
Irigure 2. Mo llr partern of u ] daJ" old Brown HoNyeatel
Li( h nu, rn itkl i s ti tft. tu.

Only the Brown Honcycatcr Lichmera
indistincta hacl a mouth pattern - two distinct
elongatcd black spots at the base of the tongue
(Figure 2). In older nestl ings these spots were
sometimes joined in the centre. giving the appcar-
irnce of a black wedge. This was markcdly
diffcrcnt to the 'extensive black tongue tip'
described by Boles and Longmore (1985). In view
of the possible taxonomic significance of suclr
variation within a specics it would bc of intcrest
to dctcrminc whether Brown Honeyeaters from
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other regions of Australia are divergent in this
character.

More comprehensive data are rcquired to
further elucidate the taxonomic or functional
significance of natal characters. However, the
variation shown herc bctwccn related genera
(e.g. Amytornis arld Malurus) suggests that this
line of study may be profitable.
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VARIATION IN HEAD-BILL LENGTH
THE EASTERN SPINEBILL

Acanthorhynchus tenuirosfris AT BARREN
GROUNDS NATURE RESERVE. NEW SOUTH

WALES
RICHARD JORDAN

Barren G()unds Bird ObseNatorv. PO Box l .  Jrmberoo. NSW 25-l- l

I l?.ei\ , td l5 Mar 1986

Hedd b I englh (HB) was .neasured tor al Easlern Spinebil  s captured at Barren Grounds Nature
ReseTVe oveT a 16 rnonth period HB for adu I ma es was a ways grealer than lor adult fema es at
any g ven t me of lhe year Mean HB 1or bolh raaes and lema es showed aseasona vara|on There
was a maxranLrm n m dw nler and a minimum in mldsummer Four ndlv dua s recaDtured on severa
occasons over the saane oerod showed a siaf ar varal ion in HB



F. Jordanj Variation in head_t)ill length 1 1 9December, 1987

INTRODUCTION

The Efstern Spinebil l Actuthorhyne'hus
te uiro.ttris is a common bird for most of the ycar
at Biurcn Grounds Nature Rescrve (34'40'5.,
150",+3'E.) neerr Jambcroo, New South Wales.
Morc than 300 individuals have been banded* irr
lhc  a r \ . t  over  a  lb -mon lh  per iod  Lommenc i | lg  in
Scptcmber 19t12. The head-bil l length (HB) of
cach bird was neasured bcfole releasc.

METHODS
'l 'hc 

HB was mcasured with stecl vernier cali-
pers graduated to 0.1 mm. The distance was taken
frorn the back of the skull to thc tip of thc bil l
(Rooke 1976). All measurements were madc by
the author. Birds possessing it red eye were
clurssified as adults, and were sexed by the colora-
tion of the crown. Thc crown of the adult male is
glossy-black. and that of the temalc greyish-olive
(Lane 197,1) .

RESULTS

Inspection of HB recorded tbr birds retraPped
within a short period showcd that values were
reproduciblc within 10.2 mtn, whereas nleasure-
ments taken over zl loDger term showed variations
cxceeding 2 mm for some individuals. Mcan HB
was calculated for 2-monthly periods throughout
the ycar and plotted with the cxpccted range of
valu'cs at the 95 per cent confidencc l imits (Figure
l). Both male and fcmale Eastern Spinebtlls
showed significant scasonal variation i l HB
(ANOVA,  p<0. (X)1 ;  F igure  1) .  I {cad-b i l l  leng ths
were longcr during winter and shortcr during
summer. lndividual birds that wcrc caught
rcnea led ly  dur ing  lh t  . lud)  \howed a  s rmi l r r
seas , 'n r r l  ru r ia t ion  t , '  the  lu ta l  popu la t iun  in  the
s tudy  (F igure  l ) .

*Baods werc supplied by
Schcnc. CSIRO. Division
Rcscrrch. ( l t |nberra.

thc Auslrul ian Bird-birnding
oi Wildl i fc and Rangelands
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Figure l .  . t , r . r . lonol  vdr iut ion in hud-hi l l  lcngrh of  ht lnt  Spincbi l ls  (uuRht ut  Bof tn Grcunls.  NSW.
Solil s\ntbols n(d s. tcttiitl lines 95"/,, Lonliln( li'r],it:t. I)utu Jront ull indnidual: und
al l  \cur !  poaled.
Open s)mbols teprcsents iro indiridudl nlales and t*o indivilual Jentu16 trupp(l on a nunrho
t) [  u &sion'  lu ing stud) (Mulcs:  0] I .17720 a,011.1772.t  X:  l .Dtul6.0 l1- .1770.t  -  O,
011--17713 -  A).  Nr{nDda ddta(? t  to ! ! -n lbols re lcr  ro \ct r  c . ,1.  2 -  1982; J /98.1,  l
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This phenomenon has also bccn notcd for thc
Eastcrn Spinebil l in the Myall Lakes region of
New South  Wales  (A .  E .  Canr ,  pcrs .  conrm. )  and
in  South  Aus t ra l ia  (D.  C.  Paton .  pers .  comm.) .
It would be interesting to note whether it extends
to other species. Banders wil l nccd to bc cautious
about using HB lcngths as a means of sexing birds
until the effect of seasonal changes has been
analysed at their banding site.

Mcllsurcmcnt of HB for Eastcrn Spincbil ls in
juvenile plumagc can oftcn bc uscd as a mcans of
sexing them (data not shown), posssibly in con-
junction with mcasurcmcnts of wing spnn (Lanc
197,1). ln the case of Barren Grounds birds with
a hb>43 mm would indicate a male. Howevcr,
very young juvenile males have been measured
wi th  HB lcng ths  w i th in  thc  fcmalc  rangc  ( (41 .7
nm) .
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DISCUSSION

l'he sumnrer minimum in HB was less than the
winter maxinum by a factor of 5 and 6 per ccnt
for both males and femalcs respectively. Seasonal
variation in HB is l ikely to be the resull of
changes in bil l  length. Changes in skull dimen-
sions or bil l  curvature seenr less l ikcly. Thc East-
crn Spinebil l has a long. narrow bil l tapering to a
fine point, making it vulnerable to the abrasive
effccts of loraging activit ies. If thc growth ratc of
thc bil l  is greater thaD the rzrte of abrasive wear
there wil l be a net incrcasc in bil l  length. A
growth ratc less than the rate ol wear wil l lead to
a net decreasc in bil l  l€ngth. The most obvious
tcason for the observed seasonal changc in bil l
length is a stable growth rate coupled to a varying
rate of abrasive wear. This could result from the
usc of diffcrcnt foraging strategies at different
times of the year (particularly whcn fccding thc
young) and involvement in activit ies such as nest
building. Thc altcrnative proposal, a relatively
stable ratc of abrasive wear coupled to a variablc
growth rate. secms lcss l ikely.

The Eastern Spincbil l in Barren Grounds
Nature Reserve uti l ises tltc abundant nectar
supplv from three Banksia species in winter
(Banksia ericif<tl iu, B. paludosa and B.
spirtulosa). This is a tine of low insect abundance.
It rnav be that nectar-fceding is less atrrasive to
the bi t ip than insect-feeding, which is probably
ll lotc coInmon in summer. Whether the obvious
decrcasc in HB in September/Octobcr can be cor-
related with a peak in nest building activity has
not been corroboratcd. Further research is
needcd before any conclusions can be reached.


