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Robin Erithacus rubecula found 
in juvenile plumage on spring 
migration 

JONAS WALDENSTROM & DANIEL BENGTS
SON 

On the 25 April 2001 a peculiar Robin Erithacus 
rubecula was trapped at Ottenby Bird Observatory 
(56°12 N, 16°24 E). The normal plumage of Robins 
after partial post-juvenile moult is characteristic -
the breast and throat has a bright orange-red colour, 
sides of neck has a varying amount of grey lingering 

the red throat and breast to the forehead (Pettersson 
et al. 1990), and there is usually an obvious differ
ence between new and juvenile greater coverts (Sven
sson 1992). The bird trapped at Ottenby seemed to 
exhibit an entirely juvenile plumage, except for a 
few red feathers scattered on the breast (Figure 1). 
No greater coverts were moulted and the upper 
mandible was yellowish-grey, not slaty-grey as in 
adult individuals (third calendar year birds or older; 
see Karlsson et al. 1986). All remiges and retricies 
were fresh, showing only faint signs of wear. 

There are two plausible explanations to the ob
served plumage. Firstly, the bird could have failed to 
start the post-juvenile moult after hatching either 
because of belonging to a late brood or due to poor 
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physiological state, e.g. deprivation offood resourc
es. Or, secondly, the bird could in fact belong to an 
extremely early brood from southern or western 
breeding areas in 2001. This implies, assurning a 
rearing period from nest building to maturity of 38-
46 days (Cramp 1988) and 3-7 days of migration to 
reach Ottenby, that the brood must have been initiat
ed in early or mid February. In Scandinavia breeding 
normally starts from the end of April in the south but 
not before mid- or late May in the north, while 
breeding in southern Europe typically starts in April 
(Cramp 1988). In Britain and Ireland breeding starts 
earlier (March, but normally in April), but nests can 
be found in all months (Cramp 1988). 

Considering the very fresh remiges and retricies in 
this bird, perhaps the latter scenario is the most likely 
one. If the bird belonged to a late brood, it should 
have shown some signs of wear in these feathers . 
One can only speculate on the origin of such a brood, 
but it seems likely to have been somewhere with a 
warm microclimate - perhaps within a city? 

This is the first documented case of a Robin in full 
juvenile plumage at Ottenby during spring migra
tion, even though it is the most frequently trapped 
species during that period (mean 1182 individuals/ 
spring 1972-1999). We could not find any reports of 
Robins exhibiting this phenomenon in the reference 
literature (Ginn & Melville 1983, Cramp 1988, 
Glutz von Blotzheim 1988, Jenni & Winkler 1994), 
but it may be an overlooked issue. There are passer
ine species that normally omit post-juvenile moult 
before autumn migration, e.g. the Lanceolated War
bler Locustella lanceolata where some individuals 
have been found in juvenile plumage during autumn 
migration (Cramp 1992). However, these individu
als renew feathers during a pre-breeding moult in the 
wintering quarters and are thus not found in juvenile 
plumage in spring (Svensson 1992). 

This is contribution no. 176 from Ottenby Bird 
Observatory. 
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Sammanfattning 

Rodhake Erithacus rubecula patraffad i juvenil 
drakt under vaJflyUning 

Den 25 april 200 1 Hingades en rodhake i narmast helt 
juvenil drakt vid Ottenby fagelstat~on 0(56 0 12 N, 
16°24 E). Fageln hade endast ruggat m nagra ensta
ka roda brostfjadrar. Antingen kan denna individ ha 
varit i daIig fysisk kondition under hosten, ~ller 
komma fran en mycket sen kull, och darfor mte 
kunnat pabolja den postjuvenila ruggningen inn an 
hostflyttningen. Alternativt sa ar den ett resultat av 
en extremt tidig hackning pa sydligare breddgrader 
under varen 2001. Rodhakens hackning beraknas ta 
38-46 dagar i ansprak fran bobygge till sjalvstandi
ga ungar, vilket innebar att fOraldrarna ti~l ':.v~r" 
individ i sa fall maste ha paboljat bobygge 1 bOl]an 
av februari . Skandinaviska rodhakar hackar fran 
slutet av april, medan sydligare populationer bOljar 
nagra veckor tidigare. Pa Brittiska oarna kan vissa 
par bOlja hacka i mars, men i undantagsfall kan 
bobygge fOrekomma under hela aret (Cramp 1988). 

Detta lir det fOrsta dokumenterade varfyndet av en 
rodhake i juvenil drakt vid Ottenby, trots att det ar 
den talrikaste ringmarkningsarten under varstracket 
(medelvlirde 1182 individerlvar 1972-1999). Vi har 
heller inte kunnat finna nagon rapport om detta 
fen omen i referensli tteraturen (Ginn & Mel ville 1983, 
Cramp 1988, Glutz von Blotzheim 1988, Jenni & 
Winkler 1994). Trasksangaren Locustella lanceola
ta ar en art som ibland genornfor hostflyttningen i 
juvenil drakt (Cramp 1992). Dess~ in~ivider goenom
fOr dock en komplett vinterruggnmg mnan varflytt
ningen (Svensson 1992). 
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