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DISPERSAL AND MIGRATION IN EURASIAN SPOONBILLS

PLATALEA LEUCORODIA
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De Ie Court C. & E. Aguilera 1997. Dispersal and migration in Eurasian
Spoonbills Platalea leucorodia. Ardea 85: 193-202.

Sightings of Eurasian Spoonbills marked at the Odiel marshes, SW. Spain,
were analysed to determine the extent of philopatry, sites of dispersal and
the temporal and spatial patterns of migration in this population. Odiel
Spoonbills winter in the Senegal delta (2500 km south of the Odiel). How
ever, several yearlings made long-distance displacements towards the north
during their first summer. Most immature Spoonbills (1-2 year old birds)
oversummer in the wintering grounds. Adults return to the colony from
January onwards, with older birds arriving first. Among the Spoonbills rin
ged as young (n = 1789) 33% were resighted as adults, 94% of these adults
were seen, at least once, within 100 km of the natal colony. A small propor
tion of adults (2.4% of 596 birds ringed as young and 3.2% of 62 birds rin
ged as adults) were seen during the reproductive season in other European
countries (in The Netherlands, France and Portugal). Some of these birds
were observed within the foraging range of foreign Spoonbill colonies or
even reported breeding there, indicating a gene flow among W. European
populations of Spoonbills.
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INTRODUCTION

Dispersal (i.e. the movement of individuals from
one breeding area to another) has important conse
quences for the dynamics, genetic structure and
age composition of populations (reviews in Green
wood 1980, Greenwood & Harvey 1982, Johnson &
Gaines 1990). Infonnation about dispersal is cru
cial to know the degree of isolation of local popula
tions as well as the potential for colonization of
new areas. On the other hand, detailed knowledge
of other movements, particulary the migration (i.e.
regular seasonal long-distance movements be
tween breeding and non-breeding areas) is also es
pecially important, as it may constitute a vulner
able part in the life cycle of the birds concerned
(eg. Cave 1983, Kanyamibwa et al. 1990).

The Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia is
considered a threatened species in Europe (Blanco

& Gonzalez 1992, Osieck 1994). During this cen
tury, Spoonbills have regularly bred only in two
W. European countries (Brouwer 1964): in The
Netherlands, with an estimated breeding popula
tion of 400-800 pairs during the years 1990-1995
(Voslamber 1994, Overdijk 1995), and in Spain
with 500-1000 breeding pairs during the same pe
riod (de Ie Court & Aguilera unpubl. data). In the
1980s, new Spoonbill colonies were founded in
Portugal (Farinha & Trindade 1994) and France
(Constant et al. 1992, Marion 1995). Spoonbills
that breed in Europe are migratory (Cramp &
Simmons 1977, Hancock et al. 1992). Dutch
Spoonbills winter in the Banc d'Arguin (Maurita
nia) and the Senegal Delta (Brouwer 1964, Poor
ter 1982). No previous study has been made on the
migration of Spanish Spoonbills, although Poor
ter (1982) reported four Spanish birds in Senegal
and several in the Banc d'Arguin. The propor-
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tions of birds dispersing or returning to their natal
colony are unknown for any population of this
species.

In this paper, we analyse recoveries and re
sightings of Spoonbills ringed at the Odiel mars
hes (SW. Spain), in order to describe age-related,
migration patterns (route, timing, and wintering
sites) and determine the extent of philopatry for
these birds.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Spoonbills in Spain breed in two colonies, one in
Dofiana National Park (37°00'N, 6°2TW) and the
other 50 km further north west, in the Natural Re
serve of the Odiel Marshes (37°16'N, 6°48'W).
The climate in the region is mediterranean with
hot dry summers and mild humid winters. In
Odiel, Spoonbills breed in a mixed colony with
Grey Herons Ardea cinerea and Little Egrets Eg
retta garzetta. Nests are built on the ground, at a
480 ha marsh island dominated by Spartina den
siflora, Arthrocnemum macrostachyum, Suaeda
vera, and Limoniastrum monopetalum.

This study is mainly based on the data sup
plied by the 'Dofiana PVC-Ringing Data Bank'.
We analysed recoveries and resightings of Spoon
bills ringed at the Odiel marshes and reported
during 1985-1995. The dataset includes 1789
young birds ringed during 1985-1991 (1787 nest
lings and two yearlings captured by hand outside
the colony) and 76 birds ringed as adults during

1991 and 1993. Ringing of nestlings occurred
throughout the breeding season (March to July,
Table 1). When aged 10-20 days old, chicks were
fitted with a metal ring and a coded white PVC
leg ring. Capture of adult birds (n =76) was car
ried out with cannon nets at a freshwater lagoon,
2 km from the colony, on seven days between 24
April and 22 May 1991, and on four days between
5 April and 4 June in 1993. The absence of ringed
Dutch Spoonbills in the study area during those
periods (see below) suggests that these individu
als are also born in Spain.

Only eleven birds were found dead or recap
tured so we combined resightings and recoveries
in the analysis. Several birds were observed on
more than one occasion. In these cases, we con
sidered each report of an individual on a different
month or/and year to be an independent observa
tion. For a subset of the birds ringed as young, the
sex was also reported in the records. The sex in
these cases was determined through visual criteria
( r:J r:J are on average larger and have a larger bill
than Q Q), or by copulating behaviour. The sex of
the birds ringed as adults was determined by dis
criminant analysis on morphological measure
ments. Birds for which information about the sex
was contradictory were discarded in the analysis.
Our observations of marked birds breeding in
Dofiana and Odiel indicate that Spoonbills first
breed when 3-year old. Accordingly, we distin
guished three age classes: (1) yearlings, first cal
endar year, (2) immatures, second and third calen
dar year, and (3) adults, after third calendar year.

Table l. Number of Spoonbills ringed as nestlings at Odiel, Sw. Spain, 1985-1991.

Year Mar Apr May Jun Jul Total
1985 50 5 56 76 187
1986 185 26 15 226
1987 164 77 71 312
1988 38 249 2 289
1989 68 7 138 213
1990 208 112 103 423
1991 89 19 29 137
Total 246 917 237 311 76 1787
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Fig. 1. Fortnightly counts of Spoonbills (excluding
birds at the colony) at the Odiel marshes, SW. Spain

(A), and the proportion of Dutch Spoonbills during the
counts of 1993 (B). Numbers above bars are sample si
zes.

Maxima in the proportions of ringed birds of each
cohort in the Odiel area were registered when
birds were 4-5 years old, with few observations of
1-2 year old birds (Table 3). The age of the birds
has a significant effect on their return date (Fig. 2;
one-way ANOVA's, F41S9 = 4.32, P = 0.002 in
1991; FS177 = 5.77, P .( 0.001 in 1992), younger
birds arri'ving at the breeding area later than older
ones. The differences between birds of consecu
tive ages were significant for 3 and 4 year old
birds in both years (Scheffe's contrast analyses, P
=0.04 in 1991; P < 0.001 in 1992) and for 4 and 5
year old birds in 1991 (P < 0.05). Spanish Spoon
bills start leaving the Odiel area from mid-July
and most have lett by late August (Fig. 1). Dutch
Spoonbills arrive at the OdieI marshes in January,
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RESULTS

For birds not ringed as chicks, adults were distin
guished from immatures by plumage characteris
tics (Cramp & Simmons 1977 and own data).

The observations were grouped into three
four-month periods: the first period (February
May) coincides with the period of maximum
breeding activity at Odiel; the second (June-Sep
tember) corresponds to the end of breeding and
postbreeding periods and the last (October-Janu
ary) corresponds to the winter. Because many
birds were seen both at Odiel and in the neigh
bouring Guadalquivir estuary (Dofiana), some
times within a short time interval, we considered
observations to be 'local' when reported within
100 km of the Odiel colony, otherwise they were
considered 'long-distance' resightings. To exam
ine the effect of age on the return date of the
Spoonbills in the Odiel marshes, we made a spe
cial effort during 1991 and 1992 to read as many
rings as possible in this area, in particular during
January and February, when arriving birds form
flocks before settling in the breeding colony.
Also, to study the patterns of arrival and departure
in Odiel we carried out fortnightly counts of the
Spoonbills present in the Odiel marshes - exclud
ing the colony site - in 1992 and 1993. Dutch
Spoonbills use this area as a stopover site during
migration (poorter 1982, pers. observ.) and we
calculated, from the ringed birds seen during the
counts, the seasonal fluctuations in the proportion
of birds from The Netherlands and from Odiel
present in our study area.

Migration and wintering
Spoonbills start returning to the breeding

grounds from early January onwards (Fig. 1).

During the period 1985-1995, 1046 of the 1789
ringed young were reported. Including the birds
ringed as adults, 336 observations of Spanish
Spoonbills (205 individuals) were long-distance
resightings, 53.9% correspond to adults, 37.8% to
immatures and 8.3% to yearlings (Table 2).
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Table 2. Number of observations of Spanish Spoonbills reported further than 100 kIn from their natal colony.
Observations are grouped by four-month periods and according to the age of the birds. Number of different individ-
uals in brackets.

Age/country Feb-May Jun-Sep Oct-Jan Total

Yearlings
France 4 (3) 0 4 (3)
Morocco 3 (3) 2 (2) 5 (5)
Mauritania 1 1 2 (2)
Senegal 1 16 (14) 17 (15)
Subtotal 9 (8) 19 (17) 28 (24)

Immatures
France 0 2 (1) 0 2 (1)
Morocco 7 (7) 0 1 8 (7)
Mauritania 3 (3) 1 0 4 (4)
Senegal 46 (35) 8 (7) 59 (47) 113 (75)
Subtotal 56 (45) 11 (9) 60 (48) 127 (87)

Adults
Netherlands 7 (6) 6 (2) 0 13 (6)
France 1 7 (6) 0 8 (6)
Portugal 9 (9) 0 0 9 (9)
Morocco 34 (32) 2 (2) 3 (3) 39 (37)
Mauritania 0 0 2 (2) 2 (2)
Senegal 29 (25) 5 (3) 76 (49) 110 (68)
Subtotal 80 (72) 20 (12) 81 (54) 181 (117)

Total 136 (111) 40 (28) 160 (106) 336 (205)

coinciding with the first arrival of the Spanish
birds. The proportion of Dutch Spoonbills among
the ringed birds increases in summer, to reach a
peak of about 80% in September (Fig. 1), indicat
ing that, when Spoonbills from The Netherlands
pass through this area on their postnuptial migra
tion, most Spanish birds have already left.

Combining local and long-distance resight
ings, 596 (33.3%) Spoonbills ringed as nestlings
were resighted as adults from 1988-1995. Most
(94%) were seen, at least once, within 100 km of
their natal colony and mainly during the repro
ductive season. The remaining 6% were exclu
sively seen in Senegal, Morocco and in various
countries of W. Europe. Of 336 long-distance re
sightings, 89% were reported from the south of
the Odiel (Table 2). The majority of these were re
ported from Senegal (240 out of 300 resightings).
Spanish Spoonbills have been reported from

seven localities in this country, all located in the
area of the Senegal delta, mainly the Guembeul
Reserve (174 resightings) and the Djoudj Na
tional Park (35 resightings; Fig. 3).

Only a small proportion of immature birds
was recorded in the natal area (Table 3), mainly
during the postbreeding period. Of 120 observa
tions of immatures (83 individuals) in the Odiel
marshes, 25.8% were made in spring (February
May) and 70.8% in the postbreeding period
(June-September). In spring, 82% (n :;: 56) of the
long-distance immature observations were made
in Senegal, a proportion significantly higher than
that shown by the adults (36%, n :;: 80) for the
same season (X2 :;: 28.5, P < 0.001).

Observations during the months in which we
would expect a maximum number of birds on
postnuptial migration (June-September) were
scarce. However, a number of birds were re-
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Departure and movements of yearlings
There was a significant positive correlation

between the ringing date and the date of last ob
servation of yearlings in the study area (r = 0.44,
n = 594, P < 0.001, all cohorts combined). This
suggests that chicks born earlier also leave the na
tal area earlier. Of nine long-distance resightings
of yearlings made during the summer, four were
made in France during July and August, indicat
ing that a sizeable proportion of first summer
birds dispersed towards the north. At the same
time, some yearlings had already reached the win
tering ground in Senegal by August. The year
lings seen north of the colony were ringed in early
April, while the mean ringing date of all resighted
birds was 23 April. These yearlings were thus
born in the first half of the period in which nest
lings are present in the colony. One of these year
lings was seen in France in August (1150 km to
the north of Odiel) and resighted four months la
ter in Senegal (2500 km to the south of Odiel),
while another one was resighted the next summer
at another locality in France. Of 17 different year
lings reported in Senegal, 15 were first observed
between the end of November and the end of De
cember. Arrival dates of yearlings in Senegal, es
timated by the date of the first observation in that
country, were not significantly correlated with the
ringing date (r =-0.38, n = 17, P =0.13).

Several yearlings remained in the natal area
during winter. In the Odiel area, 117 observations
of ringed birds have been made in winter, but
most of these resightings (81.2%) are from Janu
ary, i.e. the period of return of the first breeders.
From October to December, only 16 ringed indi
viduals have been resighted in Spain (22 observa
tions), including 15 (93.7%) yearlings.

Adult dispersal
From February to September, 16 adult birds

(2.4% of 596 resighted adults ringed as young and
3.2% of 62 resighted adults ringed as adults) were
observed further than 100 km northwards of the
Odiel colony. Hereafter we call those individuals
'dispersers'. In Portugal, three of nine dispersers
were reported as breeders in 1995. Two birds nes-
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Fig. 2. Pattern of the arrival of Spoonbills to the
Odiel marshes, in relation to age, 1991 and 1992. Num
bers: sample sizes; dots: means; boxes: SE; bars: SD.

corded in Morocco in spring (Table 2). These ob
servations were mainly recorded during April
May (27 out of 34 observations), the period of
maximum breeding activity in the Odiel. Obser
vations in Morocco during this period could be
from birds that failed breeding and initiated the
autumn migration earlier, or birds that returned to
the breeding grounds later. In support of the last
explanation, we found that among seven birds
seen in both areas in the same year, six were seen
first in Morocco and later in Spain. In any case,
resightings of Spanish Spoonbills in Africa indi
cate that they follow a migration route along the
western coast of Africa and that they migrate to
Senegal (Fig. 3). Age had little influence on mi
gration route and on wintering sites (Table 2).
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Fig. 3. Long-distance resighting sites of Spoonbills ringed in the Odiel marshes, SW. Spain. In sites with more
than two observations, the total number of resightings is indicated.

ted in the new colony of Evora (170 km from
Odiel), and the other bird at the colony of Paul do
Boquilobo (270 km from Odiel). Another dis
perser was resighted near this latter colony al
though its breeding status was not confinued. The
other five individuals were reported at the Sado
estuary, 70 km from the nearest colony and 200

km from the Odiel. Three of these were resighted
later in the Odiel area, one during the same year
and two in the following years.

Five of six dispersers reported in France
(1100-1600 km from the Odie1 colony) were seen
in August-September, coinciding with the timing
of the postbreeding migration of the Dutch

Table 3. Age-related pattern of return of Spoonbills to the Odiel area. Figures are percentage of nestlings ringed
at the Odiel colony (cohorts 1985-1991; see Table 1 for numbers of ringed nestlings in each cohort) and resighted
at the Odiel area during 1990-1993. The mean is estimated from percentages weighted by the number of ringed
nestlings.

year/age 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1990 0.9 4.1 12.5 23.5 14.4
1991 0.7 3.3 15.2 18.6 21.7 13.9
1992 2.2 2.6 9.8 16.9 16.0 17.7 12.8
1993 2.9 16.5 22.9 28.7 27.8 19.5 18.2

Mean 1.0 3.2 14.0 20.1 20.6 21.1 16.5
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Fig. 4. Age at which dispersers were first seen be
yond 100 km northwards of their natal colony.

Spoonbills. In fact, those five birds were also seen
in the Netherlands (further than 2000 kIn north),
suggesting that they were migrating southwards
after having spent the breeding period in that
country. We have not any confirmation of Spanish
Spoonbills breeding in the Netherlands but the six
Spanish birds reported in that country were sigh
ted at least once during the breeding season, and
three of them were resighted on two or more dif
ferent years. One of these birds was captured and
ringed as adult and the other five as young. Only
one bird had been confirmed breeding at the Odiel
colony the year before being seen in The Nether
lands.

Age at which dispersers were first resighted in
other European countries ranged from 3 to 7 years
(mean ± SD = 4.6 ± 1.2, n = 14; Fig. 4). Among
the dispersers, six Q Q and one cJ were reported,
a proportion not significantly different under an .
expected sex ratio of 1: 1 (binomial test, P = 0.06).
On the other hand, the sex ratio of disperser birds
did not differ from that of birds resighted in the
Odiel area during the same period (l12 Q Q and
63 cJ cJ. X2 Yates' correction 0.602, P = 0.44),
with Q Q more likely to be observed in both ca
ses. As nestlings were ringed when about 10-20
days old, the ringing date can be considered as an
estimate of the hatching date. The mean ringing
date of the 13 dispersers ringed as nestlings was
15 April which was not significantly different
from the mean ringing date, 25 April, of 547 adult
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Spoonbills resighted in the natal area (Wilcoxon
two-sample test Zn 547 = -1.6, P = 0.11). Thus,
our data failed to show any relationship between
an individual's hatching date and the probability
to disperse.

DISCUSSION

According to this study, Odiel Spoonbills migrate
to the same African wintering grounds and follow
a similar migration route as reported for Dutch
birds (Brouwer 1964, Poorter 1982). There are
some differences in the timing of migration be
tween these two populations. The postnuptial mi
gration of Odiel Spoonbills starts in July, one
month earlier than Dutch birds (Poorter 1990).
Many Dutch Spoonbills migrating southwards
halt at the Odiel marshes. Their numbers reach a
peak in September, when most Spanish Spoon
bills have already left.

In winter most Odiel Spoonbills were re
sighted at the delta of the Senegal river, 2500 km
from the natal colony. The importance of this area
as a winter quarter for European Spoonbills has
previously been signaled by Poorter (1982) as has
that of the Banc d'Arguin in Mauritania (Brouwer
1964, Roux 1973, Poorter 1982). Our study also
shows the importance of the Senegal Delta for
immature Spoonbills throughout the year, as most
1-2 year old birds oversummer in that area. While
Poorter (1982) observed a similar number of
Dutch Spoonbills in Senegal and Mauritania dur
ing winter, we have very few records of Odiel
Spoonbills in this last country. A possible reason
for this difference is that Dutch Spoonbills have
to travel a longer distance than Spanish birds and
then they could tend to winter at a more northern
latitude to minimize the energetic cost of migration.

Spoonbills ringed at the Odiel marshes return
to the natal area from early January onwards whe
reas the first birds reach The Netherlands in Feb
ruary (poorter 1990). During prenuptial migration
Dutch Spoonbills are seen in our study area in
January-February coinciding with the arrival of
the Spanish birds, indicating a similar departure
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pattern from the wintering grounds for both popu
lations. The age of the birds influences the timing
of migration. Few 1- and 2-year old birds return
to the Odiel area. Among adults, older birds re
turn to the natal area earlier in the nesting season
than younger ones, a pattern commonly observed
in migratory birds (e.g. Ainley et at. 1990, Halley
et at. 1995, Morton & Derrickson 1990). In Odiel,
there could be a selective pressure for early return
because reproductive success of Spoonbills in this
area decreases as reproductive season progresses
(de Ie Court & Aguilera unpubl. data).

The study of dispersal has the inherent prob
lem of bias in the resighting efforts between areas
(e.g. van Noordwijk 1993). In our case, potential
receptor colonies of Spoonbills are few and all of
them are in European countries, where there is an
increasing interest in its conservation and moni
toring programmes similar to our's are also oper
ating. Thus we believe that this bias is not strong
enough to make our analyses invalid. In any case,
estimates of dispersal should be considered as
minimum values. Like most colonial birds with
stable colony sites, Spoonbills were highly philo
patric (see Nager et at. 1996 and references the
rein). About 94% of individuals born in the Odiel
and resighted as adults were reported within 100
km of the natal colony, while 2.4% dispersed fur
ther than 100 km northwards (the remaining birds
were exclusively seen in Africa).

Long-range displacements could result in the
formation of new colonies (Coulson & Neve de
Mevergnies 1992). It is striking that all the resight
ings of Spanish dispersers are restricted to the
northeast-southwest direction, i.e. along the fly
way of Dutch Spoonbills, as are the new Spoonbill
colonies established in W. Europe. Movements of
Spanish Spoonbills have probably contributed to
the founding of the new Portuguese colonies. Bes
ides the three breeding records of Spanish Spoon
bills in Portugal, another Q, ringed as a nestling in
the Odiel in 1984, with a non-individual ring com
bination, was reported breeding in 1990 in the col
ony of Paul do Boquilobo in Portugal.

Sex, age, and time of birth are factors known
to influence dispersal rate. The common pattern in

birds is a differential dispersal in favour of Q Q

(Greenwood & Harvey 1982). In this study, six
Q Q and one cJ were reported among the disper
sers. The difference was nearly significant when
compared to an expected sex ratio equal to unity,
but nonsignificant when compared to the sex ratio
observed in the Odiel. In this area about two QQ
per cJ were reported. This greater proportion of
Q Q among adult Spoonbills in Odiel is the likely
result of a higher probability to detect QQ by hu
man observers. There is no information about
sexual patterns in birth and mortality rate for the
Spoonbills. On the other hand, breeding male
Spoonbills spend nearly all daylight hours on the
nests, feeding at night, while QQ feed during the
day and attend the nest mainly at night (Aguilera
1990). This means that, during the day, there is a
higher probability to detect Q Q than cJ cJ outside
the colony (or, conversely, cJ cJ in the colony).
These sexual differences in the rhythms of nest at
tendance could explain the greater proportion of
Q Q reported in Odiel, as most of the resightings
in this area were made outside the colony. The sex
of the dispersers was also determined outside a
breeding colony, therefore the same argument
could be applied to these birds to explain a bias in
the sex ratio.

Age may also affect the pattern of dispersal,
younger birds being more likely to disperse than
older ones (Greenwood & Harvey 1982). We ob
served a decline in dispersal rate of Spoonbills af
ter their fifth year of age, with no dispersers
among the oldest birds considered in this study
(8-10 years). Given that Spoonbills are long-lived
birds (a record of 28 years is reported in Cramp &
Simmons 1977), this result suggests a higher dis
persal rate in younger birds. Several yearlings
were resighted in their postfledging period at
more than 1000 km northwards of the colony.
Displacements of yearlings, like those of adults in
Europe, were located along the Atlantic flyway of
Dutch birds, thus suggesting they were not ran
dom. These yearlings could possibly make ex
ploratory movements investigating future poten
tial breeding sites. However, as yet our data do
not support this hypothesis: no long-distance
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postfledging movements of the birds who posteri

orly dispersed had been recorded, nor were the
yearlings that made long-distance deplacements
resighted as adult anywhere.

A positive relationship between time of birth
and dispersal has been observed in several species

(Dhondt & Huble 1968). Data from Spoonbills
which were seen or presumed breeding in Portu
guese and Dutch colonies do not show any bias in
relation with birth date although data are still too
scarce to be conclusive. Among the 14 dispersers
ringed as young, four have been resighted in the
Odiel area before dispersing. However, only in

one case do we have confirmation that the bird

emigrated towards the north the year after having
attempted to breed (unsuccessfully) at the Odiel
colony.

To summarize, our study, in combination with
that of Poorter (1982), shows that W. European
Spoonbills winter along the west coast of Africa
(mainly in Senegal) and also confirms the absence
of a connection between E. and W. European
Spoonbills as suggested by Brouwer (1964). Our
results, in addition to the observations of two
male Dutch Spoonbills breeding in Spain (one of

these birds was seen successfully breeding during
three consecutive years, Aguilera unpubl. data),
indicate a gene flow between Dutch and Spanish
colonies.
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SAMENVATTING

In Spanje bevinden zich in het Donana Nationale Park
en in het Odiel reservaat, 50 Ian ten noordwesten hier
van, kolonies van de Lepelaar Platalea leucorodia. In
het Odiel reservaat werden tussen 1985 en 1991 in to
taal 1787 jonge Lepelaars gekleurringd, waarvan er tot
1995 1046 zijn teruggemeld. In 1991 en 1993 werden
bovendien 76 adulte vogels gevangen en geringd,
waarvan er 62 werden teruggemeld. De Spaanse Lepe
laars overwinteren in Senegal, gemiddeld iets zuidelij
ker dan hun Nederlandse soortgenoten. Veel Neder
landse vogels doen Odiel aan in de herfst, op weg naar
hun overwinteringsgebieden in Mauretanie en Senegal.
In september zijn er in Odiel meer (geringde) Neder
landse dan Spaanse vogels aanwezig omdat laatstge
noemde dan al zijn weggetrokken. Vogels uit beide
populaties keren vanaf januari terug in Odiel. De
meeste jonge Lepelaars trekken vrij snel na het uitvlie
gen naar Afrika en jongen die vroeg in het seizoen ge
boren zijn kunnen al in augustus in Senegal aankomen.
Een zeer gering aantal jonge vogels blijft in Spanje
overwinteren; de meeste dieren keren pas in hun derde
jaar terug uit Afrika. Interessant is een kleine groep
'zwerfjongeren'. Met name vroeg in het seizoen uitge
vlogen jongen worden in de zomer soms ver ten noor
den van hun geboorteplaats teruggezien; in extreme ge
vallen tot in Frankrijk. Ook volwassen Lepelaars kun
nen na het broedseizoen gaan zwerven alvorens naar
Afrika te vertrekken. Ruim 2% van de oude vogels
werd op ten minste 100 kilometer ten noorden van
Odiel/Donana teruggemeld, uit Portugal, Frankrijk en
zelfs uit Nederland. De Spaanse vogels gebruiken dus
niet aileen dezelfde trekroute naar Afrika als andere vo
gels uit W. Europa, maar bezoeken ook kolonies en foe
rageergebieden van andere populaties. Omgekeerd blij
yen soms ook enkele uit Nederland afkomstige vogels
in de Spaanse kolonies hangen om er te gaan broeden
(twee bekende gevallen). Het trek- en zwerfgedrag van
de Lepelaar leidt dus tot genetische uitwisseling tussen
ver uiteengelegen populaties, en soms zelfs tot de stich
ting van nieuwe kolonies (Portugal). (MFL)
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