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The local movements and migration of two Steppe Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus
alboaxillaris, a little known subspecies, were studied opportunistically from
February to March 2016, in Maputo Bay, Mozambique. Both birds were found to
be part of a local sub-population of ca. 30 Whimbrel which hold individual
feeding territories on sandy shoreline. One alboaxillaris was estimated to depart
Maputo on 28 February and the other was possible to track with a PTT satellite
tag, departing on 25 March 2016; this is one month earlier than other Whimbrel
N. p. phaeopus and consistent with the more southern breeding phenology of
alboaxillaris in lower latitudes in the steppes of Asia. The tagged bird made a
4,659-km journey in six days to Aden, Yemen and its migration route was
consistent with the direction of travel for the known breeding areas of alboaxillaris.
The tag fell off the bird in Yemen so the breeding destination of Steppe Whimbrel
found in Maputo is still to be elucidated. The track data are the first firm evidence
of a long-suspected African transcontinental migration route for southeastern
African-Palearctic coastal waders. No other alboaxillaris were found in a larger
population of 650 Whimbrel photo-identified in Maputo Bay.

INTRODUCTION
Shorebirds breeding in mid- to high-latitude areas of the
northern hemisphere often travel vast distances between
breeding and wintering areas (van de Kam et al. 2004,
Boere et al. 2007). Shorebirds tend to be spatially segregated
into discrete breeding populations and migrate to different
wintering areas (with some overlap) using migratory corridors and utilising a small number of stopover sites (van
de Kam et al. 2004). Each breeding population of a species
often acts in isolation to others and it is the population,
rather than the species, that is the most functional unit of
conservation (Boere et al. 2007).
Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus breed in the northern circumpolar Holarctic, mostly in the tundra and northern
taiga zone above 60°N (Cramp & Simmons 1983, Higgins
& Davies 1996, Lappo et al. 2012). There are three main
populations of Whimbrel that migrate from the Holarctic
for the boreal winter to the tropics and southern hemisphere:
N. p. phaeopus from Fennoscandia/west Siberia to Africa,
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N. p. variegatus from eastern Siberia to southeast Asia
and Australasia, and N. p. hudsonicus from the Nearctic
to Latin America (Hayman et al. 1986). However, a fourth,
less known subspecies of Whimbrel adopts a different
strategy. The Steppe Whimbrel N. p. alboaxillaris breeds
in the mid-latitude (50–54°N) steppes of Russia and
probably Kazakhstan (Cramp & Simmons 1983, Morozov
2000) and migrates to coastal southeast Africa to overwinter (Allport 2017). The Steppe Whimbrel is only
known from a small number of specimens in museums
and even fewer sightings in the wild. There are three
reported breeding localities in Russia (Morozov 2000)
and very few non-breeding records from the east and
southeastern coasts of Africa (Allport 2017). The taxon
has only recently been properly illustrated in the identification literature (Ayé et al. 2012, Corso et al. 2014,
Peacock 2016) and has not been subject to thorough taxonomic review, which is now warranted (Allport 2017).
Steppe Whimbrel has been recorded during the boreal
summer in a relatively restricted area of the steppes of
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Fig. 1. Common Whimbrel N. p. phaeopus (left) and Steppe Whimbrel N. p. alboaxillaris (right; probable female) at Maputo,
Mozambique, February 2016. For Steppe Whimbrel, note pure white lower rump, paler tail, and pale wing coverts,
secondaries and inner primaries, and its relatively larger size (although possible difference in sex between the two birds)
and characteristic tubby shape (photo: Callan Cohen & Gary Allport).

Russia, Kazakhstan and central Asia (Dementiev &
Gladkov 1960, Dementiev et al. 1966). It was searched
for in this region as a part of wider surveys for breeding
Slender-billed Curlew Numenius tenuirostris in the 1980s
and 1990s (Morozov 1998), but was not found and was
considered extinct by Belik (1994), as there were no
records in the wild since 1974. However, in 1997, birds
showing the characters of alboaxillaris were found breeding
in wet valley meadows in steppe habitat in Bashkyria,
Russia (Morozov 1998, 2000), with 2–10 pairs being
found each year until 2009 (V. Morozov pers. comm.).
Two other breeding localities have been found subsequently
in Orenburg Oblast and Bashkortostan, together holding
up to nine pairs (Morozov & Kornev 2009). During
autumn migration up to 11 birds showing the characters
of alboaxillaris were recorded amongst a group of 300
Whimbrel on the north shore of the Caspian Sea in
August 2010 (Köhler et al. 2012).
In a recent review of the conservation status of all
Numeniini, an expert group concluded that Steppe Whimbrel is very little known and suggested a preliminary
population estimate of up to 100 individuals with a
declining trend (Brown et al. 2014, Pearce-Higgins et al.
2017). This is therefore the rarest extant taxon of the
Numeniini in the world and there is currently no dedicated
conservation action being taken for this mostly unknown
subspecies.
Unexpectedly, two Steppe Whimbrel were recently found
on the beach in Maputo, Mozambique (10 and 12 February
2016), making these the first records of alboaxillaris in
Africa since 1965, and the eighth and ninth known

records in the region (Allport 2017). These were, at the
time, the first authenticated records in the country since
the type specimen was collected in Inhambane, Mozambique, 29 September 1906 (Lowe 1921). An unlabelled
specimen was subsequently found mounted on public
display in the Museu de História Natural de Maputo,
probably collected alongside another Whimbrel in Maputo
Bay in the 1940s–1950s (Allport et al. 2016).
The discovery of these two alboaxillaris created considerable
interest and, based on estimated arrival times of breeding
birds in Asia by early April (Engelmoer & Roselaar 1998,
Morozov 2000), it was thought that they may only be in
the Maputo area for a few weeks at most. A rapid research
effort was therefore launched to glean as much knowledge
from this opportunity as possible, in the likely short time
span. The results are reported here, focusing specifically
on: (1) patterns of local site use, seasonal variation in
numbers, and departure dates of Whimbrel using the
area (including N. p. phaeopus and N. p. alboaxillaris)
and (2) detailed movement information of one Steppe
Whimbrel tracked with a PTT satellite tag.

METHODS
Study area
The study area encompassed 6 km of tidal shoreline,
comprising muddy sand banks and flats in north Maputo
Bay (25°56'29.52"S, 32°37'28.24"E). The main focal area
was a 3-km section of recent coastal development with
stone groynes at 500-m intervals and the ‘enhancement’
of the upper beach through the addition of natural sand.

Allport et al. l Steppe Whimbrel in Mozambique– 221

Fig. 2. Common Whimbrel N. p. phaeopus (left) and Steppe Whimbrel N. p. alboaxillaris (right; male) at Maputo,
Mozambique, February 2016. For Steppe Whimbrel, note pure white underwings and axillaries, paler ‘laddered’ tail,
greyish tones to breast marking, and pectoral band higher on chest (photo: Callan Cohen & Gary Allport).

The lower section of the beach profile is mostly composed
of sand and mud, with small areas of soft mud with
Zostera sp. exposed on spring tide lows. The entire study
area is heavily used by people with zoned sections for
various uses. North of the main study area there is a
mangrove-forested tidal lagoon and beyond that are
extensive mangroves on the upper shore and intertidal
areas of soft mud. This area is not easily accessible but,
given its potential to attract Steppe Whimbrel, it was also
visited during the period of study and is referred to as
‘North of Costa do Sol’.
Local site use and seasonal variation in numbers
The two Steppe Whimbrel were found by chance in
February 2016 at the high tide roost on the upper beach
(Allport 2016, 2017). Previous casual observations in the
study area since October 2010 had found scattered individual Whimbrel feeding on the upper shore with occasional
groups of up to 30 birds. The mudflats north of Costa do
Sol were also known to hold larger groups of Whimbrel,
often 50 birds or more and up to 650 Whimbrel present
in large flocks at times (GAA pers. obs.).
Following the discovery of the Steppe Whimbrel, a scheme
of regular observations was initiated in order to understand
local patterns of site use and their length of stay in
Maputo Bay, relative to N. p. phaeopus. Between 10
February and 21 May 2016, local volunteers made regular
visits (every 1–7 days until mid-April and every 1–10
days after that) to the study area, counting and photographing as many Whimbrel as possible, using digital
single-lens reflex cameras to ensure consistent subspecies
identification.

Surveys were undertaken on spring tides since Whimbrel
moved out of the area on neap tides (GAA pers. obs.).
The roost site was counted at high tide (n = 35) and the
full length of the beach in the study area was surveyed at
low tide (n = 7). Surveys were made from the adjacent
coastal road travelling by car, starting from the Restaurant
Costa do Sol in the north, working toward and ending at
the Clube Maritimo Desportivo in the south, taking ca.
45 minutes to complete.
Identification criteria for N. p. alboaxillaris were developed
based on published accounts (Cramp & Simmons 1983,
Engelmoer & Roselaar 1998, Morozov 2000, Corso et al.
2014) and reference to skins in the British Natural History
Museum (N.J. Collar & L.D.C. Fishpool pers. comm.,
A.J. Prater pers. comm.) and Durban Museum of Natural
Science (Allport & Allan 2016). The field identification
characters developed (up until July 2016) are summarised
in Allport & Cohen (2016) and in Peacock (2016). Field
characters include cleaner/paler appearance, white axillaries,
paler rump and larger size (Figs. 1–3).
Individual tracking: local and migratory movements
To obtain detailed movement information during migration,
one Steppe Whimbrel was caught by dazzle netting on
the night of 8 March 2016. The bird was ringed with a
metal ring on the tarsus (SAFRING) and two red colour
rings (one on each tibia) to allow re-sighting in the field.
Biometrics (to the nearest mm and g), feather base sample
for DNA analysis and photographs were taken. A 5-g
Microwave Telemetry PTT-100 (duty cycle 10 hrs on, 48
hrs off) was attached to its back (ca. 1% of body weight),
after which the bird was returned to its territory and
released. The PTT was fixed on a balsawood carrier to
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Fig. 3. Seasonal variation of Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus numbers at high tide upper beach roost on spring tides on
Maputo Bay, Mozambique in 2016. Dates when Steppe Whimbrel N. p. alboaxillaris were last seen are noted.

reduce the degree of shading of its solar panel by feathers.
The carrier also had a curved fairing in front of the tag in
an attempt to reduce its aerodynamic drag. The base of
the tag was glued to a muslin patch. The skin and feathers
over the dorsal surface of the synsacrum were prepared
by swabbing with acetone and clipping some of the
contour feathers to remove about half of their length.
The tag base and the surrounding fringe of the muslin
patch were then attached to the skin and feathers using
cyanoacrylate glue. Tracking data were stored on the
Movebank platform (www.movebank.org) and imported
into Google Earth for mapping.

RESULTS
Local site use and seasonal variation in numbers
The first Steppe Whimbrel was found on 10 February
and the second on 12 February 2016. The first and visibly
larger bird (Fig. 1) was tentatively sexed as a female. The
smaller bird (Fig. 2) was tentatively sexed as a male
(Allport 2017) which was later confirmed by DNA analysis
(Hui Zhen pers. comm.).
During the study period a total of 35 roost counts and 7
full-length beach surveys were carried out. The roost site
held up to 33 birds (Fig. 3), which is the same as the maximum number of birds found on the full length of the
beach at low tide and probably represents the local group
of territorial birds using the study area. Numbers of
Whimbrel significantly declined in the period 19–27
April (during which no counts were made), and the roost

site was empty from 4 May onwards (Fig. 3). The last
three birds were seen on two beach surveys on 5 and 10
May but not afterwards. The female Steppe Whimbrel
was last seen at the high tide roost on 28 February (R.
Hughes pers. comm.) and the male departed 25 March
(see tracking results below).
Both Steppe Whimbrel were often independent of other
Whimbrel and tolerant of human approach (Fig. 4). The
female was encountered less frequently than the male and
sometimes used a rocky groyne at the southern end of the
study area for high tide roosting. It was found feeding in
an area where a major drain exits on to the beach, but did
not show any behaviour to suggest it was defending a
feeding territory. The male regularly attended the upper
beach roost site and actively defended a feeding territory
on a nearby beach which also held three other Whimbrel,
each defending a discrete territory. It frequently interacted
with conspecifics, displaying aggressively using a spread
tail in crouching posture in territory border disputes, and
vocalising in a similar way to that described by Cramp &
Simmons (1983; ‘bubbling’) or Skeel (1978; ‘low trill’) in
response to any overflying Whimbrel (see Allport 2017
for more details of voice and possible differences from N.
p. phaeopus). All four of these territorial birds fed on the
upper beach even when the muddy areas of the lower
beach were uncovered on spring tides. Beach surveys at
low tide showed that the majority of the Whimbrel present
within the study area were single birds feeding on the
upper beach.
Four survey visits to the area north of Costa do Sol
yielded maximum counts of ca. 200–650 Whimbrel (max.
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on 23 March 2016), but limited access meant that accurate
counting was difficult. Up to 380 birds identifiable to
subspecies level were photographed, but no Steppe Whimbrel was found. Apparent non-breeding birds remained
in this area; 40 were present on 15 May with some
showing signs of early stage primary moult.
Individual tracking: local and migratory movements
The Steppe Whimbrel trapped was in fresh plumage with
no sign of moult and was therefore considered an adult.
It was noticeably plump in the hand and had the following
biometrics: wing (max. chord) = 263 mm; exposed culmen
= 87 mm; mid-toe = 43 mm; mass = 495 g.
Following release of this satellite-tagged male, there were
eight duty cycles of tag data before it departed on migration
(Fig. 5). The cluster of fixes on its feeding territory was
consistent with the bird’s observed location (to within
300 m), and fixes from other locations fitted with absence
from the feeding territory (GAA pers. obs.). There was
one neap tide cycle in this period when fixes showed the
bird presumably roosting in mangroves at North of Costa
do Sol, 8 km to the north of the feeding territory where it
was caught. During the neap cycle it used the tidal flats
close to Xefina island at low tide (Fig. 5).
The last sighting and tag fix in Maputo was on 24 March
2016. The next fix was 26 March at 22:22 GMT, 1,502 km
north in northern Mozambique (Fig. 6) and during this
duty cycle of 6 hrs 42 min, the bird continued traveling
for 299 km, crossing into southern Tanzania on bearing
15°E, with a mean estimated flight speed of 47.84 km/h.
Assuming this speed since departure from the study area,
estimated departure time from Maputo was back-calculated
to 31 h earlier, at 15:22 GMT on 25 March at sunset on a
rising tide, two days after a full moon. The next fix was
02:22 GMT on 29 March in northern Ethiopia, in the Rift
Valley near to the town of Ankober. It had flown 2,233
km in 45 hrs 16 min (mean speed 49.3 km/h). This fix
was on a similar bearing from Maputo (bearing 10°E) as
the previous ones, but the direction of travel then changed
to ENE (bearing 71°E), crossing the low-lying southern
part of the Afar region and northern Somali regions of
Ethiopia and entering Somalia, just south of the Djibouti
border, at 07:42 GMT, with a final fix at 10:37 GMT on 29
March on the coast of northern Somalia (Fig. 6). During
this cycle the bird had travelled 420 km in 8 hrs 15 min,
at a mean speed of 51.0 km/h. The next fix was 245 km
northeast across the Gulf of Aden at 10:20 GMT on 31
March, 35 km northwest of Aden in southern Yemen,
and the subsequent fix at 12:01 GMT was near the town
of Little Aden (35 km to the southeast). Four fixes then
suggest that the bird flew up and down the Arabian Sea
coast before settling in an area of salt pans in the bay to
the north of Little Aden. On arrival in Yemen the bird
had travelled 4,659 km in six days, and 4,454 km in
approximately the first four days and six hours.
When in Aden, the male Steppe Whimbrel settled in the
western part of the BirdLife International Important Bird
& Biodiversity Area YE033 ‘Aden’ (12°47'33.99"N,

Fig. 4. Steppe Whimbrel N. p. alboaxillaris (probable
female) at Maputo, Mozambique, February 2016. Note
primary extension beyond the tail and clean white
underparts. Both Steppe Whimbrel were tolerant of
human approach (photo: Callan Cohen & Gary Allport).

44°52'28.27"E), a site categorised as ‘In Danger’ (BirdLife
International 2016). Here it frequented an area of disused
salt pans (habitat confirmed by R.F. Porter pers. comm.)
for high tide roosting and ranged around the peninsula
to the south on low tides, presumably feeding. This continued until 10 May when the pattern of fixes changed to
a stationary location in the northwest side of the bay.
This suggested that the tag had fallen off the bird and
possibly floated across the bay on the prevailing southeast
wind and settled on the shoreline. This supposition was
confirmed when the colour-ringed male Steppe Whimbrel
was resighted in the same locality in Maputo, Mozambique
on 14 August 2016 (GAA pers. obs.).

DISCUSSION
Local site use and seasonal variation in numbers
Returning Whimbrel first arrive in southeast Africa in
August with the main influx in October. Numbers then
remain constant until March and decline as birds depart in
April (Martin & Baird 1987, Allan 2012). This is in line
with our findings, with numbers declining only from late
March and through April, and only two observations on
the study area in May. When the two Steppe Whimbrel
were discovered in February 2016, they were therefore
probably in the last period of their non-breeding residence
in Maputo Bay, feeding and roosting on sites likely to have
been established for most of the austral summer. Indeed,
the colour-ringed male Steppe Whimbrel returned the following season to the same location on Maputo Bay in early
August, consistent with the earliest return dates for Whimbrel
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Fig. 5. Satellite tag locations for adult male Steppe Whimbrel N. p. alboaxillaris in Maputo Bay between 8 March and 25
March 2016 (estimated departure date, depicted by track heading going north). One location attained well outside
Maputo Bay (NE Xefina island) is not shown. Inset shows location of Maputo Bay in Mozambique, on the east coast of
Africa.

in South Africa and providing evidence of the previously
undescribed wintering of this subspecies in Mozambique.
Surveys of feeding birds indicated that all the disturbance-free areas of middle and upper beach in the study
area were occupied by Whimbrel on established territories
and the local population likely comprises solely birds
present for the duration of the austral summer. The
returning male Steppe Whimbrel quickly re-established
the same feeding territory (GAA pers. obs.), indicating
some level of stability in territories between years. The
within- and between-season consistency in the use of
this area, particularly during spring tides, suggests that
Whimbrel may take advantage of tidal flats uncovered
only during spring low tides, using a perhaps less-suitable
area during neap tides. The usage of the study area by a
relatively stable ‘sub-group’ of the local overwintering
Whimbrel population may further suggest that only some
individuals are able to secure a territory on this site. The
surprising find of two birds of a rare taxon in such a
small area might indicate that they are using their larger
size to assert dominance in this apparently desirable
feeding area (particularly the male which often engaged
in territorial disputes), the taxon thus being disproportionately represented in this small sub-population.

Biometrics
Engelmoer & Roselaar (1998) reviewed specimen biometrics
of all Whimbrel taxa and found alboaxillaris to be the
largest form (vs. west Siberian nominate phaeopus: mean
wing length 8.6% longer in males and 4.6% in females),
with the lowest sexual size dimorphism (females larger
with 14.7% variance summed across six variables in
alboaxillaris vs. 25.5% summed variance in the next least
dimorphic subspecies, Icelandic phaeopus). Male alboaxillaris are unusually large relative to other Whimbrel. The
tagged male had a wing length (263 mm) within the
range of measurements from museum specimens of male
alboaxillaris (mean ± SD: 264.1 ± 7.1 mm; range: 250–
278 mm; n = 12; Engelmoer & Roselaar 1998) but its
exposed culmen (87 mm) was longer than those specimens
(mean ± SD: 81.0 ± 2.7 mm, range: 76–86, n = 12). Both
biometrics were longer than males of the next largest
form, N. p. phaeopus from Iceland (wing = mean 251 ±
SD 5.6 mm, range 240–261, n = 20; bill = mean 78.6 ± SD
3.1 mm, range 72–83, n = 20; Cramp & Simmons 1983).
The female was visibly larger and longer-winged than all
N. p. phaeopus in the field (Fig. 1), and primaries extended
beyond the tail at rest (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 6. Satellite tag locations for adult male Steppe Whimbrel N. p. alboaxillaris in Maputo (starting point, on left) and
locations when migrating (26/27 March over northern Mozambique and southern Tanzania; 29 March over northern
Ethiopia and Somalia) and locations near Little Aden, Yemen between 31 March and 10 May 2016, when the tag fell off.

Tracking: local and migratory movements
Prior to departing on migration, the fixes obtained for the
tagged male Steppe Whimbrel matched the observations
made at the study area. The observation that Whimbrel
were absent from this area during neap tides was also confirmed by the tracking data. During neap tides the male
joined the larger group of Whimbrel using the mangrove
north of the study area on high tide and used the tidal flats
on the vicinity of Xefina island during low tide (Fig. 5).
Both Steppe Whimbrel left the study area earlier than
other Whimbrel, most of which probably left in mid- to
late April (Fig. 3). The departure date of the male was as
late in the season as might be expected for a bird making
a few long-distance flights to reach breeding grounds in
the steppe region. Hatching dates of Steppe Whimbrel on
the breeding grounds (Morozov 2000) and breeding
studies of N. p. phaeopus (Grant 1989) suggest that Steppe
Whimbrel arrives on its breeding grounds 13–18 April
(Allport 2017), which is 2–4 weeks ahead of nominate
phaeopus in Iceland (Gunnarsson 2010). This fits with
the majority of mid-April collection dates of Steppe
Whimbrel in Kazakhstan and Turkmeniya (Engelmoer &
Roselaar 1998), but it is worth noting that the earliest
specimens collected in the suspected breeding area
reported by Engelmoer & Roselaar (1998) were in the
last week of March. If the male Steppe Whimbrel was
migrating to the breeding region in Baskyria, Russia,
then the first leg of its journey (travelling 4,699 km to
Yemen) covered half the total distance from Maputo to

the breeding area. It is possible that the bird was aiming
to stage in Yemen and then either move to the steppes in
one further flight of ca. 4,750 km (a second four-day
flight) or possibly stage again in the northern Persian
Gulf or the eastern shore of the Caspian Sea, where it
could re-build fat reserves and make the final leg of the
journey based on more local cues. Either way, the observed
departure and travel timings (staying in Yemen until at
least 7 May 2016) make it impossible for this bird to
arrive on the breeding grounds by mid-April. However, it
could be that this individual was expecting to breed elsewhere, possibly further north, and so was on a different
migration schedule; this is a subject for future research.
The female Steppe Whimbrel was last seen on 28 February
and may have departed Maputo for the breeding grounds
on a timelier schedule for steppe breeding.
After departure from Maputo, the male kept a constant
heading as it crossed southern Tanzania and until it
reached northern Ethiopia on 29 March. The flight path
for the following duty cycle suggests it may have taken a
route entering the Rift Valley further south during 27–29
March, perhaps taking a flight path further west than
plotted (illustrated by simply linking fixes of subsequent
duty cycles in Fig. 6), over Tanzania and Kenya. However,
the relatively consistent point-to-point flight speed suggests
that it did not deviate markedly from this route. It is not
clear what happened on 29–31 March, as the bird could
have covered the 245 km to the next fix in less than six
hours. The initial fix on 31 March suggests that the bird
was travelling, but apparently heading south in southern
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Yemen and then searched the coast before settling. It is
possible that the bird staged briefly on the coast of
Somalia, then headed for Aden, or it may have continued
onwards on 29 March, possibly crossing into the empty
quarter of Saudi Arabia, heading perhaps for the Persian
Gulf, before turning around and returning to the coast.
In any case, these are the first records of N. p. alboaxillaris
for Malawi, Ethiopia, Somalia and Yemen, establishing
these countries as new range states for the taxon.
The consistent estimated speed by the Steppe Whimbrel
of 47.8–51.0 km/h is above that reported by Watts et al.
(2008) for a satellite-tagged Hudsonian Whimbrel N. p.
hudsonicus which travelled overland from Virginia to
Alaska, USA, including one leg of 5,057 km in no more
than 143 hrs 24 min, resulting in a mean flight speed of
35.3 km/h. However, the authors acknowledged that the
sequence of stopovers and tag duty cycle probably caused
an underestimate in flight speed. Recent data from
Icelandic Whimbrel N. p. islandicus has shown they are
capable of much higher speeds of up to 86.4 km/h when
crossing oceans but this was achieved with up to 40%
augmentation by tail winds (Alves et al. 2016). Overall
the flight speeds achieved by the Steppe Whimbrel in this
study were slightly lower than other long-distance migratory
waders’ flight speeds of 50–65 km/h (Gill et al. 2009,
Minton et al. 2010, Johnson et al. 2011).
It should also be noted that this is the first proven record
of a coastal wader making a trans-continental African
migration, although this has been strongly suspected for
more than 40 years based on observational and ringing
evidence. Dowsett (1980) found evidence of a southward
or southwestward overland movement of coastal waders
in autumn, with annual sightings in well-watched inland
areas, such as in Zambia. However, there was little evidence
for northward movement in spring and the author concluded
that there were fewer regular stopover sites and possibly
none at all (Dowsett 1980). Radar tracking of departing
wading birds from the coast of Ghana showed they
departed northeastward, presumably on a trans-Saharan
course, and this included two groups of Whimbrel leaving
in the evening in late April (Grimes & Vanderstichelen
1974). Dowsett (1980) concluded that major land crossings
in Africa may be less of an obstacle to long-distance
migratory waders than might be supposed and left open
the question of the scale of this movement. Without
further satellite tracking it is impossible to draw firm conclusions, but the results from this study show that some
southern African-wintering Whimbrel make this crosscontinental journey emerging into the southern Red Sea
area. Whimbrel are common in coastal Eritrea (Ash &
Atkins 2009) and many hundreds were seen passing the
coast of Yemen in April (M. Evans pers. comm.). However,
there are few records of Whimbrel in the Rift Valley of
Ethiopia (Ash & Atkins 2009) and it may be that many
Whimbrel take a coastal route north or their overland
flights are non-stop. More satellite-tag studies are needed,
as well as radar monitoring of bird movements, especially
in the Rift Valley area where migrants may follow a specific
flyway, in order to tackle this issue.
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Chuquela. Financial support made available by the African
Bird Club and A.D. Leventis at very short notice enabled
the opportunity of tagging work to be taken up – this was
invaluable! Leo Zwarts and Fletcher Smith gave detailed
comments on an early draft, and José Alves, David Douglas
and an anonymous reviewer contributed to further improve
the manuscript. Finally, this work is dedicated to Phil
Hockey who would have greatly enjoyed the events and
findings reported herein and doubtless augmented the
work in many ways. His enthusiasm for Southern African
shorebirds is greatly missed.
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