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1. Introduction

Seven subspecies of Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus) have been
described in the world (del Hoyo and Collar, 2014). According to the
latest IOC World Bird list, the Whimbrels are divided into Hudsonian
Whimbrel (Numenius hudsonicus) and Eurasian Whimbrel (N. phaeopus)
(Gill et al., 2021), which is supported by genomic analysis (Tan et al.,
2019). Subspecies rufiventris of Hudsonian Whimbrel breed in Alaska and
Northwest Canada and spends non-breeding season from western USA to
South America (Gill et al., 2021). Subspecies hudsonicus of Hudsonian
Whimbrel breed in Hudson Bay area to Northeast Canada and the bulk of
the population spends the non-breeding season in the Caribbean and
South America (Gill et al., 2021) , and small numbers have been reported
from New Zealand (Gill et al., 2010). Five subspecies of Eurasian
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Whimbrel (N. phaeopus) are recognized (Gill et al., 2021). The breeding
and non-breeding distribution of four of these subspecies are known
(Brown et al., 2014; Birdlife International and NatureServe, 2015; Car-
neiro et al., 2019; see Fig. 1). N. p. islandicus breeds in Iceland and the
British Isles (also in Greenland and Faroe Islands) and spends
non-breeding season in West Africa; N. p. phaeopus breeds in the region
from North Europe to Western Siberia and spends non-breeding season in
Africa; N. p. alboaxillaris breeds in the region from Western Kazakhstan to
Southwestern Siberia and spends non-breeding season on the islands and
coasts of the West Indian Ocean; N. p. variegatus breeds in the range from
central to Eastern Siberia and spends non-breeding season on the coasts
of South Asia, Southeast Asia and Australia. The most recently described
subspecies, N. p. rogachevae (Tomkovich, 2008), breeds in Central Sibe-
ria. The non-breeding sites are still unclear (Fig. 1; Tomkovich, 2008;
Lappo et al., 2012; Brown et al., 2014). It has been speculated that the
rogachevae whimbrels migrate along the Central Asian Flyway (Tomko-
vich, 2008) and spend the non-breeding season in Western India and
Eastern Africa (Skeel and Mallory, 2020; Gill et al., 2021), but there is
still a lack of evidence.

In the East Asian – Australasian Flyway (EAAF), both ssp. phaeopus
and variegatus have been widely reported and that their main non-
breeding grounds are located in the western and eastern regions
respectively. N. p. phaeopus mainly distributed from the coast of
Bangladesh (Ripley, 1982) and Sri Lanka (Phillips, 1975). The
non-breeding variegatus Whimbrel widely distributed along the coast
from Bangladesh (Ripley, 1982) (some birds occasionally visited to Sri
Lanka; Phillips, 1975) to Mariana Islands (Stinson et al., 1997) and
Micronesia (Baker, 1951) in the Central Pacific. A few variegatus whim-
brels spend non-breeding season in the Malay Peninsula, Wallacea region
and Sunda Islands, while most variegatus whimbrels spend non-breeding
season in eastern Indonesia, the Guadalcanal Islands and the Florida Is-
land of the Solomon archipelago in the South Pacific, New Guinea, and
Australia (Bishop, 2006; Crossland et al., 2016).

Some studies have considered that N. p. variegatus is the only sub-
species of the Eurasian Whimbrel in Southeast Asia and Australia (Brown
et al., 2014; del Hoyo and Collar, 2014;



descriptions of the morphological features are consistent with the ssp.
rogachevae: the black spotting on the lower back and rump of ssp. roga-
chevae are less intense dark than that of ssp. variegatus, and the dark bars
on the axillary feathers of ssp. rogachevae are wider than those of the ssp.
phaeopus (Tomkovich, 2008). Some individuals exhibited the interme-
diate plumage characteristics between ssp. variegatus and phaeopus were
also accounted in Indonesia (Cramp, 1983), Malay Peninsula (Robinson
and Chasen, 1936), Thailand (Jorgensen, 1949) and Borneo (MacKinnon
and Phillipps, 1993). In addition, field survey found that non-breeding
whimbrels in Northwest Australia showed a variation in the spots
colour of lower back and rump from less intense dark to strong intense
dark, and they passed through Java during migration (Kuang et al.,
2000). The results from Grantham (2000) may thus suggest that the
Eurasian Whimbrels passing through Java and exhibiting the interme-
diate plumage characteristics were most likely from Northwest Australia.

Both breeding range and non-breeding range of variegatus Whimbrel



Fig. 2. Migration routes and morphological features of the lower back and rump of six tagged whimbrels in Northwest Australia. The three individuals on the left (SL,
UC and UD) have less intense dark spots on the lower back and rump; they bred in the breeding range of both variegatus and rogachevae subspecies, while the three
individuals on the right (SJ, UB and UE) have strong intense dark spots on the lower back and rump; they bred within the breeding range of the variegatus subspecies.
The pentacles show the breeding sites, the filled symbols (trigonals, quadrilaterals, and pentagons) show the stopover sites, and the rhombuses show the non-breeding
sites in Northwest Australia. Red triangle shows the location where the SL was shot during northward migration. Migration routes were modified from Kuang
et al. (2020).
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Fig. 2, 130.71� E, 61.09� N, close to the breeding range of the ssp. vari-
egatus) during its northward migration. The other three birds exhibited
less intense dark spotting (a typical feature of ssp. rogachevae), one of
them stayed in the breeding range of ssp. rogachevae, and two of them
stayed in the western part of the breeding range of the ssp. variegatus
(Fig. 2).

4. Discussion

This study provided new information on the breeding sites of
Eurasian Whimbrels in the EAAF according to migration tracking of birds
from two stopover sites and three non-breeding sites. Our results suggest
that both rogachevae and variegatus occur in the EAAF. We found that two
tagged birds bred in the region between the known breeding ranges of
ssp. rogachevae and variegatus (114� E to 132� E; Fig. 1; Appendix
Table S2). This region (between the valleys of the Anabar and Yana
Rivers) has been suggested as the gap of breeding whimbrels due to a lack
of breeding records in this poorly surveyed area (Lappo et al., 2012).The
two birds stayed in the region for 63 and 65 days respectively, suggesting
that birds likely breed there rather than using the area as a stopover site
or temporary stay before/after breeding activities. Due to the lack of
detailed information in photos and DNA, we cannot determine the sub-
species of these two tagged birds. In the future, systematic analysis of
DNA together with standardised photos of lower back/rump and
underwing/axillary pattern will be helpful to determine the subspecies at
the gaps.

The six tagged birds that bred in the breeding range of the ssp.
rogachevae came from Southeast Asia and Northwest Australia, including
one from Sumatra Island, two from Singapore, one from the East Java and
two from Northwest Australia (Fig. 1; Appendix Table S2; Fig. S2). No
birds came from Moreton Bay (MB) on the east coast of Australia. Of the
six tagged birds, there was a single migration for the two birds that spent
non-breeding period in Sumatra Island and East Java, while other 4 birds
returned to their non-breeding sites during southward migration. This
suggests that the Whimbrels are sitefaithful to their non-breeding sites.
4

As mentioned above, Eurasian Whimbrels with plumage features of the
ssp. phaeopus have been largely reported in southeast Asia (Grantham,
2000; Robson, 2005; Iqbal and Ridwan, 2009; Jeyarajasingam and
Pearson, 2012; Arlott, 2018), but those birds are probably the ssp.
rogachevae (see discussions below). All these results suggest that roga-
chevae whimbrels may be common in Southeast Asia and Northwest
Australia.

Although the collected material of ssp. rogacheva was limited, genetic
study on the Whimbrels has identified that there is a barrier between the
ssp. rogachevae from Central Siberia and phaeopus in sub-Arctic Europe in
Eurasia. However, the conclusion is based on two single specimens and
therefore should be taken with cautions. The results also indicate that
ssp. rogachevae and variegatus can be united into a cluster distinct from
ssp. phaeopus (Tan et al., 2019). According to the plumage features of
birds at non-breeding sites, many previous studies have reported that
some individuals similar with ssp. phaeopus occurs in Southeast Asian
(Lekagul and Round, 1991; Wells, 1999; Grantham, 2000; Robson, 2007;
Iqbal and Ridwan, 2009; Jeyarajasingam and Pearson, 2012; Arlott,
2018). However, of the total 30 tagged birds in this study (from two
stopover sites and three non-breeding sites in the EAAF), none bred in the
exclusive breeding range of the ssp. phaeopus. Actually, some of these
previous studies were published before ssp. rogachevae was described
(Tomkovich, 2008), and others may not have been aware that the sub-
species had been described. In these circumstances, the authors would
have probably assumed that Whimbrels with extensive white rumps were
ssp. phaeopus. Our tracking results indicate that the ssp. phaeopus might
be sparsely distributed in the EAAF in the west region, or probably does
not occur at all. The birds similar with ssp. phaeopus in plumage traits that
was previously reported in Southeast Asian might be the newly described
ssp. rogachevae, which has a close relationship with the ssp. variegatus
(Tan et al., 2019).

One of the major differences in plumage features between the ssp.
rogachevae and variegatus is that the former has relatively less intense
dark spotting on the lower back and rump (Tomkovich, 2008). Our study
found that two of the six birds tagged at RB in Northwest Australia and
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