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Identification of Prions — Pachvptila spp.
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Mecasurements

Considerable differences have been shown in
comparing the measurements from live or freshly
dead prions with those from  dried  specimens
(Falla. 19405 Tickell. 19625 Kinsky und Harper,
[968). These shrinkage differences are of parti-
cular importance in the determination of  bill
width. which may be between 7% and 14%
preater in the fresh compared with the dried
condition.

All measurements quoted here are from dried
specimens, but where revelant and where possible
the comparable figures from live birds are given
in brackets,

Measurements are tuken following the pro-
cedures outlined by Disney  (1963), with bill
width bzing taken at the base of the beak, and
bill depth the vertical height of the bill, properly
closed, at a point immedistely in front of the
nostrils. In those cases where diagnosis depends
on tail or wing length, care must be taken with
interpretation of  measurements.  If there  are
vrowing feathers. the tml or the wing may be
shorter than normal.

Ageing and sexing

There are no plumage or meuasurement char-
acters for ageing or sexing the live prion. Petrels
in breeding condition can be sexed using the
technique  of  cloacal  examination  (Scrventy,
[956). Fledged  birds  stilt present on the
breeding grounds or those recently departed may
retain tell-tale remmants of nestling down adhering
o the feathers. After the bhreeding season the
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young birds show fresh plumage when  older
birds are frequently in moult.

Richdale (1965} gave several bill and body
measurements from large sumples of live breeding
aduits of the two prions of extreme body size:
the smallest Fairy Prion and the largest Broad-
billed Prion, P. wvirtura. He compared some of
these measurements with those tuken from the
respective Tully fledged chicks of cach species.
In both cuses there were differences between the
old und young birds in the mcan values obtained,
but a large overlap in the ranges of some measure-
ments. The two most divergent cxamples are
given in the diagram, Figure L

Identification of the Prion Species

The six species of prion can be readily divided
into two groups in two ways. There are those
with broad dark terminal bands across the tail,
rather than narrow ones, and there are those
with wide bills rather than narrow or slender
bills.

Since identification depends so much on the
form of the bill. not only its size, but also an
appreciation of its shupe, many of the subtle
characteristics of cach species can only be re-
cognised with expertence. 1t is difficult to estab-
lish absolute criteria for identification based on
simple observuble features wmenable to measure-
ment.

The following sequence of examination will
most conveniently lead to identification:

I. Check the tail colour for terminal band

width {see Figure 2).
a. It the bhand is narrow  (obviously less
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® Figure |. A diagram illustrating the difference in measurements herween  fully fledeed oliicks and
welults in two species of prion. The range of variation in wing lengths and Bl widths (length of

horizental liney, the mean values (vertical line) and st

andanrd deviation either side of the mean

(hoxed region) are shown from samples of live birds measured hy Richdale (from Richdale, 1965).

than u third of tail length) then the species
is one of the following:
Broad-billed Prion P. vittara
Mcdium-billed Prien P. salvini
Dove Prion P. desolata
Thin-billed Prion P helcheri
b, If the band is wide (approximately half
the tail length) the species is either
Fulmar Prion P. crassirastris or
Fuiry Prion P. rurtur

9

Check the bill for size and shape (scc
Figure 3).

. If the bill s large, heavy or wide and
shightly or very obviously bowed along the
cdges when viewed  from  above, usually

showing “teeth™ in the side view when closed.
then the species s one of the following:

Broad-billed Prion

Medium-billed Prion

Dovi: Prion
b. [f the bill is narrow, not obviously bowed
along the edges when viewed from above
or, alternatively, is small and perhaps chunky
and robust with only a small space along
the upper part of the beak between the
nostrils and the curve of the nail or dertrum,
then the species is one of the following:

Thin-billed Prion

Fulmar Prion

Fairy Prion
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® Figure 2.

haneds in prions.

Examples of wide and narrow tail

The Large-billed Prions

The Broad-hilled, Medium-bilicd
Prions have narrow il bands.
Check the wing length:

1. If wing length greater than 200 mm, almost
certainly the hird is a
BROAD-BIL.LLED PRION
Confirm if
a0 Bill length greater than 32 mm (33 mm).
h. Bill width greater than 17 mm (19 mm ).
¢. “Teeth” clearly visible in the closed bill
nmost of its length. Viewed from above the
vdges of the beak are distinetly bowed.

and  Dave

(see Figure 3.

1. If wing length less than 200 mm, cither
Medium-billed or Dove Prion, unless an un-
usually  short-winged Broad-billed Prion.

MEDIUM-BILLED PRION (sec Figure 3),
Confirm if

a. Bill length 27-32 mm.

b, Bill width 13.5-17.0 mm.

¢. “Teeth® clearly visible at base of closed
hill. Viewed from usbove the edges of the
beak are noticeably bowed.
d. Note the shape of the bill profite com-
pared with Broad-billed Prion.

DOVE PRION ({see Figure 3).

Confirme it
a. Bill length 24-30 mm (up to 31 mm)
h. Bill width 12-16 mm (up to 16.5 mm)
¢. ‘Teeth” not clearly visible in closed bill
cxeept in some specimens close 1o the base,

Rh
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Sides of the beak when viewed from above

are not very distinctly bowed.

d.  Bill length less than 2.3 times the width,

but see also notes under Thin-billed Prion.
Slender or Small-billed Prions

1. Tail band narrow,
THIN-BILLED PRION (sce Figure 3.
Confirm f
a. Bill length 23-27 mm
b. Bill width 9-12 mm
¢. Bill tength more than 2.3 times the
width, to distinguish from Dove Prion. I
doubtful, und some arc less than this ratio,
then the bill margins viewed from above are
slightly concave in this species, but in the
Dove Prion are definitely not so.

2. Tail band broad.
FULMAR PRION or
Figure 3).

These species can only be distinguished by the
more massive appearance of the Fulmar Prion
bill which is chunky and has the margins slightly
swollen compared with the Fairy Prion.

Check the depth of the bill:
a. If greater than 7.5 mm
certainly FULMAR PRION
b, If less than 7.5 mm then almost certainly
FAIRY PRION

FAIRY PRION

{sce

then  almost
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Specimens

The specimens illustrated in Figure 3 were
P. vitrata Aust. Museum 037198
P salving Aust. Museum 033939
P. desolara C.51R.0. 12507
P. heleheri C.85.LR.O. Data sheet no. ML 478
P, crassirostris C.S.1LR.O. Data sheet no. McK 133
P oturtur C.S5.1LR.O. Data sheet no. 1.037
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® Figure 3. Scale drawings of the bills of prions shown in side and dorsal views,
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