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On 13 December 1972, Kitti Thonglongya collected two black-and-white wagtails
from Ubon Ratchathani Province, Thailand, now held in the Thailand Institute of
Scientific and Technological Research, Bangkok, Thailand (TISTR). These formed
the basis for Lekagul & Round’s (1991) illustration of ‘Motacilla alba alboides’.
Wagtails broadly fitting this picture of ‘M. a. alboides’ were found locally in south
Laos in February 1993, but generated minimal interest because they (apparently)
fitted a recognised taxon, as portrayed in an excellent field guide. Intensive bird
surveys across Laos up to 2000 (Duckworth 1996, Thewlis ez al. 1996, 1998, Davidson
et al. 1997, Evans & Timmins 1998, Duckworth et al. 1998a, 1999, in press, Round
1998, Showler et al. 1998, Evans et al. 2000, Evans in press, WCS Lao Program
unpublished data) recorded the same wagtail only in the south of the country. In
1997, these wagtails were suspected to breed in far southern Laos. This would be a
major extension of known range; M. a. alboides, from the Himalayas and central
China, breeds no closer than northern Vietnam (Vaurie et a/. 1960) and north Laos
(Duckworth e al. 1998a, 1999; R. J. Tizard in /itz. 2001). The first intensive bird survey
of riverine habitat in Cambodia, in 1998, found this wagtail (‘M. a. alboides’) breeding
widely across the Mekong tributaries of the north-east of the country (Timmins &
Men Soriyun 1998). In February 1999, F. Goes, N. J. van Zalinge & CMP travelled
fresh parts of the north-east, and again found it breeding widely, as did N. J. van
Zalinge, JWD & CMP in February 2000. Robson’s (2000) field guide to South-east
Asian birds illustrates accurately M. a. alboides, and shows it to be a very different
bird from the breeding wagtail of southern Indochina. Examination of specimens of all
possible confusion taxa in TISTR, the Natural History Museum, Tring, UK (BMNH),
and the American Museum of Natural History, New York, USA (AMNH) during 2000
confirmed the distinctness of what we previously thought to be ‘M. a. alboides’.
On 9-16 February 2001, PA, JWD, PD, CMP & TS visited the Mekong, San and
Kong rivers in the vicinity (upstream) of Stung Treng, Stung Treng Province, northeast
Cambodia, observed well over 100 individuals of the unknown wagtail in adult and
second calendar-year plumages, and collected 3 adult males, 3 adult females and 2
first-adult (second calendar-year) females (see Appendix 1). Juveniles were observed
and photographed around Kampi, Kratie province, on 14-15 April 2001 by PD. Collected
birds were kept in alcohol until they were prepared as specimens; one remains in
alcohol. Six specimens were prepared with the right wing detached and spread, so
that details of the wings can be more easily studied. PA compared 6 of these specimens,
plus photographs of the other two, directly with specimens of possible confusion
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taxa, in particular A frican Pied Wagtail Motacilla a. aguimp (4 on loan from BMNH)
and M. aguimp vidua (11 on loan from BMNH; 11 in the Swedish Museum of Natural
History, Stockholm, Sweden [NRM]; and one in the Museum of Evolution, Uppsala
University, Uppsala, Sweden), having previously studied large series of all possible
confusion taxa in e.g. BMNH and AMNH. JWD and TDE compared specimens of the
unknown wagtail with large series of specimens of possible confusion taxa in BMNH.
The following measurements were taken on all individuals caught: wing length
(maximum chord) and tail length (ruler inserted under the undertail-coverts) to the
nearest 0.5 mm; bill length (to skull), tarsus length (to the last complete scutum before
the toes), and hind-claw length (to the thin skin at the base) to the nearest 0.1 mm.
Wing formula was described with primaries (P) numbered descendantly and
secondaries (S) numbered ascendantly. Total length (bill tip to tail tip) was measured
to the nearest mm on 4 specimens by placing the specimens on their backs on a ruler.
All measurements were taken by PA on the day of collection, except total length,
which was taken by Anders Hansson just before the specimens were prepared. In the
description, rectrix is abbreviated R, and the rectrices are numbered from inner to
outer; greater covert is abbreviated GC, and they are numbered ascendantly.

In addition to the birds caught, 10 were filmed using a Sony DCR-TR7100E
camcorder through a Swarovski AT 80 HD telescope, and 4 were photographed. The
video footage and photographs were compared with photographs of possible
confusion taxa, in particular M. aguimp vidua (n=15).

Songs and calls of many birds were heard, and songs of at least 12 males and calls
of ¢. 20 individuals were tape-recorded using a Sony DAT recorder TCD-D8 and a
Telinga Pro parabolic reflector/microphone. Sonograms were made of ‘simple’ songs
from 10 individuals, ‘complex’ songs from 4 individuals, and calls from 13 individuals,
using the software Canary 1.2.4 (Mitchell ef al. 1995). The tape recordings and
sonograms were compared with possible confusion taxa, in particular M. aguimp
vidua (n=11) assembled from various sources.

In the following text, topography, age, moult and voice terminology follow Alstrém
et al. (in press). First-adult refers to the immature plumage obtained through the
post-juvenile moult when there is no pre-breeding moult (and accordingly no difference
between first-winter and first-summer); first-‘winter’ and first-‘summer’ are used for
M. aguimp to indicate that these plumages are not so strongly related to the seasons
as in Eurasian wagtails; first-year refers collectively to juvenile, first-winter’ and
first-‘summer’, or juvenile and first-adult. In the voice descriptions, an element is a
discrete, unbroken unit in a sonogram; a note is a discrete sound which, however,
does not necessarily consist of a single element; a phrase refers to a series of two or
more different notes that is given twice (rarely more times) in succession; a rattle is
a multiple, fast repetition of either a single very short element or a phrase of very
short elements; and a strophe is an uninterrupted series of notes that is separated
from other strophes by silent pauses.

Original descriptions and/or type specimens of most of the available names listed
in Sharpe (1885) and all those in Vaurie e al. (1960) were studied, and literature was
searched for taxa described subsequently.
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The south Indochinese wagtail (Plate 1, 2) is a distinctive, hitherto unnamed,
taxon, for which we propose the name:

Mekong Wagtail Motacilla samuveasnae sp. nov.

Holotype

The Natural History Museum, Tring, UK, BMNH reg. no. 2001.8.1, field no. JWDKHO09,
adult male, San river (‘Se San channel’ on original label), Stung Treng province,
Cambodia, 13°3228"N, 106°04'12"E, c. 50 m a.s.1., 13 February 2001. Collected by PA
and JWD, prepared by Anders Hansson (Plate 2).

Diagnosis

Adult and first-adult: Plumage lacks green or yellow. Distinguished from White-
browed Wagtail Motacilla maderaspatensis by all-white throat and white patch on
side of neck. Told from all taxa in the White Wagtail M. alba complex by blackish
central stripe on the forehead (extending to the base of the bill, and including the
bases of the feathers) and all-blackish ear-coverts, from all except M. a. subpersonata,
M. a. ocularis and M. a. lugens also by blackish lores, and from M. a. alboides and M.
a. personata also by white sides of neck. Told from Japanese Wagtail M. grandis by
all-white throat, white patch on side of neck and blackish central stripe on the forehead.
Further separated from M. maderaspatensis, many M. grandis and all taxa in the M.
alba complex (except some first-year /ugens) by, from above, dark remiges with all-
white bases to the outer and inner webs of the secondaries and inner primaries,
forming a white bar (most pronounced on inner primaries in first-adult female). Closely
resembles African Pied Wagtail M. a. aguimp and M. aguimp vidua; most safely
distinguished by the pattern of the remiges, in particular the more extensive white
outer edges to P1-P5 (see below).

Juvenile: Plumage mostly brownish-grey and white. Differs from M. maderaspatensis,
M. grandis, M. alba ssp. and M. aguimp by combination of pale throat with dark
malar stripes, dark ear-coverts and a dark loral stripe (can be restricted to proximal
lores), and rather extensively dark-centred median and greater coverts.

Description of holotype

Plumage: Forehead (to base of bill, and including basal parts of feathers), crown and
nape blackish (very faint brown tinge to central and rear crown and nape). Long,
broad white supercilium from base of bill to slightly beyond rear of ear-coverts;
supercilium so broad that blackish on forehead reduced to narrow stripe, hardly
visible from side view, even in the hand. Lores show tapering, ‘triangular’ blackish
stripe. Ear-coverts blackish, with thin white crescent (broken eye-ring) below eye.
Broad blackish, slightly U-shaped, breast-band, which reaches onto lower part of
otherwise white throat; border between blackish and white on throat slightly mottled
and not clear-cut. Breast-band connected by broad blackish ‘spur’ to lower rear end
of ear-coverts and by thinner blackish ‘spur’ to junction of nape/mantle/scapulars,
thereby isolating prominent white patch on sides of neck. Colour of crown and nape
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Plate 1. Motacilla samveasnae. (a, ¢, e) different adult (?) males; (b, d) different adult females,
the one in b paired to the male in a; (f) juvenile. The white patch on the side of the neck appears
unusually large in e. (a—e) from Stung Treng Province, Cambodia, mid-February 2001, (f) from
Kratie province, Cambodia, mid-April 2001. Photographs: Pete Davidson (a, b, f) and Per
Alstréom (c, d, e; from video).



F W Duckworth et al. 156 Bull. B.O.C. 2001 121(3)

c

Plate 2. Six of the specimens in the type series. (a, b) from left to right: Adult male BMNH
2001.8.1 (holotype), adult female BMNH 2001.8.3, first-adult female NRM 20016100, adult
female BMNH 2001.8.2, first-adult female BMNH 2001.8.4 and adult male BMNH 2001.8.5. (¢)
top row: BMNH 2001.8.5, BMNH 2001.8.1, BMNH 2001.8.2; bottom row: BMNH 2001.8.3,
BMNH 2001.8.4, NRM 20016100. Photographs: Géran Frisk (a, b) and Lars-Erik Jonsson (c).
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merges with blackish-brown mantle and scapulars. Back, rump and proximal median
uppertail-coverts similar to mantle, although slightly tinged greyish. Proximal lateral
uppertail-coverts blackish with broad whitish outer edges and greyish-white inner
edges. Distal lateral uppertail-coverts tinged more brownish. Breast below blackish
breast-band, flanks, belly and undertail-coverts white, slightly tinged greyish
(especially on flanks, but here largely concealed by folded wings).

Lesser coverts blackish with brown tinge. Median coverts: outers mainly white
with brownish-tinged blackish bases; progressively more extensively blackish,
especially on inner webs, towards body; innermost feather mainly blackish with
white tip and edges, broadest on outer web. GC1 blackish-brown with c¢. 2 mm white
tip to outer and inner webs, ¢. | mm white edge to outer web, and white edge to inner
web c. 1| mm wide distally and ¢. 2.5 mm wide basally; GC2-GC7 show progressively
more white on inner (except on GC6—GC7) and especially outer webs, outer web being
mainly white with only indistinct grey-brown smudges on GC6-GC7; GC8-GC10
largely blackish-brown (presumably with quite broad white edge to outer web of GC8
when fresh, but now almost completely worn off) (Plate 2). Tertials blackish-brown,
with very indistinct, narrow paler edges; longest tertial has white basally on outer
web (concealed by greater coverts). Primary coverts blackish with brown tinge, with
narrow whitish edges basally to outer webs, and prominent whitish patches basally
on inner webs (extending more than halfway towards tips). Alula feathers blackish,
with progressively broader white fringes from largest to smallest feather. Carpal covert
blackish with ¢. | mm white fringe. P1 white basally with dark brown shaft and c. 25
mm-long brown-tinged blackish distal portion, latter with progressively narrower
white edges to both webs (extending very narrowly to tip of feather on outer web and
to ¢. 18 mm from tip of feather on inner web). P2—P4 show slightly shorter white outer
and inner edges and progressively more extensive dark distal portions; on P5—P8
dark distal portion extends narrowly along shaft to base on inner web, and white base
to outer web and edge to the same progressively become less extensive (white base
entirely covered by primary coverts on P7-P8); P9 dark on outer web with very
narrow white edge throughout length (widest at base); P10 (minute) all white. S1
white basally with brown-tinged blackish shaft and ¢. 28 mm long distal portion;
broad white edge to outer web, progressively narrower towards tip and very narrowly
surrounds tip and narrowly reaches up on inner web (broadens towards base). S2—-S4
show progressively more white basally and on edges and tips, whereas amount of
white on S5-S6 decreases progressively. White bases to remiges form a broad white
band on upperwing when spread, broadest on central-outer secondaries and inner
primaries (Plate 2). On the folded wing, the white outer edges to the secondaries form
a uniform white bar along the wing (while the white outer edges to the inner primaries
are concealed) (Plate 2). Underwing-coverts white with mainly concealed grey bases
to the primary and secondary coverts; underwing looks largely white with dark tips
to the remiges. R1-R4 blackish with a faint brown tinge (left R4 shows a thin white
stripe, ¢. 7 mm long, basally on inner web). R5—R6 white (including shaft) with blackish
base to outer web and extensively blackish along edge of inner web. Feathers on tibia
whitish with blackish centres.
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Condition of plumage: Most of plumage worn, especially median coverts, inner
greater coverts, tertials and rectrices. A few scattered feathers on the forehead,
crown (mainly sides) and nape have been renewed later than the rest of the plumage.
Due to wear, it is not possible to judge e.g. how broad the pale edges to the tertials
and inner greater coverts were when they were fresh; whether the primary coverts
had distinct pale edges along their entire lengths when they were fresh; or to what
extent the brown tinge above is the result of wear and bleaching. The colour contrast
between the forehead and sides of the crown, on the one hand, and the mantle, on the
other hand, may be due to the fact that the former parts have fresher feathers than the
latter parts. The distal uppertail-coverts are browner than the proximal uppertail-
coverts, presumably because the former are generally more exposed than the latter. It
seems likely that most of the dark feathers were at least marginally blacker when
fresh, as is generally the case in wagtails (Alstrdm et al. in press).

Bare parts: Bill black. Iris dark brown. Very thin orbital ring dark grey. Tarsus, toes
and claws greyish-black; soles rather pale grey with faint buffish tinge.

Measurements: Total length 175; wing 86.5; tail 78.0; bill 19.3; tarsus 20.7; hind claw
6.4. Wing formula: WP=P7-P8, P92, P6-1.5, P5 -8, P4-14,P3-18,P2-21, P1-23;
emarginations to P6—P8; lacks distinct notches.

Paratypes

Plumage: All 7 paratypes (see Appendix 1), except adult male AMNH skin 833352,
were directly compared with the holotype. Adult male AMNH skin 833352 and
adult female BMNH A/2001.6.1 were not directly compared with each other, nor
with any other paratype, although colour photographs taken at collection were
compared with the rest of the type series. Accordingly, exact differences in colour
hues between these two specimens and the others are unclear.

Adult male BMNH 2001.8.5 is slightly paler and browner above than the holotype
(Plate 2), and judging from photographs and field notes, adult male AMNH skin
833352 seems to be even marginally paler (mantle and scapulars described as dark
greyish-brown in the field). The four females compared directly resemble each other
in the colouration above (Plate 2), as apparently (from photographs and field notes)
does adult female BMNH A/2001.6.1. Females are clearly paler and greyer on the
upperparts than the males, with more contrast between the grey-brown mantle/
scapulars and blackish ear-coverts and forehead/crown (at least anterior parts and
sides of crown blackish) (Plates 2). In females, newly moulted feathers on the
upperparts (see below) are greyer, less brown-tinged, than worn feathers.

The width of the blackish breast-band varies individually (Plate 2). The holotype
has the most black. On most individuals it extends onto the lowermost part of the
throat, but at least in BMNH 2001.8.4 the entire throat is white.

The wing pattern varies individually, with age, and to a lesser extent sex (Plate 2).
Lesser coverts are blackish with a brown tinge in both males (as in the holotype), but
they are slightly paler and tinged more grey-brown in the females. The centrally
placed median coverts of BMNH 2001.8.5 show less dark on the inner webs (reduced
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to an isolated dusky spot) than on any other specimen, which are all rather similar to
each other and to the holotype. In adult male AMNH skin 833352, GC3-GC7 show
more white, especially on the outer webs (all-white outer web on GC 6). Adult male
BMNH 2001.8.5 shows even more white on the greater coverts than AMNH skin
833352 (e.g., GC5-GC7 have all-white outer webs). Pattern of the greater coverts
varies only slightly in the females. They show less white basally on the outer webs,
especially, and inner webs than the males. All except one have extensively dark outer
webs to GC1-GC7, with just a little whitish basally (well concealed by the median
coverts); in BMNH A/2001.6.1, GC6 is nearly all white on the outer web, with an
indistinct dusky smudge.

The patterns of the alula feathers, carpal covert and primary coverts are rather
similar in all adults. The two first-adult females, however, have narrower and less
distinct whitish tips and outer edges to the smallest and central alula feathers, BMNH
2001.8.4 also to the carpal covert. In contrast to the adults, the two first-adult females
lack a distinct whitish edge to the inner web of the central alula feather, BMNH
2001.8.4 also lacks a distinct whitish edge to the inner web of the carpal covert. The
primary coverts of the two first-adult females are browner, more worn, more pointed
and have more frayed tips than in the adults, and they lack the adults’ very thin
whitish edges to the bases of the outer webs of the outer feathers and their distinct
whitish patch along the edge basally of the inner webs.

Compared with the holotype, adult male BMNH 2001.8.5 shows longer and broader
white outer edge to P9; all-white outer web basally to P8 (equal to tip of longest
primary covert); all-white outer web basally to P7 (reaching 2 mm beyond tip of
longest primary covert); and white outer web basally to P6 reaches 3 mm beyond tip
of longest primary covert. Adult female BMNH 2001.8.2 and adult male AMNH skin
833352 resemble the holotype on P6-P9, whereas adult female BMNH 2001.8.3 and
the two first-adult females lack white on the outer web of P6 beyond the tip of the
corresponding primary covert. The two first-adult females also show marginally less
white on the outer webs of P1-P5, compared with the holotype and the other adults.

The pattern of the secondaries is basically similar in all adults, although in no
paratype are the white edges to the distal portion of the inner webs quite so distinct
as in the holotype. AMNH skin 833352, BMNH 2001.8.3 and BMNH 2001.8.5 have
slightly narrower white outer edges to the secondaries than the holotype and the
other two adult paratypes, possibly because of greater wearing. In both first-adult
females, the dark on the outer webs of the secondaries is so extensive that very little
or no white is visible on the bases of the outer webs beyond the tips of the greater
coverts, resulting in less distinct white bar on the upper surface of the secondaries
on the spread wing than in adults (Plate 2). Moreover, the whitish edges and tips to
the outer webs are narrow and indistinct in the two first-adults (except on two newer
feathers in NRM 20016100), giving the impression of mainly dark secondaries on the
folded wing in the first-adult females, unlike in all of the adults, in which they form a
white bar (Plate 2). On the inner webs, the extent of white is rather similar in the first-
adults and the adults, although the dark distal portions have insignificant whitish
tips and edges in the first-adults.
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Bare parts: No variation noted.

Measurements: See Tables 1 and 2 for summaries.

Etymology

The specific name honours the late Sam Veasna (pronounced ‘Sam Veeshna’), one of
Cambodia’s leading ornithologists and conservationists, who died, tragically young,
on 3 December 1999 of malaria, contracted during fieldwork in northern Cambodia.
The English name indicates that it is the only wagtail breeding in the lower Mekong
catchment, to which on current knowledge it is restricted. Moreover, it draws attention
to the major, yet desperately fragile, geographic feature of this bird’s very restricted
range.

Sexing, ageing and moult

Sexing

All specimens were sexed tentatively, based on colouration of upperparts, behaviour
immediately prior to capture, and cloacal protuberance/brood patch. Sex was later
confirmed internally (except, yet, for AMNH skin 833352 and BMNH A/2001.6.1).

Females are distinctly paler and greyer on the crown, nape, mantle, scapulars,
back, rump and lesser coverts than males, and show more pronounced contrast
between these parts and the blackish lores, ear-coverts and breast-band than males
(Plates 1-2). Sexing was possible in the field, often even when birds were seen singly,
but plumage differences are slight and experience is needed to use them. Moreover,
there may be some overlap in the colouration of the upperparts, especially between
first-adult male and adult female, as is the case in other black-and-white wagtails
(Alstrom et al. in press). In our specimens, females are more extensively dark on the
greater coverts than males, but we suspect that a larger sample would reveal
considerable overlap between the sexes in this respect.

Males are larger than females (Table 1), the sample showing no overlap. Males
showed a prominent cloacal protuberance, but no trace of a brood patch, while
females showed less of a cloacal protuberance and a more swollen abdomen next to
the cloaca; two birds (BMNH 2001.8.3 and 2001.8.2) had begun to develop a brood
patch. Only birds matching males in upperparts colouration were definitely heard
singing ‘simple’ song; the only possible record of a female in song concerned a bird
giving ‘complex’ song once, that appeared to match a female in colour above; seen
under poor conditions, it may in fact have been a first-adult male.

Ageing

Juvenile plumage (Plate 1) is easily distinguished from subsequent plumages by the
relatively pale brownish-grey upperparts, less distinct head pattern, and diffuse dark
grey or brownish-grey patch on the central breast. The median and greater coverts
show more extensive dark centres and more diffuse off-white or buffish outer edges
than in adult (but detailed pattern unknown).
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TABLE 1
Measurements of M. samveasnae and M. aguimp. Numbers in brackets refer to, in sequence,
mean, standard deviation and sample size.

M.samveasnae

Male Female
Wing 86.5-87.0 (86.7; 0.29; 3) 80.0-83.0 (81.4; 1.19; 35)
Tail 78.0-81.5 (79.5; 1.80; 3) 75.0-78.0 (76.6; 1.25; 4)
Bill 19.2-19.6 (19.4; 0.21; 3) 19.0-19.2 (19.1; 0.08; 5)
Tarsus 20.2-20.7 (20.5; 0.25; 3) 18.6-20.4 (19.8; 0.74; 5)
Hind-claw 6.3-6.4 (6.4; 0.06; 3) 5.9-6.4 (6.1; 0.19; 5)
M. a. vidua (adult and first-year) Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia (Cramp 1988)

Male Female
Wing 93.0-102.0 (96.4; 3.07; 10) 88.0-96.0 (91.3; 2.39; 11)
Tail 86.0-92.0 (90.0; 3.52; 10) 83.0-93.0 (87.1; 3.50; 11)
Bill 17.6-19.1 (18.3; 0.48; 10) 16.9-18.5 (17.9; 0.75; 11)
Tarsus 23.9-26.4 (25.2; 0.90; 9) 23.2-25.6 (24.2; 0.94; 11)
M. a. vidua (adult and first-year) Kenya and Uganda (Alstrom ef al. in press)

Male Female
Wing 86—101 (93.0; 3.64; 43) 84-92 (88.8; 2.08; 29)
M. a. aguimp (adult) South Africa (Alstrdm et al. in press)

Male Female
Wing 93.0-99.0 (95.9; 2.41; 7) 86.0-89.0 (87.5; 1.29; 4)

Two female specimens (NRM 20016100 and BMNH 2001.8.4) are taken as first-
adult, because, compared with other specimens, they have browner and more-worn
remiges, primary coverts and alula, and slightly differently shaped and textured primary
coverts (Plate 2). These features are universally useful for ageing in Eurasian
Motacillidae (Alstrom et al. in press). Moreover, they show less white on these
feathers than the presumed adults, as is the case also in M. aguimp (remiges only),
M. grandis and M. alba lugens (Alstrom et al. in press). All the male specimens are
similar to the adult females in these respects, and are therefore considered to be
adult. Since we have not seen any definite first-adult males, we do not know whether
or not they differ from adult males in the wing pattern.

Moult

This species either lacks or has just a very limited pre-breeding moult, as in A.
maderaspatensis and M. grandis, but unlike M. aguimp (at least vidua) and all
subspecies of M. alba (Alstrém et al. in press). All the specimens are worn. Males
have either no or just a few scattered newer feathers, on the forehead, crown (mainly
sides) and nape. The females have a few scattered newer feathers on the forehead,
especially, crown (mainly sides), nape, mantle and scapulars. In addition, NRM
20016100 has new R1-R2 (right R2 still growing) and right S1 and S6, and the carpal


































































