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Short Notes — Notes Courtes

The first record of Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus in SW Cameroon

The Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus is a cosmopolitan species, breeding in the
Holarctic and Neotropic regions. It is partially migratory, especially in the northern
part of its range (Hoyo et al. 1999). European Short-eared Owls winter mainly in the
northern Afrotropics (Cramp 1985), but small numbers cross the Sahara to Mali, Sudan,
Ethiopia, and irregularly to Somalia and Kenya (Moreau 1972, Lamarche 1980,
Britton 1982). Other records are known from Mauritania (Gee 1984, Lamarche 1988),
Senegal (Morel & Morel 1990, Rodwell et al. 1996, Sauvage & Rodwell 1998), The
Gambia (Barlow et al. 1997), Guinea (Morel & Morel 1988), Liberia (Gatter 1997),
Niger (Giraudoux et al. 1998) and Nigeria (Velmala & Gustafsson 2003).

On 14 January 2008 (c. 10h00), we flushed a Short-eared Owl on a lava flow in
the southern foothills of Mt Cameroon (SW Province, Cameroon, 4°13'0"N,
9°10"21"E, 100 m a.s.l.). The owl was hidden between lava stones and took off at c.
10 m distance. It had a wingspan of c. 1 m. The upperparts were buff with dark
streaks, and with several dark stripes on the tail. The underparts were not seen well,
but the underwings were very pale with dark wing tips and carpal patches. We did not
notice ear tufts, and the eyes were bright yellow. The flight was slow and low,
alternating wing beats with gliding. The owl disappeared between lava stones after a
40-50 m flight. We did not find any pellets in the area.

This species can be confused with Marsh Owl A. capensis, but the latter has dark
upperparts and eyes (Borrow & Demey 2001). Such a misidentification was probably
the case for supposed Short-eared Owl records in The Gambia (Gore 1981, Smalley
1983). Our observation was during daylight and at close range, which enabled us to
determine the species correctly. The combination of pale upperparts with dark streaks
and dark carpal patches excludes confusion with Barn Owl Tyto alba and African
Grass Owl T. capensis. African Grass Owl (which has dark carpal patches) is only
locally uncommon in the area (Borrow & Demey 2001, Dowsett-Lemaire 2001), and
often inhabits grassy habitats near freshwater. There are no freshwater surfaces within
several km of the lava flow; there is only the Atlantic coast and some freshwater
streams springing near the beach. Furthermore, all of us have previous field
experience with Short-eared Owl in Europe, while JR has experience with other
African owl species including similar ones (Riegert et al. in press).

Mt Cameroon erupted in March 1999, when the forest and surrounding oil-palm
plantations were fragmented by black lava flows (alcalic basalt), extending 6—7 km
from the main crater. The lava flow is now experiencing a primary succession. Lava
flow is similar open terrain to other habitats occupied by the species, while ssp. A. f.
galapagoensis is well known to inhabit lava fields in the Galapagos Islands (Groot 1983).
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To date, there is only one record of Short-eared Owl in Cameroon (Messemaker
2003): an individual found dead at Mare Mdawe in the far north (11°25'N, 14°34'E)
in January 2001. Our record represents one of the southernmost winter occurrences of
the species in Africa; similar to that where Short-eared Owl was seen in Liberia
(Gatter 1997) and Kenya (Lewis & Pomeroy 1989). Records near the Cameroon
border are known from N Nigeria near L Chad, where the species was seen four times
(Elgood et al. 1994, Velmala & Gustafsson 2003); although some of these were
considered doubtful (Elgood et al. 1994), the most recent one was supported by a
photograph (see Velmala & Gustafsson 2003).

We wish to thank MSM (6007665801) and GAAV (IAA601410709) for financial
support.
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On the occurrence of the Alpine Swift Apus melba in Nigeria

The Alpine Swift Apus melba is a not uncommon to rare Palaearctic winter visitor to
W Africa (Keith et al. 1988), whose winter distribution is not adequately known in the
region (Borrow & Demey 2001). For Nigeria, the known distribution extends only to
about 7° N. However, there are two records from Cameroon, at 4-5° N, close to the
Nigerian border (Borrow & Demey 2001). Here, we add four observations of large
flocks of Alpine Swifts from the Cross River National Park, in SE Nigeria, suggesting
that the species may regularly winter in this region. Observations were part of an
ornithological survey in the Okwangwo Division of the Cross River NP, conducted
in the surroundings of Bashu Okpambe village (C. 6°6'N, 9°8’E) from 1 to 26 Nov
2006.

Our observations are as follows (with minimum number of birds recorded): two
flocks, of 40 and 30 birds, 16 Nov; 50 birds, 20 Nov; five birds, 24 Nov. The first and
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