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SEX AND AGE CHARACTERS OF THE
RUFOUS SONGLARK
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METHODS

Information was gathered on these characters
trom two independent sources: l ive birds caught
during the course of banding activit ies* ind
museum study skins examined by Boles.
Measurements  and p lumage notes  were  t l ken  by
Smedley  f rom ind lv idua ls  mis r -ne t tc t l  in  rh i
central-west of New South Wales durins the
per iod  lq82-86.  Thc  s tudv  s i res  wcrc  Cooka-
midgera and Back Yamma State Forests near
Parkes, Burrendong Arboretum near Wellington,
and Munghorn  Gap Nr tu re  Rescrve  nca l
Mur lgee.  Thc  pre l im i la ry  scqucnce o f  p lumages
and mor r l t5  wc5 \ \o rked ou t  w i th  thc  i r \ s i5 l rncc  o [
students in the Ornithological Techniques class at
the Sydney Technical College in late'1985 based
on spccimens in the collection of The Australian
Museum. Subscquently spccimens in thc Museun-r
of Victoria and- the South Australian Museum
have been examined by Boles. Measuremcnts
were tirken as described by Disney (1974).
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SEXING

The_sexes of post-juvenile birds can be sepa-
rated by measurements routinely takcn in ihe
cour \e  o [  band ing  operar ions  or  dur ing  process ing
oI  carcasses  r l  thc  muscum pr io r  t . r  p iepr ra t io i
{see alsu Rogers ct al. lq{",i. The mea,urements
found uscful havc been wing length, tail length,
wing span and weight; the sample i ize of head:bil l
mcasurements (total head length) (Rooke 1976)
is too small to indicate if this technique is of value
as a sexing criterion, although the available data
suggest that males may be larger in this repect.

Within the wingspan measurements of l ive-
trapped birds there werc two distinct ranges: 2rl l-
266 mm (n:27) and 288-318 mm (n=15).  Birds
sexed as females by cloacal examination (see Disney
1967) had wingspan measurements within the
smaller range. putativc males in the largct.
Museurn specimens sexed by examination of the
gonads confirmcd this separation (Table 1).

U i ing  ind i r idua l  h i rds  w ingspans as  lhe  c r i renon
l o r  \ e x i n g  o l  t h e  l i v e  h i r d . .  r h e i r  w i n g  r n J  ( a i l
measurements and weight were separated into
two categories that were nearly or entirely exclu-
s ive  (Tab le  1 ) .  Female  we igh ts  (20-28 .5  g )
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TABLE I
Measuremcnts of Rufous Sonclarks based on lr \r .c- Lrght birds ar)d mutcurn spccimcns (wingspan, wing and tai l  in mil l imerres.*eight in Srams). There are 

-no 
signi{ icnnl sze drffeinees betwecn imrni iuiei ano adults so lheir measurements have beencombined For museurn specirnens, ri'eights ancl wingspans rcler to biiJ.' i"""*..J p.;- t" pt"p-ntion; *iii! ona toii;;;,,;;;."",,

laken from preserved specimens.

Wingspan

I SD Range n
Tail

t  SD Rnngc n

Wing

i S D i S D
Weight

Rangc

I- ivc Birds 301.2 6.9 288-3l l l
N{useum Skins 296.0 7.5 288 305

92 .5  4 .9  I t 6  l 0 r  15
95.0 1.3 l l8- i05 30

l 5
6

17 .6  6 .0
80 .5  4 .4

72-88 15
72-9t 21

34.4 2.6
36 .4  2 .2

29 .75 -38 .5  11
31 .10 6

Males

Females
Live Birds t56.5 5.9
Museum Skins 250. '7 1.1

211 26('  27
216 254 l

78 .3  3  I
80 .0  3 .2

71-iJ5 2t)
73 rJ6 18

67 .3  3 .0
67 .2 1.1

6t 73 29
61-71 15

23 .0  2 .5
22 .5  2 .6

20-28.5 l8
19.5-2,{ 3

approached those of males (29.75-38.5 g). how-
evcr .  the  th ree  heav ies t  females  (26 ,28  and 2g .5
g) were all recorded as "about to lay" based on
the condition of the cloaca; otherwise females
weighed lcss than 25 g.

Measurernents presented in Table 1 shoulcl
a l low separa t ion  o l  a l l  pos t - iuven i le  b i r t l s  und
o lder  ju ren i le .b i rds  fo r  wh ich 'p r imar ies  a re  lu l l y
enrc lged. .  B i r t l s  w i th  w ing lengrhs  excecd ing  86
mm can bc  consrdcred  males  even i l  the  pr imar ie \
i r rc  no t  iu i l )  g rown.  Adu l ts  may a lso  be  sexcd on
rne D i ' s ts  o t  sc t t  par t  co lours .

AGEING

Within cach sex, the prime indicator of age of
post-juvenile birds is the colour of the soft paits.

JUVENILE (Figure la): Separation of nestl ings
and recent l )  f ledged Rufous  Song lurks  f rom orh i r
b rown.  mo l l led .  re r res t r ia l  spec ies  ean hc
i i (h ieved us ing  the  un iquc  co lour  pa t te rn  ins ide
t h c  m u u t h  ( F i g u r c  2 :  N P I A W  l q 8 2 :  2 8 1 ;  B o l e s
and Longmore 1985) and the rufous rump that
apper r rs  qu i te  car ly  in  the  emergence o f  the  f i rs t
p r  umage.

_  Juven i les  can be  scparared  [ rom o lder  b i rd :  by :
( l )  the  laxer .  f lu f f i c r  p lumage:  12 ;  much hcav ie r
s t re lk ing  r r r  rhe  brc rs r :  {3 )  o range-ye l low in : , idc
moulh :  { ,1 )  vc r )  p ron t inent  ins ide  mouth  nrark -
ings .  inc lud ing  tho \e  un  thc  pa l r re .  Too fcw spec i -
mens ln  th ts  p lumrg(  havc  heen examincd to
determine whethcr there irre plumage ot soft part

differences between sexes. The age category is'J', following the ageing system adopted by the
Australian Bird and Bat Banding Scheme.

IMMATURE: Sexes are similar, exccpt for size,
and in plumage resemble the adult female. In
comparison with the adults, the rump is duller
rufous, the crown paler brown and the breast
shows a greater amount of mottl ing. The gape is
bright yellow, as is the tongue. which retains
black spots on the barbs, although these are less
prominent than in juveniles. At what stage the
yelbw changes to the colour of the adult (black
- males; pink - females) is not known. The bil l  is
grey on thc upper mandible, horn (males) or
pinkish-horn (females) on the lower, CIaws are
pinkish or pinkish-horn, Juvenile rectrices are
retained and exhibit pointed tips before becoming
abraded. The skull retains some unpneumatizea
portions along the midline through much of this
stage and should be visible if 'skull ing' (external
cxamrnation of skull pneumatization) l ive birds
(Ba i rd  1964) ,  Thc  age ca tcgory  i s '1 'o r '2 - ' .

Males (Figure 1b). While soft part colours are
diagnostic age characters in males, plumage
leatures arc also usetul: in the immature, the
supercil ium is narrower and less obvious than in
adults and the dark brown markings of the upper
breast are more prominent. As adult males havc
b lack  pa la tes  (C le land 1913)  and b i t l s ,  b i rds
exhibit ing a colour change from yellow to black
can be considered late immatures (2-).
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F\grrc L Plumage and soft part colours of Rufous Songtatks. a. Juvenite. b. Immanlrc mate.
c. Immutwe and adult female. d. Adult male.

Females (Figure 1c). Separation of immature and
adult females can be difficult. Useful characters
are the immature's slightly greater degree of
mottling on the breast, brighter yellow gape and
the yellow (not pink) tongue and inside mouth.
Timing of the change from yellow to pink is not
known but presumably is ncar the annual moult.
Individuals showing an intermediate condition
can be considered 'old' immatures (2 ). Those
which cannot be confidently assigned to either
immature or adult should be scored as '1*'.

ADULT

Males (Figure 1d). Adult males are easily recog-
nized by their black upper and lower mandibles,
tongue, gape, inside bill and claws. Compared
with thosc of immatures, the supercilium is widcr
and more prominent, the breast only faintly
mottlcd and the ends Of the tail feathers more
squared.  Adul t  males should be scored as '2+ ' .
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A numbcr of books refcr to a colour change of
adult male bill colour in the non-brecding season.
The live birds and the museum spccimens providc
no evidence to support this suggestion, as black-
billed birds were recorded throughout the year
and all pale-billed males for which skull condirion
was recorded were not fully pneumatized. Further
information is desirablc, particularly from
northern Australian birds during the non-breeding
season.

Females (Figure 1c). Adult females have grey
upper and horn lower mandibles, pinkish-horn
claws, pale yellow gapcs and pink inside of the
bcak. This plumage is il lustrated in photographs
by Norman Chaffer in NPIAW (1982: 218) and
Reader's Digest (1986: .135). The tongucs are
pink but vary in the amount of biack retained. All
birds handled by Smedley carried dark spots on
the barbs and some had the distal portion of the
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Figure 2. lns e nnuth ol nes ing Rut'ous Songtark showing
distitcIire paxem oJ spots.
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If the annual moult follows breeding, as it does
in most Australian passerines, these dates indi-
cate rathcr variable timing of reproductive activity
from year to year and between geographic
localit ies (the records above come from live
states). This species may breed two or three times
in good seasons (Beruldsen 1980) and is migratory
(Blakers el a1. 198,1), botlt characteristics that can
significantly affcct the timing and completion of
mou l1 .

The duration of the immature featurcs may be
indicated by birds encountered by Smedley at
Back Yamma State Forcst on 5 November, 1983.
This species usually arrives in the Parkes district
in late Septentbcr to breed and was not present
at this site four weeks prior to the November visit
(N. Schrader, pers. comm.). During November,
males were performing a high level of territorial
display and a number of nests with complete
clutches of four or f ive eggs were found. Immature
songlarks of both sexcs were caught on that
occasion, indicating that they were birds of the
prcvious year; a breeding season that was both
early and prolonged was unlikely in 1983 as in
that ycar most of inland Ausiralia was severcly
droughtaffected. From this it can be presumed
that the immature plumage is retained at least
unti l the following breeding scason. Rogers et c1.
(1986) observed iinmaturei in body mo"ult in the
spring following fledging.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of these studies show that the
Rufous Songlark can be reliably scxed using
routine banding measurements (Table 1) and
aged by noting soft part colours and plumage
features. They have been summarized as a Bird
in  thc  Hand (Bo lcs  and Smedley  1988) .

If wingspan measurements can be taken, birds
with wingspans greater than 287 mm are male and
those less than 269 mm are lemale. Weight is the
next most reliable index. If care is taken to elimi-
nate females that are about to lay, birds with
weights greater than 29 g are male and those less
than 2-5 g are female. There is overlap in the
length of the tail between the sexes and probably
in winglength as well, but if these measurements
are used in combination with wingspan and
weight, there is no diff iculty in differentiating the
scxes .

D. L Snedley E W. E. Botes.

tongue tipped black or grey. whilc the tongucs of
others were edged all round with black or grey.
This variation in tongue colour may provide a use-
ful ageing character for female Rufous Songlarks
when more information on its t ining is obtained.
Data are insulficient a1 the moment; no birds
were rctrapped during the study, so individual
.h ; rngcs  in  tongue mark ings  cou ld  n r r t  bc
dc tec led .  An1 lemaler  w i rh  p ink  pa la res  shou ld
be considered as '2+'.

MOULT

1'hough few of the museum specimens exhibit
moult, it is possible to make some tcntative
generalizations about the extent and timing of
plun-lage changcs.

A juvenile specimen acquiring immature plum-
age is undergoing only a body moult, indicating
that the post-juvenile moult is inconplete, with
rectrices, remiges and wing coverts retained unti l
the subsequent moult. Subsequent moults appear
to involve a complete replacement of all feathers.
Months in which moult (immature to adult, adult
to adult) has been recorded range from
November to August (museum spccimens; Hall
1974; Rogers er aL. 1986) whereas fresh plumage
has been noted in birds collected in April, May
June and August and very worn plumage in birdi
taken in October, December, January and May
(Bo les ,  pers .  obs . ;  Ha l l  1974) .
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THE USE OF MIST NETS AND RADIOTELEMETRY
IN THE STUDY OF THE GROUND PARROT

Pezoporuswallicus lN BARREN GROUNDS NATURE
RESERVE, NEW SOUTH WALES

RICHARD JORDAN

Barren Crounds Bird Observatory. P.O. Box 3. Jambcroo, N.S.W. 2533
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Methods ior trapping and racl lo t facking Ground parrois were examned al Barren Grounds
Nalure Reserve. Jamberoo NSW Two methods, invovng mst nets. were successiu n capturng
the parrols A lechn que tor al laching radio transm tters lo the blrds is descr bed and the operat ng
rves of lwo bal lery types are compared

INTRODUCTION

Thc Ground Patot Pezoporus walllcas is a rare
bird found in the coastal heathlands of south-
castern irnd south-western Australia and Tas-


