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Ageing and Sexing Eastern Rosellas

E D M U N D  W Y N I ) H A M  a n d j O H N  l - h  C ; A Y  I I R E R I T T O N

I n  l i e l d  s tud ies  o f  b i r ds  i l  r s  o f t en  necessa ry  l o  age  and  sex  i nd l v i dua l s .  Bo th
sexes of Eastern Rosellas P/alycercus erimius have similar plumage bul that of adul l
males. part cularly the red l€alhers of head and breast, aIe brighter than those of
females and yoong birds. Another di l ierences rs the two rows of spots on lhe underwrng
cove r l s  and  rem iges i  t hese  a re  p resen t  i n  younq  b i t ds .  r e ta i ned  l o  a  va ry i ng  deg ree
In  adu l t  f ema les  and  l os t  i n  adu l t  ma les  (Lendon  1941 .  Sm i th  and  B re re ton  1976 ) .

I )u f ing  s tu ( l i c \  o f  [ -a \ tc f l ]  Rosc l las  uc  c l i s -
corc rc r l  tha l  i l i lTc rcnces  bc tuce l ]  p lunragcs  an( l
unr lc r * ing  pa t tc fns  o f  voung anc l  ac lu l t  b i rds
anc l  o l  n ra lcs  un t l  lenr l l cs  \ \ c lc  no l  a l \a 'avs
. U l l l ( i ! l l t  l r r f  u \  I r ,  ( r , n h ( l c n l l ]  l r . i g r r  u g c r  a r r , l
' cxcs .  In  th is  papcr  \ \ c  p lcscn t  fu r thcr  in fo fma-
l ion  on  ( l i l l c fc l l ccs  in  F-as tc rn  Rosc l las .

In l ( i rn ra t ion  prc \c r !c ( l  hc rc  comcs I rom a
cap lu fq - rccapturc  s t r . r t l v  ( r f  Eas tc rn  Rosc l las  a t
l ra thorpc .  l0 ln  ca \ t  o f  Armida le ,  Ncw South
\ \ 'a lcs  ( .10  - . l l 'S . .  l5 l  ,10E. ) .  F ronr  I964 k )  1975
r .qcords  qcrc  kcp t  o l  thc  unr lc rw ing  pa t tc rn  o l
spots  o l  ind i r idua l \  tha t  \ rc fc  in i t ia l l v  caught
in  rc \ ts  o r  r \  \ ' oung b i rds  and rccapturcd  onc
lo  \c \c fu l  \0a t \  la te r .  Rccor t l s  a lso  wcrc  kcp t
o l  thc  co lour  o l  thc  bcak  an t l  l cn-q th  o l  ta i l .  In
l97 l  anr l  I97 l  b i rds  *c rc  co l l cc tcd  fo r  a r t
h is to log ica l  s tu t l l  o l  g r rna t ls  (sce  Snr i th  and
l l rc rc ton  I976)  and thc  uc igh t  and w i i l th  o l
tuppc l  bcak  r l c re  rcco ldcr l .

l J i rc ls  r rc rc  wc ighcd in  thc  f i c l ( l  \ \ i th  a r r  Ohaur
l ) ia l -O- ( i lanr  ba lancc  * i l l r in  ha l f  an  hour  o f
co l l cc t ion  an( l  to  thc  Dcarc \ t  0 .  I  g .  I {ecords  uscd
in  ana l . rs is  *c rc  f ronr  b i r t l s  co l l cc tcd  in  1972 an( l
l ( r7 .1  f rom Januarv  I  to  Augu\ t  -10 :  ou ts i ( l c  th is
pcr io r l  thc fc  \ \ 'a \  cn la rqcnrcn l  o f  rcproduc t i \ c
L r r g a n s  ( S n r i t h  a n d  B f c f c t o n  1 9 7 6 ) .  [ - c n g t h  o l
thc  longc \ t  f ca thc l  o f  thc  ta i l .  f ronr  thc  po in t
r r l  cnrc rgcncc  o l  thc  ca lanrnus  to  t ip  o f  t l r c
r 'uch i r .  *us  n rcarurc r l  1o  lhc  l care \1  n r i l l i n rc t rc .
l l i r r l s  in  r rh ich  nr iL l t l l c  l c r thcrs  o l  thc  ta i l  u 'c rc
\ r ( ) fn  ( ) f  tha l  \ \ c rc  in  n rou l t  ue tc  cxc luc lcc l  f ron t
an l l t : i s .  \ \ ' i t l th  o l  lhc  u l rDcr  bcak  a t  thc  w i ( l cs t
p ( ) i r r1  \ \n \  n tcasutcd  l ( )  thc  ncarcs t  0 .  I  n rn t .

S ign i l i cancc  o l  t l i l l e rcnccs  i r r  n tcan uc ighL.
r r i r . l th  o f  uppcr  bcuk  anr l  l cng th  o f  ta i l  o l  agc
a ld  rcx  c lassc :  r l  e re  1c \ tcd  us ing  ana l r ,s is  o l '
ra r i r  cc .  N inc t r - l i \ c  l )c r  cen l  con f i t l cncc  in tc r -

r  a ls  l i r r  n rensura l  charac tc rs  in  I  ab lc  2  cs t imatc
thc  rangc  i r r to  u ,h ich  95 ' l ( r  o f  mcasurcnrc l l t
rvou l t l  occur .  For  cxanrp lc .  95( i r ,  o f  adu l t  n ta lcs
w c i g h  f r r n r  1 0 . . 1 . ( r  ( l l ( r . 7 - l l .  l )  t o  1 2 9 . 8  ( 1 1 6 . 7 +
l l . l  )  g .

[astcrn l].r.rscll l  chicks l lcclgc in sunrnrcr. havc
the i r  f i f s t  complc tc  n rou l t  thc  lo l low ing  ycar .
bc lwccn No lcnrbcr  a r rd  Apr i l .  and  a  fu r thcr
conrp lc tc  mou l t  cach subscqucn l  ycar ,  bc twccn
Deccnrbcr  n t l  Mav (unpub l ishc t l  da ta) .  Thc
lc lm 'young '  in  th is  papcr  i s  usc t l  l i u  b i rds  i r r
thc i r  l l r s t  ycar  tha t  haYe not  undcrgone a
conp lc tc  n rou l t  anc l  a i lu l t  fo r  b i rds  in  thc i r
sccond or  sLrbscqucn l  ycar \  tha t  l ravc  u t r i l c rgonc
ot ' l c  o f  n rore  con lp lc tc  n tou l ts .

Re\ulls

Ac lu l t  n ra les  usua l ly  hac l  b l igh tc r  p lumage
thun fcnra lcs .  par t i cu la r ly  thc  rcd  o f  thc  hca( l
o r  b rca \ t .  Napcs  o f  n ra lcs  w e  rc  usuu l l ; - -  b r igh t
vc lk r$  anc l  o f  f cnra les  pa lc  !c l low.  sonrc t imcs
t ingcd $ i lh  pa le  g rccr .  hu t  sonrc  b i rL ls  wcrc  no t
su l l i c icn t l ! '  ( l i s t inc t  fo r  th is  d i f l c rencc  to  hc  a
tc l iab le  ind ica tor -  o f  \ex  (scc  P i r l cy  I980) .
P lun ]agc  d i lTc lc l rcc \  \ re rc  most  ob ! ious  in  mid-
rv in tc r  \ \hcn  b i rc ls  had iu \ t  complc tc ( l  thc  annua l
n lou l t .  a l th l )ug l r  c \en  a t  th is  t rmc thcrc  wcrc
a  fcu  b i rds  w i th  p lunragcs  in tc rn tcd ia tc  bc twccn
tha t  ( )1  n ' ra lcs  and lc r ru lcs -  In  l i t t c  sumnlc r .  \ \ ' hcn
p lumagc\  wc fc  o lc l .  luc lc t l  o r  wotn .  p lumagc
t l i f le rcnces  bc twccn scxcr  o f tcn  ucrc  no i  c lca f
cu t .  A t  f ledg ing  voung b i rc ls  had o langc  o t '
vc l lou  bcaks .  uh ich  chungcd 1o  o i I  \ \h i t c .  \ in l i la f
to  a r lu l t \ .  r lu i ing  t l rc  nex t  fc \ \  n ' ron th \ .

Four  b i rds  rvc re  in i t ia l l y  caught  as  t rc \ t l ings
or  h iL r l  l c l lo *  bcak :  whcr  l l r s t  cap turcd  an( l
\ \ ' hcn  rccap lu fcd  i l l  [ i l c r  ! c i ! l \  had  d is t inc t i vc
ac lu l t  n ru lc  p lunragc .  A l l  four  b i rc ls  ha t l  a  rvc l l
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dc l incd  row o l  I ron t  four  to  twc lvc  \po ts  o l l
lhc i r  t i r \ t  \ c t  o l  underu ing  covcr ts  anr l  a  tvc l l
( l c f inc ( l  ro \ \  o l  l ron t  c lcvcD 1o \c \  cn{ccn  spots
on lhc i r  l i r s t  sc l  o l  rcnr igc \  bu t  I ' tad  no  \po ts
( )11  thc l l  \ cc ( )n ( l  an( l  subsca lucn t  se ls  r r l  t rndcr -
\ \  tg  co \ .c l - ts  and fcmlgc \ .

. \  lu r lhc [  ] l  h i rds  had t \ \o  r re l l  ( l c l incd  ro \ \ \
o l  \po ts  o l l  thc  undc [ \ ing  a t  i l t i t i a l  cap tu fq  bu t
\ \hcn  lccap lu rc ( l  in  lu tc r  Icars  had adu l t  n ta lc
l ) lun lugc  an( l  c i thc r  t ro  spot \  on  thc  undcrw ing
or  o l l \  a  l cu  p rx r r l v  r l c f i r rc i l  spo ts  on  1hc
|cn t rgc : .  I l  a  fc$  spots  occu[ rc ( l  o l t  thc  sccond
sc t  0 l  rcnr iqcr  t l t c \  a l \o  occur rcd  on  Ia tc r  sc ts
o l  rcnr iges ;  l r r r  cxanrp lc  a  n ta lc  har l  h lc  spo l \
on  i1 \  \ ccon( l  to  \ i x t l ' t  \ c t  o l  rcmigcs .  Thc
nunrbcr  o l  spo l \  on  under \ ! ing  co \  c r ts  o f  !ou l tg
rna lc \  fangc( l  f r0 r t r  th lcc  to  t \ \ ' c l vc  and on
r c n r i g c s  r a n g c r l  l r o o t  l l  t o  1 7 .

A h i r t l  $as  in i t ia l l y  caugh l  as  a  nc \ i l i ng  and
Nhcn rccapturc ( i  l9  n ton ths  la lc I  had fcn ta lc
p lun lagc .  Th i \  h i rd  had th rcc  spots  on  thc
\ccon( l  \ c l  o l  u rc lc ru i r rg  covcr ts  and l2  on  t l rc
\ccon( l  sc t  o l  rcnr igcs .  N inc tccn  o thcr  b i rds  ha i l
*c l l  dc l inc t l  ro \ \ ' \  o l  spo ts  on  unr lc rw ing  covcr ts
anr l  rcnr igcs  a l  in i l ia l  cap turc  anc l  whcn lccap-
tu rc ( l  in  la tc f  t cars  hac l  f cmalc  p lun tagc  and a
Icn  or  r ro  sp( ) t \  on  t l ' t c  unc lc Iw i r rg  covc f ts  an( l
a  rcduccd nunrbc f  on  t l ' ] c  rcmigc \ .  l -os \  o l  spo ts
occur icd  n ta in lV  a t  thc  changc f rom thc  f i r \ t
1 ( )  \ ccon( l  \ c l  o l  c ( ) \c r t \  a t rd  rcnr igcs .  Rcp-
rcsqn la t r \  c  cxan lp lcs  o l  pa t tc rns  o l  \po t \  i i r c
g i \cn  in  l ' ah lc  I  Spots  o l l  undc f \ \ ' i ng  co \c r t \

o f  young lcnra lcs  rangcd f rum l i ve  to  twc lvc
and on  rcnr igcs  f tonr  I l  to  l ( r ;  on  unr lc rw ing
covcr ts  o I  ac lu l t  f cnra lcs  l rom 0  to  7  and 0n
rcn t iges  l ron t  7  to  14 .
Ala'n.\uru| ( hurut tt 'rs

Mcan wc igh t .  mcan \ ! id th  o [  uppcr  bca i i  and
nrcan Icngth  o f  ta i l  t l i l l c rcd  in  a r lu l l  n ta lcs  anc l
l cnra lcs  bLr l  in  a l l  thcsc  charac tc rs  n rcasurcn lcn ts
on ind i t  i t lua l  n ' r  l c \  r ) r '  f cnra lcs  ovcr lappcd
( l -ab lc  2 ) .  Thus  la fgc  n ra lcs  a t rd  snra l l  f cnra lcs
can bc  rc l iab ly  scxcd u \ ing  s izc  d i lTcrcnccs  bu t
smal l  n ra lcs  and la rgc  [cnra lcs  a rc  o f  s in r i la r
\ l zc \ .

( onclusiorrs

Whi lc  thc rc  i s  t l i n ro rph ism bc l$ccn \cxc \  an( l
agcs  o f  Eas tern  l lose l lus ,  thc  p lunragc  and
n lcnsura l  charac tc rs  p le \cn tc ( l  hc rc  a rc  no t
su l ) i c icn t ly  c lcar  cLr t  [o r  a l l  ind iv idua ls  to  bc
ass igncd scx  and agc  c lass  accura tc lv .  Adu l l
n r u l ( .  c J n  h c  r c l i : r b l r  r l i s t i r r g u i r h c r l  l r r i n r  r r t l r c r
c lasscs  hy  thc  absencc  o f  spo ts  on  thc  undcrw ing .
A fc r  uc lu l t  lna lcs  l ra \c  a  Ic \ r  la in t  spo ts  on
thc  fqmigc \  bu t  thcsc  arc  l css  nunrc rous  and
lcss  d is l inc t  than spots  on  1 l ' rc  rc tn igq \  o f  o thcr
c la \sc \ .  Rcccnt l !  l l c t lgcc l  young b i r r l s  can  bc
i r l cn t i f i c t l  b .v  vc l lo r r  o r  o rangc  bcaks .

Scpara t io r r  r r l  ac lu l t  f cnra les  f rom f i rs t  ycar
b i rc ls  o l  c i ther '  , i cx  i s  o f tcn  t l i l l i cu l t .  l l i rds  w i th
r l ( )  sp( )1s  ( )n  t l t c  uD( lc r \ ! i l tg  covcr t \  lnd  a  row o l '
\po t \  on  the  rcnr igcs  urc  uc l r . r l t  l cn ta lcs .  B i rds
$ i th  bo th  rous  o f  spo t r  mav bc  ar l r r l t  f cmalc r
or '  \ ' oung h i r t l r  o l  c i thc r  scx  and thc i r  agc  anc l

TAl l t_E r

\ r inrbtr  , ) t  \p() l \  in  undrr \ \ ing co\cr ls  ( (  )  nnd rcmigcs ( l { )  o l  l i r \ r  and later  p lunrages ol  lcnrr l ( j  l ias lcrn I lo\e ls .
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TABLE 2
o f  a d u l t  m a l c  a n d
( n u m b c r  o f  b i r d s )  P
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lemalc l la \ lcrn Roscl l . rs  Civcn f ( ) r  each
is pr( 'babi l i l )  th i r l  ( )bsorved di l lcrences are

\ \ 'c ighr, \ \  idlh ( ' l  uppcr
cnaraclcr arc mean I
(hrc l t)  chxncc-

bcok and length
959r conl idence

o f  t a i l

( haractcr M a l e Irumrlc

Weigh r  (g )
W id th  o l  uppc r  be rk  (mm)
l - cng lh  o f  t a i l  ( cm)

1 1 6 . 7  r  l r . l l  ( . 1 r )
l l . 7  !  0 . 6 9  ( 6 8  )
17 . : l  1  l .4J  125)

r 0 2 . 2  a -  I : 1 . I  I  ( l n )
10.6 :t  0.6t) (27)
16.0 r L.1,1 (15 )

' -,0.cxll

t.- 0.001
. - .0.00 |

scx  can bc  t le te rmincd on ly  i f  they  are  recap-
tu rcd  in  a  la tc r  p lumage.  Loss  o f  bo th  rows o f
spots  in  the  la tc r  p lumage shows thc  b i rd  was
a voung malc .  wh i lc  loss  o f  spo ts  on  underwing
covcr ts  o r  a  reduc t ion  in  the  number  o f  spo ts
on undcrw ing  co !c r ts  and remiges  shows the
h i rd  was a  young fcmale .

From Dcccmber  to  mid-January  b i rds  in  the i r
t i r s t  ycar  can be  t l i s t ingu ishcd by  thc i r  ncw
p lumagc.  wh ich  cont ras ts  w i th  the  worn  and
fac lec l  p lumagc o f  adu l t  females  a t  th is  t ime.
From about  mid-January  to  la te  Apr i l  b i rds
in  the i r  l i r s t  ycar  can be  d is t ingu ished as  they
arc  c i thc r  no t  mou l t ing  or  a rc  mou l t i r rg  on ly
hodv  fca thers ,  wh i le  adu l t  f cmalcs  a rc  mou l t ing
rcmiges  and bod l '  f ca thers  (unpub l ished da ta) .

I  w ish  to  thank  Dr  M.  J .  Smi th  fo r  a l low ing
thc  usc  o f  hcr  unpub l ishc t l  da ta  on  body  we igh t
and beak  w id th  an t l  fo r  her  commcnts  on  a
(lraft of thc paper. Thc histological study in
1972 and 1973 was supp( ) r ted  by  a  g ran t  f ron l
thc  Aus t ra l ian  Rcscarch  ( ; ran ts  ( 'omnr i t tec .
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