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A Measurement for Sexing New Holland

Many Australian passerines are sexually
ind is t ingu ishab le  and a  re l iab ly  ob jec t ive  and
rluick ntethod of sexing would be a great
advantage in ficld studies of these birds.

. In April 1973, ar the beginning of a srudy of
thc behlviour of thc New-Holla-nd Honeyeatcr
Meliomis novaelpllqntliae, I sexed individuals
by  laparo tomy as  descr ibed by  Ba i ley  (1953) .
Convcntional body measurements overiap be-
twcen scxcs and the strctchcd wing span method
dcscribed by Disncy (1966) was found to be
too subjcclivc as well as being inapplicable where
wrng trps are worn. Sexing by cloacal examina-
tion (Disncy, 1967) is quite accurate but is
untortunatcly confined to birds in breeding
condition.

Since that t ime I havc found an obiective bodv
mcasurement that is rcadily made o; l ive birds
and clearly separates adult males and females.
Thc nreasuremcnt is made from the back of the
skrll l  to. the tip of the bcak (see Figure 1) and
I havc been consistent in successive 

-measuies 
of

the same individuals to an accuracy better than
2 pcr ccnt. The measure is most easily made with
a vcrnier caliper squarc operated from above the
bird's hcad. Care should be exercised to consis-
tcntly mcasure to the cxtrcnity of the protu_
bcrance at the back of the skuil.

Thc measure has bccn made on 15 females
arrd 20 males positivcly sexcd by iaparotomy or

known ncsting behaviour. The mean and range
for fcmales was 40.8 mm and 39.4 to 41.9 mm.
and that for males 44.2 nm and 42.7 to 46.2
mm.

Dr David Keast, Microbiology Department,
Univcrsity of Wcstern Australia, while iollecting
and dissecting spccimens in nearby localit ies, hai
made the salne measurc on six fcmales and four
males. The method worked wcll for all but one
aberrant male that measurcd 40.2 rnm, i.e. in the
femalc range. The weight and other body
[casurements of this bird were also low, rescm-
bling a female, although the testes were of
average size for that t ine of the year (April) of
5 and 5.5 mm. This is thc only bird to date
that would have bcen sexed incorrectlv by this
method.

The measurement cannot be made on most
museum specimens because the back of the skull
has been renoved during preparation.

Until larger samplcs are takcn the degree of
accuracy wil l not be known for certain, but at
the present t irne the method is reliable cnough
to warrant its continued use on this species and
is  uor thv  o f  inves t iga t ion  fo r  o lher .pec ics .
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Honeyeaters

Figurc l. - Meesuratnent lron the bock ol
tlrc skull to tltc tip ol the beak (skull outline
shov,n dotted).
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