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Flight identification and migration pattern of the
Oriental Honey Buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus
orientalis in southern Thailand, 2007–2014
ROBERT DECANDIDO, MARTTI SIPONEN, HENK SMIT, ANDREW PIERCE & DEBORAH ALLEN
The Oriental Honey Buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus
orientalis is the largest Pernis in the world
(Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001); a long-distance
migrant, it breeds in southern Siberia, northern
Mongolia, north-east China, North Korea and Japan
(Wells 1999) and winters mainly in South-East
Asia, Indonesia and the Philippines (Wells 2001,
Higuchi et al. 2005, Shiu et al. 2006). In this article
we summarise migration patterns of this taxon in
Thailand and Malaysia during northbound and
southbound migration. We also propose three
plumage categories to aid in-flight identification of
adult males, females and juveniles of this highly
variable raptor.
The first Oriental Honey Buzzards are seen as
early as late January on their northbound spring
migration at Tanjung Tuan, Malacca, Malaysia
(Wells 2001), with a median peak on 14–15 March
in 2009–2010 (Yeap et al. 2014). In Thailand, at
Promsri Hill, Chumphon province (Figure 1), the
peak northbound migration is mid- to late March,

with the median peak on 19 March in 2007–2008
(Figure 2, DeCandido & Nualsri 2009). Migration
counts at Tanjung Tuan are the highest in the region
with about 31,500 individuals in spring 2009 and
63,500 in spring 2010, returning to the Asian
mainland from Sumatra (Yeap et al. 2014). At
Promsri Hill in spring, peak counts were 200–300
per day in 2007–2008 (DeCandido & Nualsri 2009),
with 90% of the migrants passing in a 22-day period
(Figure 2). Northbound totals for this species in
Thailand were up to 3,000 in spring 2007 and 2008.
During southbound migration through Thailand
in 2011–2012, the first migrants were seen at Khao
Dinsor, Chumphon (Figure 1), in late August (RDC
unpubl. data), with a peak in late September and
the first half of October (Figure 3). Peak counts
were of the order of 2,000–7,000 per day. In both
years, more than 90% of adult migrants passed
Figure 2. Daily counts of migrant Oriental Honey Buzzards on
northbound migration in spring 2007–2008 at Promsri Hill,
Thailand.

Figure 1. The three major raptor migration sites in southern
Thailand: Promsri Hill (spring), Radar Hill (autumn) and Khao
Dinsor (autumn).

Figure 3. Number of migrant Oriental Honey Buzzards per day
on southbound migration at Khao Dinsor, Thailand, in autumn
2011 and 2012.
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our watch site in a 13-day period, from 30
September to 12 October. Yamaguchi et al. (2012)
have shown that the southbound migration of
orientalis over the South China Sea in autumn is
greatly affected by weather factors. Honey Buzzards
delay their departure from western Japan to take
advantage of north-east tail-winds associated with
low pressure systems moving over the Gotô-rettô
Islands to the west of Kyushu, Japan. When northeast tail-winds prevail (a feature only of the
autumn), orientalis migrate across the East China
Sea, assisted by that wind (H. Higuchi in litt.).
Figure 3 shows that, even after orientalis have been
travelling for several days, their movement en
masse is still evident in the data from Khao Dinsor,
with a significant peak in numbers around 2–8
October in both 2011 and 2012.
Autumn migration is more protracted than
spring; orientalis passes across southern Thailand
between late August and mid-November, a period
of 88 days, compared with about 55 days in spring,
between mid-February and early April. In terms of

historical numbers, in 1963 and 1964 Wells (2001)
estimated that 121,000 birds migrated south across
the Selangor plain, Malaysia, between October and
November. Our counts at Khao Dinsor from 2009
to 2013 indicate that 30,000–40,000 are seen
annually, with another 15,000–25,000 observed a
few km inland at localities such as Radar Hill
(Figure 1). Adults comprise 99% of the passage
until around 15 October, but after 20 October more
juveniles than adults were seen (Figure 4). After
winds associated with the north-east monsoon
intensify in late October, most orientalis migration
drifts further inland in Thailand, with reports of
birds over Sri Phang Nga, Phang Nga province (N.
Parker in litt.) and others as far west as Phuket on
the Andaman Sea (I. Suriwong in litt.). By the end
of October, the bulk of the migrants are juveniles,
with observers in Singapore counting as many as
400 juveniles per day in early to mid-November
(A. Ow Yong in litt.). All southbound juveniles will
spend the next 14 months in South-East Asia, and
then return north to breed for the first time.
Figure 4. Numbers of adult
male, adult female and
juvenile Oriental Honey
Buzzards identified per day
on southbound migration at
Khao Dinsor, Thailand,
autumn 2014.
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Plate 1. Oriental Honey Buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus, adult male orientalis light morph, showing full crop, Khao Dinsor, Thailand,
25 September 2012.
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Plate 2. Adult female orientalis carrying a Hymenopteran
honey comb during migration, Khao Dinsor, Thailand, 30
September 2013.

Plate 3. Adult male orientalis showing dark eye, grey head,
thick black trailing edge to the wing and dark primary tips, and
the boldly barred tail; this male has moulted the innermost of
its six primary fingers, Khao Dinsor, Thailand, 1 October 2013.

At Khao Dinsor, we estimate that up to 5% of
the migrant orientalis on southbound migration
have a full or distended crop (Plate 1), and each
year individuals are occasionally seen carrying food
including Hymenopteran honeycombs (Plate 2). We
believe that the migrating Oriental Honey Buzzard
is a 'fly-and-forage’ strategist (sensu Strandberg &
Alerstam 2007), travelling south through the Kra
Isthmus without the need for a lengthy stop-over.
It is interesting that some authors believe that the
Western Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus does not
feed during migration (see Gensbøl 1992).

black) on the tail—a broad terminal black band, a
light (almost white) sub-terminal band (equal in
width to the terminal band) and another thick black
band, partially obscured by the feathers of the vent.
Plate 3 shows a typical adult male in flight from
below.
Plate 4 shows a typical adult female in flight.
Note that the female’s sub-terminal light (white)
band is the broadest of the tail bands. Females also
have a partially grey head, grey cere and deep
yellow eye. The primary tips and trailing edge of
the wing are dark grey. There is no evidence of a
crest on birds of either sex, in flight or perched.
Males and females have comparable wingspans but
females are approximately 25% heavier than males
(Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001).
Juvenile orientalis resemble females, but note
the yellow cere and the dark olive-tan eye (Plate
5). The secondaries are more heavily barred than
those of adults, and there is no continuous (dark)
trailing edge to the wing. Although the tail pattern
is similar to that of the adult female, observers at
Khao Dinsor noted that the dark bands are equal
in width to one another. In the adult female, the
black terminal bar is the widest. We cannot as yet
distinguish juvenile males from juvenile females
in flight.

Plumage types
Perhaps the most striking feature of orientalis is
the variability of its plumage when viewed from
below. We have observed three basic plumage
types at Khao Dinsor: intermediate, light and dark,
with intermediate being the most common. These
are discussed and illustrated below.
Distinguishing adult males, adult females and
juveniles in flight is fairly straightforward. The
crucial field marks that we use to identify adult
males are: dark brown (almost black) eye, greyish
cere and solid grey head; broad black band on
trailing edge of the wing, black tips to the primary
feathers; three visible broad bands (black–light–
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Plate 6. Adult female and male torquatus, resident in
Peninsular Malaysia; both have a crest and yellow eye; the
female (left), crest lowered, has a brown head; the male (right)
has a grey head, Ipoh, Malaysia, 29 January 2003.

BirdingAsia23b.p65

ROBERT DECANDIDO

Plate 7. Adult female torquatus of the 'Tweeddale’ morph;
both males and females have yellow eyes, dark heads and a
prominent crest, Khao Dinsor, Thailand, 10 September 2013.
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Plate 4. Adult female orientalis showing yellow eye, partially
grey head, dark grey trailing edge to the wing, grey primary
tips and barred tail, with the light sub-terminal band being
the broadest, Khao Dinsor, Thailand, 1 October 2013.
Plate 5. Juvenile orientalis showing yellow cere with olive-tan
eye; note that the secondaries are more heavily barred than in
the adult, there is no solid dark trailing edge to the wing and
black tail bands are approximately equal in width, Khao
Dinsor, Thailand, 13 October 2013.
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Plate 8. Juvenile ruficollis; this race is resident in north
Thailand, Myanmar, south-central China, India and Nepal,
Thoolakharka, Nepal, 24 November 2012.

Plate 11. Adult female Western Honey Buzzard on migration,
showing the differences from Oriental Honey Buzzard (see
Plate 10), Spain, 6 May 2011.
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Plate 9. Western Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus adult male,
note the grey head with a yellow eye, Israel, 22 April 2003.

Plate 10. Adult male Western Honey Buzzard on migration;
note the five (not six) visible primaries, dark carpal patch and
different tail band pattern that distinguishes this species from
Oriental Honey Buzzard, Spain, 4 September 2013.

BirdingAsia23b.p65

31

5/28/2015, 4:08 PM

Flight identification and migration pattern of the Oriental Honey Buzzard in southern Thailand, 2007–2014

ROBERT DECANDIDO

ROBERT DECANDIDO

32

ROBERT DECANDIDO

Plate 12. Adult male orientalis, intermediate morph; the dark
gorget is clearly visible across the lower throat and foreneck,
and separates the white chin and throat from the tannish
body, Khao Dinsor, Thailand, 5 October 2012.

Plate 13. Adult male orientalis, light morph; note the
incomplete gorget which is reduced to just a few marks, Khao
Dinsor, Thailand, 30 October 2013.

Oriental Honey Buzzard race torquatus is
resident in extreme south-west Indochina,
Peninsular Malaysia, Sumatra and Borneo. The
adult male torquatus in comparison with orientalis
has a grey head, yellow eyes and a long crest (Poh
& Clark 2003); females are similar to males but
have a brown head (Plate 6). However, the

BirdingAsia23b.p65

32

Plate 14. Adult male orientalis, dark morph; the gorget is
almost impossible to see against the dark body, Khao Dinsor,
Thailand, 27 September 2013.

'Tweeddale’ morph of torquatus (see Ferguson-Lees
& Christie 2001) is present, and possibly breeds, in
the Khao Dinsor area (Plate 7); adult males and
females of this colour morph also have yellow eyes
and a prominent crest. Oriental Honey Buzzard race
ruficollis breeds in northern Thailand, Myanmar,
south-central China, India and Nepal, where it is
primarily a resident, although some individuals
may migrate a short distance each year. According
to Naoroji (2008), adult ruficollis is similar to adult
orientalis, except that ruficollis is slightly smaller
with more rounded wings. Plate 8 illustrates a
juvenile ruficollis. Finally, Western Honey Buzzard
also has a yellow eye (Plate 9), but is smaller than
orientalis and has only five (rather than six)
‘fingers’ on the open wing (Plates 10 & 11).
To distinguish the three orientalis morphs, we
look at the gorget, that part of the throat that
appears as a dark, almost black band across the
lower throat and foreneck.
In the intermediate morph, the gorget is
clearly defined, the throat is often white with a
dark mesial streak, and the overall base body colour
is different, often tan (Plate 12). In the light
morph, the gorget is reduced to a few incomplete
streaks, or is absent. It does not form a solid band
across the lower throat. The mesial streak is also
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reduced or even absent. The base colour of the body
is often the same colour as the throat (Plate 13).
Finally, the gorget in the dark morph is difficult or
impossible to see against the dark base colour of
the body. The throat is almost all dark (a small
white patch may be present near the chin) but the
throat is essentially the same dark colour as the body
(Plate 14).
We propose this classification scheme so that
researchers at different migration sites in the region
may determine which colour morphs are most
common at their watch sites, and if the pattern
changes during the season. We realise that there is
some overlap in the categories proposed herein,
and a measure of judgement is needed to classify
some birds. However, given how common this
species is at several migration sites in Asia, we
hope that the information and proposed
classification scheme will provoke discussion and
may be useful.
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