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Abstract—Counts of the black-faced spoonbill were conducted on Furugelm Island in 2021 and 2025. Since
the discovery of a single breeding pair in 2003, their number steadily increased, reaching 41 pairs in 2025. Two
adult birds recorded from the colony in 2025 were identified as hybrids with the Eurasian spoonbill (Platalea
leucorodia), which represented 2.4% of the total breeding population.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the rarest bird species in the world, the

black-faced spoonbill (Platalea minor Temminck et
Schlegel, 1849), is included on the IUCN Red List
and on the Red Data Books of all countries within its
range. It inhabits islands off the coast of the Yellow Sea
in eastern and northeastern China and off the western
coast of the Korean Peninsula [4]. In Russia, it breeds
on Furugelm Island in Peter the Great Bay, Sea of
Japan [2].

Over the past 30 years, the global abundance of the
black-faced spoonbill has grown significantly, from
535 individuals in 1997 to 6162 in 2022 [14], represent-
ing more than a tenfold rise. In Russia, the number of
breeding individuals increased from one pair in 2003
[2] to 16 pairs by 2019 [6]. Despite this, many experts
predict future declines due to the potential loss of large
areas of critical habitats, especially at wintering
grounds, caused by coastal infrastructure develop-
ment [7]. Furthermore, by 1988, the global abundance
was estimated at fewer than 300 individuals and had
undergone a bottleneck, which resulted in reduced

genetic diversity [9] and increased susceptibility to
various diseases.

The backcrossing events that produce fertile off-
spring within the black-faced spoonbill population [8,
12] may provide gene f low from another species,
thereby diversifying the gene pool and potentially
enhancing adaptability to changing environmental
conditions.

Hybrid individuals exhibit a morphology interme-
diate between the black-faced spoonbill and the Eur-
asian spoonbill (Platalea leucorodia Linnaeus, 1758).
Hybrid birds have larger bodies, longer bills, and lon-
ger legs than in black-faced spoonbills, a narrow band
of black bare skin on the lores extending to the eyes, a
small yellow bare chin, and no bare throat [8].

In Russia, on Furugelm Island, hybrids between
P. leucorodia and P. minor have been recorded since
2006, when one of three feeding pairs of black-faced
spoonbills was found to be mixed, consisting of an
adult black-faced spoonbill and a Eurasian spoonbill
that had not yet acquired its final breeding plumage.
The birds cooperatively fed the chick that resembled a
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Fig. 1. General view of the main part of the black-faced spoonbill (Platalea minor) colony on Furugelm Island (May 24, 2021):
(a) view from the sea; (b) view from a cliff on the island. Photo by I.M. Tiunov.

(b)

(a)
typical juvenile black-faced spoonbill. In 2009, a sex-
ually mature female Eurasian spoonbill was present at
the colony, and a black-faced spoonbill was observed
attempting to mate with her, although no breeding
occurred [3]. In July and August 2023, dozens of
spoonbills were regularly observed in coastal lagoons
along the western coast of Peter the Great Bay, from
Cape Ostrovok Falshivy to Lake Pervaya Protoka. The
maximum number of birds, 112 individuals, was
recorded on September 8, of which only 17 exhibited
evident characteristics of the Eurasian spoonbill,
P. leucorodia; the vast majority of the others were
identified as black-faced spoonbills or hybrids between
the two species [1].

Due to the growing number of hybrid records, the
main goal of this study, in addition to monitoring the
only black-faced spoonbill colony in Russia, was to
identify hybrids and estimate their number among
breeding birds.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Counts were conducted on May 24, 2021, and
within the periods from April 27 to May 3 and from
May 20 to 22, 2025. Observations were made from the
sea and from the observation points on the adjacent
cliffs of the island. For this, handheld BPC5 binocu-
lars (8 × 30) and Nikon D500 and D810 cameras with
lenses equivalent to 24–1200 mm were used. A total of
766 photographs taken in 2025 were analyzed to iden-
tify hybrids.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In 2021 and 2025, the Furugelm Island colony of
black-faced spoonbills was located on an unnamed
cape between Cape Klavdia and Cape Kesarya
(42°27′46.18″ N, 130°55′31.74″ E) (Fig. 1).

In 2021, 19 inhabited nests containing clutches or
chicks of varying ages were recorded. In 2025, the first
census documented 31 nests, some of which were
empty, while others contained clutches. The observa-
 No. 3  2026
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Fig. 2. Dynamics of the black-faced spoonbill (Platalea minor) abundance during nesting on Furugelm Island in 2003–2025 [1–
3, 5, 6, 10].
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tions from May 20 to 22 revealed 39 nests, three of
which were still empty, but single birds or pairs stayed
nearby that continued construction. The remaining
nests contained clutches of one to four eggs or various-
aged chicks.

A detailed examination of the footage revealed
three additional nests. Thus, the total number of nest-
ing pairs in the third 10-day period of May reached 41,
representing the highest count of black-faced spoon-
bills for over 20 years of their breeding on Furugelm
Island. The trend of progressive population growth is
clearly evident (Fig. 2).

In addition to nesting birds, the colony was visited
by immature individuals that often formed small
f locks, arrived for short periods, and rested on the
rocks. Based on rough estimates, their total number
was approximately 30. Overall, excluding nestlings,
110–120 black-faced spoonbills visited Furugelm
Island in 2025.

It should be noted that traits such as the larger body
size, the longer bill and legs, and the size, shape, and
color of the bare throat area are of limited use for iden-
tifying hybrids in the field. The yellow pattern on the
distal upper beak, which is consistently present in
adult P. leucorodia but typically absent in black-faced
spoonbills, cannot reliably indicate hybrid origin as
well. The high-quality photographs showed that this
pattern was present, to varying degrees, in 42.3% of
adult birds visiting the colony. In our view, the most
reliable indicator of hybrid origin was the band of bare
skin on the lores, which is wider in hybrids than in
Eurasian spoonbills, but much narrower than in black-
faced spoonbills. Based on this criterion, only two
adult birds observed in the colony in 2025 could be
classified as hybrids (Fig. 3), representing 2.4% of the
total breeding population.
RUSSIAN JOUR
The observed hybrid individuals closely resembled
black-faced spoonbills [8, 12]. Therefore, careful
monitoring of their numbers at breeding sites, includ-
ing Furugelm Island, is needed to assess the extent of
hybridization and to track this process over time.
Hybridization between the two species may result in a
certain proportion of hybrids occurring in P. leucoro-
dia colonies in inland waters. In addition, black-faced
spoonbills have been recorded overwintering in inland
waters of China together with Eurasian Spoonbills in
recent decades [7, 11, 13].

Historically, the black-faced spoonbill was
regarded as an exclusively coastal marine species, with
its breeding and wintering grounds confined to marine
coastal areas, unlike the Eurasian spoonbill that
inhabits reed beds of inland waters. This made
P. minor highly vulnerable to any environmental
changes. The records of the black-faced spoonbill
from inland wetlands may be associated with hybrid-
ization with P. leucorodia and subsequent backcross-
ing. This may lead to the loss of its status as an exclu-
sively coastal marine species and provides significant
potential for population growth through range expan-
sion further into the mainland. Furthermore, over-
wintering in inland wetland complexes, which are less
vulnerable to environmental change, may enhance
survival and conservation of this rare species.
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Fig. 3. Hybrids of the black-faced spoonbill (Platalea minor) and the Eurasian spoonbill (P. leucorodia) on Furugelm Island:
(a) May 2, 2025; (b) May 22, 2025. Photo by D.V. Korobov.
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