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The British Birds Rarities Committee has recently re-assessed all 
previously accepted records of Spectacled Warbler Sylvia conspkillata in 

Britain. None remains acceptable after review, although some recent 
claims are still being considered. An explanation of these re-assessments 
follows this paper (Brit. Birds 84: 431-432). Past claims of Spectacled 
Warbler have resulted from confusion with, or non-positive elimination of, 
first-winter female Subalpine Warbler S. cantillans showing an unusually 
rufous wing panel, or Whitethroat S. communis in both spring and autumn 
plumages. This paper, rather than embracing all aspects of Spectacled 
Warbler identification, deals instead with these specific problems. 

224. Adult male Spectacled Warbler Sylvia compicillata, Portugal, May 1989 (Kevin Carlson) 

[Brit. Birds M: 423-430, October 1991] 423 
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225. Above, first-winter female Subalpine Warbler Sylvia cantillans, Portugal, September 1987 
(Hadoram Shirihai) 

mmmmmmzmms&ss^smmmim ••mmKr o m B H H B B B ^ 
226. Above, first-winter female Spectacled Warbler Sylvia conspicillata, Corsica, Septembei 

1988 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

227. Above, first-winter female Whitethroat Sylvia communis, Portugal, September 1987 
{Hadoram Shirihai) 

228. Opposite page, top left, first-winter female Whitethroat Sylvia communis, Portugal, 
September 1987 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

229. Opposite page, top right, first-winter female Spectacled Warbler Sylvia conspicillata, 
Corsica, September 1988 (Hadoram Shirihai) 

230. Opposite page, bottom, first-winter female Whitethroat Sylvia communis (left) and first-
winter female Spectacled Warbler S. conspicillata (right), Portugal, September 1987 (Hadoram 

Shirihai) 
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Fig. 1. First-winter female Sylvia warblers in autumn: Subalpine Warbler S. cantillans (top), Spectacled 
Warbler S. conspicillata (centre), Whitethroat S. communis (bottom). Note Spectacled Warbler's short 
primary projection, with fewer primaries visible beyond tertials; thinner bill; eye-ring thicker above 
than below eye; dark, clean 'arrowhead' pattern of central tertial; uniform pale buff underparts 

posterior to throat; and paler legs: see text for precise details (Alan Harris) 
The confusion which has occurred between Spectacled and Subalpine 

Warblers and between Spectacled Warbler and Whitethroat may surprise 
observers familiar with these species; both in the field and in the hand, 
they each have plenty of distinctive features. The problem may well have 
arisen from the lack of good descriptions of Spectacled Warbler in the 
various field guides. 
| 

A donation from Carl Zeiss-Germany has subsidised the inclusion of plates 224-230 and fig. 1 in colour. 
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Spectacled and Subalpine Warblers in first-winter and first-summer 
plumages 
Structure and behaviour 
Spectacled Warbler is usually smaller than Subalpine (total length 115-
123 mm, compared with Subalpine's 120-130 mm). In structure, it is 
closer to those Sylvia warblers with relatively short, rounded wings and a 
short primary projection (on Spectacled averaging 8 mm: about one-third 
the length of the tertials), and only four or five primaries are visible 
beyond the tertials. Measurements indicate a short tail, but it actually 
appears long in comparison with the wings and body size. The bird itself 
is small and delicate, with a rounded head shape and steep forehead; in 
general, its body structure is closest to that of Desert Warbler S. nana. 
Subalp ine , in compar i son , has a more solid body s t ruc tu re than 
Spectacled (although still rather delicate), with a relatively short tail and a 
longer, sharper wing and primary projection (average 12 mm: about half 
or slightly over half of the length of the tertials), with five or six primaries 
easily visible beyond the tertials; its head is flatter and less rounded, and 
its general structure is closest to that of Ruppell 's Warbler S. rueppelli, but 
on a smaller, more delicate scale. Both species have a similar bill length, 
but Spectacled's bill is thinner and sharper and therefore gives the 
impression of being longer than Subalpine's. 

In general , Spectacled Warbler prefers low, sparse bushes and 
frequently hops along the ground in a manner similar to Desert Warbler, 
as well as raising its tail and vigorously wagging it from side to side. In 
contrast, Subalpine prefers taller, denser vegetation and trees, and does 
less tail-wagging. Although Subalpine can be seen on low bushes , 
Spectacled is very seldom seen on tall bushes or trees. 

Head pattern 
In first-winter plumage, the two species have a fairly similar head pattern 
(fig. 1), but most first-winter female Subalpines have a paler line along the 
upper edge of the lores. The eye-ring is similar on both, and not, as some 
field guides imply, larger on Spectacled (in fact, it can be slightly broader 
and more noticeable on some individuals of Subalpine). The major 
difference in this feature between the two species is that the eye-ring on 
Spectacled appears thicker and wider above the eye than below it, which 
causes the eye-ring pattern to stand out in the field, whereas on Subalpine 
it looks uniform in width throughout. 

Wing pattern 
Spectacled Warbler has fairly extensive rusty edges to the outer webs of 
the secondaries and inner primaries, and the tips of the median coverts 
and edges of the greater coverts and tertials have large, wide rusty areas, 
forming a prominent, very rusty wing panel on the closed wing. The 
pattern of the middle tertial is most important: Spectacled Warbler has a 
sharply demarcated central area of dark brown or black, wide at the visible 
base and tapering cleanly to a sharp point along the feather shaft, showing 
from above as a clean 'arrowhead'. Subalpine Warbler lacks the obvious 
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rusty wing panel of Spectacled, having narrower pale edges (sandy or 
rusty-brown in colour) to the greater coverts and tertials and narrower 
rusty margins to the outer webs of the secondaries; the dark tertial centres 
are not clear-cut, but diffuse, and end in a more rounded shape. 

General body plumage 

The coloration and pattern of nape, mantle, back, scapulars, rump and 
uppertail-coverts can be similar on both species. Apart from head and 
wing pa t te rns described above, there are also some differences in 
underparts colour. First-winter female Spectacled has slightly pale buff 
underparts, which appear fairly uniform and pale. Subalpine's breast-
sides, flanks and vent are buff, and clearly contrast with the whitish throat 
and centre of belly; occasionally, a clearer white submoustachial stripe 
contrasts with the dingier throat centre. 

Tail pattern 

The two species show very different patterns to the spread tail (when 
comparing the original juvenile tail feathers, which are normally retained 
during post-juvenile and first pre-breeding moults). The rectrices of 
Spectacled Warbler generally have a contrasting pattern, with black base 
and centre and a large area of white on both inner and outer webs of the 
outer feathers; the next-to-outermost pair has clear white tips and edges 
to the outer webs. When perched with tail closed, this produces a fairly 
white tail when seen from below; in flight, the contrasting pattern is 
apparent . T h e spread-tail pa t te rn of Subalpine Warbler u p to and 
including first-summer plumage is much poorer and lacks strong contrast: 
the outer and next-to-outer tail feathers have only relatively small sandy 
tips and edges, which merge into the centres of the feathers; from below, 
the tail is almost uniformly brown-grey, with no distinct pattern. There is 
also considerable difference between the two species' tails when seen from 
above: Spectacled's closed tail appears very dark and contrasts with the 
rest of the upperparts, whereas Subalpine's tail is brown and almost 
uniform with the upperparts. 

It should be noted that Subalpine may occasionally lose its original tail 
feathers in an accident and will grow new feathers more like those of the 
adult. Their pattern is then somewhat similar to that of Spectacled, but 
again the tail feathers are not black, the white tips and edges merge into 
the darker centres, and the total pattern still remains different. 

Bare parts 

U p to and including first-summer, Spectacled Warbler has a pale fleshy 
yellowish-brown tarsus, whereas Subalpine's is a much darker fleshy-
brown. In general, there is no difference between the two species in bill 
and iris colours. Some first-winter female Subalpines, however, already 
show a reddish tone to the orbital ring, while Spectacled's orbital ring is 
black or brown. 

Call 

The two species have very different calls. Spectacled has a drawn-out, 
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even ' tchhh, tchhh'. Subalpine gives a 'tak tak'; hard, ticking calls; and a 
more bubbly rattle like that of a Wren Troglodytes troglodytes or a Red-
breasted Flycatcher Ficedula parva: a fast rattling 'terrr' , ' turrrr ' or 'prrrt ' . 

Spectacled Warbler and Whitethroat 

It is perhaps surprising to find that a fair number of experienced observers 
misidentify first-winter individuals of these two species in the field in 
autumn, and difficulties have been known to occur with females and males 
in both spring and autumn. 

Structure and behaviour 

Whitethroat is larger and more robust than Spectacled Warbler, and its 
bill is longer, thicker and heavier. An excellent distinguishing mark in the 
field is the primary projection: Whitethroat 's is quite long, just over half 
the length of the tertials (six or seven primary tips visible beyond tertials), 
whereas on Spectacled it is about one-third the length of the tertials (only 
four or five primary tips visible). 

Spectacled Warbler raises its tail and wags it from side to side, and 
appears quite excitable, whereas Whitethroat moves its tail very little. 

Upperparts and underparts 

Apart from wing and tail patterns (see below), the plumages of (mainly) 
first-winter individuals of these two species are generally very similar. The 
distinctive head patterns are present only on males, primarily in spring. 
Almost all first-summer and adult male Spectacled Warblers show an area 
of dark blackish on the lores and forehead, which also emphasises the 
white eye-ring; this feature is more noticeable in spring, when the pale 
feather tips are worn off to reveal the blackish bases . Adult male 
Whitethroats always lack this darker forehead: their head pattern thus 
corresponds to that of most first-winter and a very few first-summer male 
Spectacled Warblers, which also lack the darker forehead, and appear to 
have a uniform head pattern. Some male Spectacled, chiefly in spring and 
mainly second-winter or older, also have a darker grey throat and breast, 
and often a clear submoustachial stripe bordering the grey throat. 

Wing pattern 

Spectacled Warbler has broader rusty edges to the tertials and greater 
coverts, producing a more complete rusty wing panel, with the dark 
centres of the greater coverts being almost invisible; the edges of the 
median coverts are also broad and rusty, causing the wing panel to cover a 
grea ter area , and only the cent res of the ter t ia ls appea r sharply 
d e m a r c a t e d black, and are smal l in ex t en t . T h e rus ty edges to 
Whitethroat 's greater and median coverts are less broad, and some dark 
centres to the feathers are usually visible, this breaking up the rusty wing 
panel and reducing its impact; the rusty tertial edges are also thinner and 
cover a smaller area, and the dark centres are more rounded in shape and 
not sharply demarcated as on Spectacled. 
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Tail pattern 
Whitethroat's tail is generally light brown and more uniform in colour 
with the upperparts, and its tail pattern is poorly defined: the edges of the 
outer tail feathers, of a faded sandy tone, merge into the centres and cover 
only a relatively small area, virtually just the outer webs. Spectacled 
Warbler has a dark tail contrasting with the upperparts, and shows more 
clear white on the edges of the outer tail feathers (see description above). 

Bare parts 
In general, the bare parts are similar on both species, although Spectacled 
Warbler's tarsus usually appears more pinkish-yellowish, with a slight 
reddish tone, whereas Whitethroat's tarsus is slightly darker, more 
yellowish-brown. Spectacled usually has less black at the tip of the bill and 
on the culmen, so that the pale pinkish-yellowish of the rest of the bill 
includes the relatively large base and the centre of the lower mandible; the 
black tip is quite small. On Whitethroat, however, the entire upper 
mandible is dark and the dark area at the bill-tip is larger. 

Call 
Whitethroat's usual call is a long drawn-out 'chchh', 'chuck' or 'chc', very 
different from the call of Spectacled (described above). 

Acknowledgments 
Our thanks are due to Steve Madge, who commented on an earlier draft of this paper; to 
Peter Lansdown, who provided us with information regarding the deliberations of the British 
Birds Rarities Committee; and to Dr J. T. R. Sharrock, for encouraging us to publish our 
thoughts on Spectacled Warbler in these pages. Special thanks are due to Glenis Vowles for 
cheerfully allowing us to invade her house and property in Portugal in the course of our 
studies into these species, and to Jason Bishop for typing the early drafts of this paper. 

Summary 
Difficulties have been experienced in the field-separation of Spectacled Warbler Sylvia 
conspitillata from first-winter female Subalpine Warbler S. cantillans in autumn, and from 
Whitethroat S. communis in both spring and autumn. The primary reason for these 
identification problems is the lack of good descriptions of Spectacled Warbler, together with 
a failure to realise the extremes of first-winter female Subalpine Warbler's wing colour. This 
paper treats only the separation of Spectacled Warbler from these two other species. The 
most important features which must be checked in the field are wing pattern, primary 
projection, tail pattern, and structure, size and actions. 
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