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Since studies on several „snow finches“ in the 1930’s and 1970’s, nothing further has been learnt about the biology and systematics of the Asian representatives of this species group. In contrast there have been excellent studies about the European nominate race of M. nivalis from Switzerland and Austria.

The studies of some German ornithologists (beside the speakers especially Axel Gebauer  as the initiator of the project) carried out from 1990 during several trips to the Qinghai-Tibet-Plateau of China, fill some gaps in the knowledge of this manageable small bird group. During the trip in June/July 2001 we collected beside tissue samples also skins and alcoholic conserved specimen of altogether 6 species. With the first conservation of birds of different ages it will be possible to study the plumage development and other morphological questions. 

The snow and mountain steppe sparrows are still conventionally grouped in the genus snow “finches” (Montifringilla) with 7 species, although the birds are sparrows definitively. On the basis of our studies on behaviour, vocalization, ecology and morphology as well as on cytochrome-b study, we separate this birds into three different genera Montifringilla Brehm, 1828, Pyrgilauda Bonaparte, 1850 and Onychostruthus Richmond, 1917 with altogether 8 species.

The mountain steppe sparrows of the genera Pyrgilauda and Onychostruthus prefer steppe-like habitats and use burrows of small mammals for breeding, roosting and refuge. They are pronounced runners while their flight ability is less developed in comparison with snow sparrows. Mountain steppe sparrows have a highly differentiated system of visual and acoustic signals.

Snow sparrows of genus Montifringilla s. str. live and breed in rocky habitats, they have no relationship with burrows of small mammals, their flying ability is excellent and they are social birds defending relatively small territories with few specialised social display movements. They have a rich call repertoire which shows functional and structural differences from that of the mountain steppe sparrows.

As a valid species the Tibet snow sparrow Montifringilla henrici differs from M. nivalis as well as from M. adamsi by body proportions and coloration.

