Letters
Job vacancy: defender of British and Irish subspecies
Eaton et al. (2009) acknowledged that the
listing for races of conservation concern in
BoCC3 may have been ‘less robust than that for
species’. They noted also that the BOU checklist
of the birds of Britain, last revised in 2006
(Dudley et al. 2006), did not provide ‘a definitive starting point’ for their purposes, owing to
differences of opinion on the validity of some
races. In the last decade, I have raised this issue
in letters or conversations with six members of
the BOU Records Committee, BirdLife International and two national museums and also three
old friends expert in taxonomy and conservation. My main point was that our duty of care
for endemic taxa would never be exercised
properly until there had been a reassessment of
them using modern study disciplines. The professional responses varied, from expressions of
little or no belief in the study value of subspecies to admissions of insufficient resources
to judge species, let alone subspecies. They contrasted sharply with our elders’ enthusiasm for
the task. Depressingly, I concluded that there
was no chance of concerted establishment will
to address the problem.
Nonetheless, after the introduction of some
subspecies into the UK Biodiversity Action Plan
(see, for example, Eaton et al. 2007) and the
listing of even more in BoCC3, the British conservation lobby clearly desires a new drive
towards a definitive subject list. The forthcoming Status of Birds in Britain and Ireland
(D. T. Parkin & A. G. Knox in prep.) will certainly help since, apart from some measured
commentaries in Forrester et al. (2007), no
review of subspecies, backed by careful museum
research, has appeared since those of BWP, two
decades or more ago. Yet, of those enshrined in
the Witherby Handbook, about 20 are regularly
mentioned in local bird reports while, among
the listing fraternity at least, vagrant races now
glitter (e.g. Garner 2008). I contend that a
willing workforce of skilled observers and
ringers could assist our conservators and
museum workers to establish which taxa have
subspecific validity – and hence which merit
conservation action.
In contrast to the BOURC Taxonomic Subcommittee’s limited mention of subspecies in
its long trek to new species parameters (Knox et
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al. 2002), the RIACT group of BBRC has
recently called for attention to over 100 races.
The major new European works in preparation
by Kees Roselaar, Hadoram Shirihai and Lars
Svensson will doubtless be a further spur to
action, but it is surely better to accept the thrust
of BoCC3 now rather than later, and prioritise
the redefinition of the endemic/near-endemic
British and Irish subspecies, i.e. those for whose
breeding habitats we have most responsibility.
There are only about 50 of them but as the
termini of evolutionary paths across Eurasia,
they are surely more precious than all their
vagrant competitors or yet more expensively reintroduced raptors.
I am in little doubt that some of the BoCC3
targets will prove illusory. I recognise annually
rufous-toned Sky Larks Alauda arvensis
(scotica) and Meadow Pipits Anthus pratensis
(whistleri) as migrant morphs, particularly in
autumn, but after 15 years of searches within
their claimed breeding ranges, I have found
none in situ. Conversely, I have faith that the
Hebridean Song Thrush Turdus philomelos
hebridensis is real and even wanders well away
from the northwest (e.g. Mather 1986). For
such puzzles, those who regard DNA and like
patterns to be the new sine qua non can be supplied with feathers but nothing will actually
happen in the current void of organised field
effort.
There is no good reason for taxonomic confusion or indolence to fog our most individual
birds any longer. If the Outer Hebridean Corn
Bunting Emberiza calandra (clanceyi) is real, it
needed a personal action plan yesterday. Who
precisely is to fight its corner? Job clear;
holder(s) not so.
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Has the flight mode of Honey-buzzard evolved to mimic that of
Common Buzzard?
Duff (2006) argued that the plumage of juvenile
Honey-buzzards Pernis apivorus has evolved to
mimic that of the Common Buzzard Buteo
buteo. He suggested that this lends juvenile
Honey-buzzards a more aggressive appearance,
which lessens the chance of attack by Northern
Goshawks Accipiter gentilis. In Prytherch
(2009), which described the social behaviour of
the Common Buzzard, a key feature is that less
dominant individuals adopt a flat-winged
soaring profile in the presence of dominant
birds, for example when intruding into occupied breeding territories (although an adult
moving through its territory in the absence of
intruders also adopts a flat-winged posture; p.
250). Combridge (2000) drew attention to the
flat-winged soaring posture habitually adopted
by juvenile Common Buzzards from about June
to ‘autumn’, and indeed juveniles are generally
less dominant than adults in most species.
A flat-winged soaring posture is generally
seen as an identification feature for Honey-buzzards at all ages. It occurs to me that the period
between June and autumn is the time when

adult Honey-buzzards might come into contact
with Common Buzzards. Could the Honeybuzzard’s habitual flat-winged mode of soaring
have evolved to mimic that used by less dominant Common Buzzards so that adult Honeybuzzards avoid conflict with breeding pairs of
their larger and more abundant relative? I also
wonder whether the different shapes of adult
and juvenile Honey-buzzards are similarly
adaptive – adult Honeys being shaped more like
the less dominant juvenile Common Buzzards,
whilst juvenile Honey-buzzards are shaped
more like the more dominant adult Common
Buzzards. I am a non-specialist raptor enthusiast so these speculations are not authoritative,
but perhaps those more qualified to comment
will respond.
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Nightjars at sea
Bob Flood’s recent paper (Flood 2009) reignited
discussion on whether many of the claimed ‘all
dark’ storm-petrels seen from shore in western
Europe are really European Nightjars
Caprimulgus europaeus and reminded me of the
following incident.
During a Birdquest tour to Oman and
Bahrain in autumn 2007, we were making the
18-km crossing from the mainland of Oman to
the island of Masirah on a vehicle ferry on the
morning of 1st November. Our leader, Mike
Watson, had informed us that previous groups
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had seen European Nightjars on this crossing,
yet a series of (at least six) petrel-like birds seen
out of sight of land still caused excitement in
case they proved to be Jouanin’s Petrels Bulweria fallax. They were, however, European
Nightjars and at least two approached the ferry,
one landing below the parked lorries, another
coming to rest on the rail in close proximity to
passengers (plate 401). Some appeared to follow
the ferry (plate 402), while others didn’t; and it
seems possible that those that did not approach
the ferry closely could have been recorded as
British Birds 102 • November 2009 • 629–633
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petrels given the relatively rough seas that
day.
We speculated as
to whether these birds
were diurnal migrants
(although those we
saw were apparently
heading east towards
Masirah rather than
west towards Africa),
migrants waiting
for darkness before
making
landfall
(Nightjars at sea off
the Dorset coast have
been seen mainly in
the evening but the
Oman birds were seen
mid morning so
would have had a long
wait for darkness), or
feeding on invertebrates
migrating
across or blown over
the sea.
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401 & 402. European Nightjars Caprimulgus europaeus seen from the ferry
between mainland Oman and Masirah, November 2007.
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The recent status of Blyth’s Pipit in southern Siberia
Blyth’s Pipit Anthus godlewskii is a characteristic
inhabitant of the Mongolian steppes. Glutz von
Blotzheim & Bauer (1985), Cramp (1988) and
Alström & Mild (2003) defined the northern
boundary of its range approximately from the
eastern Altay Mountains, east via the southern
slopes of the Sayan Mountains and in the
region southwest, south and southeast of Lake
Baikal, north to 53°N. These references suggest
that it occurs regularly in the southern parts of
the Republic of Buryatia, which is confirmed by
local Russian ornithologists. However, population density in this area is very low, and the bird
is restricted to fragments of rocky and hilly
steppe that continue across the border from
British Birds 102 • November 2009 • 629–633

Mongolia. I am not aware of any reference to
the species being other than scarce in this
region.
During a trip to the southern and southwestern parts of Buryatia in May/June 2008, I
was surprised to find Blyth’s Pipits in substantial numbers in several areas, including the
lower reaches of the Tunkinskiy valley where
the species did not formerly occur (T. Dorzhiev
in litt.; pers. obs. 2005). In the area between
Ulan Ude and the Mongolian border, the
species was recorded in most of a number of
randomly selected stops along the main roads.
During the same period, Krister Mild travelled
in Buryatia and subsequently shared notes from
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Fig. 1. North-central part of the breeding range of Blyth’s Pipit Anthus godlewskii
(green; from Alström & Mild 2003). Observations from 2008 are plotted in orange.

Magnus Hellström

403. Blyth’s Pipit Anthus godlewskii, Ulan Ude, Russia, May 2008.

404. Breeding habitat of Blyth’s Pipit Anthus godlewskii in the northern suburbs
of Ulan Ude, Russia. Around 20 singing birds were present here in 2008.
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his trip. A compilation of our observations is shown in table
1.
Southern Buryatia
is situated on the
northern edge of the
breeding range of
Blyth’s Pipit, and thus
population fluctuations are not unexpected. However, it
was also notable that,
in 2008, breeding
birds were found in a
wider variety of habitats than described
earlier, including the
(normal) dry and
hilly steppe-slopes,
but also in flat
meadow landscape
and, most surprisingly, small and rather
wet pastures deep
into the conifer taiga
north of Ulan Ude.
Dorzhiev (in litt.)
confirmed that an
increase in numbers
and an expansion of
the breeding range
have taken place in
Buryatia during the
present decade, and
that the species is now
found in wetter habitats too. Nonetheless,
compared with reports
covering most years
between 2001 and
2006, 2008 stands out
as an exceptional year.
In a European
context, and with
potential vagrancy in
mind, it would also be
interesting to learn
more about the
current situation in
the northwestern part
of the breeding range.
I have few recent data
from this area, but
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during a trip to the
Table 1. Records of Blyth’s Pipit Anthus godlewskii in Buryatia, spring 2008.
Altay Mountains in
2007 I visited several
no.
Ulan Ude area
c. 5
Pokrovka, c. 70 km NNW of Ulan Ude
52°9’25”N
107°16’44”E
locations
from
c. 20
Northern suburbs of Ulan Ude
51°53’21”N
107°39’53”E
Barnaul,
Russia,
6
Talgoy, c. 15 km SE of Ulan Ude
51°43’38”N
107°27’14”E
southeast to the Great 10
c. 5 km SW of Klyuchi
51°38’55”N
107°8’34”E
Lake basin in north- 5
W of Orongoi
51°31’52”N
106°58’42”E
12 km S of Gusinoozersk
51°10’42”N
106°31’51”E
west
Mongolia. 10
Despite
suitable
no.
Borgoi area
habitat, for example c. 60
3 km S of Beloozersk
50°37’26”N
105°43’7”E
in the Chuya Steppe,
11
E of Beloozersk
50°39’1”N
105°43’24”E
c. 8 km SE of Beloozersk
50°35’18”N
105°46’23”E
Blyth’s Pipit was not c. 10
15
c. 3 km W of Beloozersk
50°32’3”N
105°9’35”E
recorded in the
40
c. 5 km SE of Beloozersk
50°36’36”N
105°44’43”E
Russian Altay, where it
Tunkinskiy valley
is said to occur no.
5 km SE of Ulbugay
51°46’18”N
102°21’7”E
(Alström & Mild c. 30
2
S of Ulbugay
51°47’46”N
102°19’59”E
2003). Farther south>5
c. 11 km SW of Ulbugay
51°43’37”N
102°13’23”E
east, in Mongolia, two
colonies were found
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Looking back
One hundred years ago:
‘ORTOLAN BUNTINGS IN NORFOLK. An unusual
number of Ortolan Buntings (Emberiza hortulana)
have appeared in Norfolk this autumn. I can vouch
for the following at Cley:—Sept. 11th, one; Sept. 13th,
two; Sept. 14th, one; Sept. 16th, one; Sept. 23rd, one.
Three or four more birds, believed to have been of
this species, were seen between these dates, but their
identification was not so certain as to warrant their
being recorded. F. I. Richards.’ (Brit. Birds 3: 196,
November 1909)
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‘MANX SHEARWATER IN WARWICKSHIRE. A
Manx Shearwater (Puffinus anglorum) was picked up
at Brownsover about two miles from Rugby, on the
night of September 7th, and brought next morning to
Mr. H. Boughton Leigh, with whom I was staying.
The bird was a female in good condition. Mr. Gunn,
of Norwich, to whom it was sent for preservation,
mentions having received other examples from
Wolverhampton and Dennington (Suffolk) at about
the same time. A. L. Butler.’ (Brit. Birds 3: 202,
November 1909)
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