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Abstract

The Common Buzzard Buteo buteo, having sev­
eral morphs, presents high plumage variation (Ulf­
strand 1977, Dittrich 1985). Three distinct colour 
morphs (dark, intermediate, and light), with in­
dividuals having predominantly white, brown, or 
mixed plumage on the underside and underwing, 
have been distinguished in this species. However, 
extremely pale­coloured individuals, as well as 
almost entirely dark brown morphs have been re­
corded (Lontkowski 1985, Forsman 1999). Yet all 
of these plumage polymorphisms, as a result of 
changes in colour intensity – melanism and eryth­
romelanism (Thiollay 1994, Schreiber et al. 2001) 
– present natural plumage variation in this species.

Along with plumage variation, birds with abnor­
mal coloration are recorded. Plumage aberrations 
in birds are relatively rare, and they usually attract 
the observer’s attention. However, in most species 
of Falconiformes, records of abnormal coloration 
are exceptional. Among unusual records are the 
melanistic Osprey Pandion haliaetus (Clark 1998), 
the melanistic Northern Harrier Circus cyaneus 
(Howell et al. 1992), and the albino Australasian 
Harrier Circus approximans gouldi (Hedley 1983). 
Based on this, records of aberrant Common Buz­
zards are interesting.

Records of brown plumage aberration in the Common Buzzard 
Buteo buteo
Fynd av brun dräktavvikelse hos ormvråk Buteo buteo
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The Common Buzzard Buteo buteo presents high plum­
age variation, but individuals in aberrant plumage are re­
corded extremely rarely. In August 2005, near Templewo 
(western Poland), a dead Common Buzzard with aberrant 
plumage was found. Another individual with aberrant 
plumage was observed on 14 August 2011 near Minoga 
(southern Poland). Both birds were beige in most parts of 
the body with a retained light brown and orange feather 
pattern. This is the brown mutation, an exceptionally rare 
plumage aberration in the Common Buzzard.
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After mid­August 2005, on the road near Tem­
plewo (52°26'N, 15°22'E, western Poland), a dead 
Common Buzzard with untypical coloration was 
found. That bird was a victim of collision with a 
car. All plumage was clearly beige (Figure 1). The 
head was all light beige. Underparts were two­
toned: a beige breast, with a slightly lighter U­
shaped breast band, changing into somewhat dark­
er rusty flanks and thighs. The undertail had almost 
invisible narrow bars, whereas the tail on the upper 
side had a slightly more visible feather pattern. The 
tail, upper tail coverts, rump, and plumage of the 
tibia had a tinge of carrot orange. The outer prima­
ries (P8–P10) had light brown tips. The rest of the 
primaries and secondaries had bars with a light cof­
fee colour. The upper wing coverts with a slightly 
ochre shade differed from the underwing coverts, 
which were darker and had a bigger amount of car­
rot orange tinge. As a result of that coloration, the 
bird appeared more copper from below. Individual 
mantle feathers and underwing coverts had a vis­
ible darker feather pattern with different shades of 
orange. Bare parts were normally coloured – yel­
low legs and a black beak with a yellow cere.

On 14 August 2011, in the mosaic of fields 
and abandoned grounds near Minoga (50°15'N, 
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Figure 1. Common Buzzard Buteo buteo with the brown mutation at Templewo, western Poland, August 2005.
Ormvråk av den bruna mutationen vid Templewo i västra Polen, augusti 2005.

Figure 2. Common Buzzard Buteo buteo with the brown mutation at Minoga, southern Poland, August 2011.
Ormvråk av den bruna mutationen vid Minoga i södra Polen, augusti 2011.
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19°54'E, southern Poland), another Common Buz­
zard with untypical coloration was recorded. All 
plumage was clearly beige (Figure 2). The pattern 
and coloration of plumage was very similar to that 
in the first record. The head was all light beige. 
Underparts were two­toned: a beige breast, with 
a distinctly lighter U­shaped breast band, chang­
ing into somewhat darker rusty flanks and thighs. 
All primaries and secondaries had a clear feather 
pattern with visible barring. The upper wing cov­
erts were rather uniform­light beige with a slightly 
darker trailing edge. The underwing coverts, which 
were darker than the upper wing, had a visible dark 
feather pattern and were coloured with a more 
carrot orange tinge. As a result of the coloration, 
the bird appeared darker from below. Bare parts 
were normally coloured – yellow legs and a black 
beak with a yellow cere. Pale tips to remiges and 
rectrices indicate fresh juvenile plumage. The ob­
served bird soared with three Common Buzzards 
in typical plumage and an immature Golden Eagle 
Aquila chrysaetos. After several minutes of obser­
vation, chased by the other Common Buzzards, the 
aberrant bird flew away.

The described birds had features of brown aber­
ration, which is defined as a qualitative reduction 
of eumelanin (van Grouw 2006). In this mutation, 
the amount of pigment remains unchanged, but the 
appearance of the eumelanin is changed. As a re­
sult of an inherited incomplete oxidation of eume­
lanin, black feathers become dark brown. Feath­
ers with a qualitative reduction of eumelanin are 
very sensitive to sunlight and bleach quickly and 
strongly (van Grouw 2006). This may explain the 
contrast between the underparts and upper parts of 
both birds. In this mutation, phaeomelanin is unaf­
fected. The information on brown individuals has 
not been published yet. However, three specimens 
of the Common Buzzard showing brown mutation 
are preserved in the collections of museums in Ger­
many, Austria, and Great Britain (H. van Grouw, 
pers. comm.).

Similar in appearance to brown aberration is di­
lution. This mutation is defined as a quantitative re­
duction of melanins. Clark (1999) reported that two 
dilute­plumage birds are preserved in collections 
of museums in England and Italy. This aberration 
has been described in other species of the Buteo 
genus: in the Roadside Hawk Buteo magnirostris 
(Aguilar­Rodríguez 1993), the Swainson's Hawk 
Buteo swainsoni, and the Red­tailed Hawk Buteo 
jamaicensis (Clark & Wheeler 2001). Moreover, in 
the Common Buzzard, albinism and leucism have 
been recorded so far (Sage 1962, Bflka 2003). As 

it is shown in this note, in the Common Buzzard, 
not only the plumage coloration varies extensively, 
but plumage aberrations also influence individual 
variation.
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Sammanfattning

Ormvråken är känd för att ha en fjäderdräkt som 
varierar kraftigt i färg, från riktigt mörkbrun till 
nästan vit. Denna stora variation är en normal poly­
morfism som uppkommer genom stor variation hos 
de anlag som styr de olika melaninernas uttryck i 
färg och färgintensitet. Mycket sällsynt förekom­
mer varianter som inte ligger inom detta variations­
mönster. Här rapporterar jag två sådana fall. 

Under senare delen av augusti 2005 påträffades 
en trafikdödad ormvråk nära Templewo i västra Po­
len. Hel dräkten var beige (Figur 1). Hela huvudet 
var ljust beige. Undersidan var tvåtonad: ett beige 
bröst, med ett något ljusare U­format bröstband, 
som övergick i något mörkare rostfärgade flanker 
och lår. Stjärtens undersida hade nästan osynliga 
smala band, medan ovansidan hade något tydligare 
mönster. Stjärten, övre stjärttäckarna, övergum­
pen och fjädrarna på tibian hade en anstrykning av 
morotsorange. De yttre handpennorna (P8–P10) 
hade ljusbruna spetsar. Resten av handpennorna 
och armpennorna lätt kaffefärgade band. De övre 
vingtäckarna hade en lätt ockraton och skiljde sig 
från de undre vingräckarna som var mörkare med 
mer morotsorange anstrykning. Denna färgsättning 
gav intryck av mera kopparton underifrån. Indi­
viduella ryggfjädrar och undre vingtäckare hade 
synliga mörkare mönster i olika toner av orange. 

Obefjädrade kroppsdelar var normalt färgade med 
gula ben, svart näbb och vaxhud.

Den 14 augusti 2011 fotograferades en ormvråk 
med otypisk färg nära Minoga i södra Polen (Figur 
2). Den liknade mycket den nyss beskrivna. Huvu­
det var ljusbeige. Undersidan var tvåtonad: beige 
bröst, med ett tydligt ljusare U­format bröstband, 
som övergick i något mörkare rostfärgade flanker 
och lår. Alla handpennor och armpennor var tyd­
ligt bandade. Övre vintäckarna var ganska enfär­
gat ljusbeige med något mörkare bakkanter. Undre 
vingtäckarna, som var mörkare än de övre, hade 
synliga mörka teckningar och var mera morotso­
range. Obefjädrade kroppsdelar var normalt fär­
gade. Denna individ kretsade tillsammans med tre 
normalfärgade ormvråkar och en kungsörn.

Jag har tolkat den beskrivna variationen som den 
bruna mutation som van Grouw (2006) nämner 
som orsakad av en kvalitativ reduktion av eume­
lanin, då mängden pigment är oförändrat men dess 
färguttryck förändrats. En färgvariant som kallas 
utspädning, och som är mycket lik den bruna muta­
tionen, finns också och skall bero på en kvantitativ 
reduktion av melaninerna. Den bruna mutationen 
har inte tidigare publicerats, men exemplar finns på 
muséer i Tyskland, Österrike och Storbritannien. 
Även exempel på varianten utspädning har rappor­
terats från muséer i England och Italien.
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