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ABsTRACT. Movement and distribution of the Greater Flamingo, Phoeni-
copterus ruber was studied for two years around the shores of Bahrain.
Thirty-one sites were monitored bimonthly, and absolute numbers of
adult and immature birds were counted. The maximum number of birds
was recorded in the month of December for two consecutive years. The
study shows that the eastern sheltered shores of Bahrain are the main
wintering areas for flamingos where they can be seen during most of the
year with the exception of the months of June and July. The study also
shows that flamingos in Bahrain are mainly wintering but some visit the
shores as passage migrants during Autumn and late Spring.

The Greater Flamingo, Phoenicopterus ruber is more widely distributed through-
out the world than any of the other four species of flamingos. This species occurs
in West Asia, the Mediterranean, East and South Africa, North and South
America (Cramp 1986). This large wading bird is considered one of the most
beautiful birds around the coast, especially the adults during their flight by the
striking red and black colours of the wings.

Intensive studies have been conducted on the Western Mediterranean
population, mainly the south of France population in the Camargue (Ogilvie and
Ogilvie 1986), but very little information is available for the West Asian
population (Cramp 1986). The main breeding site for the West Asian population is
Lake Rezaiyeh in North-West Iran. Lakes in South Russia, Pakistan, North-West
Iran and India also form good breeding sites for the Greater Flamingo (Ogilvie
and Ogilvie 1986).
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In the Arabian Gulf, P. ruber normally breeds in South Iraq (Mahdi 1982).
Apart from a rare breeding report from Kuwait at the beginning of the century, no
breeding records have been reported from the western region of the Arabian Gulf
(Jennings 1981). Mud flat areas around the Arabian Gulf represent important
wintering sites for the Western Asian population (Gallagher and Woodcock 1980,
Bundy et al. 1989, Richardson 1990). Movement and distribution of Greater
Flamingo in the area is scarcely known. There is very little and scattered
information on the numbers of flamingos and their preferred wintering sites in
Bahrain (Nightingale 1986, 1987). The main objective of the present study is to
record the movement, distribution of Flamingos and sites preferred by the birds
around Bahrain.

Materials and Methods

In order to cover most of the shores around Bahrain, thirty-one accessible
sites were chosen for monitoring the birds (Fig. 1). All sites were visited bimonthly
for twenty months during the last two years, from October, 1988 until June, 1990.
During each sampling period, all sites were monitored on the same day to reduce
any effect of bird movement. A 10x binocular and x40 spotting scope were used to
count and distinguish between adult and immature birds which can be easily
separated by their plumage as shown in Fig. 2.

Results

Fig. 3 shows wintering sites of Flamingos in Bahrain. Apart from Al
Mumattalah, which is located in the south west of Bahrain, flamingos were present
on the eastern shores of the Island. Maximum total number of birds counted from
all stations was 216 in December, 1988 and 208 in December, 1989.

Variation in the numbers of birds throughout this time is shown in Fig. 4. The
number of flamingos increased during autumn to reach a maximum in December,
then fell to a minimum in late March and early April (1989) and late April (1990).
After the April period the number rose again, most likely due to passage birds
coming from other wintering sites in the south, before they all left the area by late
June.

The ratio between adult and immature birds showed a dramatic change from
only 44% adult in the 1988/1989 birds to more than 86% in the 1989/1990 birds.
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Fig. 1. Sites chosen for monitoring the Greater Flamingo
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Fig. 2. Adult and Immature Flamingos

Discussion

The Island of Bahrain with its shallow waters forms an important wintering
area for migratory flamingos coming from southern Russia and northern Iran
(Cramp 1986, Ogilvie and Ogilvie 1986). The dominant wind in Bahrain is the
northwest, which forms around 60% of the wind direction components in the
region (Issa 1989). As a result of this both the north and west coasts of Bahrain are
exposed, while the eastern shores are sheltered. It is well known that flamingos
prefer sheltered shallow water as feeding sites (Cramp 1986). There is no
exception in the case of Bahrain where the shallow sheltered shores of the eastern
side of the island with their gentle slope and broad intertidal mud and sand flats
provide the main wintering area for these birds. The availability of food as well as
the presence of competitors were shown to be important factors in the distribution
of flamingos (Hurlbert et al. 1986). Flamingos were not seen during the study in
the exposed north and west shores of Bahrain, but small numbers of birds were
occasionally seen at Al Mumattalah which is located on the south-western side of
the island. This site, however, represents a small lagoon-like pocket and is
considerably sheltered from waves by tongue-like sand bars projecting out from
the land to the sea.
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Fig. 3. Wintering sites of the Greater Flamingo in Bahrain
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The patterns shown in Fig. 4 reflect the number of birds, (immatures and
adults), indicating that flamingos are passage migrants as well as wintering birds in
Bahrain. The fluctuation in the total number of birds during late autumn and early
winter is represented by a clear peak in December, followed by a decline in
numbers of birds until March or April when the wintering birds start their
movement to the breeding grounds. At this time, another, but smaller peak
appears, which represents other birds coming from southern wintering sites where
they pass through Bahrain on their way to the breeding areas.

The increase in the percentage of adult birds in 1989/1990 which reached 86%
after a low ratio in the previous year (44%), could be the result of many immature
birds attaining their maturity without adding new juveniles. This may be due to
unsuccessful breeding which is not uncommon to flamingos (Cramp 1986).

Of serious concern is the rapid change and development on the eastern shores
of Bahrain which has been taking place in the last few years. These changes could
be a serious threat to the natural habitat of the flamingos and other coastal birds.
More attention should be given to the mud flats and their avifauna before any
further dramatic and damaging change occurs. Now is the right time to save and
protect at least some of the critical habitats on the eastern shores of the Island,
which provide thousands of birds with the shelter and food supply during their
wintering time or when they pass through the region.
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