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Further thoughts 
on the transatlantic

vagrancy of landbirds
to Britain & Ireland

Norman Elkins

ABSTRACT This paper gives an overview of transatlantic landbird vagrancy to
Britain & Ireland during 1997–2006, and also examines the meteorological

context of such vagrants more widely along the NE Atlantic seaboard in this
period.The number of Nearctic landbirds recorded in Britain & Ireland

continues to fluctuate, being related to atmospheric variability across the
North Atlantic and population trends in North America. It seems likely that

some vagrants in northern Britain in autumn take a higher-latitude route than
originally believed, as their arrival patterns often match those of vagrants to
Iceland.Tropical storms play an indirect role in initiating vagrancy in autumn,
but spring vagrants are unaffected by these and almost certainly include birds

undertaking northward migration on the ‘wrong’ side of the Atlantic.The
possibility of spring vagrants, particularly sparrows and buntings (Emberizidae),

overshooting from North America is belied by the general lack of suitable
wind conditions, and ship-assistance may play a significant role.

Blackburnian Warbler Dendroica fusca Richard Johnson
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is certainly due to a growth in observer
awareness, as is the increase in records from
newly ‘discovered’ migrant hotspots in western
Scotland and the islands of Macaronesia.

Methods
Ornithological data
All Nearctic vagrant landbird records for Britain
& Ireland were sourced from the reports on rare
birds published annually in BB (Rogers et al.
1998–2005, Fraser et al. 2007a,b) and Irish
Birds, and Icelandic records from annual
reports in the Icelandic journal Bliki. Unpub-
lished accepted records from Ireland and
Iceland were provided by rarity authorities in
the two countries. Unpublished and unverified
records published elsewhere are not used
although a few are quoted, including those of
ship-assisted individuals. Only Category A
species (those recorded in an apparently natural
state and therefore excluding proven ship-
assisted birds) were used in the numerical
analyses.

Meteorological data
Twelve-hourly synoptic weather charts (six-
hourly until 2000) of the North Atlantic and
North America were scrutinised. Charts for the
former were derived from UK Meteorological

T
he appearance of North American
landbirds in western Europe continues to
excite birders. Many of these vagrants are

carried across the North Atlantic by the
powerful, low-level airflows in mobile weather
systems (Elkins 1979, 1988, 1999), although
others may be ship-assisted. Two categories of
Nearctic landbirds are involved in transatlantic
crossings, particularly in autumn. The first
includes migrants from Canada and NE USA
that overfly the western Atlantic, using strong
tailwinds to assist passage to the West Indies and
beyond. The second group comprises southern
breeders which have a tendency to ‘reverse’
migrate NE in warm autumn airflows (the term
‘reverse’ migration used here encompasses all
movements in a direction opposite to that of
normal migration and may include involuntary
movements in strong winds). Some species may
occur in both groups and both include
individuals that become entrained in developing
weather systems that deflect them across the
North Atlantic. I have widened the scope of this
analysis by including Icelandic records, in view
of the increase in records of Nearctic vagrants
there during recent years. There is emerging
evidence that some vagrants to northern Britain
may arrive via the Icelandic region and possibly
even vice versa. The increase in Icelandic records

229. Of the eight Nearctic passerines that first appeared during winter (December to February) in the decade
under discussion, four were American Robins Turdus migratorius, including this first-winter female at Godrevy,

Cornwall, in December 2003.
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Office unpublished data and Wetterzentrale
(2007), while those for the latter were obtained
from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA 2007a) and Unisys
(2007). Calculation of trajectories was
attempted for many records using the method-
ology described in Elkins (1979) and Draxler &

Rolph (2003). For the North Atlantic, trajecto-
ries were estimated using air speeds added to
wind speeds. NOAA provided air-mass trajecto-
ries only but gave more precise tracks based on
archived meteorological data, which allowed an
individual vagrant’s tracks to be assessed more
realistically. Monthly mean sea-level pressure
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Table 2. Accepted records of Nearctic landbirds in Britain & Ireland in autumn (August to November),
1997–2006.

97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 Total 

Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura 1 1
Yellow-billed Cuckoo Coccyzus americanus 2 1 1 4
Common Nighthawk Chordeiles minor 2 2 4
Chimney Swift Chaetura pelagica 8 1 18 27
Purple Martin Progne subis 1 1
Cliff Swallow Petrochelidon pyrrhonota 2 1 3
Grey Catbird Dumetella carolinensis 1 1 2
Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus 1 1
Swainson’s Thrush Catharus ustulatus 1 2 3 1 7
Grey-cheeked Thrush Catharus minimus 1 1 1 2 1 3 9
Veery Catharus fuscescens 1 1 1 3
American Robin Turdus migratorius 1 1 1 3
Red-eyed Vireo Vireo olivaceus 2 16 3 3 3 5 4 36
Blue-winged Warbler Vermivora pinus 1 1
Northern Parula Parula americana 1 1
Yellow Warbler Dendroica petechia 1 1 2
Yellow-rumped Warbler Dendroica coronata 1 2 1 1 5
Blackpoll Warbler Dendroica striata 1 1 1 3 1 7
Ovenbird Seiurus aurocapilla 1 1
Canada Warbler Wilsonia canadensis 1 1
Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas 1 1 1 1 4
Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis 1 1
White-throated Sparrow Zonotrichia albicollis 1 1
Rose-breasted Grosbeak Pheucticus ludovicianus 1 1 2 1 5
Bobolink Dolichonyx oryzivorus 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 9
Baltimore Oriole Icterus galbula 1 1 1 3

Annual totals 2 10 18 25 14 4 16 10 34 9 142

Table 1. Accepted records of Nearctic landbirds in Britain & Ireland in spring (March to June), 1997–2006.

97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 Total 

Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon 1 1
Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicolor 1 1
Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus 1 1
Veery Catharus fuscescens 1 1
American Robin Turdus migratorius 1 1
Yellow-rumped Warbler Dendroica coronata 1 1
Blackpoll Warbler Dendroica striata 1 1
Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas 1 1
White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys 1 1
White-throated Sparrow Zonotrichia albicollis 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 9
Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis 2 1 1 4
Rose-breasted Grosbeak Pheucticus ludovicianus 1 1

Annual totals 2 2 1 4 1 2 5 2 1 3 23



patterns were obtained from the
‘Weather Log’, published in the Royal
Meteorological Society’s journal
Weather.

Although tropical storms
(including hurricanes – the most
powerful stage of these) are confined
to the western North Atlantic and
therefore unable to carry birds on a
transatlantic journey, their extra-
tropical stages can do so if they
affect normal migration routes in
autumn. Tropical storm tracks were
also therefore scrutinised, obtained
from NOAA (2007b). The analysis
below refers only to those storms
crossing migrant routes over the western
Atlantic in September and October. Meteoro-
logical terminology has been kept to a
minimum but clarification of any unfamiliar
terms can be found in Elkins (2004).

Results
Tables 1 and 2 show the annual totals of each
species for both spring and autumn.

There were also eight winter records of birds
first observed between December and February,
of which four were American Robins Turdus
migratorius. The more significant events in each
year are described below.

1997 No vagrants were reported in Britain &
Ireland in September and only two in October.
No tropical storms crossed migration routes
and the atmospheric circulation was anomalous
in both months. Persistent high pressure in the
NE Atlantic steered developing depressions
farther north than normal and a succession of
such depressions ran NE
towards Iceland in late Sep-
tember and early October,
when eight Nearctic song-
birds arrived in Iceland. Of
these, a Common Yel-
lowthroat Geothlypis trichas
on 26th September followed
a strengthening warm sector
that departed E Canada on
24th. Another surge of
strong, warm SW winds
originated in Canada on
28th and the remaining
seven birds (including five
Red-eyed Vireos Vireo oli-

vaceus) were discovered between 30th Sep-
tember and 7th October (fig. 1). This period of
higher-latitude winds may have also been
responsible for a Swainson’s Thrush Catharus
ustulatus in Norway on 30th September.

1998 Several sparrows, including two Dark-
eyed Juncos Junco hyemalis and three White-
throated Sparrows Zonotrichia albicollis, were
found aboard a ship off Newfoundland in a
fresh southwesterly on 1st May. Two White-
throated Sparrows remained on board as the
vessel passed through Sea Area Hebrides on
10th May, and one was still alive at Kiel,
Germany, on 14th May (Cook 1998). The only
spring records in Britain were a Hermit Thrush
C. guttatus on 30th April and a White-throated
Sparrow on 8th June, both in Shetland. No suit-
able transatlantic weather patterns were
evident, and both birds may have been spring
migrants moving north in the Palearctic or even
ship-assisted. Two Belted Kingfishers Mega-
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Fig. 1. Synoptic chart for 12.00 hrs on 30th September 1997,
showing SW airstreams between eastern North America and Iceland.

230. Male Common Nighthawk Chordeiles minor, St Agnes,
Isles of Scilly, September 1998.
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ceryle alcyon in Iceland, on 17th May and 18th
June, could similarly have been moving north
(as did the British bird in 2005; see below).

The mean low-pressure area in September
was well south of its normal position near
Iceland, with weaker westerlies than usual on its
southern flank. A Common Nighthawk
Chordeiles minor on Scilly on 9th coincided
with the first of several Green Darner Anax
junius dragonflies in Scilly and Cornwall, a
North American species not recorded
previously in the Western Palearctic. Davey
(1999) suggested that these insects arrived in
the strong transatlantic wind flow associated
with the remnants of hurricane ‘Earl’ in its
extra-tropical stage. Latterly, this system was
absorbed by ex-hurricane ‘Danielle’ off western
Scotland. It seems probable that the nighthawk
also arrived in this flow, followed by a second
nighthawk on Scilly on 12th and one in France
on 17th. Atmospheric pressure in October was
below normal off North America and also in
northern Europe, creating a weaker, more
southwesterly airflow than usual over the mid
Atlantic. A frontal wave formed off eastern USA
on 20th and ran quickly across the North
Atlantic without developing, bringing SW gales
to the Southwest Approaches on 22nd (fig. 2).
The first arrival in Britain & Ireland (apart from
a ship-assisted Grey Catbird Dumetella
carolinensis in Southampton on 21st) was a Grey-
cheeked Thrush Catharus minimus in Cornwall
on 23rd, one of three thrushes in four days.

1999 In September, with pressure higher than
normal over the western North Atlantic, the

oceanic airflow was more
northwesterly than average and,
following a Baltimore Oriole Icterus
galbula in Scilly on 27th September
after a run of transatlantic westerlies,
there were no further records until
10th October. A significant influx of
Monarch Danaus plexippus
butterflies from mid September
(Tunmore 2000; see Discussion) did
not coincide with the arrival of any
transatlantic landbirds. However,
with the October pressure pattern
near normal, a secondary influx of
butterflies coincided with a small
influx of birds into SW England and
Ireland: two Yellow-billed Cuckoos
Coccyzus americanus on 10th and

12th, a Swainson’s Thrush on 11th and single
Veery Catharus fuscescens and Bobolink
Dolichonyx oryzivorus on 13th. These arrivals
occurred in a near-classic weather situation,
with a strong, warm WSW airstream across the
Atlantic during 5th–10th October. Anticyclonic
weather over eastern Canada and USA on
7th–8th gave a NW airstream suitable for
migration (see Elkins 1979), conveying birds
out to sea and into warm southwesterlies with
subsequent downwind flight. The next wave of
Nearctic arrivals began on 22nd October, with a
remarkable influx of Chimney Swifts Chaetura
pelagica in SW England and Ireland: seven
during 22nd–25th (see fig. 3), and another on
30th (and one in Sweden on 6th November).
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Fig. 2. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 22nd October 1998,
showing a waving front at lower latitudes with a strong WSW 

flow to the south.

231. Chimney Swift Chaetura pelagica, St Mary’s,
Isles of Scilly, October 1999.
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The weather situation appears to have given rise
to an uncharacteristic transatlantic crossing.
Hurricane ‘Irene’, moving NE off the eastern
seaboard of the USA, became extra-tropical SE
of Newfoundland on 19th and moved out into
the Atlantic, where it re-intensified rapidly into
a deep depression. Migrating Chimney Swifts
may have been following the NW winds to the
rear of the depression, but these proved to be
still of hurricane force, with reported sustained
surface winds of up to 100 kph round the
centre. As this storm moved steadily towards
Britain (fig. 3), the birds would have been swept
rapidly SE then east
until they arrived on
southwesterlies on 22nd.
At all times, the birds
would have remained 
in the cold air mass,
which is unusual for
transatlantic vagrants
but supported by air-
mass trajectories. A fast-
moving frontal wave
crossed the Atlantic
between 21st and 24th,
possibly bringing the
later birds.

2000 A Chimney Swift
on 6th August could
have been a bird still in
the Palearctic from the
1999 fall (as might one
in Norway on 25th
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232. Yellow-billed Cuckoo Coccyzus americanus, St Levan, Cornwall, October 2000.
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May). The North Atlantic atmos-
phere in September was close to
normal, except that winds near
Britain were more westerly than
southwesterly. Three tropical storms
were relevant during September,
although only one is considered to
have affected oversea migrants. A fall
in SW Britain & Ireland between
26th September and 1st October
included at least six Red-eyed Vireos
and two Cliff Swallows Petrochelidon
pyrrhonota, with another Cliff
Swallow in France. Trajectories
suggest that post-frontal northwest-
erlies over the western Atlantic stim-
ulated initial movements on 22nd
and 25th. As there is also a tenuous
link with the warm air thrown up by

tropical storm ‘Helene’ lying off Cape Hatteras
on 24th, the initial movements may have been
of birds reorienting after ‘reverse’ migration.

In October, the strength of the westerly flow
across the North Atlantic in mid latitudes was
notable, squeezed between an intense Azores
anticyclone and a deep Icelandic low-pressure
area, and transatlantic vagrancy was higher than
average. An increase in tropical storm activity
also affected the normal passage routes of
Nearctic autumn migrants, perhaps leading to
the surges of warm air that stimulated Red-eyed
Vireos to ‘reverse’ migrate. One had even made

Fig. 3. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 21st October 1999.
At this time, the Chimney Swifts Chaetura pelagica would 
have been about 800 km south of the depression centre.



it to Poland by 17th and 16 were recorded in
Britain & Ireland in the autumn. A small fall on
4th–6th October produced a Blue-winged
Warbler Vermivora pinus in Co. Cork on 4th,
four Red-eyed Vireos in the southwest on 5th
and a Blackpoll Warbler Dendroica striata in
Co. Galway on 6th. Backtracking suggests a
northern origin for these birds – eastern
Canada, where a warm WSW wind flow associ-
ated with a developing depression moved east,
to arrive in Britain & Ireland on 4th. The vireos
and the Blue-winged Warbler may have already
been displaced NE in an earlier movement –
such October arrivals of Red-eyed Vireos were
noted in Newfoundland in 1989 (Mactavish
1990; Elkins 1999). After a brief lull, another
strong westerly became established on 8th, with
frontal waves running rapidly east into the
Southwest Approaches on 9th–10th (fig. 4),
associated with the remains of tropical storm

‘Leslie’. Curiously, the next fall
occurred on 12th, after winds had
veered NW. The reason for this delay
is not clear, but the birds included a
Yellow-billed Cuckoo in Cornwall
and single Swainson’s Thrushes in
Scilly, Shetland and NW France,
where there was also a Scarlet
Tanager Piranga olivacea. However,
westerlies soon returned, bringing
four more Red-eyed Vireos during
15th–18th and another on 21st.

2001 Most depressions in October
followed a southern track, with
westerlies stronger than normal to

the SW of Britain. After a blank September,
eight records during 2nd–9th October included
Yellow-rumped Warbler Dendroica coronata on
Cape Clear on 2nd, another in Co. Kerry on
4th, Grey Catbird (see Croft 2004) and Red-
eyed Vireo on Anglesey on 4th and Rose-
breasted Grosbeak Pheucticus ludovicianus in
Devon on 6th. While the first bird almost 
certainly originated in northwesterlies across
eastern Canada on 30th September, the next
three, sharing the same range, had probably
taken a more southern track in the warm sector
of a wave originating off eastern USA on 30th
and 1st October. This ran rapidly ENE to arrive
in Britain & Ireland on 4th. Another wave
moving from eastern Canada on 5th arrived on
7th, with Red-eyed Vireo in Cornwall and Balti-
more Oriole in Co. Cork; while a Bobolink in
Devon on 9th possibly arrived in the next wave.
A fast-moving system in northern latitudes on

12th–13th may have brought an
American Robin to Iceland on 13th
and a Grey-cheeked Thrush to
Orkney on 14th (fig. 5).

Single Cliff Swallow on 26th and
Chimney Swift on 28th, both on
Scilly, probably resulted from a fast-
moving system arriving on
24th–25th; this may also have
carried the long-staying Snowy Egret
Egretta thula, first recorded in Argyll
at the end of the month.

Perhaps the most intriguing
event of autumn 2001 was the erup-
tion of Snowy Owls Bubo scandiacus
in Canada early in October, some of
which reached Europe aboard ships.
Although precise details of the
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Fig. 4. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 9th October 2000.
Complex frontal waves moving rapidly eastwards.

Fig. 5. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 13th October 2001.
Strong SW winds over the North Atlantic associated with 

fast-moving frontal systems.



routes and timing of the various
vessels is lacking, it seems that a
number of birds boarded ships in
Newfoundland and Greenland
waters during violent storms, mainly
between 11th and 13th (D. Verbelen
pers. comm.). The second week of
October was characterised by a high
frequency of WNW storms over the
Labrador Sea and surrounding
regions and clearly coincided with a
major eruption of owls. A soiled
individual was found in Suffolk on
24th and several others landed in the
Low Countries.

2002 May records included a White-
throated Sparrow in Sea Area
Dogger on 20th, a Tree Swallow
Tachycineta bicolor in Shetland on
29th and a White-crowned Sparrow
Z. leucophrys in Iceland on 28th. The
atmosphere was abnormally vig-
orous in late May, with a succession
of weather systems crossing the
North Atlantic; had it been autumn,
ideal transatlantic conditions would
have been in place. The Icelandic
bird could potentially have arrived
via Britain as E/SE winds prevailed
over Iceland during 16th–29th. Air-
mass trajectories support this move-
ment. September and October 2002
were anomalous months with fre-
quent easterlies across the North
Atlantic and there were just four autumn
records.

2003 The normal westerly belt was displaced
northwards in September, with higher pressure
than normal to the south. This reduced the
vagrancy risk and the first autumn vagrants
were single Swainson’s and Grey-cheeked
Thrushes, both in Shetland on 27th. This coin-
cided with the start of a large fall of Eurasian
vagrants, when a slow-moving depression lan-
guished west of the Azores and maintained a
NE flow over the western Atlantic; the proven-
ance of the two Catharus thrushes was thus
obscure. October also proved to be something
of an enigma. Only one tropical storm came
close to migrant routes and depression tracks
remained farther west than normal. A Common
Yellowthroat in Co. Clare on 3rd was followed
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Fig. 7. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 3rd October 2003.
One of several early October occluded fronts crossing Scotland

bringing vagrants via a northern route, with another warm sector
moving NE in the western Atlantic.

Fig. 6. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 1st October 2003.
The warm sector SW of Iceland was one of a succession 

to bring vagrants across at high latitudes.

on 5th by a Northern Parula Parula americana
in Co. Waterford and a Red-eyed Vireo on Barra
in the Outer Hebrides. These birds were all
recorded in strong NW winds associated with
depressions moving east across Iceland round a
persistent anticyclone in mid Atlantic (figs. 6 &
7). It is tempting to think that the birds took a
northern route, and Icelandic records of Amer-
ican Robin and Least Flycatcher Empidonax
minimus on 6th and Baltimore Oriole on 7th
support this. However, trajectories suggest that
the British and Irish vagrants were routed south
of latitude 60°N. As depressions continued to
move from North America to Iceland, that
island recorded Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla
cedrorum on 8th, followed on 10th by Belted
Kingfisher, Alder Flycatcher E. alnorum and
Yellow Warbler Dendroica petechia. This partic-
ular fall could be linked to an intense depres-



sion that originated as ex-hurricane ‘Kate’,
which became extra-tropical on 7th (see fig. 8)
and is an example of a fast-moving system that
could carry vagrants without circumnavigation
of the centre. Indeed, backtracking calculations
show a direct air-mass trajectory from NE USA
and Newfoundland. Wind speeds on the
system’s southern flank as it approached Iceland
reached 130 kph. A Bobolink in Co. Cork on
10th and Red-eyed Vireo and Grey-cheeked
Thrush on Scilly on 11th were perhaps too far
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south for this Icelandic route, but
the trailing cold front south of the
ex-hurricane may well have brought
them on its forward edge early on
10th.

The weather pattern then
changed as an anticyclone became
established over the North Sea and
southern Scandinavia. With depres-
sions blocked farther south and
west, a SE airstream covered Britain
on 12th–17th, backing NE until
23rd. This stimulated a second wave
of eastern vagrants, with record
numbers of Pallas’s Leaf Phylloscopus
proregulus and Yellow-browed War-
blers P. inornatus from 12th but with
further Nearctic vagrants too. Of six

birds between 13th and 21st, Swainson’s Thrush
and Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sand-
wichensis were on Shetland, Blackpoll Warbler
was on the Outer Hebrides, while Red-eyed
Vireo, Bobolink and another Swainson’s Thrush
were on Scilly. All these could have been earlier
arrivals wandering within Britain or western
Europe. Even more astonishing in such a situa-
tion was an American Painted Lady Vanessa vir-
giniensis butterfly on Scilly on 18th (Headon
2004).

Late in the year came
American Robins on Bardsey
on 11th November and in
Cornwall on 14th December,
and a Baltimore Oriole in
Oxford on 10th December
(the December birds over-
wintered). The American
Robins are thought to have
been linked to a massive east-
ward movement across the
USA in mid November. The
species is known to make
hard-weather movements
and, with an area of heavy
snow moving north in NE
USA on 6th–8th December,
such a movement could have
driven the second bird east-
wards into a strong WSW
airstream that arrived in
Britain on 11th. A third
American Robin was discov-
ered in Lincolnshire on 1st
January 2004.

Fig. 8. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 9th October 2003.
Intense depression (ex-hurricane ‘Kate’), with track and 

previous midnight positions shown.

233. Bobolink Dolichonyx oryzivorus, Bryher, Isles of Scilly, October 2003.
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pressure centre off western
Scotland. East to NE winds
over the ocean were much
more frequent than normal,
meaning few periods of suit-
able Nearctic vagrancy
weather. One such occurred
when warm-sector south-
westerlies took a northern
route from North America
to Scotland between 29th
September and 1st October,
bringing a Yellow Warbler to
Barra on 2nd. Two Buff-
bellied Pipits Anthus
rubescens appeared in
Iceland on 7th and 9th as
warm SSW winds spread NE
on the western flank of an
anticyclone over Scotland,
followed by two Cliff
Swallows on the next warm

sector. A cold front cleared Nova Scotia and
Newfoundland early on 19th October, but the
associated small and weak depression became
reinvigorated on 20th before accelerating across
the Atlantic at 40°N to arrive on 24th. An Oven-
bird Seiurus aurocapilla and a Swainson’s
Thrush were found on Scilly on 25th–26th,
followed by Red-eyed Vireos in Co. Durham on
27th and Co. Cork on 30th.

2005 A Belted Kingfisher on 1st April in
Staffordshire provided a welcome insight to the
movement of spring vagrants in Britain. It was
recorded in Yorkshire on 2nd and then
appeared in Aberdeen on 4th, where it spent

2004 The North Atlantic atmosphere in 
September was more active than normal, but
only two birds were reported, both on 5th: a
Red-eyed Vireo in Co. Cork and a Purple
Martin Progne subis in the Outer Hebrides. The
latter is an August migrant in North America,
and those over eastern USA in late August
would have been affected by hurricane ‘Gaston’
as it moved north. This storm delayed the
southward movement of a cold front and main-
tained warm humid weather across easternmost
states. By 31st August, the front was clearing the
land and was preceded by strong, warm SW
winds. As the storm was absorbed into a devel-
oping depression over Newfoundland on 1st
September, this powerful system
intensified and moved rapidly across
the Atlantic to reach Ireland and
western Scotland on 3rd. The British
Purple Martin would have been
swept eastwards in this 100-kph
wind flow, probably within 36 hours
(fig. 9), and air-mass trajectories
support this. Another Purple
Martin, on the Azores on 6th, may
have departed the USA on a more
southern track to be able to reorient
into the lighter winds and broken
cloud of a slow-moving anticyclone
over the Azores region.

October brought just one rele-
vant tropical storm and a mean low-

Fig. 9. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 2nd September 2004: a
situation conducive to Purple Martin Progne subis vagrancy.

234. First-winter Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis,
Fair Isle, October 2003.
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five days. As there had been no suitable transat-
lantic weather pattern prior to its arrival, it is
possible that this bird was following a normal
northward spring passage after spending the
winter in southern Europe or North Africa.

The September pressure pattern over the

North Atlantic was close to the long-term
mean. The first vagrant was a Yellow Warbler in
Shetland on 15th; an apparently suitable strong
southwesterly had arrived in northern Scotland
on 13th but its origins lay in mid Atlantic so
could not be linked to this record unless an off-
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235. First-winter male Yellow Warbler Dendroica petechia, Garths Ness, Mainland, Shetland, September 2005.
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236. First-winter Blackpoll Warbler Dendroica striata, St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly, October 2005.
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shoot of hurricane ‘Maria’ had initially dis-
placed the bird to the Azores. A Veery on 22nd,
also in Shetland, was a more likely candidate for
a recent transatlantic crossing. The strong
southwesterly associated with this bird had
originated in a developing depression off Nova
Scotia on 18th. A subsequent succession of
strong, warm airflows during 24th–30th coin-
cided with Blackpoll Warblers on Scilly on 27th
and the Outer Hebrides on 29th, a Bobolink in
Shetland on 30th and Red-eyed Vireos on
Lundy on 29th and the Outer Hebrides on 30th.

Weather systems in October were anom-
alous, with a mean low-pressure area well south
of normal creating a strong cyclonic flow over
the mid-ocean region south of 50°N. The North
American tropical storm season was one of the
most active on record, but most of those
crossing migrant tracks were early. Only one
(‘Wilma’) had any significant effect. An anticy-
clone over mid Atlantic at the beginning of the
month drifted over southern Britain, forcing
deep depressions NW: a Blackpoll Warbler on
Skye on 4th, a Rose-breasted Grosbeak on Barra
and a Grey-cheeked Thrush in Co. Cork, both
on 8th, were consistent with this northerly
track. A significant fall in Iceland during
16th–18th produced four Blackpoll Warblers,
Yellow-rumped Warbler and Grey-cheeked
Thrush; these may have been associated with
strong southerlies that arrived in Iceland on
14th ahead of a rapidly deepening depression
that left Newfoundland late on 11th.

The next episode was a significant one.
Developments in eastern North America during
late October heralded a major catastrophe for
Nearctic migrants as hurricane
‘Wilma’ and its successors moved
out into the Atlantic. ‘Wilma’ pro-
gressed north off the east coast to be
absorbed into an extra-tropical
depression, reaching NE USA from
26th October and depositing
unprecedented numbers of migrants
in eastern Canada. Several of the
species involved had departed on
normal autumn migration many
weeks before and other species were
rarities to the region. ‘Hundreds’ of
Chimney Swifts, Tree Swallows and
Barn Swallows Hirundo rustica had
been displaced northwards to Cape
Breton Island, while in Nova Scotia
there were 500 Yellow-billed

Cuckoos and thousands of Chimney Swifts,
most of which died (Dinsmore 2006; P. Alfrey in
litt.). Possibly, some of these birds had been dis-
placed earlier, prior to ‘Wilma’, during a colossal
fall of migrants in NE USA in mid October
(Dinsmore 2006). Both cuckoos and swifts were
also abundant on Bermuda, although this island
was probably too far south to act as a source of
transatlantic vagrants. The atmospheric pattern
in mid and late October had therefore concen-
trated large numbers of displaced migrants in
NE USA and eastern Canada. Those survivors
ready to reorient and return southwards thus
provided a source that contributed towards a
major eastward displacement of Nearctic
vagrants. A succession of active, low-latitude
depressions crossed the North Atlantic after
‘Wilma’, affecting the Azores in the first
instance, where large numbers of Nearctic
vagrants were recorded, including more than
130 Chimney Swifts (P. Alfrey in litt.).

The vigour of the depressions and their NE
route across the eastern Atlantic after following
such a low-latitude track meant a reduced like-
lihood of a direct transatlantic crossing to
Britain & Ireland. Birds in the Azores had
already flown 3,000 km and many were dying.
However, an influx of over 18 Chimney Swifts
into Britain & Ireland from 29th October was
undoubtedly associated with this movement
(fig. 10). Birds were first recorded in SW Ireland
and Scilly, with subsequent records NE to
Northumberland. Grey-cheeked Thrush and
Yellow-rumped Warbler appeared in Ireland on
29th–30th, while unprecedented numbers of
Laughing Gulls Larus atricilla appeared from
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Fig. 10. Synoptic chart for 00.00 hrs on 29th October 2005.
Influx of Chimney Swifts Chaetura pelagica from the Azores.



2nd November, doubtless reflecting an
influx in the Azores from 30th October.
The gulls’ arrival in Britain & Ireland coin-
cided with a deep depression, which had
developed off eastern USA on 29th
October and almost certainly entrained
birds already displaced by earlier storms.

2006 The arrival of the first autumn
vagrant, a Red-eyed Vireo in Cornwall on
2nd October, was perhaps a consequence
of ex-hurricane ‘Helene’, which arrived on
27th September. Two other vireos, in
Ireland on 5th and 7th, preceded a Canada
Warbler Wilsonia canadensis in Co. Clare
on 8th, American Robin on Scilly and
Blackpoll Warbler in Co. Cork on 10th,
and a Baltimore Oriole in Co. Cork on
12th. These birds occurred in a period of
vigorous activity over the Atlantic, as fast-
moving warm sectors brought frequent
SW airflows into Britain & Ireland. Anticy-
clonic weather with a succession of south-
moving cold fronts over eastern Canada
presented good conditions for the initia-
tion of migration during this period with
ideal air-mass trajectories for transatlantic
vagrancy.

Discussion
Routes
There is perennial debate about the routes
of migrant birds and it seems opportune
to restate the basic principles concerning
transatlantic vagrancy.

A great-circle route is the shortest dis-
tance between two points on the earth’s
surface and such a route from eastern
North America to Britain would pass over
relatively high latitudes, e.g. north to 55°N
in mid Atlantic. However, the trajectories
of most autumn landbird vagrants are
much farther south (Elkins 1979). Most
are unlikely to follow a great circle since
they are normally subject to the wind and
weather conditions that have displaced
them in the first place. Thus SW Britain
and Ireland see the largest numbers, while
the smaller numbers arriving in northern
Britain and Iceland may take a variety of
more northern routes, but are nearly
always influenced by strong wind regimes
as described above. Some of these would,
by default, appear to follow a great circle.
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237. Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus, Cape Clear Island,
Co. Cork, October 2006.
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238. First-winter Canada Warbler Wilsonia canadensis,
Kilbaha, Co. Clare, October 2006.
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Low-altitude weather systems involved in
transatlantic vagrancy of landbirds are unlikely
to be directly responsible for Nearctic shorebird
vagrancy, since the higher altitude flight of most
of the latter often takes them into different
wind regimes (Elkins 1988). The arrival dates of
waders cover a much wider period than those of
landbirds, chiefly from July to November, with
the peak in mid September. Thus vagrancy in
landbirds and shorebirds does not necessarily
coincide. Nearctic seabirds and wildfowl can be
drifted by strong low-level winds but, because
of their ability to rest on the sea, their track and
passage duration is impossible to calculate.

Tropical storms, including hurricanes, are
slow-moving, so that migrants flying in their
circulation would circumnavigate the centre for
long periods and probably succumb in the
severe conditions if over the sea. The same
applies to deep, slow-moving depressions
within which a bird’s trajectory would be exces-
sive. The worst-case scenario means that a bird
could be over the ocean for several days,
including the flight from and to the nearest
land, which is beyond the survival capabilities
of most small migrants. The massive falls of
migrants on vessels and islands during hurri-
canes are especially noteworthy, but only when
a tropical storm becomes extra-tropical
(engages a cold air mass and begins to accel-
erate over cooler waters at higher latitudes)
does it acquire the attributes suitable for
transatlantic vagrancy. Tropical storms can
affect migration indirectly, however: surges of
warm air from such storms can and do stimu-
late passage in an inappropriate direction;
storms may also convey migrants to areas where
suitable conditions exist to further displace
them eastwards, as happened in late October
2005 (see above).

Some records are due
to ship-assistance. There
are many migrant falls
on shipping in the
western North Atlantic
and some of these birds
are carried towards
Europe (though not
necessarily all the way).
Most accounts empha-
sise that the majority die
before reaching Europe.
For those surviving a
full transatlantic on-

board passage, the duration would be an ordeal,
especially for small insectivores. Although a few
records each year may be the result of ship-
assistance, especially in spring (see below), the
more significant autumn falls in Europe are
meteorologically induced, as is the occurrence
of live North American butterflies, moths and
dragonflies.

Atmospheric circulation
The vigour of the atmosphere over the North
Atlantic clearly has a bearing on the number of
Nearctic vagrants in Britain & Ireland. There
has been considerable interest in recent years in
the effect that the North Atlantic Oscillation
(NAO) has on migratory birds, in the context of
climate change. The NAO is a measure of the
strength of the atmospheric circulation over the
North Atlantic (see Appendix 1) and a positive
NAO index represents a vigorous circulation in
which westerly winds are frequent and strong. A
strongly negative index denotes blocking of
westerlies. The October indices for 1987–2006
revealed an apparent relationship to vagrant
numbers in that month (fig. 11). In the
autumns of 1992, 1997 and 2002, strongly nega-
tive indices reflected the high incidence of anti-
cyclonic conditions over the northern and
western North Atlantic, thus reducing move-
ment of weather systems along their normal
track and coinciding with low numbers of
vagrants. Positive, or weakly negative, indices in
1987, 1990, 1995, 1996, 1999, 2000 and 2001
corresponded with higher numbers of vagrants.
However, in other years, notably 1989 and 1998,
the link was poor. There was also a negative
relationship between the strength of ENSO (the
El Niño/Southern Oscillation over the Pacific
Ocean; see Appendix 1) and the number of
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Fig. 11. Relationship between the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) index and
the number of Nearctic landbird vagrants first recorded in October in Britain &

Ireland, 1987–2006.This relationship is highly significant (P<0.01).
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autumn vagrants. During years with a strong
ENSO, the incidence of tropical storms in the
North Atlantic is low (Gray 1984) and this may
have a bearing on transatlantic vagrancy. Cer-
tainly, the autumns with the fewest vagrants
(1997 and 2002) were also those with the
strongest ENSO episodes but, as discussed, only
a small number of tropical storms affect
migrants in a location where they are likely to
be subjected to vagrancy.

A weak positive correlation is apparent
between NAO and number of vagrants in May
(fig. 12) but any such correlation remains
doubtful given the small sample size (24) and
the possibility of birds moving within the
Western Palearctic. No correlation was found
between the NAO in the previous autumn and
the number of vagrants in spring, which might
have been the case if birds in spring had over-
wintered following an autumn arrival. It must
also be emphasised that the NAO index is most
valid in winter and less useful in other seasons.

The surge of vagrants noted in the Azores in
October 2005, and its subsequent ‘overspill’
further east, in the Canary Islands and Iberia,

was extraordinary. Although that month was
also exceptional in a meteorological context,
such an atypical atmospheric pattern has
become more frequent recently. Such low-lati-
tude depression tracks were almost unknown
before 1996, but similar ones have been seen in
four Octobers (1997, 2002, 2005 and 2006) in
the last decade. Indeed, during the past three
decades, the mean October position of the
North Atlantic low-pressure area has shifted SE
by as much as 5°, accompanied latterly by a
weakening of the circulation. This has been
most marked during the period under study,
especially since 2001. The numbers of Nearctic
vagrants are, of course, also dependent on suit-
able conditions occurring in eastern North
America at the same time. When vagrants are
displaced as far south as the Azores, as they
were in 2005, it is not surprising that relatively
few reach Britain & Ireland, since this entails a
flight of 5,300 km.

Spring vagrancy
The occurrence of Nearctic landbirds in Britain
& Ireland in spring has always been difficult to

explain. Overwintering
has been proven in some
cases, including shore-
birds (e.g. Elkins 1988)
and gulls (e.g. Elkins
2005), so that northward
movement of birds
carried across the pre-
vious autumn almost
certainly occurs. The
Belted Kingfisher in
April 2005 (see above) is
probably the first
Nearctic landbird that
has been tracked north-
wards in spring in
western Europe. Simi-
larly, spring vagrants in
Iceland may represent
onward movements
from NW Europe. The
high proportion of
Nearctic sparrows and
buntings in spring sug-
gests that many may
have been in western
Europe for some time,
particularly as graniv-
orous species are more
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May NAO index

Fig. 12. Relationship between the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) index and
the number of Nearctic landbird vagrants first recorded in May in Britain & 

Ireland, 1987–2006.This relationship is not significant (P>0.05).
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Fig. 13. Percentage of Nearctic landbird vagrants discovered north of 55ºN in
Britain & Ireland, 1987–2006.
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able to survive the winter than
insectivorous ones. However,
most of these rarely appear in
autumn. The two most fre-
quent spring vagrants, Dark-
eyed Junco and White-throated
Sparrow, account for 35 spring
records between 1967 and 2006
compared with only seven in
autumn. The mean arrival dates
of these two species in spring
were 9th and 24th May respec-
tively; for all spring vagrants it
was 17th May. When all records
in Britain & Ireland during
1987–2006 are considered, 46%
of spring records were in
northern Britain, particularly
the Northern Isles, compared
with only 9% of autumn
records (fig. 13). The sugges-
tion that such birds are over-
shooting from North America
on a great-circle route (Vini-
combe & Cottridge 1997) may be credible, as
orientation is on the correct heading to bring
them into northern Britain. Both Dark-eyed
Junco and White-throated Sparrow are
common migrant breeders in the Canadian
Maritime Provinces, arriving as late as mid May.

Compared with the situation in autumn, a
far greater proportion of spring Nearctic
vagrants arrive in anticyclonic situations, analo-
gous to the overshooting of spring migrants
into Britain from southern Europe. Indeed, a
number of records have coincided with high-
pressure zones extending across the North
Atlantic between 50°N and 60°N. Although this
would allow fine-weather passage, the shortest
crossing between eastern Canada and Britain
would still be over 3,000 km – beyond the cap-
abilities of passerines in light anticyclonic
winds. Ship-assistance has been proved on
several occasions and may be the logical expla-
nation for transatlantic vagrancy in spring,
when North American granivores overshoot in
fine weather and alight on ships. This could
explain both species composition and the more
northern landfall in Britain.

Autumn vagrancy
The juxtaposition of Nearctic and Eastern
Palearctic vagrants in autumn is encountered
more frequently in Britain than anywhere else

(see Elkins 1986). The migration strategies of
the two groups are broadly similar – their main
aim is to vacate the increasingly hostile environ-
ment of the non-breeding season. Both groups
undertake ‘normal’ migration – which for some
Nearctic species includes transoceanic flight
southwards – as well as frequent movements on
inappropriate headings, variously described as
overshooting, ‘reverse’ migration, misorienta-
tion, dispersal and exploration. However,
atmospheric conditions over the breeding
ranges are quite different in the two regions.
Eastern Palearctic vagrants normally migrate
south or southeast from a landlocked region
where the autumn atmosphere is relatively inac-
tive. Most Nearctic vagrants have wintering
ranges to the south or southwest and migrate
over regions with an often vigorous atmos-
phere, especially those undertaking an oceanic
crossing. Of course, some migrants from the
northern Nearctic winter in Europe and Africa
and it has been suggested that Northern
Wheatears Oenanthe oenanthe passing through
the Canary Islands might have flown 4,000 km
directly from northern Canada and western
Greenland to North Africa (Thorup et al. 2006),
albeit with wind assistance from northwester-
lies. For Eastern Palearctic vagrants, there is
often a substantial lag between their normal
departure date and records in western Europe,
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239. This first-summer male Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon was
tracked northwards through Britain in early April 2005, being seen in

Staffordshire on 1st, Yorkshire on 2nd and finally Peterculter, North-east
Scotland, on 4th–8th. (Photographed here at the last site.)
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suggesting a leisurely movement over land. For
Nearctic vagrants, movements become involun-
tary when overwhelmed by severe winds and
weather, with ensuing vagrancy for the few and
fatality for the majority. Reorientation is impos-
sible when physical conditions in strong winds
and dense cloud cover overcome the migrants’
capabilities. However, a migrant that success-
fully negotiates adverse winds and weather may
then find itself in a suitable environment in
which reorientation is possible. The possible
degree of reorientation is unknown, but almost
certainly this must be the case for many
migrants. Their location will govern the likeli-
hood of reaching land, and weaker birds will
doubtless succumb to lower thresholds of wind
and weather. Most vagrants that do not appear
to be immediately associated with transatlantic
weather systems could comprise such wan-
dering individuals, as well as those that have
escaped detection for some time and the occa-
sional ship-assisted bird.

The peak arrival time of Nearctic landbirds
in Britain & Ireland between 1967 and 2006 was
the second week of October; both mean and
median dates were 11th October, with decadal
means ranging from 10th to 13th. Peak
numbers of autumn vagrants occurred in the
mid 1980s, with an annual mean of 30 between
1985 and 1989. The best autumn was 1985, with
42 birds in October alone. Despite 37 vagrants
in October 1995, numbers generally declined in

the 1990s. During 1997–2006, there were
25–30% fewer October vagrants than in the
previous two decades, possibly related to the
redistribution of low pressure across the North
Atlantic (see above). In the past two decades,
the mean October atmospheric pressure in SW
Britain has been lower than the long-term mean
in all but five of the years. The presence of
anomalously low pressure significantly farther
south or southeast than the mean ‘Icelandic’
low position in 11 of these Octobers implies
that depressions are taking a more southerly
track (e.g. Hulme et al. 2002); recent events in
the Azores support this. At the same time, the
proportion of vagrants in northern Britain has
increased slightly (despite the blank years of
1997 and 2006; fig. 13). This may be at least
partly attributable to increased observer cov-
erage there (e.g. Rivers 2004), since no climato-
logical relationship is evident.

As described elsewhere (Nisbet 1963; Elkins
1979), arrival dates in Europe are significantly
later than normal passage along the eastern
seaboard of the USA. This timing has been
associated with the rapidly waning tropical
storm season; many of the species involved are
late migrants that cross the western Atlantic and
therefore have a greater chance of avoiding such
storms at that time (Elkins 1979). Indeed, since
many transatlantic vagrants appear well after
their peak passage in North America, it is con-
ceivable that late migrants might be more pre-

disposed to displacement or
that they are less well oriented;
this might also apply to Eastern
Palearctic vagrants. McLaren et
al. (2006) found that October
counts of migrant landbirds in
eastern North America, espe-
cially of the larger, longer-dis-
tance species, best represented
those reaching Britain and
Ireland. Their analysis also
upheld the concept of down-
wind displacement of Nearctic
vagrants across the North
Atlantic originating from
migratory flights off the eastern
seaboard of the USA, but con-
cluded that extralimital indi-
viduals in NE USA and eastern
Canada were unlikely to be
further displaced to Britain &
Ireland.
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240. Red-eyed Vireo Vireo olivaceus (here on St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly,
October 2003) is the most numerically abundant Nearctic landbird

recorded in Britain & Ireland.
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As suggested above, some Nearctic vagrants
in NW Europe may have passed through
Iceland. The occurrence of Swainson’s Thrushes
in Norway in September 1997 and October
1999 followed vagrant records in Iceland and it
is not inconceivable that vagrants arriving in
northern Scotland in easterlies, as in October
2003, were originally displaced to Scandinavia
via Iceland. Reorientation would therefore
bring them into situations coinciding with
Palearctic vagrants. In view of some of the
astonishing vagrants that have been found over
the years, this possibility cannot be excluded.

Changes in numbers and composition of
vagrants to Britain & Ireland have been tenta-
tively related to breeding populations in North
America (e.g. Elkins 1999). Butler (2000)
hypothesised that breeding populations of
long-distance migrants in eastern North
America may be affected by the increased
severity and frequency of tropical storms
(including hurricanes) over the western Atlantic
and the Gulf of Mexico. He found that fewer
western breeders had declined and suggested
that length of oceanic passage during autumn
migration is important, with migrants on such
routes becoming exposed to severe storms more
frequently. Since 1995, every tropical storm
season, with the exception of those in 1997,
2002 and 2006 (coincidentally the poorest
recent autumns for Nearctic vagrants in Britain
& Ireland), has experienced above-normal
activity.

Several transatlantic vagrant species have
shown declines here that have mirrored those
observed by the North American Breeding Bird
Survey (Sauer et al. 2005), particularly for
Black-billed Coccyzus erythrophthalmus and
Yellow-billed Cuckoos, Blackpoll and Black-
and-white Warblers Mniotilta varia and Rose-
breasted Grosbeak. Anders & Post (2006)
related the decline in some Yellow-billed
Cuckoo populations to rising temperatures.
Other species, such as Common Nighthawk,
Chimney Swift, Common Yellowthroat, White-
throated Sparrow, and Baltimore Oriole, have
also decreased in North America but have either
not declined or become more frequent as
vagrants. Both Red-eyed Vireo and Northern
Parula have increased significantly in North
America, which is not reflected here, e.g. Red-
eyed Vireos were recorded in every autumn
during 1987–1996 (76 individuals), but only in
seven autumns during 1997–2006 (36 individ-

uals). Red-eyed Vireo nonetheless remains the
most numerically abundant Nearctic landbird
recorded in Britain & Ireland since records
began, followed by Grey-cheeked Thrush. Fol-
lowing the two influxes in 1999 and 2005,
Chimney Swift has become the fifth most abun-
dant, with 27 accepted records in 1997–2006.
There were only five records before 1997, of a
species declining in its native range. The dates
of the two falls were only a week apart and both
were associated initially with similar hurricane
tracks off eastern North America.

Nearctic insects
The timing of arrival of vagrant Nearctic but-
terflies and dragonflies rarely coincides with
that of vagrant landbirds. However, the 1999
Monarch influx was from 22nd September, with
peaks on 25th September, 4th–5th October and
11th–12th October (Tunmore 2000), well
within the envelope of bird vagrants. These
peaks were probably genuine since, apart from
25th September, they occurred on weekdays
(weekends are notable for artificially increasing
number of records). There were few vagrant
landbirds during this butterfly influx, or
another in late September 2005, and it is prob-
able that the timing of, and initiating conditions
for, migration of the two groups in North
America may differ somewhat. Certainly, insects
have a minimal capability for correcting any
deflection due to the wind. It has been sug-
gested that a Blue Dasher Pachydiplax
longipennis dragonfly on an oil rig off Shetland
on 6th September 1999 might have been linked
to a large influx of Nearctic shorebirds in Scot-
land (Parr 2000). The first three weeks of Sep-
tember 1999 brought a Short-billed Dowitcher
Limnodromus griseus, an unprecedented 12
Semipalmated Sandpipers Calidris pusilla and a
multiplicity of Pectoral Sandpipers C. melanotos
(Rogers et al. 2000; Fraser & Rogers 2001;
Pullan 2006). However, transatlantic shorebirds
are more closely associated with higher altitude
winds (Elkins 1988) than insects and it is
unlikely that the two events were connected.

The future
It seems likely that patterns may continue to
vary as climate change continues. Changes in
sea-surface temperatures and salinity could
conceivably alter ocean currents and the forma-
tion, intensity and tracks of frontal depressions
(e.g. Santer et al. 2006, Singarayer et al. 2006)
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and therefore affect vagrancy. However, it is
likely that other factors do, and will continue to,
play a much greater role in the dynamics of the
migration of North American landbirds and it
is these that will determine future vagrancy 
patterns.
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Appendix 1. The NAO index used most frequently in Britain is calculated from the mean atmospheric sea-level
pressure difference across the eastern North Atlantic, normally between Iceland and either the Azores or Gibraltar
(Osborn 2006). As this index is valid only for the eastern North Atlantic, I used a more sophisticated set of indices
from NOAA (2007c). These are constructed from anomalies of the 500 hPa height levels (the altitude at which the
atmospheric pressure falls to 500 hPa, approximately 5.4 km). As these values are associated with changes in the
intensity and location of the North Atlantic jet stream and storm track, I consider that they represent a more
appropriate measure when considering transatlantic vagrancy. The positive phase of the NAO reflects below-
normal heights and pressure across the high latitudes of the North Atlantic and above-normal heights and pressure
over the central North Atlantic, the eastern USA and western Europe, signifying strong transatlantic westerlies. The
negative phase reflects an opposite pattern of height and pressure anomalies over these regions. Atmospheric 
variability in the Pacific Ocean is normally measured by the El Niño/Southern Oscillation (ENSO), an index
dependent mainly on sea-surface temperatures across the ocean and linked to tropical storm frequency across
Central America and the Caribbean Sea as well as weather patterns over much of the Americas and beyond.

Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis.
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‘Siberian Chiffchaffs’ in 2008
As reported previously (Brit. Birds
101: 165–166), BBRC has desig-
nated 2008 as a ‘trial year’ in which
to seek a deeper understanding of
the British status of ‘Siberian
Chiffchaff ’ Phylloscopus collybita
tristis. The earlier request asked for
record submissions of all
Chiffchaffs in 2008 which are
considered to be tristis and
summarised the criteria previously
set out by Dean & Svensson (Brit.
Birds 98: 396–410).

It is pleasing to note that a
number of submissions from the
early part of 2008 have been made
already and these are now being

reviewed by the ‘tristis panel’.
However, we are aware of a number
of other individuals which have yet
to be reported; and of course most
2008 reports will doubtless come
from the late-autumn period. It
therefore seems timely to remind
observers and county recorders that
submissions of all tristis Chiffchaffs
in 2008 are still sought and will be
gratefully received.

Individual submissions may
comprise any combination of field
descriptions, photographs and/or
sound recordings but should in all
cases be as detailed as possible,
particularly in respect of precise

plumage hues. We would still like
counties to seek all claims of tristis
that meet, or come close to
meeting, the Dean & Svensson
criteria and submit them to Nigel
Hudson, BBRC Secretary. We also
ask counties to provide summary
details of any claims which are
assessed locally as falling clearly
outside the criteria.

Andy Stoddart, on behalf of BBRC
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