
Letters 
Iris colour of hybrid Tufted Duck X Pochard In the discussions about 
'Mystery photograph 97' (Brit. Birds 78: 40-41; 81: 650-652), no real 
attention was given to the iris colour of the depicted male hybrid Aythya. 

315. Male Aythya hybrid (thought to be Tufted Duck A. fuligula X Pochard A. ferina), with 
female Tufted Duck, Netherlands, February 1986 (Arnoud B. van den Berg) 

Thanks, however, to the possibility of making direct comparisons with the 
iris colour of the also-depicted Tufted Ducks A. fuligula, this feature is easy 
to see in the photograph. The picture shows clearly that the hybrid has a 
darker iris colour than Tufted Duck, and this is one of the best reasons 
why the bird should be regarded as a cross between Tufted Duck and 
Pochard A. ferina, since Pochard is the only British/Dutch Aythya species in 
which the male has a distinctly darker iris colour than Tufted Duck. 

It seems useful to note that colour photographs of the mystery bird 
show that its iris was more orange than the yellow iris of accompanying 
Tufted Ducks, and that the mystery bird's head gloss was brown-purple. 

Gil lham (1988) suggested that in November , when the mystery 
photograph was taken, the 'tuft' is not always fully developed. 

A photograph of what was probably the same bird, at exactly the same 
locality, though three months later in the season, in February 1986 (plate 
315), might be worthwhile for comparison. 

A R N O U D B . VAN D E N B E R G 

Duinlustparkweg 98, 2082 EG Santpoort-Zuid, The Netherlands 
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Aythya hybrid identification I should like to comment on the identity of 
the male Aythya hybrid in 'Mystery photograph 97' (Brit. Birds 11: plate 254; 
78: plate 19), having seen three hybrids of this type in recent years in the 
London area. All three showed a faint reddish-chestnut tinge to parts of 
the head and a red or orange-red iris, making Pochard A. ferina parentage a 
near certainty. The shape, size, plumage and bill-pattern were otherwise 

574 Notes 



Letters 575 

the same as those of the mystery bird. Like the mystery bird, they also 
showed the white flanks and vestigial tuft which point towards Tufted 
Duck A. fuligula parentage. I do not believe that the head-shape is 
necessarily an indication of Ring-necked Duck A. collaris parentage, rather 
that it is a predictable intermediate shape between the peaked crown of 
Pochard and the rounded head of Tufted Duck, with the expected 
vestigial tuft. 

The bill of the mystery bird shows the broad, curved black tip and black 
basal patch strongly reminiscent of male Pochard and also appears 
slightly paler in the middle than those of the accompanying Tufted Ducks. 
Furthermore, the flanks are clearly too pale for a male Ring-necked Duck, 
with no suggestion of the distinctive white vertical band at the fore end of 
the flanks or the white upper border to the flanks. 

In my view, the mystery bird is a male hybrid of a male Tufted Duck X 
female Pochard, as stated by K. C. Osborne (Brit. Birds 78: 40-41). 

MARK G. T E L F E R 
Emmanuel College, Cambridge CB2 SAP 

Long-tailed Skuas in 1988: an update Since the publication of the paper 
on the autumn 1988 influx of Long-tailed Skuas Stercorarius longicaudus (Brit. 
Birds 84: 121-136), a number of alterations and additions have been 
pointed out, mainly in the southeastern counties. It has become clear that 
some requests for information did not arrive or were sent to the wrong 
people. I made the error of treating 'no replies' as negative reports, and 
referred to some records sent by individuals and by the Bird Information 
Service which subsequently proved to be unacceptable. I wish to thank 
John Miller for pointing out the discrepancies. 

The numbers for southeast England now include a further 13 records, 
and the relevant section (Brit. Birds 84: 129) should be revised to read: 
SUFFOLK TO KENT 

Numbers on the southeast coasts of England were not large, consisting of six in Suffolk, nine 
in Essex and 19 in Kent. The counts were, however, significant, as Essex had only two 
previous records this century, and the Kent total for the period 1976-87 was only 31. 

Most of the sightings (24 out of 34) came during the seven-day period 24th September to 
1st October, with the majority being seen in a 'wide funnel' of the Thames estuary. The most 
westerly individuals were four adults at Allhallows, Kent, and one immature at Southend 
Pier, Essex, all on. 25th September. The seven birds originally reported from Tilbury Docks 
on 25th cannot now be confirmed. Only three were seen from the Channel coast of Kent, all 
at Dungeness, on 27th September (two) and 5th October (one). 

Ageing can now be more precise, but with a similar result, of 
approximately 50% adults, as 17 of the 34 recorded were of this age. 

P. J . D U N N 
16 Southwold Rise, Southwold, Scarborough, North Yorkshire YOU 3RB 

Implications of implants The compilers of 'News and comment' 
wondered (Brit. Birds 84: 294) what I think about the chip implants which 
are on offer from AVID (UK). This system was demonstrated to us by 
another company some years ago. The chip is a transducer which 
responds to an interrogatory signal by sending out its unique hexodecimal 
code. The problem is that the signal sent out (by the chip) is very weak 
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and the reader has to be within a few centimetres of the chip. Fantastic for 
cage birds, wild birds entering nestboxes or on a particular perch on a 
specially designed feeder, or as a tamper-proof covert way of marking 
dogs, cats, ponies and so on. 

Our simple method of bird-ringing, however, using a stamped ring with 
an easily understood return address and unique number for each bird, has 
as its greatest strength the billions of literate people in the world, all of 
whom are potential reporters of a ring. Transducer implants could be 
reported only by the handful of people with the necessary equipment. The 
technique clearly has a restr icted niche in some detai led research 
applications, but is several orders of magnitude less powerful than that in 
the dream I had some 15 years ago. When I first found out about the 
technology, I had hoped that a directional interrogator might be able to 
find out who (i.e. which individual marked Reed Warbler Acrocephalus 
scirpaceus) was where over the whole of a substantial reedbed—so plotting 
territories and logging survival from the comfort of a VDU. The power of 
the signal from the transducer, or the sensitivity of the receiver, will have 
to improve about a million-fold for this dream to come true. 

My personal favourite for hi-tech bird-tracking is the use of miniature 
transmitters and satellite receivers. At the moment, the transmitters are 
too big for anything much smaller than an albatross or swan, but the 
technology for miniaturisation is steadily developing. The French work on 
Wandering Albatross Diomedea exulans (Jouventin & Weimerskirch, 1990, 
Nature 343: 746-748) logged adults making feeding trips to come back to 
their nestlings of a minimum of 3,600 km and a maximum of more than 
15,000 km. Equally interesting results will be obtained, from studies of 
small numbers of individuals of smaller and smaller birds, in the future. 

I cannot, however, see ringing being replaced as the best method of 
keeping track of the movements and survival of whole populations of 
birds. The analytical techniques being developed by the BTO to integrate 
the information gathered by census workers, nest recorders and ringers— 
the Integrated Population Monitoring Programme—is much more signi
ficant to the study of wild birds than any possible current use of 
transducer chips. Ringing remains the cheap, safe and reliable way to 
mark birds, and it attracts a dedicated army of skilled volunteers who find 
it a fascinating pursuit. C H R I S M E A D 

BTO, The Nunnery, Thetford, Norfolk IP24 2PU 
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