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ABSTRACT The origins and history of the BBRC, and some of the influences
which have shaped its development, form the core of this review.Also

examined are data deriving from its activities and publications; comparisons
with the methods and experiences of records committees elsewhere; public

perceptions of the procedures for the acquisition and adjudication of records;
and the continuing significance of the national records committee.

The British Birds 
Rarities Committee:

a review of its history,
publications and procedures

Alan R. Dean

A
n editorial in the August 1959 issue of
British Birds announced the establish-
ment of a ‘Rarity Records Committee’

and listed 207 species for which future records
in Britain and Ireland would be adjudicated and
published in an annual report. Thus, assessment
and documentation of rare birds in the British
Isles were for the first time put on a disciplined,
centralised and consistent footing and an era of
more dispersed assessment and publication
came to an end.

The first report of the ‘Rarity Records Com-
mittee’, as it was known initially, covered the
year 1958. It appeared in 1960 (Brit. Birds 53:
153–173), dealt with 81 species and extended to
21 pages. More recently, the 48th report of the
British Birds Rarities Committee (Brit. Birds
100: 16–61, 72–104) dealt with 135 species in 79
larger-format pages. The intervening years wit-
nessed many developments, in the procedures
of record assessment, identification standards,
perceptions of what constitutes ‘a rarity’, and in
observer attitudes. In parallel, there has been a
considerable expansion in the avenues through
which individual rarity records are reported
and renewed widening in their places of publi-
cation. Accompanying this trend, a number of
individuals and publications now offer public
commentary on the validity of records, proce-
dures for their assessment and the continuing
relevance of traditional techniques.

The following account attempts to review
some of these developments, to explore influ-
ences on the evolution of the BBRC, to examine
parameters – relating to birds and observers –
which ensue from the assessment process, to
discuss past and on-going changes in the atti-
tudes and responses of birdwatchers to the
observation and reporting of rare birds, and to
assess current perceptions of, and support for,
the activities of records committees and the
BBRC. An illuminating and detailed analysis of
‘The first ten years of the Rarities Committee’
was provided by Wallace (1970). Its focus was
an appraisal of the committee’s stated functions
and the information deriving from them, and
included a number of fascinating numerical
and qualitative indices. A few of its more
trenchant statistics are updated here.

In order to provide a balanced historical
record, and a meaningful context within which
to review more recent developments, the origins
and traditional working practices of the com-
mittee are described. Since these aspects of the
BBRC are well documented, they are treated
here succinctly and tabulated where appro-
priate. To obtain a measure of public perception
and opinion, I have canvassed (via question-
naires) a selection of active and experienced
observers in Britain. For European and global
perspectives – on observer attitudes, record
assessment issues and committee procedures – I



have contacted observers from Ireland, main-
land Europe, Australia, North America and the
constituent committees of the Association of
European Records and Rarities Committees
(AERC).

Many issues are matters of historical fact and
are reported accordingly. Several issues are
more contentious and, particularly in more
recent years, have aroused considerable debate
and disagreement. Occasionally, I have
expressed personal observations on these and
other issues; so that these personal asides may
be readily identified as subjective, they are set in
italics.

The Committee
Rare-bird documentation and the origins of
BBRC
An inventory of rare birds in Britain and
Ireland up to 1940 can be found within the sys-
tematic list and the paragraphs on distribution
in The Handbook of British Birds (Witherby et
al. 1938–1941). Ignoring discredited records,
such as ‘The Hastings Rarities’ (Nelder 1962;
Nicholson & Ferguson-Lees 1962), The Hand-
book lists totals for 68 species where fewer than
14 individuals had been recorded, while a
further 86 species are coded as ‘vagrant’, ‘rare
vagrant’ or ‘very rare vagrant’. For 16 of these
species, details are imprecise but, up to 1940,
the remaining 138 species accumulated a total
in the order of just 2,500 individuals. The listed
records were harvested from a wide range of

publications, including early
national and regional 
avifaunas, British Birds, The
Zoologist, Ibis, and the Bulletin
of the British Ornithologists’
Club. (See Evans (1991) and
Naylor (1996) for modern
inventories.)

Between 1940 and 1960, the
number of observers increased
substantially, in tandem with
improving identification skills,
experience abroad of species
scarce in Britain, and an
expanding number of bird
observatories at key migration
sites. By the late 1950s, The
Handbook’s inventory was no
longer representative, as
reports of species perceived as
rare grew to around 400 indi-

viduals of 75 species annually. Their places of
publication remained diverse and included an
increasing number of county bird reports.
Assessment of the acceptability of claims rested
with the editorial teams of these various publi-
cations. Details of the rarest species were pub-
lished in British Birds, and were thus subject to
a further tier of editorial vetting, while a
summary of lesser rarities was provided in a
feature entitled ‘Recent reports and news’. Nev-
ertheless, publication of records of rarities
nationwide remained piecemeal and adjudica-
tion standards were correspondingly inconsis-
tent. In 1959, recognising that this situation was
unsustainable, the editors of British Birds con-
ceived the idea of a national Rarity Records
Committee (Brit. Birds 52: 241–244).
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67. The BBRC’s first Chairman, Phil Hollom (centre), photographed here
with Max Nicholson (left, a former editor of BB) and Raymond O’Connor 

(then Director of the BTO), at BB’s 75th party, at the Scotch Whisky
Association’s premises in Half Moon Street, off Piccadilly, London, June 1982.
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Table 1. A summary of the aims and objectives 
of the Rarities Committee as implied in its 
first report, in 1960 (after Wallace 1970).

• To cope with the enormously increased number
of observations of rare birds at a national level.

• To assess rarity records uniformly and not by the
inevitably varying standards of the different
county reports alone.

• To bring together all the well-authenticated
records in one place so that the general picture
emerges.

• To pass on to observers the knowledge gained
from its work in the form of a thorough
reappraisal of the identification criteria of
particular groups.



Aims and objectives
The original aims and objectives of the com-
mittee were discussed in the introduction to the
first ‘Report on rare birds in Great Britain and
Ireland’ (Brit. Birds 53: 153–173). From this
text, a précis of key statements of intent was
extracted by Wallace (1970). This remains a
useful summary of the committee’s initial
rationale and its headings are reproduced in
Table 1.

Membership
From its inception, the committee has com-
prised ten voting members. Originally, both
Chairman and Secretary were part of the voting
complement but, from the mid 1970s, the Sec-
retary (constitutionally) and the Chairman
(intermittently, and at their own instigation)
have occupied non-voting roles.

Six Chairmen and seven Honorary Secre-
taries have served the committee, while an addi-
tional 53 individuals have occupied
record-assessment and voting roles (Appendix
1). A glance through Appendix 1 reveals the
calibre of the committee’s membership through
nearly five decades, with many of the luminaries
of British field observation and identification
figuring among its members. This is observed
not as an accolade but as a measure of the

breadth of knowledge and experience which has
been brought to the task of record assessment.
A particular tribute is due, however, to Mike
Rogers, who was Hon. Secretary of the BBRC
from 1978 until his death in 2006. For 29 years
he was responsible for receiving submissions,
marshalling them into geographical- or species-
related batches, circulating them to voting
members, collating the resulting decisions, and
compiling the draft of the annual report. It is
sometimes forgotten that, during much of this
era, such tasks were of necessity labour-inten-
sive. Much has changed during these 29 years
but Mike Rogers’s contribution to the work of
the BBRC cannot be overestimated.

Constitution and procedures
The constitution of the BBRC and its tradi-
tional procedures for the acquisition and assess-
ment of records have been explained on several
occasions (see, for example, Lansdown 1987 &
1993). They appear on the committee’s website
(http://www.bbrc.org.uk) and are summarised
in Appendix 2.

History, influences and developments
Since the committee’s history spans nearly half
a century, its evolution has been influenced by
social and technological changes as well as by
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68. The British Birds Rarities Committee, at the annual meeting in March 1989. From left, Richard Chandler 
(BB representative), Peter Colston (then BBRC’s Archivist and Museum Consultant), Chris Heard, John Marchant,

Mike Rogers (then Hon. Secretary), Keith Vinicombe, Peter Lansdown (then BBRC Chairman), Steve Gantlett,
Alan Dean, Dave Britton and Tim Sharrock (then BB Editor). Members of the committee unable to attend this

meeting were Alan Brown and Rob Hume.
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purely ornithological factors. Developments
have been both proactive and reactive. Under 
P. A. D. Hollom’s chairmanship, the 1960s was a
period of consolidation, with working proce-
dures and the format of the yearly ‘Report on
rare birds in Great Britain’ being firmly estab-
lished and the role of the committee as arbiter
of the national rarity record seldom questioned.
In his analysis of its first ten years, Wallace
(1970) concluded that the BBRC had been
broadly successful in achieving its stated objec-
tives – provisos concerned the discarding of
several species from the list of those considered
and limited publication of identification texts.

The BBRC database: identification, status and
statistics
The issue of identification papers was addressed
during Wallace’s own tenure as Chairman
during the early and mid 1970s. Refinements in
identification criteria, drawing heavily upon the
BBRC archives, led to a series of papers, which
were later to form the core of a compendium
entitled Frontiers of Bird Identification (Shar-
rock 1980). Of the 29 papers in this work, all
but two were authored or co-authored by
existing or forthcoming members of the BBRC.
Between them, Ian Wallace and Peter Grant
(Ian’s successor as Chairman) were involved
with 21 contributions

This increased dissemination of information
was complemented by the inclusion in the ‘Rar-
ities Report’ of statistics indicating the status of
each species, an innovation suggested and
implemented by David Britton. From the report

for 1976 onwards, the heading
for each species’ account listed
‘the total number of individ-
uals recorded in Britain (i) to
the end of 1957, (ii) for the
period since the formation of
the Rarities Committee in
1958, but excluding (iii) those
listed for the current year’. Fol-
lowing AERC recommenda-
tions, the statistics were
backdated to 1950 and these
first appeared in the 2005
report (see also Wallace et al.
2006). Meanwhile, full analyses
of the temporal and geograph-
ical distributions of scarce and
rare birds in Britain and
Ireland were published. Using

data from the BBRC annual report, the Irish
Bird Report and (for non-BBRC species) records
culled from county bird reports, the distribu-
tions of scarce migrants during 1958–67 (Shar-
rock 1974) and rare birds during 1958–72
(Sharrock & Sharrock 1976) were portrayed
graphically. At the close of the 1970s, the
accounts of the committee were in good order.
From 1983, increased financial support for the
work and publications of the BBRC was forth-
coming, via sponsorship from the optical
company Carl Zeiss Ltd.

Internationalism and ‘The New Approach’
Increasingly, widening horizons among bird-
watchers were reflected by exchanges of knowl-
edge and ideas with observers overseas. This
was manifested most clearly in a series of ‘Inter-
national Identification Meetings’ during the
first six years of the 1980s. The 4th Interna-
tional Meeting, held at Eilat, Israel, in
November 1986, was attended by 24 delegates
from 12 countries, including Peter Grant, Alan
Harris and Tim Sharrock from England and
Killian Mullarney from Ireland. Its proceedings
were published under the title International
Bird Identification (Grant et al. 1987). Within
this more dynamic and international approach
lay the beginnings of a new philosophy of bird
identification and, by implication, the standards
by which records of rare birds should be judged.
In Britain, this development was closely associ-
ated with Peter Grant, who was Chairman of
the BBRC from 1976 to 1986. Peter’s reputation
as an identification expert was recognised inter-
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69. Peter J. Grant, BBRC Chairman from 1976 to 1986, photographed 
here in 1981 at his regular patch of Dungeness, Kent.
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nationally following publication in 1982 of his
ground-breaking book Gulls: a guide to identifi-
cation (originally published as a series of papers
in British Birds during 1978–81). Peter Lans-
down (in litt.) has commented: ‘Peter Grant was
widely acknowledged as the prime forward-
thinking identification expert in the UK. That
he was also a good organiser, popular, enthusi-
astic, really comfortable with people and a
willing and quick worker on paper made him a
natural chairman for the BBRC.’ His chairman-
ship ushered in exciting times, with some long-
standing identification problems being tackled
with renewed vigour and optimism, and the
birding community generally comfortable with
the direction of the BBRC. It is ironic, therefore,
that this period also sowed the seeds of a schism
within the ranks of rare-bird enthusiasts and
identification protagonists.

Radical changes in the design of optics
during the 1970s and 1980s led, in particular, to
the emergence of compact, high-resolution tele-
scopes. For many birders, use of a telescope
became routine rather than an intermittent
(and cumbersome) procedure. As well as pro-
viding enhanced enjoyment of all species, this
enabled differences between closely similar
species to be investigated with renewed
purpose. Detailed observations of state of
moult and fine plumage detail became possible
during normal field conditions and were no
longer the sole province of ringers and museum
workers. New (or sometimes ‘rediscovered’) cri-
teria began to evolve for distinguishing the
members of difficult species-groups, such as
stints Calidris, the immature plumages of gulls
(Laridae), and certain warblers (Sylviidae).
Identification by precise examination of
plumage minutiae was nowhere better illus-
trated than in the paper ‘Identification of stints
and peeps’ (Grant & Jonsson 1984), with Lars
Jonsson’s superb and meticulous illustrations
depicting the diagnostic feather detail of each
species with both precision and artistry. Real
advances in knowledge were emerging and
many birders were enthused with the potential
of the new approach. Since its techniques were
founded upon specific plumage marks, such as
the colour and patterning of tertial fringes or
the internal markings of wing-coverts and
scapulars, it was advocated as objective and reli-
able. Among some birders, and almost by
default, earlier approaches to identification
became regarded as error-prone. Evaluations of

more general features, such as overall shape, rel-
ative proportions, prominent markings, and
basic distribution of colour, were perceived as
subjective and, in consequence, unreliable. Pub-
lished correspondence (e.g. Brit. Birds 77: 16,
204; 78: 356–357) demonstrated the valuable
contributions which each approach brought to
bird identification, but the perception remained
that the newer methods had displaced earlier
techniques. Identification based upon the
minutiae of plumage, structure and moult
became known as ‘The New Approach’, taken
from the title of a series of papers in Birding
World (and later a pamphlet, published in 1989)
by Peter Grant and Killian Mullarney. More tra-
ditional practice, evaluating the unique char-
acter of a species from a synthesis of its essential
shape, patterning and behaviour, was christened
by its advocates as ‘The Holistic Approach’, and
was a close relative of identification by ‘jizz’.
Each having acquired a soubriquet, it was
inevitable that the two approaches would be
viewed by some as in conflict. The debate over
their relative strengths and weaknesses dimin-
ished through the 1990s but still reappears on
occasion (see Wallace 2004).

The discord which sometimes attends this
debate is surely misplaced, and implies an artifi-
cial dichotomy, as the correspondence cited earlier
demonstrates. When identifying commoner and
relatively familiar species, a holistic approach is
clearly sensible and practical. This ‘fast-tracking’
of identification relies on evident field marks (in
the mode of the Peterson series of field guides)
and on overall ‘jizz’. Such a ‘ready-reckoner’ tech-
nique will have a high rate of success in processing
the relatively large numbers of identifications
which birdwatchers make during a day in the
field. The consequences of an isolated misidentifi-
cation, among a host of relatively common
species, are of no great significance. When
encountering a rare (and less familiar) species,
especially a species difficult to distinguish from
congeners, then the holistic approach is less
appropriate, as the consequences of a mistake are
now significant. The holistic approach will often
be instrumental in the initial detection of ‘some-
thing different’ but establishing a critical identifi-
cation beyond doubt requires a change of
technique, to the more precise and detailed
methods of ‘The New Approach’. I am sure that
most birdwatchers employ both techniques in this
way, more-or-less instinctively. Furthermore,
behavioural traits and vocalisations (such as tail
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movements and calls among Hippolais warblers)
are emerging as key identification characters
which bridge the two approaches.

Identification standards and public relations
The undoubted advances deriving from ‘The
New Approach’ were accompanied by some
unpredictable ramifications. Coincident with
these developments in identification techniques
were new avenues for the dissemination of rare-
bird news and the discussion of identification
matters. Telephone-based news services were
established and magazines such as Birding
World (and later Birdwatch) placed a consider-
able focus on rare birds. With their emphasis on
topicality, these newer publications offered an
immediacy which was denied to the more aca-
demic and peer-reviewed heritage of British
Birds, where full details of rare birds and the
circumstances of their occurrence were pub-
lished only after proper adjudication by the
BBRC and, where appropriate, the British
Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee
(BOURC). This disciplined and rigorous
approach to the validity of its publications was,
and remains, fully justified but inevitably intro-
duces a time lag between occurrence and publi-
cation. More recent converts to birding
especially became focused on the rapid publica-
tion of reports of rare birds and were some-
times disenchanted when records, which they
had already seen in print, were judged unac-
ceptable by the BBRC and failed to appear in
the ‘Report on rare birds in Great Britain’. A
misconception arose that, to be accepted, all
claims must be supported by descriptions
steeped in the technicalities of ‘The New
Approach’. This affected not only less experi-
enced birdwatchers but also some more sea-
soned observers, especially seawatchers.
Seabirds observed from coastal watchpoints
were inevitably identified at relatively long
range, using features owing more to the holistic
approach than to observation of fine detail.
Several seabird specialists misinterpreted the
rejection of a number of claims and inferred
that the BBRC was no longer responsive to, nor
conversant with, the techniques of seabird iden-
tification. They threatened to withhold their
records from the committee (and hence from
the national archive).

Recognising the dangers of factionalism, the
BBRC worked to forge closer links with
observers. Peter Lansdown, Chairman of the

BBRC during 1986–93, spoke at several confer-
ences and met with identifiable groups of
observers, in order to explain more fully the
committee’s operations and encourage the con-
tinued submission of records. To meet the con-
cerns of seawatchers, a Seabirds Advisory Panel
(SAP) was established in 1987, with Peter Har-
rison as Secretary. In 1993, the BBRC intro-
duced a new series in British Birds entitled
‘From the Rarities Committee’s files’, designed
to better illustrate the committee’s operations
and to provide guidance on the qualities of suc-
cessful submissions. This feature also served to
publicise and explain improved identification
criteria and to provide an archive of current
standards of documentation and adjudication.
Forging better links and increased openness
continued under Rob Hume’s chairmanship
during the mid 1990s, with a focus on dis-
cussing difficult and contentious records
becoming evident in ‘From the Rarities Com-
mittee’s files’; the dark-rumped petrel Ocean-
odroma observed at sea off Cornwall during
August 1988 (the so-called ‘Chalice petrel’)
being perhaps the most famous and dramatic
example (Brit. Birds 90: 305–313).

A better understanding of records commit-
tees’ operations and their founding on com-
monly agreed principles followed the
establishment of the AERC in 1993. With Euro-
pean and North American participation, a doc-
ument entitled ‘Guidelines for rarities
committees’ was produced (Brit. Birds 86:
301–302; http://www.aerc.eu/Guidelines.htm).
The ‘Guidelines’, already broadly compatible
with the committee’s procedures, were endorsed
by the BBRC. It was now a matter of public
record that the operations of the BBRC and
kindred committees followed principles agreed
and implemented internationally.

The electronic and digital revolution
With better public-relations procedures in
place, and misconceptions allayed if not com-
pletely dispelled, revised concerns for the com-
mittee through the 1990s included the
efficiency of its procedures to deal with an
increasing workload, and the speed of pro-
cessing records and publishing decisions. To
improve throughput of records, a system of
fast-tracking was introduced, whereby more
straightforward records were dealt with by a
subcommittee of five members and circulated
to the full committee only if problems were
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encountered. As had happened previously, a
number of species, which were proving com-
moner than hitherto, were discarded from the
BBRC list. Responsibility for their vetting
passed to county records committees, while a
summary of their status continued to appear in
British Birds in the ‘Report on scarce birds in
Britain’, authored by Peter Fraser and Mike
Rogers.

More significantly, the beginnings of change
in the type of documentation submitted
became evident. During the early and mid
1990s, records received by the committee
included: ‘A few videos, almost no digital pic-
tures but certainly a gradual increase in normal
photographic documentation’ (Rob Hume in
litt.). Within a few years, technological changes
in the world at large were dramatic, with e-mail,
the internet and digital optics becoming central
to communications and media. The emergence
of digital photography, and digiscoping, sig-
nalled an era where photography of rare birds
became the norm and images of rare birds
appeared on the internet within hours of a
bird’s discovery, and appeared in print well
before details had been submitted, processed
and published by the BBRC.
In addition, the traditional
procedures of the BBRC
were established in the
‘paper-based’ era and upon
detailed written documenta-
tion. It was clear that
adapting to electronic
methods was overdue. A 
fascinating perspective on
some of the issues and soul-
searching during this period
is included in Rob Hume’s
book, Life with Birds (2005).
During the opening years of
the new millennium, under
the chairmanship of Colin
Bradshaw, the conversion to
electronic format of BBRC
methodologies for the sub-
mission and adjudication of
claims has been largely com-
pleted (Brit. Birds 99: 225).
More traditional lines of
communication remain
available, so that less IT-
oriented observers are not
disenfranchised. The preoc-

cupation with digital photographs and a
declining enthusiasm for field notes define the
current concern of the BBRC and all records
committees: how to adapt acceptable standards
of documentation to the digital age while safe-
guarding the integrity and value of the archive.

Taxonomic turbulence and RIACT
Among the most dramatic changes in recent
ornithology has been the re-evaluation of taxo-
nomic relationships based on molecular studies,
especially DNA-sequence data (for an accessible
summary see Maclean et al. 2005). This has led
to a re-evaluation of species limits and relation-
ships, and the elevation of a number of forms
from subspecies to full species. Taxonomic deci-
sions affecting the British List reside with the
BOURC, on the recommendation of its Taxo-
nomic Sub-committee (TSC); for Western
Palearctic taxa that are outside the remit of the
BOURC, recommendations of the Taxonomic
Advisory Committee (TAC) of the AERC are
normally followed (Collinson 2006). Universal
agreement upon species concepts and which
forms warrant recognition as full species
remains a distant prospect and, for its own
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70. Current BBRC member Brian Small digiscoping in his home county of
Suffolk, February 2007. This photograph nicely encapsulates two of the key

technological advances in bird identification of the past two or three decades:
a marked improvement in the optical quality (and portability) of modern

telescopes, and the now widespread use of digital cameras and video-
recorders, which have arguably (and unfortunately) sounded the death 

knell for the routine use of field notebooks.
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decisions, the TSC has formulated ‘Guidelines
for assigning species rank’ (Helbig et al. 2002;
Collinson 2002). For birders and ornithologists,
these taxonomic upheavals have led to a
realignment of focus, from species and sub-
species to ‘diagnosable taxa’, and a recognition
that taxa currently regarded as subspecies
warrant greater attention than they have
received hitherto. The BBRC has long deliber-
ated claims of races rarely encountered in
Britain but, historically, has restricted this to
forms with clearly distinctive features. With
reports of a wider range of subspecies being
submitted, and the taxonomic status of some
forms liable to change, the BBRC in 1999 estab-
lished a subcommittee charged with investi-
gating ‘Racial Identification Among Changing
Taxonomy’ (RIACT) and with developing cri-
teria for identifying rare subspecies in Britain
(Brit. Birds 92: 546, 96: 543, 97: 559). Recog-
nising the special requirements of this task, the
subcommittee freely co-opts specialists from
outside BBRC ranks to assist with the investiga-
tion of individual forms or groups. On behalf of
the BBRC, Kehoe (2006) recently provided a full
discussion of the committee’s approach to the
recording and assessment of rare races that
would otherwise not fall within the BBRC’s
remit. The committee has introduced a system
of ‘informal reporting’ of suspected extralimital
races for which diagnosis currently remains
uncertain, whereby reports can be submitted
without being subjected to the formal adjudica-
tion process. The information resulting from
such informal reports will provide a valuable
resource in the on-going investigation of identi-
fication criteria.

The current focus
During its 2004 annual meeting, the BBRC 
re-examined its constitution and objectives. A
subsequent article entitled ‘What does the
British Birds Rarities Committee do?’ (Brit.
Birds 97: 260–263) included a tabulation of its
refined aims and objectives and is repeated here
as table 2.

In July 2006, Colin Bradshaw (in litt.) listed
the current aspirations of the committee, of
which the following is an edited summary:

• the transition of BBRC to a modern, respon-
sive organisation, which still assesses records
rigorously but delivers its results in an open
and timely manner;

• submission of records in electronic format,

including e-mail, to be the norm, rather than
the exception, and to facilitate this by pro-
viding a system for easy submission from
various birding websites;

• computerisation of the committee’s data and
archives, so that they are secure and accessible
to analysis;

• recruitment of new members with less of an
establishment profile, and harnessing the
energy and enthusiasm of younger observers;

• more explicit definition and documentation
of the committee’s procedures and adminis-
tration, to secure public confidence in its
impartiality and independence;

• enhanced autonomy, both logistic and
financial.
Several of these objectives are near comple-

tion while others remain on the agenda. Not all
are without their critics but the merit of the
underlying intention, to achieve a modern and
responsive committee, is incontestable.

The ‘Report on rare birds in Great Britain’
Contents and style
The annual report on rare birds comprises
introductory comment, a systematic list of
accepted records, supplemented by interpreta-
tive comments, and a series of appendices
(listing, respectively, accepted records of species
in Category D; records not accepted; records
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Table 2. The aims and objectives of the BBRC
(after Bradshaw et al. 2004).

BBRC aims to maintain an accurate database of
records of the occurrence of rare taxa in Britain, in
order to enable individuals or organisations to
assess the current status of, and any changes in, the
patterns of occurrence and distribution of these
taxa in Britain.

To support this aim, BBRC will strive to:

• work closely with County Recorders, Bird
Observatories and observers to ensure that all
records of rare taxa are submitted to this
database;

• provide interested parties with an accurate and
complete annual report detailing records of rare
taxa in Britain;

• continue to vet all records of rare taxa in an
independent, open, rigorous and consistent
manner, and to provide observers with feedback
on the assessment process as appropriate;

• continue to develop and publish criteria for the
identification of rare taxa and to provide relevant
information to other observers who wish to do
this in partnership with the Committee.



not accepted but identifi-
cation proved (generally
species regarded as
escapees); and selected
records still under con-
sideration). The report
includes drawings, paint-
ings and photographs of
a selection of individual
rarities, and occasional
maps and graphs. The
systematic list of accepted
records is naturally the
focus and generally occu-
pies around 85% of the
report. However, the
value of the appendices
should not be underesti-
mated, in particular the
listing of records not
accepted. It is sometimes
overlooked that this is an
informative part of the
archive. Clearly, it places
on record reports which
might prove worthy of reconsideration in the
light of new information. Additionally, it high-
lights persistent difficulties surrounding certain
species, reveals trends on moving identification
standards, and hints at variations in identifica-
tion and vetting procedures at regional level.

Records from Ireland have appeared in the
report, in various formats, through much of the
committee’s history but problems have beset
their inclusion from as early as 1960 (Brit. Birds
54: 173–200). After a chequered history, Irish
records were formally excluded from the species
statistics from 2001 onwards, following repre-
sentations from the Irish Rare Birds Committee
and a decision by the BOURC to exclude Irish
records from its reports (Brit. Birds 95: 477).

The number and range of species
In the 7th edition of ‘The British List: a check-
list of birds of Britain’ (Dudley et al. 2006), the
BOURC accredits 572 species. Since 1959, and
including nine species merely locally rare which
featured initially on its list, the ambit of the
BBRC has included over 340 species, which is
approaching 60% of the British List. The com-
mittee has also adjudicated records of at least 24
distinctive races and claims of a number of
species which have yet to be accepted onto the
British List (South Polar Skua Stercorarius mac-

cormicki being an example of a species with a
number of claims and one which has occupied
the committee for a considerable number of
hours).

Various species have, over the years, proved
to be commoner than hitherto. In consequence,
claims of such species have generated an undue
proportion of the committee’s workload, con-
suming time that would be better spent upon
more appropriate species and identification
research. During the 1970s, the annual total of
records submitted reached 500 and by 1990 had
risen to over 1,000. On these and other occa-
sions, the imbalance has been addressed by re-
evaluating what constitutes a ‘rarity’ and
removing from the list those taxa appearing
with greatest frequency. At various times up to
2006, the committee has removed a total of 52
taxa from its list. The committee’s current cri-
teria remove those species for which there have
been at least 200 British records in total and at
least 100 records during the previous ten years
(Brit. Birds 99: 52). The latest series of demo-
tions, of 17 species from 1st January 2006, is
calculated to reduce by half the level of around
800 submissions prevailing in 2000.

The list of taxa considered by the BBRC as of
1st January 2006 comprised 284 species and 21
distinctive races; of these, 52% were passerines
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71. This page from the BirdGuides website represents the latest stage of 
the BBRC’s adaptation to technological change. Birders submitting a digital

photograph of a rarity to BirdGuides will be given the option of submitting it 
for BBRC assessment simultaneously; in some cases, a digital photograph,
along with other basic details such as the name of the observer, the date 

and the location, may be sufficient for an acceptable biological record.



and 48% non-passerines; 56% were of funda-
mentally Palearctic origin, 35% Nearctic, 8%
Holarctic and 1% sub-Saharan or southern
Atlantic.

Facts and figures
Dymond et al. (1989) remains the most recent
analysis of the temporal and geographical dis-
tributions of species, and an update is now due.
The following commentary makes no attempt
to pre-empt that demanding task but examines
some of the broader information deriving from
the committee’s files. Its conclusions are based
upon a detailed analysis of the rarity reports for
2000–04.

Statistical preamble
The statistics are derived from all published
records for 2000–04, up to and including late
acceptances and non-acceptances appearing in

the report for 2005. A small number of records
from earlier years are still under consideration
by the committee but will not unduly influence
the analysis. As in all such exercises, the
numbers should not be regarded as absolute but
will be sufficiently precise to portray patterns
and trends with accuracy. In general, the figures
here relate to totals of individual birds, since a
small percentage of records involve more than
one individual.

In general, an individual bird is included
only once, for the original sighting. Individuals
moving between locations or counties, or 
reappearing in subsequent years, are not 
re-entered into the figures. The exception to this
is the data for ‘acceptance rates’ from individual
counties. Where an individual bird is recorded
and identified independently in two or more
counties, then it has been logged as an ‘accepted
record’ for each county. To do otherwise would

deplete unfairly the ratio of
acceptance to non-acceptance
for some counties.

On an allied note, mapping of
the distribution of records follows
the counties and recording areas
which appeared in the five BBRC
reports. The selection of counties
and the associated boundaries in
the reports are somewhat idiosyn-
cratic, reflecting the confused
(and overlapping) boundaries
which pervade ornithological
recording in the UK. This has
necessitated several boundaries
being added manually to a base
map generated using Alan
Morton’s DMAP distribution-
mapping software. The map has
been modified to meet the current
need and should not be regarded
as an accurate portrayal of county
boundaries nor as an endorse-
ment of the implied recording
units. Clearly, there is a need for a
nationally agreed system of
regional recording units and an
appropriate map, accessible from
the website of one of the senior
ornithological bodies.

The distribution of rare birds
It is long established that the
distribution of vagrant species
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72. Dusky Warbler Phylloscopus fuscatus,Voe, Shetland, October 2005.
This drab-looking Phylloscopus was removed from the list of species

considered by BBRC on 1st January 2006.Twenty years earlier, it was 
still considered a great rarity; prior to 1987, BBRC statistics showed 

that there were on average fewer than two accepted records per year.
Since then, the annual average has been over 13, and as well as autumn

migrants there are occasional records of wintering birds; see the
discussion on p. 91 for some possible reasons for this surge in records.

H
ug

h 
H

ar
ro

p



within Britain is highly uneven, with
archipelagos and east- and south-
facing coasts receiving a higher pro-
portion than inland areas and
west-facing coasts. This pattern was
reconfirmed by the number of rari-
ties accepted by the BBRC in each
county during 2000–04 (fig. 1).

Fourteen counties combined pro-
duced nearly 65% of the British total,
while just four counties accounted
for 34% (table 3). Shetland was by
some way the most productive area,
followed by Norfolk, Scilly and
Cornwall. In his 1970 analysis,
Wallace showed that Shetland and
Scilly were the most productive areas
through the 1960s, with Norfolk in
third place. Norfolk has now dis-
placed Scilly as the second most-pro-
ductive region during the early
2000s. It should be noted, however,
that pelagics from Scilly into Sea
Area Sole produced 126 rare seabirds
(93% Wilson’s Storm-petrels Ocean-
ites oceanicus) and, if these were
added to the Scilly total, then the
combined region would (just)
reclaim second position. Addition-
ally, within what remain the best
areas collectively, changes in relative produc-
tivity are not surprising. Species such as

Richard’s Pipit Anthus richardi and Cory’s
Shearwater Calonectris diomedea, which pro-
duced multiple records during the 1960s, are no
longer considered by the BBRC, while other
influences include observer numbers, their geo-
graphical distribution overall and observer
focus during the migration seasons.

In his analysis of BBRC data collected during
the first ten years, Wallace explicitly identified
the 13 most productive counties, of which 11
are shared with table 3, county-boundary
changes notwithstanding. If their totals were
combined, East Sussex and West Sussex would
achieve joint 11th place in table 3 and the two
inventories would share 12 counties. Thus,
minor placement changes apart, the distribu-
tion of rare birds across Britain remains broadly
similar nearly 40 years on. Orkney and the
Western Isles have now entered the listing of
premier sites. Increased and systematic observa-
tion on these two archipelagos is undoubtedly
the reason for their increased productivity. The
only ‘land-locked’ county in the top 25 is 
Cambridgeshire.
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Fig. 1. Distribution by county of rare birds in Britain accepted by
BBRC, 2000–04.
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Table 3. Most productive counties for rare birds
in Britain, 2000–04.

County Number of Percentage of
individual rarities British total

Shetland 483 14.4

Norfolk 296 8.8

Scilly 179 5.3

Cornwall 172 5.1

Kent 140 4.2

Suffolk 128 3.8

East Yorkshire 121 3.6

Dorset 111 3.3

Outer Hebrides 105 3.1

Orkney 99 2.9

Devon 91 2.7

Northumberland 85 2.5

Essex 80 2.4

Lincolnshire 79 2.4



Acceptance rates for species
During 2000–04, records processed by the com-
mittee totalled just over 4,000 individuals of
236 taxa (including ten species in Category D
but excluding six species considered to be
escapees). Overall, 80.9% were accepted and the
mean annual acceptance rate was 81.0%. The
figures for the five years are presented in table 4.

The percentage of records accepted has
shown a slight increase over the five years, while
the mean acceptance rate of 81.0% is in line
with the long-term trend. Acceptance rates,
inevitably excluding records still in circulation,
were routinely published in the report up to
1992 but, regrettably, have not appeared since.
The mean of these unadjusted rates during
1988–92 was 81.2%, nearly identical with the
mean acceptance rate during 2000–04. A
number of more regular species have been
dropped from the list during the intervening
period, several (although by no means all) of
which have been species presenting few identifi-
cation problems. With the removal of these
species, the acceptance rate might have been
expected to fall. Care has to be taken using
unadjusted figures but there is no indication
that rates of acceptance have fallen, which belies
assertions in some quarters that the committee
has raised its standards unduly.

Acceptance rates for individual species
spanned the full range from zero (none
accepted) up to 100% (all accepted). The pro-
portion of claims accepted provides a useful
indicator of problematic species and of
observers’ appreciation of their decisive field
characters. The rate of acceptance for the
greatest rarities is inherently volatile (for species
claimed just once in the five-year period, the
rate will be either zero or 100%). Meaningful
conclusions emerge only for species claimed
more frequently and, in drawing attention to
the acceptance rates for particular species, I
have highlighted only taxa claimed at least five
times during the five years. In passing, however,
it may be noted that 78 species boasted 100%
acceptance, of which 65 were recorded on five
or fewer occasions and 39 just once. This group

included the headline-making ‘species new to
Britain’, such as Snowy Egret Egretta thula,
Audouin’s Gull Larus audouinii, Grey Catbird
Dumetella carolinensis, Masked Shrike Lanius
nubicus and Chestnut-eared Bunting Emberiza
fucata. At the other end of the scale, of 38 taxa
reported during the five years but with no
records accepted, 28 were claimed on only a
single occasion (and included several species
not yet on the British List) while eight taxa
failed on two or three occasions.

Table 5 lists the 14 species claimed on five or
more occasions during 2000–04 and attaining
100% acceptance. Subalpine Warbler Sylvia can-
tillans tops the list of consistently successful
species, with 103 claims all accepted. Recent
clarification (but not full resolution) of the dif-
ferences between eastern and western forms of
Subalpine Warbler suggests that more than one
species may be involved. Similarly, there are
several forms of Isabelline Shrike Lanius
isabellinus, some of which may warrant recogni-
tion as full species. Their racial identification,
particularly in first-winter plumage, remains
challenging. The BBRC already scrutinises
descriptions of these two species for subspecific
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Table 4. Annual total claims and acceptance rates, 2000–04 (A: accepted, N: not accepted).

Year 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
Status A N A N A N A N A N

Number of individuals 717 208 614 172 636 160 667 119 625 112

Percentage 77.5 22.5 78.1 21.9 79.9 20.1 84.9 15.1 84.8 15.2

Table 5. Taxa claimed on five or more occasions
during 2000–04 and attaining 100% acceptance

(hybrid Black Ducks are excluded).

Species No. individuals recorded

Subalpine Warbler Sylvia cantillans 103

Radde’s Warbler Phylloscopus schwarzi 68

Arctic Warbler Phylloscopus borealis 33

Red-eyed Vireo Vireo olivaceus 19

Isabelline Shrike Lanius isabellinus 16

Pied Wheatear Oenanthe pleschanka 12

Lesser Grey Shrike Lanius minor 10

Black Duck Anas rubripes 11

Red-flanked Bluetail Tarsiger cyanurus 9

White-throated Sparrow Zonotrichia albicollis 8

Pine Bunting Emberiza leucocephalos 8

Terek Sandpiper Xenus cinereus 7

Swainson’s Thrush Catharus ustulatus 6

Sykes’s Warbler Hippolais rama 5



features but this does not hinder the publica-
tion of accepted records. However, taxonomic
reassessments may enforce a further layer of
complexity upon their adjudication in due
course.

That Arctic Warbler Phylloscopus borealis
and Pied Wheatear Oenanthe pleschanka have
proved consistently successful is perhaps sur-

prising. Confusion between Arctic Warbler and
Greenish Warbler Ph. trochiloides remains a
danger (Brit. Birds 94: 492), while female and
immature Pied Wheatear and eastern Black-
eared Wheatear Oe. hispanica melanoleuca are
readily confusable. This suggests that reports of
these two species generally stem from experi-
enced observers, fully aware of the identifica-
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Table 6. Taxa claimed on five or more occasions during 2000–04 and attaining the lowest acceptance rates 
(A: accepted, N: not accepted).

Total A Total N %A %N

Nutcracker Nucifraga caryocatactes 0 6 0 100

Parrot Crossbill Loxia pytyopsittacus 0 15 0 100

North Atlantic Little Shearwater Puffinus baroli 1 8 11.1 88.9

Black-eared Wheatear Oenanthe hispanica 2 9 18.2 81.8

American Robin Turdus migratorius 3 9 25.0 75.0

‘American Herring Gull’ Larus argentatus smithsonianus 3 6 33.3 66.7

‘Black-headed Wagtail’ Motacilla flava feldegg 2 3 40.0 60.0

Black Kite Milvus migrans 60 85 41.4 58.6

Gull-billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica 12 16 42.9 57.1

Gyr Falcon Falco rusticolus 13 16 44.8 55.2

Great Snipe Gallinago media 13 16 44.8 55.2

Slender-billed Gull Larus genei 3 3 50.0 50.0

73. First-winter female Pied Wheatear Oenanthe pleschanka, Newbiggin, Northumberland, October 2004.
Perhaps surprisingly, this species is one of 14 for which the acceptance rate has been 100% in the past five years
(2000–04), and for which there have been claims of five or more individuals (table 5).Although adult males are

distinctive and striking, first-winter females such as this might have been expected to cause more problems than
they apparently do; this suggests that all claims are coming from experienced observers well acquainted with the

identification literature.
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tion pitfalls. In contrast, Black-eared Wheatear
appears in the list of species with the lowest
acceptance rates. Among less-experienced
observers, claims of female and first-winter
male Black-eared are beset, additionally, by con-
fusion with Northern Wheatear Oe. oenanthe
(see Clement 1987), which no doubt explains
this apparent incongruity.

Table 6 lists the 12 taxa claimed on five or

more occasions during 2000–04
which attained the lowest acceptance
rates. Unspecified ‘dowitchers’
Limnodromus and ‘Bonelli’s war-
blers’ Ph. bonelli or Ph. orientalis
were also claimed on five occasions
but succeeded only once. Two
species were claimed on five or more
occasions, none of which were
accepted. Nutcracker Nucifraga cary-
ocatactes has a long history of failed
claims, many of which stem from
less-experienced observers (when
confusion with Common Starling
Sturnus vulgaris is not infrequently
suspected!). During 2000–04, claims
of Parrot Crossbill Loxia pytyopsit-
tacus numbered five, including
flocks of five and seven, and all were
from Scotland. Despite recent
advances in understanding of the
characters and biology of Parrot and
Scottish Crossbill L. scotica, their
differentiation in the field remains
problematic at best. Of the
remaining species with a high pro-

portion of failed claims, North Atlantic Little
Shearwater Puffinus baroli has the lowest
acceptance rate, of 11% from just nine claims.
More concerning perhaps are the high rejection
rates for the more frequently claimed Great
Snipe Gallinago media, Gull-billed Tern
Gelochelidon nilotica, Gyr Falcon Falco rusticolus
and Black Kite Milvus migrans. All 12 of the taxa
in table 6 have common (or commoner) confu-
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Fig. 2. Non-acceptance rate in relation to mean annual number of claims (for all species which failed 
to be accepted at least once during 2000–04). BK = Black Kite (see text).
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74. Black Kite Milvus migrans, Moore, Cheshire, May 2005.
Although removed from the BBRC list on 1st January 2006, this
species will perhaps be the least straightforward for county and

regional committees to deal with.The failure rate for recent claims
has been nearly 60%, despite an average of almost 30 submissions 

per year (see Brit Birds 96: 560).
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sion species and, despite their identification
having been addressed in a number of texts,
they remain problematic.

Non-acceptance rate in relation to ‘number
of individuals claimed’ for all species is dis-
played in fig. 2. The trend line demonstrates
that species reported more frequently have rela-
tively low failure rates, generally below 20% for
taxa with more than ten individuals claimed
annually. For species with fewer than ten indi-
viduals, the failure rate is highly variable and for
several species is also well below 20%. However,
this group also includes all but one of the
species with a non-acceptance rate of over 40%.
That exception, marked ‘BK’ on the graph, is
Black Kite, which has a failure rate of nearly
60% despite being claimed around 29 times
each year. The troubled history of claims of this
species was discussed in the report for 2002
(Brit Birds 96: 560). Black Kite was removed
from the list of species considered by the com-
mittee from 1st January 2006 and it will be
intriguing to observe its progress in forth-
coming ‘Scarce Migrants’ reports.

Acceptance rates for counties
The mean acceptance rate for all counties
making at least one claim during the five years
was 75%. A number of factors influence the
acceptance rate for counties, including the

number of claims and the degree of local
vetting which precedes submission to the
BBRC. Figures for counties which contribute
very few claims reveal little and, as with the
acceptance rate for species, I have set a filter. In
this instance, counties were selected which
achieved acceptance rates above the national
average while contributing at least 1% (c. 40
claims) of the total number of claims. This
identified 18 counties, which are listed in table
7, in descending order of acceptance rate (the
rate for Sea Area Sole was 99% but included an
overwhelming preponderance of Wilson’s
Storm-petrels). Comparison of tables 3 and 7
shows that counties producing a high propor-
tion of rarities also have relatively high accept-
ance rates, although in purely relative terms
Cornwall and Norfolk fare less well than Shet-
land and Scilly. Several counties enter the frame
with creditable acceptance rates, with Cleveland
heading the list.

Identification research and publications
One of the stated objectives of the BBRC is to
‘develop and publish criteria for the identifica-
tion of rare taxa’. I do not speak for the com-
mittee, but it is evident that its work will
generate identification data on at least three
fronts. Firstly, the collection, examination and
adjudication of descriptions will provide a
clearer focus on the field diagnosis of rare taxa
generally. Secondly, establishing which species
suffer from persistently low rates of acceptance
will pinpoint specific inadequacies in the iden-
tification literature (frequently, insufficient
emphasis on potential confusion with com-
moner ‘pitfall’ species). Thirdly, assessing claims
of the rarest and least-known species will ini-
tiate research into enhanced identification cri-
teria (such frontline research extends well
beyond the confines of the BBRC but, histori-
cally, several members have made significant
contributions in this area). These developments
will derive in no small measure from the archive
of descriptions held by the committee, which
provides field notes and considered opinions
from a range of observers over nearly half a
century.

Documentation of rare birds is increasingly
based upon digital photographs, while taking and
submitting comprehensive field notes is in decline.
There has been extensive debate on the internet
concerning the relative merits of written docu-
mentation and photographs in supporting claims
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Table 7. Acceptance rates above the national
average for counties contributing at least 1% 

to the national total of claims.

County Total claims %A

Cleveland 59 96.6

Shetland 512 94.3

Scilly 201 89.1

Northeast Scotland 67 88.1

East Yorkshire 138 87.7

Dorset 127 87.4

Cambridgeshire 47 87.2

Western Isles 121 86.8

Lincolnshire 92 85.9

Kent 166 84.3

Suffolk 156 82.1

North Yorkshire 72 81.9

Orkney 121 81.8

Cornwall 211 81.5

Norfolk 364 81.3

Northumberland 107 79.4

Lancashire & North Merseyside 47 78.7

Devon 119 76.5



of rarities. Opinion is divided, but a majority, it is
clear, regards photographs as providing more
useful and reliable evidence. Photographs can be
examined and analysed ‘after the event’ and
unquestionably assist the adjudication of rarity
records. High-quality images have more than
once either clinched an identification or demon-
strated that an error has been made. Photographs
are also a powerful asset in identification
research. It should not be implied, however, that
photographs never mislead. Experience shows that
digital photos not infrequently misrepresent subtle
colours. With species such as the plainer Phyllo-
scopus and Acrocephalus warblers, where precise
colours (shades) may be critical to the identifica-
tion process, a small series of photos cannot be
relied upon for certain identification. Addition-
ally, a central archive of written documentation
generates an invaluable repository of opinion and
experience on the diagnosis of rare species, and
factors influencing the identification process in
the field. Founded upon various examples of the
species, observed in differing circumstances, and
the considered experience of numbers of observers,
such field notes may contribute significantly to
understanding of character variation within a
species. Thus, photographs complement but do
not replace field notes. An aspect of morphology
or behaviour, noted casually but explicitly in a
field description, may hold unrealised signifi-
cance. Its appearance in more than one descrip-
tion may well initiate a line of thought leading to
a new identification character, perhaps visible in
photographs but remaining undetected.

BBRC identification texts
Individual records which elucidate identifica-
tion issues, or illustrate poorly appreciated
problems surrounding the assessment process,
form the basis of the series of articles ‘From the
Rarities Committee’s files’. Examples include
identification of ‘Balearic’ Woodchat Shrike
Lanius senator badius (Brit. Birds 98: 32–42) and
the complexities surrounding the report of a
Herald Petrel Pterodroma arminjoniana off
Dungeness, Kent, in January 1998 (Brit. Birds
95: 156–165). A second series of papers, ‘Identi-
fication pitfalls and assessment problems’, has
dealt with species removed from the list of taxa
adjudicated by the committee. Designed to
assist both observers and county records com-
mittees (to whom the responsibility for their
adjudication passes), this series covered 17
species between 1983 and 1995.

Examination of British Birds for the 25-year
period 1970–2004 indicates that, in addition to
the series mentioned above, the identification of
over 100 species was discussed in papers
authored or co-authored by members of the
committee. During the 1970s and 1980s, these
included ground-breaking papers on gulls
(Peter Grant) and on stints and peeps (Peter
Grant and Lars Jonsson). Future members of
the committee, such as Richard Porter (raptors)
and Peter Clement (wheatears), were also
involved with innovative identification papers
during this same period. However, a certain loss
of momentum in the production of frontline
identification texts is evident during more
recent years. During the 1990s and early 2000s,
some new topics have been addressed, for
example brown flycatchers in the genus Musci-
capa (Bradshaw et al. 1991), but a majority of
identification texts have involved reviewing
rather than extending existing knowledge. Cer-
tainly, current identification problems are
increasingly esoteric. Their solution may
require international co-operation as well as
considerable investment of time, in the field
and in the museum, at home and abroad. Nev-
ertheless, it would be encouraging to see an
increased flow of frontline identification texts
with BBRC involvement.

Records committees internationally
The concept of the national or state rarities
committee appears to have originated in The
Netherlands in 1958 and in Britain in 1959, and
became worldwide during the following
decades. Examples, by decade, of countries or
states which have since formed such committees
include Denmark and Malta during the 1960s;
Austria, California, Estonia, Finland, Ireland,
Latvia, Poland and Switzerland during the
1970s; Australia, France, Hungary and Morocco
during the 1980s; and Belarus, Italy and Por-
tugal during the 1990s. In 1993 the formation
of the AERC established a European framework
for committee procedures and a pointer to the
accredited committee in each constituent
country. As at September 2006, the AERC
website (http://www.aerc.eu/) listed 33 member
countries.

Many committees acknowledge that the
BBRC provided a template for their own consti-
tution and procedures, while the AERC ‘Guide-
lines’ now provide an internationally agreed
protocol. Even so, committees adapt to local
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conditions and it is instructive to compare the
experience and working practices of the BBRC
with those of committees overseas. The fol-
lowing paragraphs summarise the information,
gleaned via a questionnaire, from representa-
tives of the AERC records committees, the Birds
Australia Rarities Committee and the California
Bird Records Committee.

Committee composition and constitution
Committees variously comprise between four
and ten voting members. Of the responding
committees, only those of Austria, Belarus, Cali-
fornia and The Netherlands include, or have
included, a female member. In 85% of commit-
tees, new members are nominated by the
existing members. More democratic routes are
very much in a minority, though in some coun-
tries, where the number of birders is relatively
small, recruitment by public nomination would
be impracticable. More understandably,
Chairmen are usually selected by a vote among
the committee membership. Strangely, even
with the opportunity for successive terms, there
is no fixed term of office for the Chairmen of
the majority of committees. Exceptions include
Hungary (five years) and Morocco (three
years), while Switzerland does not have a
Chairman and conducts proceedings entirely
via its Secretary. Annual reports are almost
invariably published in a national (or state)
ornithological journal, most of which are non-
profit orientated. In Morocco, an annual report
is published on the internet, supplemented by a
printed tri-annual report in the bulletin of the
African Bird Club. Committees frequently orig-
inate from within a national or regional
ornithological organisation, which provides
some level of funding. However, committee
members not infrequently bear part or all of the
costs incurred.

Procedures
Nearly all committees are geared to receive
records via e-mail (many appear to have been
ahead of the BBRC in this respect). The Danish
committee is currently introducing a web-based
system for directly uploading submissions to its
database (other committees may perhaps
employ this technique but have not explicitly
mentioned it). Circulation of records around
voting members is more evenly balanced
between electronic and paper-based methods.
Austria processes its records via a password-

protected website. Most, but not all, committees
now accept photographs as the principal sup-
porting evidence, recognising that many records
would otherwise be lost. In this respect,
extremes range from an absolute requirement
for written documentation, to committees
extracting photographs directly from the
internet, with no directly submitted input.

In a minority of countries, for example Aus-
tralia, Finland and The Netherlands, a letter
explaining the reasons for rejection is always
supplied. More typically, however, reasons for
non-acceptance of claims are not disclosed but
will be discussed with observers on request.
Similarly, committee members’ comments upon
records are not available for public inspection
in the vast majority of cases (usually upon legal
advice). Exceptions include California, where an
archive of comments is available for public
examination.

Most committees acknowledge that the issue
of ‘single observer records’ can be taxing. This
issue was examined in detail by Shaw (2005).
Nearly always, the explicit policy of committees
is that ‘all records are judged on their merits’.
However, this commonly embraces an under-
standing that, with ‘single observer records’,
knowledge of the observer assumes greater sig-
nificance. The representative of one overseas
committee considered it very unlikely that, in
practice, a claim of a major rarity would be
accepted from a single observer.

The impact of technological change
As with the BBRC, nearly all committees have
detected changes deriving from the reporting of
rare birds on the internet, the exceptions being
in areas where access to the web is not yet wide-
spread (e.g. Belarus). Interestingly, opinion is
much divided on whether or not the internet
has led to a decline in enthusiasm for submit-
ting records to the national records committee.
In countries with long-established and large
numbers of birdwatchers, the internet has
tended to reduce enthusiasm for submitting
records. In countries where interest in birds has
more recently begun to expand, the appearance
of rarity photographs on the web is perceived as
one of the driving factors, and has also focused
attention on the national records committee.
Support for the national committee is seen as
decreasing or increasing along similar dividing
lines. However, increasing local support does
not necessarily go hand-in-hand with a high
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proportion of records being submitted. In
countries such as Morocco, many rare birds are
seen only by visiting birders, who do not always
submit them to the national records committee.
The committee sometimes finds photographs
on the web relating to occurrences which were
quite unknown to them. Thus, there is still an
educational task within the home countries in
Europe from where the majority of visiting
birders originate.

The number of claims supported primarily
by photographs is increasing almost universally
and, in general, the use of photography is per-
ceived as assisting in the acquisition and adjudi-
cation of records. On an allied note, although
still a minority technique, sound recording is
also adding to the technological lexicon and can
be crucial with species such as Iberian Chiff-
chaff Ph. ibericus. The increasing use of photog-
raphy has corresponded with a decrease in
taking and submitting field notes.

Perhaps the most interesting, if contentious,
response to these changes in technology and
observer behaviour has come from the Irish
Rare Birds Committee (IRBC). Changes to its
procedures for collating and validating records
are described in detail on its website
(http://www.birdwatchireland.ie/bwi/irbc/irbc_
announcements.html), from which the 
following is an extract:

‘Publication of photographs on the internet on
such a large scale has had the indirect and very
positive effect of shifting the assessment of a
majority of rarity records into a broader, more
public domain. Usually, the identification of a
rarity is confirmed on the basis of just one or
two photographs. Controversial or tentative
claims are usually discussed openly by observers
through e-mail groups such as the Irish BirdNet
(IBN). In practically all cases where photographs
are published, a broad consensus is reached
without the record ever having been submitted
to a rarities committee.’

The IRBC has recognised this development
and radically reviewed its procedures. Docu-
mentation is still required for claims of the
rarest species but photographs published on the
internet, provided they support the claim, are
considered adequate corroboration. Direct sub-
mission of more comprehensive details is still
welcomed, especially when there are no photo-
graphs, and records are then assessed in the
usual way. Claims of the more regularly occur-
ring rarities no longer require formal documen-

tation but, as many are photographed and/or
multi-observed, the veracity (or otherwise) of
most claims can be determined readily. At the
end of each month, records of all rarities are
posted on the IRBC website in a ‘Provisional
List of Rare Bird Sightings’. Birders are invited
to inform the committee of any errors they
notice in this list. This has the dual benefit of
eliminating basic errors of fact while exposing
the list to public examination and comment.
The committee seeks formal documentation of
the less rare species only where anomalies or
public disquiet over particular records become
evident (Paul Milne and Killian Mullarney in
litt.).

The IRBC reports that this innovative
approach serves it well. Whether such methods
could be translated to Britain, where the total
number of rarity records is significantly larger,
is open to debate.

Research based upon AERC data
Understanding of migration, population fluctu-
ations, and range extension are frequently cited
as potential ‘scientific benefits’ of rarity
recording. The temporal and geographical dis-
tributions of rare birds at a national level have
been mapped in a number of publications
(notably Sharrock (1976) and Dymond et al.
(1989) in Britain, and van den Berg & Bosman
(1999) in The Netherlands), while potential
causes of vagrancy have been discussed by,
among others, Rabøl (1969), Vinicombe & Cot-
tridge (1996), Gilroy & Lees (2003), and
Thorup (2004). However, in relation to the vast,
international database of records of rare birds,
fundamental and correlative research into its
implications appears limited.

Respondents from the AERC and other
records committees were asked if they could
provide examples of the data in their files being
used to further scientific understanding of
some of these issues. The few responses
included clarification of the true status of
certain seabirds in the southwestern approaches
of Britain and Ireland, and increased extralim-
ital records of species such as Pallid Harrier
Circus macrourus and Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis
allied to expansion in breeding range. Compre-
hensive studies, correlating patterns of vagrancy
with migration strategies or distributional
changes, appear to be few. One more-rigorous
example was that of Thorup (2004), who used
multiple regression analysis to examine the
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validity of reverse migration as a cause of
vagrancy. The data on vagrants were extracted
from published compilations of records from
Ireland, Britain, France, Belgium, The Nether-
lands, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway
and Finland. Among other conclusions, this
study demonstrated that species which nor-
mally migrate eastward in autumn from their
breeding grounds are more likely to consistently
reverse migrate than those species migrating
southward. Discussing possible mechanisms for
the observed patterns of reverse orientation,
Thorup concluded that the high number of
reversed migrants in some species was unlikely
to result from random movements and more
likely to result from ‘over-representation of spe-
cific directions other than the standard direc-
tion’ (i.e. selectively directed movements).

Taken collectively, the AERC committees’
files surely hold a wealth of information as yet
untapped.

Public perceptions and opinions
The following paragraphs explore public
opinion on the adjudication and publication of
records of rare birds. Commentary is based
upon responses to questionnaires, which were
sent to a small selection of experienced
observers in Britain, Ireland, mainland Europe
and North America (see Acknowledgments).
The synopsis does not purport to be a census of
global views and convictions. It
is based upon a selective sample
of informed opinion but,
thereby, its contents are sub-
stantiated rather than apoc-
ryphal. In order to solicit
various shades of opinion,
recipients included several past
members of the BBRC, at least
one key figure from each of the
newer avenues for rare-bird
‘news and comment’, and
several individuals known to
hold views opposed to the
current status quo. The number
of responses from the last two
groups was low – but the
opportunity to comment was
provided. All the issues have
been examined earlier in this
article and this concluding
section is designed to present,
and not interrogate, prevailing

views. To ensure objectivity, the text is con-
structed around quotations from respondents
(British except where otherwise stated). Context
is provided but, otherwise, respondents’ views
are presented without judgement.

On support for the rarities committee
All respondents believed that a national forum
for reviewing reports of rare birds was impor-
tant or essential. In Britain, the view that the
BBRC provided a valuable service to
ornithology was widely supported, though two
respondents implied that it was the service
which was valuable and that it did not neces-
sarily have to reside with the BBRC. Reasons for
supporting the BBRC included the consistency,
reliability, independence, continuity and inter-
national recognition which stemmed from the
committee structure (as opposed to individual
or narrowly based pronouncements).

‘There has to be an official body to judge and
record rare sightings. This must be a reasonable-
sized committee, not just one person (or a small
group of people), so judgements will be bal-
anced, and also because there will be a larger
pool of knowledge and experience. Because
there is rotation on the BBRC, it will not disap-
pear because members lose interest or become
too old.’ Brett Richards (on the value of the
committee model)

Support for the committee will depend on

75. First-winter Isabelline Shrike Lanius isabellinus, Marsden, Co. Durham,
October 1999. Like Pied Wheatear Oenanthe pleschanka (plate 73),
Isabelline Shrike is a rarity for which all claims in recent years have 
been accepted. However, the identification of subspecies is a much 
more thorny issue, and while some adults and a few first-winters 

are readily diagnosable, others remain much more difficult.
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public confidence in its members. Not everyone
has a clear image of the committee members
and the skills which they bring to the BBRC.
Tim Cleeves suggests that this could be
improved if profiles of members were published
periodically. This could be achieved most effec-
tively and accessibly via a range of popular
magazines, in addition to British Birds, and via
the committee’s website.

The role of the committee was near univer-
sally supported but several weaknesses were
identified in its enactment. Perceived shortcom-
ings included:

• the speed with which records were processed
and decisions relayed to recorders and
observers;

• allied to the above, the appearance of the
Rarities Report was late in the following year,
when details and images of rarities had
appeared elsewhere months earlier;

• a lack of regular progress reports, both on

current records and on reviews of past
records;

• the requirement for documentation of multi-
observed rarities for which many photo-
graphs had already appeared on the internet;

• an inconsistent record in explaining decisions
which were known to be controversial (both
rejections and acceptances);
Solutions proposed for the above included:

• systems for uploading photographs and fast-
tracking such records, where they were
known to be well established;

• publishing a regular progress report every
spring;

• notifying recorders and/or observers (and
listing on the BBRC website) of all records
which go to recirculation.

‘If BBRC had an electronically submitted fast-
track photo system for some of the less rare
species, it could be an acceptable alternative to
detailed descriptions. The BBRC might be able

to restrict itself to birds with, say,
fewer than 20 or 50 British records.’
Tim Melling (on streamlining
BBRC procedures)

On the Rarities Report
The ‘BBRC Report’ is still
regarded by a majority as the
definitive statement on the occur-
rence of rare birds in Great
Britain. Its contents are regarded
as well presented, though Ian
Lewington and Ian Wallace both
regretted a decline in ‘interpreta-
tive comment’ in recent years.

‘The Rarities Report will never be
‘news’ again but it could and
should ‘inform’ us more than it
does.’ Ian Wallace (on the BBRC
annual report)

In view of the inconsistent
usage and definition of recording
areas in various publications (see
‘Statistical preamble’, p. 158), John
Marchant suggested that the loca-
tion of records in the BBRC
reports could be more objectively
conveyed:

‘We should somehow establish a
set of non-overlapping recording
boundaries for the UK. Also, I
would like to see the BBRC
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76. Nutcracker Nucifraga caryocatactes,Tatra National Park, southern
Poland, November 2006. Surprisingly, considering that it is such a
distinctive bird, Nutcracker has a long history of rejected records 

(table 6), which can be attributed to the fact that many are claimed 
by less-experienced observers.
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report make more use of grid references for
plotting records, rather than an idiosyncratic
choice of counties.’ John Marchant (on the need
for improved definition of recording areas)

Most respondents ensure that their own
records reach the committee, either by direct
submission or via the relevant county recorder.
The general perception is that a declining per-
centage of observers nationally are submitting
records but that this is offset to some extent by
acquisition of reports from third parties. Esti-
mates of the percentage of records failing to
reach the committee varied from an optimistic
5% to a pessimistic 22%.

The accumulating record of rare species in
the reports can point to interesting changes 
in species’ distribution and perhaps in the 
environment:

‘Several former Siberian vagrants are clearly in
the process of setting up regular wintering areas
in the Western Palearctic. I’m sure that this must
be largely a consequence of global warming,
perhaps coupled with man-made environmental
changes. I think it’s valuable that these increases
have been so carefully monitored in this
country. It shows how rapidly changes to birds’
distributions and migration patterns can take
place. The changes even in our lifetime have
been quite amazing.’ Keith Vinicombe (on the
benefits of an accurate archive of rarity records)

Few respondents themselves make construc-
tive use of the data in the reports. However:

‘I suspect that everyone who gives historical data
on British rarities in a published paper, such as
the total number recorded, citing bumper years
or occurrence trends, uses this source.’ Peter
Lansdown (on the use of data from the BBRC
reports)

In this respect, the increasingly restricted
range of species adjudicated by the committee
is perceived by several county recorders as
regrettable, making the BBRC report a far less
useful resource for editors of local reports.
Andy Davis and Steve Dudley also noted that,
away from the most productive counties, few
observers would now have occasion to send in a
record to the BBRC and this would distance
them from the committee.

Specific comment on the relative strengths
and weaknesses of the BBRC report compared
with the rarity reports of other countries came
from five respondents. Three noted with
approval that the Dutch report included brief

reasons for non-acceptance but also recognised
the potential problems in doing so. Some differ-
ences in content and appeal were attributed to
the different taxonomic perspectives of the
Dutch and the British but it was recognised
that, in Britain, this is determined by BOURC
decisions.

Among those keeping ‘lists’, most respon-
dents respect and abide by the decisions of the
BBRC (and the BOURC). However, not
everyone has confidence in the BBRC’s deci-
sions:

‘The decisions made by the BBRC do not have
any bearing on my British List. I believe a fully
detailed reason should be given for either
acceptance or rejection.’ Lee Evans (on BBRC
decisions on significant records)

Several people distinguished between what
they termed the ‘official’ listings and their ‘per-
sonal’ lists, but not always in the anticipated
manner.

‘I would not accept a record on my list of a bird
rejected by the BBRC. However, the BBRC has
accepted a bird I have seen (and submitted notes
on) which I have personally rejected!’ Richard
Porter (on adherence to BBRC decisions)

A different slant on ‘BBRC decisions’
involved the provenance of some of the entries
appearing in the list of accepted records. Tim
Melling and Stephen White stressed that the
value of the report would be enhanced by more
explicit treatment of escapee likelihood.

‘In the past, the BBRC used their contacts,
knowledge and experience to minimise the
number of likely escapees entering the perma-
nent record. In recent years, Appendix 3
notwithstanding, species of questionable prov-
enance have quite frequently appeared in the
main list of accepted records. The committee has
commented only upon matters of identification.
This leaves a serious vacuum for birders con-
cerned with their British List and encourages
them to follow less-informed sources.’ Tim
Melling (on the assessment of escapee likeli-
hood)

On BBRC standards
Discussion of ‘BBRC standards’ focused less on
whether the committee demands too high a
standard of written documentation (the tradi-
tional debate), and more upon whether written
documentation should be required at all.
Nevertheless, criteria for acceptability and the
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issue of ‘single observer’ records were among
the issues raised.

Some advocate that certainty is paramount:

‘I would strongly argue that it is always better to
lose a few good records than publish some
which are suspect.’ Richard Fairbank (on stan-
dards of adjudication)

Others support a more pragmatic approach:

‘The committee ought to decide whether a
record is believable and probable, not whether it
is immaculately documented. The members of
the committee should be asked, for each record,
just one question: “Do you believe that it was
what is claimed?” A “Yes” = Accept; a “No” =
Reject. There used to be, and probably still are,
too many records which 7/10 members accept
and 3/10 reject which, quite clearly, were what
was claimed.’ Tim Sharrock (on standards of
adjudication)

Of course, rejection does not necessarily
imply that an error was made:

‘A rejected record does not always mean the bird
was not what it was claimed to be – it is often
the case that the documentation simply wasn’t
good enough.’ John Oates (on reasons for record
rejection)

Several individual observers (and all AERC
committee representatives) recognised the
exceptional circumstances attendant upon
‘single observer records’. With first records for
state, county or country, witnessed by only a
single observer, a photograph is widely regarded
as beneficial, or essential, to acceptance. On
behalf of observers covering remote and little-
watched locations, a different perspective was
offered:

‘There is too much reliance on images. An image
is one piece of evidence, which can be mis-
leading or open to fraud. I strongly believe that
well-documented, non-photographed single-
observer firsts can be acceptable from very good
observers with proven track records. In locations
such as St Kilda, North Rona and Foula, where
seasoned rarity finders frequently operate alone,
back-up (photographic or otherwise) is not
always possible.’ Ken Shaw (on the acceptability
of written descriptions)

The committee acknowledges that observer
profile and ‘level of claims’ are factors in record
assessment, yet its database may not be best
designed to facilitate their accurate analysis:

‘I gather that the official rarity database con-

tinues to hold no observer details. Thus, there
can be no impartial, submission-driven analysis
of individual observer behaviour available to the
BBRC. Hunting effort and area, vector selection,
seasonal preferences, even exceptional “luck”
(properly the product of skill, craft, niche
knowledge and long hours in the field) – and
hence “strike rate” – might well be measurable.’
Ian Wallace (on the ‘observer factor’ in record
assessment)

On technological change and rarity recording
The topic which provoked most comment was
that of technological change and its influence
upon the recording and adjudication of rare
birds. The two key issues were:

• the emergence of digital cameras (and to a
lesser extent sound equipment) and its trans-
formation of the recording of rare birds;

• the internet as a medium for the rapid dis-
semination of news, opinion and images.
Most accounts of rarity records now centre

on impressive photographs and, for many, it is
these which command attention:

‘When reading an account of a rare bird, it
seems almost superfluous reading a detailed
description when stunning photographs of the
bird accompany the article.’ Tim Melling (on the
impact of photographs)

Published photographs also create a ‘public
record’ of a rarity, even if it is not immediately
(or ever) submitted to the committee:

‘Even if a record is not officially submitted by
the finder, the presence of photographs on the
internet or in popular magazines means that a
record can still be assessed and is not lost with
time, as previously happened with note-taking,
i.e. if notes weren’t submitted, the record was
lost.’ Paul Baxter (on the lasting value of pub-
lished photographs)

Photographs, used judiciously, can provide
data difficult or impossible to convey in words
and can confirm or refute debated identifica-
tions:

‘I am one of those who maintain that a series of
good photographs is better than a written
description (better, but not making it super-
fluous!). It is important, however, to have a
series of photographs to avoid various traps
related to photographic evidence. Even with
perhaps five good pictures at hand, all pointing
in one direction, a sixth photograph can on rare
occasions turn this around and reveal the bird’s
true identity.’ Lars Svensson, Sweden (on the
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value of photographs – with provisos)

However, documentation based almost
entirely upon photographs deprives the archive
of a wealth of other valuable data:

‘With records based primarily or entirely on
photographs, much useful information falls by
the wayside. Formal reports that thoroughly
describe the circumstances of the sighting, the
elimination of similar species, the lighting, the
weather – not to mention a description of the
bird from head to tail – have drastically
decreased.’ Phil Davis, Maryland, USA (on the
loss of information with ‘photo only’ documen-
tation)

While benefiting analysis after the event, pre-
occupation with photography can impair the
actual observation of a bird:

‘As an artist, I felt that drawing was the only way
to experience a bird. I had to look at individual
feathers and shape to convey them accurately in
my art. Subconsciously, you create more of a
blueprint in your memory for “jizz”. I am now
also a die-hard photographer and it’s certainly a
different focus. The emphasis is on the technical
concerns of capturing the bird – exposure,
composition, etc. You’re not really “looking” at
the bird itself at the time of observation, and
thus you don’t get the same attention to detail 
as when studying, or drawing it in life.’
Julian Hough, Connecticut, USA (on drawings

versus photographs)

The internet has changed approaches to
news dissemination, the discussion of current
records and computer-based research. Images
on the web facilitate discussion of current issues
and also provide a resource for continuing
research of plumage and structural characters.

‘In the past, it was much harder to separate what
was really there and what the observers thought
to be there. The analysis is no longer the work of
the actual observers alone, but is also done by
interested non-observers on the internet.’
Arnoud van den Berg, The Netherlands (on the
value of photographs on the internet) 

‘Access to an internet library of good digital
photos, which is expanding at a phenomenal rate,
provides a fantastic opportunity for students of
plumage characters to carry out a detailed study
of a lot of individual birds and, I suspect, is
driving many of the advances in our under-
standing of large gull identification.’ Andy Webb
(on the value of photographs on the internet)

While photographs are universally recog-
nised as benefiting record adjudication, and
providing a valuable research tool, the dissemi-
nation of news and commentary now lacks the
discipline of earlier, more considered (if less
timely) media:
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77. Adult ‘Black Brant’ Branta bernicla nigricans, with dark-bellied Brent Geese B. b. bernicla, Ferrybridge, Dorset,
November 2006.This distinctive American and east Siberian race of Brent Goose was removed from the BBRC
list on 1st July 2005, so individuals like this will now be assessed by county and regional rarities committees.This

form had presented more problems for the compilers and editors of the BBRC annual report than any other
since the late 1990s; not so much in terms of identification (although that in itself can be tricky – see for example

Brit. Birds 98: 632–633), but particularly in terms of deciding which birds were new arrivals or returning birds,
most especially when dealing with those individuals wintering in the vicinity of county boundaries! The argument

that this is a bird best dealt with at a local level is compelling, at least in terms of the rarity statistics.
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‘My experience of the internet is that it tends to
fragment the delivery of information, and con-
sequently make it more difficult to ensure that
members of the public receive the “best infor-
mation” rather than “any information”.’ Andy
Webb (on the pros and cons of the internet)

On ways to improve BBRC procedures
Now that observers are encouraged by the
BBRC to submit claims via e-mail, one county
recorder urged that this could and should be
reciprocated.

‘As soon as they are made, decisions should be
communicated by e-mail to those who sub-
mitted them rather than expecting observers/
county recorders to continually check the
website for the latest decisions.’ Steve White (on
‘reciprocal’ use of e-mail)

A repeated request was that the committee
should further adapt its procedures to ‘fast-
track’ well-established and well-photographed
records. Other suggestions were surprisingly
few but included three advocating the value of
third-party input.

‘Any jury is only human and mistakes will be
made. However, decisions are not irreversible
and, in these days of superb photography and
the web, it is easier for almost all observers to
evaluate records and come to their own deci-
sions. Competent observers can provide
informed opinion and help to ensure that errors
are minimised and that those that do occur are
corrected.’ Bryan Bland (on reviewing com-
mittee decisions) 

Very occasionally, the importance of a record
transcends national boundaries, as in the case of
the Slender-billed Curlew Numenius tenuirostris
reported from Druridge Bay, Northumberland,
in May 1998 (Brit. Birds 95: 279–299). If con-
troversy or public disquiet surrounds the adju-
dication of a high-profile record, then one
contributor suggests that third-party assess-
ment may provide a resolution:

‘The BBRC should seriously consider farming
out any particularly controversial or interna-
tionally important records to a foreign com-
mittee for independent assessment.’ Richard
Fairbank (on assessment of controversial or sig-
nificant records)

A case for devolved responsibility at the
heart of record assessment, as implemented in
Ireland (see ‘Records committees internation-
ally’, pp. 164–167), was proposed by a long-

established member of the IRBC:

‘It is my personal belief that now is the right
time to develop a way of spreading to the wider
birding community the responsibility for what
does and does not qualify for the “official
record”. Inevitably, it seems, the traditional
approach of rarities committees around the
world results in a proportionately high level of
what might be described as ‘non-co-operation’,
usually due to a feeling that the committee is
either biased against (and perhaps also in favour
of) some observers, or is too conservative/strict,
or is insufficiently qualified. This results in two
“sides” which tend to work against one another
instead of towards a common objective.’ Killian
Mullarney, Ireland (on the case for devolved
record assessment)

Conclusions
The creation of the BBRC in 1959 established a
protocol for the collection and adjudication of
reports of rare taxa which has since been emu-
lated worldwide. Its activities have established a
consistent and disciplined system of validation
and, concurrently, provided an invaluable
archive of records of species vagrant to Britain.

A comprehensive national report provides
an historical record of individual occurrences of
rare taxa. Over time, its cumulative contents
reveal instructive statistics, such as the distribu-
tion of rare taxa nationally, specific and geo-
graphical variations in rates of acceptance and
non-acceptance, and their implications in terms
of species diagnosis and record assessment.

A small sample indicates that public opinion
remains encouragingly supportive of the BBRC.
Nevertheless, changes in observer behaviour
and recording techniques have challenged, and
will continue to challenge, committee pro-
cedures. The influence of the internet and
digital photography on the recording and
reporting of rare birds has been profound. The
rapid appearance of digital images on internet
sites and in topical magazines has led some to
question the necessity for the more formal doc-
umentation which has traditionally been
required by records committees. The indica-
tions are that the BBRC remains alert to such
developments and is ready to streamline its pro-
cedures accordingly yet appropriately.

Care must be taken to ensure that the value
of the BBRC database is not compromised.
Examined collectively, well-presented and fully
documented records provide an unrivalled
resource for research into the temporal and
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geographical distribution of rare taxa and the
factors which influence their arrival and detec-
tion. Observers should be mindful that the
value of a comprehensive archive extends
beyond identification issues.

There is an increasingly international per-
spective for records committees and huge
potential for AERC-driven initiatives in the co-
operative analysis of data. The BBRC remains
uniquely qualified to monitor and validate
records of rare taxa reaching Britain and to con-
tribute to international understanding of their
migration strategies and the causes of vagrancy.
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Appendix 1.The British Birds Rarities Committee (BBRC), 1959–2006
Chairmen
P. A. D. Hollom 1959–72
D. I. M. Wallace 1972–76 (non-voting 1976)
P. J. Grant 1976–86
P. G. Lansdown 1986–93 (non-voting 1990–93)
R. A. Hume 1993–97
C. Bradshaw 1997 to date (non-voting)

Hon. Secretaries
G. A. Pyman 1959–61
C. M. Swaine 1961–63
D. D. Harber 1963–66
F. R. Smith 1966–75
J. N. Dymond 1975–77
J. O’Sullivan 1977–78 (first non-voting Secretary)
M. J. Rogers 1978–2006

Voting Members
H. G. Alexander 1959–63
D. G. Bell 1962–76
A. R. M. Blake 1963–76
Chris Bradshaw 2006 to date 
Colin Bradshaw 1990–97
P. Bristow 2003 to date
D. J. Britton 1980–90
A. Brown 1987–95
G. P. Catley 1990–95
P. Clement 1990–97
P. E. Davis 1963–75
A. R. Dean 1984–92
L. J. Degnan 2004 to date
R. H. Dennis 1967–87
J. N. Dymond 1975–77
P. M. Ellis 1991–99
I. J. Ferguson–Lees 1959–63
S. J. M. Gantlett 1987–94
M. Garner 2006 to date
P. J. Grant 1969–86
D. D. Harber 1959–66
P. V. Harvey 1997 to date
A. Hazelwood 1959–61
C. D. R. Heard 1989–96
P. A. D. Hollom 1959–72
D. J. Holman 1976–85
R. A. Hume 1988–97
T. P. Inskip 1979–89
R. J. Johns 1972–79
P. G. Lansdown 1983–90 
J. A. Lidster 2005 to date
B. Little 1976–82

S. C. Madge 1977–88
J. H. Marchant 1986–93
J. P. Martin 1997 to date
J. R. Mather 1976–84
J. McLoughlin 1996–2006
H. P. Medhurst 1959
M. F. M. Meiklejohn 1959–69
I. C. T. Nisbet 1959–63
D. Page 1995–2005
R. F. Porter 1981–84
G. A. Pyman 1959–70
R. J. Raines 1975–81
R. A. Richardson 1969–76
I. S. Robertson 1984–90
J. A. Rowlands 1999 to date
R. F. Ruttledge 1959–60 (Irish records only)
J. T. R. Sharrock 1969–83
K. D. Shaw 1994–2002
B. J. Small 2001 to date
F. R. Smith 1966–75
K. D. Smith 1960–61
J. G. Steele 1997–2006
A. M. Stoddart 1993–2001
C. M. Swaine 1961–63
J. J. Sweeney 2002 to date
R. I. Thorpe 1995–2004
K. E. Vinicombe 1982–91
R. Wagstaffe 1962–70
G. Walbridge 1992–2003
D. I. M. Wallace 1963–68, 1971–75
G. A. Williams 1975–80
K. Williamson 1959–63

RIACT
Various committee members plus Museum
Consultant and other referees.
C. Kehoe (Hon. Secretary)  2004 to date

Statisticians
D. J. Britton 1977–82 (unofficial statistician)
Various members then ad hoc until …
P. A. Fraser 1990 to date (first ‘official’ statistician)
J. Ryan assisted PAF for several years

Museum Consultants
A. Hazelwood 1959–61
R. Wagstaffe 1962–69
D. Goodwin 1969–80
P. R. Colston 1985–2000 (unofficially prior to 1985)
I. Lewington 2000–03
B. J. Small 2003 to date

Archivists
P. R. Colston 1985–96 (archives held at British
Museum)
J. H. Marchant 1996 to date (archives held at BTO)



Seabirds Advisory Panel (1987–1996)
P. R. Colston 1987–95
W. F. Curtis 1987–96
J. Enticott 1987–96
P. Harrison 1987–89
B. A. E. Marr 1987–96
S. C. Madge 1989–96
J. Ryan 1995–96

Avicultural consultants
M. D. England 1970 (in practice from c. 1967)–1980
T. P. Inskip 1976–1989
M. A. Ogilvie (wildfowl) ad hoc
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Appendix 2. BBRC methodology
Feature or procedure Methodology Annotations

Function Application of uniform adjudication
standards to claimed rare birds in
England, Scotland and Wales.

(a) Compass includes ‘at sea’ records
within the 200-nautical-mile (370-
km) European Exclusion Zone or
midpoint between the UK and any
neighbouring country.
(b) Assesses Isle of Man and
Channel Islands records at request of
local ornithologists (but numbers
not included in species totals).

Personnel Ten voting members plus Chairman
(more recently in non-voting
capacity), non-voting Secretary,
non-voting Museum Consultant/
Archivist, non-voting Statistician
and a range of identification and
avicultural consultants.

One vacancy among voting
members arises each year as the
result of voluntary resignation or the
retirement of longest-serving
member. When more than one
candidate is nominated, a vote
ensues among county and regional
recorders (five votes each) and bird
observatories (two votes each).

Submission of records Directly from observers or
(preferably) via county and regional
recorders.

Electronic submission (e-mail) now
strongly encouraged, with intention
of achieving ‘paperless’ system.

Circulation of records Standard batches of c. 12 records
circulated to all members, in
changing order, so that
documentation accumulates
comments of those earlier in
circulation.

(a) Simple records, those either
photographed or multi-observed
and those of the commoner species,
are considered by a group of five
members of the committee. If there
is any disagreement in this process,
the record goes to a full circulation.
(b) Electronic circulation (e-mail)
now the norm.

Processing of records Votes may be ‘accept’, ‘reject’ or
‘pend’, the last if some further
clarification is required. If one or
more members reject, record is
recirculated, so that all comments
are seen by each member. If voting
remains 9:1, reject vote is overruled.
If voting is 8:2 or less favourable,
record is rejected.

(a) When particular issues are raised
during initial circulation, details may
be sent to independent expert
referees, and their comments added
to the file.
(b) Following significant advances in
identification criteria for a species,
or if new evidence comes to light
regarding a particular record, earlier
records may be reviewed. For
reversal of a previously accepted
record, at least six ‘reject’ votes are
required.
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Species new to Britain Records of species or subspecies new
to Britain are assessed in the usual
way, but are then sent to the Records
Committee of the British
Ornithologists’ Union.

Acceptance by the BOURC has to be
unanimous and publication of such
records is subject to acceptance by
both committees. If the BOURC
accepts the identification, it then
decides whether the species should
be added to the British List and, if
so, in which category.

Archives All records, documentation and
deliberations are kept in the
committee’s archives, currently at
the BTO.

More recently in electronic form and
complete computerisation in
progress.

Publications ‘Report on rare birds in Great
Britain’ published annually in British
Birds, usually in the Oct, Nov or Dec
issue. News and developments
announced in ‘Rarities Committee
News’ and ‘Announcements’,
published as appropriate.

(a) Full details of species new to
Britain and Ireland are published in
British Birds (and increasingly
elsewhere), usually and preferably
authored by the original observer(s).
(b) Data in files contribute to
advances in identification criteria
and towards identification papers,
published both by members of the
BBRC and by others.

BBRC welcomes two new members

The British Birds Rarities Committee is sponsored by Carl Zeiss Ltd.

In March, Paul Harvey and
John Martin will retire from
BBRC. They will be difficult to
replace after a decade of very
hard and often difficult work.

This year, we were in the
privileged position of having
no fewer than five outstanding
candidates for the two vacant
positions, and the result was
predictably tight. The election
process, ably organised by
NewsAcre, was itself a success,
with 49 counties, bird observa-
tories and recording areas
casting the highest number of
votes ever in a BBRC election.

The two successful candi-
dates are Chris Batty and Mike
Pennington. There are many

similarities between the two.
Both are ringers, great rarity
finders and top birders in every
way. Chris will bring a range of
important skills and a wealth of
knowledge to the committee.
He is a local recorder, county
report editor and local records
committee member for Lan-
cashire but also has an interest
in, and has written extensively
on, current areas of taxonomic
debate. Despite living in one of
the most remote corners of
Britain, on the island of Unst
(the northernmost of the Shet-
land Islands), Mike Pen-
nington’s name will be familiar
to many. His list of rarity finds
is sickeningly impressive, even

given where he has lived for the
past 20 years. He has also edited
the Shetland Bird Report since
1998, and has several high-
quality identification publica-
tions to his credit. Chris and
Mike are both welcomed to the
committee.

We would like to thank the
three other candidates, Paul
Baxter, Mark Chapman and
Paul French, all outstanding
and worthy nominees in their
own right, and BBRC can
count itself lucky to have had
such a strong card.

Rarities Committee news


