Plumage variation in African Goshawk Accipiter tachiro and its
separation from congenerics in equatorial Africa
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Variation dans le plumage de ’Autour tachiro Accipiter tachiro et la distinction de ses congéneres
en Afrique équatoriale. Le plumage de I'Autour africain Accipiter tachiro présente une grande variation
géographique et individuelle. Certains plumages liés 4 I'age et au sexe, ainsi que d’autres caractéristiques,
sont souvent mal décrits dans la lictérature. L'auteur analyse les différences morphologiques caractéristiques
et indique comment distinguer I'Autour africain d’autres especes d’Accipiter en Afrique équaroriale, avec
référence spéciale a I'Autour a flancs roux A. castanilius. Différents plumages adultes et immatures sont
illustrés et comparés a ceux d’espéces similaires et sympatriques du genre Accipiter.

Summary. African Goshawk Accipiter tachiro displays remarkable geographical and individual variation;
some of these plumages and other characteristics are often poorly described in the literature. Here I discuss
the distincrive features and indicate how to separate African Goshawks from other Accipiter species in
equatorial Africa, with special reference to Chestnut-flanked Sparrowhawk A. castanilius. Various adult and

immature plumages are illustrated and compared with those of sympatric congenerics.

frican Goshawk Accipiter tachiro is one of the

commonest raptors in African forests and
woodlands. However, in the field as well as in the
museum tray, the species can be easily confused
with others of the same genus. Indeed, individual
morphological variation is quite extensive, and
the species also displays remarkable geographical
variation, whilst some age- and sex-related
plumages and other characteristics are often
poorly described in the literature. Because the
species’ breeding season is prolonged in equatorial
regions (yet seasonal elsewhere) and post-juvenile
moult can take almost 12 months, moulting birds
can be present virtually year-round here. These
birds in post-juvenile moult are especially tricky to
identify. Like all Accipiter species worldwide, size
dimorphism is the rule, with the female being the
larger of the sexes: in African Goshawk the wing-
chord of females is up to ¢.15% longer than that
of males in Cameroon and up to ¢.19% longer
in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo
(hereafter DRC; also Congo-Kinshasa). Weight
differences are even more important: the female
usually weighs almost twice as much as the male
(Louette 2001, 2003). Although the forest forms
are monomorphic in colour, with both sexes being
~colourful, Chapin (1932) already noted that in the
woodland forms ‘females have much less rufous
on flanks and tbiae [than males] and often none
at all’.

Taxonomy .
The taxonomy of the genus Accipiter is not yet
entirely clear. Robust results from molecular
studies are best awaited in order to decide on
the number of species in each of the three
complexes (or ‘superspecies’)—Shikra A. badius
(and relatives), African Litcle Sparrowhawk A.
minullus (plus Red-thighed Sparrowhawk A.
erythropus) and African Goshawk (which has
several recognisable forms). Stresemann (1923)
unified, purely on morphological grounds, all of
the described taxa into a single species in each
of these three cases. Then followed a long period
of taxonomic stability and some recent works
(Kemp & Kemp 1998, Borrow & Demey 2001,
2004, Ferguson-Lees & Christic 2001, Allan
2005) still consider African Goshawk as a single
species. Under any of the phylogenetic species
concepts, which tend to afford species rank to
all recognisable forms, other works prefer to
split African Goshawk into two species: African
Goshawk A. tachiro sensu stricto and ‘Red-chested
Goshawk™ A. toussenelii (Kemp 1994, Clark &
Davies 2000, Sinclair & Ryan 2003) and this
will also be the case in a forthcoming field guide
to African raptors (W. S. Clark pers. comm.).
All recent works retain Shikra as one species but
separate African Little Sparrowhawk from Red-
thighed Sparrowhawk.

Helbig er al. (2002) proposed guidelines
for assigning species rank, and, anticipating the
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results of molecular work by ML’s team of
the Royal Museum for Central Africa (RMCA),
Tervuren, Belgium, it appears that it 1s stll quite
acceptable to provisionally apply the concept of
‘superspecies’ in the case of African Goshawk.
There are behavioural arguments too, besides
their morphological resemblance (Dowsett &
Dowsett-Lemaire 1993). However, hybridisation
between the woodland form tachiro and the
forest form toussenelii is not yet proven in the
contact region in Kivu, DRC (Louette 2003; and
preliminary molecular work at the RMCA), and
the plumage of some aberrant individuals might
be due to age or individual variation. I therefore
prefer to employ the term paraspecies for tachiro
on the one hand, and for roussenelii on the other
(Louette 2003, 2007). Each paraspecies has four
morphologically identifiable regional populations
consequently treated here as subspecies.

In mainland equartorial regions, there is
just one subspecies in the paraspecies tachiro
(sparsimfasciatus, which occurs from Angola to
Somalia), but three in the paraspecies toussenelit
(from west to east: macroscelides, from Senegal
to westernmost Cameroon; nominate toussenelii,

from Cameroon to western DRC; and canescens,
in central and eastern DRC) (see Fig. 1). The close
relationship of all subspecies of African Goshawk
is demonstrable when examining the endemic
island forms. The subspecies lopezi, restricted o
Bioko Island, in the Gulf of Guinea, is a member
of the toussenelii paraspecies. It is well saturated
with rufous below, especially on the breast, flanks
and thighs and, in some, on the throat, the latter
a feature unique to this population, although 1t
s derived from macroscelides (Louette 2001). On
the opposite side of Africa, subspecies pembaensis,
a member of the tachiro paraspecies, is endemic
to Pemba Island, off Tanzania. This bird is more
deeply coloured than its founder population,
sparsimfasciatus in mainland Tanzania and on
Zanzibar (Louette 1995).

The isolated Ethiopian form unduliventer,
which persists within ‘ecological islands’, 1s
intermediate in coloration between the two
paraspecies. According to the preliminary
molecular resuls, it could either be included in
the tachiro paraspecies or separated in its own,
third, paraspecies.
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Figure 1. Distribution of African Goshawk Accipiter tachiro subspecies.

Répartition des sous-especes de I'Autour tachiro Accipiter tachiro.
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