
After his term as a voting member of BBRC
from 1999, Adam Rowlands took on the role
of the Committee’s chairman in April 2008,
and served until his retirement at the AGM
in March this year. We can now announce
that Paul French, who has been a BBRC
member since 2008, has accepted the post of
chairman.

Taking on the role of MC at the handover
(see plate 113 in the last issue of BB), BBRC
Secretary Nigel Hudson related how Adam
had played such an important part in making
his own leap into being the Committee’s sec-
retary so easy and, just as importantly, so
enjoyable. Nigel noted that, throughout his
time with BBRC, Adam had displayed a quiet
but authoritative demeanour, which meant
that you always listened as he explained the
problem and, more often than not, the solu-
tion. That quiet authority was even more in
evidence when Adam became chairman, and
it was combined with a phenomenal memory
of BBRC’s recent history. That in turn meant
that Adam was usually able to recall some-
thing along the lines ‘and there was that first-
winter in Norfolk in 1997 that also showed
dark tips...’, etc. etc. to ensure that consis-
tency was applied. In reply, Adam empha-
sised what a pleasure it had been to serve on
the Committee, both as a voting member and
as chairman. Everyone involved with BBRC
wished him well for the future, which 
will include still helping BBRC on specific
projects.

Replacing Adam is another fresh-faced

and highly talented member of the current
Committee, Paul French. Originally from
Wolverhampton, Paul is a self-employed
ornithological consultant, now based in the
East Riding of Yorkshire, but often to be
found in the extremities of Britain at migra-
tion time. Sickeningly well travelled and
highly experienced in identification matters,
he will bring a variety of talents to the post of
chairman, not least his apparently inex-
haustible enthusiasm. For the time being at
least, Paul will continue as a voting member
of BBRC as well as taking on the chair’s
duties.
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167. Paul French at the BBRC AGM in 
March 2015. 
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New member for BBRC

We are sad to report that Martin Garner, who
has been a voting member of the Committee
since 2006, has announced his early retire-
ment from BBRC. A combination of ill health
and a desire to publish more in his Challenge
series of bird books has led to this difficult
decision for him. Everyone at BBRC would
like to express their sincere thanks and appre-
ciation to Martin for all the knowledge,

insight, dedication and hard work he brought
to the Committee. His sense of humour and
his boundless enthusiasm, for obscure sub-
species, for learning and everything else, will
be sorely missed.

We are delighted to announce that David
Fairhurst has agreed to be co-opted onto the
Committee to replace Martin, with effect
from the AGM in March. Dave is the current
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RSPB South Suffolk Coast warden and a
serving member of the Suffolk records com-
mittee. He will be familiar to many for his
numerous rarity finds, including Brown
Shrike Lanius cristatus, Pallas’s Grasshopper
Warbler Locustella certhiola, Thick-billed
Warbler Iduna aedon and Yellow-breasted
Bunting Emberiza aureola on Shetland, plus
Suffolk’s first Laughing Gull Larus atricilla
and fourth Red-eyed Vireo Vireo olivaceus,
along with Pacific Golden Plover Pluvialis
fulva, Baird’s Sandpiper Calidris bairdii,
Lesser Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes, Two-barred
Crossbill Loxia leucoptera and plenty more in
his home county. He has extensive foreign
experience to boot, including in much of
Europe, the USA and Israel, and in his spare
time he is a tour leader for Limosa and Shet-
land Wildlife.

Dave will be co-opted until August 2015,
when an election for the vacancy left by
Martin’s retirement will take place. David
Fairhurst will be the BBRC nominee, but we
welcome further nominations. Anyone
wishing to stand for election should fulfil the
following criteria:

● a widely acknowledged expertise in
identification

● proven reliability in the field 
● a track record of high-quality submissions

of descriptions of scarce and rare birds to
county records committees and the BBRC 

● considerable experience of record
assessment

● regional credibility
● easy access to IT
● the capacity to handle the considerable

volume of work involved in assessing
upwards of 700 records per year

● the capacity to work quickly and
efficiently
All candidates must be proposed and

second ed; nominations (with a letter of
agreement from the candidate) should be
sent to the BBRC chairman by 15th July
2015. After this date, if we have received
further nominations, a voting slip and list of
candidates with relevant details will be sent
to all county recorders and bird observatory
wardens for an election, as per section 2.2.4
of our constitution (see www.bbrc.org.uk/
constitution.pdf).

Out with the old and in with the… old

As noted briefly in the last issue of BB (p.
189), there are a number of changes to the
BBRC list, which take effect from 1st January
2015. Removed from the list are Lesser Scaup
Aythya affinis, Penduline Tit Remiz pen-
dulinus, Blyth’s Reed Warbler Acrocephalus
dumetorum and Citrine Wagtail Motacilla 
citreola, while added to it are Aquatic Warbler
Acrocephalus paludicola, Tawny Pipit Anthus
campestris, Red-throated Pipit A. cervinus
and Rustic Bunting Emberiza rustica. Hope-
fully, those birders lucky enough to have
found a Lesser Scaup in the early part of 2015

will not be too disappointed by this
announcement; we will, of course, consider
those Lesser Scaups that were initially found
in 2014 but stayed into 2015. 

The starting point for defining a national
rarity has been updated as follows: either 100
or fewer individuals in the most recent ten-
year period, or ten or fewer individuals in at
least seven of the last ten years. Any taxon
that meets, or is close to, either of these cri-
teria will then be considered for inclusion as a
BBRC rarity. The removal of taxa from the
BBRC list will follow similar guidelines – so

Table 1. Annual totals for the most recent ten-year period (2004–13) of the four species to be
removed from the BBRC list. The figures are in numerical rather than chronological order, so the
biggest year is listed under 1st, the next best under 2nd, and so on.

                                       10th      9th        8th        7th        6th        5th        4th       3rd       2nd       1st      Total
Lesser Scaup                    2           4           6           8          10         14         15         15         16         27        117
Penduline Tit                   5           7           7           7           9          11         13         13         15         19        106
Blyth’s Reed Warbler       2           3           4           6           7          11         13         16         19         20        101
Citrine Wagtail                4           7           9          11         12         14         19         20         21         21        138



those with more than 100
individuals in the last ten
years, or more than ten
individuals in at least seven
of the last ten years will be
considered for removal. 

Before finalising any
changes, the Committee will
also consider other factors,
such as population trends,
changes in distribution, and
identification issues with
taxa that are hovering close
to the threshold; in other
words, the statistical criteria
should be treated as guide-
lines rather than hard and
fast rules. We also propose
that decisions about species
coming on or off the list will
then remain in place for at
least ten years, to try and
smooth out any short-term
fluctuations and to avoid 
a situation where species
‘yo-yo’ on and off the list. 

Ultimately, we hope
that the guidelines pre-
sented here will prove
stable and robust over the
coming years.

Given that the first
British record of  Lesser
Scaup occurred as recently
as 1987 – the famous
Chasewater (Staffordshire)
bird – it may be initially
surprising that this
Nearctic duck is no longer
a national rarity. The true
status is perhaps masked
by returning birds, but the
trend is pretty clear, even
allowing for a slight
decline in the breeding
population www.birdlife.
org/datazone/speciesfactsheet.php?id=483
With a total of 117 records in Britain in the
last ten years, it clearly exceeds the ‘more than
100 in ten years’ criterion.

Although there are only five years with
more than ten records of Penduline Tit, the
total of 106 over the same period is sufficient

to warrant removal from the BBRC list. This
species is the only one treated here that
remains a real rarity in the north of Britain –
indeed, there are no accepted Scottish records
to date. Numbers do fluctuate, but seem to be
smoothing out just above the ten-per-year
mark. 
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Fig. 1. Annual totals of Lesser Scaups Aythya affinis in Britain since
1950.
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Fig. 2. Annual totals of Penduline Tits Remiz pendulinus in Britain
since 1950.
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Fig. 3. Annual totals of Blyth’s Reed Warblers Acrocephalus
dumetorum in Britain since 1950.
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Fig. 4. Annual totals of Citrine Wagtails Motacilla citreola in Britain
since 1950.
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only just creeps over our criteria threshold,
with a total of 101 birds in the last ten years,
we felt that this, coupled with the rapidly
increasing trend, meant that removing it was
the right decision. As set out in our constitu-
tion, we are happy to offer advice to any
county committees who feel they need help
in assessing potentially tricky species such as
this. 

As the Citrine Wagtail has spread across
eastern Europe as a breeding species, the
number of reports in Britain has increased in
similar fashion, and for a while it has seemed
inevitable that we should lose this species as a
national rarity. And, with a total of 138
records over the last ten years and at least ten
records in seven of the last ten years, it clearly

meets the criteria for
removal. This is another
species where Shetland
records predominate; else-
where, Citrine Wagtail
remains an exciting and
top-drawer bird to find. 

We shall present more
detail about the four
species returning to the list
in the BBRC report for
2015, although the latest
scarce migrants reports in
BB (White & Kehoe 2014,
2015) show the most
recent data on numbers of
these four in Britain. In
brief, Aquatic Warbler is
one of only three globally
threatened birds that occur
regularly in Britain. With
an estimated world popu-
lation of  12,100–14,700
singing males, all within
Europe, this species is clas-
sified as Vulnerable by

Table 2. Annual totals for the most recent ten year period (2004–13) of the four species that
return to the BBRC list. The figures are in numerical rather than chronological order, so the
biggest year is listed under 1st, the next best under 2nd, and so on.

                                       10th      9th        8th        7th        6th        5th        4th       3rd       2nd       1st      Total
Aquatic Warbler              3           7           7           7           8           9           9          12         17         17         96
Tawny Pipit                      0           6           6           7          10         11         11         14         15         15         95
Red-throated Pipit          4           4           6           8          11         11         12         12         15         19        102
Rustic Bunting                 5           5           5           6           6           7           8          10         13         15         80

As noted in the last BBRC report (Brit.
Birds 107: 626–627), the numbers of accepted
Blyth’s Reed Warblers in Britain have risen
dramatically. With increasing awareness of its
subtle features, the acceptance rate for this
species remains, perhaps surprisingly, quite
high. Shetland is by far the best place to
encounter a Blyth’s Reed Warbler in Britain,
but there are increasing records from else-
where too. Singing males are now expected in
spring, and it might not be too long before a
genuine breeding attempt is reported. All of
this seems incredible given the history of this
once-mythical rarity, but it is one of the few
good news stories in European bird popula-
tions. It has recently been removed from the
list of Norwegian rarities and, although it
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Fig. 5. Annual totals of Aquatic Warblers Acrocephalus paludicola in
Britain since 1990.
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Fig. 6. Annual totals of Rustic Buntings Emberiza rustica in Britain
since 1990.
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BirdLife and numbers in Britain since 1990
have crashed (fig. 5). Given this species’ con-
servation status, it is critically important to
maintain an accurate database of its occur-
rences. 

For Tawny Pipit, although six of the last
ten years have produced ten or more records,
the overall total of 95 over the last ten years is
sufficient to reinstate it as a national rarity,
coupled with a fairly obvious long-term
downward trend, especially since the mid
1990s. Red-throated Pipit is the most con-
tentious species treated here, since it doesn’t
yet quite meet our numerical criteria.
Numbers in Britain hover around the ten-
per-year mark, but since the record influx in
1992 it has declined here, and it is also
declining on its Fennoscandian breeding
grounds. Given the trend since 1990 and a
possible link between that decline and
climate change in both the species’ tundra
breeding grounds and its Sahelian wintering
grounds (for example Virkkala et al. 2008),

we felt that the best course of action was to
readmit Red-throated Pipit to the BBRC list.

The westward expansion of  Rustic
Buntings into Scandinavia in the twentieth
century was reflected by the increase in
numbers reaching the UK, which peaked in
the 1990s. The first documented breeding
record for Norway was in 1960 (Lundberg
1962) and the population was as high as 100–
500 pairs in 1994 (Gjershaug et al. 1994).
Subsequently, it declined there by a massive
82% (Dale & Hansen 2013), and while the
Norwegian population is peripheral to the
main populations in Russia, it is probably
symptomatic of a wider decline across the
range. For example, both the Swedish (Green
& Lindström 1994) and the Finnish
(http://atlas3.lintuatlas.fi/results/species/rustic
%20bunting) populations have declined too.
In this context, the small numbers discovered
in Britain in recent years are not surprising,
and we had no hesitation in bringing Rustic
Bunting back onto the BBRC list. 
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Subalpine Warblers

The position on Subalpine Warblers Sylvia
cantillans set out recently in BB (Brit. Birds
107: 420–424) needs further slight refine-
ment in the light of BOURC’s latest taxo-
nomic announcement (BOU 2015). The
complex has now been split into Moltoni’s
Subalpine Warbler S. subalpina (monotypic)
and Subalpine Warbler S. cantillans (now
generally regarded as comprising four sub-
species – iberiae, inornata, cantillans and
albistriata). Of these, the first two form a
subspecies pair, ‘Western Subalpine Warbler’,
while the last two comprise another species
pair, ‘Eastern Subalpine Warbler’.

Moltoni’s Subalpine Warbler will continue
to be assessed by BBRC, but at the species
level the newly defined Subalpine Warbler
does not meet the threshold for considera-
tion as a national rarity. However, any of its
component subspecies (or either of the sub-
species pairs) do meet the criteria for consid-
eration as rare subspecies. Hence, and with
effect from 1st January 2015, BBRC welcomes
submissions of any of the following (claims
of S. c. inornata are not sought at present as
genetic reference material is not available):

● ‘Western Subalpine Warbler’ S. c. iberiae/
inornata – confirmed by plumage and T5
(second outermost tail feather) pattern,
and supported by call. 

● ‘Western Subalpine Warbler’ S. c. iberiae –
confirmed by DNA, supported by call,
plumage and T5 pattern.

● ‘Eastern Subalpine Warbler’ S. c.
cantillans/albistriata – confirmed by
plumage and/or T5 pattern. 

● ‘Eastern Subalpine Warbler’ S. c.
cantillans – confirmed by DNA,
supported by call, plumage and T5
pattern.

● ‘Eastern Subalpine Warbler’ S. c.
albistriata – confirmed by DNA and/or
call and/or wing length, supported by
plumage including T5 pattern.
Pre-2015 claims are also sought where the

evidence allows identification against the
above framework. The relevant county and
local records committees will be notified of
any ‘not proven’ claims, which will not be
published in the appendices of the BBRC
annual report.
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Letter
The status of Wilson’s Storm-petrel in Britain

I enjoyed reading the non-passerine section
of the recent scarce migrants report in BB
(White & Kehoe 2015), but have several
points to make about the account for
Wilson’s Storm-petrel Oceanites oceanicus,
which states: ‘There is potentially some
degree of duplication of records seen from
ferries and on pelagic trips in the waters
around Scilly, where chumming attracts birds
to boats from some distance – and so… the
totals are best regarded as bird-days rather
than accurate counts of individuals.’ In my
opinion the potential duplication is too small
to warrant treating records as ‘bird-days’.

During 2011–12, only one of 41 sightings
was ferry-based (7th July 2012), and a simi-

larly small percentage of records originate
from ferry sightings in other years. The great
majority of  British records of  Wilson’s
Storm-petrels come from short-range pelagic
trips out of Scilly. I have participated in trips
every year since 1995 – over 500 trips since
1999, during which I have seen about 400
Wilson’s. The real issue concerning bird-days
is the possible duplication of records from
these trips – duplication during any trip, and
between subsequent trips. 

Duplication during a trip was addressed at
the outset of Scilly pelagics by instituting a
conservative counting method – the
maximum number of birds seen together,
plus any additional birds separable by


