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DOES THE NEARCTIC KNOT (Calidris canutus islandica)
APPEAR IN POLAND?

Wilodzimierz Meissner and Jadwiga Gromadzka

ABSTRACT

Meissner W., Gromadzka J. 2006. Does the Nearctic Knot (Calidris canutus islandica) appear
in Poland? Ring 28, 2: 113-117.

The probability of the Nearctic Knot occurrence in Poland is discussed. Occasional appear-
ing of this subspecies in Poland seems to be probable. The Nearctic Knot may be represented
by individuals observed in Poland during winter and early spring or occurring during autumn
migration and then recorded on wintering grounds in western Europe, and also by juveniles
appearing not numerously in the first half of August, hence earlier than the probable period
of arriving juveniles of the Siberian subspecies Calidris canutus canutus at the Baltic.
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INTRODUCTION

The Knot (Calidris canutus) breeds in the high Arctic from the Taimyr Penin-
sula, through Chukotka, Alaska till north-eastern Canada and Greenland (Piersma
and Davidson 1992). Six subspecies were recognized within its strongly fragmented
breeding range. Two of them: C. c. canutus (called Siberian Knot) and C. c. is-
landica (called Nearctic Knot) appear in Europe (Tomkovich 1992, 2001). In Poland
Knots have been occurring mainly during autumn migration along the seacoast (To-
mialoj¢ and Stawarczyk 2003). In spring their records are rare, because migration
from wintering towards breeding grounds is conducted by a few long-distance
flights and there are no suitable stopover sites for this species along the Polish coast
due to lack of regular tides. Tidal areas rich in benthic fauna are necessary for wad-
ers to complete migration by long-distance flights (Piersma and Davidson 1992,
Meissner 2001). In the published sources on Polish avifauna only the Siberian Knot
is mentioned (Tomiatoj¢ 1972, 1990; Tomiatoj¢ and Stawarczyk 2003), which breeds
in central Siberia, mainly at the Taimyr Peninsula, and winters in western and south-
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ern Africa (Gromadzka 1985, Piersma and Davidson 1992). The Nearctic Knot
nests in Greenland and in north-eastern Canada and has wintering grounds in tidal
areas of western Europe (Piersma and Davidson 1992). The closest regular winter-
ing site of the Nearctic Knot (about 500 km in straight line) is situated along west-
ern Danish coast (Piersma and Davidson 1992) and this subspecies appears at west-
ern Baltic sporadically (Frikke and Laursen 1992).

It was suggested earlier that Nearctic Knots may appear in Poland (Gromadzka
1992, Meissner 1992). In this paper all known facts and new data are summarized
and critically evaluated.

PHENOLOGY

Adult Knots migrate along the Polish coast from mid-July to mid-September,
whereas juveniles — from mid-August till the end of September (Gromadzka 1985,
Meissner and Sikora 1995). Some juveniles however were observed earlier — at the
beginning of August (Gromadzka 1992; Meissner 1992, 2005).

A few records of Knots observed in winter and early spring are known, e.g. single
birds observed on 28 March 1977 in Stowiniski National Park, on 15 January 1995 in
Dziwno6w, on 14 February 1998 near Chatupy and four birds seen on 28 March 1992
in the Biebrza Valley (Tomiatoj¢ 1990, Tomialojé and Stawarczyk 2003). The most
probably these individuals belonged to C. c. islandica, which numerously winters
along the North Sea costs, whereas C. c. canutus spends winter in Africa.

Juvenile Knots observed in the Gulf of Gdansk in the first half of August also
may be the Nearctic Knots, because so early arrival of juveniles from Central Sibe-
ria seems to be unlikely. Juvenile Knots start to depart from the Taimyr Peninsula
not earlier than at the end of the first August decade (Tomkovich and Soloviev
1996), so at the same time (or even a little bit later) when the first Knots in juvenile
plumage were observed along the Polish coast (Gromadzka 1992, Meissner 2005).
The distance between the Taimyr Peninsula and southern Baltic coast is about 4000
km. Similarly to other waders the juveniles in autumn migrate slower and stay
longer at stopover sites than adults do (Gromadzka 1985, 1992). Juvenile waders in
the Arctic start migration with very low fat reserves, which allow them only for short
flights (Lindstrom 1998, Lindstrém et al. 2002). Thus, it seems that all records of ju-
venile birds in the first half of August may concern individuals of Nearctic subspe-
cies, which finish the breeding season somewhat earlier than Siberian Knots (Glutz
von Blotzheim et al. 1999) and have shorter distance to cover between breeding
grounds in Greenland and southern Baltic.

BIOMETRICS

Nearctic Knots have on average shorter bill and longer wing than Siberian Knots
(Cramp and Simmons 1986). Results of biometrical analysis (Meissner and Kamont
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2005) suggest that linear measurements of some adult Knots caught in autumn in
the Gulf of Gdansk region fit to the Nearctic subspecies (Fig. 1). Similar conclusion
was reached by Nehls (1987) after a biometrical analysis of birds from the German
Baltic coast. On the other hand, it should be borne in mind that biometrics cannot
be decisive, due to the high degree of overlapping in linear measurements of both
subspecies (Cramp and Simmons 1986). Moreover, juvenile Knots caught in south-
ern Baltic showed inter-seasonal variation of measurements, especially in bill length
(Meissner 2004). However, it remains unknown whether juveniles that are particu-
larly small in their first autumn stay smaller for the rest of their lives.
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Fig. 1. Relationship between bill length and wing length of adult Knots caught in Puck Bay region
(according to Meissner and Kamont 2005). Thick crossed lines indicate location of mean values
(= SD) for the Nearctic Knot, whereas thin crossed lines — for the Siberian Knot (according to
Engelmoer and Roselaar 1998).

RINGING RECOVERIES

Till now in Poland there is no ringing recovery of a Knot ringed on the breeding
grounds of the Nearctic subspecies. However, there are 17 recoveries from birds re-
corded in northern Poland during autumn migration (July-September) and in win-
ter or early spring (between 20 December and 31 March) in Western Europe (Fig. 2)
within the wintering range of the Nearctic subspecies. Fifteen of them (14 juveniles
and 1 adult) concerned Knots ringed in Poland and recovered after some months
(9 recoveries) or after few years (6 recoveries) in the Netherlands, Great Britain
and France. The most interesting among them are two about adult birds ringed in
February in England and recovered in Poland during autumn migration. Older
birds may have gained knowledge about topographical features, staging areas, efc.
and may thus be more likely to use wintering sites typical for the population. As
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Fig. 2. Ringing recoveries of Knots ringed in autumn in northern Poland (asterisk) and recovered in
winter (20 December — end of March) in western Europe or ringed on west European wintering
grounds and caught in northern Poland in autumn

young birds are thought to migrate by an inherited vector navigation programme,
they are expected to be displaced from migration route more often (Alerstam
1990). Nehls (1987) mentioned two more such recoveries about birds ringed at the
German Baltic coast and recovered in winter in western Europe. However, it can-
not be excluded that at least some Siberian Knots winter in Western Europe, de-
spite the fact that the main wintering ground of this subspecies is situated in Africa
(Glutz von Blotzheim et al. 1999).

Based on the recent knowledge of migration routes and biometrics of Knots
(Piersma and Davidson 1992, Engelmoer and Roselaar 1998) it might be stated that
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among birds observed at the Polish coast the vast majority belong to the Siberian
subspecies. Nevertheless, very early records of juvenile birds during autumn migra-
tion (the first half of August), biometrics of some birds and a few ringing recoveries
suggest that the occurrence of the Nearctic subspecies in Poland is probable. Possi-
bly also birds observed in Poland in winter end early spring belong to the islandica
subspecies.
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