
Letters 
Caution needed in Morocco With reference to the note in March 1986 
(Brit. Birds 79: 142) about Dr Stephanie Tyler being robbed at Agadir, I 
have a further cautionary tale from this part of Morocco. On 5th May 1986, 
while birdwatching on the Sous Estuary near Agadir Airport, two friends 
and I were attacked and robbed at knifepoint. I was stabbed in the arm and 
my telescope and pocket camera stolen, but fortunately not my binoculars 
(any decent birder would fight to the death to defend his Zeiss 10 X 40s!). I 
strongly advise any birdwatcher intending to visit this particular site to 
keep away unless with a large group, as the area is becoming quite 
notorious as a haunt of thieves and other undesirables who prey on tourists. 
(We heard of at least three other incidents recently involving robbery at 
knifepoint, and the police are of little help in these matters.) Unfortunately 
we did not learn until too late of the personal dangers of this area, but others 
should be warned. CHARLES E. RICHARDS 

62 Harbour View Road, Portland, Dorset DT51EP 

We appreciate that such events can occur anywhere (including Britain), but publish this 
letter to remind birdwatchers to be circumspect when planning to visit remote or secluded 
areas. EDS 

Bird-photography in Tunisia Having returned from a trip to Tunisia, 
we should like to advise future birders and naturalists planning excursions 
to this area that, according to Tunisian laws, it is forbidden to photograph 
Tunisian birds and animals unless in possession of a written permit 
obtained from Ministere de l'Agriculture, Direction des Eorets, 30 rue 
Alain Savary, Tunis, Tunisia. 

This was news for us and almost resulted in our arrest, and confiscation 
of our photo-equipment, binoculars, telescopes, and so on, not to mention 
our films. H. HARRESTRUP ANDERSEN and PEDER E. JACOBSEN 

St Emmerske, 6270 Toender, Denmark 

We were informed by the Tunisian Embassy in London that there are 'No restrictions on 
photographing birds and wildlife' in Tunisia, but that is not the case, according to the 
Ministere de l'Agriculture in Tunis. We strongly advise all visiting birdwatchers (not just 
bird-photographers) to obtain written authorisation prior to their departure. EDS 

Cleaning-up gannetries Discarded synthetic fishing lines and nets have 
fairly recently become a menace to nesting Gannets Sula bassana. The 
proportion of nests containing netting and/or line exceeds 50% at many 
colonies (e.g. Bass Rock, Bempton, Grassholm, Fair Isle, Les Etacs). The 
sight of adults or young fatally entangled is clearly distressing, and it would 
obviously be preferable if netting and line were not discarded at sea in the 
first place. 
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I fully appreciate that the recent cleaning-up operations to remove 
synthetic materials from gannetries are intended to reduce these distressing 
deaths. I am concerned, however, that this action may not have the desired 
effect and, before it becomes too fashionable, two questions should be 
answered. First, do Gannets breed in the season following the removal of 
their nests? Secondly, do they compensate for the loss by bringing in even 
more nest material and thereby perhaps increase the risk to themselves and 
their chick? These questions could be answered by direct observations and 
would seem a worthwhile project for someone. SARAH WANLESS 

Pittenkerrie Cottage, Glassel, Banchory, Kincardineshire AB34DD 

Which greenish warblers show wing-bars? A. R. Dean's real effort to 
blow away 30 years of clouds over the British status and identification of the 
Greenish Warbler Phylloscopus trochiloides {Brit. Birds 78:437-451) leaves this 
old hand still wary of the subjects. I do not blame the Rarities 
Committee for its reluctance to tangle openly with races, and I have no 
quarrel with the late Ken Williamson's views on Phylloscopus. They are, 
however, not the only ones, and a slightly wider reading of the systematic 
literature (e.g. Vaurie 1959, BOU 1971) could have prevented a particu
larly unfortunate compression of the British races of the Chiffchaff P. 
collybita into only three. After 32 autumns since my Fair Isle baptism, 24 
since my first attempt at a Greenish, and at least 14 with every odd 
Chiffchaff noted (and often still sketched), I see in their British movements 
Chiffchaffs of five main types. These I assign to (1) a dark southern race 
(claimed by others in spring and summer, but also apparently reaching as 
far north as Flamborough Head, Humberside, as a late autumn 'reversed' 
migrant), (2) nominate collybita, (3) abietinus, (4) fulvescens (taken by Vaurie 
to be responsible for most, if not all British claims oi tristis), and (5) tristis 
(rarest of all, starting as it does beyond the Yenesei). Among these forms, 
my notes of'wing-shades'—paler, more yellowish marks on the tips of the 
greater coverts—are infrequent up to and including abietinus, and I am not 
convinced that southwest, west and northwest European Chiffchaffs show 
'wing-bars'. Where Dean's long, curved, but no brighter than 'grey-white' 
wing-bars do occur frequently is on fulvescens and tristis, and I am therefore 
sure that both west, central and east Siberian Chiffchaffs commonly wear 
them in their first autumn (I stress the season, because I have no note of 
wing-bars on Chiffchaffs in two Kenyan winters, or passing through four 
Middle East springs). Of course, a morphologically complex species such 
as the Chiffchaff will provide exceptions to rules, but, unless the Rarities 
Committee can show more certain evidence of wing-bars on abietinus, I shall 
continue to beware grey-toned, wing-barred fulvescens most on the way to 
Greenish. This last race is a nasty pitfall—especially when it is not stood to 
attention by reviewers—because its upperparts can be washed green and 
olive, while its underparts are typically clean and contrastingly white 
behind a dull upper breast. Hence some exaggerated wing-bars and, 
because it is the least brown race of the Chiffchaff, the greatest chance of a 
mistake. 
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My next worry is the absence from the paper of the east Siberian race 
yakutensis of the Willow Warbler P. trochilus. It has not been proved to reach 
Britain, but I have watched two dull, grey birds at Flamborough in the 
classic Hristis' time-slot that had me all over the genus until they called and 
obligingly sang. One showed a faint, grey-white bar on its wing, and could 
easily have been logged as an aberrant, pale-legged 'northern' Chiffchaff, or 
a Greenish, or an Arctic P. borealis. Mention of the last species also brings in 
tow another of its races ignored in the paper: east of Lake Baikal, there lurks 
the small, less olive, greener or greyer transbaicalicus, with a wing-length 
range widely overlapping that of Greenish. Along with the Two-barred 
Greenish Warbler P. plumbeitarsus, it may never get here, but it could—and 
we should not forget either. My last worry concerns the Green Warbler P. 
nitidus. It is rather confidently discussed by Dean. What, then, am I to make 
of J. S. M. Albrecht's much more cautious comments (Sandgrouse 6: 69-75)? 
I have never seen Green, but I sense that we are nowhere near its 'last 
word'. 

I have one general complaint, but I shall try to express it constructively. 
May I appeal to new review authors to uphold the Handbook tradition of 
breathing more life into birds than that conveyed by plumage colours, 
structures and calls. There must be more in the rarity files, for both specific 
actions and general behaviour do differ among the members of amorphous 
genera. All Chiffchaffs (whatever their race) frequently drop and wag their 
tails and are even called 'tail-wagger' in India; at least some Greenish 
exhibit nervous wing- and tail-feather flicking, like the Dusky Warbler P. 
juscatus; and, while the Arctic does often look sturdy and rather short-tailed, 
it also moves through foliage with bouts of speed and confidence greater 
than any congener that I know. Such notes all help to describe the whole bird 
and reduce the risk of colour tone and biometric minutiae obscuring it. 

Finally, I have a request. Before much longer, I shall be trying to get the 
greenish warblers, with and without wing-bars, right for BWP vol. 6; I 
should be happy to read anyone's views upon them. D. I. M. WALLACE 

Elton House, Elton Grange, Newborough, Burton-on-Trent, Staffordshire 

A. R. Dean's reply to D. I. M. Wallace appears below. EDS 

It is rather presumptuous of D. I. M. Wallace to assume that the Rarities 
Committee is unaware of the considerations he mentions. In fact, most of 
the issues have been the subject of considerable debate, both within the 
Committee and in international correspondence. The published paper was 
inevitably a distillation (and hopefully a simplification) of a complex body 
of information, and quite intentionally concentrated on those factors 
deemed most relevant to the situation in Britain. Hence, my paper 'deals 
primarily with the principal characters by which Greenish Warbler 
Phylloscopus trochiloides and "northern" Chiffchaffs P. collybita abietinus/tristis 
may be distinguished and then, more briefly, describes the salient characters 
of other confusion species.' It was never within its brief to deal with, for 
example, contentious subspecies of Arctic Warbler P. borealis (see 
Williamson 1974). 
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It may, however, reassure Mr Wallace to learn that I have myself, in 
Rarities Committee files, nominated P. trochilusyakutensis as a contender for 
the British list, and noted its potential confusion with other Phylloscopus 
species (though hardly with fresh-plumaged Greenish). Equally, in corres
pondence with fellow members of the Rarities Committee and international 
referees, I have noted that the 'grey-and-white' Chiffchaffs which arrive in 
Britain in late autumn appear to show characters close to the type 
previously known as fulvescens'. In following Williamson, who did not 
regard 'fulvescens' as a valid race (nor was it accepted by Ticehurst, 1938), I 
have, therefore, encompassed this form within my treatment of tristis; it is 
precisely for this reason that I referred to different 'populations' in the 
discussion of tristis on page 441. I must also point out that nowhere have I 
speculated on the number of races which reach Britain, nor have I 
suggested that wing-bars are associated with other than 'northern' forms. 

Mr Wallace is not alone in perceiving the diversity of plumage displayed 
by late autumn Chiffchaffs in Britain. There is annual discussion of this 
phenomenon in places such as the Isles of Scilly. Indeed, in the initial draft 
of my text, I attempted a classification of types (based on olive, brown and 
grey morphs), but, in consultation with international referees, it proved 
impossible to relate these precisely to subspecies. Lars Svensson, in 
particular, emphasised the clinal nature of Chiffchaff plumages, and 
stressed the dangers of what he aptly termed 'wishful grouping'. Hence, it 
does not seem realistic to draw precise lines between abietinus, 'fulvescens', 
and tristis, nor to ascribe wing-bars to one side of a line between the first two. 
It does seem, however, that the incidence of wing-bars is greater towards 
the tristis end of the cline, and this was clearly indicated in table 2. 

A careful reader will surely have noted the considerable caveats in my 
treatment of Green Warbler P. nitidus (page 445, lines 31-33, and table 2, 
'Upperparts' and 'Underparts'), a caution I repeated in the 'Report on rare 
birds' for 1984 (Brit. Birds 78: 576)? It should be noted, however, that 
J. S. M. Albrecht's useful observations related to adults in summer, a time 
when all members of the 'Greenish' group are at their least distinctive. As 
the individual on St Mary's, Isles of Scilly, in 1983 confirmed, first-winter 
Green Warbler may be relatively distinctive: the first paragraph of my 
Green Warbler account concluded 'Well-marked individuals, however, are 
not difficult to identify in the field.' It hardly needs saying that the last word 
on Green Warbler (or any other species) remains far off. Whoever sug
gested otherwise? There may be those who claim to know all the answers, 
but Rarities Committee members are not amongst them. Most of us are 
content to make a contribution, and would not presume to do more. 

A. R. DEAN 
2 Charingworth Road, Solihull, West Midlands B928HT 
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