
Nectariniidae: Recognize subspecies Cinnyris frenatus saleyerensis 
(Hartert, 1897) 
 
Sahul Sunbird Cinnyris frenatus: Birds of the World account 
 
Sahul Sunbird comprises four subspecies (frenatus, plateni, robustirostris and flavigastra), and has only recently been 
recognised as a species, due to the 8-species carve-up of what was formerly known as Olive-backed Sunbird (Eaton et al 
2016) (AviList v1, 2025) [#865]. 
Of the currently recognised subspecies, some are delineated on the basis of very minor differences, for example, "Subspecies 
frenatus male differs from flavigastra in having more extensive metallic gloss on breast in most individuals, and has more 
obvious yellow moustachial stripe." (Cheke et al 2023), whereas robustirostris is described as similar to nominate 'but longer-
billed' (Eaton et al 2016). Given the minor differences between currently recognized subspecies, it seems surprising that 
saleyerensis has been lost in recent times, and is hereby discussed and proposed to be resurrected.  
 

Hartert, E. (1897) [see below for full excerpt] 
Cinnyris frenata meyeri subsp. nov. 
in honour of Dr. A. B. Meyer. 
No. 2 is C. frenata plateni (W. Bias.), sensu strictiore. 
No. 3, if different from No. 2, is C. frenata dissentiens Hart. 
C.f. meyeri is the nearest form of the three to G. frenata frenata. 
To make matters still more interesting, though more complicated again, I am 
enabled, with my good series of Bonthain birds for comparison, to state that 
the difference between the latter and those from Saleyer, viz. the still paler 
underside of the Saleyer form, is well marked and apparently constant, 
and therefore I cannot hesitate any longer to distinguish it as 
Cinnyris frenata saleyerensis subsp. nov. 
Cinnyris formae C. frenata dissentiens dictae persimilis, sed subtns valde 
pallidior. (=but underneath I am much paler.). 
 

 
Figure 1: Extract from Hartert, E. (1897) 
 
 

https://birdsoftheworld.org/bow/species/olbsun2/cur/introduction
https://github.com/aviantaxonomy/Taxonomic-Proposals-v2025/issues/865


 
Taxon saleyerensis was subsequently subsumed under plateni by White & Bruce (1986), who stated: 
"the birds from S and SCen Sulawesi and Salayar having the palest yellow underside and malar and brow stripes, those of the 
north becoming richer yellow, though the differences are probably clinal and better not designated" 

 
Figure 2: Extract from White and Bruce (1986). 
 
It has since been regarded as a junior synonym by all major checklists, including AviList. However, on a field visit in 2017 to 
Selayar, JAE noticed the starkly pale lemon underparts of birds in the field (10+ individuals), contrasting starkly with plateni. 
JAE is very familiar with from mainland Sulawesi, and was unaware of saleyerensis having previously been described. 
 
Consequently, saleyerensis was resurrected in the most recent version of the Indonesian field guide book, Eaton et al (2021): 

 
Figure 3: Extract from Eaton et al (2021). 



 
On a return visit to Selayar, October 2025, further 20 individuals were encountered, all showed the same pale lemon 
underparts as described by Hartert (1897).  
No noticeable differences were noted in the vocalisations between C. f. saleyerensis and C. f. plateni. 

 
C. f. saleyerensis 
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/556005481 
 

 
C. f. saleyerensis 
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/643582311    
 

 
C. f. saleyerensis: https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/628125218   

https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/556005481
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/643582311
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/628125218


 
C. f. plateni (North Sulawesi) 
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/621771790  

 
C. f. plateni (North Sulawesi) 
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/632596271   
 
A whole series of other photographs of C. f. plateni can be viewed here: 
 
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/636857785   
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/642354102  
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/643873673   
 

 
C. f. plateni – in southernmost Sulawesi, closest landmass to Selayar.  
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/644258421   
 

https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/621771790
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/632596271
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/636857785
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/642354102
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/643873673
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/644258421


 
C. f. plateni – in southernmost Sulawesi, closest landmass to Selayar.  
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/378044441  
 

 
C. f. plateni – in southernmost Sulawesi, closest landmass to Selayar.  
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/635438446  
 

https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/378044441
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/635438446


 
Series of Cinnyris frenatus plateni. From left to right: G. Klabat (North Sulawesi), Sidera (Central Sulawesi), Sidrap (South 
Sulawesi), Selayar. Photo: M. Irham. 
Note the obviously paler, lemon-yellow underparts of the Selayar specimen.  
 
Conclusion 
Based on specimens and field observations from throughout much of mainland Sulawesi and surrounding islands, we 
conclude that Selayar birds show consistently paler, lemon-yellow underparts compared to elsewhere in the range of Cinnyris 
frenatus plateni. Additionally, we note that other subspecies of Sahul Sunbird are recognized on the basis of relatively minor 
plumage or morphological characteristics. Therefore, Tropical Asian RAG recommends that saleyerensis (Hartert 1897) should 
be resurrected as a valid taxon, and a subspecies of Sahul Sunbird Cinnyris frenatus saleyerensis following Eaton et al (2021).  
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