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Short Note
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White-eyes are birds in the Old-World tropical regions belonging to family Zosteropidae,
described to be a sister taxon to the babblers (Borghesio & Laiolo, 2004; Gill, 2020). This family
exhibit strong dispersal capabilities that allowed them to colonise and adaptively radiate across
many continents and into Afro- and Indo-Pacific tropical regions, where there is also a high
endemicity of these species (Craig, 1990; Gill, 2020; van Balen, 2008). As a result, White-eyes
have occupied various niches, as demonstrated by observations in different habitats, as well as
having diverse feeding habits, according to other studies (see Borghesio & Laiolo; Cowles, 2019;
Craig, 1990; Dutson, 2008; Mulwa, 2007; Vinciguerra et al., 2023). Because of this, different
White-eye species can be seen in high mountainous areas, mid elevation, forest over limestones,
agricultural and plantation area, among others.

The Lowland White-eyes (Zosterops meyeni) in particular, based on the most recent field guide on
the Birds of the Philippines by Allen (2020), is a common resident generally found in Luzon and
in nearby islands such as Mindoro, Batanes, Calayan, Lubang, and Leyte. However, it is notably
absent in most parts of Visayas, including Negros Island, and there are no records at all from
Mindanao Island. Similarly, the latest field guide by Jakosalem et al. (2019), which focuses on
Central Visayas, has not listed this bird for Negros, Cebu, and Panay islands. This species
commonly inhabits forests and forest edges, scrublands, gardens, areas with bamboos in the
lowlands, and even in mangroves in coastal areas. However, some studies have also documented
its presence in urban green spaces in Manila (Vallejo, 2009). While Jakosalem et al., (2019) did
not list this bird for Negros, a more recent study conducted in Bacolod City, Negros Occidental by
Mabugat et al. (2024) encountered this species during their 2022 assessment, marking its presence
on the island.

In light of this, this paper presents the first record of the Lowland White-eye in Dumaguete City,
Negros Oriental, to provide more support to the information that the encounter of this bird in the
urban spaces in Bacolod City was not incidental.

Copyright: ©Dionson et al.
This is an open access article distributed under terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0
International License (Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International — CC BY-NC 4.0).



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://jeanhenri.oracion@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.51200/jtbc.v21i.5416

Dionson et al.

Two individuals were seen during a preliminary survey on urban avian diversity near the coastal
area at the port of Dumaguete City (9.312072, 123.309198) (Fig. 1), which is also close to Silliman
University, a campus with relatively dense vegetation.
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Figure 1: Locations of White-eye bird sightings in the Central Visayas and Western Visayas Islands (Negros, Cebu,
Panay) of the Philippines. Top right inset shows an overview map of the Philippines. Bottom right inset shows the
site where two Lowland White-eyes were seen at Dumaguete City, Negros.

Environmental parameters were measured during the time the birds were observed. The average
sound level was 65.5 dB, average temperature was at 30.8 °C, and average humidity was 70.5 %.
The location where they were observed is a mixture of vegetation cover, concrete, and other
building debris (Fig. 1).

The bird was identified by its characteristic white ring around the eye, brighter yellow throat, and
greyish underparts with no yellow stripe on its belly (Fig. 2), and in low elevation which is not a
typical characteristic for other White-eyes. In comparison with the two White-eye species also
known to occur in Negros, the Yellowish White-eye is recognizable by its predominantly yellowish
and greenish colouration. Its underparts are entirely yellow and olive, with no presence of greyish
or white plumage, making it clearly distinct from the two. In contrast, the Mountain White-eye,
commonly found at elevation of 1000 m asl, has prominent white or greyish underparts, and a
yellow stripe along its breast and belly.
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Furthermore, the two Lowland White-eye individuals were seen feeding on fruits of the
Macaranga tanarius (Fig. 2), locally known as binunga. It is a native and pioneer species that
usually grows in disturbed areas and is frequently observed in regenerating forests (Galias &
Cuevas 2018; Paclibar & Tadiosa, 2020). It is a small to medium-sized dioecious tree that has been

widely used in reforestation programmes because of its resilience and fast-growing nature (Orwa
et al., 2008).

Figure 2: Individuals of Lowland White-eye feeding on Macaranga tanarius at Dumaguete City, Negros Oriental,
in the Philippines.

Given the conditions of where the birds were seen, they can possibly thrive in urban areas. In the
past, this bird was not listed in Negros Island, suggesting that, given the superb dispersing
capabilities of White-eyes (Vinciguerra et al., 2023; Borghesio & Laiolo), it enabled them to move
into the island. In fact, aside from the records presented herein and the one in Bacolod City in
2022, an observation was also made available on the Ebird website in 2024 for the rural
municipality of Zamboanguita (see Fig. 1, Burton, 2024). Another observation available on Ebird
was in Tabobo Bay, Siaton on the same island where 4 individuals were seen moving around the
mangrove area (Chafer, 2024). Many sightings of this bird in Negros and other islands of Panay
and Cebu were in nearby coastal or estuarine areas where mangroves are present, which may
suggest this bird also has preference to these kinds of habitats (C. Chafer, personal communication,
November 21, 2024; Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 2024).
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These encounters are so far very new, which could also suggest a recent dispersal of this bird.
Based on more recent evidence shared on Ebird in 2023 and 2024 from the neighbouring provinces
of Iloilo on Panay Island and Apalan on Cebu Island (Fig. 1, Tarrosa, 2023; Cabahug, 2023; Chafer,
2022), they might be currently expanding their range. With this, its dispersal pattern can be traced
as apparently directed southwards of the country from its former distribution in Luzon. We do not
have the data to explain the nomadic movement of this bird, but there are some plausible reasons
for this behaviour. This bird could be responding according to the ephemeral availability of
resources (Mueller et al., 2011), which opens up new potential food sources as they explore new
areas; challenges against competition and predation (Smith et al., 2011), or to climate change and
weather conditions (Sauter et al., 2010).

There are 141 recognized species of White-eyes in the world where majority of them are found in
the archipelagos of Southeast Asia (Gill, 2020). Of these, there are five White-eye species known
to occur in the Philippines, three of which are also found in Negros Island (Allen, 2020) with the
addition of the newly listed Lowland White-eye. With the consistent records, Negros Island now
has three White-eye species across high and low elevations: Lowland White-eye in the lower
elevations, Yellowish White-eye (Zosterops nigrorum) in mid elevations, which could potentially
overlap both elevations but does not seem to extend far beyond these ranges based on prior field
observations; and the Mountain White-eye (Zosterops japonicus) at the higher elevations.
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