Colour aberrations in Black-headed Ibis

Black-headed Ibis Threskiornis
melanocephalus (Latham,
1790) belongs to the family
Threskiornithidae and

is categorized as ‘Near
Threatened’ under the IUCN
Red List (BirdLife International
2024).

It is a large, white-water

bird with a prominent bare
black head and neck, a long,
down-curved black bill and
its tail bears grey ornamental
feathers, both the male and
female Black-headed Ibis
(BHI) are similar in size and

appearance. Bare patches

under the wings turn a brighter

red colour during breeding
(Ali & Ripley 1987; Hancock et
al. 1992; Matheu & del Hoyo
1992).

Colour aberrations are
common among organisms.
These aberrations can be
heritable (due to genetic
mutation) or non-heritable
(due to disease, nutritional
deficiency, trauma, and
environmental pollution)
(van Grouw 2013). The six
commonest heritable colour
aberrations are, albinism,

leucism, brown, dilution, ino,
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Black-headed Ibis with a red neck pattern. © Anil Kumar Sharma.

and melanism (Mahabal et al.
2016). Melanism is a condition
in which an organism displays a
darker morphology overall or in
some areas (partial melanism)
as a result of more melanin or
its asymmetrical distribution
(van Grouw 2013).

During the study, we observed
the birds from a distance of
50-60 m by hiding ourselves
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without disturbing them and
by following all the guidelines
(Barve et al. 2020).

From 2019 till date, AKS has
observed the breeding colony
of BHI regularly at the Nehru
Talai heronry 25.3572 N &
74.6386 E, in Bhilwara,
Rajasthan, India. During this
period, BHI with two different

colour aberrations were
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Partially melanistic adult Black-headed Ibis. © Anil Kumar Sharma.

observed. In the first case, at
0832 h on 08 April 2019, the
AKS spotted a BHI with a red
neck pattern. It was completely
white, but has red-coloured
spots on its hindneck as well
as reddish on its femur and
tibiotarsus regions of the legs.
He took several photographs
of this interesting individual.
The red colour was due to the
deposition of pigment on the

skin.

In the second case, at 0900h
on 29 June 2022, AKS saw a
partially melanistic adult BHI.
It was completely white, but
had many blackish spots on
the feathers of its back and
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belly. No other physical or
behavioural abnormality in this

individual was observed.

A birdwatcher (A. Rajaram
pers. comm.) saw red colouring
on the hindneck in July 2003
but he did not describe it. This
characteristic was observed in
other members of the same
genus like Malagasy Sacred

Ibis Threskiornis bernieri

and Australian White Ibis
Threskiornis molucca but not in
T. melanocephalus (Slater et al.
1986).

A mysterious character was
recorded in BHI Threskiornis

melanocephalus during the
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breeding season (Senma

& Acharya 2009). In India,
breeding colonies of BHI have
red patches on the hindneck
(Kannan et al. 2010).

We checked all the images of
Black-headed Ibis, published
on the www.eBird.org website.
Surprisingly, only 05 images

of BHI with red neck patch

and many images of abnormal
morphology are available

on this website without any
description. We have already
analysed the impact of these
abnormal morphologies on
their breeding success (Sharma
& Tripathi 2023). In this article,
we have described the cause
of these colour aberrations
because no one has described

it on this website.

Conclusion

These kinds of colour
aberrations are originated
due to abnormal embryonic

development (mutation).

In birds, a little work has been
done, earlier on the impact of
such aberrations on breeding
success. Further genetic
analysis is suggested for “DNA
barcoding method” which can
detect such genetic changes in
Black-headed lIbis.
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