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Abstract Birds with major physical abnormalities do not live for extended periods and, therefore, are rarely
observed in the wild. This is particularly the case for birds with defects in their feeding apparatus that succumb
to mortality rapidly through precipitous declines in their foraging efficiency and body condition. Sublingual
oral fistulas are such an abnormality and involve the development of an opening (or fistula) in the floor of
the oral cavity through which the tongue extends, resulting in its permanent exclusion from the mouth. The
tongue dehydrates and dies. First described in the 2000s in Stitchbirds (Notiomystis cincta) in New Zealand, it
has rarely been reported in other species. However, following our recent discovery of two seabird species on
Ascension Island in the South Atlantic displaying oral fistulas, in 2016 I launched a citizen science research
project requesting reports of birds with the condition in the world’s avifauna. To date, I have received 188 reports
of birds of 82 different species with many contributed from western Europe. However, with only one report from
central and eastern Europe, I am now requesting the assistance of birders in the region and in other parts of the
world to contribute to this ongoing research project.

Keywords: abnormality, body condition, defect, foraging efficiency, predation and starvation risks

Osszefoglalas A komoly fizikai elvaltozasokat szenvedett madarak élettartama jelentGsen csokken, ezért ilyen
elvaltozasok ritkan figyelhetéek meg a vadon €16 egyedek korében. Ez kiilondsen igaz olyan madaraknal, ahol
taplalkozast nehezito hianyossagok jelennek meg, ezért az elhullas mértéke a csokkent taplalkozasi hatékonysag
¢és a gyorsan romlo egészégi allapot kovetkeztében megnd. A nyelv alatt megjelend szajtajéki sipolyok (oral fis-
tulas) épp ilyen rendellenességek, amelyek egy nyilast képeznek az also csérkavan, amelyen keresztiil a nyelv
kizarodik a szajiiregbdl. Ennek kovetkeztében a nyelv kiszarad és elhal. A jelenséget eldszor a 2000-es évek-
ben irtak le 0j-zélandi 6rvos maorimadaraknal (Notiomystis cincta), mig mas fajoknal ritkan jelentették. Azon-
ban a dél-atlanti Ascension-szigeten tovabbi két madarfajnal figyelték meg a jelenséget, amit kdvetden 2016-ban
elinditottam azt a citizen science programot, amelynek keretében adatokat gy(ijtok az ismertetett rendellenes-
ségrol, a vilag teljes madarfaunajara vonatkozoan. Eddig 192 bejelentés érkezett 82 madarfajrol, foként Nyu-
gat-Europabol. Mivel csupan egyetlen adat szarmazik Europa kozépsé és keleti orszagaibol, ezért 6sztondzni
szeretném a régio ¢és a vilag mas teriileteinek madaraszait, hogy megfigyeléseikkel jaruljanak hozza ehhez a tu-
domanyos munkahoz.

Kulcsszavak: rendellenesség, egészségi allapot, hidanyossag, taplalkozasi hatékonysag, zsakmanyolas és éhezés,
kockazatok
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The physiological requirements of powered flight mean that compared with other classes
of higher vertebrates, birds are heavily impacted by major physical abnormalities. Most of
the world’s 10,912 extant bird species (www.worldbirdnames.org) are volant and, therefore,
most cannot carry excess (i.e. surplus to requirements) nutritional and energetic reserves
because of the need to minimise body mass for effective and efficient flight (Ellington
1991). Excess body mass negatively impacts the ability of birds to evade predators in
response to perceived mass-dependent predation risk (e.g. Witter et al. 1994, Gentle &
Gosler 2001). Similarly, reduced body mass can lower survival of birds through a different
(non-predatory) mechanism, namely that of starvation risk (Houston & McNamara 1993).
Therefore, this delicately balanced trade-oft between predation and starvation risks results
in body mass dynamics in most bird species that are especially sensitive to any physical
abnormalities that negatively influence their body condition (Brown 1996). Assessment of
body condition is traditionally made by calculating mass per unit (structural) length in birds
(Rising & Somers 1989), a derived metric that quantifies somatic reserves scaled by the
overall body size of a bird. Although major physical abnormalities are seen in free-living
birds (e.g. Sutton 1973, Durell et al. 1996), they are rare, perhaps because usually the body
condition of birds declines rapidly as a result of deterioration in their foraging abilities (e.g.
Sharp & Neill 1979, Murza et al. 2000). Precipitous declines in body condition inevitably

Figure 1. Two Western Jackdaws (Corvus monedula) in Woolacombe, North Devon, UK, where they
were feeding at the edge of a woodland on the 4" of April 2018. The bird on the right
displays an oral fistula where the tongue extends through an opening (fistula) in the floor
of the bird’s oral cavity from where it is permanently excluded (photo: Carl Bovis)

1.dbra Erd6szélen taplalkozo csdkak (Corvus monedula) Woolacombe, North Devon, UK teriiletén
2018. aprilis 8-an. A jobb oldali madaron jol lathat6 az a rendellenesség - szajtajéki sipoly
(oral fistula) —, ami elsésorban az alsé csérkavat érinti, azon egy nyilast képezve, melyen ke-
resztiil a madar nyelve a cséron kivilre zarédik (Fotd: Carl Bovis)
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result in mortality of birds, sometimes from increased susceptibility to predation (Temple
1987), rather than from starvation per se.

Body condition of birds declines dramatically as a result of abnormalities of their feeding
apparatus (i.e. bill, tongue, oropharynx) (e.g. Clayton ef al. 1999, Van Hemert ef al. 2012).
Given the rarity of free-living birds exhibiting such major abnormalities, we were surprised
to observe a number of Sooty Terns (Onychoprion fuscatus) (Reynolds et al. 2009) and
a Masked Booby (Sula dactylatra) (Hughes et al. 2013) with sublingual oral fistulas
(hereafter referred to as ‘oral fistulas”) on Ascension Island in the South Atlantic. This is an
abnormality of the oropharynx of birds in which an opening (or fistula) develops in the floor

Table 1. Details of species observed with oral fistulas and recorded in the research project
database (as of the 23 of October 2021). Taxonomy follows del Hoyo (2020)
1. tdbldzat A kutatési adatbazisban 2021. oktéber 23-ig rogzitett, szajtajéki sipollyal (oral fistula)

megfigyelt madarfajok és rendszertani besorolasuk (del Hoyo 2020)

Order Family Number of:
species oral fistulas
Galliformes Megapodiidae 1 1
Anseriformes Anatidae 7 9
Podicipediformes Podicipedidae 2 2
Gruiformes Rallidae 1 1
Gruidae 1 2
Gaviiformes Gaviidae 2 3
Sphenisciformes Spheniscidae 2 2
Ciconiiformes Ardeidae 9 16
Pelecanidae 1 1
Suliformes Sulidae 1 1
Phalacrocoracidae 2 2
Charadriiformes Scolopacidae 5 5
Laridae 31 111
Stercorariidae 1 1
Accipitriformes Accipitridae 2 5
Falconiformes Falconidae 1 1
Passeriformes Tyrannidae 1 1
Meliphagidae 2 2
Corvidae 1 2
Notiomystidae 1 12
Sylviidae 1 1
Certhiidae 1 1
Mimidae 1 1
Turdidae 2 2
Muscicapidae 3 3
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of the oral cavity (Figure 1). As the condition progresses, the tongue of the bird protrudes
through the fistula where eventually it remains permanently excluded from the oral cavity,
drying and becoming necrotic with increasing exposure. We were not the first to observe and
describe this condition in free-living birds because it had been seen initially in Stitchbirds
(or “hihi’) (Notiomystis cincta) on Kapiti Island in New Zealand in 1992. The condition in
free-living birds was first described in Stitchbirds in the scientific literature by Castro and
Taylor (2001).

While the progression of oral fistulas in birds is well described in Stitchbirds (Low ef al.
2007), its actiology remains a mystery in this species and others. Since the publication of
observations of oral fistulas in a Masked Booby, and in Sooty Terns and Stitchbirds, the
condition has been reported in only a few other species to date: Audouin’s Gull (Larus
audouinii) (Grefo et al. 2017), Franklin’s Gull (Larus pipixcan) (Rintoul & Reynolds 2019),
Griffon Vulture (Gyps fulvus) (Camifia & Guerrero 2013), and Swinhoe’s Snipe (Gallinago
megala) (Melville et al. 2019).

As a result of limited knowledge about the condition in the world’s free-living birds, in
May 2016 I launched a citizen science research project requesting global observations of
birds with the condition. Its objectives are to document the occurrence of oral fistulas in
temporal, spatial, phylogenetic and foraging niche ‘spaces’. Through this global survey,
it is hoped to understand: how long historically the condition has impacted birds; where
in the world birds are most heavily impacted by the condition; whether the condition
‘targets’ particular avian taxa; and, through considering phylogenetic relationships
between species, whether some taxa are more predisposed to developing the condition
than others by virtue of sharing ensembles of foraging traits. The research project
ultimately sets out to determine: which species might be expected to develop the condition
in the future, thereby allowing us to target surveillance efforts in the field to detect its
occurrence rapidly; at what life stage(s) birds develop the condition so we can target our
field surveillance efforts; the chronic impacts of the condition on birds living with the
condition; and the causes of the condition so that we can prevent it from occurring in birds
in the future.

It is particularly important to increase the number of observations of birds with the
condition because, along with other researchers connected to this project, I plan to carry out
statistical analysis on data that especially uses phylogenetic comparative methods (where
possible) to predict the occurrence of oral fistulas in birds.

Details of my research project can be found at: Attps.//www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/
activity/ornithology/Oral-fistula-project.aspx. This webpage contains a link to a reporting
form that I hope contributors will download and complete before sending it to me via
e-mail (J.Reynolds.2@bham.ac.uk), together with accompanying high resolution digital
images of birds in the field with oral fistulas. If potential contributors are in any doubt
about whether the bird observed has an oral fistula, please send to me an e-mail to which
images of the bird are attached so that I can view them and confirm that it has an oral
fistula. Following confirmation, I am requesting that contributors complete the reporting
form and send it to me for each observation of a bird with an oral fistula, whether it be a
novel sighting or a re-sighting.
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Figure 2. The European distribution of free-living birds with oral fistulas observed between the 3 of
October 2005 and the 27t September 2021

2.dbra Eurodpa térképe olyan vadon él6 madarak el6forduldsanak feltiintetésével, amelyeket a sz6-
vegben részletezett rendellenességgel (oral fistula) figyeltek meg 2005. oktober 7. és 2021.
szeptember 27. kozott

I am appealing to readers (irrespective of whether they be birdwatchers, ornithologists,
photographers or ringers) for help in collating records of free-living birds with oral fistulas
in eastern Europe and also worldwide. To date, I have received 188 novel records of birds
of 82 different species (Table 1) but the project database contains only one record of a
bird with an oral fistula from eastern Europe (Figure 2), a White-tailed Eagle (Haliaeetus
albicilla) in Lithuania observed in January in 2016. As can be seen in Figure 2, observations
of birds are concentrated in western Europe with clusters of birds appearing in north-eastern
and eastern Spain, and south-western England, including the Western Jackdaw (Corvus
monedula) photographed in Figure I. The scarcity of observations from eastern Europe is
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notable; rather than it being indicative of an absence of birds with the condition, however, I
conclude that readers who have detected oral fistulas in birds when watching, photographing
and/or ringing them are unaware of my research project and that it is ongoing. Therefore, |
urge readers please to consider connecting with me in the future if birds with oral fistulas are
observed or if notes and images of such birds in some archived field notebooks are available.
This would be a great opportunity for me to extend this project to eastern Europe and to
other parts of the world.
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FORM FOR REPORTING ORAL FISTULAS IN BIRDS

(NOTE: Please complete a separate form for each bird observed with condition)

Record # (for use by SIR) (please ignore)

Date

Time

Species’ name (common, scientific or both)

Was the bird alive (A) or dead (D)?

Age of bird ([A] adult or [C] chick)

Location (GPS coordinates, county or region,
country etc.)

Where was the bird seen (e.g. woodland,
farmland, urban, landfill, harbour, river, lake,
canal, on the coast, at-sea etc.)?

Behaviour of bird (e.g. feeding, resting,
incubating or brooding, fighting with another
etc.)

Was the bird ringed? (Y/N) (If ‘Y’ please also
supply the ring number if you have it)

Is this the only time that you have seen this
bird? (Y/N) (If ‘N’ please provide further details
including how many times in total you have
seen it and at which sighting you first noted the
oral fistula)

Was the protruding tongue extended and
coloured OR constricted, dry and discoloured?

Did you photograph the bird? (Y/N) (If ‘Y’ please
send me the photograph(s) via e-mail. You will
retain copyright and | will seek permission from
you if | would like to use for an output)

Were you ringing/banding, birdwatching, on a
walk, photographing birds or something else
when you made the observation?

Your name and contact details

Any other relevant information?

NOTE: Please return to Dr Jim Reynolds via e-mail: J.Reynolds.2@bham.ac.uk




