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Status of Sociable Plover Chettusia gregaria
and White-tailed Plover C. leucura in Turkey
and the Middle East
MAX KASPAREK

Summary

The status of Sodable Plover Chetlllsla xrexaT/a and White-tailed Plover C. leucllra in the Middle
East is reviewed, with all Turkish records given. Sodable Plover is a rare passage migrant in
Turkey (21 known records since 1900), though formerly it was probably more common. It
occurs particularly in the east, mainly April and September-0ctober. It is an uncommon
migrant through the east Mediterranean and western Arabia, and large wintering flocks are
now known only in the western Negev (Israel) and in Eritrea (Ethiopia); wintering does not
seem to be regular in Mesopotamia or Egypt, despite assertions in some literature. White'
tailed Plover C. leucllra was first found breeding in Turkey in the 1970s, at five proven or
probable sites, but there have been fewer records since, despite increased observer activity.
It breeds in Mesopotamia and parts of Iran and is an uncommon migrant and scarce winter
visitor over much of the Middle East, but the Turkish population is too small and breeding
too irregular to account for the migrants seen in Jordan, Israel, and Egypt, so perhaps some
Iraqi birds undertake a westward migration. Some published records, of both species, may
have involved confusion between them, and observers are advbed to pay more allention to
their distinction in the field.

OCIABLE PLOVER Chettusia gregaria and White-tailed Plover C. leucura are two
closely related, monotypic species of the subfamily Vanellinae. White-tailed
Plover breeds in the west from the lowlands of the Euphrates and Tigris eastwards
to the lowlands of the Syr-Dar'ya in central Kazakhstan (Tomkovich 1992). Sociable Plover breeds north of the White-tailed Plover's range, with its westemmost
sites along the lower reaches of the Volga north of the Caspian, its easternmost in
the lowlands of Lake Zaysan in eastern Kazakhstan. White-tailed Plover has been
found breeding in Turkey, well outside its normal range, and Sociable Plover is
known as a migrant in the country. This paper reviews the Turkish records of both
species, giving precise information on their status which is compared with that in
other Middle Eastern countries.
Unfortunately, identification of the two species in Turkey seems not always to
have been beyond doubt, and there may have been some cases of confusion between them in the records given here. There are, for example, two Turkish July
records of Sociable Plover, one of them in a potential breeding area of White-tailed
Plover. Flock size can also sometimes suggest that confusion may have occurred:
White-tailed Plovers usually migrate alone or in groups of less than five, whereas
Sociable Plovers often migrate in flocks comprising some tens of birds (see below,
and Glutz von Blotzheim et at. 1975). Thus, two flocks with a total of 38 Whitetailed Plovers recorded in September near Van GOlii fit well into the migration
season and route of Sociable Plover. Birdwatchers are therefore advised not to treat
identification of these species too casually, and the confusion which attends a few
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records demonstrates the continuing need for an established procedure to assess
records of rare birds in Turkey (e.g. Kasparek 1990).
SOCIABLE PLOVER
Turkish records
The first records in Turkey were more than 150 years ago, by Dickson and Ross
(1839), who repeatedly observed flocks in the surroundings of Erzurum between
mid-September and mid-October and collected a specimen on 17 September. Curzon
(1854), apparently on the basis of additional records, subsequently included 'Vanellus
keptuschka' (an old synonym of C. gregaria) in his list of the birds of Erzurum. All
other Turkish records are shown in Table 1, demonstrating two clear migration
periods: late March to late April and mid-September to late October, with one midNovember record. Most observations are in the eastern half of the country (Figure
1) and of up to five individuals, though larger groups of up to 30 have been seen,
in both spring and autumn.
Table 1. Twentieth century records of Sociable Plover Chettusia gregaria in Turkey.
No. of birds
24 Apr 1911
17Nov 1931
23 Sep 1934
15 Jul 1937
22 Sep 1967
17 Apr 1968
late Mar 1969
23 Mar 1973
14 Sep 1973
26 Apr 1974
13 Sep 1979
18 Sep 1979
2 Cct 1980
3-7 Oct 1981
18 Sep 1982
23 Sep 1985
22-24 Oct 1985
3 Apr 1988
5 Apr 1990
25-30 Apr 1992

3
1 male
1 male,
3 females
1
1
1
>30 5
2
5
1
1
11
1
28
2 imm.
1
1
2
1
1

Site

Source

SE Urfa ,
Eregli
Niksar'

Weigold (1913)
von Jordans and Steinbacher (1948)
von Jordans and Steinbacher (1948)

Ergani 3
yildir'
Agri
Ceylanpinar
Urfa-Viransehlr
Ardahan
Kocavay delta
Arhavi

Vasvari, in Keve (1971)
Vielliard (1968)
OST (1972)
OST (1972)
OST (1975)
OST (1975)
N. Koch and W. Fuchs
Beaman (1986)
Beaman (1986)
Beaman (1986)
Kasparek (1985)
KaspareK (1988a)
C. Brauning
van den Berk et al. (1986)
van Winden et al. (1989)
WIWO (1990)
WIWOIOSMElDHKD

Ardanu~

Trabzon
Sultan marshes
Bala GCiIO
Erzurum plain
Su~an marshes
Eber GalO
yUkurova
Kizilirmak de~a

, En route to Urfa from Djullab (=GOllab, a creek SE of Urfa passing Harran).
'The locality was called 'Sebatos', apparently identical with Sebaste (=Niksar).
3 Near Elazig. Vasvari (1938) called the site 'Targami'.
• Vielliard (1968) used the name 'Galebert', an old name for Yildir.
5 A flock of 30 and several others.
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Figure 1. All records of Sociable Plover Chettusia gregaria known from Turkey. Each dot represents a record.
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Status in the Middle East and Africa
The Sociable Plover is considered globally threatened (Collar and Andrew 1988;
IUCN 1990) and has suffered considerably from the cultivation of its original steppe
habitats, as it is scarcely capable of adapting to cultivated fields (Glutz von
Blotzheim et al. 1975), contrasting in this respect with (e.g.) Lapwing Vanellus
vanellus. Its range in Europe has therefore shrunk considerably within the last 150
years, and breeding areas in the south-east Ukraine and Crimea, for example, have
been abandoned (Glutz von Blotzheim et al. 1975). The decline is also reflected by
the numbers in the winter quarters: in Sudan Sociable Plover was formerly an
uncommon winter visitor but has become rare (Nikolaus 1987). Wintering is known
now to occur in north-west India and Pakistan, occasionally in the Arabian peninsula, and in Israel, north-east Ethiopia, and Sudan, rarely also in Iraq and Egypt
(e.g. Glutz von Blotzheim et al. 1975, and see below). Cramp and Simmons (1983)
reported occasional wintering in Transcaucasia.
Allouse (1953) and Meinertzhagen (1954) called the Sociable Plover a fairly common winter visitor to Iraq, an assessment repeated by many handbooks, though
the only source for the statement is Ticehurst et al. (1922) who cited just two observers. One recorded Sociable Plovers 'in large flocks' from October to February
and the other met the species in late February; two birds were collected in December. Ticehurst et al. (1926) added 'recorded from Feluja, Aqquar Quf and Sheik
Said; earliest September 25', thus not specifying or emphasizing wintering. More
recent field activities have not confirmed wintering: Chapman and McGeoch (1956)
did not see the species in two winters, 1952-4, and Marchant (1963) did not mention it from the Baghdad area during 1959-62, although he discussed the winter
status of 19 other wader species. Ctyroky (1987) doubted wintering in Iraq as he
did not observe Sociable Plover during a four-year stay in the country, and Scott
and Carp (1982) did not encounter it during four winter waterfowl counts between
1968 and 1979. It seems safe to assume, therefore, that Iraq never has been an
important wintering area for Sociable Plover. Ticehurst's statement is based on
only a few real winter observations, and most of his records may refer to late
autumn or early spring migrants. In Armenia to the north, Ajrumjan (1987) classed
the Sociable Plover as a migrant with records from the Araxes (Aras) valley and
the Gegamski mountains.
There have been hardly any winter records in Egypt since 1930 (Goodman and
Meininger 1989: Table 2), so it seems doubtful whether it was ever a 'not uncomTable 2. Seasonal distribution of records of Sociable Plover Chettusia gregaria in some Middle
East countries. There are no January-February records for these countries. Egyptian records
do not include any from before 1930.
Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Qct Nov Dec
Turkey 2
Cyprus 1
Syria
Lebanon
Egypt
2

4

8

3

2

4

2

2

1
3

6

2

Source
This study
Flint and Stewart (1992)
Kumerloeve (1968), Baumgarl and Stephan (1986)
Kumerloeve (1962)
Goodman and Meininger (1989)
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mon' winter visitor there as Meinertzhagen (1930) described it, and this statement
may just have been a generalization from some late autumn migrants and a few
winter records. Recent observations in Israel, on the other hand, indicate that Sociable Plovers winter regularly in the western Negev in relatively large numbers:
there are observations of 270 birds on 28 January 1979 (Hovel 1987) and 100-105 in
winter 1984-5 (Andersen 1987), though Shirihai (in press) puts the number wintering annually at this site at 19-54.
On the Arabian peninsula, Sociable Plover seems to be a rare passage migrant
which occasionally also winters. There appear to have been no records along the
Gulf coast until the 1980s, and only a few since then, in eastern Saudi Arabia (Bundy
et al. 1989), Bahrain (Nightingale and Overy 1987; Hirschfeld 1991), and the United
Arab Emirates (Richardson 1990). In the western regions of Saudi Arabia it is an
uncommon migrant and possibly a winter visitor Oennings 1981). Around Riyadh
it is rare and occurs only irregularly, mainly in March and November-December
(Jennings 1981; Stagg 1987), and in the region of Al Jawf in the north-west of Saudi
Arabia Green (1984) reported it to be an uncommon migrant from February to
May and in August-September. In Oman it is a scarce winter visitor occurring
November to February (OBRC 1990).
As a winter visitor to Sudan it was said by Hogg et al. (1984) to be fairly common inland but uncommon on the coast, though in fact there seem to be no records
post-1950 (Nikolaus and Hamed 1984); Nikolaus (1987), however, was still prepared to describe it as 'formerly uncommon, now rare'. In Eritrea, numbers vary
greatly, and birds are completely absent in some years, though the largest flock
observed comprised 150 birds (Urban et al. 1986). There is a single old record from
Somalia, in November in the north (Ash and Miskell 1983).
Sociable Plover is thus an uncommon migrant in the Middle East from the east
Mediterranean to about 48°E and occurs only irregularly on the Arabian peninsula
to the east of this longitude. Large wintering flocks have been seen only in the
Negev and in Eritrea.
Turkish records are of single individuals and small flocks of up to 30 birds, and
a similar situation is found in other Middle East countries, though Jennings et al.
(1988) saw a remarkable group of 45 in extreme northern Saudi Arabia in March.
Other maximum group sizes of migrants are 12 in Syria (Kumerloeve 1968), 24 in
Egypt (Goodman and Meininger 1989), 12 in Bahrain (Hirschfeld 1991), and no
more than ten in other Middle East countries. This accords with observations in
other parts of the species' range (Glutz von Blotzheim et al. 1975) and emphasizes
that the larger numbers observed in the western Negev indicate genuine wintering.
Former breeding in the Ukraine would explain the apparent frequency of nineteenth century records in Turkey (see above) and the subsequent decline, but despite this loss of its westernmost breeding areas the Sociable Plover is still occurring
as a migrant in the country, and wintering numbers in the Negev suggest that
many more must pass through Turkey on migration than are actually seen. If not
due simply to overflying, this might be explained by the fact that on migration the
species prefers sandy plains covered with short grass, dry meadows, fallow land,
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and cultivated fields (Voous 1960), habitats which are extensive and thus not well
covered by birdwatchers. Furthermore, most birds migrate through the eastern part
of the country which is rarely visited by birdwatchers during the Sociable Plover's
migration periods. A similar situation exists with the Demoiselle Crane Anthropoides
virgo, which prefers similar habitats and which is only rarely seen on migration,
although it must pass in large numbers (Kasparek 1988b). Observers are therefore
urged to survey these habitats in the migration seasons more carefully.
WHITE-TAILED PLOVER
Turkish records
The White-tailed Plover reaches the western limit of its breeding range in Turkey,
where it is isolated from the nearest main breeding area, in Mesopotamia (Figures
2-3). Breeding in Turkey has been proved in the G6ksu delta and in the former
Yarma wetlands, and the behaviour of birds in the Hotamis marshes and the
~ukurova deltas (agitated behaviour, defence of territories, etc.) indicates probable breeding there. The presence of birds in suitable nesting habitat during the
breeding season in the Eregli marshes suggests a fifth breeding locality, and presence during the breeding season at the Kizilirmak delta, at Amik G6lii and Van
G61ii, at Birecik, and in the Aras (Araxes) lowlands (Aralik area) may be taken as
a slight indication of further breeding localities.
The following compilation of all known records lists them area by area, from
west to east (see also Figure 2).
Manyas Golii. One was photographed on 20
October 1982 (F. de Roder pers. comm.; the date
was erroneously given as 21-22 October in Martins 1989).
Kizilirmak delta. Three at Liman GeHi at the
northern tip of the delta on 11 May 1977 (Dijksen
and Kasparek 1985).
Hotamis marshes. Harbard et al. (1976, and OST
1978) observed two individuals on 26 August
1974 and three the following day. In the following year, R. R. Lovegrove, R. F. Porter, and .
Willis (OST 1978 and unpubl. rep.) found a pair
and another single bird in suitable nesting habitat near Sazlipinar on the northern shore of the
marshes on 3 June; one bird was agitated at the
observers' presence, and next day only one was
seen. Single birds were observed on 10 May 1977
(Beaman 1986) and 21 May 1984 (Martins 1989).
In 1985, 13 were seen on 14 June (Martins 1989),
two on 24-25 June (P. Bison, P. Gnodde, and J.
van der Laan), and three on 6 July (5. Skov and
Plate 1. White-tailed Plover Cltettusia leu- K. 1. Hansen); breeding was assumed due to the
cura, Eilat (Israel), April 1980. (Peter H. fact that the birds were giving alarm-calls. At
Kiir;iik Aslama (25 km south-west of Hotamis) a
Barthel)
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Figure 2. Distribution of White-tailed Plover Chettusia leucura in Turkey (from Kasparek 1992). Dots are proven or presumed breeding
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calling bird flew over on 30 May 1986 (Martins 1989; R. Schenk unpubl. rep.).
Yarma wetlands. Three pairs (one seen mating) and a single very agitated bird were recorded on 3 June 1971 (Lehmann 1971). The area was described as steppe on the edges of a
freshwater lake north-east of Konya (also in Kumerloeve 1971), but as there is no lake northeast of Konya, I am convinced that the records refer to the Yarma wetlands south-east of
Konya. This would also fit well with the records by K. Wamcke a few days later: on 9 June
he observed 5-6 pairs in the Yarma wetlands and found two nests which contained two and
four eggs (Wamcke c. 1972; OST 1975); on 11 June he noted at least nine pairs, and the nest
formerly with two eggs was found to contain three; by 23 July the site had dried out and the
birds were scattered around the area.
Eregli marshes. E. Hable, E. Bezzel, N. Koch
et al. (Weber 1981 and unpubl. rep.) observed
at least six individuals (up to four together)
on 8 May 1979 and four on 11 May. An observation by M. van Beirs and D. Colin
(unpubl. rep.) which was attributed by them
to Sociable Plover (two on 17 July 1982) apparently refers to White-tailed Plover. R.
Jiirgens et al. (unpubl. rep.) saw one in inundated fields lying between Diiden village and
Karaman on 2 May 1983.
Goksu delta. White-tailed Plover was first observed in the delta in 1970, when four adults
were seen on 30 April (OST 1975). In the following year Lehmann (1971) discovered a pair
with a clutch of three eggs on 27 May; two
days later he found another nest, and on 27
July a pair with a recently fledged juvenile
was observed (OST 1975). In 1973, G. Easy et
al. (OST 1975 and unpubl. rep.) saw 15 birds
on 20 September, six on 22nd, and one on
24th. Birds were seen in the delta several times
Plate 2. White-tailed Plover Chettusia leucura,
subsequently, although no indication of breeding was found: two qn 21-22 May 1975 (OST Eilat (Israel), April 1980. (Peter H. Barthel)
1978), at least three on 8-9 May (S. Gysel. N.
Koch, et al. unpubl. rep.), two on 11 May 1978 (D. Holman unpubl. rep.), and singles on 7
April 1982 (Hiini 1982),7 April 1985 (H. Langbehn, R. Kellner, H. Pieper, et al. unpubl. rep.),
and 18 April 1985 (Martins 1989). There were apparently no observations from 1988 to 1991
despite an extremely high level of observer activity (pers. data and V. van den Berk pers.
comm.).
C;ukurova deltas. On 3 May 1970 a pair which was thought to be breeding was seen near
Agyatan Go!ii (Kumerloeve 1971). One pair and three Singles, which behaved as if breeding,
were observed in inundated areas of the Tarsus (Berdan) river on 1 June 1971 (Lehmann
1971). U. von Wicht and G. Knotzsch (unpubl. rep.) observed two pairs near Tuzla on 22
April 1973, and van der Have et al. (1988) noted two birds in the salt marshes west of Agyatan
Golii on 16 May 1987.
Amik GoHi. A pair was found in a Jerusalem bird collection (Dalman collection) which had
been shot by Aharoni at Amik Golii on 17 June 1910 (Kumerloeve 1966; Kummerliiwe 1969).
This represents the first Turkish record.
Euphrates near Birecik. Eight individuals were seen between Birecik and Halfeti on 5-7 April
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1973 (OST 1975), and G. Kirwan (pers. comm.) saw an adult in display-flight at Birecik on 18
May 1992.
Van GoUi. Two were seen near Van on 13 May 1973 (OST 1975). 38 individuals were reported flying south over Nemrut mountain near Tatvan in two flocks on 27 September 1986
(Mycock 1987; Martins 1989); there is some possibility that this record represents confusion
with Sociable Plover (see above).
Aralik area. R. Jiirgens (unpubl. rep.) recorded two between Igdir and Aralik on 16 June
1986.

Thus, most of the Turkish observations of White-tailed Plover have been at proved
or possible breeding places. Only the April observation on the Euphrates and the
October observation from Manyas GOlu clearly refer to migrants. The earliest spring
date in Turkey is 5 April, and other observations have been made later in that
month, though most birds arrive in early May.
Breeding in Turkey has been recorded only irregularly but it is appropriate to
consider whether this simply reflects irregular birdwatching activity. Observer
activity in the Mediterranean river deltas has increased considerably in recent years,
but despite this there are only a very few records of White-tailed Plover from that
period, although breeding had been proved (Goksu delta) or assumed (C;ukurova)
in the 1970s when these areas were visited much less than today. White-tailed
Plover was not seen in the Eregli marshes during a survey of the area in 1987-9
(Kili~ and Kasparek 1990), and the wetlands at Yarma have now been drained and
the area put to agricultural use. There might still be suitable breeding habitat around
the Hotamis marshes, but the lake has largely dried up due to the use of its waters
for irrigation, and no White-tailed Plovers were found during a survey in late April
and mid-May 1991 (G. Kirwan pers. comm.). The substantial increase in birdwatching in Turkey during the last 15 years thus has not brought about a corresponding
increase in the number of records of White-tailed Plover, nor has any new breeding locality been discovered.
A westward expansion of the breeding range was suggested by Glutz von
Blotzheim et al. (1975), Dean et al. (1977), and others, but the Turkish situation
indicates that a continuing spread cannot be confirmed. Localities which were
occupied in Turkey in the 1970s were abandoned in the 1980s, even though many
apparently excellent potential breeding areas remain, and any change taking place
Table 3. Records of White-tailed Plover Chettusia leucura in Turkey by area and by year (a
record at Van in 1986 is excluded: see text). There is only one pre-1970 record (Amik Golii:
see text). Records for Cyprus (c. Bennett in litt.) are given for comparison. Figures are minimum numbers of birds.
1970 71 72 73 74 75 76

Holamis
Yarma
18
Eregli
Giiksu
4 5
C;:ukurova 2 5
Other
Cyprus

10

3

3

3

n

78 79 80 81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89 90 91

1

1 13
6

15
4
10

2

3

1

2
1
2
4

3
2

2

4

6

92
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thus seems to consist of long-term fluctuations at the edge of the breeding range
rather than a steady westward expansion. Although there have been observations
of birds in many years since 1970, no one area is known to have had a continuous
presence (Table 3). There were only two years with no records in the 1970s, but
four in the 1980s, and only a single bird has been seen since 1987. There is scant
indication of any periodic influx.
Status in the Middle East and Africa
Breeding in Iraq is confined to the lower Euphrates and Tigris basin (Figure 3),
where birds have been seen on territory from mid-March (Ctyroky 1992). The data
presented in Figure 3 include previously unpublished records as follows. During
19 March to 2 April 1965 E. Herrlinger, M. von Tschirnhaus, et al. (unpubl. rep.)
found 15 White-tailed Plovers west of Falluya, 40 near Salman Pak (Ctesifon), six
between Ali al-Garbi and Qalat Salih, one north of Quma, seven south of Nasiriya,
two south of Diwaniya, four between Diwaniya and Hilla, and 15 north of Bahriz
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Figure 3. Distribution of White-tailed Plover Chettusia leucura in Iraq; all sitF:S of apparent
breeding are shown. Data from E. Herrlinger, M. von Tschimhaus, and T. C;tadtlander (see
text), Ticehurst et al. (1922), Allouse (1957), Sage (1960), and Ctyroky (1987).
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in the environs of Baquba. While on a boat tour down the Euphrates on 19-28
March 1989 T. Stadtlander (unpubl. rep.) observed one pair below AI Falluya barrage no. 1, five pairs above Al Falluya barrage no. 5 and c. 20 pairs below it near
Mishkhab, c. 30 pairs below Jarab near As Samawah, c. 20 pairs below As Samawah,
c. 8 pairs above Al Batha, c. 50 pairs at a bridge west of An Nasiriyah, and c. 30
pairs between An Nasiriyah and Suq ash Shuyukh.
The distribution in Iran extends, according to Scott et al. (1975), along the Arabian Gulf and South Caspian lowlands, and also includes the swamps of Bafq in
the interior and Seistan in the east. On the eastern side of the Caspian Sea the
species is described as common (e.g. Grekov 1960), whereas it is only a local breeder
on the western shore, as in the Kura lowlands of Azerbaijan (see Vinogradov 1963).
There is a single breeding record, in 1992, from the Arabian peninsula, involving
two pairs at Al Khobar on the Gulf coast of Saudi Arabia (G. Ramsay, Om. Soc.
Middle East Bull. 29: 43). At Azraq in Jordan, White-tailed Plovers have been seen
on several occasions and the observations have included family parties and birds
giving alarm-calls-though breeding still needs confirmation (Andrews 1991).
The main wintering area extends from north-west India across Pakistan to southeast Iraq, but a small number of birds migrate as far as Africa where Sudan is an
important wintering area (Glutz von Blotzheim et al. 1975). It was recently described from Sudan as uncommon from September or October to March, occurring
in parties of up to 25 birds (Hogg et al. 1984; Nikolaus 1987). Wintering in Egypt
is only occasional, and birds are rare there on passage, occurring mainly from early
September to early November and from late February to late March (Goodman
and Meininger 1989). Also in Israel it is a quite rare passage migrant and rare
winterer, with seasonal maxima at Eilat of 20 in spring and 30 in autumn (Shirihai
in press). The White-tailed Plover occurs in all parts of the Arabian peninsula as a
rare to uncommon migrant and scarce winterer. Jennings (1981), for example, reported it to be an uncommon passage migrant in all parts of Saudi Arabia, and it
is an irregular spring and autumn migrant in the Riyadh region (Stagg 1987) and
a scarce visitor in all months (though chiefly a migrant) from late August to May
in the Gulf states (Bundy et al. 1989; Richardson 1990).
Thus White-tailed Plovers evidently cross Arabia on a broad front, but the origin of migrants in Israel and Egypt is unclear, with breeding in Turkey being plainly
too infrequent and too irregular for this population to be the source of all such
birds. They may thus stem from Iraq, where the population is partially migratory
(Ctyroky 1992), but such birds would have to leave Iraq on a westerly heading
and subsequently change direction to the south on leaving Israel or Egypt in order
to reach the winter quarters in Sudan. The adaptive value of this behaviour would
be unclear, as the Arabian records show that deserts are no barrier for migrants, so
it may be that the birds' true origin in fact lies to the north of the eastern Mediterranea in some undiscovered or larger-than-presently-known population.
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