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4.0 SPILL RESPONSE 

 

4.1 Assessing the damage 

Technical document 

 

Phaethontidae Tropicbirds 

 

Euring Species* Distribution, status in Europe 

640 Red-billed Tropicbird Phaethon aethereus mesonauta E Pacific, Caribbean and E Atlantic (Cape Verde 

Islands) 

 Red-billed Tropicbird Phaethon aethereus indicus Indian Ocean, Red Sea, Persian Gulf 

 White-tailed Tropicbird Phaethon lepturus Accidental Cape Verde Islands. Widespread, 
occurring in the Caribbean, the topical Atlantic and 
throughout the Indian and Pacific Oceans. 

*Other taxa on AERC TAC Checklist of bird taxa occurring in Western Palearctic region: Phaethon aethereus indicus (Persian Gulf, Red Sea), 
Phaethon lepturus (Tropical Atlantic, Indian Ocean, Pacific). 

 
External features: 

Assessing Categories Characteristics Database coding 

Age adult, 
juvenile 

Plumage characteristics (patterns, bill); fairly easy. A 
J 

Plumage    
Sex    
Colour phase  -  
Biometrics Bill length 1 Bill tip to feathers (0.1 mm) Bill tf 
 Bill length 2 Bill tip to nostril (0.1 mm) Bill tn 
  Bill depth 1 Bill depth at base (priority over Bd 2) Bill base 
 Head length (mm) Head 
 Wing length (mm) Wing 
 Tarsus length (mm) Tarsus 
Priority Bill tf – Bill base –Head – Wing – Tarsus  

Structure Primaries Longest Primary Tail feathers Shape of tail 

P. aethereus 10 + 1m P10 14 wedge, long, pointed central feathers 

 
Phaethontidae – General characteristics (from BWPi 2006): Medium-sized seabirds. Body elongated, neck 
short, wings long and narrow. 11 primaries; p10 longest, p11 minute. Tail with 12–14 feathers, central pair 
elongated to long streamers. Bill powerful, decurved, tip not hooked, cutting edges serrated; nostrils well-developed 
slits. Tarsus extremely short; nail of middle toe with horny flange in P. aethereus. Sexes similar in plumage and 
size. Plumage white with black markings on head and upperparts; white sometimes tinged salmon. Bare parts 
vividly coloured. 1 moult per cycle. Primaries replaced in serially descendant order. Juveniles resemble adult but 
distinguishable; reach adult plumage in 2nd calendar year. 
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Basic biometrics (summarised) 

Species sex Bill tf Wing Tarsus 

Phaethon aethereus ♂ 59-65 296-330 28-31 

 ♀ 60-66 307-319 27-29 

 
Geographical variation (from BWPi 2006): Tropical North Atlantic race P. a. mesonauta silky white (suffused rosy 
pink in fresh plumage) apart from broad black stripe through eye (extending as broken band across nape in worn 
plumage), narrow black barring on upperparts, black marks on lesser coverts, and black on upper surfaces of outer 
primaries and inner secondaries; bright red bill, grey legs, black feet. Red Sea/Indian Ocean race P. a. indicus has 
black eye-stripe greatly reduced (often missing behind eye) and reddish-orange bill with blackish cutting edges. 
 
 

 


