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Introduction 
 
 This project should provide an easy tool for distinguishing males and females of Aquatic 
Warblers Acrocephalus paludicola based on measurements taken from the birds. An apparent 
sexual dimorphism in adult Aquatic Warbler, with males having longer wings, has been 
reported (Dyrcz 1993) but to create a reliable function to discriminate between males and 
females, more measurements taken from molecularly sexed birds are needed. The project 
includes both field and laboratory procedures that need to be carried out in the given way, 
therefore please, read the protocol carefully.  
 
Shortly: 
capture the bird - mark – measure – take feathers - release 
 
Detailed protocol: 
 
Samples (feathers) collection and measurements 
 

·  One bird – only one sample. Mark bird in some way (metal bands, color bands, dye 
on feathers) in order to avoid of taking the feathers from the same individual more 
than once.  

 
·  Sample at least 100 individuals. Ideally, sample all captured birds (if this would be 

possible we could also estimate a sex ratio in the migrating population). 
 

·  Due to possible differences in measurement techniques by different workers, one 
person should perform all measurements during the whole study period (if we have 
the whole set of Aquatic Warblers captured in the season we could reliably assess a 
sex ratio in the migrating population). 

 
·  Take all measurements presented on Fig. 1. Take measurements with the highest 

possible accuracy [with ruler (1 mm) and calliper (0.1 mm)]. You can change some 
measurements for such you do as a standard but keep the highest possible number of 
measurements. The point is that the function needs many variables (different 
measurements). The most important, do not change the way of measurements in the 
course of the season. Please, also weigh the birds (accuracy 1g). 

 
·  Please note also: sample no, ring no, date of capturing, birds age, any 

changes/comments. See the Table below.  
 
·  In order to extract DNA from feather you have to tear it out from the bird body since 

generally a feather is a dead item and DNA is only in the bottom part of feather. Body 
feathers are suitable and loosing some of them (ca 3) by bird should not disturb its 
physiology or/and behaviour.  

 
·  Feathers can be sealed in a plastic bag. Label the bag with appropriate number (e.g. 
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ring number or a sample number). Preferably, keep bags with feathers cold or frozen. 
The lower temperature, the slower DNA degradation process. 

 
 

GOOD LUCK! 
Figure 1. Recommended measurements. 
 
 

depth of bill [6]

length of bill [5]

tarsus [3]

claw [4]

head-bill [7]

flattened wing [1] tail [2]

depth of bill [6]

length of bill [5]

tarsus [3]

claw [4]

head-bill [7]head-bill [7]

flattened wing [1] tail [2]
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Data recording sheet (example): 
 
France [F]     
 

[1] 
number 

of 
sample 

 

[2] 
data 

of sample 
collection 

[3] 
bands/ 
marks 

[4] 
age 

[5] Measurements 
[6] 

Body 
mass 

[7] 
Comments 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

AW-1 2011-08-12 K4A 3177 1          
AW-2 2011-08-12 K4A 3178 1          
AW-3 2011-08-14 K4A 3179 1          
AW-4 2011-08-15 K4A 3180 1          
AW-5 2011-08-15 K4A 3182 >1          
 

 
 
[1] As a sample number use code for the species, hyphen and then consecutive number of 
samples, eg. AW-1; alternatively, if you ring birds use their ring number 
 
[2] Write data of capturing/sampling  
 
[3] If you ring birds write band number or color code; if you mark birds write the mark 
 
[4] Write age of the bird (use your system) 
 
[5] Measurements, see Fig. 1 
 
[6] Body mass 
 
[7] Comments. 

 
 
       
 
 
 
 
�

� �
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