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Asian House Martins Delichon dasypus on Christmas Island, Indian Ocean, 23-28 April 2008
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Summary


The approach and passing of Cyclone Rosie across Australia’s Indian Ocean Christmas Island during 21-23 April 2008 resulted in the arrival there of numerous unusual and rare birds. Ian McAllan was one of several observers on the Island during the passage of the cyclone and the other authors travelled there as a result of information received from Dejan Stojanovic. This is an account of a total of three to eight Asian House Martins Delichon dasypus seen 23-28 April 2008. The birds were seen well in flight and useful photographs were obtained. The features used to identify the birds are explained in detail.

Introduction

The approach and passing of the tropical low that formed Cyclone Rosie across Australia’s Indian Ocean Christmas Island during 21-23 April 2008 occurred fortuitously whilst over thirty ornithologists were on the Island for the inaugural Indian Ocean Seabird Group Conference. The cyclone is deemed responsible for the arrival on the Island of numerous unusual and rare birds. The influx included many aerial species including Swifts and Swiftlets of several taxa and two hirundines, Barn Swallow and Asian House Martin, the latter being the subject of this submission. Conference participants who reported these birds include Ian McAllan (IM), Dejan Stojanovic (DS), Jon Pridham (JP), Phil Whittington (PW), Julian Reid (JR), Rob Crawford (RC) and Erica Wagner (EW). All the conference participants departed the Island on either the 24 or 25 April, before the arrival of Mike Carter (MC), Tony Palliser (TP) and Frank O’Connor (FO). Information received from DS prompted these three to visit the island. They arrived late afternoon on 25 April and departed after dark on 28 April 2008. So had three full days birding on 26-28 April and one hour before dark on 25 April.

 Asian House Martins Delichon dasypus were seen as follows.

23 April: One on the lower terrace at North East Point poorly seen by DS, JP & IM between 06.00 & 07.00 confirmed when seen again at same place after 09.00 by the same observers in company with PW, RC & EW. 

24 April: One also on the lower terrace about 2-3 km south of North East Point by JR.

26 April: Two on the lower terrace at North East Point in the morning and one at Powells Hill (Murray Hill area), 15 km to the west, in the afternoon by MC, TP & FO.

27 April: One at the NE Point site in the morning and 1-5 in the afternoon at Powells Hill by MC, TP & FO.

28 April: One in the afternoon photographed at Powells Hill by TP.

Thus a minimum of 3 and a maximum of 8 birds were seen. 

At NE Point, the birds were flying mainly at low level from 5 to 15 m above the treetops but at Murray Hill, where the vantage point was on the road at the base of the hill, they hawked for insects with Swifts and Swiftlets, usually at considerable height up to 200 m or more. Not more than two were seen together at any time and they were not seen perched. Tony Palliser obtained some photographs, three of which are attached.


The weather on 23 & 24 April was warm with light winds and generally bright sunshine apart from during the initial observation when the light was low due to it being early morning. On 25-28 April when MC, TP & FO observed the birds, was sometimes cloudy with a little rain but most of the time it was bright with sunny periods, warm, but not overly hot or humid, and either calm or with a light wind at ground level. Conditions at Powells Hill in the late afternoon on 27 April were ideal as it was cloudless, almost calm and the low sunlight from the west behind the observers was illuminating all aspects of the feeding aerialists brilliantly. 

Description


We were impressed by the immaculate condition of the Martins. They were very clean-cut black and white with no sign of moult or wear. Previous sightings of this species in Australia by MC were of birds in November and early March. Their plumage was rather worn and grubby, some had a dusky nuchal collar, and the March birds were moulting wings and tail. In contrast, these were in pristine plumage. A description of these birds, based mainly on the photographs and memory bolstered by discussion in the field, as well as a few scribbled notes, are as follows. Because at all times the birds were flying at above eye level, and sometimes quite distant, views of their dorsal surface were scant.

Size: Overall length and wingspan was similar to the Christmas Island Linchi Swiftlet Collocalia linchii natalis, which, being numerous in the area, afforded direct comparison. In addition, bird or birds observed at NE Point were often accompanied by the slightly larger Barn Swallow.  

Shape: See accompanying photographs. Typical of the Martins of the genera Hirundo and Delichon with triangular shaped wings and a short, evenly graduated, shallowly forked tail when closed but square when fully spread.   

Upperparts: Appeared blackish with a dark bluish gloss on head and back perceptible at close range, with a prominent broad white rump.

Head pattern: The forehead, crown, sides of the head, including the ear-coverts and cheeks, were glossy black to well below eye level. The chin and throat were white. 

Underbody: Clean white throughout from chin to undertail coverts with a faint hint of a dusky nuchal collar in one or more birds. 

Undertail. Very dark but not black when closed but paler when spread against a bright sky, presumably because partially translucent.

Underwings: Wholly dark, remiges appearing brown and the underwing coverts wholly black. Relative paleness of remiges emphasised by translucency.

Moult: None evident.

Identification


The two species requiring most serious consideration are Asian House Martin and Tree Martin Hirundo nigricans. These species are similar in size and shape and are distinguished as follows.


1. Underwing coverts: As in our birds, these are blackish in Asian House Martin (Turner & Rose 1989; Lekagul & Round 1991; Grimmett et al. 1998; Robson 2000; Johnstone & Darnell 2004) but greyish with a buff tinge in Tree Martin (Higgins et al. 2006).  

…This character alone is diagnostic.
2. Forehead: Their foreheads were dark as it is in Asian House Martin. In that species, the forehead is black in adults, duller when worn, or brown in juveniles (Turner & Rose 1989). See also photographs in Takano (1981), Kanouchi et al. (1998) and Iozawa et al. (2000). Conversely, Tree Martin has a broad pale forehead with rufous tones, strongest in adults, normally extending as a partial supercilium over dark lores almost to the eye (pers. obs.; Johnstone & Storr 2004; Higgins et al. 2006).

3. Sides of face: As in our birds, in Asian House Martin, the dark cheeks are blacker and more extensive than in Tree Martin, dipping well below the eye. In Tree Martin, the really dark area extends to only just below eye level (Turner & Rose 1989 Grimmett et al. 1998; Robson 2000; Johnstone & Darnell 2004; Johnstone & Storr 2004; Higgins et al. 2006). 

Other possible confusion species are eliminated as follows.


Northern House Martins D. urbica have greyish-white not black underwing coverts. The demarcation between the dark head and white throat is higher on the cheek (i.e. immediately below the lores and eye). Their white rump is more extensive and they have a longer tail with a fork twice as deep. Breeding in northern Eurasia, it is a scarce to uncommon winter visitor to South-East Asia, not reaching the equator in the Eastern hemisphere so would be unlikely to occur here (Cramp 1988; Turner & Rose 1989; Lekagul & Round 1991; Robson 2000; John Darnell in litt. to MC 2 May 2007).  


Nepal House Martin D. nipalensis has a nearly square not forked tail, has a mixture of brown and white or almost wholly black undertail coverts, and a wholly black chin. This species is a resident of the Himalayas and the northernmost parts of South-East Asia so is very unlikely to wander to Christmas Island (Turner & Rose 1989; Lekagul & Round 1991; Grimmett et al. 1998; Robson 2000).


Fairy Martin H. ariel would have a much paler (rufous) crown and paler underwing (pers. obs.; Higgins et al. 2006).


Identification as Asian House Martins is thus confirmed.

Subspecies

Since it is the nominate subspecies which winters in Java, it is probably that taxon that occurs on Christmas Island (Higgins et al. 2006). D. d. dasypus breeds in the south-eastern Soviet Union, the Kurile Islands and Japan. 

Other Reports in Australia

All but one previous reports of this species from Australia were also from Christmas Island. The one exception was a bird seen and photographed on West Island, Cocos (Keeling) Islands on 6 March 2007 by Dean Cutten, Richard Baxter & Dick Jenkin (BARC case # 530 accepted). Valenzuela & James (2006) give the status of Asian House Martin on Christmas Island as a vagrant with 3+ records. Of six reports listed in Higgins et al. (2006), (actually seven are listed but two in November 2001 refer to the same bird), only three have been submitted to BARC but only two accepted. Details of these and some other unpublished reports are given below.

1. A single bird photographed at the rubbish tip by Mike Carter on 2-3 November 1993 was initially thought to be a Tree Martin (Carter 1994) but later re-identified as an Asian House Martin. Submitted to BARC (Case 320) but not accepted. 

2. A single bird seen by Kevin Coate and Per Milberg at Powells Hill, Murray Hill area, on 25 November 1996 (pers. comm.) has not been assessed by BARC (Coate 1997).

3. From one to at least 16 seen by Dion Hobcroft daily at various parts of the Island from 1-6 December 1996 (Palliser 2002, BARC case 313, accepted, first record for Australia).

4. Fifteen martins hawking high over the airport on 17 March 1997 were most likely this species (Phil Maher in litt.: Anon 1997). Not submitted to BARC.

5. One with Barn Swallows at the Rubbish Tip on 14 November 2001 seen by Shaun Austin, Warwick Pickwell & Mike Carter (Stafford 2002) (not submitted to BARC).

6.  Two seen by Laurie Living & Euan Fothergill (in litt. 8 February 2003) at the rubbish tip on 13-14 & one on 18 January 2003 (not submitted to BARC).

7. Two seen by David James at the rubbish tip on 15-16 April 2003 (Palliser 2004, BARC Case 384 accepted). 

8. Up to four from 7 November to 4 December 2005. These birds were seen from near Toms Ridge south to the Winifred Beach turnoff by at least ten observers including David James, Dion Hobcroft, Peter Barrand, Ian McAllan, Tony Russell, Alan Morris & Janene Luff. 

9. Two at the terminal building at the airport on 4 March 2007 by Mike Carter, Grant Penrhyn & Colin Judkins (BARC case #531 accepted) 

10.  At least five by Mick Roderick at Margaret Knoll on 13 January 2008 (BARC case # 565 under assessment).

Apart of notification of some of these sightings in newsletters, none of these records or reports has been published in the scientific literature.


The above indicates that Asian House Martin is now regularly reported from Christmas Island and therefore consideration should be given to removal of the species from the BARC review list for this locality.
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Photo Captions

Asian House Martin, Christmas Island, 26-27 April 2008. Photos by Tony Palliser Images 7684, 7682 & 7917. 
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