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Summary: Unpublished evidence from 1970 and recent documented observations clarify the status
of the Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio in Afghanistan. The species is as a regular passage migrant
in small numbers across most of the country.

INTRODUCTION

The two most recent and comprehensive avian field guides covering Afghanistan,

either as part of South Asia (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), or Central Asia (Ayé et al
2012), do not mention Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio as belonging to the country’s
avifauna. This omission is surprising considering that the country is within the migra-
tion flyway of the easternmost Asian populations, between the area lying north-east of
Tomsk, Russia, and linking the rivers Ob and Yenisey, and their winter range in eastern
and southern Africa (Lefranc & Worfolk 1997). During migration, Siberian birds cross
Kazakhstan and Iran and those from the extreme eastern part of the range pass, in small
numbers, through western Pakistan and northern Gujarat in India (Lefranc & Worfolk
1997). However, what appears as an oddity may result from misidentifications related to
the complex taxonomic history of the collurio/isabellinus/phoenicuroides group (Lefranc &
Worfolk 1997, Worfolk 2000). Moreover, a lack of reporting typifies this country, which
has received little attention from ornithologists, with uncertainty surrounding reported
records.

RESULTS

Twentieth-century records

There is no mention of Red-backed Shrike (nominate collurio) in Hugh Whistler’s compi-
lation of the avifauna of Afghanistan (Whistler 1944, 1945a, b, ¢, d), or in the Third Danish
Expedition to Central Asia in 1947-1949 (Paludan 1959). Not does it appear in the PhD dis-
sertation of Alain Puget on the birds of north-east Afghanistan (Puget 1969). These are the
three most comprehensive ornithological compilations for Afghanistan and its north-east-
ern quarter in the twentieth century. Between the mid-1960s and the onset of the
Soviet-Afghan war in 1979, there were several publications resulting from short trips and
observational studies (see Appendix 1). These provide limited supporting notes on new
records, and therefore Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) cite them cautiously. Among these
reports, we found only one mention of the species in Afghanistan, in Vielliard (1969),
who observed a male L. c. kobylini (Crimea to Iran; Lefranc & Worfolk 1997) in late April
1969, south of Herat city, Herat Province. However, the author could not rule out a pos-
sible hybrid kobylini x phoenicuroides or an atypical phoenicuroides. In August-September
1970, the Oxford University expedition, attended by at least five ornithologists, studied
the resident and migratory avifauna of Band-e-Amir, Bamyan Province. SP, the expedi-
tion’s leader, released an unpublished report (Pimm 2008) that confirmed the presence

of Red-backed Shrike. They also reported that three subspecies of the “red-tailed shrike”
group isabellinus/phoenicuroides/speculigerus (see photos in Voous, 1979), nowadays classi-
fied respectively as Turkestan Shrike L. phoenicuroides and Isabelline Shrike L. isabellinus
(Ayé et al 2012), appeared in ‘respectable’ numbers in Band-e-Amir. The team and SP
mist-netted and ringed 146 shrikes, including four Red-backed Shrikes, one possible
hybrid Red-backed Shrike x “red-tailed shrike” (Table 1) and 141 “red-tailed shrikes” (L.
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isabellinus/phoenicuroides/speculigerus). Interestingly all Red-backed Shrikes were adults or
in second calendar year age groups. These may migrate earlier than first-winter/juvenile
birds (Lefranc & Worfolk 1997). Based on these records, a literature review, and his field
observations, Steve Madge, who participated in the expedition, proposed unambiguous-
ly in his provisional checklist of the birds of Afghanistan the status of passage migrant
for the nominate Red-backed Shrike L. c. collurio, migratory breeder for L. phoenicuroides,
and winter visitor for L. isabellinus (S Madge in litt). Separate from this expedition but
the same year, Tim Inskipp and colleagues reported in an annotated bird list three Red-
backed Shrikes seen between Delaram and Kandahar on 24 September 1970, and one
additional specimen between Ghazni and Kabul on 25 September 1970. They did not
detail whether Red-backed Shrike referred specifically to L. collurio or included phoenicu-
roides and isabellinus subspecies/races. Seven years later, Carol Inskipp and Tim Inskipp
reported again seeing one Red-backed Shrike between Farah Rud and Delaram on 19
September 1977. During the Soviet-Afghan war (1979-1989) and the subsequent pro-
tracted civil wars (1989-2001), ornithologists rarely visited the country, and the avifauna
remained largely unstudied.

Table I. Summary of biometrical data of Red-backed Shrikes Lanius collurio ringed in Band-e-Amir, Bamyan,
Afghanistan by Stuart Pimm in August 1970.Wing length measured as maximum chord. Wing-tip shapes show length
of primary 3 (p3) compared to primary 4 (p4). Primaries numbered ascendent.

Ring no. Date Sex Age Weight Wing length Tail length Wing-tip
(2 (mm) (mm) shape

AB45332 14-Aug-70 Male 2nd 32 100 - -

AB45343 15-Aug-70 Male Ad 27 90 79

AB45476* 22-Aug-70 - Ad 31 96 8l p3>p4

AB45557 25-Aug-70 Male Ad 26 91 - p3>p4

AB45586 27-Aug-70 - Ad 30 91 77 p3=p4

Reference for 87-100 69-79 p3 (p4)

Lanius collurio

(Worfolk,

2000)

*Recorded as ‘possible hybrid’.

Twenty-first-century records

On 26 September 2002, during the post-conflict environmental assessment mission com-
missioned by the UNEP, Anthony Fitzherbert reported with limited documentation and
no photographs a single Red-backed Shrike in buckthorn thickets by the Pamir River
in Wakhan District of Badakhshan Province (Anon 2003). On 8 October 2009, while
posted in Camp Bastion military base in Helmand province in Afghanistan, Richard
Seargent photographed an adult male Red-backed Shrike in a marshy area within the
base (Mallalieu & Seargent 2016). This observation is the first unequivocal record of this
species in Afghanistan. It predates that made by Anssi Kulberg, who reported seeing a
bird in Bamyan Province in September 2012 but could not photograph it (pers comm in
Mallalieu & Seargent 2016), then by Peter Kaestner, who photographed an adult male on
21 November 2013 at Mazar-e Sharif airport military base (Mallalieu & Kaestner 2015).
Finally, Mark Mallalieu also photographed an adult male in a garden in central Kabul on
22 August 2014 (Mallalieu & Kaestner 2015).

The Wildlife Conservation Society has been present continuously in the Wakhan
district of Afghanistan (which became a national park in 2014) since 2006. It has also

272 Sandgrouse 43 (2021)



recorded Red-backed Shrikes in this area. On 18 September 2011, two birds seen in the
riparian thickets near Goz Khun village were recorded as “possible’ Red-backed Shrikes.
They could not be photographed, and confirmation was not possible because of the
crepuscular conditions. Then on 12 September 2017, a specimen in first-winter plumage
was observed and photographed in willow trees and sea buckthorn thickets surrounding
a wheat field along the Panj River in mid-Wakhan valley (Plate 1), followed by two first-
winter birds in grassy areas and sea buckthorn thickets near the Qila-e Panja village (about
50 km to the east) between 15 and 19 September 2017 (Plate 2), and again two first-winter
birds in riparian vegetation in lower Istimoch, Big Pamir, on 7 and 9 October 2017. By the
end of 2017, the local WCS team was well acquainted with this species and reported three

Plate |. Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio in first-winter plumage (heavily barred on the back) near cultivated land,
Wakhan National Park, Badakhshan Province, 12 September 2017.© AM Rajabi / WCS

Plate 2. Red-backed Shrike Lanius
collurio in first-winter plumage (note
long wing, barred back, greyish
nape, poorly marked supercilium
and typical rusty/chestnut ear-
coverts), in sea buckthorn
thickets, Wakhan National Park,
Badakhshan Province, Afghanistan,
17 September 2017. © AM Rajabi
IWCS
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Plate 3. Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio in first-winter plumage, long-winged, heavily barred above with contrastingly
greyer nape, Wakhan National Park, Badakhshan Province, Afghanistan, 19 September 2019. © AM Rajabi / WCS
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Figure |. Shaded relief map of Afghanistan showing locations of documented (filled circles) and undocumented/
unconfirmed (open circles) records of Red-backed Shrikes in Afghanistan for the last 52 years.
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additional sightings, including two first-winter birds (Plate 3) between the villages of
Khandud and Sargez in the Wakhan Valley, on 8, 9 and 19 September 2019.

CONCLUSIONS

In Afghanistan, almost all observations were between August and early October. These
dates correspond to the documented autumn migration period for the species across
most of its range (Lefranc & Worfolk 1997), including through Pakistan (Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). The November observation is unusually late for the species, although
autumn passage through Oman extends to late November (Sargeant et al 2008).

Little has been published on the ornithology of Afghanistan. Nevertheless, unpublished
evidence and recent documented observations support the Red-backed Shrike Lanius
collurio as a regular autumn passage migrant in small numbers across most of Afghanistan
(Fig. 1). Even so, observations remain few and scattered. We should view this from the
perspective of the scarcity of experienced birdwatchers in the country. Noticeably the
species’ occurrence was reported in areas of protracted detection efforts during the
autumn migration period, such as in Kabul, in military bases and Wakhan National Park.
It is likely that the species also crosses Afghanistan during spring migration, although
confirmed spring observations are lacking so far. Also, the recently reported summer
extension of the koblyni subspecies in the north-east of Iran (Aliabadian et al 2011) certainly
warrants further consideration of the possibility of Red-backed Shrikes breeding in the
north-westernmost part of Afghanistan, an area rarely visited by ornithologists.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Work in Afghanistan would not have been possible without the support of the National Environment
Protection Agency of Afghanistan, the Ministry of Agriculture Irrigation & Livestock of Afghanistan and
WCS program, Kabul. We thank Lars Svensson for finding the time to confirm identification of birds photo-
graphed in Wakhan. The bird surveys in Wakhan were made possible by the generous support of the UNDP/
GEF grant AA/Pj/PIMS: 00076820/0088001/5038.

LITERATURE CITED

Aliabadian, M, S Riyahi, F Ghorbani, S Are Saether, SM Ghasempouri & G-P Saether. 2011. Eight new
records of bird species from north-eastern Iran. Iranian Journal of Animal Biosystematics 7: 31-49.

Anonymous 2003. Afghanistan Wakhan mission technical report. United Nations Environment Programme and
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Geneva.

Ayé, R, M Schweizer & T Roth. 2012. Birds of Central Asia. Christopher Helm, London.

Lefranc, N & T Worfolk. 1997. Shrikes. A guide to the Shrikes of the World. Pica Press, Sussex, UK.

Mallalieu, M & P Kaestner. 2015. Red-backed shrikes Lanius collurio: first record(s) for Afghanistan.
Sandgrouse 37: 169-170.

Mallalieu, M & R Seargent. 2016. Red-backed shrike Lanius collurio: further evidence of occurrence in
Afghanistan. Sandgrouse 38: 160.

Paludan, K. 1959. The 3rd Danish Expedition to Central Asia. Zoological results 25. On the birds of
Afghanistan. Videnskabelige Meddelelser Dansk Naturhistorisk Forening 122: 1-332.

Pimm, SL. 2008. Report of the Oxford University expedition to Afghanistan and Kashmir 1970. Unpublished
Report.

Puget, A. 1969. Contribution a l’étude des oiseaux du mnord-est de I’Afghanistan. PhD thesis, University of
Toulouse, Science Faculty, Toulouse, France.

Rasmussen, PC & JC Anderton. 2012. Birds of South Asia. The Ripley Guide Vols 1&2. Second edn. National
Museum of Natural History (Smithsonian Institution), Michigan State University and Lynx Edicions,
USA/Barcelona.

Sargeant, DE, H Eriksen & ] Eriksen. 2008. Birdwatching Guide to Oman. Al Roya, Muscat.

Vielliard, J. 1969. Données biogéographiques sur l'avifaune d’Asie Occidentale. I. Afghanistan (premiere
partie). Alauda 27: 273-300.

Voous, KH. 1979. Capricious taxonomic history of isabelline shrike. British Birds 72: 573-579.

Whistler, H. 1944. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part L. Journal of the Bombay Natural History
Society 44: 505-519.

Sandgrouse 43 (2021) 275



Whistler, H. 1945a. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part IL. Journal of the Bombay Natural History
Society 45: 61-72.

Whistler, H. 1945b. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part I1I. Journal of the Bombay Natural History
Society 45: 106-122.

Whistler, H. 1945¢c. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part IV. Journal of the Bombay Natural History
Society 45: 280-302.

Whistler, H. 1945d. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part V. Journal of the Bombay Natural History
Society 45: 462—-485.

Worfolk, T. 2000. Identification of red-backed, isabelline and brown shrikes. Dutch Birding 22: 323-362.

Stephane Ostrowski, Wildlife Conservation Society, Bronx, NY, USA, sostrowski@wcs.org
Ali Madad Rajabi, Wildlife Conservation Society, Afghanistan Program, Kabul, Afghanistan

Stuart Pimm, Doris Duke Professor of Conservation, Nicholas School of the Environment, Duke University, Durham, NC,
USA

Appendix 1. List of searched literature for records of Red-backed Shrikes in the mid

1960s to 1979 in Afghanistan.

Hiie, F & RD Etchécopar. 1970. Les oiseaux du Proche et du Moyen Orient de la Méditerranée aux contreforts de
I'Himalaya [The birds of the Near and Middle East: from the Mediterranean to the foothills of the Himalayas]. 1st
ed. Editions N Boubée & Cie, Paris.

Inskipp, T & C Inskipp. 1979. Jalalbad, eastern Afghanistan. Bulletin of the Ornithological Society of the Middle
East 2: 2-5.

Madge, SC. 1978. Birds of the Salang Pass, central Afghanistan. Bulletin of the Ornithological Society of the
Middle East 1: 2-5.

Niethammer, J. 1967. Zwei Jahre Vogelbeobachtungen an stehenden Gewéssern bei Kabul in Afghanistan.
Journal fiir Ornithologie 108: 119-164.

Niethammer, G & ] Niethammer. 1967. Hochgebirgs- Vogelzug in Afghanistan. Zoologische Beitrage 13: 501-
507.

Niethammer, G. 1973. Zur Vogelwelt des afghanischen Pamir und des Darwaz. Bonner Zoologische Beitrage
24: 270-284.

Niethammer, G & ] Niethammer. 1967. Neunachweise fiir Afghanistans Vogelwelt. Journal fiir Ornithologie
108: 76-80.

Nogge, G. 1973. Ornithologische Beobachtungen im afghanischen Pamir. Bonner Zoologische Beitrage 24:
254-269.

Puget, A.1971. Observations sur l’avifaune nidificatrice de I'etang de Binihesar (Chamane Qala Hachmatran)
dans la proche banlieue de Kaboul en Afghanistan. Alauda 39: 139-144.

Redman, N. 1981. Birds in central Afghanistan. Bulletin of the Ornithological Society of the Middle East 7: 2—4.

Reeb, F. 1977. Contribution a I’étude de 'avifaune et des migrations en Afghanistan. Alauda 45: 293-333.

Sayer, JA & APM Van der Zon. 1981. Checklist of the Birds of Afghanistan. Appendix I in National Parks and
Wildlife Conservation, Afghanistan. A Contribution to a Conservation Strategy. FAO.

Smith, EC. 1974. Some additional information on birds in Afghanistan. Ardea 62: 226-35.

Vasig, VE. 1974. Observations ornithologiques en Afghanistan. Alauda 42: 259-80.

Vielliard, J. 1969. Données biogéographiques sur l'avifaune d’Asie Occidentale. I. Afghanistan (premiere
partie). Alauda 27: 273-300.

276  Sandgrouse 43 (2021)



