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Introduction


Reef Egrets Egretta spp. on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands display a confusing array of shapes and proportions, plumages and bare-part colouration. Following three visits to Cocos (in 1993, 2006 & 2007) and a study of numerous photographs taken on the atoll, in particular a long series by Don Hadden who lived there for several months from spring 2005 to early 2006, Mike Carter (MC) has firmed in his opinion that whilst the Egret population there is dominated by the Eastern Reef Egret Egretta sacra, the Indian/Middle Eastern form of the Western Reef Egret E. gularis schistacea is also present in small numbers and that hybrids between these taxa are numerous. Thus he agrees with the proposition put forward by Johnstone & Darnell (2004) (page 488) that records of Little Egret E. garzetta from that atoll are more properly referable to the Western Reef Egret, a taxon not officially recognised from any Australian territory. Whilst previously only white morph birds resembling the familiar Little Egret have been suspected as being Western Reef Egret, (MC) believes that all morphs, dark, white, intermediate and piebald are present on the atoll. The presence or influence of this taxon may not be a modern phenomenon. According to Gibson-Hill (1950) who was present on Cocos from about 20 December 1940 to 10 November 1941, H. O. Forbes who was on Cocos from 18 January to 9 February 1879 claimed that Little Egret E. g. nigripes was nesting in the high Pisonia trees on West Island in company with the Reef Egret and procured a specimen. Whilst accepting the identity and authenticity of the specimen, Gibson-Hill was sceptical of the claim that they were breeding as neither he nor any other subsequent visitor recorded the species. Most of the Pisonia stands were felled in the early 1920’s (Gibson-Hill 1950). He reasoned that if the Eastern Reef Egrets found a suitable substitute nesting site in the crowns of the numerous Coconut Palms Cocos nucifera why not the Little Egrets? 

Don Hadden has an excellent series of photographs that include birds possessing characters consistent with Western Reef Egret and contra Eastern Reef Egret. Although several birds are longer legged than Eastern Reef Egret, apart from two birds, MC had thought that perhaps their legs were not quite long enough for Western Reef Egret. Beaman & Madge (1998) state that Western Reef Egret has longer legs than Little Egret due to having a longer tibia but that was in reference to the nominate race from West Africa. The illustration in Cramp (1977) showed them with excessively long legs. It would now seem that tarsus length in that plate is exaggerated, as reference to Grimmett et al. (1998), Mullarney et al. (2001) and Jonsson eliminated that concern.

As a test case, we present for assessment here one example, a ‘thoroughbred’ intermediate morph Western Reef Egret seen by us on 24 February 2007, a bird unlike any Eastern Reef Egret.

The Observation


Grant Penrhyn (GP), Colin Judkins (CJ) and Mike Carter (MC) were on the main atoll of the Cocos (Keeling) Islands from the 23 February to 2 March 2007. The subject bird, see plates AA and BB, was seen early in the morning of our second day on Bechat Besar swamp on West Island. It was seen only that once, not being present the previous afternoon nor on numerous subsequent visits and was not seen elsewhere. The bird was watched for perhaps two or three minutes. It was in shadow and viewed against the light. Although no other Reef Egrets were present for direct comparison they were a numerous and familiar bird on the island rarely out of view. Several Nankeen Night Herons Nycticorax caledonicus were present.


Whilst MC declared the bird ‘interesting’ and suspected that it might be a Western Reef Egret, GP initially thought that it could be a juvenile White-faced Heron ‘just like one photographed recently in his back garden’, see Plate CC. At the behest of MC, both GP & CJ obtained photographs of the bird; two of GP’s, plates AA and BB form an integral part of this submission. 
 

Description and comparison with similar species


Data on White-faced Heron and Eastern Reef Egret below is taken predominantly from Marchant & Higgins (1990) but similar information is available elsewhere. 


The bird resembled a robust White-faced Heron (see Plate AA) in size, shape and general colouration. It differed from that species in having a longer neck, much longer legs particularly the tibia, stronger, larger feet, and a longer, heavier, slightly decurved, bill. It had two very fine occipital plumes like those present in Little Egret but they were only about one-third the length of fully-grown plumes in that species. The white on the chin and throat extended broadly down the front of the neck gradually narrowing to nothing two-thirds of the way down the neck. Only the thighs and a small area of the belly were off-white. As in Eastern Reef Egret, both upper and underside of the wings were uniformly grey thus lacking the paler coverts of White-faced Heron (see Plate BB). The iris was bright not dull yellow. The bill was brighter being yellowish with a dark area near the tip. The legs were not pale yellow but were for most of their length, grey with the toes and lower third of the tarsus bright yellow.      

It differed from dark morph Eastern Reef Egret in being generally rather paler and having a longer neck and longer legs particularly in the tibia. In flight (see Plate BB) the extra leg length can be measured by the longer leg and foot projection. All of the toes and more than one-third of the tarsus, at least the whole of the yellow ‘socks’, projected beyond the tail. In Eastern Reef Egret only the toes project, the base of the rear toe being about level with the tip of the tail (pers. obs.; The National Photographic Index of Australian Wildlife 1985, p. 18; Grimmett et al. 1998; photo in Christmas Island National Parks brochure on birds). According to Marchant & Higgins (1990) (p. 1003), feet trail only slightly beyond the tail in that species. The bill was shorter, and slightly decurved (compare Eastern Reef Egret in Plate DD) the latter character mentioned as a feature of some birds in Hancock (1999) and stressed as differentiating Western Reef Egret from both Eastern Reef Egret and Little Egret by Grimmett et al. (1998), Mullarney et al. (2001) and Jonsson (2003). Eastern Reef Egret never has fine occipital plumes like those in this bird. Whereas that species can show a little white on the chin and throat it is never as extensive or prominent as in this bird. Significantly, there were two small white patches on the leading edge of each wing, one near the carpal and one on the primary coverts, said to be a feature of intermediate plumaged birds. The bill was pale yellow lacking the rich tones of Eastern Reef Egret with a dark area near the tip. The lores were greenish-grey not dark grey. The legs were grey with the toes and lower third of the tarsus bright yellow not uniformly pale greenish-yellow as in that species.



It was not a Little Egret E. garzetta because the bird was too stocky in build, bill was too heavy, legs too thick and no part of the bill and legs was black (Beaman & Madge 1998). In any case, dark and intermediate morph Little Egrets (believed to have resulted from interbreeding with Western Reef Egrets), are extremely rare, (Beaman & Madge 1998; Grimmett et al. 1998) and are unknown from any region near Australia.   


The above eliminates other potential ID contenders. Now for more positives supporting our conclusion.

The Western Reef Egret E. gularis of Africa, the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent, sometimes considered conspecific with Little Egret (Hancock 1999; Clements 2000), currently appears to be divided into two subspecies (Beaman & Madge 1998). The nominate race which is confined to western Africa does not concern us. We consider that this bird is an example of the Indian Ocean form schistacea, which occurs as far east as Sri Lanka (Cramp 1977; Hancock et al. 1984).

Western Reef Egrets similar to this bird are described or/and illustrated in the following texts: Cramp (1977) (note particularly white wing spots in intermediate morph and short occipital plume), Hancock et al. (1984) (p. 133), Grimmett et al. 1998) (particularly significant), Beaman & Madge (1998), Hancock (1999), Mullarney et al. (2001), Jonsson (2003), (note particularly proportions) and Johnstone & Darnell (2004) (note particularly description of intermediate morph, p. 488). The pattern of our bird is that of a dark morph but photographs and illustrations suggest that they are usually very much darker, even black as indeed are some included in Don Hadden’s portfolio.  

Eastern and Western Reef Egrets Egretta sacra and E. gularis are very similar. The only distinction given under Eastern Reef Egret in Hancock et al. (1984) (page 140) is that the former has a thicker bill and stouter, shorter legs. Further study however, reveals other distinctions as discussed above. The problem with Western Reef Egret is that it is so variable. Discussed under Little Egret, Hancock (1999) says this of the taxon: 

‘This race is almost impossible to typify and has never been properly assessed. The conclusion is that its widely varying colours are as a result of its interbreeding in a number of areas with nominate race Little Egrets seems now to be beyond doubt, but this is fiercely disputed in some quarters and somewhat indifferently in others. It certainly has the most varied coloration of soft parts of any race, irrespective of whether the plumage is all white or dark blue.

Bill colour varies from black through to brown and from yellow to pale green. Some birds have a faintly marked dark tip to the bill, while others have a quite distinctive dark tip extending up to one-third the length of the bill.’

‘Bill thickness is also a variable feature, while some individuals have a slightly decurved upper mandible.’  

‘Leg color is equally diverse and certainly does not correlate with bill color. Most schistacea 

have faint or bright yellow feet, but not all. Yellow feet turn red or pink during courtship.


Most adult birds have yellow lores but on others they can be blue-gray or colorless. In all cases the lores turn red during the courtship period but fade as eggs are laid.’

Leg Length

Grimmett et al. (1998) state that the Western Reef Egret has proportionately very slightly SHORTER and thicker legs than Little Egret. This is contra to western European texts, something that was rather worrying until one realised they were referring to a different race, the nominate west African sub-species. Eastern Reef Egret has stouter and shorter legs than Western Reef Egret (owing to shorter length of exposed tibia), and in flight it shows a shorter leg projection (with only feet projecting beyond the tail).  

Among Don Hadden’s photos, one bird in particular, a mottled white morph looks really long-legged.

Range & migration  

The westward limit of the range of the Eastern Reef Egret in mainland Asia is at about 92º E. From there, their range extends eastwards to the western shores of the Pacific Ocean (Marchant & Higgins 1990). Thus the birds on Cocos (96º55’E) are near the western extremity of their range. Conversely, the range of the Western Reef Egret extends from eastern Africa eastwards to Sri Lanka and the eastern shores of peninsula India (80ºE) (Hancock et al. 1984). There are no reef egrets in the intervening 12º. Neither species is migratory but Western Reef Egret has some history of vagrancy (Hancock et al. 1984). The Western Reef Egret is a marine species inhabiting coastal and island habitats including the Maldives and Lacadives as well as Sri Lanka and it is not at all surprising to realise that some have made it to Cocos. 

Taxonomy


All but three of the relevant referenced texts (14 Nº) (Clements, 2000 and the two texts whose senior author was James Hancock) consider the Western Reef Egret, taxa gularis and schistacea to be a distinct species. Those three texts consider they are a race of Little Egret and disappointingly, I’m told that the imminent edition of Christidis & Boles will follow that minority view. Whether or not it is a distinct species, it is important to identify the taxon.

Would anyone on BARC or other correspondent call this bird a Little Egret?
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CAPTIONS FOR PHOTOGRAPHS 

Western Reef Egret intermediate morph (in profile standing), West Island, Cocos (Keeling) Islands on 24 February 2007

Plate AA


         Photo (CocosEgretWReefDark02.07ProfileGPenrhyn): Grant Penrhyn

Western Reef Egret intermediate morph (in flight), West Island, Cocos (Keeling) Islands on 24 February 2007

Plate BB



               Photo (CocosEgretWReefDark02.07FlyGPenrhyn): Grant Penrhyn

White-faced Heron, juvenile 

Plate CC




             Photo (WhiteFacedHeronJuvSAGPenrhyn): Grant Penrhyn

Eastern Reef Egret, dark morph, SE Queensland

Plate DD  



Photo (EReefEgretDarkSEQld24.6.07Pwalbridge): Paul Walbridge

