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The Black-faced spoonbill (Platalea minor 
Temminck et Schlegel, 1849) is a very rare narrow-
range species confined solely to the sea coasts of 
East Asia, from the extreme southwest of Primorye, 
the Korean Peninsula, and southern Japan to 
Indochina, the Malay Peninsula, the Philippines, 
and the island of Borneo. In winter, the Black-
faced spoonbill was sometimes encountered in the 
interior areas of South China (BirdLife ..., 2001; 
Kim and Jin-Han, 2010; Litvinenko and Shibaev, 
2011; etc.).

The only nesting colony of this species in 
Russia (and in the basin of the Sea of Japan) is 
situated on the reserved Furugel’m Island, located 
in the Peter the Great Bay, near the Russian –
Northern Korea border. It emerged at the beginning 
of this century. The first successful breeding, which 
was recorded in 2004, was preceded by nearly 10 
years of step-by-step settling of this species in the 
region (Nechaev and Shibaev, 1996; Litvinenko 
and Shibaev 2005; Shibaev and Litvinenko, 2010; 
etc.). Currently, up to three pairs of Black-faced 
spoonbills (BFS) successfully breed on the island, 
and the total size of the group is estimated at 15 or 

16 birds (Litvinenko and Shibaev, 2011). No other 
nesting sites at the Peter the Great Bay have been 
found, despite the specially performed search and 
the availability of suitable sites (Shibaev, 2010). 

The areas that are attractive for Black-faced 
spoonbills include the vertex part of Amur Bay 
near the site of the confluence of the Shmidtovka 
River, where the species is regularly recorded. For 
example, a single yearling Black-faced spoonbill 
was recorded here on May 19, 2002; a pair of adult 
birds, on May 30, 2010; a mixed group of three 
birds consisting of two Black-faced spoonbills and 
one Common spoonbillwas recorded on May 31, 
2010; and on April 26 2011, one single adult Black-
faced spoonbill was met together with a Common 
spoonbill (Platalea leucorodia) yearling. The last 
record is of particular interest because this mixed 
pair, after a short-term stay in the detection site, 
flew inland. It seemed as if the birds continued 
their migration in the direction that is typical for 
Common spoonbills and other semiaquatic birds. 
In this case, the Black-faced spoonbill could be 
involved in the migration flow by the Common 
spoonbill, whose nearest irregular nesting sites are 
located on the Khanka Lowland.

In the summer of the same year, we found 
evidence confirming the above assumption. 
On June 4, a single Black-faced spoonbill was 
encountered in the periphery of a mixed colony 
of herons, located near the southern shore of Lake 
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Khanka in the Ilistaya River delta (about 200 
km from the seashore). The bird was sitting on a 
living hut of a muskrat and, being flushed, began 
circling over the colony. Meanwhile, a group 
of birds consisting of ten Common spoonbills 
(mostly immature two-year-old birds) left the 
colony and flew up. The Black-faced spoonbill 
made several attempts to join the circling flock, 
but one of the Common spoonbills, which the 
Black-faced spoonbill approached most closely, 
behaved aggressively and attacked it with its 
beak; the spoonbills of both species erected their 
crests. When this colony was visited again on June 
6, 2011, the Black-faced spoonbill was not met, 
although the group of ten Common spoonbills 
continued to stay in the same place, showing an 
obvious concern.

Judging by the considerable length of the 
crest, the presence of a well-pronounced yellow-
ocher color patch in the neck base, the color of 
the proximal part of the upper mandible and 
face of this bird, as well as by the presence of 
small and fuzzy dark preapical spots in the four 
primaries forming the top of the wing, this bird 
was approximately four years old (fig. 1). When 
looking at the photographs, we paid attention on 
two details in the exterior of the described bird 
that are not typical for Black-faced spoonbills. 
Firstly, it was fairly large and practically did not 
differ from the Сommon spoonbills flying nearby 
(fig. 2). Secondly, the color of the distal (broad) 
part of its upper mandible had a distinct yellow 
color, which did not spread to the apical projection 
curved downwards. By the tint, this color perfectly 
matched the color of a small spot located in the 
preorbital region of the face, which, in our opinion, 
rules out the possibility of considering this trait as 
a «residual» color of the beak of an immature bird.

The beak of Black-faced spoonbills in the 
juvenile plumage is colored unevenly; it gradually 
becomes lighter towards the end (Litvinenko 
and Shibaev, 2011). However, the analysis of our 
photos of a juvenile bird made on August 22, 2008, 
showed that this lighter patch had a different, 
pinkish-meaty, rather than yellow (as in an adult 
common spoonbill) color. It is the apex of the beak 
that should be most light-colored, but it was black 

in the bird photographed on Lake Khanka.
The above facts allowed us to assume that 

the described bird had a hybrid origin. Available 
published literature provides indirect evidence 
for a possible hybridization of these two spoonbill 
species (Litvinenko and Shibaev, 2011: 506). 
For example, during the observation of a small 
nesting colony on the Furugel’m Island in 2006, 
it was found that one of the three feeding pairs 
of spoonbills was mixed, that is, composed of 
an adult Black-faced spoonbill and a Common 
spoonbillthat still did not acquire the final naptual 
plumage. The two birds together were hatching 
a chick that looked like a typical young Black-
faced spoonbill. In 2009, an adult female Common 
spoonbill was recorded again in this colony, which 
was making attempts to mate with a Black-faced 
spoonbill; however, breeding did not take place. 
The bird encountered on Lake Khanka, according 
to our estimates, should have came into the world 
later than the breeding season of 2006, i.e., in 
the years when only phenotypically pure Black-
faced spoonbills were breeding on the Furugel’m 
Island. This fact is suggestive of possible existence 
of other hybridization areas of Black-faced and 
Common spoonbills.

Special attention should be given to the 
expression of severe antagonism in the behavior 
of the common spoonbills in relation to the 
bird looking like a black-faced spoonbill. Such 
relationships between the two species have not 
been described for the colony located on the 
Furugel’m Island. Possibly, aggressive behavior 
may be initiated only by the Common spoonbill 
and only in situations where this species is the 
«host» (has numerical superiority over the Black-
faced spoonbills). In the opposite situation, the 
relationships are friendlier.

In the next breeding season, the Black-faced 
spoonbill was recorded again in the south of Lake 
Khanka. An adult bird was encountered on July 
24, 2012, in a newly formed nesting colony of 
the Common spoonbill (about ten nests, seven of 
which were examined) several kilometers away 
from the site where the presumable hybrid was 
met. Morphological characteristics and the nature 
of the presence of this bird remained unclear.
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It should be noted that our records of the 
Black-faced spoonbills on Lake Khanka was not 
the first and the most remote from the seashore 
documented evidence of vagrancy of this species 
inland in the breeding season. A little-known 
Russian-language paper published in China in the 
first half of the XX century (Lukashkin, 1934) 
described the records of two Black-faced spoonbills 
obtained in different years in the suburbs of 
Harbin, northeastern China, at a distance of 
approximately 800 km from nesting grounds of 
this species well-known at that time. Based on 
these findings, dated May 13, 1932 (female) and 
May 2, 1933 (male), the author of that publication 
assumed that the Black-faced spoonbills may breed 
in northern Manchuria; however, this assumption 
has not been confirmed later. 

The correctness of species identification of 
these two birds causes no doubt, because one of 
them is now kept in the local history museum in 
Harbin and was examined one of the authors of 
this paper in 2010.

 REFERENCES
Belik V.P. (2011) The Common spoonbill Platalea 

leucorodia Linnaeus, 1758 // Birds of Russia and neigh-
boring regions: pelecaniformes, ciconiiformes, and 

phoenicopteriformes. Moscow: KMK Scientific Press 
Ltd. Pp. 470–497.(In Russian)

BirdLife International (2001) Threatened bird of Asia.
Cambridge, UK. 3030 p.

Field guide to the birds of China (2000) Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 572 p.

Litvinenko N.M. and Shibaev Yu.V. (2005) The Black-
faced spoonbill // Red Data Book of Primorye: Ani-
mals. Vladivostok. P. 209. (In Russian)

Litvinenko N.M. and Shibaev Yu.V. (2011) The Black-
faced spoonbill Platalea minor Temminck et Schlegel, 
1849 // Birds of Russia and neighboring regions: pele-
caniformes, ciconiiformes, and phoenicopteriformes. M: 
KMK Scientific Press Ltd. Pp. 497–507. (In Russian)

Lukashkin A.S. (1934) New bird findings and some obser-
vations of birds in Northern Manchuria // Bulletin of 
Manchuria, Harbin: Chinese Eastern Railway Publish-
ing House. No. 9. Pp. 1–21. (In Russian)

Nechaev V.A. and Shibaev Yu.V. (1996) The Black-faced 
spoonbill Platalea minor Temminck et Schlegel is a new 
species of the fauna of Russia // Birds of freshwater bodies 
and sea coasts of the Far East of Russia and their conserva-
tion. Vladivostok: Dal’nauka. Pp. 231–232. (In Russian)

Shibaev Yu.V. (2010) Breeding of the Black-faced 
Spoonbill (Platalea minor) in Peter the Great Bay 
(Primorye, Russia). Situation and prospects // Annual 
report of Pro Natura Fund. Vol. 19. Pp. 151–163. 


