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P. G. Lansdown and the Rarities Committee 

Committee membership is listed on the inside front cover each month, and 
on the back of the title page. Following a postal vote by county and re

gional bird recorders and bird observatories, Grahame Walbridge started his 
term of membership on 1st April 1992 (Brit. Birds 85: 194). Grahame replaced 
Alan Dean, who retired as die longest-serving member after eight years on the 
Committee. Alan's all-round identification expertise, which includes a special 
interest in leaf-warblers Phjlloscopus and shrikes Lanius, his most thorough and 
instructive comments on records, and his balanced judgments will be sorely 
missed by the Committee, though not by British Birds, on whose Identification 
Notes Panel he will continue to serve. 

The following points of interest arise from die Committee's annual meeting 
at Blunham, Bedfordshire, on 4th April 1992. 

Records of subspecies 
Two years ago, die BBRC decided to cease consideration and publication of 
records of all rare subspecies of species not on its list (Brit. Birds 83: 412). This 
difficult decision was taken in response to a significant increase in the amount 
of time diat the BBRC was having to devote to records of rare subspecies. 
Many such records were poorly documented, there were too many claims of 
sight records of subspecies mat are safely identifiable only in the hand, and 
tiiere seemed to be a general lack of appreciation of die variation to be found 
in the so-called familiar race. The Committee's unwillingness to dismiss 
records without thorough consideration resulted in a great deal of research 
and in recirculations of many records, and the time thus spent was quite out 
of proportion to die number of such records which eventually proved to be 
fuEy acceptable. 

Nevertheless, in response to pleas from county and regional recorders and 
from overseas rarities committees, and following discussions widi die BOURC, 
die BBRC has decided once again to consider records, dated 1st January 
1991 onwards, of rare subspecies of species not on its list. Records of Teal 
Anas crecca of die race carolinmsis ('Green-winged Teal') dated after 31st De
cember 1990 will, however, no longer be considered by die Committee and 
should be submitted to die appropriate county or regional recorder for assess
ment. The BBRC firmly believes mat more research should be carried out by 
observers before die submission of records of rare subspecies. It needs to be 
appreciated diat die Committee will accept records only of birds diat can be 
assigned positively to a particular, distinctive race; diat certain subspecies can 
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be identified only in die hand; that photographs and/or sound recordings are 
necessary to establish some races; and mat, for clinal species, only the well-
marked 'classic' individuals will gain acceptance. The Rarities Committee is 
looking for well-researched, well-documented records which contain all or 
most of the distinctive characters of a race. No characters of that race should 
be noted as absent and no features should be contrary to the appearance of a 
'classic' individual. Records of 'possibles' and of presumed clinal intermediates 
between a rare race and the familiar race cannot be accepted, and die BBRC 
asks observers and recorders to appreciate its difficulties witfi such records. 

N e w record form 
It would be most helpful to die BBRC if as many records as possible were 
submitted on die standard record form. To encourage both observers and 
recorders in its use, die Committee has a new British Birds Rarities Commit
tee record form, as well as a new fact sheet and an updated list of species con
sidered by die Committee. The BBRC is grateful to Ray Murray, Chairman 
of die Scottish Local Recorders' Conference, for his initiation of and design 
input to diese documents. Copies of all diree are available from die Secretary, 
Michael J. Rogers, Bag End, Churchtown, Towednack, St Ives, Cornwall 
TR26 3AZ. Please enclose a stamped addressed envelope of suitable size when 
requesting any of diese items, each of which has been produced at A4 size. 

134. Rarities Committee annual meeting, Bedfordshire, April 1992. Left to right: J. H. Marchant, 
S. J. M. Gantlett, R. A. Hume, P. M. Ellis, C. D. R. Heard, G. Walbridge, G. P. Catley, P. G. 
Lansdown (Chairman), M.J. Rogers (Secretary), Dr C. Bradshaw, P. Clement; DrJ . T. R. 

Sharrock (Managing Editor). (Alan Brown was travelling abroad.) Q. T. R. Sharrock) 

Standards of record submiss ions 

Most of die reports submitted to die BBRC are of a good standard; indeed, 
many are excellent. The small percentage of poorly documented claims of 
rare birds appears, however, to be increasing. Some of diese come from non-
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birders, and their rather basic standard is understandable. Disappointingly, a 
number come from apparendy capable observers who seem to be deciding for 
themselves the minimum content necessary for a record to be accepted by the 
Committee. This is a risky judgment. Every aspect of a bird's appearance 
should be covered in a description, unlike in a recent claim of Ring-necked 
Duck Aythya collaris, when die bill was described somewhat scantily and the 
rest of the bird was not mentioned at all: the BBRC was left wondering what 
colour the plumage was and, indeed, even whether or not it was a duck. This 
problem was discussed amusingly but perceptively in the classic Bill Oddie's Ut
ile Black Bird Book (1980, pages 71-87). 

Before submitting a completed record form, an observer should ask himself 
or herself if everything seen and heard has been included and if what is on 
the form proves the identification as claimed. The responsibility for proving 
identifications on paper should be accepted by observers and recorders as well 
as by the Committee, and identifications should be researched thoroughly, 
particularly when 'difficult' species are involved. Inexperienced observers 
should consult more widely, botfi with tiieir colleagues and widi their local 
recorders, who are in a position to offer expert advice, and experienced ob
servers should make every effort to set a good example and avoid submitting 
reports which are badly documented or relate to very marginal identifications. 
It is reasonable for die Committee to assume that all available details are in
cluded on a record form and diat nothing further is to be gained from refer
ring back to the observer. The BBRC continues to encourage observers to 
submit their rarity records via county and regional recorders, and to rely upon 
the recorders to obtain further descriptions in cases where they consider the 
initial report to be inadequate and more than one observer is involved. 

Offshore rarity records 
In 1985, the BBRC announced its intention to consider records of rarities 'at 
sea' around Britain (Brit. Birds 78: 472-473), and diis policy is to continue. The 
Committee is grateful to Andy Webb, Leader of the Seabirds at Sea Team, 
for correcting two points in that original announcement and expanding on a 
third issue. First, die boundaries inside which rarities are considered by the 
Committee are more correcdy referred to as the UK Economic Exclusion 
Zone. Secondly, except where the median line between Britain and neigh
bouring countries is closer, the boundary is 200 nautical miles (370 km), not 
200 statute miles (320 km). Thirdly, die exact position of die median line be
tween Britain, Ireland and France is disputed by the governments of the tiiree 
countries, so die boundary as drawn may change when die differences are re
solved. 

Election of new member 
The Committee's nominee for the next vacancy, which will arise on or before 
1st April 1993 from resignation or the longest-serving member's automatic re
tirement, is Andy Stoddart. Andy lives in Norwich, Norfolk, and is well known 
to the Committee for his full and constructive approach to the submission of 
records of rarities. He has had several contributions published in British Birds 
and elsewhere on a variety of identification topics. 
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As usual, we invite other nominations, which should be sent to me by 31st 
December 1992. If further nominations are received, a postal election will take 
place, in which county and regional recorders and bird observatories will be 
invited to vote. 

P. G. Lansdown, 197 Springwood, Uanedeyrn, Cardiff, South Glamorgan CF2 6UG 
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