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The identification of stints Calidris has received much attention in recent 
years. Three major papers, all with the same outstanding paintings by 

Lars Jonsson, were published in 1984 (Jonsson & Grant; Jonsson; Jonsson 
& Veit); and four problem stints in Britain were discussed by Grant 
(1986). 

This has resulted in a wealth of information, to which little can be 
added. We feel, however, that it would be useful to comment further on 
some potentially confusing variation in the range of juvenile plumages of 
Red-necked C. ruficollis and Long-toed Stints C. subminuta. We have 
thoroughly studied these on trips to eastern Asia in 1982 and 1984 (and 
also juvenile Semipalmated C. pusilla, Western C. mauri and Least 
Sandpipers C. minutilla in North America in 1981, 1982 and 1984), as well 
as in a number of photographs and skins. A few comments on the summer 
plumage of Long-toed Stint are also included, but, as our experience of 
Least Sandpiper in this plumage is very limited, a lot more could probably 
be added. 

Confusion between juvenile Red-necked and Little Stints 
The two illustrations by Jonsson of juvenile Red-necked Stints, their three 
accompanying texts, and Grant (1986), imply that in this plumage it is 
rather easily separated from juvenile Little Stint C. minuta. Grant (1986) 
stated for Red-necked: 'bill of Red-necked averages shorter, straighter and 
blunter-tipped.' Jonsson & Grant added for Red-necked: 'bulky-bodied 
with long body-line and a t t enua t ed rear-end, mainly an effect of 
comparatively short legs and long wings and tail . . . crown typically 
lacking strong split-supercilium or "r idge" effect . . . mantle V and 
scapular V both faint or lacking . . . general coloration and pattern of 
innerwing-coverts and lower scapulars rather plain and grey, contrasting 

360 {Brit. Birds 82: 360-372, August 1989] 
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with blackish-centred, rufous-fringed upper scapulars and mantle feath
ers; tertials with rather pale greyish centres, blackish shaft streaks and 
whitish fringes (any rufous tones on fringes confined to near tip) . . . [and] 
. . . breast-side streaking extensive, faint and usually diffuse.' Jonsson & 
Veit added: 'The breast band is distinctly darker and grayer, not as buffy 
as that of a Little Stint in fresh plumage. ' While these comments can be 
correctly applied to many Red-necked Stints, and while Jonsson ' s 
paintings are perfect illustrations of what many Red-necked Stints look 
like, many other individuals are much more similar to Little Stint (plates 
249-251); and in such cases some of the above-cited characters cannot be 
applied. 

The structural differences, although usually fairly obvious, are often of 
little or no help. For example, the bill shape of Red-necked Stint can be 
extremely similar to that of many Little Stints. It is true that Red-necked 
Stint only rarely shows rather sharply defined, narrow, pale lateral crown-
stripes, unlike most Little Stints, but Red-neckeds almost invariably show 
paler, greyer and usually more finely streaked sides to the crown, usually 
contrasting with a distinct dark central 'ridge' (as well illustrated by 
Jonsson; see also plates 249-252). 

Some Red-necked Stints show fairly prominent white mantle lines, 
definitely as clear as on many poorly marked Little Stints; even on well-
marked Red-necked Stints, however, they are usually less distinct at the 
rear than on Littles. 

The lower scapulars are often extensively dark, without the typically 
anchor-shaped subterminal markings; thus, they may be very similar to 
those of Little Stint (see plates 249 & 250). In most cases, however, as in 
plate 250, the feathers of the lowest row of scapulars are not quite so 
blackish as on Little. 

The lesser and median coverts are usually not quite so pale grey as on 
Jonsson ' s paint ings, and they frequently look considerably darker-
centred, sometimes also with distinct rufous fringes (e.g. plates 249 & 
251). The centres are, however, probably never so dark as on a normal 
Little Stint, and the fringes are less contrast ing and more diffuse. 
Moreover, when present, the rufous is usually confined to the tips (edges 
normally paler, as shown by Jonsson); on Little, the pattern is often the 
reverse (rufous edges and whitish tips). Also, the greater coverts and 
tertials often look darker than on Jonsson's paintings. The centres of the 
innermost greater coverts and of the tertials are never blackish, unlike on 
Little Stint. That seems to be the most consistent plumage difference 
between the two species. It is often necessary to view those feathers from 
different angles to be sure of the actual colour; under certain light 
conditions, dark centres may look paler, and, conversely, paler centres 
sometimes look darker than they actually are. The edges of the tertials 
may be rather distinctly rufous (plates 249 & 251), but, typically, they are 
less sharply defined and less contrasting than on Little Stint. 

The breast pattern usually differs distinctly from that of Little Stint. As 
stated by Jonsson & Veit, this is usually darker and greyer than on Little 
Stint, the darker tone often extending across the breast as a fairly wide 
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pectoral band. The sides of the breast in particular, however, may be 
rather strongly orange-tinged. The streaking on the sides of the breast 
shows great variability, but is almost always distinctly different from that 
of Little Stint. Some individuals show no obvious streaking at all, while 
others have a few very fine and sharply defined streaks. Some have more 
diffuse, but still small and not very dark, streaks/spots; compared with 
Little Stint, the streaks are fainter and finer and often more diffuse. 
Rarely, the streaking approaches that of a poorly marked Little Stint. The 
streaking is not, however, necessarily more extensive than on Little Stint. 

A minor additional difference is that the dark of the ear-coverts 
generally reaches to the eye on Red-necked, whereas on Little there is 
usually a paler area just behind the eye (as illustrated by Jonsson). The 
head pattern often looks duskier on Red-necked. 

The easiest and safest way to distinguish Red-necked from Little is by 
call (contra Jonsson & Grant 1984). The normal flight call of Red-necked is 
a 'kreet', 'kreep', 'chreek' or similar, either fairly 'straight' or with slight 
inflection of the 'ee'. It sounds rather similar to the normal flight calls of 
Semipalmated Sandpiper and to some of the flight calls of Western 
Sandpiper . Compared with Semipa lmated Sandpiper , the voice is 
generally more shrill and slightly more 'cracked', and often slightly 
higher-pitched, too; and the V sound tends to be a little less distinct. It is 
generally slightly lower-pitched and slightly less drawn out than the calls 
of Western. Other calls often heard from Red-necked are, for example, 
'krep', 'kiep' and 'klyt', the latter recalling the flight call of Sanderling C. 
alba; these calls are usually mixed with the calls first described. 

To summarise, the very Little-Stint-like Red-necked Stints can usually 
be d is t inguished from Litt le Stints by a combinat ion of p lumage 
characters, in particular the pattern of the tertials and innermost greater 
coverts and of the breast. The call will always separate a Red-necked from 
a Little Stint. 

Confusion with Semipalmated Sandpiper 
Another, even greater and largely overlooked, problem is the separation of 
some Red-necked Stints from Semipalmated Sandpipers . Some are 
actually so similar that, to be 100% sure of the species, the presence or 
absence of webbing between the toes should be seen. 

Structurally, the two species are usually very similar. The bill and the 
legs tend to be shorter on Red-necked; the very long bills of some 
Semipalmated Sandpipers (mainly females from eastern populations) are 
not matched by any Red-necked. The rear end tends to look slightly 
longer, and the primary projection is usually a little longer on Red
necked, but apparently there is some overlap. 

Even on those less-rufous Red-necked Stints (mainly worn individuals), 
the upper scapulars are usually more contrastingly rufous than on 
Semipalmated, but there is some overlap here, too. 

The pattern of the lower scapulars is highly variable on both species, 
and is generally not separable. There is a tendency for the dark centres to 
be more extremely anchor-shaped on Semipalmated and more drop-
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249. Juvenile Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, J a p a n , September 1984 (Urban Olsson). 
Extremely Little-Stint-like, but note paler centres to tertials and inner greater coverts 

250. Juvenile Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, Japan , September 1984 (Urban Olsson). Rather 
Little-Stint-like, but note pattern of breast, wing-coverts and tertials, and lack of white V on 

mantle 

2 5 1 . Juvenile Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, Japan, September 1984 (Urban Olsson). Little-
Stint-like. Note pattern of breast, inner greater coverts and tertials. White mantle lines less 

well marked at rear end than on normal Little Stint 

[The inclusion of plates 249-269 in colour has been subsidised by a donation from ZEISS West dernmny] 
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252. Juvenile Red-necked Sunt Catidris ruficollis, Japan, September 1984 (Urban Olsson). 
Semipalmaled-Sandpiper-like individual. Note head pattern and compare with Semipalma-

ted in plate 253 

253. Juvenile Semipalmaled Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, New York, USA, August 1984 (Urban 
Olsson). Cap very bright on this individual 

254. Juvenile Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, Japan, September 1984 (Urban Olsson). Cf. 
Semipalmaled Sandpiper in plale 255, especially head pattern 
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255. Juvenile Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla, New York, USA, August 1984 (Urban 
Olssori). Red-necked is never so long-billed 

256. Juvenile Red-necked Stint Calidri:\ ruficollis, Japan, September 1984 (Urban Olsson). Rather 
dull individual 

257. Juvenile Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, Japan, September 1984 (Urban Olsson). Rather 
dull individual 
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258. Juvenile Western Sandpiper Calidns mauri, Washington, USA, August 1984 (Urban 
Olsson). Short-billed individual, confusable with Red-necked Stint, but note distinct head 

pattern and deep rufous band along upper scapulars to tips of tertials 

259. Juvenile Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta, J apan , September 1984 (Urban Olsson). 
Classic, fresh individual. Note prominence of supercilium in front of eye, dark forehead 
connecting with loral stripe ('anterior loral spot ') , and pattern of lores, breast and wing-

coverts. Cf. Least Sandpiper in plate 260 

260. Juvenile Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla, Massachusetts, USA, September 1981 {Lars 
Jonsson) 
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261.Juvenile Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta,Japan, September 1984 (Urban Olssori). Rather 
worn and bleached, showing little contrast between scapulars and wing-coverts, but 

otherwise normal. Cf. Least Sandpiper in plate 262 

262. Juvenile Least Sandpiper Calidris minu-
tilla, Washington, USA, August 1984 (Urban 

Olssori). Cf. plate 261 

2 6 3 . Long- toed St in t Calidris subminuta, 
Japan , May 1986 (Yasuo Ueki). Fairly normal. 
Cf. Leas t in p l a t e s 265 & 266. Breas t 
s t reaked right across on this individual; 
forehead appears pale jus t above bill base 

264. Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta, H o n g Kong, April 1986 (Tim Loseby). Classic 
individual, but note rather indistinct supercilium 
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265. Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla, Man
itoba, Canada, J u n e 1982 (Dennis Paulson). 
Typical. Breast rather sparsely marked in 

centre 

2 6 6 . Leas t S a n d p i p e r Calidris minutilla, 
Washington, USA, May 1986 (Dennis Paul
son). No te sca l loped edge to i nne rmos t 

visible greater covert 

267. Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla, USA, 
May 1984 (Lars Jonsson). Unusually bright 
(cf. p la te 268). Note scalloped edges to 
inne rmos t ter t ial and inne rmos t g rea te r 

coverts 

268. Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta, Hong 
Kong, April 1986 (Tim Loseby). Dull indi
vidual . Forehead not appear ing dark, at 

least from this angle. Cf. plate 267 

269. Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, Japan , September 1984 (Kaoru Ishie). Note very grey 
impression 
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shaped on Red-necked. Some Red-necked show all-grey lower scapulars, 
with only a blackish shaft-streak (and whitish tip). That pattern is perhaps 
never seen on all of the lower scapulars on Semipalmated, on which at 
least the rearmost always seem to be the more strongly marked. 

Red-necked Stint generally starts the post-juvenile moult distinctly 
earlier than Semipalmated Sandpiper (and Little Stint), usually being first 
apparent on the mantle and upper scapulars, thus reducing the effect of 
the contrastingly rufous-fringed upper scapulars. 

On average, the pale fringes to the coverts are slightly less distinct and 
slightly more diffuse on Red-necked. Some Semipalmateds show dark 
subterminal markings on the innermost greater coverts, which are 
probably never present on Red-necked Stint. 

The breast pattern is very similar on the two species; that Semipalma
ted is, on average, slightly more strongly marked is of no assistance in the 
field. The darker and more prominent pectoral band of many Red-necked 
Stints can be of some help. 

The head pattern is by far the most reliable plumage character 
separating Red-necked Stint from Semipalmated Sandpiper. On Red
necked, the sides of the crown are almost invariably distinctly greyer and 
more finely streaked than the centre of the crown; a dark central ridge is 
thus formed. On Semipalmated, the crown is very evenly coloured and 
streaked, creating a distinct capped appearance. On some fresh Semi
palmated Sandpipers, the entire crown is very bright rufous, unlike that of 
Red-necked Stint. The supercilium is generally less distinct on Red
necked, and the upper demarcation is usually less clear-cut than on 
Semipalmated because of the paler grey sides of the crown. Moreover, the 
lores tend to be more extensively dark on Red-necked (a lot of overlap 
here, though), and the ear-coverts are often paler than on Semipalmated, 
often being concolorous with the hindneck, which is only rarely so on 
Semipalmated. The latter points were also made by Jonsson & Veit. 

To summarise, Red-necked Stint can be extremely similar to Semipal
mated Sandpiper. The best plumage character for their separation is the 
head pattern, particularly the contrastingly darker centres of the crown of 
Red-necked. 

Confusion with Western Sandpiper 
Confusion could also arise with exceptionally short-billed Western 
Sandpipers; even a short-billed Western (plate 258), however, has a 
proportionately longer and usually finer-tipped and less-straight bill than 
any Red-necked. Moreover, the rufous upper scapulars are usually even 
more prominent on Western; the 'face' usually looks 'cleaner', whiter and 
generally more distinctly patterned (usually more distinct supercilium, 
especially behind the eye, and usually narrower loral stripe); and the 
breast is generally paler and more distinctly streaked on the sides. 

Identification of juvenile Long-toed Stint and Least Sandpiper 
In juvenile plumage, the head pattern of Long-toed Stint usually differs 
significantly from that of Least Sandpiper, as stated by Jonsson & Grant, 
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Fig. 1. Juvenile Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta (Per Alstrom). Supercilium often poorly 
denned above/behind eye, but distinct and bulbous in front of eye 

Jonsson and Jonsson & Veit. A few comments could, however, be made on 
some of their statements. 

It is true that the supercilium of Long-toed is usually whiter and more 
prominent than that of Least, but that is consistent only in front of (and to 
a lesser degree above) the eye. Behind the eye, the supercilium of Long-
toed is frequently rather poorly marked, and it is not so long as Jonsson 
has shown it to be (not longer than on Least; e.g. plate 259 and fig. 1). In 
front of the eye, the supercilium of Long-toed is virtually unmarked and 
widens to form a clear-cut whitish 'drop' or 'bulb' . That characteristic 
shape is formed because the dark of the loral stripe is narrower in the 
middle (see below) and because the dark of the forehead reaches to the 
base of the bill and connects with the loral stripe. 

There is usually a distinct difference between the two species in the 
pattern of the lores. It is shown byjonsson 's illustrations and mentioned 
in the text by both Jonsson and Jonsson & Veit. It should, however, be 
pointed out that it is not usual for the lores of Long-toed to be quite so 
pale as injonsson 's paintings, or as in plate 261. The crucial point is that, 
on Long-toed, the loral stripe appears to be bisected in the centre (fig. 1); 
i.e. it is formed by two spots which barely meet in the centre. 

Long-toed usually shows a paler area on the ear-coverts, just behind the 
eye, as on Least Sandpiper (contra Jonsson & Grant, Jonsson and Jonsson 
& Veit). Although subtle, the shape of the dark patch on the ear-coverts 
tends to differ between the two species. On Long-toed, it is typically 
restricted to the upper rear end of the ear-coverts (fig. 1), whereas on 
Least it usually reaches farther down the rear end of the ear-coverts (as 
perfectly shown by Jonsson). 

Pale lateral crown-stripes are not commonly seen on juvenile Long-toed 
Stints (but see adults below), although when present they are characteris
tic. 

The mantle is normally very distinctly striped blackish and rufous on 
Long-toed, which is probably never so clear on Least (as first pointed out 
to us by Dennis Paulson). That, too, can be seen on Jonsson's paintings, 
but it is not mentioned in the accompanying texts. 

The contrastingly 'whitish tips and fringes on innerwing-coverts' of 
Long-toed described by Jonsson & Grant, Jonsson and Jonsson & Veit, 
and shown on Jonsson's plates, is usually a very good field mark, but, 
rarely, Long-toed shows rufous fringes to the coverts, and on worn 
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individuals the contrast with the upperparts is not always obvious. 
Another character shown by Jonsson and described by Jonsson and 
Jonsson & Veit is that the dark centres of the lesser and median coverts 
break their pale fringes at the tips, whereas on Least these pale fringes are 
complete. That, too, is usually a reliable character, but it should be 
pointed out that on some (mainly worn) Leasts the dark centres may 
break the pale fringe in a similar way. 

Jonsson & Grant stated that 'breast-streaking (over buff wash) averages 
more complete on Least, often forming breastband, whereas breast-centre 
often paler or unstreaked on Long-toed'. Jonsson & Veit claimed 
otherwise: 'The breast is finely streaked, more extensively than in a Least 
Sandpiper, so that the streaks more often continue to the center.' We feel 
that there is much overlap between the two species in the amount of 
streaking in the centre of the breast, and that this character is thus of no 
significance; Long-toed tends to be whiter, less buffish, than Least in the 
centre of the breast. 

The breast streaking does, however, usually still differ significantly 
between the two species. The streaks on the sides of the breast are usually 
distinctly finer on Long-toed, not so coarse and 'spotty' as on Least, and 
the streaking generally continues obviously farther down the sides of the 
lower breast/upper flanks on Long-toed. That is fairly well shown by 
Jonsson (compare also plates 259 and 261 with 260 and 262). 

To summarise, juvenile Long-toed is usually quite easily told from 
juvenile Least on the structural differences described by Jonsson & Grant, 
Jonsson and Jonsson & Veit; the proportionately shorter bill of Long-toed 
is often obvious, too. Other differences include: usually pale base to the 
lower mandible (extremely rarely on Least, too); head pattern (particu
larly the dark of the forehead reaching the base of the bill and connecting 
with the loral stripe, which tends to be, or actually is, bisected; and the 
distinct, sharply defined, whitish, bulbous supercilium in front of the eye; 
also, distinct lateral crown-stripes, when present, clearly indicate Long-
toed); generally more distinctly striped mantle, with usually more distinct 
white V on sides; usually contrastingly pale fringes to the lesser and 
median coverts, with the dark centre piercing the pale fringe at the tip; 
usually more finely streaked sides of breast, with the streaking generally 
reaching farther down; and call (as described by Jonsson & Grant, Jonsson 
and Jonsson & Veit). 

Identification of summer Long-toed Stint 
Long-toed and Least are much more difficult to separate in summer 
plumage than in juvenile plumage. 

The supercilium of Long-toed is generally less well marked in summer 
plumage than on juveniles, and frequently as poorly marked as on Least. 
It is usually not distinctly bulbous in front of the eye as on juveniles. A 
clear split-supercilium is frequently seen in summer plumage. A few Least 
Sandpipers, too, show a rather distinct split-supercilium, but the majority 
lack that feature. The loral stripe of summer Long-toed is broader and 
usually not so obviously narrower in the centre as on juvenile; still, it 
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tends to be less broad than on Least, especially in the centre. The dark of 
the forehead of Long-toed does not always connect with the loral stripe, 
and occasionally the dark does not even appear to reach all the way to the 
base of the bill (plates 263 and 268). On summer adult Least, however, the 
dark of the forehead often reaches to the base of the bill and may even 
seem to meet the loral stripe, unlike on juvenile plumage. On Long-toed, 
the malar area tends to be less heavily streaked (in comparison with 
Least), particularly immediately below the loral stripe. 

The pattern of the mantle, including the pale V-mark, seems to be of 
little importance for identification, since there is much overlap between 
the two species. The differences in breast pattern are also usually less 
pronounced than on juveniles, since the sides of the breast are generally 
more coarsely marked on Long-toed in summer plumage than in juvenile. 
The streaking generally reaches slightly farther down the flanks on Long-
toed. On average, Long-toed shows a less complete breastband, but there 
is much overlap. 

Rarely, Least shows very broad and brightly coloured edges to the 
scapulars, tertials and some coverts and so looks very similar to Long-toed 
in that respect. Conversely, some Long-toed Stints are very dull (plate 
268), and sometimes even show narrow whitish edges to the tertials. 

As was described by Hayman, Marchant & Prater (1986), Least often 
(but certainly not always) shows scalloped edges to the tertials, unlike on 
Long-toed. That is frequently the case with the inner greater and median 
coverts, too. 

To summarise, Long-toed and Least are much more similar in summer 
than in juvenile plumages, mainly because the differences described in 
head and breast pattern of juveniles are not consistent on adult Long-
toed; adult and juvenile Least are generally more similar to each other in 
this respect. Long-toed is generally more brightly coloured on the 
upperparts than Least. Structural differences, colour of base of lower 
mandible and call are thus of greater importance in summer than in 
juvenile plumages. 
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