
On the evening of 12th January 2007, I
received a phone call from June
Atkinson (JEA), the Harrogate and

District Naturalists’ Society’s (HDNS) hon-
orary warden at Farnham Gravel-pit, near
Knaresborough, Yorkshire, with news that a
presumed Black-throated Diver Gavia arctica
had been on the South Lake at Farnham
during the late afternoon. Although the light
was poor, she saw enough of the bird to
appreciate that it looked slightly atypical,
with some resemblance to a very small Great
Northern Diver G. immer, lacking as it did a
white rear-flank patch.

I arrived at Farnham at 9.00 am the next
morning, where I met JEA and Brian Darby -
shire (BD), who had earlier been watching
the diver (which had by then flown off to the
far end of the North Lake). They assured me
that, although carefully looked for, the white
rear-flank patch was definitely not present. It
was at this point that I suggested the possi-
bility of it being a Pacific Diver G. pacifica.
From the causeway between the two lakes we
could see the bird in the distance on the
North Lake, so at that point I left JEA and BD
and drove to the far end of the North Lake
where I found the bird only 25 m from the

shore and showing well in excellent light. I
was able to examine it closely through 12x
binoculars and, having several times had
experience of the species along the Pacific
coast of North America, quickly realised that
it was a first-winter Pacific Diver.

During the half-hour that I had the diver
under observation, it dived regularly and was
obviously in good condition. After taking
notes, I set off  back to the South Lake,
meeting BD en route. He told me that the
diver had just flown over, heading back to the
South Lake. When I returned there, a few
HDNS members had arrived and were
watching what they thought was a Black-
throated Diver, so I explained to them that it
was, in fact, a Pacific. After some discussion, I
drove home to Knaresborough and, from my
extensive collection of study skins, returned
with ten juvenile and winter-plumaged Black-
throated and Great Northerns, which I dis-
played on site, and explained the differences. 

During the first few days of the bird’s stay,
several excellent photographs were taken by
Les Lancaster and Ian Webster. The discovery
was no little reward for JEA who, as hon.
warden, is on site daily throughout the year
and in all weathers. 
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Abstract  On 12th January 2007, a diver was discovered at Farnham Gravel-pit,
Yorkshire, and was identified as a juvenile Pacific Diver Gavia pacifica the following
morning. It remained at Farnham until 4th February and was seen by many
observers. The circumstances of its discovery, together with identification,
taxonomy, distribution and subsequent records of Pacific Diver in Europe, are
discussed. Pacific Diver has now been added to Category A of the British List and
this represents the first record of the species for Britain and the Western
Palearctic. 



In view of subsequent events, it is impor-
tant to give some details of the site and access
to it. Farnham Gravel-pit is a restored quarry
site covering 80 ha in total including two
large lakes, the North Lake of 24 ha and the
South Lake of 10 ha. During the 1950s and
1960s, my colleagues and I, under the aus-
pices of Knaresborough Ringing Station, had
permission to watch and ring birds in and
around the working quarry. A rifle club also
had a long association with the site, the range
being left over from World War II, when a
munitions factory was situated next to what
was to become the North Lake. The area was
restored during the 1970s and early 1980s,
and once the lakes were established, the

fishing rights were leased to an angling club,
the North Lake was leased to a yachting club
and the rifle club became a legal tenant, all
paying substantial rents.

As a consequence of my long association
with the sand and gravel company during the
working life of the quarry, and the owner’s
awareness of the importance of the restored
site for wildlife, my permission for access was
extended by mutual agreements to HDNS,
who were allowed to erect a hide and manage
the environs of the South Lake for wildlife.
This arrangement continues today; access is
through a locked gate and, in addition to the
legal tenants, only HDNS members who have
purchased keys for the gate and hide are able

to gain entry.
Since HDNS has no

legal right of access, the
diver posed a dilemma
given that news of its pres-
ence would clearly attract
many birders. We con-
sulted the official site
users, who were adamant
that they did not want
large numbers of people
on the site. We, at HDNS,
were mindful of our long-
standing but unofficial
position and the potential
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295 & 296. First-winter Pacific Diver Gavia pacifica, Farnham GP, Yorkshire, January/February 2007.
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of adverse relations with the owners and legal
tenants if things got out of hand. Although
not wanting to suppress the event, as demon-
strated by our early consultations, we felt
unable to release the news. 

On 27th January, however, news of the
diver was leaked and birders began arriving
in force on Sunday 28th January. Many were
parking along the adjacent minor, but busy,
road; some sought permission to view the
North Lake from the grounds of a lakeside
factory; and, since there were clearly going to
be difficulties with parking, the police were
alerted. The anglers were by then also aware
of the developing situation and anxious to
avoid uncontrolled access to the site. A classic
case of the potential problems caused by
crowds gathering at a private, multi-use site
was developing but, fortunately, through the
good offices of the angling club members,
acting partly on recommendation of the
police, the site was eventually opened on 30th
January. The gate was manned by Jack
Lambert, the water bailiff, and his colleagues
and parking organised by HDNS members. 

The end result was very satisfactory and
many people, including some from as far
afield as the Netherlands and Belgium, were
privileged to be able to view and photograph
the first Pacific Diver for the Western
Palearctic. Many visitors complimented the
site organisers on the efficient and well-con-
trolled parking and viewing arrangements
and it is a great pity that a minority, ignorant
of the true background, levelled misguided
criticism and ill-informed comments at what
turned out to be a successful event. 

The diver stayed until 4th February, when
it left the site to the northwest. Details of the
bird and its discovery were also published by
Atkinson & Mather (2007), Mather (2007)
and Taylor et al. (2007).

Appearance and identification
characters
When I first set eyes on the bird, I was imme-
diately struck by its fine, sleek appearance. It
was clear that there was definitely no white
flank patch and that the flanks were brown
from the lower breast to the tail. I judged the
upperpart pattern to be subtly different from
that of most juvenile/first-winter Black-
throated Divers I have seen, in that there was

only a suggestion of the oval area of broader
pale-edged mantle/scapular feathers (the
counterpart of summer plumage) and it was
more evenly barred throughout (although
this is variable; plate 297). An obvious differ-
ence from Black-throated was the completely
dusky-brown cheeks with white restricted to
a small area below the eye. A thin dark throat
strap was also obvious. The crown and hind-
neck were a smooth, pale brown-grey, which
looked very pale and almost silvery in bright
light, particularly when the bird was relaxed
and the feathers puffed out. Separating the
brown-grey hindneck from the white fore-
neck and breast was a thin, blackish line; this
terminated in a dark patch below the ear-
coverts from which extended the throat strap.
The dark band across the vent was not seen
well until some days later as the bird rolled to
preen. The bill was straight and relatively
thin, tapering to a fine point and lacking the
markedly downcurved culmen of  most
Black-throated. 

Given good and sustained views at reason-
able range, the initial identification of Pacific
Diver in non-breeding plumage, particularly
first-winter birds, may not be too difficult if
all the main features are seen well. The two
most important are the absence of a white
rear-flank patch and the dusky ear-coverts
(on Black-throated, the ear-coverts are typi-
cally whitish, contributing to a cleaner, more
sharply defined face and neck pattern); other
key characters, although they are rather vari-
able between individuals, include the dark
vent strap, the dark throat strap, and bill size
and shape. Several previous articles have
dealt with the identification of Pacific Diver,
and those by Walsh (1988), Birch & Lee
(1995, 1997) and Littlewood (1996) are par-
ticularly useful.

Vent strap
Much emphasis has been placed on this
feature. Although present in varying degrees
in all species of diver, and sometimes almost
absent except for a small dark area at the
sides, it is generally thought to be consis-
tently more prominent in Pacific than Black-
throated. However, some adult Black-
throated can have a particularly well-marked
vent strap, much broader than on some
Pacific (see plate 298). Plate 299 of  the
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Farnham bird is quite misleading as it is the
dark lower flank and the left tarsus in this
image that show as a broad, black band. 

Throat strap
A well-defined dark throat strap is typical of
Pacific Diver, especially adults, but it is not
present in all individuals; many juveniles
show only a limited dark strap and some-
times none at all, and there is a record of a
juvenile Black-throated with a diffuse, dusky
throat strap (Birch & Lee 1995; Littlewood
1996).

Bill size and shape
The bill has been shown to be subtly different
between Pacific and Black-throated, being
generally finer and also thinner at the base in

the former. In addition, the culmen may not
be so markedly convex for its whole length,
being proximally flatter in Pacific. This is
unlikely to be anything other than a sup-
porting feature, given that the bill structure
of Black-throated varies so much according
to age and sex (see plates 297 & 300). 

Another, more subtle character is the head
shape, which can appear more rounded in
Pacific, generally lacking the peaked forehead
and flatter crown that Black-throated some-
times shows, but in my view this is too sub-
jective and dependent on the bird’s posture
to be of any real value.

Taxonomy
Pacific and Black-throated Divers were long
considered to be conspecific but have been

shown to breed sympatri-
cally in western Alaska and
northeast Siberia (AOU
1998). Accordingly, Pacific
was given specific status by
AOU in 1985 (AOU 1985).
As part of the review of the
Farnham bird, the BOU
Taxonomic Sub-committee
also recommended that the
two be recognised as dis-
tinct species (Knox et al.
2008) and this has been
adopted by BOU (BOU
2010).

Breeding and
wintering range
Pacific Diver breeds in the
northern parts of North
America and extreme
northeast Siberia. In
Alaska, breeding occurs
north to Point Barrow, and
south in southwest Alaska
to at least the vicinity of
Port Moller on the Alaska
Peninsula. It does not,
apparently, breed on the
Aleutian Islands or on
Kodiak but conflicting
reports for these two local-
ities have been published
(Russell 2002). In Canada
it breeds in the extreme
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298. Adult male Black-throated Diver Gavia arctica, Cleveland, 24th
February 1979, showing very broad vent strap. 
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297. Black-throated Divers Gavia arctica. Upper, adult male,
Cleveland, 24th February 1979. Lower, juvenile female, Northumber -
land, 7th February 1994. Note the extreme difference in bill shape
and size, and the broader, pale edges to the scapulars of the lower
bird, typical of a juvenile. 
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northern interior of British Columbia with a
small, disjunct population some 450 km to
the south in west-central British Columbia,
the southern Northwest Territories (Great
Slave Lake), extreme northeast Alberta,
northern Manitoba and Ontario (Hudson
Bay coast), Twin Island and other small
islands in central James Bay, west coast of St
Lawrence Island. It also breeds east to north
and south Baffin Island and the west coast of
Ungava Bay. It may breed in western Green-
land, although the evidence is currently
largely circumstantial. The species also breeds
in northeast Siberia, where
it is sympatric with Black-
throated Diver of the race
G. a. viridigularis. 

The main wintering
areas are the Asian and
North American coastlines
of  the northern Pacific.
Substantial numbers fre-
quent the coastal regions of
Japan where, for example,
they greatly outnumber
Black-throated at the
Inland Sea of  western
Japan. The species also
winters along the coasts of
the Korean Peninsula, but
records from eastern China
are seemingly few, although
it has occurred as a vagrant
south to the coastal waters
of  Hong Kong (Leader
1999). The majority of
Asian wintering birds are
assumed to come from the
Siberian population. In
North America it is
numerous in winter along
the Pacific coast south to
Baja California, Mexico,
and occasionally appears
on the inland waters of  
the western states. It is
recorded sparingly along
the eastern seaboard of the
USA from Maine to New
York, with a tendency in
recent years to occur more
frequently and is now being
seen almost annually.

Summary of Pacific Diver
occurrences in Britain and Europe
Accepted British records 
Farnham Gravel-pit, Yorkshire, juvenile, 

12th January to 4th February 2007. 
Llys-y-Fran Reservoir, Pembrokeshire, 

juvenile, 2nd February to 20th March 2007; 
presumed same, 16th January to 11th Feb-
ruary 2008 and 25th–26th February 2009. 

Mount’s Bay, Penzance, Cornwall, adult, 
17th February to 10th March 2007; 
presumed same Marazion 23rd–29th
November 2007.
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300. Black-throated Divers Gavia arctica. Upper, adult male,
Cleveland, 24th February 1979. Lower, juvenile female, Northumber -
land, 7th February 1994. Note the extreme difference in bill size
(length of culmen, adult male 69 mm, juvenile female 53 mm). 

Ia
n 

W
eb

st
er

299. Pacific Diver Gavia pacifica, Farnham GP, North Yorkshire, 12th
January to 4th February 2007. The broad, black mark visible across
the vent in this photograph is created by the dark lower flank and
the left tarsus, giving a misleading impression of the extent of the
vent strap. 
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Slimbridge to Sharpness in the Severn
estuary, Gloucestershire, 18th–19th
November 2009; presumed same Severn
Beach, Avon, 27th November 2009.

Marazion, Cornwall, 2nd November 2009;
presumed same Carnsew Pool, Hayle,
Cornwall, 19th November to 9th December
2009. 

Records elsewhere in Europe
During winter 2009/10, birds were reported
from the Channel Islands, Ireland and Spain.
In each case, if accepted, these will be the first
records for their respective recording area or
country. 
Santoña, Cantabria, Spain, juvenile, 

7th December 2009.
Grande Havres, Guernsey, Channel Islands,

juvenile, 4th–14th January 2010; presumed
same 28th March 2010. 

Oranmore, Co. Galway, adult, 30th January
2010; presumed same between Doorus
Pier, Co. Galway, and Finvarra Point, Co.
Clare, 4th March to 2nd May 2010.

Conclusion
It was, perhaps, inevitable that this wide-
spread and migratory species would arrive in
Britain in due course, most probably with its
larger cousin the Great Northern Diver, many
of which are presumed to originate from
North America, as the Icelandic breeding
population is considerably smaller than the
numbers wintering around the coasts of
Britain & Ireland. In fact, the subsequent
records of Pacific Diver in 2007 coincided

with an obvious arrival of Great Northern
Divers in Britain.
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301. Birders watching the Pacific Diver Gavia pacifica, Farnham GP North Lake, 3rd February 2007,
the day before its departure. 
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Editorial comment Martin Collinson, Chairman of BOURC, commented: ‘Time will tell
whether the floodgates really have opened for this species, whether it was previously overlooked,
or whether we are benefiting from recent reduction in ice coverage on the seas of polar North
America. It seems unlikely that too many Pacific Divers have been slipping under the net in recent
times. 

‘Private landowners, anglers, yachting clubs, gun clubs and local natural history societies are
not always the most natural of bedfellows, so when this diver set down at Farnham Gravel-pits
there was a potential public relations disaster waiting to happen. Add to this an element of mis-
communication and apparent mistrust between different sectors of the birding community, with
a few grumbles of suppression thrown in, and the plot elements would not have looked out of
place in an Ann Cleeves novel. Fortunately, and as is so often the case, the worst fears of
landowners and tenants were unfounded, and successful, mutually beneficial, viewing arrange-
ments were possible. Congratulations are due for the pragmatic resolution of access issues, and
luckily the bird itself co-operated and hung around long enough to be twitchable.

‘Many of the field identification criteria for this species are either not diagnostic or relatively
subjective. The feather colour of the anterior tibial tract is dark in Pacific Diver, white in Black-
throated (hence the thigh patch), and this remains the most robust distinguishing feature. In
combination with the supporting plumage and structural features, a secure identification is pos-
sible. Pacific Diver is closely related to Black-throated Diver and although mating is generally
assortative in their area of geographical overlap in northeast Siberia, mixed pairing has been
observed and hybridisation has been inferred, if not proven (Roselaar et al. 2006). The hybrid
possibility is probably vanishingly small in a vagrant context, but should nevertheless be borne in
mind. What should also be borne in mind is that direct comparisons in the field between Pacific
Diver and Black-throated Diver normally involve the larger, big-billed subspecies of the latter, G.
a. viridigularis (which has also been previously treated as a separate species). Structural differ-
ences between G. pacifica and nominate G. a. arctica may not always be so obvious. 

‘In this case, supported by excellent descriptions and photographs, BOURC was able to accept
the identification with little debate. Vagrancy was clearly possible, and there was no question mark
over the provenance of the bird, so Pacific Diver was added to Category A of the British List.’

Adam Rowlands, BBRC Chairman, commented: ‘This record finally broke the credibility
barrier for this species, proving that the expectation that it was a potential vagrant to our shores
was realistic. Had the confiding Yorkshire bird not been discovered, it remains unknown whether
the subsequent more distant bird off the Cornish coast and the initially more challenging Pem-
brokeshire individual would have been identified. In the absence of the Yorkshire record, the later
birds would have undoubtedly presented BBRC with a more complex assessment process. In
reality, these individuals greatly assisted in improving our knowledge of the distinguishing fea-
tures between Pacific and Black-throated Divers and that knowledge continues to grow as more
individuals are discovered in Europe. The evolving debate and resolution of the identification
criteria enabled this record to be accepted on its first BBRC circulation, between May and July
2007. However, this species can still present a difficult identification challenge and observers are
urged to gather as much detail as possible to support their claims. As well as the references men-
tioned above, Garner (2008) and Velasco (2010) provide valuable additional information.’


