
On Saturday 11th June 2011 we had
planned an early morning trip to the
Ythan Estuary, mainly to look for

waders and terns. We arrived to find that the
state of the tide was not ideal, so decided to
travel the short distance down the coast to
the Blackdog area to check the scoter
Melanitta flock. Our revised plan was to
check the scoter for an hour or two, and then
return to the Ythan once the tide had
dropped sufficiently. However, the events
which unfolded at Blackdog meant that we
did not make it back to the Ythan that day, or
indeed the following day. 

The stretch of coast between Blackdog and
Murcar, just to the north of Aberdeen, is well

known for the scoter flock that gathers to
moult during the summer months. Numbers
start to increase in early May and the birds
generally remain until August. Common
Scoters M. nigra predominate, with annual
peak counts of around 3,000 birds. Velvet
Scoters M. fusca are often present in good
numbers; previous counts have reached the
low hundreds, although numbers have
declined in recent years and nowadays just a
few tens are present. Each year several Surf
Scoters M. perspicillata are found, with
between three and eight birds recorded annu-
ally since 2004. The scoter flock is joined by
Common Eiders Somateria mollissima, which
also moult here, in some years swelling the

gathering to more than
6,000 ducks. Observing
the birds can be diffi-
cult, depending on the
wind strength, light
conditions and their
exact location and
behaviour (roosting or
diving). Nonetheless, it
is a worthwhile chal-
lenge, and that morning
we were motivated by
ideal viewing condi-
tions. The presence of a
Black Scoter M. ameri-
cana a few days earlier
off the Northumberland
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White-winged Scoter in
North-east Scotland:
new to Britain
Chris Gibbins, Paul Baxter and Hywel Maggs
Abstract A White-winged Scoter Melanitta deglandi of the nominate race, which
breeds in North America, was found amongst the large summering scoter flock at
Blackdog, North-east Scotland, on 11th June 2011. It was the first for Britain, and
also the first second-calendar-year bird to be identified in Europe. The discovery
and identification of the bird are described, and records of vagrant White-winged
Scoters in Europe are summarised.

Fig. 1. Field sketches of North-east Scotland ‘American White-winged
Scoter’ Melanitta d. deglandi and a first-summer Velvet Scoter M. fusca. 
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coast provided a further incentive; perhaps it
was now at Blackdog… 

It was mid morning when we started
checking the scoter flock, and the sun was
above our heads. The flat sea and neutral
light meant that, despite the distances
involved, we could see the necessary detail on
most of the birds. Shortly after our arrival the
birds took flight and moved a kilometre or so
farther north. We followed them and settled
down to start a new scan. Fairly quickly, CG
came across an odd-looking bird; it was the
last in a long line of scoters, and the first bird
he saw as he started his scan. He alerted the
others to it and, because of its position and
striking appearance, PAAB and HEM were
onto it straightaway. Wow! Its overall appear-
ance instantly concentrated our minds. The
bird’s double-bumped head profile and thick
neck, and its habit of  holding its head
forward while swimming, gave it a particu-
larly distinctive jizz. On the bill of Velvet
Scoter, the pale area extends under and
behind the nostril as a rounded lobe, yet that
on our bird was confined to the middle
portion and extended along the cutting edge
only as far as the nostril. Moreover, rather
than being the yellow colour of Velvet Scoter,
the pale area was a dirty flesh colour. As these
features registered in our minds, the solution
to the puzzle began to present itself: the 
bird was surely a White-winged Scoter M.
deglandi.

Identification
Given the recent discovery of a bird of the
east Asian race in Ireland (Farrar & Jones
2011), our next task was to determine
whether our bird was of the nominate race or
the east Asian stejnegeri. We had seen pictures
of the Irish adult male stejnegeri and boy was
it distinctive! The problem with our bird was
that, although it was a male, it was clearly an
immature and virtually all of the identifica-
tion literature on these vagrant scoters con-
centrated on adults. Thus, over the course of
the next hour or so we watched the bird,
made notes (fig. 1) and discussed the extent
to which the features used to separate adult
males might be useful for the identification
of immatures. We provisionally aged it as a
first-summer, based on the fact that, unlike
second-summer birds, it had an extensively

white belly and the bill colour and eye cres-
cent were much more subdued than on
adults and older immatures. 

The distinctive bill horns and vibrant bill
colours shown by adult male White-winged
Scoters of both races were missing, so we rea-
soned that head shape might provide the best
clues for identification. We therefore focused
on a critical examination of head shape,
while also noting other potentially relevant
clues including flank coloration relative to
the rest of the body, the pattern of the white
around the eye, and the precise extent of pale
on the bill. Based on our recollections of the
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105. A montage of digiscoped images of the
2CY male ‘American White-winged Scoter’
Melanitta d. deglandi at Blackdog, North-east
Scotland, June 2011. These images, by 
Nick Littlewood, helped to confirm the
identification. Although lacking the gaudy bill
ornamentation and colour of an adult male,
this second-calendar-year male is readily
identifiable using structural traits. Note the
double-bumped profile formed by the bulging
forehead and step on the bill. Its head is rather
square and it has a solid neck. The pale area 
on the distal portion of the bill is restricted,
crucially extends only to the nostril, and is
fleshy-toned. On first-summer Velvet Scoter 
M. fusca, the pale area on the bill is distinctly
yellow-toned and extends to the rear of the
nostril as a round lobe. 
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literature, we came to the conclusion that it
best fitted the North American race M. d.
deglandi. 

Shortly after midday we decided to leave
Blackdog and do some research on the
appearance of first-summer males. The next
three or four hours were spent comparing
our notes, sketches and photographs of the
bird with material on the internet and pub-
lished literature (including Proctor & Pullan
1997, Garner 1999 and Garner et al. 2004).
The images available supported our initial
conclusion that it best fitted M. d. deglandi.
However, the bird was frustratingly distant so
the exact pattern of the pale areas on the bill
was difficult to establish. The photos we were
able to obtain using CG’s DSLR camera and
400-mm lens were poor to say the least.
Nonetheless, it was a striking bird and the
more we looked at it the more convinced we
became that it was M. d. deglandi. At this
point we decided to call Martin Garner, who
had published two articles on vagrant scoter
identification, to seek his opinion. We e-
mailed him CG’s photographs, explained

what we had been able to see on the bird and
tried to convey how distinctive it was. But the
reality was that the photos were poor and
Martin was appropriately cautious. This was
something of an acid test for us – while we
were sure, it was clear that the images were
less than convincing. Because of the magni-
tude of the find, we wanted to get the identi-
fication right, so we decided that the best
strategy was to double-check everything
again the following morning and to secure
better photographs. We contacted Nick Lit-
tlewood, a Blackdog regular and proud
owner of a digiscoping set-up, and asked him
to accompany us early the following day.

Weather conditions on the Sunday
morning were good, the birds were behaving
themselves, and by lunchtime Nick had
secured images (plate 105) that showed what
we had been able to see in the field. Now con-
fident that we had sufficient material to con-
vince others, it was time to go public and we
started the process of alerting birders and the
news services. This was the point that we
could finally begin to relax and enjoy the

moment; as the first birders began
to arrive, the sun came out and
everyone enjoyed a wonderful
sunny afternoon – metaphorically
and literally. 

The bird stayed around until
23rd June and several hundred
people caught up with it over this
period. However, because of
mixed weather and the distance of
the scoter flock offshore, many
birders struggled to see it well and
some failed to see it at all.

Taxonomy and status 
Prior to 2005, the three taxa com-
prising the ‘white-winged scoter
complex’, from Europe, Asia and
North America, were treated as
races of a single, wide-ranging
species, the Velvet Scoter. But fol-
lowing Sangster et al . (2005),
BOURC recognised that the taxa
from North America and east Asia
were sufficiently differentiated
from Velvet Scoter to merit treat-
ment as a distinct species; these
became White-winged Scoter,
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106 & 107. ‘American White-winged Scoter’ Melanitta d.
deglandi, Blackdog, North-east Scotland, June 2011. 
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leaving Velvet Scoter as a separate, monotypic
species. The two taxa comprising the White-
winged Scoter are morphologically quite dis-
tinct and the adult males at least are readily
separable; these are commonly referred to as
‘American White-winged Scoter’ M. d. deg-
landi and ‘Asian White-winged Scoter’ (or
‘Stejneger’s Scoter’) M. d. stejnegeri. 

Collinson et al. (2006) also argued that
sufficient evidence exists for splitting M.
fusca from the other two forms, and in fact
they provided convincing arguments for
treating all three taxa as distinct species. For
males, differences in bill shape, bill colour
and facial feathering around the bill are
almost completely diagnostic, with nostril
shape and eye crescents also differing
between Velvet and White-winged (but not
diagnostically between deglandi and stej-
negeri). With regard to female bill shape, they
state that ‘there are differences, at the popula-
tion level, among fusca, deglandi and stej-

negeri possibly approaching a stepped dis-
continuity’. Earlier, Garner (1999) and
Garner et al. (2004) had established that
immature birds are also diagnosable. On the
basis of available evidence, Collinson et al.
concluded that: ‘deglandi and fusca should be
treated as separate species under criterion 4.1
of Helbig et al. (2002), as allopatric taxa that
are “fully diagnosable in each of several dis-
crete or continuously varying characters,
related to different functional contexts”.’
Because of a lack of comparable data for stej-
negeri, they concluded that this taxon was
best retained as a subspecies of White-winged
Scoter until further research was carried out. 

The Blackdog bird provided the first
opportunity in Europe to appreciate just how
distinctive first-summer White-winged
Scoters can be (fig. 2, plates 108 & 109).
Structural features are critical, and observers
faced with a putative deglandi or stejnegeri
should concentrate on head shape, and the
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Fig. 2. Head profiles of (from top to bottom) first-summer male ‘American White-winged Scoter’
Melanitta d. deglandi, ‘Asian White-winged Scoter’ M. d. stejnegeri and Velvet Scoter M. fusca. 
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Double-bumped profile,
created by bill and
forehead bulges

American White-winged

Asian White-winged

Velvet

Pale area on bill dirty
pink, and extends to
just below nostril

Pale area on bill dirty
pink, and extends to
just below nostril

Bill slender distally

Head profile like
Surf Scoter

Bill thick-looking
throughout its length

Smooth, concave profile
to head and bill

Bill shape and patterning can
give upturned appearance

Pale area on bill dirty yellow,
and extends as rounded lobe
well to rear of nostril



shape and precise coloration of any pale areas
on the bill. Contrast between the brown
flanks and darker mantle is strongly indica-
tive of adult M. d. deglandi, but immatures of
all three taxa are extensively brown, ren-
dering this less critical (though of course a
bird with black flanks should not prove to be
deglandi). First-summer birds lack the gaudy
bill ornamentation and coloration of adults,
but second-summer birds are much more
adult-like, and some are best aged as ‘adult
types’ (Dwight 1914; Pyle 2008). 

Distribution
‘American White-winged Scoter’ breeds from
northwest Alaska east to Hudson Bay and
south to southern Manitoba, Canada. It

winters on both coasts of North
America, reaching as far south as
California in the west and South
Carolina in the east. ‘Asian White-
winged Scoter’ is restricted to
eastern Asia, where it breeds in
Siberia east of the Altai Mountains
and Yenisey River to Kamchatka,
and south to northern Mongolia.
It winters on the ice-free coasts of
the western Pacific Ocean and East
China Sea south to southern
China (Collinson et al. 2006). As a
breeding bird, Velvet Scoter is now
restricted to northern Scandinavia
and northern Russia east to the
Yenisey River in Siberia (at least),
where it is common in the taiga
zone. It winters from the neck of
the Baltic Sea, into the North Sea
and Atlantic Ocean, with smaller
numbers also wintering in the
Black, Mediterranean and Caspian
Seas.

Records of White-winged
Scoter in the Western
Palearctic
Prior to 2011, the only Western
Palearctic records of ‘American
White-winged Scoter’ were from
Iceland. That monopoly was
broken with the discovery of the
Blackdog bird, and this was quickly
followed by another first-summer
male, in the Faeroe Islands in July

2011. These were clearly different individuals,
based on bill colour and structure. ‘Asian
White-winged Scoter’ has occurred in the
Western Palearctic on 11 occasions, the most
recent record (at the time of writing) being in
Denmark in 2014. A bird seen and pho-
tographed at Musselburgh, Lothian, in
December 2013 is also considered to have
been an ‘Asian White-winged Scoter’ by some
commentators, but at the time of writing this
record has not been submitted to BBRC.

Records of  ‘American White-winged
Scoter’ M. d. deglandi and ‘Asian White-
winged Scoter’ M. d. stejnegeri in the Western
Palearctic are summarised below. An asterisk
denotes that a record has not yet been
reviewed by the relevant records committee.
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108 & 109. First-summer male ‘American White-winged
Scoter’ Melanitta d. deglandi, Point Pelee, Ontario, May 2011.
This individual is a very good match for the Blackdog bird,
and sports a double-bumped profile and limited fleshy area
on the bill. The head is rather square, very unlike the gently
rounded shape shown by Velvet Scoter M. fusca. Note that
the development of the white eye crescent varies individually
– on this bird it appears more extensive than on the
Blackdog bird. As the bird matures, its bill will develop the
strong square nostril bulge shown by adults and the arching
eye crescent. 
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‘American White-winged Scoter’ 
Denmark
*Blåvands Huk, Esbjerg, adult male, 23rd

January to 26th March 2013.

Iceland
Foss, Fossfjörður (V-Barðastrandarsýsla

county), adult male, in eider colony, 3rd
June 1993.

Þvottárskriður (S-Múlasýsla county), two
adult males, 4th June 1998; one adult
male, 6th June 1998; two adult males, 2nd
July 1998.

Reykjarfjörður, Suðurfirðir (V-Barðastran-
darsýsla county), adult male, 23rd June
2000. 

Þvottárskriður (S-Múlasýsla county), adult
male, 12th–17th July 2001; presumed
same, Reykjarfjörður, Suðurfirði (V-
Barðastrandarsýsla county), 17th–27th
June 2003; Hvalnesskriður (S-Múlasýsla
county), 23rd–24th April 2005; Foss, Foss-
fjörður (V-Barðastrandarsýsla county),
27th May to 30th June 2005; Reykjar-
fjörður, Suðurfirðir (V-Barðastrandarsýsla
county), 17th July 2005.

Kirkjuból, Skutulsfjörður (N-Ísafjarðarsýsla
county), adult male, 20th May 2006; pre-
sumed same Þvottárskriður (S-
Múlasýsla), 30th April to 9th May 2007
and 2nd–7th July 2007. 

Bakkatjörn, Seltjarnarnes (Gullbringusýsla
county), adult male, 26th May to 12th
June 2008. 

*Þvottárskriður (S-Múlasýsla county), adult
male, 5th–10th May 2008.

*Njarðvík (Gullbringusýsla county), adult
male, 20th–25th February and 27th–29th
March 2010. Perhaps same bird 17th
March 2012; presumed same 28th Feb-
ruary to 23rd March 2013, 20th December
2013 to 20th March 2014 and 14th June
2014; presumed same Garður, 29th March
2014.

*Víkur, Reykjanes, adult male, 16th October
2011.

*Bakkatjörn, Seltjarnarnes, southwest
Iceland, adult male, 16th May 2012. Same
as 2008?

*Grandi, Reykjavík, southwest Iceland, adult
male, 4th to 18th February 2014.

*Gerðhamrar, Dýrafjörður, northwest
Iceland, adult male, 11th February 2014.

*Örfirisey/Reykjavík, southwest Iceland,
adult male, 20th February to 13th March
2014, presumed same 28th November
2014 to 15th January 2015.

*Kolgrafafjörður, west Iceland, first-winter
male, 28th February to 19th April 2014.

*Helguvík, Iceland, adult male, 13th March
2014.

Faeroe Islands
Vestmanna/Streymoy, first-summer male, 1st

July 2011.

Finland
Åland, southwest Finland, adult male, 11th–

13th June 2012.

Scotland
One record
Blackdog/Murcar, North-east Scotland, first-

summer male, 11th–23rd June 2011.

‘Asian White-winged Scoter’
Denmark
Blavandshuk, adult male, 12th–18th October

2009; presumed same 19th March 2010,
5th March 2011, and 13th–14th October
2014.

Finland
Kemio, southwest Finland, adult male, 27th

May to 8th June 1996 (Lindroos 1997).
Hanko, southwest Finland, adult male, 27th

May to 12th June 2012.

France
Baie de Somme, northern France, adult male,

4th December 1886 (recently reidentified
from specimen; see Jiguet 2007). 

Iceland
Valþjófsstaðir, Núpasveit (N-Þingeyjarsýsla

county), adult male, 6th April to 2nd May
2003.

Ireland
Rossbeigh Strand, Co. Kerry, adult male, 7th

March 2011 (initially seen in November
2009, and again in January 2010,
December 2010 and January–March 2011
but not positively identified until 7th
March 2011).
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Norway
Persfjordena, Varanger, first-summer male,

21st June 2011.

Poland
Ptasi Raj, Bay of Gdansk, adult male, 10th

March 2007.

Spain
*Ensenada de San Simón, Vilaboa-

Soutomaior, Pontevedra, Galicia, adult
male, 23rd December 2011, present for at
least 15 days; presumed same A Lanzada
Bay, O Grove, southwest Galicia, 27th
December 2011 to 2nd January 2012.

Sweden
*Migrating northeast, Utlängan, Blekinge,

adult male, 3rd May 2012.
*Migrating northeast, Utlängan, Blekinge,

adult male, 5th May 2014.

Birds not identified to a particular
race
Iceland
*Höfn, southeast Iceland, race uncertain,

first-winter male, 30th January to 15th
March 2013.

Norway
*Fuglingane, Hodnesanden, Ro, Norway, race

uncertain, first-summer male, 14th July
2012.
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Editorial comment Adam Rowlands, Chairman of BBRC, commented: ‘This was a taxon
that had been on the keen rarity finder’s radar for a number of years. Even before it had been
elevated to species status, the articles referred to by the authors, by current BBRC member Martin
Garner, drew attention to the identification of the Asian and American forms and encouraged
rarity hunters to look for them. Nonetheless, the discovery of the first American White-winged
Scoter for Britain so soon after the confirmation of the first Asian White-winged Scoter for Ireland
was still a surprise. All credit must go to the finders and identifiers of the Scottish bird, whose
dedication and careful analysis should not be underestimated. The whole episode – discovery,
confirmation and documentation – provides a best-practice example of rarity recording. The
excellent description, complete with the sketches reproduced here, was submitted along with a raft
of supporting images from Nick Littlewood, all of which were important in confirming the
identification. This enabled a relatively smooth assessment process for BBRC members and, while
there was some discussion about the age of the bird, with some questions as to whether a second-
summer could be definitely eliminated given some of the detail visible in other published images
of the bird, it was unanimously accepted on first circulation between January and May 2012. Note
that we could find no evidence to support the claim of the bird still being present on 24th June. 



‘The challenge of locating vagrant scoters amongst the vast, but often distant flocks that con-
gregate at favoured locations around the British coast remains. How long will it be before the
next American or first Asian White-winged Scoter is located? Any observers lucky enough to dis-
cover one would do well to refer to the features in this account, and the articles by Martin
Garner, in order to confirm the identification.’

Martin Collinson, Chairman of BOURC, commented: ‘With multiple previous occurrences of
White-winged Scoters in Iceland, it seemed inevitable that one would eventually be found here.
The observers should nevertheless be congratulated on their persistence in sticking with this first-
summer bird until they could confirm the identification. The descriptions and photographs con-
firmed that it was a White-winged Scoter. The bill-and-head profile was a perfect match for the
American subspecies M. d. deglandi, but elimination of the Asian subspecies M. d. stejnegeri was
not completely straightforward. Examination of images online and museum specimens confirmed
(as described in this paper) that a first-summer stejnegeri would have a more triangular, Surf
Scoter M. perspicillata-like bill profile, not showing the distinctive stepped appearance of nomi-
nate deglandi. BOURC concurred with BBRCs acceptance of the Blackdog individual as a nomi-
nate (North American) bird. White-winged Scoter is kept in captivity in Europe (see, for example,
http://tinyurl.com/mekh2fc) but is rare, and BOURC considered the possibility of the Blackdog
bird being an escapee to be vanishingly small. There was no reason to doubt the provenance, so
BOURC added the species to Category A of the British List. There is still no published genetic
analysis of Velvet and White-winged Scoters. However, available “barcoding” database sequences
do not provide any strong support for a split between nominate deglandi and stejnegeri.’ 
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We apologise for an error in the layouts for ‘Best Bird Book of the Year 2014’ in last month’s issue
of BB (Brit. Birds 108: 112–114), when the texts describing the second- and fifth-placed books
were inadvertently copied from the 2013 award. The correct text is given below, and you can read
the whole article on our website at: www.britishbirds.co.uk/birding-resources/book-of-the-year

2nd  Ten Thousand Birds: ornithology since Darwin
By Tim Birkhead, Jo Wimpenny and Bob Montgomerie; Princeton University Press, 2014
Reviewed in BB by Alan Knox (Brit. Birds 107: 373–374)
Ornithology did, of course, start before Darwin and the senior author has indeed written about
that (and his efforts have appeared in these rankings before). Post Darwin, however, all manner
of questions could be investigated from a different perspective and this review provides an
excellent overview of where scientific ornithology is now.

5th  Forty Years of Evolution: Darwin’s Finches on Daphne Major Island
By Peter R. Grant and B. Rosemary Grant; Princeton University Press, 2014 
Reviewed in BB by David Parkin (Brit. Birds 107: 708–709)
An account of evolution by natural selection demonstrably in action, fittingly among the
eponymous finches of evolution’s most famous proponent. The effort and devotion involved, 40
years on a small island with birds individually known, is simply breathtaking. Not everyone will
find this book easy to read, but the lessons are very important.

Announcement
BB Bird Photograph of the Year 2015
The 39th BB Bird Photograph of the Year competition, with the main sponsor once again being
Anglian Water, is free to enter and seeks to recognise the best and/or the most scientifically interesting
photographs of Western Palearctic birds taken during 2014. In addition to the main awards, there is
a digiscoping section. Up to three images may be entered for each competition. For full details of the
rules and how to submit entries, go to www.britishbirds.co.uk/about/bird-photograph-of-the-year
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