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Towards the end of 1997, the British
Birds Rarities Committee (BBRC)
received a detailed report of a bird

identified as a Blyth’s Reed Warbler Acro-
cephalus dumetorum at Norwick, Unst,
Shetland, in September of that year. After
careful consideration, involving two circula-
tions of the report around the Committee
and advice from members of the Finnish Rar-
ities Committee, we felt that the identifica-
tion was unproven.There are several difficult

issues surrounding this particular record,
which are addressed in the discussion below.
One important lesson to learn from this
example is that, when BBRC ‘rejects’ a
record, the Committee is not necessarily con-
cluding that the bird in question was not of
the claimed species. In this particular case,
BBRC felt that, although the Unst warbler
may have been an atypical Blyth’s Reed
Warbler, there were sufficient doubts about
its identity to make the acceptance of it as
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ABSTRACT Blyth’s Reed Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum remains one of
the most difficult identification challenges facing field birders in Britain.

This paper describes a case where identification was still not proven,
despite the bird being trapped and measured.This example raises a number

of important general points regarding the process by which rarities are
assessed, in particular the care with which photographic evidence 

and biometric measurements must be interpreted.

From the Rarities 
Committee’s files

Blyth’s Reed Warbler: problems and pitfalls
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such unsafe. In many ways, the situation with
this record is very similar to the report of a
Long-toed Stint Calidris subminuta on
South Uist, Outer Hebrides, in 1990 (Brad-
shaw & Lansdown 1998).

Immediately below, we include the full
description (with minimal editing) of the
Unst warbler as submitted by Mike Pen-
nington, together with brief supporting
notes from Keith Vinicombe.

Description
On Tuesday 16th September 1997, I

received a phone call from Gilbert Gray of
Valyie, Norwick, to discuss a small brown
warbler in his garden ‘which resembled a
Reed Warbler A. scirpaceus but wasn’t quite
right’. I arrived at about 18.30 hours that
evening, and discovered the warbler in a
patch of raspberry canes. It looked like a
Reed Warbler, but I also felt that there was
something not quite right about it. I took the
following brief notes:

It was obviously an Acrocephalus warbler, but
something about its movements in particular
made it stand out. It was rather sedate and
precise, without the usual nervous skittishness
of a Reed Warbler. It looked small, and cold
brown in colour, resembling a Garden Warbler
Sylvia borin in some respects. The super-
cilium was very short, not extending behind
the eye, and was broadest in front of the eye.
The wings looked short, and the primary pro-
jection was shorter than the exposed tertials,
but this was difficult to see properly as it
hopped around among the canes. The legs
were very obviously grey, and the bill looked
rather long. It called once, a short ‘tuc’, rather
like a Sylvia warbler but not so sharp.

I watched the bird for about five minutes
before it shuffled out of view, and I failed to
relocate it that evening. It was obvious that
the bird needed to be checked carefully,
however, and later, after perusing the rele-
vant literature, I was even more convinced.
The call in particular seemed to clinch it, and
I was convinced that I had just seen a Blyth’s
Reed Warbler! I also realised that a great deal
more work needed to be done before I could
claim it, although I did mention my suspi-
cions to Gilbert.

I returned to Valyie the following evening,
when Gilbert confirmed that he had seen

the bird during the day. Paul Harvey,
however, had also visited earlier that day, and
seen only a ‘fairly ordinary-looking’ Reed
Warbler. I erected a mist-net and within half
an hour I had trapped an Acrocephalus
warbler. As soon as I took the bird out of the
net, however, I was disappointed. It was dis-
tinctly rufous in colour, and, although the
supercilium was prominent only in front of
the eye, it did not bulge. After checking the
wing formula and referring to Svensson
(1992), I established that this bird was
simply a Reed Warbler, although it had quite
a short wing (65 mm).

The next day, Gilbert phoned to say that
he had been watching a Reed Warbler in the
garden, and he was adamant that it was
unringed. Despite further visits, however, I
failed either to see or to trap it. During the
following weekend, several birders visited
Valyie and Gilbert informed them that there
was a possible Blyth’s Reed Warbler in the
garden, but, although some saw a Reed
Warbler, no-one saw anything that looked
more interesting.

On Thursday 25th September, I visited
Valyie in the evening, with the intention of
trapping some of the 60 or so Common Red-
polls Carduelis flammea that had roosted
there the previous evening. Checking my
nets just before dusk, I discovered that I had
trapped a ringed Reed Warbler. This seemed
to support my suspicion that there was only
one Acrocephalus warbler present, but after
extracting it I noticed another ‘Acro’ in the
shelf below.As it hung upside-down, the first
thing I noticed was its distinctly grey legs
and colder plumage colour compared with
the bird I had just handled. A check of the
wing formula of the new bird quickly con-
firmed that its identification was not going
to be nice and clear-cut. Since it was already
quite late, I decided to take in both warblers
overnight for roosting.This would allow suf-
ficient time for me to take detailed descrip-
tions, and to take photographs in the
morning in better light, and also for other
birders on Unst to see the two birds. Since I
had a Reed Warbler for comparison, I
decided to take a description of this first, to
allow comparison with the second bird.
Comparisons with the Reed Warbler are
included below, where relevant, in square
brackets.
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Several aspects of the wing formula of this
bird were quite subtle. It had a less obviously
rounded wing-tip than is usual for Blyth’s Reed
Warbler according to Svensson (1992), with an
obvious wing-point at P3, and P2 about the
same length as P5. The emargination on P4
was very slight, and was more evident on the
left wing, where it was obvious that the pale
edge to the feather was missing. This would
not have been an easy bird to identify in worn
plumage.The notches were, however, long and
characteristic; the notch on P2 was level with
the secondaries while the notch on P3,
although less distinct, was still clear and was
level with the inner primaries, only just short
of the secondaries. The exposed primary
length was also characteristically short, with
just 13 mm extending beyond the longest sec-
ondaries.The exposed primary projection was
only about two-thirds the length of the ter-
tials. There were seven exposed primary tips
on the closed wing, although the longest two
were very close and would have been difficult
to separate in the field.

[The Reed Warbler had a more pointed
wing-tip, with P3 4 mm longer than P2 or P4,
and P6 a clear 9 mm shorter.There was a dif-
ference of 18 mm between the wing-tip and

Size and structure
Unst Warbler Blyth’s Reed Warbler* Reed Warbler*

Wing length (mm) 63 58-65 62-73
Bill length to feathering (mm) 12.5 11.5-15.0 12.1-16.5
Tail length (mm) 48 48-54†† 48-55††

Tail rounded (mm) 4 4.0-10.0†† 3.0-7.0††

Tail/wing ratio 0.76 0.74-0.86

Primaries (numbered ascendantly, i.e. P1 is the outermost, vestigial primary)

2nd primary = P5 P5/P7 P3/P5
Emargination of outer webs P2-P3, slight P4 P2-P4, sometimes P5 P2-P3, sometimes P4
Wing-point P3 P3, sometimes P3-P4 P3

P1 (mm > primary coverts) +1.0 +2.5/-3.0 +2/-4
P2 (mm < wing-point) 3.5 3.0 - 6.0 0.5 - 2.5
Notch on P2 (mm) 12.0 10.5–14.0 11-15
P3 wing-point
Notch on P3 (mm) 11.0 (indistinct)
P4 (mm < wing-point) 1.5 -0.5 to +0.5†† 1 - 3††

P5 (mm < wing-point) 3.5 1 - 2.5†† 3 - 5.5††

P6 (mm < wing-point) 6.0 2 - 6†† 5 - 8††

Secondaries (mm < wing-point) 13.0 11.5-16.0 15.0-19.0

* Typical measurements for Blyth’s Reed and Reed Warblers, from Svensson (1992) or BWP (††)

‘Blyth’s Reed Warbler’ description

132. Unidentified Acrocephalus warbler, Unst,
Shetland, September 1997.
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the secondaries, despite the relatively short
wing length of 65 mm. In the hand, the
exposed primary projection was clearly longer
than the tertials.]

The tail appeared very short, contrary to
some reports of Blyth’s Reed Warbler. [In com-
parison, the Reed Warbler looked much
longer-tailed.]

The bill length was similar on the two birds,
about 12 mm, but the bill looked longer on
the Blyth’s Reed Warbler. This was due to the
different head shape of the two birds. The
Blyth’s Reed Warbler had a more rounded
head shape, but the peak of the head was set
well back with a long, low, gently sloping fore-
head which ran smoothly towards the base of
the bill, emphasising the bill length. [The Reed
Warbler had a more angular head shape and a
slightly steeper forehead.]

Plumage
HEAD. The supercilium comprised a large,
almost circular patch on the lores, in front of
the eye, off-white in colour with no warm
tones. The supercilium extended above the
eye (where it merged with a fairly distinct
buff-white eye-ring) and also arched forward
above the bill. From the front it could be seen
that the supercilia were separated by only
about half the width of the bill. There was a
small, distinctly ginger patch at the base of the

bill. The lores were pale with dark speckling,
so that there was no obvious loral stripe.
However, a small gap at the front of the dis-
tinct buff-white eye-ring, and a slightly broader
gap at the rear helped give the impression of a
very indistinct short eye-stripe.The ear-coverts
were greyer than any other part of the
plumage.

[The Reed Warbler also had a supercilium
which did not extend behind the eye, and it
also bulged very slightly in front of the eye. It
was, however, much less pronounced than
that of the Blyth’s Reed Warbler, and did not
reach the bill, or extend above it on the fore-
head.The Reed Warbler’s supercilium was also
distinctly warmer, buff-white.There was also a
more pronounced (but still indistinct) loral
stripe.]

UPPERPARTS. Overall, these were a cold earth-
brown with a slight olive tone, slightly greyer
on the crown, nape and ear-coverts.The rump
and uppertail-coverts were very slightly

133. Unidentified Acrocephalus warbler, Unst, Shetland, September 1997.
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warmer, but nothing like the ginger tones on
the Reed Warbler.

The lesser and median coverts were dark
grey, with narrow and indistinct olive-brown
fringes. The greater coverts showed a slightly
warmer brown fringe, but still with very little
contrast with the feather centres.The primary
coverts were dark grey with a very narrow
olive-brown fringe.The inner webs of the alula
feathers were dark grey with a very narrow
pale edge. The outer webs were paler grey,
fading into a broader, more diffuse brownish
fringe. The overall appearance of the coverts
was dark and uniform, showing very little con-
trast between the edges and the centres of
feathers. The remiges were dark grey, the pri-
maries with very narrow pale brownish
fringes on tips and outer webs, the secon-
daries with slightly wider fringes. The tertial
fringes were slightly wider still, but again with
very little contrast, diffusing into the grey
centre. On the closed wing, the primaries had
narrow whitish tips. The rectrices were
browner than the remiges, with very little con-
trast with the feather fringes.

[The Reed Warbler had an obvious ginger
rump which contrasted sharply with the back,
while the broad, warm brown fringes on the
wing-coverts contrasted strongly with darker
centres, although the fringes on the lesser
coverts were so broad that they appeared
solidly warm brown.]

UNDERPARTS. Cold creamy-buff, very slightly
warmer on the flanks, paler on the belly and
throat (which were off-white). [The Reed
Warbler had much warmer buff underparts.]

Bare-part coloration
Legs dull grey, on close examination showing a
similar pattern to the Reed Warbler, with a
yellow-ochre tone to the rear of the tarsus, the
toes, and especially the soles. [The same areas
were, however, much brighter on the Reed
Warbler.]

The upper mandible was dark horn, with a
paler cutting edge and a distinct pale tip.The
lower mandible was yellow-straw, with a slight
pink tone at the base on the underside and a
slightly dusky tone towards the tip on the
sides. The gape was bright yellow. [The bill
pattern of the Reed Warbler was almost iden-
tical, but with a more obvious dusky area on
the lower mandible, and a less obviously pale
tip on the upper.]

The iris was mud-brown.

Call
A short ‘tuc’ was heard in the field only on the

first date. [The Reed Warbler called several
times in typical fashion in the hand, but the
Blyth’s Reed was silent in the hand.]

M.G.Pennington

Mike Pennington’s description was sup-
ported by the following notes from Keith
Vinicombe (copied directly from KEV’s note-
book), written shortly after the observations.
The warbler was also seen by M. S. Ponsford.

‘A very frustrating bird, with numerous brief
views so that it was never possible to see the
whole bird at once. It was very wary and diffi-
cult to approach.

‘Definitely smaller than Reed Warbler, and
the tail looked a bit shorter to me. Bill notice-
ably quite long and spiky, with rather a
pointed tip.The spiky bill was noticeable even
in flight during one prolonged view. Some-
what browner than my previous British Blyth’s
Reed Warblers.When flushed, it looked notice-
ably pale, but appeared cold grey-brown at
rest.The throat was white but the underparts
were buffy-white, paler than Reed Warbler.The
undertail-coverts were white, with a slight but
distinct buff tint apparent with close views,
not nearly so deep buff as Reed Warbler.Wings
noticeably plain and definitely short. In flight,
this produced a distinctly fluttery flight – the
bird looked quite short-winged and round-
winged in flight. Noticeable cream eye-ring,
and a clear-cut cream line before the eye,
which bulged on the upper edge. Legs grey
with dull lime-green feet. The bird habitually
cocked its tail when feeding, at c. 30 -45°.

‘In f light, it looked more evenly propor-
tioned than Reed Warbler. It completely lacked
the rusty tones and strong buff tones of Reed
Warbler.

‘The bird was viewed down to a few yards
range through 8×42 binoculars.There was also
a Reed Warbler present in the garden but the
two were not directly compared. The Blyth’s
Reed Warbler kept low in the vegetation and
sometimes flew out into a nearby ditch when
flushed. On one occasion it went some dis-
tance down the hill and into some irises.
When flushed out of these irises, I obtained a
prolonged flight view as it swung out past me
in a long arc.

‘This was my third Blyth’s Reed Warbler in
total. I may be over-confident but they seem
pretty distinctive to me. However, I’m prob-
ably at an advantage since I am very familiar
with Reed Warbler as a consequence of the
fact that we have 800 pairs breeding at my
local patch at Chew!’
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First circulation
The first circulation consisted of the two
descriptions reproduced above, and two
photographs (plates 132 & 133). During this
circulation, BBRC members identified a
number of potential problems with the
record. Pre-eminent among these was that
the accompanying photographs were at odds
with the descriptions. The photographs
showed a warm brown bird with a rusty
rump, obvious dark centres to the tertials
and primaries, and missing feathers on the
forehead giving a strange appearance to the
front of the face. While understanding that
the colour tones on the photographs might
not be accurate (and therefore could be dif-
ferent from the two descriptions), Com-
mittee members who examined the
photographs raised the following concerns.

• The bill looked typical of Reed Warbler in
shape, being long and thin, and lacking
the broader, deeper base characteristic of
Blyth’s Reed Warbler.

• The colour of the upperparts was inter-
mediate between the two species, but
closer to that of a typical Reed Warbler.

• The tertials showed a significant contrast
between the dark centres and pale
fringes, characteristic of Reed Warbler.

• The emargination on the outer web of P4
was not visible in the photos (plates 132
& 133). (This feature is usually quite
obvious in photos of Blyth’s Reed
Warbler.) 

• There was no emargination on the outer
web of P5.

• There was, in fact, no supraloral bulge;
this effect was merely an artefact caused
by missing feathers on the forehead.

• There were eight exposed primaries on
the closed wing.

After close examination of the biometric
data, other concerns were identified:

• The emargination on P4 was described as
slight. Reed Warbler can show slight emar-
gination on P4 and, typically, Blyth’s Reed
Warbler shows reasonably distinct emar-
gination on P4 (although it can be
absent).

• P2 of equal length to P5.This feature is no
better for Blyth’s Reed than for Reed

Warbler. On Blyth’s Reed, the tip of P2
usually falls between the tips of P5 and P7.

• The notch on P2 could be compatible
with either species.

• The wing length was short, but within the
range of Reed Warbler.

In conclusion, we felt that the only factors
supporting the identification as Blyth’s Reed
Warbler were the call, the notch on P3
(which Reed Warbler can occasionally
show), and the distance between the secon-
daries and the wing-point (13 mm on this
bird, which is within the typical range of
Blyth’s Reed Warbler, but shorter than on
Reed Warbler). Concern was also expressed
about some of the practical problems of
taking accurate measurements in the field,
particularly in cases like this where minor
differences of one or two millimetres can
lead to a misidentification.

Two members voted to accept the record,
and eight to pend it for further expert
opinion.

Expert advice
We contacted Hannu Jännes by e-mail to
seek his opinion of this record. Unfortu-
nately, the images that accompanied the
descriptions were more red-toned than the
originals. He judged the record mainly on the
photographs, and replied as follows:

‘The two enclosed photographs show
several characters which do not fit Blyth’s
Reed Warbler, but are rather typical for a
Reed Warbler. One of the most striking fea-
tures is the very dark, almost blackish, colour
of the tertials, primaries and rectrices [in
plate 132]. This (if not caused by photo-
graphic effects, such as bad light, poor repro-
duction etc.) is one of the best characters to
separate Reed Warblers (even the more diffi-
cult, less rufous individuals) from Blyth’s
Reed and Marsh Warblers A. palustris, which
show much paler, greyish-brown centres to
the f light feathers. In their first autumn,
Blyth’s Reed Warblers have pale, greyish
flight feathers which are rather concolorous
with the rest of the upperparts, never (at
least in my experience) creating such an
obvious contrast between blackish f light
feathers and the rest of the body as on this
bird. The other photograph [side view, plate
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133] does not show such a dark tail and
wing, but this is often the case in photos
taken from this angle (as I have learned to
my cost from several misidentified mystery
photographs).

‘In the photographs, the degree of con-
trast between the pale (rufous) tertial fringes
and dark centres is too strong for Blyth’s
Reed Warbler, but OK for Reed Warbler. The
rather strong rufous colour of the rump,
lower mantle and longest uppertail-coverts
also does not seem to fit first-autumn Blyth’s
Reed. All first-autumn Blyth’s Reed Warblers
which I have seen in Finland have been
greenish birds with no (or only very faint)
rufous tones to the rump and innermost
greater coverts.

‘Some other details which do not seem to
fit Blyth’s Reed Warbler are:
• The f lanks seem to be too rufous, too

warm-coloured.
• The face pattern is odd, not typical for

Blyth’s Reed Warbler.
• The shape and length of the bill doesn’t

seem to fit Blyth’s Reed, but looks OK for
Reed Warbler.
‘I admit that there are some points in the

description that seem to point towards
Blyth’s Reed Warbler (such as colour of the
alula, call, primary projection), but the pho-
tographs do not support this identification. I
showed these photos to some other experi-
enced Acrocephalus-ringers and they all
identified the bird as a Reed Warbler! On the
basis of the available information, I would
not accept this bird as a Blyth’s Reed
Warbler. To me, it looks like a rather normal
Reed Warbler with somewhat atypical wing
formula. Of course, all kinds of hybrids are
possible, too….’

Second circulation
We added Hannu Jännes’s analysis, and a
series of slides showing this bird in the hand
alongside the Reed Warbler (see plates 134-
136), to the first circulation. These slides
showed that the bird was less rusty than sug-
gested by the original photos but still had
some reddish tones on the rump. They also
confirmed the abnormal feathering on the
forehead, the dark centres to the tertials and
primaries, and clear contrast between the
centres and edges of these feathers. On these
slides, the differences in plumage tone and

134. Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus
(right) and unidentified Acrocephalus warbler,
Unst, Shetland, September 1997.
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feather contrast between the putative Blyth’s
Reed Warbler and the Reed Warbler were rel-
atively minor, leading more than one
member to observe that ‘it’s difficult to tell
which is which!’.

Members also commented that ‘From the
photographs, it would seem odd that this
suggested Blyth’s Reed Warbler in the field.
In terms of structure, since the notch on P3
can be shown by Reed Warbler, it is only the
short primary-projection measurement (13
mm) that fits Blyth’s Reed exclusively, and
this feature is not apparent in the slides
alongside Reed Warbler. The spacing of the
primary tips also fits Reed Warbler better,
according to BWP.The tail/wing ratio is also
not very helpful and, like most biometrics, is
in the overlap zone between the two
species. Six primary tips beyond the tertials
would have been a better character for
Blyth’s Reed, but seven tips can be shown by
either (and there is a suggestion that the
Unst warbler shows eight in some photos).’

At the end of the second circulation the
record was unanimously considered to be
unproven.
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Discussion
This record illustrates many of the problems
with record assessment, and highlights some
of those specifically associated with difficult
species pairs. We encourage the submission
of photographs with records but, occasion-
ally, this may be to the observer’s disadvan-
tage.There have been several recent records
where a contradiction has been evident
between photos and the written description
of features. This may be due to variations in
colour tone and contrast, often as a result of
photographic processing. This was particu-
larly obvious in the case of the claimed
record of South Polar Skua Catharacta mac-

cormicki in 1993, which is still unresolved.
For the vast majority of records, such dis-
crepancies are immaterial because we make
allowances for this in the assessment
process. With a high-profile record (such as
the ‘South Polar Skua’) or where there is
overlap with other species in some charac-
ters (as in this case), however, it is rather
more difficult, particularly when we go to
outside experts, who often seem to place
more weight on photographs than on the
written description. When there is a clear
discrepancy in colour tone between photos
and the description, observers would be well
advised to check with their processing labo-

135. Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus (right) and unidentified Acrocephalus warbler, Unst, Shetland,
September 1997.

136. Unidentified Acrocephalus warbler, Unst, Shetland, September 1997.
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137. Blyth’s Reed Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum, India.

138. Blyth’s Reed Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum, Fair Isle, Shetland, June 1996.

139. Blyth’s Reed Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum, Fair Isle, Shetland, September 1996.
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ratory to determine whether it would be
possible to reprint the images more accurately.

Of course, even the most objective
observers cannot recall with complete accu-
racy the colour tones of a bird which they
saw a few days previously. There can be no
doubt, however, that descriptions often
convey what the observer expected the bird
to look like, and even the most objective
observer may fall into this trap. In such
cases, photographs at variance with the
written description may, indeed, be a more
accurate representation of reality. Mike Pen-
nington commented on the photographs as
follows. ‘These … rather shocked me when I
saw them. I almost didn’t submit them, since
they didn’t look like the bird I saw. I could
tell the birds apart easily in real life. When
we photographed the two birds side-by-side,
they looked to be completely different
colours but the photos show two virtually
identical birds! I cannot explain this, since I
would have thought that any changes in
colour due to the photographic process
would have affected both plumages similarly.
I agree with your comments about the
vagaries of film stock, scanning, reproduction
etc., which can alter the colour of a bird
quite dramatically.’

Another very obvious difficulty with
record assessment is the possible subjectivity
of observers when judging certain features
and the importance of the latter for specific
identification.With ‘difficult’ species pairs (or
groups), such as the reed warblers and the
treecreepers Certhia, there is often a degree
of overlap in many features. Observers who
believe that they have found a rare bird often
assume that measurements in the overlap
zone support their identification of the rare
species. BBRC, however, is always more likely
to favour the common species since, by defi-
nition, these are more likely to occur than
are rare species. In the case of the Unst
warbler, the measurements and wing formula
were not diagnostic of either of the two pos-
sible species: photographs favoured the com-
moner one, while the description was more
in keeping with the rare species.

We tend to think of biometrics as ‘gospel

truth’ but, as Mike Pennington pointed out
subsequently, ‘I think it is worth stressing
that taking biometrics on a live bird is not as
exact as some people think. Arguing over a
half or one millimetre is sometimes irrele-
vant since that is well within the range of
recorder error, especially with biometrics
taken by a single observer under pressure
with a rarity. Since the wing formula fitted, I
did not take the measurements twice
because the bird had already been handled
enough.’

Another problem that we identified in
this instance was that of the use of ‘new
technology’ for record assessment. The
quality of image that we can transmit elec-
tronically is often less good than one would
wish for when making such critical assess-
ment.This creates problems when obtaining
expert opinion from abroad. We like to do
this with as little delay as possible, but have
run into problems with our experts missing
the level of critical detail that is available on
the original photos.As computer technology
improves this will be less of a problem, but it
does suggest that purely electronic methods
of record assessment by BBRC are as yet
some way off.

BBRC will continue to scrutinise all field-
only records of Blyth’s Reed Warbler with
great care, since members consider that this
species still represents one of the most diffi-
cult challenges facing the field birder. This
may be at variance with the views of some
observers, supported by the populist birding
press, who feel that Blyth’s Reed Warbler is
now a fairly straightforward bird to identify
in the field.
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