
T
he recent publication of ‘Guidelines for
assigning species rank’, by the Taxonomic
Sub-committee (TSC) of the BOURC

(Helbig et al. 2002), provided a long-awaited
‘written constitution’ for birders interested in
the taxonomic issues surrounding the British
List. Some of its main points are summarised
here.

Perhaps surprisingly, the TSC has not for-
mally adopted any particular species concept,
but has defined two conditions that a taxon (in
most cases the taxon being considered will be
one currently recognised as a subspecies) must
fulfil if it is to be assigned to species rank. These
conditions follow most closely the Evolutionary
or General Lineage Species Concepts (Mayden
1997; de Queiroz 1999); they will form the
practical basis of TSC decisions, and are broadly
as follows:

1. Species must be diagnosable: individuals of
each taxon must be absolutely distinguish-
able from individuals in all other taxa. The
TSC has defined explicit criteria of diagnos-
ability, in order to make such decisions less
arbitrary than may have been the case in the
past.

2. Species must have diverged sufficiently, so
that they are not likely to merge with other
(similar) species in the future: they are
expected to maintain their genetic and phe-
notypic integrity.

Showing that these requirements have been
fulfilled will be easier for some taxa than for
others. This is discussed separately for different
biological situations: sympatry (where the
ranges of the two taxa are widely overlapping),
parapatry (their ranges meet but do not
overlap, or do so only slightly) and allopatry
(the ranges of the taxa do not meet). If diagnos-
able sympatric or parapatric taxa do not

hybridise, or do so only very rarely, then it is
reasonable to assume that they will not merge
again in the future, as full reproductive isolation
is unlikely to be reversed. Following the Guide-
lines, such taxa would normally be treated as
separate species. Hybrid zones are treated sepa-
rately: if there are partially sympatric or parap-
atric taxa which hybridise regularly, and form a
stable hybrid zone, then it is likely that selection
against hybrids will restrict gene flow and keep
the two taxa separate. In those cases, the taxa
can be split, but they may be designated as
‘semispecies’ to show that there is still some
gene flow between them. It is important to note
the difference between hybrid zones (within
which a sample of birds from any one location
will contain individuals of both parent taxa,
and every sort of intermediate) and clines (a
smooth gradation of characteristics across the
range). When two distinct subspecies are linked
by a broad cline, it is possible that the only
restriction to gene flow between the subspecies
is the considerable geographical distance sepa-
rating individuals at either end of the range. In
these cases, not only are the taxa not fully diag-
nosable, but it cannot be shown (or presumed)
that they will retain their separate integrities in
the future. Consequently, taxa which are con-
nected by a smooth cline will not normally be
split under the Guidelines, even if the individ-
uals at either end of the cline are diagnosably
distinct.

The situations which are often the most dif-
ficult and controversial are those relating to
closely related allopatric taxa, for example the
two races of Common Scoter, Melanitta nigra
nigra and M. n. americana (‘Black Scoter’). The
TSC has chosen to accept that criterion 2
(above) has been fulfilled if two or more
allopatric taxa are fully diagnosable in each of
several functionally independent characters
(e.g. plumage features, biometric measurements
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and behaviour), such that the differences
between the two taxa are as great as might be
found between closely related sympatric
species. It is also recognised that there are dis-
tinctive allopatric taxa that do not fulfil this
requirement. Allopatric species may not always
be as distinct from each other as sympatric
species, because they do not have to be ecologi-
cally separated. As such, those allopatric taxa
which are fully diagnosable in one character
only, or are only statistically diagnosable on the
basis of a combination of two or three charac-
ters, may also be treated as species (or
‘allospecies’, as in Shirihai et al. 2001).

What might this mean for the British List?
The Guidelines imply that species-level taxo-
nomic decisions will be taken using defined cri-
teria which are more stringent than under the
Phylogenetic Species Concept, because trivial
diagnostic differences will not be used to define
allopatric species. Nonetheless, the burden of
proof sometimes required under the Biological

Species Concept (evidence of full reproductive
isolation between taxa) will not necessarily be
adopted. It is, therefore, unlikely that dozens of
additional species will be recognised in the
short term, but new splits are inevitable as we
start to get beyond dogma and begin to ask the
right questions about some of the ‘subspecies’
on the British List.

The author is a member of the TSC, but the views
expressed are, of course, his own.
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234. Common Scoter Melanitta nigra nigra, Norfolk, April 1999.
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