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Is there an autumn migration of continental Blackcaps
(Sylvia atricapilla) into northern Europe?

By Thord Fransson and Bengt-Olov Stolt

Abstract. Fransson, To. & B.-O. Stout (1993): Is there an autumn migration of continental Blackcaps (Syfeur aer-
capifla) into northern Europe? — Vogelwarte 37: 8995,

All ringing recoveries of Blackeaps Svivia atricapiffe rom Northern Europe were examined for a northward
autumn migration into this arca. The result indicates that regular northward autumn movements of Continental
Blackcaps into Northern Europe exist and that these Blackeaps onginate from a wide area of Continentul Europe.
Northward movements were recorded for distances up 1o about 2000 km. At ringing locahties in southern Fennos-
candia as much as 9% of the Blackeaps. ringed and recovered during the same sutumn, moved north of an E-W
axis. This northward migration differs from juvenile dispersal in time and distance. Published records of Blackeaps
reaching lecland. Jan Mayen and the vicimity of Spitzbergen in late autumn further support the existence of a
northward migration. Blackeaps are reported almost annually during winter in Scandinavia but there are no ring-
ng recovenies indicating that these are local birds. All available facts indicate that the Blackcaps observed during
winter in Northern Burope have a more southern onigin. and that they occur there as o result of & northward
uutumn migration. The evidence we found suggests that the observed northward sutumn migration s a result of
movements along the normal axis of migration. but in a direction reversed 1807 10 the normal in autumn.
Keywords: Blackeap, migraton.
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1. Introduction

Normally. migrants in Europe move southward (SW-SE) to winter in mare benign conditions. Al-
though southward migration may enhance survival prospects, individuals that stay in or near the
breeding area may be better off regarding access to the best breeding sites in spring, if they manage to
survive. In central Europe, Langslow (1979). Fourage (1981) and Schlenker (1981) found that a sub-
stantial part of the migrating Blackcaps Sylvia arricapilla moved northward during autumn. Leach
(1981) reported large and increasing numbers of Blackeaps wintering in Britain and Ireland. Ber-
thold & Terrill (1988) considered the autumn moevement from the continent into Britain as a novel
migratory trait and proposed hypotheses for the increase in this group relative to the population as o
whole.

The standard direction of migrating Blackcaps leaving Northern Europe in autumn is between §
and SSE (Zink 1973, Fransson, ms), Compared with other Svivia species the Blackeaps set off for their
winter quarters relatively late in autumn afdsy zesxaufsqassaesay shujdsbbsejatories in southern Sweden
is in late September (e. g. Enquist & Pettersson 1986). Further south in Europe the standard direcuion is
SW for Blackeaps west of a migratory divide at about 12-15°E, and SE for those east of this zone (Ber-
thold & Schlenker 1991).

Blackeaps are found almost annually during winter in Scandinavia but only in small numbers
(Kolthoff & Jagerskiold 1898, Hattorn 1971, SOF 1990). Considering recent tindings regarding
autumn movements of Blackeaps into Britain, we decided to examine all ringing recoveries from nor-
thern Europe in order to study whether there is also a corresponding northward autumn movement
into this area.

2. Material and methods

Ringing recovery data for Blackcips were obtained from Norway (up to 1Y87), Finland (up 1o 1990). Denmark (up
to 1990) and Sweden (up to 1991). Data on Blackcaps recovered in these countries but nnged abroad were also
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obtmned. The distances between ringing and recovery sites and the angular directions were calculated according 1o
the arthodrome (great circle). For our analysis we ineluded recoveries for which the following criterin were full-
filled: (1) Distance between ringing and recovery site at least 100 km. (2) Direction north of an E-W axis, (3) Time
of recovery within the autumn or winter following directly upon the date of anging. Altogether 31 recovences full-
filled these eritena. The distribution of sex and age was: |1 males, 13 females and 7 indwiduals without informa-
tion ahout sex. Specific information on age was available for 19 birds: of these, 18 were juveniles and one was
adult. The recovery circumstances were: [ caught by ringers and released. 8 found dead without specificd finding
details, 4 hit window, 2 road aceidents, 2 taken by cat and | Killed through hunting. We also searched the literature
for autumn and winter observations at northern latitudes. The proportion of Blackcap recovenies indicating north-
ward movements within northern Europe was compared with carlier results from Belgium (Fourage 1981),
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Fig. 1: Geographical distribution of northward autumn movements of ringed Blackeaps recovered m nor-
thern Europe. The birds were ninged dunng the period Eite July-October and recovered north of an
E-W axis after less than three months.
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3. Results

Areas of origin. The ringing sites for Blackcaps recovered after northward autumn movement are
distributed from England in the west to Estonia in the east, with a concentration in Belgium and Hol-
land (Fig. 1). Thus, a considerable part of the birds involved were ringed in and evidently originated
from Continental Europe. Most of these Blackcaps were recovered in Norway (18) and Sweden (10).
Considering the migratory divide to be at approximately 13°30°E, 17 of the Blackcaps were ringed
west of this dividing line and 13 cast of it. The southernmost ringing sites were between 497N and
517N and 19 (61% ) of the Blackcaps were ninged outside Norway, Sweden. Denmark and Finland.

Out of 119 recovered Blackeaps ringed after [ July in northern Europe and found later durning
the same season at a distance of more than 100 km from the ringing site, 9% (11) moved in directions
north of an E-W axis. Most of these birds were ninged at bird observatonies in southern Fennos-
candia. Fouarge (1981) found that 35% of Blackcaps nnged in Belgium in autumn moved in a direc-
tion north of an E-W axis. The proportion of Blackcaps in Fennoscandia undertaking i northward
movement is significantly lower than in Belgium (2 = 1973, d. f. = 1. p « 0.01).

Directions. The angular direction of movement for different individuals varies between 2947
(WNW) and 54° (ENE) (Fig. 2). Blackcaps ringed east of the migratory divide had mainly flown
towards the NW and birds ringed west of the migratory divide mainly towards the NNE.

Time table. The northward movements of Blackcaps occurred mainly during the period Septem-
ber-November (Fig. 3). Both ringing dates and recoveries peaked during October.

Speed. The distance between ringing and recovery site varied between 117 km and 1953 km. the
longest distance being between Namur in Belgium and Nordland in Norway. In 60% of the reco-
veries the distance exceeded 500 km. The average speed of northward movement, calculated for
birds ringed after 20 August (n = 27), was 30.7 km d'" and the fastest individual speed 38.5 km d-,

Fig. 2 Angular direction of northward auwtlumn movements of Blackeaps recovered in northern Europe.
Directions of birds ninged east of the migratory divide (13°30°E) are shown with filled symbols and
directions of those ringed west of the migratory divide are shown with open symbols.
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Fig. 3: The northward autumn movements of Blackcaps in Northern Europe distiibuted according to L

tude and date. Ranging ([0) and recovery (@) occastons are connected with lines.

4. Discussion

Blackcaps are found in Sweden almost every winter and observations have heen reported from all
winter months. November reports exist from arcas as far north as 65°SUN (Holm 1971). In several
cases birds have been observed at the same site, usually a bird table, for more than 4 month, Nor-
strom (1968) reported one case where a Blackcap stayed at i bird table at 60°30'N from November
through the very cold winter of 1963—1966 with much snow. Wintering of Blackcaps at nothern lati-
tudes seems to be more common in Norway than in Sweden (Haftorn 1971, SOF 1990). That there is
a northward migration during autumn is further supported by the large number of Blackcaps rea-
ching Iceland in late autumn (Pétursson & Olafsson 1988). From 1979 = 1985 no less than 357 Black-
caps were found in feeland. mainly during October and November. One male ringed in Belgium on
3 Seprember 1990 was found dead in leeland on 31 October 1990 (Anon, 1991a). The direction of
this movement is 328 (NNW) and the distance is 1862 km. Four Blackcaps have been found on Jan
Mayen (71°N 9°W) in October (vin Franeker et al. 1986). and one male in Greenlund on
15 November 1916 (Salomonsen 1967). In the Spitzbergen arca, a male was found in October at
72°58'N 15°08'E and a female in November at 77°49'N [1°26'E (Lambert 1989). To judge from pu-
blished reports, e. g. the record of a Blackcap in Greenland in the autumn of 1916 and late autumn
and winter records in Scandinavia more than 100 years ago (Nilsson 1858, Kolthofl & ligerskiold
1898). autumn migration of Blackcaps into northern Europe has probably occurred for a long time.

Evidently, migration in the Blackcap is not only for southern wintering sites but a substantial
proportion of Blackcaps move north in autumn. This proportion of northward movements is. as far
as we know, much higher than observed in other comparable passerine migrants (¢f. recoveries listed
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in Reports on Swedish Bird Ringing for the years 1960 199, Swedish Museum of Natural History.
Stockholm). The observed difference between northern Europe (9% ) and Belgium (35% ) in the pro-
portion of Blackcaps moving northward during autumn indicates that the phenomenon is more
common in Continental populations than i Fennoscandian populations. althongh differences in
human population density in recovery areas may lead to an underestimation in northern arcas. The
origin of the Blackcaps ringed at stopover sites in southern Fennoscandia and recovered further north
in autumn may well have been on the Continent and they may have continued their northward migra-
tion after ringing. The scatter of the ringing sites over Continental Europe und England (Fig. 1) indi-
cates that these porthward-moving birds originate from a large part of central Europe and not from
any small specifi¢ area of central Europe. The concentration of ringing sites found in Belgium and
Holland may be a result of largescale intensive ninging of Blackeaps (¢f. Anon, 1990 and 1991b).

There 1s no clear indication that Blackcaps observed in Fennoscandia during winter are local
birds. Of Blackcaps ringed. only a few local recoveries duning winter (December-March) are avin-
lable (Fransson, ms). None of these birds was ringed during the breeding season. before 30 August,
s0 the exact ongin of these birds s not known. Therefore, it seems quite possible that most of the
winter birds in Fennoscandia are there as a result of northward autumn movements,

How do these northward movements arise? Possible explanations include juvenile dispersal,
variation in orientation and 180° reversed migration.

Langslow (1979) believes that northward autumn movements of Blackcaps from the Continent
into Britain is part of the juvenile dispersal. Postbreeding dispersal of juvenile Blackcaps starts in
July. shows no specific direction and usually involves distances less than 50 km (Bairlein 1978,
Langslow 1979, Fouarge 1981). Juvenile dispersal takes place well before the start of the autumn mi-
gration, which occurs in late August or early September (Berthold and Schlenker 1991). The average
speed of the northward movements (31 km d'') found in the present study was higher than we would
expect for dispersal movements of juvenile birds, It was, however. much slower than the correspon-
ding speed in the standard (southward) direction calculated from recoveries of Blackcaps ringed in
northern Europe (61 kmd'') butonly slightly slower than that calculated from recoveries of Black-
caps ringed in Great Britain (43 km d'') (Fransson, ms). We conclude that the observed northward
autumn movement of Blackcaps into northern Europe clearly differs in time and distance from what
we usually mean by postbreeding dispersal of juvenile birds.

Within short-distance migratory populations of Blackcaps with a wide-angle orientation. north-
ward movements might occur as a part of the individual variation in orientation. The difference be-
tween Continental Europe and northern Europe in the proportion of northward movements might
then be explained by the fact that North European populations to i greater extent are comprised of
long-distance migrants that are supposed to have a narrow-angle orientation (cf. Alerstam 1990) and
hence u smaller amount of variation,

Another possibility is that some individuals migrate in 2 direction reversed 180° compared with
the stundard direction of the population. Such reversed migration has been proposed to be respon-
sible for northward autumn movements of Yellow-breasted Chats Jeteria virens in North America
(Baird et al. 1959) and of rare migrants from Asia into Europe during autumn (Nisbet 1962, Rabél
1969, 1976). Baird et al. (1959) and Nisbet (1962) suggest that reversed movements are induced by
certain weather conditions, Alerstam (1990) suggests that 180°-misorientation may be a result of
polarity errors or endogenous spring/autumn ambiguity.

Ringing recovenes from the area east of the Baltic and from the British Isles are not treated in
this paper. Therefore we do not have any complete picture of the distribution of migratory directions
of birds from different populations. However, it seems clear that birds ringed west of the migratory
divide move preferentially either NNE towards Norway (Figs. 1 and 2) or WNW towards the British
Isles (Langslow 1979, Fourage 1981), but less often ENE towards southern Sweden. The NNE move-
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ment might be explained as a reversed movement of birds with a SSW autumn standard direction. In
the same way the NW directed movements across the Baltic-Sea into Sweden (Figs. 1 and 2) may be
regarded as reversed movements of birds with a SE standard direction. Most of these birds obviously
fly along the . .normal™ axis of magration of their respective population, but the direction they move
along this axis has been reversed, whereby they migrate in a vernal direction in the autumn. Aninter-
esting question is whether the ongin of the Blackeaps reaching Ieeland i to be found east of the mig-
ratory divide, and il these movements, consequently, could be regarded as reversed migration of
individuals from a population with a SE standard direction. Taken together, our data indicate that
the observed northward autumn migration is a result of movements reversed 1817 1o the normal
during autumn.

How can this behaviour survive? Because there is strong evidence that the preferred migratory
direction is heritable (Berthold 1988, Helbig 1991, Berthold and Helbig 1992, Berthold et al, 1992).
an essential question is how the northward autumn movements can survive within European popula-
tions of Blackcaps if they are orientation errors. That these movements occur in a relatively large
proportion and the fact that Blackcaps can manage to winter at northem latitudes, indicate that there
15 not a complete selection against this behaviour. Evidently, some of the individuals involved do sur-
vive and hence will reproduce. It would be very interesting if some of these birds could be captured
and tested in onientation experiments in autumn and spring, as well as in breeding experiments, to
explore the heritability of the trait.

Berthold and Terrill (1988) suggested that migration of Blackcaps into the British Isles from
breeding grounds in Central Europe, previously selected against, has been strongly selected for
during recent decades. This movement is hypothetically thought to be a result of a widening of the
traditional direction of migration (SW) somewhat to the north. Increased winter survival due to arti-
ficial feeding as well as shorter and earlier migration. and earlier reproduction of these birds com-
pared with those migrating to traditional wintering areas. have been proposed as factors underlying
the evolution of this migratory trait (Berthold and Terrill 1988, Terrill and Berthold 1990), Our result
indicates that some part of the Continental population regularly migrates northward to winter in the
western part of Scandinavia as well, and we find it likely that individuals managing to survive may
have migratory as well as reproductive advantages in the same way as suggested by Terrill and Ber-
thold (1990).
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