l9 :  7 .
I \ ' l acDonr ld .  J .  l J .  (1973) .  B i rd r  o f  Aus t rL r l ia .  A .  H.

rnd A- W. Rcc(i. Sldney.
SLr le r .  I ' .  {1970) ,  A  F ie ld  Gu idc  lo  Aus l ra l iun  l } i rd \ .

Non-pirs\crincs. Ri-qby, Adelr ide.

W. E. Boles, The Ausiral ian L4useum, Sydney, N.S.W.

Figurc l .  / l . r (  (  . t lor t rut ion ol  t lo tsal  t l t t la( .s t t
\nnl l  h i f i rns l l . l t  to t ight)  L i I l (  Ri t t?h (nkt l ! .
l?Dtul?) :  Y ( l lor  Bi t tc ,  n.

P h o t o :  G .  M i l l e n

L I ' I  T L E  B  ] T T E  R N


