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Nota Curta / Short Note

Records of Great Bustards Otis tarda in the
Balearic Islands during the 19th century

Carmen Martinez, Xavier Ferrer, Ricard Borras, Isadora Christel & Albert Cama

This note reviews the historical information available concerning the irregular occurrence
during winter of the Great Bustard Otis tarda in the Balearic Islands. It also documents the
presence of the species on the island of Menorca in the 19th century (an adult female or an
immature male in December 1807 and another on January 1830) based on an unpublished
manuscript by Josep Sanxo. The analysis of observations within the biogeographical context of
winter irruptions by central European Great Bustards suggests that this region is the probable
origin of these vagrant birds in the Balearic Islands.
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The Great Bustard Otis tarda is a Palaearctic bird
found in steppe zones whose distribution in Europe
has declined since the 18th century (Collar 1985,
Del Hoyo et al. 1996, Chan & Goroshko 1998).
Its Asiatic populations of the subspecies Otis tarda
dybowski, as well as most of the oriental ones of
the nominal subspecies Otis tarda tarda, are migra-
tory (Cramp & Simmons 1980, Potapov & Flint
1989). Although traditionally the species’ western
and southern populations are considered to be
sedentary (Glutzetal. 1973, del Hoyo et al. 1996),
recent studies have revealed that it is partially mi-
gratory in the Iberian Peninsula, where sedentary
and migratory individuals of both sexes coexist in
the same populations (Alonso et al. 2000, 2001,
2009; Morales et al. 2000). On the other hand, the
Central European populations perform facultative
movements of varying distance that are associated
with harsh winters and heavy snow (Hummel &
Berndt 1971, Dornbusch 1981, Hummel 1983a,
b, 1990; Faragé 1990). The range of these mo-

vements is very variable and birds disperse in

harsh winters to almost all western and southern
European countries including Denmark, Belgium,
Great Britain, France, Italy and Greece (Gewalt
1959, Joiris et al. 1963, Moltoni 1968, Hummel
1985, 1990). However, research done by Palacin
(2007) in Spain on the migratory behaviour of this
species in the Iberian Peninsula provides no data
regarding the presence of Great Bustards outside
their traditional winter quarters.

The objectives of the present note are as
follows: 1) to discuss the presence in winter of
the Great Bustard in the 19th century in the
Balearic Islands and 2) to analyse the winter
observations of this species within the bioge-
ographical context of irruptive movements of
central European Great Bustards.

Material and Methods

In the literature review, various catalogues, in-
ventories and local publications (both national
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and international) were consulted, of which of
particular importance was the journal Ibis. All
issues of Ibis from 1859 onwards were examined,
along with various treatises of European ornit-
hology dating from the 19th and 20th centuries.
The unpublished work Memories for the Natural
History of the island of Minorca (Sanxo ca. 1845)
and its first draft written in Catalan in 1814 were
also reviewed.

The author’s manuscript, Josep Sanxo i
Sanxo (1776-1847) —also known by the Span-
ish spelling of his name as Sancho— was priest
of the Santa Maria de Ma6 parish (Menorca).
He was a prolific writer and historian (Martin
2005, Vidal 2006) and one of his works is the
extensive and unpublished Natural History of
the island of Minorca (Sanxo ca. 1845) written
in Spanish, which collated records from 1780

until November of 1845. Sanxo was rigorous
in his scientific writings, a good observer and
meticulous with the details and origin of each
observation he recorded, most of which came
from hunters and local informers.

Results

The results of the historical review carried out
provide little information about the presence
of Great Bustards in the Balearic Islands. The
most recent catalogue of the birds of the Balearic
Islands is the collective work published by the
GOB (2011), in which the Great Bustard is not
present despite this publication’s collation of all
the records of wild bird species since 1801. From
a much earlier period, Florit et al. (1989) report
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Figure 1. Average temperature recorded in Europe in January 1830 and winter migration patterns of Great
Bustards from eastern Germany and Hungary (taken from Streich et al. 2006). The dotted lines represent the
accidental observations registered at extreme distances from breeding populations; the dots correspond to
records in the winter of 1830 for Italy (Moltoni 1968) and Menorca.

Promedio de temperaturas registradas en Europa en enero de 1830 y direcciones de migracién invernal de
avutardas procedentes de Alemania oriental y Hungria (tomadas de Streich et al. 2006). Las lineas punteadas
corresponden a observaciones accidentales registradas a distancias extremas, y los puntos a las citas del invierno

de 1830 en Italia (Moltoni 1968) y en Menorca.
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a Great Bustard fossil at Es Pouas in Ibiza from
the Upper Pleistocene.

Sanxo (ca. 1845) mentions the presence of a
specimen of Great Bustard from Menorca from
December of 1806 or 1807, which, due to its
size, must have been either an adult female or an
immature male, and a second record in January
1830. The original description states: Solamente
tengo noticia de una muerta en Deziembre de 1806,
o0, 1807. Era de la grosaria de una polla de India,
vy pesé 13 terzas [5,2 kg]. El color era de cenisa
blanquesina, el vientre blanco, las alas y espaldas
con rayas negras, y roxas, el plumaje pequerio rubio,
o, de rosa (...) En el mismo Invierno riguroso de
1830 en el mes de Enero mataron otra.

The ornithological monographs of Menorcan
birds (Muntaner & Congost 1984 and Escandell
1997) do not mention the Great Bustard even
though Escandell (1997) had access to ]. Sanxo’s
works.

According to the climatic reconstruction by
Luterbacher et al. (2004), the 19th century in
Europe was the coldest century of the second half
of the millennium and coincided with the end of
the period generally known as the Little Ice Age.
Specifically, the month of January of 1830 was
especially harsh in central and eastern Europe.
Figure 1 shows a map of Europe with the mean
January temperatures for that year taken from a
model by Casty et al. (2007). Also indicated are
the winter migratory patterns of Great Bustards
from eastern Germany and Hungary (Streich et
al. 20006), as well as the locations of the specimens
found on Menorca (Sanxo ca. 1845) and observa-
tions made in Italy in the winter of 1830 (Moltoni
1968). The latter records correspond to a male
and a female in Brescia, an adult male in Flor-
ence, and two other specimens from Porta-Tosa di
Milan, all of them presumably Central European
in origin as the Great Bustard was by then extinct
in Italy. Based on the climate reconstruction of
Casty et al. (2007), the European maps of tem-
perature and precipitation for December 1806
and December 1807 are compared with the
climatological patterns of periods in which Great
Bustards were recorded in the Mediterranean
(e.g. January 1935, January 1871 and January
1885). The review of these cartographic patterns
suggests that the winter irruption into Menorca
occurred in December of 1807.

Various authors have described the westward
or south-westward migration of central Euro-
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pean Great Bustards in extremely hard winters
(Hummel & Berndt 1971, Hummel 1983a, b,
1985, 1990; Farago 1990). For instance, Hummel
& Berndt (1971) describe how in the winter of
1969-70 around 300 Great Bustards, mostly
from eastern Germany, were seen in the north-
west of Germany and Holland, with some birds
even reaching the German region of Bavaria,
Denmark, Scotland and France.

Records of dispersive movements were
especially frequent in the 19th century, which
is consistent with the severity of the winters in
that period, as postulated by Luterbacher et al.
(2004). Thus, Hartert et al. (1912) note the
arrival in the British Isles of important contin-
gents of bustards in the winters of 1870-71,
1879-80 and 1890-91, periods in which many
individuals were also recorded in Belgium (van
Havre 1928) and in the Indre region in central
France (Martin & Rollinat 1912). In Italy, a large
number of observations are available from these
periods, above all from north (see Moltoni 1968).
The most remote winter locations for Central
European bustards correspond to the islands
of Sardinia (Moltoni 1968) and Malta, where
Great Bustards have been seen on a number of
different occasions (Despott 1917). The near-
est records to Spain of central European Great
Bustards (besides those of Sardinia) correspond
to birds recorded in Nice (Gurney 1901) and La
Camargue (Glegg 1943, Blondel & Isenmann
1981) in Mediterranean France.

Discussion

Two of the factors that determine the tendency
to undertake dispersive movements in winter
are sex and age since females and immature
individuals are more likely to migrate than adult
males (Ludwig 1983). In their study of factors
that trigger facultative winter movements in
Great Bustards, Streich et al. (2006) concluded
that heavy snow affects this species’ energetic
balance, in part by limiting access to food, but
also due to the fact that bustards’ plumage
lack an uropygial gland and so these birds are
unable to adequately waterproof their feathers.
According to these authors, this factor together
with the smaller size of females would explain
their tendency to undertake more facultative
migrations in winter. In addition, Dornbusch
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(1987) indicates that females generally disperse
further than males and describes the case of a
female bustard ringed at the German breeding
station of Steckby that travelled 640 km west-
southwest to Reims (France). The greatest-ever
distance recorded for migration in Europe by a
Great Bustard corresponds to a female ringed in
spring 1999 in the Russian region of Saratov that
was recovered in October in the south of Ukraine
having travelled 1,000 km west-south-westwards
in four days (Watzke et al. 2001). In China, Great
Bustards are known to disperse up to 2,000 km
(Del Hoyo et al. 2013). Although we have no
record of the sex of the bird captured on Menorca
in 1830, the bustard killed in 1807 was almost
certainly a female or an immature male, which
gives further credit to the ideas outlined above.

The records in 1830 from Italy and Menor-
ca (Fig.1), two locations whose geographical
positions coincide with the known direction of
movements of central European Great Bustards
in severe winters, is the best evidence for the
presence in winter of central European Great Bus-
tards in Spain. Another argument that supports
the presence of central European Great Bustards
in the Balearic Islands is the geographic position
of Menorca, the most north-easterly island and
the nearest island to central Europe. The most
important European population of this species
is in Spain, where it is widely distributed (Del
Hoyo et al. 2013). If the Balearic birds had come
from the Iberian Peninsula, we would expect
records from Ibiza and Mallorca because of their
geographical proximity to the continent and their
larger surface area that would make them better
target for errant individuals. Indeed, Mallorca
and Ibiza cover a total of 4,211 km? as opposed to
the 702 km? of Menorca. As well, Mallorca had a
much more extensive tradition of ornithological
literature than Menorca in the 19th and 20th
centuries. Nevertheless and in spite of these
considerations, there is still a lack of records of
Great Bustard from these other Balearic Islands.

Finally, Menorca is in a favourable geograph-
ical position for receiving birds dispersing from
France. The Great Bustard bred in France up to
1863 (Birdlife International 2013) and so the
records of Great Bustard on Menorca from 1807
and 1830 could refer to French birds. However,
the temperature map of 1830 (Figure 1) suggests
that central Europe suffered from a much harsh-
er winter in that year than France. In addition,

the French Great Bustard population was much
smaller than the Spanish and central Europe
populations (Del Hoyo et al. 2013).

Resum

Citacions de Pioc Salvatge Otis tarda a
les Illes Balears durant el segle XIX

Es revisa la informacié historica disponible sobre la
preséncia hivernal del Pioc Salvatge Otis tarda a les
illes Balears, i basada en (Sanxo ca. 1845), documenta
la seva preséncia en el segle XIX a l'illa de Menorca
(una femella adulta o un mascle immadur el desembre
de 1807, i un altre exemplar el gener de 1830). També
I'anlisi de les observacions en el context biogeografic
de les fugides per fredorades hivernals dels Piocs cen-
treeuropeus suggereixen Centreeuropa com a possible
origen dels exemplars.

Resumen

Citas de Avutarda Otis tarda en las Islas
Baleares durante el siglo XIX

Se revisa la informacién histérica disponible sobre la
presencia invernal de la Avutarda Comin Otis tarda
en las islas Baleares, y basada en (Sanxo ca. 1845),
documenta su presencia en el siglo XIX en la isla de
Menorca (una hembra adulta o un macho inmaduro
en diciembre de 1807, y otro ejemplar en enero de
1830). Ademas, el analisis de las observaciones en el
contexto biogeogrifico de fugas de tempero de avu-
tardas centroeuropeas sugiere a Centroeuropa como
posible origen de los ejemplares.
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