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FADING FEATHERS: DOCUMENTING THE PROGRESSIVE  
GREYING HOUSE SPARROW (PASSER DOMESTICUS)  

FROM KARNATAKA, INDIA

Color aberrations in birds are relatively common (Guay et al ., 2012; van Grouw, 2013) . 
Such aberrations may arise due to reduced genetic diversity stemming from population 
isolation and inbreeding (Bensch et al ., 2000; van Grouw, 2014), exposure to chemical 
mutagens or radiation (Ellegren et al ., 1997; Bonisoli-Alquati et al ., 2006), as well as 
environmental conditions, nutritional deficiencies, diseases, parasitic infestations, 
injuries, or aging (Guay et al ., 2012) . One such aberration, progressive greying, is 
characterized by the gradual loss of melanin pigment with each successive molt . In 
its early stages, progressive greying manifests as randomly distributed white feathers, 
often on the head, back, and flanks . Over time, the entire plumage may turn white (van 
Grouw, 2013) . This is the most prevalent color aberration and is frequently misiden-
tified as leucism (van Grouw, 2012, 2013) . These color aberrations are hypothesized 
to negatively impact individual fitness, as evidenced by reduced mating success and 
heightened predation risk, among other factors (Parsons & Bondrup-Nielsen, 1995; 
Ellegren et al ., 1997; Møller & Mousseau, 2003) .

The House Sparrow (Passer domesticus), a synanthropic species, is a small songbird 
in the family Passeridae . Native to Eurasia, it has been introduced worldwide (eBird, 
2023) . It is listed as a species of Least Concern (IUCN, 2016), yet its populations are 
declining due to factors such as pesticide and herbicide use, pollution, reduced food 
availability, and habitat loss (Summers-Smith, 2003; Anderson, 2006; BirdLife Inter-
national, 2019) .

This study documents an observation of a progressive greying House Sparrow (Passer 
domesticus) from Karnataka, India . On January 12, 2022, at approximately 14:43 h, 
during a casual walk, PC observed an unusually colored sparrow near a flock of 10-12 
sparrows in Esthur Hosahalli (13 .22°N, 77 .86°E), a village in Bengaluru Rural District, 
Karnataka . The sparrow was perched on the roof of a washroom adjacent to a house 
on a sunny day . Two photographs of the individual were taken using a mobile phone 
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before it flew away . Initially misidentified as leucistic, the sparrow was later confirmed 
to exhibit progressive greying with assistance from Hein van Grouw (Figure 1) . The 
bird was identified as female due to the absence of the black throat bib characteristic 
of adult males and displayed pale brown plumage . White feathers were scattered ran-
domly, with the highest concentration on the head (van Grouw, 2013) . Additionally, 
feathers on the belly and flanks were worn, exposing underlying down feathers . This 
represents the first documented instance of a progressive greying House Sparrow in 
Karnataka and potentially in India . Observations of this kind are rare in India, with 
only two prior records eliciting skepticism regarding their classification as progressive 
greying or other color aberrations (Tiwari, 1930; Sankpal, 2023) .

Fig . 1 . Photographs of the female progressive greying House Sparrow
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