


SEX ORGANS

The drawings below schematically represent the sex organs of the male (left) and the female (right).
Each drawing shows the situation immediately before and during the breeding period (on the left)
and during the resting period (on the right). In the male bird, the testicle and the seminal duct are
clearly swollen during the breeding period. The same observation applies to the ovary and the

oviduct in the female. During the resting period, the oviduct is actually atrophied, so that egg-laying
is not possible.
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TAXONOMY

Taxonomy is the science of the systematic classification of all organisms, living or extinct. This forms
the basis for the scientific naming system called nomenclature (the word nomenclature also means the
set of scientific names themselves).

Restricting ourselves to the animal kingdom, at the first level all living beings are divided into
classes. At the second level, classes are subdivided into orders, which in turn consist of families. The
system is further refined by dividing families into genera (singular: genus) and within a genus one
distinguishes between species. Finally, there are often several subspecies that belong to the same
species. Each in a niche (or a nest) of its own, so to speak. This is summarised in the following
scheme:

Class

Order
Family
Genus
Species
Subspecies

All birds together form a class called Aves (Latin avis = bird). It is estimated that there are — or should
one say: were? — more than 9,800 bird species. Deforestation and expansion of cultivated areas, use of
pesticides, population growth and large-scale bird catching form permanent threats to the avifauna.
Many species howadays are endangered and in certain cases responsible aviculture may actually help
to preserve them.

In the past, birds were compared and classified according to properties or characteristics such
as size, shape, bill, plumage, nest building, food, colour of the eggs, mouth markings of the nestlings,
voice, et cetera. More recently, scientists have been working on the development of a new basis for
classification, using DNA analysis. Although there can be little doubt that in due time these efforts will
lead to changes in the classification, major shifts are not to be expected. The reason is that there is of
course a close relation between appearance and DNA: the hereditary characteristics and properties of
the birds are visible expressions of the DNA structure.

NOMENCLATURE

The rules of nomenclature are as follows. Scientific names are derived from Latin, or formed according
to Latin rules. The initials of a species’ family name and genus name are in capital letters, while the
species and subspecies names are not capitalised. It is customary to write scientific names in italics.

When a species has no subspecies, only the family name and species hame are used. When
there are two or more subspecies, the species name of the “reference bird”, the so-called nominate
form, is repeated, while the subspecies are distinguished by different proper names. This is clarified by
the following examples.

Estrildid finches belong to the order of songbirds (Passeriformes); within this order, the estrildid finches
form a family called Estrildidae. The Estrildidae are subdivided into the African estrildids (Estrildinae),
Australian finches (Poephilinae), parrot finches (Erythrurinae) and lonchuras (Lonchurinae). Altogether
there are 26 genera, in total consisting of about 140 species and 340 subspecies.

Within the family of estrildid finches, the firefinches form a genus with the scientific name
Lagonosticta. The Mali Firefinch is an example of a species that has no subspecies; it bears the
scientific name Lagonosticta virata. By contrast, there are several subspecies of Lagonosticta larvata.
The scientific name of the nominate form Black-lored Waxbill is Lagonosticta larvata larvata, while the
subspecies Black-faced Firefinch Vinacea, for example, is called Lagonosticta larvata vinacea.

The subsequent chapters present an overview of all birds belonging to the family of the Estrildidae,
group by group. For the scientific names of the birds our principal guideline is that presented in The
Howard and Moore Complete Checklist of the Birds of the World, including the corrections published on
the Internet (see LITERATURE REFERENCES), together simply referred to as the Checklist. A few
subspecies are included that are frequently encountered in aviculture but not found in the Checkilist.

The Checklist is used all over the world except in Germany, where the so-called “Wolters List”
is commonly followed, which contains a larger number of genera. For example, in the German literature
the estrildids are subdivided into the genera Estrilda, Neisna, Krimhilda, Glaucestrilda and Brunhilda,
whereas the Checklist only has the genus Estrilda which comprises all of them. As a result, dozens of
species are classified in different ways by the two lists.

In the above-mentioned edition of the Checklist, various birds have been re-classified to new
genera compared with previous editions. Thus, the Gouldian Finch has been re-allocated from Chloebia
to Erythrura; the Red-browed Finch and the Plum-headed Finch from Aegintha to Aidemosyne; the



Diamond Firetail from Emblema to Stagonopleura; the Black-faced Firefinch Vinacea from Lagonosticta
vinacea to L. larvata vinacea and the Pictorella Finch from Lonchura to Heteromunia.

The species names are always left unchanged. For example, Chloebia gouldiae changes to
Erythrura gouldiae and the Black-faced Firefinch Vinacea moves from the species Lagonosticta vinacea

to subspecies Lagonosticta larvata vinacea.



Amandava amandava

GB: Red Avadavat, D: Tigerfink, F: Bengali rouge, E: Bengali rojo, DK: Tigerfinke,
CZ: Tygricek teckovany, NL: Rode tijgerastrilde (Tijgervink)

IDENTIFICATION

Nominate form

Subspecies

Length: 9-10 cm (3.6-4.0 in)

Amandava amandava amandava Red Avadavat

Origin

The nominate form is found in Pakistan and in western, southern and northern India,

including the foothills of the Himalayas.

Description

The male’s basic colour is red. Lores black, with a white stripe below the eyes. Fixed

patterns of white dots on the breast, flanks, wings and back. Belly black, back reddish-

brown. Mantle, greater coverts and primary feathers blackish-brown. Tail feathers black

with white dots. Eyes and bill red, with a black spot on the upper mandible. Legs flesh.
Female: nape, mantle and back greyish-brown, white dots only on the olive wings.

The red colour is absent. Underparts buffish.

Amandava amandava flavidiventris Yellow-bellied Avadavat
Origin
SW China, Burma and Lesser Sunda Islands
Description
A. a. flavidiventris has a yellow belly instead of
black like the other species. The upperparts are
lighter and browner. The dots on the tail feathers
tend to be red and somewhat smaller. On the
breast, too, dots can often be seen.

The female is lighter in colour than in the case
of the other species.

Amandava amandava punicea Chinese Avadavat
Origin

S Vietnam and Cambodia, SE Thailand, southernmost part of China, Java, Bali. In
addition, cultures have arisen out of birds released in Japan, the Philippines, Hawaii, the
Fiji Islands and other islands in the Pacific.

Description

This subspecies is a brighter red than the nominate form. The lores are red instead of
black and there are no white dots on the tail feathers.



Amandava amandava

CHARACTERISTICS

Voice

Red Avadavats sing rather nicely. They have a varied repertoire that slows down and
descends in pitch towards the end. They also copy other birds’ songs or include
strophes from them in their own melodies. As a result, not all males produce the same
song. The female sometimes also sings, but not as merrily as the male.

Social behaviour

Red Avadavats like company and occur in large flocks in their range. They are also
found on cultivated land.

BEHAVIOUR AND LIVING CONDITIONS

Habitat

Prefers grass and reed in and around marshes, but is also found on dry grassy plains
and even in mountainous terrain, up to 2500 m.

Populations

These birds occur in large numbers in several regions.

Climate conditions

24-hour averages of the temperature in July vary between 30 and 40 °C (86-104 °F).
Even in January, temperatures are above 20 °C (68 °F). In parts where it becomes too
hot, the birds tend to move higher up in the mountains. The precipitation varies between
25 and 40 cm or more per month, depending on the region.

Food

The birds forage on the ground, seeking mainly grass seeds and other small seeds.
During the time they raise their young they also catch small insects.

Nesting

These birds sometimes breed as single pairs, but also in colonies, building their nests
close to each other. The dome-shaped nest has an entrance on the side and is
suspended between reeds or sugar cane stems, tall grass, or in dense shrubbery. For
the most part, the nest is built by the male using leaves of grass, while the female
finishes the inside with fine, soft materials such as moss, hairs, small feathers and the
like.

Reproduction

Red Avadavats breed roughly between January and June, because that is when food is
abundantly available. The female lays 4-6 eggs; the parents take turns sitting. The
duration of breeding is from 12 to 14 days and the young leave the nest after 3 weeks.
Five weeks after hatching the juveniles are self-supporting and after 3.5 months they
have their adult colours. The young males look very similar to the females and only
moult to change to their breeding plumage when they start feeling the breeding instinct.
Remarks

Red Avadavats are the only species of estrildid finch in which the male changes its
plumage twice a year. After the breeding period it loses its red colour and then looks
much like the female. When the next breeding period approaches, the male reverts to its
breeding plumage. This also applies to the subspecies.

In captivity, these birds require a minimum temperature of 15 °C (59 °F); during the
breeding season at least 20 °C (68 °F). They may be kept in an aviary together with
most other estrildid finches. Only during the breeding period do they show aggressive
behaviour against other birds, if these come too close to their nest.

Provide a number of half-open nesting boxes and hang these in different parts of the
aviary. The nesting materials they use are hay, coconut fibre, sisal, moss and a few
small feathers.

See also the pages with general information at the beginning of this chapter.



Coccopygia quartinia

GB: Yellow-bellied Waxbill, D: Gelbbauchastrild, F: Astrild a ventre jaune, E: Astrild Swee de Africa,
DK: Grenrygget Astrild, CZ: Astrild ctyrbarvy, NL: Geelbuikastrilde

IDENTIFICATION

Nominate form

Subspecies

Length: 8-9 cm (3.2-3.6 in)

Coccopyoia quartinia quartinia
Origin
Ethiopia, Eritrea, SE Sudan
Description
Forehead, crown, cheeks, nape and mantle are slate-grey. Chin, throat and upper breast
pale grey, breast and flanks beige-brown. Lower breast, flanks and belly brownish-
yellow, vent has a red fringe. Undertail coverts are brownish-yellow. Back and wing
coverts olive-green and faintly marked by delicate, undulating lines. Flight feathers dark
brown. Rump and uppertail coverts are red, tail feathers black. Eyes red-brown with pale
grey rim. Upper mandible black, lower mandible red. Legs are black.

The female’s belly has a somewhat more pronounced yellow. The grey on head,
nape, chin and throat is a lighter shade than for the male.

Coccopygia quartinia kilimensis

Origin

The lakes in the east of the Dem. Rep. Congo (Zaire), Uganda to C Kenya, N Tanzania
Description

This subspecies has a deep olive-green colour on the back and the wing coverts, with
delicate, undulating lines. The belly is a bright yellow ochre.

As in the case of the nominate form, the grey parts of the female are a lighter shade.

Coccopygia quartinia stuartirwini

Origin

E and S Tanzania, Malawi, E Zambia to E Zimbabwe

Description

For this subspecies the olive-green upperparts are clearly lighter than for the preceding
subspecies. The female has a lighter grey than the male.



Coccopygia quartinia

CHARACTERISTICS

Voice

These birds utter very timid noises that harmonise well with their build. Only when they
are agitated or sense a danger can they clearly be heard twittering to warn each other.
Social behaviour

Yellow-bellied Waxbills live in pairs or small families. Sometimes they are observed in
larger numbers, looking for food together with other small species. They take their food
very fast and are constantly on the alert, immediately shooting away to seek cover when
they spot trouble.

BEHAVIOUR AND LIVING CONDITIONS

Habitat

All three subspecies occur in the mountains, at altitudes between 1000 and 2500
metres. They live and forage on the mountain slopes, in grassland and bushes. They
also inhabit the vegetation near brooks, rivers and pools. Found in agricultural land and
in parks as well.

Populations

Yellow-bellied Waxbills locally occur in large numbers within their range, depending on
the natural conditions.

Climate conditions

Nominate form: the temperature at sea level is from 25 to 30 °C (77-86 °F) in January
and 30 to 35 °C (86-95 °F) in July. Higher up, where these birds live, temperatures are
lower. There is but little precipitation in their range. Some parts of Ethiopia and Eritrea
hardly receive any rain at all. As one moves towards Sudan this may increase to 10 cm
per month.

Subspecies C. g. kilimensis:

Temperatures between 25 and 30 °C all year round; precipitation in January 5-10 cm.
Monthly precipitation in July locally 40 cm (16 in)!

Subspecies C. g. stuartirwini:

Temperature around 25 °C in January, 20-25 °C in July.

Precipitation 10 to 30 cm in January, zero in July.

Food

Grass seeds and small millet seeds are the birds’ staple food. They pick the seeds from
the plants or look for ripe seeds fallen to the ground. Furthermore, they eat small insects
now and then, the proportion of live food being temporarily larger when they have their
young to feed.

Nesting

The Yellow-bellied Waxbill builds a small dome-shaped nest with a side entrance. Over
the entrance is a little roof. The nest is made from grass leaves and finished on the
inside by means of grass plumes, little feathers, etc.

Reproduction

Yellow-bellied Waxbills lay 4-6 eggs that are hatched by both parents. After 12 days the
young come out of the egg, they are fledged after about 19 days. Two weeks later they
are independent and after 3 months they have reached their adult colours.

Remarks

In contrast to the closely related Swee Waxbills, Yellow-bellied Waxbills are easy to
keep and relatively simple to breed. They are sweet, sociable birds that will quickly feel
at home in an aviary or a cage. Several pairs may be kept together in a society aviary.
Likewise, several may breed at the same time in the same housing without normally
causing problems. In captivity they also accept canary boxes, half-open nesting boxes or
reed baskets to breed in.

The Yellow-bellied Waxbill is host to the Pin-tailed Whydah (Vidua macroura).

See also the pages with general information at the beginning of this chapter.



Lonchura castaneothorax (1)

GB: Chestnut-breasted Munia, D: Braunbrustschilffink, F: Capucin donacole, E: Capuchino de Pecho,
DK: Brunbrystet Sivfinke, CZ: Panenka hnédoprsa, NL: Bruinborstrietvink

L. c. castaneothorax

IDENTIFICATION

Nominate form

Subspecies

L. c. assimilis L. c. boschmai

Length: 9-11 cm (3.6-4.4 in)

Lonchura castaneothorax castaneothorax 10-11 cm (4.0-4.4 in)

Origin: NE Queensland, New South Wales (Australia), New Caledonia, Vanuatu
Description

Northern species (Cape York Peninsula) 11 cm, southern species 10 cm.

Face, cheeks and throat blackish-brown, with beige stripes from the shafts on the
cheeks. Forehead, crown, back of the head and nape have dark brown base with beige-
grey scales. The brown base colour becomes more visible towards the nape. Breast is a
dull reddish-brown. Below is a black band across the breast, which continues
underneath the wings as a black-and-white, striped band, ultimately joining with the
undertail coverts which are also black.

The belly is beige, the upperlegs are black. Mantle, scapulars and wing coverts are
chestnut brown. Primaries dark brown, with chestnut brown outer webs. Rump and
uppertail coverts golden brown. The two median tail feathers are also golden brown,
other tail feathers dark brown with golden-yellow edges to the outer webs. Eyes dark
brown, bill bluish-grey. Legs grey.

The colours of the female are a bit duller, the black band across the breast is usually
narrower and the belly plumage yellowish.

Lonchura castaneothorax assimilis 11 cm (4.4 in)

Origin: N Western Australia, N Northern Territory (Australia)

Description

Face and throat plain black. Crown, back of the head and nape are dark brown with fine
beige scales. The breast is chestnut brown and therefore darker than in the nominate
form; furthermore, this colour does not extend quite as far down towards the belly. The
beige of the belly is just a fraction darker than in the nominate form. Rump and uppertall
coverts are a dark golden yellow.

Lonchura castaneothorax boschmai 11 cm (4.4 in)

Origin: CW New Guinea

Description

Front and crown are black with brown scales. The feathers on the back of the head have
brown edges which widen towards the nape and end in a uniform brown. The breast is a
dull reddish-brown, this colour continues along the flanks. The belly is beige-white and is
separated from the reddish-brown flanks by a black and white striped band. Likewise,
the breast is surrounded by a black boundary line. Upperparts dark brown. Uppertail
coverts light yellow.

CONTINUED ON FOLLOWING PAGES



Lonchura castaneothorax

CHARACTERISTICS

Voice

The “song” of the Chestnut-breasted Munia is composed of mixed scratching and high-
pitched warbling tones.

Social behaviour

The birds are colony breeders and are always found close together. Outside the
breeding period they roam about in swarms, looking for food.

The southern population of L. c. assimilis is forced to a migrating pattern of life to avoid
the drought in inland Australia. During the dry period, from April to October, they migrate
to the coastal areas.

BEHAVIOUR AND LIVING CONDITIONS

Habitat

Their preferred habitat are swamps, river banks, puddles and lakes with tall grass or
reeds. These subspecies live in the lowlands and in the hills.

Populations

In some parts of their range these birds occur sporadically or only rarely, elsewhere they
are quite common.

Climate conditions

In the range of the nominate form, several climate types prevail. The part of northern
Australia roughly north of the line Darwin-Brisbane has a tropical climate. Towards the
east this changes into a tropical rain climate. Temperatures are very high and
precipitation is abundant throughout the year. The annual average temperature is

24-26 °C (75-79 °F).The wet monsoon is from November to April.

South and west of the line Darwin-Brisbane the climate rapidly changes into a desert
climate. Elsewhere in the range of these birds, in New Caledonia, the climate is
subtropical, while the islands in the north of Vanuatu have a tropical rain climate. The
southern islands are subtropical. In between, Vanuatu has a dry zone.

In much of the range of L. c. assimilis, temperatures during the summer months
December to March are in excess of 35 °C (95 °F). Near the sea it is cooler. In winter,
July to September, teperatures are around 10 °C (50 °F), but may drop to the freezing
point in the south. Rain may fall at all times of year; the total annual average is about
150 cm (60 in).

L. c. boschmai lives in New Guinea, which has a tropical rain climate. It is always hot
and humid.

Food

They feed on seeds of grass and sedge (reed grass), wild rice and millet. They normally
pick the seeds out of the spikes. It is rare for these birds to get down on the ground.
Nesting

The small dome-shaped nest is fixed between reed stems. It is made of fresh grass
stalks and finished with soft grasses.

Reproduction

Both parents sit on the clutch of 5-6 eggs. The young appear after 13 days. They leave
the nest after 22-24 days. During the first few days they return to the nest to sleep. After
6-7 weeks they have learned to eat independently. The juvenile moult is over after about
6 months.

Remarks

Several birds may be kept together in a large aviary, even during the breeding period.
Trouble can arise, however, if the available space is cramped. Half-open and closed
nesting boxes are used.

See also the pages with general information about these birds at the beginning of this
chapter.



