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Authors’ note

Many interesting observations remain buried in personal notebooks or unpublished reports. It is therefore recommended that relevant data be submitted to a refereed journal for publication, e.g. Malimbus or Bulletin of the African Bird Club.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite a dramatic human population growth over the past few decades and the concomitant widespread habitat degradation and loss of biodiversity typical of so many African countries, Senegal and The Gambia still hold a remarkably diverse avifauna. The two countries, often collectively referred to as Senegambia, have a combined bird list of almost 700 species, comprising both Afrotropical residents and migrants and species of Palearctic origin. Some 40 of these are of global conservation concern, from Critically Endangered to Near Threatened. Lying immediately south of the Sahara, Senegambia is particularly important as a stopover and wintering place for Palearctic migrants after their crossing of the desert. The many coastal and inland wetlands attract large numbers of Palearctic and intra-African migrant waterbirds, whilst the dry and seemingly poor, but actually complex, Sahel ecosystem provides food and shelter for multitudes of Palearctic passerines throughout the northern winter, which coincides with the region’s dry season. Offshore, seabird passage can be impressive, and the Cap Vert peninsula, Africa’s westernmost point, is probably the best seawatching site on the eastern Atlantic seaboard. Both countries offer an excellent introduction to Afrotropical birding, whilst some Sahel specialities can be more easily seen in northern Senegal than anywhere else in West Africa.

This book primarily aims to enable observers identify any bird that may be encountered in Senegal and The Gambia. To be as user-friendly as possible, species accounts, accompanied by a small distribution map, face each plate, as in the majority of modern field guides. Although most of the illustrations have been taken from our Birds of Western Africa (2001, 2014) and the first edition of this guide, they have been rearranged into new plates and many amendments and new figures have been included. In addition, some plates have been completely re-painted. The present format, with fewer species per plate, has enabled us to enlarge the illustrations and expand the text. The distribution of all species has been updated and the maps have been redrawn. Although the maps are necessarily small and often rather sketchy, we believe it is far better to have such maps than none, as they permit readers to understand a species’ known or inferred occurrence at a glance. We would, however, once more like to emphasise that they do not and cannot provide a detailed reflection of actual distributions and should therefore be used with common sense. New information, corrections and comments are most welcome (c/o the publishers) and will, as far as possible, be incorporated in future editions of this book.

We hope that this field guide will serve its purpose and further stimulate interest in and study of Senegambia’s birds by both foreign and local observers, and will thus ultimately contribute to the conservation of the region’s vital biodiversity.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book illustrates and briefly describes all species definitely recorded from Senegal and The Gambia (‘Senegambia’) up to early 2022, as well as some that have been claimed but whose occurrence requires proof. The design and layout have been executed with field identification in mind.

SPECIES ACCOUNTS

Many species groups have a short introduction highlighting the key features. This information is intended to be read in conjunction with the species accounts.

The species accounts comprise the following elements.

Names The first line of each species account contains the English name followed by the scientific (binomial) name and the French name (see here for an explanation of the taxonomy and nomenclature used in this book).

Measurements To indicate the bird’s relative size, length (in cm) is mentioned after the species name. Wingspan (WS) and tail streamer length are mentioned where relevant. Measurements are taken from authoritative sources, complemented by our own mensural data obtained from specimens. Total length measurements represent the length of museum skins lying on their backs and measured from bill tip to tail tip. Note that direct comparison of these measurements can be quite misleading because they do not take into account other aspects of physiognomy, such as relative bill, neck and tail lengths, bulk, etc. It is therefore most useful only when comparing related species.

Subspecies If the species has more than one subspecies (= race) occurring in Senegambia, their names are placed at the beginning of the species account. If more than one subspecies occurs, these are normally succinctly described within the species account. It should be borne in mind that differences between subspecies are often subtle (e.g. colour tones), or based on measurements, and are thus often very hard or impossible to discern in the field.

Identification Each species account typically begins with the key features. Principal characteristics of the different plumages follow, in the order: adult male, adult female, juvenile and, if relevant, immature. We have attempted to include as much information as space permitted, without repeating what can be seen on the plates – the text is intended to supplement the illustrations and to highlight the most relevant identification features. Diagnostic or important identification features are placed in semi-bold italics. Distinguishing features of similar species are given where relevant.

The term ‘immature’ (used generally for a non-adult bird) has normally not been used to indicate juvenile plumage (the first plumage of true, non-downy, feathers). For young passerines of Palearctic origin wintering in our area, ‘immature’ indicates ‘first-winter’ plumage. In some cases ‘immature’ is used when the available information prevents greater precision. The terms ‘winter’ and ‘summer’ refer to boreal or northern hemisphere seasons.

The terms ‘small’, ‘medium-sized’ and ‘large’ indicate only the relative size of a species compared to its close relatives. For the sake of brevity, and when not indicated otherwise (or obviously different), the term ‘top of head’ includes forehead and crown, ‘throat’ includes the chin, and ‘legs’ includes legs and feet. ‘Above’ generally encompasses head and upperparts, and sometimes also tail; ‘below’ the entire underparts; in some cases, certain parts are excluded, but this should be obvious from the context. ‘Flight feathers’ include primaries and secondaries (but not tail feathers). ‘Wing feathers’ include flight feathers and wing-coverts. ‘Upperparts’ often includes scapulars and wing-coverts (if concolorous). Study of the illustrations should preclude any confusion.

Colour names have deliberately been kept as simple as possible and most will be readily understood. Where two colours are combined (compound colours), the last named is dominant; in other words, they should be interpreted as the second colour tinged with the first; e.g. reddish-brown is brown tinged red. Where the suffix -ish is added, this indicates a weaker or less distinct shade of that colour.

Frequently used colours include buff (pale or dull yellowish with a brownish or beige tinge), chestnut (dark reddish-brown), olive (dull yellowish-green, like the fruit) and horn (pale brownish-yellow; used solely for bills). Dusky (dirty greyish or brownish) is often used for rather indistinct darkish markings. The term dark (opposite pale) is used for dark plumage markings that lack any obvious colour.

Habitat and habits (HH) The habitat in which the species normally occurs is briefly indicated. Some typical behaviour relevant to identification is mentioned wherever space permitted. Other relevant information given in this section includes the species’ status and relative abundance.

Status The status of each species is denoted as follows:

Resident: a species that resides within its range throughout the year and breeds; the opposite of a migrant. For species whose populations in Senegambia comprise solely residents, the term ‘resident’ has been omitted from the species account, as this should be obvious from the distribution map.

Intra-African migrant: a species that breeds in one part of Africa and spends the post-breeding season in a different area, or appears only seasonally in another part.

Palearctic visitor: a species that breeds in the Palearctic region (Europe, North Africa and part of Asia) and spends the boreal winter in sub-Saharan Africa. The term ‘visitor’ includes both passage migrants and birds that remain in Senegambia through the winter.

Vagrant: a species outside its normal range.

Extinct: a species that is no longer found in Senegambia.

More than one category may be applicable. It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between a genuine vagrant and a species with only a few records. Some ‘vagrants’ may prove to be more or less regular, albeit rare or scarce, given increased observer coverage.

Abundance Only five, easily understood, abundance categories are used, based on the likelihood of a species being recorded during a visit to an appropriate area at an appropriate time of year:

Common: invariably encountered singly or in significant numbers within its normal habitat.

Fairly common: usually, but not invariably, encountered within its normal habitat (= ‘frequent’ or ‘not uncommon’).

Uncommon: relatively frequently, but not regularly, encountered within its normal habitat.

Scarce: only irregularly and infrequently encountered within its normal habitat.

Rare: rarely encountered, often implying fewer than c.10 records.

Note that relative abundance is somewhat subjective and can vary across the species’ range and according to season.

Voice Only the most characteristic vocalisations are (briefly) given. In some cases, where the species is mainly silent or the vocalisations are unimportant for identification purposes, these have been omitted. Transcriptions of calls and songs are placed in italics.

As is widely acknowledged, transcribing bird sounds so that they can be unambiguously interpreted by others is almost impossible. Phonetic renditions and verbal descriptions are necessarily highly subjective and open to misinterpretation, but there appears to be no convenient alternative. The user of this book is therefore advised to listen to sound recordings and compare them with the transcriptions, in order to understand the authors’ interpretation.

In the transcriptions of vocalisations the following conventions apply:

single vowels are pronounced short (thus a as in ‘apple’, e as in ‘extra’, i as in ‘it’, u as in ‘full’) ee as in ‘see’, ‘be’

iiiiii is higher-pitched than eeee

k as in ‘cat’ (c is not used for the hard ‘k’ sound)

ch as in ‘check’

sh as in ‘sheep’

CAPITAL LETTERS indicate that the component in question is considerably louder than the others.

Pauses between notes or syllables are denoted as follows (after Alström et al. 1991):

seesee no discernible pause

see-see very short pause

see see normal pause, as in ordinary conversation

see, see longer pause (at least c.1 second)

see...see pause of more than 2 seconds

Note In some cases, a note is included, usually relating to taxonomy or nomenclature.

Alternative names ‘[Alt]’ Some alternative English names in widespread or recent use are given.

Globally threatened species Species designated by BirdLife International in 2022 as globally threatened (‘Red List species’) are indicated at the end of the species account as follows:


	CR = Critically Endangered
	Species facing an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild in the immediate future.


	EN = Endangered
	Species facing a very high risk of extinction in the wild in the near future.


	VU = Vulnerable
	Species facing a high risk of extinction in the wild in the medium-term future.




The following categories are also indicated:


	NT = Near Threatened
	Species coming very close to qualifying as threatened.




For a comprehensive discussion of the above categories and annual updates of species’ threat status, see the BirdLife website: birdlife.org.



PLATES

All species positively recorded and a few species only claimed from Senegambia are illustrated in colour. Our aim has been to illustrate as many distinct plumages as space permits. Thus, distinctive male, female and immature plumages are depicted, subject to the availability of representative specimens, photographs or personal field notes. This is also the case with races that are sufficiently distinctive to be separated in the field.

Wherever possible or desirable, care has been taken to respect family groupings. On most plates, the species are arranged in order of resemblance and are thus not necessarily in taxonomic order. Although recent molecular studies have proposed substantial changes to the order (and number) of families, we have decided to largely follow the familiar former taxonomic sequence, as we aim to be as user-friendly as possible and know from experience how confusing and irritating a radically different sequence in a field guide can be. A checklist of the birds of Senegambia in systematic order is given here.

A few plates depict birds painted to different scales; in such cases this is mentioned on the plate.

The majority of the illustrations are those of the second edition of our Birds of Western Africa (2014). They have, however, been rearranged into new plates and many additional amendments and new figures have been included.



MAPS

Updated distribution maps are provided for all species. The maps are based on published data up to early 2020. Unpublished data known to us have been taken into account, when considered reliable. The maps reflect the known or inferred distribution of a species in areas of suitable habitat and should not necessarily be taken as providing a comprehensive and detailed reflection of actual distributions. They must therefore be used with caution and common sense.



Key to the maps:
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TAXONOMY AND NOMENCLATURE

In general, we have followed the IOC (= International Ornithological Community) World Bird List (Gill et al. 2022), with some amendments in cases where we have preferred other recent sources. Although recent molecular studies have proposed a number of additional changes, we have mostly retained the names used in our Birds of Western Africa (2014).

In some cases, where a taxon has been variably treated as a subspecies or a species by different authors, the specific name under which it is also often treated is placed within parentheses, to indicate that this does not imply an undisputed taxonomic decision. This has been done in cases where there is evidence to suggest that the taxon may preferably be treated as a separate species, e.g. Thalasseus (maximus) albididorsalis, although a few others, e.g. Bubo (africanus) cinerascens, are more controversial. It has also been done in a few cases where evidence suggests that the form often treated as a full species may actually best be ‘lumped’, e.g. Caprimulgus (pectoralis) nigriscapularis and Acrocephalus (scirpaceus) baeticatus. If the subspecies occurring in Senegambia is sometimes treated as a separate species, the English name given to that species is placed between parentheses, e.g. (African Swamphen) under Purple Swamphen.

English names and their spelling Although we generally follow the English-language names proposed by Gill et al. (2022), we have not adopted names for Afrotropical species that differ from those used in western Africa.

Regarding the spelling of English bird names, we mostly approve of the IOC rules, as these largely reflect ours. However, we note one or two inconsistencies in the use of hyphenation and capitalisation of compound names. First, if the second word of a compound name is a type of bird and the taxon is in that bird family, we agree that the name should be treated as two words, e.g. Night Heron, Swamp Warbler, Forest Flycatcher. However, when both nouns are names of birds or bird families the IOC advises to insert a hyphen ‘to signify that the taxon belongs to the family of the second word, not the first’, e.g. Eagle-Owl (but Scops Owl), Sparrow-Lark (but Bush Lark). Since the rationale given is weak or even invalid – it is indeed hard to believe that anyone would ever make the mistake of thinking that an Eagle Owl is an eagle – we see no reason to deviate from the general rule and insert a hyphen in these cases. We therefore continue to employ Cuckoo Hawk, Eagle Owl, Robin Chat, Sparrow Lark, etc.

Second, we also accept the rule that if the second word is a kind of bird but the taxon is not a member of the bird family named, the compound name should be spelled as a single word (e.g. Cuckooshrike, previously Cuckoo-shrike, as this is not a shrike), except where it would be hard to pronounce or look odd (e.g. Painted-snipe, Bush-shrike).


GEOGRAPHY, CLIMATE AND MAIN HABITATS

The West African countries of Senegal and The Gambia are located on the Atlantic coast between latitudes 12°20’ and 16°30’N and longitudes 11°20’ and 17°30’W. The Gambia, mainland Africa’s smallest country with a land area of 11,147 km2, encloses the lower 475 km of the Gambia River and is entirely surrounded by Senegal except for its coastline. It extends for c.320 km inland and is mostly only c.25–30 km wide. Senegal covers an area of 196,720 km2, extending inland for c.500 km, and is bordered by Mauritania to the north, Mali to the east and Guinea and Guinea-Bissau to the south.

TOPOGRAPHY

Senegal and The Gambia are predominantly flat or gently undulating, lying almost entirely below 100 m. Only in the south-eastern corner of Senegal, which is part of the foothills of the Fouta Djallon massif in Guinea, a few hills attain 300–400 m with the maximum elevation along the border with Guinea reaching c.500 m.

The coast is generally low and sandy, with four major estuaries of (from north to south) the rivers Senegal, Sine-Saloum, Gambia and Casamance. A few rocky outcrops occur along the coast, with the highest, at Cap de Naze, on the ‘Petite Côte’, south of Dakar, reaching a maximum height of 74 m. In The Gambia, the tallest laterite cliffs, at Fajara and Brufut, are only 8–12 m in height. There are a few rocky offshore islands and reefs, including the Parc National des Isles de la Madeleine, opposite the Cap Vert peninsula, Africa’s westernmost point, on which Dakar lies. In The Gambia, the small, low and unstable offshore Bijol Islands are formed by a reef. The Senegal River, West Africa’s second-longest river, flows north out of the Fouta Djallon to form, over a length of more than 1,350 km, the eastern and northern border of Senegal.

CLIMATE

The principal feature of the climate is the alternate wet and dry seasons, which are governed by the movement of the Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), a zone of low pressure towards which blow winds from the northern and southern high-pressure belts. South-westerly winds from the Atlantic Ocean are warm and moist, while north-easterly winds from the Sahara, known as Harmattan, are hot, dry and dusty. The ITCZ annually oscillates north and south following, with a lag of 1–2 months, the position of the sun. At the northern summer solstice it lies near the Tropic of Cancer and wet maritime winds produce a rainy season north of the equator. When the ITCZ moves south and the sun is over the Tropic of Capricorn, most of West Africa comes under the influence of the continental, hot, dry Harmattan. Overall, the dry season lengthens and rainfall decreases with increasing latitude.

Senegambia experiences a single rainy season, which is longest at the coast in the south-west (May–September/October, with August generally the wettest month; mean annual rainfall c.1,500 mm) and shortest in the north and north-east (August–September; mean annual rainfall c.300 mm). However, the onset and duration of the dry and rainy seasons and annual rainfall all vary considerably from year to year.

Temperatures average around 28°C on the coast, but are higher inland. Mean monthly maximum temperatures range from 24–31°C at the coast to 32–41°C from c.350 km inland, whilst mean monthly minimum temperatures are 16–23°C at the coast and 12–25°C inland. The hottest months are those just preceding the rains; the coldest months are usually December/January.

MAIN HABITATS AND VEGETATION ZONES

The northern part of Senegal, north of c.15°15’N, lies within the Sahel biome and is characterised by dry thorn-bush savanna dominated by Balanites aegyptiaca and Acacia species. The rest of the country and The Gambia lies mainly within the Sudan-Guinea Savanna biome and was originally covered by various types of wooded grassland, with variable tree cover and tree height (both gradually decreasing northward, reflecting the decline in rainfall) and grasses growing under and between the trees. Coastal Casamance and the adjoining area in The Gambia, in the south-west, fall within the Guinea-Congo lowland forest transition zone and patches of semi-evergreen forest still occur, together with a small fragment of the avifauna typical of that habitat.

Throughout both countries, much of the natural vegetation has been extensively modified by man, even in the relatively sparsely populated north. In the Sahel, the once widespread Acacia nilotica forests along the lower Senegal River, an important habitat for Palearctic migrants, have largely disappeared due to the combined effects of drought and destruction by man for firewood and charcoal, and clearance for agriculture. Further south, vast areas are now devoid of large trees, which have been cut down to make way for food crops and, in the Sudan savanna zone, ground-nuts. In some areas, however, large trees remain, forming a kind of cultivated parkland. Former agricultural plots are overgrown by farmbush and second growth. Domestic stock is numerous and roams widely, resulting in large areas being affected by overgrazing. Fires regularly rage through the savannas in the dry season. Although a natural phenomenon to which taxa of the zone are well adapted, these fires now are almost always deliberately started by man. In the south-east (including the Parc National du Niokolo-Koba), larger trees and gallery forests of varying width occur, with denser patches of woodland forming thickets, occasionally with more or less large stands of bamboo, especially along small temporal streams. Open areas of dry edaphic grassland, called bowals (also spelled ‘boval’), occur where the rocky substrate is covered by only a thin layer of soil, allowing the growth of short grass, but no trees.

Mangroves occur on all major estuaries, the most important being those on the northern bank of the Casamance River delta and along the Saloum and Gambia Rivers; along the latter they extend up to c.200 km upstream. Extensive mudflats are exposed at low tide. Inland of the mangroves are seasonally flooded areas, including saltmarshes, shallow lakes, and sparsely vegetated mudflats. Freshwater wetlands, most of them seasonal, occur further inland.

The mainly sandy coastal zone is dominated by dunes, which are often unstable. Between Saint Louis and Dakar, a strip c.150 km long and 5 km wide behind the dunes comprises a string of permanent freshwater lakes and temporarily wet depressions, called ‘niayes’, which are important for a wide variety of breeding and wintering waterbirds and also raptors.

The hydrological regime of the Senegal River delta and adjacent wetlands has been considerably altered by the construction of dams and dykes in an attempt to increase the area of irrigated cultivation (principally of rice). The natural cycle of an annual flood followed by falling water levels and the intrusion upriver of salt water from the estuary no longer occurs and has resulted in the drying up of large areas. The Senegal floodplain nevertheless continues to attract huge concentrations of waterbirds, for which it remains of vital importance.

Offshore, pelagic seabirds pass in large numbers during migration; these are best observed from the Cap Vert peninsula. Inshore, resident and passing or wintering species may find resting and feeding opportunities.

Thoughout, various artificial habitats which may attract certain bird species have been created by man, including reservoirs, sewage farms, urban areas with gardens, artificial saltpans, bridges and culverts, and cultivated areas (especially ricefields).
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