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An overlooked population of the Little Rush Warbler 
Bradypterus baboecala in The Gambia

Jens Hering a, Hans-Jürgen Eiltsb and Michael Winkc

Une population auparavant inconnue de la Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus baboecala en Gambie. 
En juin 2019 une espèce de Bradypterus prise au filet dans une petite zone humide à Kuntaur, Gambie, a 
été tuée par un Coucal du Sénégal Centropus senegalensis. D’après les plumes, les parties nues, et l’analyse 
génétique, l’oiseau a été identifié comme une Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus baboecala – une première 
mention pour le pays. Une expédition ultérieure, en juillet 2021, a confirmé la présence de l’espèce à 
Kuntaur et dans une autre vaste zone d’habitat approprié à Nianija Bolan. Six individus ont été capturés 
pour des études biométriques et des analyses génétiques ; deux étaient en mue et les autres en plumage 
usé. L’habitat consiste en de vastes peuplements permanents de Typha, mais est menacé par le pâturage du 
bétail et la riziculture. Le chant est grave et semblable aux dialectes enregistrés ailleurs en Afrique de l’Ouest 
pour B. baboecala. La séquence nucléotidique de l’oiseau gambien est très proche de celle de B. baboecala 
chadensis. Il est curieux que cette espèce furtive mais bruyante n’ait pas été signalée en Gambie avant.

Summary. In June 2019 a Bradypterus warbler mist-netted at a small wetland in Kuntaur, The Gambia, 
was killed by a Senegal Coucal Centropus senegalensis. From feathers, bare parts, and genetic analysis, it 
was identified as a Little Rush Warbler Bradypterus baboecala, a first record for the country. A subsequent 
expedition, in July 2021, confirmed the presence of the species in Kuntaur and in another large area of 
appropriate habitat at Nianija Bolan. Six individuals were captured for biometric studies and genetic 
analysis; they were either moulting (two) or in worn plumage. The habitat consists of extensive, permanent 
stands of Typha, but is threatened by cattle grazing and rice farming. The song is low-pitched and similar 
to dialects recorded elsewhere in West Africa for B. baboecala. The nucleotide sequence of the Gambian 
bird is very close to B. baboecala chadensis. It is curious that this skulking but noisy species had not been 
recorded in The Gambia before.

During reed warbler studies at a small wetland 
in Kuntaur, The Gambia (Figs. 1–2), a 

Bradypterus warbler was mist-netted early in the 
morning of 13 June 2019. Unfortunately, it was 
killed by a Senegal Coucal Centropus senegalensis. 
The remains were saved and photographed (Figs. 
3–5). From feathers, bare parts, and genetic 
analysis, it was identified as a Little Rush Warbler 
Bradypterus baboecala. In July 2021, JH & H-JE 
returned to the same site and explored several 
more potential locations: some indeed proved  
to hold quite a number of Little Rush Warblers. 
We present below a description of the habitat, 
plumage details, moult, song and some preliminary 
genetic analyses.

Study site and Methods
The first site, visited on 13 June 2019, was 
south of Kuntaur village, close to the Gambia 
River, Central River Division (13°39’53.50”N 
14°53’31.26”W; 5  m). On 5 July 2021, we 
surveyed the same area, plus sites north-east of 
Kuntaur (13°40’39.51”N 14°53’0.10”W; 2  m). 

Finally, additional surveys were undertaken on 
6–7 July 2021 west of Charmen on both sides 
of a dirt track at Nianija Bolan (13°42’33.18”N 
15°10’28.05”W; 0 m). Max. temperatures were up 
to 42°C. Entering the swamps was only possible 
with waders.

In 2021 six birds were captured using mist-
nets and playback of their own song as well as 
songs of a Little Rush Warbler from Cameroon 
(Chappuis 2000). Biometrics were taken following 
the current standard protocol of the DO-G 
(2011). All birds were released unharmed after a 
thorough examination. A digital sound recorder 
(Olympus LS-12) was used for recording bird 
vocalisations. A tape-recording lasting one minute 
and 41 seconds obtained by JH on 5 July 2021 
north-east of Kuntaur was analysed by F. Dowsett-
Lemaire using Raven-Pro 1.4. The sonograms were 
prepared by N. K. Krabbe using CoolEditPro.

Feathers, bare parts and tissue from the bird 
killed in 2019 were collected for DNA analysis. 
The samples were sequenced at the Institute 
of Pharmacy and Molecular Biotechnology, 
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University Heidelberg. The six blood samples 
collected in 2021 will be used in a planned 
evaluation of the taxonomy of the Bradypterus 
complex. The feathers are archived in the private 
collection of Peter Becker (Diekholzen, Germany).

Isolation of genomic DNA from samples from 
The Gambia and Malawi was performed according 
to standard protocols (Sambrook & Russell 
2001, Hering et al. 2015). The mitochondrial 
gene cytochrome b (cyt-b) was amplified by 
polymerase chain reaction (PCR). The sequences 
of Bradypterus baboecala from Gambia and Malawi 
were compared to sequences in GenBank, and 
Eurasian Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus and 

Greater Swamp Warbler A. rufescens were selected 
as outgroups.

Results
Habitat
The site at Kuntaur in 2019 was a stand of Typha 
australis, c.400 m² in area and 2–3 m tall, which 
was partially damaged by cattle grazing (Fig. 1). 
The ground was heavily silted with numerous 
small pools of water caused by cattle trampling. 
It was adjacent to the Gambia River, the ruins 
of the former British West African Trading Post, 
a copse and rice fields. In 2021, the second site 
north-east of Kuntaur was also dominated by 

Figures 1–2. The Typha stand at the southern edge of Kuntaur, The Gambia, where a Little Rush Warbler Bradypterus 
baboecala was mist-netted, and killed by a Senegal Coucal Centropus senegalensis, 13 June 2019 (Jens Hering)
Le lit de Typha à la lisière sud de Kuntaur, Gambie, où une Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus baboecala a été capturée au 
filet, et tuée par un Coucal du Sénégal Centropus senegalensis, le 13 juin 2019 (Jens Hering)

Figures 3–5. Remains of the Little Rush Warbler Bradypterus baboecala killed by a Senegal Coucal Centropus senegalensis, 
Kuntaur, Gambia, 13 June 2019 (Jens Hering)
Restes de la Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus baboecala écharpée par un Coucal du Sénégal Centropus senegalensis, 
Kuntaur, Gambie, 13 juin 2019 (Jens Hering)
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Typha, but larger (15,000 m²) and not impacted 
by grazing (Fig. 6). It was bordered by an unpaved 
road and rice fields. In both areas, there was a 
denser layer of fallen reeds consisting of stalks 
lying crosswise over wet mud of up to 50–60 cm 
deep. The agricultural fields around the village 
were interspersed by small patches of Typha. At 
Nianija Bolan, west of Charmen, there was a 
large Typha reedbed covering hundreds of hectares 
(Fig. 7), with only an unpaved road crossing it. 
In places, however, there were also Phragmites 
reeds and, especially at its edges, Tamarix sp., Red 
Mangrove Rhizophora mangle and other woody 
plants. In addition, more or less closed areas of 
healthy Typha were interspersed by large expanses 
of dead growth. Dense collapsed reeds lying over 
mud 1  m or more deep allowed only limited 

access. All study areas appeared to be wet year-
round. Further surveys using playback in Typha 
and Phragmites stands elsewhere in Lower River 
Division (Willingara Ba, Pakali Ba Bridge) and 
Western Division (Banjul) did not yield any 
further evidence of Little Rush Warblers. 

Other species noted at Kuntaur (K) or Nianija 
Bolan (NB) were: Green-backed Heron Butorides 
striata (K, NB), Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus 
(K, NB), African Water Rail Rallus caerulescens (K, 
NB), Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus (K, 
NB), Purple Swamphen Porphyrio porphyrio (NB), 
Black Crake Zapornia flavirostra (K, NB), African 
Reed Warbler Acrocephalus (scirpaceus) baeticatus 
(NB), Greater Swamp Warbler A. rufescens (NB) 
and Winding Cisticola Cisticola galactotes (K, NB).

Figure 6. The Typha bed 
north-east of Kuntaur, The 
Gambia, where two Little 
Rush Warblers Bradypterus 
baboecala were caught on 5 
July 2021 (Jens Hering)
Lit de Typha au nord-est 
de Kuntaur, Gambie, où 
deux Bouscarles caqueteuses 
Bradypterus baboecala ont été 
capturées le 5 juillet 2021 
(Jens Hering)

Figure 7. Mixed stand of Typha and Phragmites covering hundreds of hectares at Nianija Bolan, west of Charmen, The 
Gambia, 6 July 2021, where Little Rush Warbler Bradypterus baboecala was common (Jens Hering)
Enorme roselière couvrant des centaines d’hectares à Nianija Bolan, à l’ouest de Charmen, Gambie, 6 juillet 2021, où la 
Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus baboecala était commune (Jens Hering)
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Plumage, bare parts and morphology
In appearance, a typical dark brown Bradypterus 
warbler with short, rounded wings, a long first 
primary, and twelve rectrices in the graduated tail 
(Figs. 8–11). The following plumage details match 
B. baboecala (Borrow & Demey 2001, Kennerley 
& Pearson 2010, Pearson et al. 2021).

The six trapped adults are characterised by 
uniformly warm brown upperparts, becoming 
more evenly tinged with rufous on the mantle, 
rump and uppertail-coverts. A buffish supercilium, 
bordered below by an inconspicuous brownish 
eyestripe, extends from the base of the bill and 
fades over the middle of pale greyish-brown 
ear-coverts. The centre of the throat and belly is 
whitish, contrasting with a greyish-buff breast. 
The breast-sides show a browner tone, merging 
with warm tawny flanks and undertail-coverts. 
The whitish chin and brownish upper throat are 

marked with fine blackish-brown streaks, which 
become more conspicuous on the lower throat and 
upper breast. The darkness of these streaks varies 
individually. The wings appear warm dark brown 
with paler fringes on the lesser, median and greater 
coverts. The tail is rounded, dark brown, and all 
feathers have regular narrow darker/lighter barring 
and very worn-looking pale tips. The blackish bill 
has a greyish base to the lower mandible, but in 
two individuals, the bill is entirely greyish. Legs 
and toes are pale pinkish or light flesh-coloured, 
claws are horn-coloured. The iris is warm brown 
(see artist’s impression, Fig. 12).

Measurements (Table 1) are within the range 
of published data for Little Rush Warbler (Urban 
et al. 1997, Kennerley & Pearson 2010, Pearson 
et al. 2021).

Figures 8–11. 
Little Rush Warbler 
Bradypterus baboecala in 
the hand, Kuntaur, The 
Gambia, 5 July 2021 
(Jens Hering)
Bouscarle caqueteuse 
Bradypterus baboecala en 
main, Kuntaur, Gambie, 
5 juillet 2021 (Jens 
Hering)

8 9
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Moult phenology
The remains of the bird killed and retrieved on 13 
June 2019 had worn primaries. Two of the adult 
males trapped in early July 2021 were actively 
moulting their primaries eccentrically, presumably 
in a descendent sequence. Eccentric primary 
moult does not start with p1, but somewhere 
in the centre of the feather tract or in the outer 
primaries (Jenni & Winkler 2020). We recorded 
moult following Ginn & Melville (1983): old 
feathers were scored 0; new, full-grown feathers 
as 5; and growing feathers were scored on a 
scale 1–4. Moult was recorded in both wings, 
since feather renewal was asymmetric. The total 

moult score (TMS) is the sum of the moult 
scores for pp1–10. Thus, primary moult scores 
from the innermost feather outward were as 
follows: Bird A left wing, 0004000300 (7), and 
right wing, 0004004320 (13); Bird B left wing, 
0503544332 (29), and right wing, 0550555432 
(34). Additionally, bird A showed tertial 8 new 
and bird B had secondaries 1–2 renewed. Primary-
coverts were worn in both moulting individuals. 
Unmoulted primaries, secondaries and tail were 
particularly worn in all six birds.

Vocalisation
On 5 July 2021, an individual at Kuntaur 
responded to a recording of its own song. The bird 
sang (Fig. 13) even after the playback was stopped. 
A second individual sang more intermittently c.30 
m away. Both finally approached the source of the 
recording by the mist-net and were thus captured. 
Using the same method, four individuals were 
caught in a mist-net near Charmen on 6 and 
7 July 2021. Nearby, at least four Little Rush 
Warblers sang across a straight-line distance of 
c.350 m, without or after a short stimulus from a 
recording made in Cameroon (Chappuis 2000). 
As far as was audibly perceptible, a total of about 
10–12 singing individuals was present in this area.

F. Dowsett-Lemaire (in litt. 2021) wrote: 
‘The tape obtained by JH includes seven full 
songs, with audible wingbeats towards the end. 
These songs are separated by pauses of a few 
seconds, or somewhat hesitant series of separate 
notes produced without any acceleration. Those 
seven full songs last from 4.7 or 5.0 seconds (two 
different songs with 13 notes) to 8.3 seconds 
(the longest, with 20 notes) and end, typically, 
with an acceleration, with four notes in the 
last second. The frequency ranges from 1.8 to 
3.8‒4.0 kHz. In all respects (tempo, frequency 
range and note structure), they are very similar to 
songs recorded elsewhere in West-Central Africa 
(Dowsett-Lemaire 2022)’. Fig. 14 illustrates two 
of these songs, as well as details of note structure.

Results of DNA analyses
DNA analysis confirmed that we were dealing 
with a subspecies of the Little Rush Warbler 
(del Hoyo et al. 2006, Dickinson & Christidis 
2014, Dowsett-Lemaire & Dowsett 2019). 
The Gambian bird from 2019 is closely related 
to B.  baboecala chadensis from northern Nigeria  

Figure 12. Little Rush Warbler Bradypterus baboecala in 
Typha in The Gambia (Paschalis Dougalis)
Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus baboecala dans un 
marais à Typha en Gambie (Paschalis Dougalis)

Figure 13. A singing Little Rush Warbler Bradypterus 
baboecala in Typha near Kuntaur, The Gambia, 5 July 
2021 (Jens Hering)
Un chanteur de Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus 
baboecala dans un marais à Typha près de Kuntaur, 
Gambie, le 5 juillet 2021 (Jens Hering)
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( p distance 0.08%). Our sample from The Gambia 
unequivocally clusters with B.  baboecala from 
western Africa, thereby supporting the acoustic 
analyses.

Discussion
Until recently Little Rush Warbler was viewed as a 
single polytypic species, with ten races (del Hoyo 
et al. 2006, Kennerley & Pearson 2010). Following 
DNA analyses, it was divided into two species, B. 
baboecala (comprising the subspecies abyssinicus, 
msiri, benguellensis, tongensis, transvaalensis and 
nominate baboecala) and Highland Rush Warbler 
B. centralis (comprising chadensis, sudanensis, 
elgonensis and nominate centralis) (Alström et 
al. 2011, Dickinson & Christidis 2014, del 
Hoyo & Collar 2016). However, chadensis is now 
assigned to B. baboecala (Gill et al. 2021, Pearson 
et al. 2021). This is in line with Dowsett-
Lemaire & Dowsett (2019) who treat all West 
African populations as B.  baboecala, based on 
their distinctive low-pitched song (for more 
details see Dowsett-Lemaire 2022 [this issue]).

The situation in West Africa, however, is still 
not fully resolved, as the only published genetic 
data for Little Rush Warbler from Nigeria, 
involving a single specimen, are misleading. 
The sample (HQ706159) was originally 

considered to have involved B.  baboecala 
(Alström et al. 2011, Fregin 2012) but was 
subsequently reidentified as B. centralis (Alström 
et al. 2018). In view of the acoustic analyses 
(Dowsett-Lemaire 2022), however, it appears 
that the original diagnosis was correct and that 
the specimen is B.  baboecala. Complicating 
the situation still further, DNA sequences 
suggest that B. baboecala is not monophyletic. 
Forthcoming, more detailed, genetic studies of 
the B.  baboecala  /  centralis complex are expected 
to provide more insights concerning relationships 
between the different taxa.

Little Rush Warbler is not listed for The 
Gambia by Barlow et al. (1997) or by Borrow & 
Demey (2011). The nearest-known occurrence 
is in southern Ghana (Owabi Wildlife 
Sanctuary), where it was observed for the first 
time only in 2005 (Dowsett et al. 2008). West 
of Ghana, there is an unconfirmed record of a 
singing bird at Ferkessédougou, northern Côte 
d’Ivoire (Thiollay 1985, Dowsett et al. 2008), 
c.1,150 km from Kuntaur. It appears likely that 
more populations of this disjunctly distributed 
species will be discovered in permanent wetlands 
across the intervening region. N. Borrow (in litt. 
2021) compared photographs of our birds to three 
specimens of B. baboecala chadensis at the Natural 

Figure 14. Two full songs (with details of note structure below) of Little Rush Warbler Bradypterus baboecala recorded 
in The Gambia, 5 July 2021 (Jens Hering); sonograms by N. K. Krabbe.
Deux chants pleins (avec le détail de la structure des notes en bas) de la Bouscarle caqueteuse Bradypterus baboecala 
enregistrée en Gambie le 5 juillet 2021 (Jens Hering); sonogrammes par N. K. Krabbe.
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History Museum (Tring) and to photographs of 
four specimens of the same race from the Nigerian 
side of Lake Chad, the latter collected by J. 
Vielliard (1972) and deposited in Paris (Muséum 
national d’Histoire naturelle): it appears that 
Gambian birds are closer in appearance to this 
subspecies than to birds collected further south in 
southern Nigeria and Cameroon. They are similar 
in tone, thus more rufous than the duller, browner 
birds of more southerly latitudes.

As for moult strategy, an unspecified 
irregular primary moult sequence has also 
been found in some Little Rush Warblers in 
Zambia (Dowsett 2009). On the other hand, 
in the Western Cape, South Africa, nearly all 
individuals (91%, n = 45) caught between 
January 2001 and March 2021 showed a regular 
descendent moult sequence of the primaries, i.e. 
from the body to the wingtip (D. Oschadleus 
in litt. 2021). In our six Gambian birds, 
evenly spaced narrow growth bars across all 
tail feathers might indicate that rectrices are 
shed simultaneously during post-nuptial moult. 
Such intraspecific variation in primary moult 
sequence in the species might be explained 
by habitat structure, which usually does not 
involve individuals having to cross large gaps, 
thus saving on energy costs associated with 
movement that involve temporary wing- and 
tail-feather deficits. This behaviour is shared by 
other species of Locustellidae (Thomas 1977, 
Kennerley & Pearson 2010, Eilts et al. 2021) 
and might explain why plasticity in feather 

replacement seems to be more widespread in 
this group.

In the reedbeds of Central River Division 
we also caught several adult female Greater 
Swamp Warblers and African Reed Warblers 
during our July visit. Each individual with a 
brood patch scored 4 (engorgement gone but 
skin still wrinkled; Redfern 2008), indicating 
that they had newly hatched nestlings (Svensson 
1992). According to D.  Oschadleus (in litt. 
2021) Lesser Swamp Warbler Acrocephalus 
gracilirostris, A. baeticatus and B. b. baboecala 
all breed at about the same time in the Western 
Cape, between August and January. We suspect 
a similar synchrony in breeding season in The 
Gambia for Little Rush Warbler, with the onset 
of the rainy season, which would also match 
the breeding cycle seen in Chad, in the late 
dry season or first rains (April–May; Vielliard 
1972), although in Cameroon it appears to 
occur in the middle of the rains (June–August; 
Serle 1981).

It is a mystery why this Bradypterus species, 
which remains hidden in the vegetation but 
sings distinctively and loudly, had not previously 
been recorded in The Gambia. Although its 
occurrence might be limited to permanently 
wet Typha beds in Central River Division, this 
region has by no means been ignored during the 
long history of ornithological research in this 
small country. For example, in 1991 Greater 
Swamp Warbler and in the 1990s African 
Reed Warbler were regularly recorded in the 

Figures 15–16. Wetlands at the south-eastern edge of Kuntaur, The Gambia, still intact in June 2019 but completely 
destroyed by rice farming in July 2021 (Jens Hering)
Marais en lisière sud-est de Kuntaur, Gambie, encore intact en juin 2019 et complètement détruit par des cultures de riz 
en juillet 2021 (Jens Hering)

15 16
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freshwater wetlands of Central River Division 
(Barlow et al. 1997). In addition, numerous 
birding groups have visited this region for 
decades. Both these reed warblers occupy the same 
habitat as Little Rush Warbler. A recent arrival by 
the latter is improbable because short-winged 
Bradypterus warblers are known to be mainly 
resident with only limited dispersal capabilities 
(Urban et al. 1997, Kennerley & Pearson 2010, 
Pearson et al. 2021).

Future studies with greater sample sizes 
should provide further insights into the species’ 
distribution and breeding biology, and its trade-
off with moult strategies. However, special 
attention should also be paid to the obvious 
threats to the Little Rush Warbler’s habitat. At 
Kuntaur alone, major changes were observed in 
2021 compared to 2019. During the intervening 
two years the wetlands were damaged or almost 
completely destroyed by intensive livestock 
grazing and rice farming (Figs. 15–16). It is very 
likely that flooded swamps in the Central River 
Division will also rapidly disappear. Prompt action 
should be taken and large areas such as Nianija 
Bolan should be placed under strict protection. 
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