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ABSTRACT The 'chiffchaff complex' within the genus 
Phylbscopus covers a wide area of Europe and northern Asia, 
and has often been considered to include a number of good 
species based on physical and vocal differences. The affinities 
of certain populations, however, were unclear and gave rise to 
a number of taxonomic treatments. The application of DNA-
sequence analysis has now added further insights by revealing 
the genetic differentiation and the relationships of various taxa 
and populations. Based on these analyses and a review of 
vocal and plumage differences, the speciation within the 
complex is discussed. The results show various levels of 
divergence and support the recognition of at least four 
(possibly five) species of chiffchaff: Common Chiffchaff P. 
collybita (with five subspecies), Iberian Chiffchaff P. brehmii, 
Canary Islands Chiffchaff P. canariensis, and Mountain 
Chiffchaff P. sindianus (with two subspecies); the taxonomic 
status of the form tristis remains unclear. 
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Table 1. Breeding distribution of chiffchaffs Phylloscopus. See also fig. 1. 

COMMON CHIFFCHAFF 

P. c. collybita Britain & Ireland, north to central and southern Scotland, Denmark, 
southernmost Sweden (Skane), western and southern Germany and 
southern Poland, east to Romania; in the south, through France (where 
co-occurs with P. brehmii in a narrow contact zone in the southwest) 
northeastern Spain (eastern Pyrenees, Catalunya), Switzerland (except 
large areas of the Alps), central and western mountains of Italy and the 
highlands of northeast Sicily, east to Bulgaria, northern Greece and 
northwest Turkey (where it reaches the Bosphorus) 

P. c. abietinus Those breeding in central and northern Poland are probably 
intermediates between P. c. collybita and abietinus. Main range is from 
northeastern Poland through the Baltic Republics, coastal regions of 
Norway and Sweden (except the south) to about 67°N, east through 
Finland and European Russia/CIS and across southern Kola Peninsula 
and. shores of White Sea to Pechora river; in the south, through the 
central Urals to about Odessa on Black Sea, but absent from the rest of 
southern Ukraine and western and southern Kazakhstan 

P. (c.) tristis East of abietinus (area of overlap or possible hybridisation with latter 
west of Urals insufficiently known, appears highly variable in extent 
from year to year): western Siberia east of Pechora river and central 
Urals north to the tree limit at about 71°N, and east across Siberia to 
the Lena river and discontinuously probably to the Kolyma or even the 
Anadyr river; in the south, ranges eastwards from northern Kazakhstan 
to the central Altai and western Sayan ranges, upper Lena, Tannu Ola 
and the western shore of Lake Baikal; in recent years, has also extended 
irregularly to northwest Mongolia 

P, c, brevirosms Highlands of western Turkey and the Black Sea coastlands of northern 
Turkey 

P. c. caucasicus East of range of brevirosms: lower altitudes (up to 1800 m a.s.l.) of 
central and western Caucasus, south to Goris, Armenia 

P. c. menzbieri Mountains of northeast Iran, the eastern Elburz and Khorasan ranges 
north to the Kopet Dagh in neighbouring Turkmenia 

IBERIAN CHIFFCHAFF 

P. brehmii Extreme southwest France (mainly departement of Pyrenees-
Atlantiques, in northern foothills of the western Pyrenees), northern and 
central Spain, with outposts in the south in the higher areas of southern 
Murcia, Andalucia and around Gibraltar, also most of Portugal; those 
breeding in northwest Africa (extreme northern Morocco, mountains of 
northern Algeria and northwestern Tunisia) also considered to be most 
probably of this taxon, although confirmation required 

CANARY ISLANDS CHIFFCHAFF 

P. canariensis Western Canary Islands: from La Palma and Hierro to Gran Canaria 

MOUNTAIN CHIFFCHAFF 

P. s. sindianus Pamir-Altay mountains of central Russia/CIS east to the northwest 
Himalayas 

P. s. hrenzii Caucasus: mountains of northeast Turkey and northwest Iran, breeding 
above 1800 m a.s.l. 
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In the Palearctic, 'the Chiffchaff PhyUoscopus collybita and the various 
members of the 'chiffchaff complex', which ranges over the whole of Europe 
and east to Siberia and Central Asia (fig. 1), have long defied the attempts of 
taxonomists comprehensively to understand their exact relationships. All show 
a high degree of similarity in appearance, which has confounded simple or 
congruous classification. 

Fig. 1. Breeding distribution of species and subspecies of chiffchaffs PhyUoscopus. 1. P. 
canarierisis; 2. P. brehmii; 3. P. collybita, northern subspecies collybita and abietinus; 4. P. 
collybita, southern subspecies brevirostris, caucasicus and menzbieri (W to E order, 
geographical limits not yet defined); 5. P. (c.) tristis; 6. P. sindianus lorenzii; 7. P. s. sindianus. 
Zones of secondary contact and overlap: a. between P. brehmii and P. c. collybita; b. between 
P. c. collybita and P. c. brevirostris; c. between P. c. abietinus and P. (c.) tristis. 

The traditional view of the Common Chiffchaff P. collybita and its relatives, 
set out by Ticehurst (1938) and followed closely by Vaurie (1954) and Cramp 
(1992), recognised six subspecies: nominate collybita, abietinus, tristis, canariensis, 
brehmii (referred to as ibericus by Ticehurst), and exsul. Four additional forms 
which need to be considered are fulvescens, brevirostris, menzbieri and caucasicus: 
the first has sometimes been included within tristis and the second in abietinus; 
menzbieri has been included in both fulvescens and tristis; and caucasicus has only 
recently been described (Loskot 1991). 

Until recently (Voous 1977), Mountain Chiffchaff P. sindianus was also 
treated as a race of Common Chiffchaff. It is now considered a full species, 
comprising the two races P. s. sindianus and P. s. lorenzii, although Stepanyan 
(1978, 1983) considered lorenzii worthy of full species status. 

Comparison of DNA sequences as a means of reassessing species limits and 
the relationships of a number of complex species and subspecies groups gives 
a different perspective and provides a benchmark which, in combination with 
vocal and visual characteristics, enables a clearer set of distinctions to be drawn 
between the members of the group. A recent analysis of the 'chiffchaff 
complex', which compared genetic characters (mitochondrial DNA sequences) 
and also incorporated both vocal and behavioural factors, confirmed that 
Mountain Chiffchaff is indeed a valid species and concluded that there are 
certainly three, and possibly four, distinct species within the group of taxa 
formerly called PhyUoscopus collybita (Helbig et al. 1996; see that paper for 
details of the material and methods used). The following 'new' taxonomy was 
therefore proposed: 
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Common Chiffchaff P. collybita, with five subspecies: nominate collybita, 
abietinus, brevirostris, caucasicus and menzbieri 

Iberian Chiffchaff P. brehmii, a monotypic species 

Canary Islands Chiffchaff P. canariensis, with two subspecies: nominate 
canariensis and exsul (latter presumed extinct) 
Mountain Chiffchaff P. sindianus, with two subspecies: nominate sindianus 
and hrenzii 

The taxonomic status of the form tristis remains unclear; at present it is 
provisionally retained within Common Chiffchaff. 

In January 1997, British Birds accepted the proposed split (Brit. Birds 90: 
71), which in January 1998 was also adopted by the British Ornithologists' 
Union Records Committee (BOURC) (see Brit. Birds 91: 89; Ibis in press). 
The present paper summarises the reasons for this new classification, and also 
presents identification criteria, both morphological and vocal. 

Evidence from DNA sequences 

DNA sequences of small, but sufficient, samples from each of eight chiffchaff 
taxa (Helbig et al. 1996) revealed that all differed genetically from each other 
(although caucasicus appeared hardly distinct); in only one case was there 
evidence for gene-flow between them (collybita and abietinus). The taxon exsul 
from Lanzarote, a form of doubtful validity, was not included in this 
assessment, as it is probably extinct; it has not been recorded since the 1940s, 
and very few specimens exist (Clement 1995). Broadly, the results showed that: 

(1) collybita, abietinus, brevirostris, caucasicus and tristis are closely related 
genetically, but as a group are clearly distinct from all others; 

(2) the same is true of sindianus and hrenzii; 

(3) canariensis and brehmii are each highly distinct; 

(4) brevirostris and caucasicus are extremely similar genetically; and 

(5) all individuals of brehmii, canariensis, tristis and hrenzii carry the genotype 
(DNA sequences) restricted to their respective populations. 

The almost total lack of evidence for gene-flow, although an important 
finding, should be viewed with caution because, for most taxa, relatively few 
birds were available for analysis. Statistically, the larger the sample, the more 
likely becomes the detection of occasional gene-flow, if it occurs. 

In the case of taxa whose ranges overlap, as with collybita and brehmii in 
southwest France and northern Spain, where hybridisation is known to occur 
(see fig. 2), the lack of genetic mixing was particularly remarkable. Since 
mitochondrial DNA is inherited maternally, the lack of mixing of the 
genotypes between collybita and brehmii indicates that female hybrids or their 
offspring are sterile. With the Canary Islands Chiffchaff, there was no 
evidence that mixing has occurred with collybita, abietinus or brehmii, all of 
which pass through or winter within its range; in addition, the results revealed 
that canariensis and brehmii, instead of being closely related, as might be 
assumed from their geographic proximity, are at least as distinct from each 
other as they are from collybita. 
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Mountain Chiffchaff (P. sindianus including hrenzii) was shown to be closely 
related to, but distinct from, those subspecies of Common Chiffchaff {caucasicus 
and brevirostris) which occupy adjacent non-overlapping areas of southwest Asia, 
since there is no evidence of hybridisation, and hence gene-flow, between them. 

Separation of Common Chiffchaff and Mountain Chiffchaff 

The separation of these two species is fully supported on both genetic and 
phenotypic grounds. Mitochondrial genotypes of P. sindianus and P. c. 
caucasicus differ as much as is typical of other closely related species. In the 
Caucasus, where caucasicus and race hrenzii of Mountain Chiffchaff come into 
contact, they are separated largely by altitude, the former inhabiting lower 
mountain forest zones (below 1800 m), with hrenzii occurring above this range 
to the treeline and beyond. Although the two are found side by side in some 
places, e.g. at about 1800 m in the Zakataly State Reserve, central Caucasus, 
no mixing of genotypes has yet been detected. Sequences of nominate sindianus 
(Himalayas) and hrenzii (Caucasus) are each distinct, and differ from each 
other to the same extent as tristis differs from the main collybita group. 

Hybridisation in contact zones 

Nominate Common Chiffchaff and Iberian Chiffchaff 

These two taxa meet in an area of a few thousand square kilometres to the 
north and immediately to the south of the main Pyrenean range in southwest 
France and northern Spain (see fig. 2). The majority of pairs breeding in this 
area are either pure collybita or pure brehmii, but mixed pairs occur at an 
estimated frequency of up to 11%. In the same area, some chiffchaffs occur 
which give mixed song (including components of both), but whether they are 
hybrids or are individuals which merely learned parts of the wrong song is not 
known. Such birds, which have been recorded outside the brehmii range as far 
north as Germany (Muhlstegen et al. 1994), can present considerable 
identification problems. The frequency of hybridisation between collybita and 
brehmii is no greater than that between Pied Ficedula hypoleuca and Collared 
Flycatchers F. albicollis in a similar area of contact in the southern Baltic. 

Canary Islands Chiffchaff 

Although an endemic resident of the Canary Islands, canariensis is not isolated 
from contact with migrant collybita and abietinus during both passage seasons. 
Within the range of canariensis, some collybita have been recorded singing and 
apparently holding territory; brehmii has also been recorded in the islands, 
although the numbers involved are probably small. While the possibility of 
interbreeding with other taxa of the 'chiffchaff complex' exists, no evidence of 
hybridisation is known and, among the samples assessed for genetic variation 
(n = 24), there were no foreign genotypes. 

Common Chiffchaff group 

Within this group of five subspecies, there are two discrete breeding areas: one 
in central and northern Europe (occupied by nominate collybita and abietinus), 
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Fig. 2. Breeding distribution of Iberian Chiffchaff Phylloscopus brehmii and nominate 
race of Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita collybita in Spain (from SEO, 1997, 
Atlas de las Aves de Espana (1975-1995)), wim lines defining areas a-c added by authors. 
All dots refer to brehmii, except: a = 'mixed singers'; b = collybita; c = form unknown, 
clarification required; d = canariensis 

and one in western Asia (brevirostris, caucasicus and menzbieri). These two 
subgroups differ in their calls, but have, with minor differences, very similar 
songs and are clearly closely related. DNA sequences showed a significant 
divergence between abietinus and brevirostris/'caucasicus, indicating a fairly long 
period of separation; this is also borne out by slight differences in structure 
and plumage (see 'Field identification'). On the other hand, brevirostris and 
caucasicus are genetically very similar to each other, indicating, as would be 
expected, a closer relationship than with birds breeding farther north. 

The degree of divergence between the northern and southern groups of 
subspecies is not sufficient to suggest a difference at the species level, despite 
their period of isolation, and the similarity in songs also suggests that mating 
between individuals of either group would not be precluded. Since abietinus 
migrates annually through the areas occupied by brevirostris and caucasicus, 
occasional interbreeding is likely. 

Genetic differences between nominate collybita from central Europe and 
northern abietinus are about as large as those between abietinus and brevirostris. 
This indicates that, at some point in their evolutionary past, these forms must 
have been separated. Today, however, they come into broad contact and there 
is a broad morphological cline between them, indicating free interbreeding. 

The status of tristis: species or subspecies? 

Genetically, tristis shows close affinities with the Common Chiffchaff group, 
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but the plumage (at least of 'typical', eastern populations) and song are quite 
distinct and even appear to show some affinity with Mountain Chiffchaff (e.g. 
lack of green plumage tones). Tape recordings of tristis song did not elicit any 
response when played in the collybita range, nor was there any response when 
the reverse was undertaken. 

Interactions between tristis and abietinus in the wide area of potential contact 
west of the Urals are, however, poorly known. Marova & Leonovich (1993) 
described the area of hybridisation between these two as extending from the 
Kanin Peninsula and the Pechora River mouth in the north, south to about 
Samara in the southern Urals. The occurrence of 'mixed singers' and hybrids 
is reported to be extensive, but, as in the collybita and brehmii overlap zone, 
'mixed singers' are not necessarily proof of hybridisation; such individuals 
occur also among other closely related species, such as treecreepers Certhia 
(Helb et al. 1985; Thielcke 1972). 'Mixed' singing may result from some 
individuals adopting parts of the song from another species which is present 
at high density in their natal area (Clement 1995; Haftorn 1993). 

Chiffchaffs singing tristis song but showing field characters more similar to 
those of abietinus have been described as yet another subspecies, 'fulvescens''. 
Whether they represent a hybrid population is unclear. Hybrids between tristis 
and abietinus must be almost impossible to identify, even in the hand, since 
eastern abietinus are greyer and less greenish than their western counterparts, 
and supposed 'fulvescens' are less grey-brown than typical eastern tristis. 
Furthermore, 'fulvescens''-type individuals have been reported to occur 
throughout the range of tristis and apparently are not confined to the area of 
overlap with abietinus. At present, the amount of sampling has been too small 
to give a clear picture of how extensive the gene-flow between abietinus and 
tristis really is, and whether 'fulvescens' is a valid taxon at all. 

The evidence for separating tristis as a full species remains contradictory 
and requires further study. 

Vocalisations 

Songs (fig. 3) 

The song of 'the chiffchaff is familiar to most European birdwatchers, but this 
is given only by the Common Chiffchaff (all five races) and, with slight 
variation, by Mountain Chiffchaff (both subspecies). As would be expected of 
separate species, the songs of Iberian and Canary Islands Chiffchaffs differ 
quite markedly from those of Common and Mountain Chiffchaffs. The song 
of tristis is particularly distinct; the differences to the human ear are due mostly 
to the song's syntax rather than to differences in the structure of song notes. 

Differences in songs are important characteristics and potentially act as 
reproductive isolating mechanisms where birds of different taxa come into 
contact. For example, the song of caucasicus, although having a slightly richer 
repertoire than those of central European chiffchaffs, is nevertheless 
recognised and responded to by the latter in playback experiments; conversely, 
canariensis does not respond to the song of collybita, nor does collybita to that 
of canariensis. An intermediate situation is found in southwestern France: 
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Fig. 3. Sonagrams of songs of species and subspecies of chiffchafFs Phylloscopus. a,b: P. 
canariensis, Gran Canaria, March 1981; c,d: P. brehmii, Gibraltar, April 1961; e: P. c. 
collybita, Germany, May 1991; f: P. c. abietinus, Moscow, June 1991; g: P. (c.) tristis, 
Novosibirsk, May 1986; h: P. c. brevirostris, Ulu Dagh, Turkey, July 1990; i: P. c. caucaskus, 
Kislovodsk, Caucasus, June 1991; k, 1: P. c. menzbieri, Kopet Dagh, Turkmenia, May 1985; 
m: P. sindianus lorenzii, Elbrus area, Caucasus, June 1991; n,o: P. s. sindianus, Ladakh, June 
1976. {From recordings by J. Martens (a,b,e-g,i,m-o), G. Thkkke (c), B. Schottler & F. Henning 
(d), P. S. Hansen (h), and I. Marova & P. Tomkovkh (kj.)) 
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many male brehmii are attracted by the song of collybita from central Europe, 
but central European collybita do not respond to the song of brehmii. 
GROUP 1: Common Chiffchaff (fig. 3 e,f,h,i,k,l). The songs given by the five 
races of this species need little introduction: a rhythmic series of fairly rapidly 
repeated 'chiff and 'chaff notes run together, beginning on a high note and 
running slightly downwards for up to 15 seconds to reach an abrupt halt. 
There are slight variations on this theme, with some notes, especially the 
'chaff notes, given twice and seemingly out of sequence, or with variable 
endings and the song seeming to fade out. Breeding or territory-holding 
individuals also give an introductory note, a dry or soft 'tret', variably recorded 
as a sharp or more harsh 'trr' or 'err-err'. 

GROUP 2: Canary Islands Chiffchaff (fig. 3 a,b). The song of canariensis is 
delivered more rapidly and sounds more varied than that of collybita, because 
most individuals combine more than two note types in each upstroke. Some 
have been likened to those given by both Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs and House 
Sparrow Passer domesticus, as a series of 'chip' or 'chlip' notes such as 'chip-
cheep-cheep-chip-chip-cheep' (Clement 1995). Some songs may begin with 
an ascending note, in certain cases likened to the loud or explosive start of 
Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti song, followed by notes which vary in length and 
are given with some acceleration, before terminating suddenly. Knecht (1960), 
who made a series of recordings of the species in the 1950s, described the song 
as 'dschi-dsche-sche-schi-sche-schi-schi', the general pitch lower than that of 
Group 1 songs and with a faster delivery. 

GROUP 3: Iberian Chiffchaff (fig. 3 c,d). The song of brehmii has an entirely 
different structure from those in the previous two groups and lacks any of the 
clear-cut 'chiff and 'chaff notes. Its most characteristic feature is the halting 
or slow delivery, the slow descent in pitch and the repetition of rising or falling 
notes: 'chi chi chi tchui tchui tchui tchu tchu tchu' (usually 3+3+3 notes, 
although the number of notes in each phrase may vary). The first three notes 
are high-pitched, the next three medium-pitched, and the final three lower-
pitched. Furthermore, the last few notes are usually quicker than the first ones, 
giving the song a kind of accelerated character (G. Elias in litt.). The 
introductory note or notes are similar to those given by the Common 
Chiffchaff group, but are generally drier or somewhat emphasised, e.g. 'chep' 
or 'jep', and often form part of the song. 

GROUP 4: tristis (fig. 3 g) and Mountain Chiffchaff (fig. 3 m,n,o). The songs 
of tristis, sindianus and lorenzii are more varied in composition and structure, 
consisting of several note types. Some songs resemble those of Group 1, while 
others ascend from a low frequency, or start and finish on the same pitch but 
descend in between; endings can also vary. The form tristis has a high-pitched 
and somewhat squeaky but flowing and melodious warble, usually less broken 
into distinct phrases, but with clear emphasis on regular phrases which are 
given or repeated at intervals, e.g. 'suITsitsuITsiuwitssITsiuwITs'. 

Calls 

Differences in calls also occur among certain members of the complex, mainly 
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Fig. 4. Sonagrams of typical contact calls of species and subspecies of chiffchaffs 
Phylloscopus. a-e: P. canariensis, Canary Islands a: La Palma, b: El Hierro, c: Gomera, d: 
Tenerife, e: Gran Canaria (two males); f: P. brehmii; g: P. c. collybita (two males: Mainz and 
Bergen/Dumme, Germany); h: P. c. abietinus (Moscow, Russia); i: P. c. brevirostris (two 
males: Ulu Dagh and Hgaz National Park, Turkey); k: P. c. caucasicus (two males: Elbrus 
Mous, Dasht-Nazir and S. Alamdeh, Iran); 1: P. c. menzbkri (Kopet Dagh, Turkmenia); m: 
P. s. lorenzii (two males: Elburz Mountains and Kurush/Daghestan); n: P. s. sindianus (two 
males: Ladakh, Kargil and Tikse, India); o: P. (c.) tristis (two males, intervals between notes 
shortened: W Swerdlowsk and 70 km east of Krasnoyarsk, Russia). {Recordings by J. Martens 
except a (left), b, c, e (F. Henning); f (M. Salomon); h (I. Marova); i (P. S. Hansen); I (I. Marova, 
P. Tomkovich); n (right)(P. S. Hansen); o (A. Blinov)) 

in the contact notes given by individuals on territory. These are similar to calls 
given by migrants on passage. Both nominate collybita and abietinus have a soft 
and rather melancholic, rising 'hooeet', which may also be rendered as 'hweet' 
or 'huid'. The call of eastern populations of abietinus is closer in tonal quality 
to that of neighbouring populations of tristis; this call, most frequently heard 
from autumn passage or wintering birds in Europe, is a thin, high-pitched or 
shrill and often slightly discordant 'peep', 'weep', 'pseet' or 'cheet'. Some 
observers have claimed that this call is more typical of abietinus and that the 
'hooeet' or 'hweet' calls are more typical of collybita, but it seems equally likely 
(though requiring further study) that the calls of abietinus vary across its range 
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from west to east. The piping 'peet' note, although more hollow or mellow in 
tone, is similar in pitch and quality to, or is the equivalent of, the 'hooeet' note 
of collybita, but is distinctly more plaintive and has often been likened to the 
distress call of a young chicken. While this is the most frequently given call of 
tristis, others include a plaintive and slightly descending 'swee-oo' or 'psee-uu', 
similar to but less strident or pronounced than that given by Yellow-browed 
Warbler P. inomatus. 

Breeding pairs of tristis also utter a sharp 'see', 'swee' or 'psee' which is 
usually level in tone or slightly descending. This is similar to the calls given by 
brevirostris (slightly descending) and by caucasicus and menzbieri (short, even-
toned, whistling notes). 

The contact call of brehmii is the most distinct: a slightly nasal whistling note 
with clear downward inflection, 'piu' or 'pew', vaguely similar to the soft call 
given by the Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula. Autumn birds and immatures also 
give a shrill call which is similar in tone to the 'peep' or 'weep' notes of 
abietinus and tristis. 

The Canary Islands Chiffchaff has a range of both ascending and 
descending call notes, including a sharp 'chirp', 'wheet' and 'hwit'. 
Surprisingly, the calls differ considerably in frequency and tonal modulation 
from island to island, but are uniform within islands. Some are close in tone 
to those given by nominate collybita, particularly the short 'hwit', 'huit' or 'tuit' 
excitement or alarm notes; the 'chirp' note is clearly very similar, if not 
identical, in tone to some of the notes given in the song. 

Field identification 

At the outset it has to be stressed that all of these species and subspecies are 
very similar to each other, differing only slightly in coloration, wing structure 
and body proportions and, often more clearly, in voice (see above). In zones 
of contact or overlap, and particularly in the case of migrants on passage, it 
may not always be possible to identify the individual(s) with certainty unless 
all points of difference can be noted. 

COMMON CHIFFCHAFF 

P. c. collybita In spring and summer, the upperparts are dull or dingy green or 
tinged brownish-olive, except for slightly paler or brighter green rump and 
uppertail-coverts; the wing-coverts have dark centres (appearing blackish at a 
distance) and are broadly fringed pale olive-green, although alula lacks pale 
fringe (but is rarely visible in spring). Flight feathers dark brown (but appear 
darker), finely edged pale or olive-green (edges absent on many birds by the 
time they return to breeding areas). Tail as flight feathers, and with fine pale 
or light olive-green edges slightly broader towards base of feathers; this is often 
the brightest area of the bird. The 'face' is characterised by thin, pale yellow-
tinged whitish supercilia from upper lores (often joining across lower 
forehead) over eye to the ear-coverts, where they fade; dark of lores extends 
as a fairly thin eye-stripe across upper ear-coverts, there becoming more 
diffuse but underlining supercilium; has noticeably broken white upper and 
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lower eye-crescents; cheeks and ear-coverts pale or yellowish-green, but with 
darker or brownish feather bases and can appear darker. Underparts dull white 
or off-white, but with breast and flanks suffused with yellow and with a duller 
or dingy buff tone on breast sides and extending to flanks; undertail-coverts 
dull whitish-yellow or variably suffused with olive. Bill horn-brown, with pale 
or orange-tinged base to lower mandible. Legs black, on some varying from 
dark brown to greyish-brown; upper surfaces of feet also black, but soles are 
a contrasting yellowish. 

In fresh plumage in autumn, both adults and first-winters are brighter or 
bright olive-green on upperparts, a shade brighter than in spring. The 
supercilium is also paler or whiter than ;in spring and tinged with yellowish-
buff behind eye. 

P. c. abietinus There is a cline of variation from the darkest, or most olive, 
individuals (i.e. those with greatest similarity to nominate collybita) in western 
Scandinavia to paler individuals farther east, which ultimately intergrade with 
the paler tristis. In breeding plumage, abietinus is very similar to nominate 
collybita, and many (in fresh or worn plumage) are inseparable in the field 
from the latter. The more distinct individuals of abietinus have upperparts 
brownish-olive, but slighdy paler than nominate, with a greyish wash on, 
particularly, the crown, nape and mantle; cheeks and ear-coverts are also paler 
and tinged with olive or greenish-yellow. Underparts mainly whitish, on 
average whiter than nominate, with only a slight yellowish or buffish wash 
(more noticeable on some individuals) or with yellowish streaks on breast; 
flanks vary from dingy yellow to sandy-buff, but vent, thighs and undertail-
coverts are yellowish-white and paler/whiter than nominate. Bill is black, 
appearing entirely so in the field, but has slightly paler base to lower mandible. 
Legs as nominate, or slightly darker/blacker. 

Fresh-plumaged autumn individuals are slightly browner than in spring, dull 
buffish-brown, and paler olive on the rump; uppertail-coverts, edges to wing-
coverts and flight feathers, and fringes to base of outer tail feathers are bright 
olive-green. Some individuals (adults and first-years) may show a faint 
yellowish or yellowish-buff wash on throat and upper breast. 

Structurally, abietinus is identical to nominate collybita, but in the hand the 
wings average slightly longer (males 61-68 mm, females 56-62 mm) compared 
with nominate (males 57-64 mm, females 53-61 mm), and, again on average, 
the second primary is equal to or slightly longer than the seventh. Moult is 
largely as that of nominate collybita, but Svensson (1992) noted that very few 
first-year abietinus from northern Scandinavia renew their tail feathers before 
departing in autumn, whereas the majority of central European collybita 
replace their central rectrices before autumn departure. 

P. (c.) tristis (Following description refers to typical, eastern tristis, and not to 
the 'fulvescens' phenotype which is more similar to abietinus) Spring and 
summer plumage is paler and greyer than both nominate collybita and 
abietinus, and lacks any yellow (except at bend of wing). Upperparts variably 
buff-brown, tinged with grey or grey-brown, with an olive tinge to lower back, 
rump and uppertail-coverts (may be restricted to rump and uppertail-coverts); 
wing-coverts brown, edged olive or slightly paler green. The only yellow is on 
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Fig. 5. Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita (top six), Canary Islands Chiffchaff P. 
canariensis (bottom left), Iberian Chiffchaff P. brehmii (right, next to bottom) and 
Mountain Chiffchaff P. sindianus (bottom right) {Brian Smalt) 
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the underwing-coverts, and on perched birds is frequently visible at bend of 
wing. Flight feathers and tertials dark brown, finely edged olive-green; tail 
similar, but some may show pale grey-brown edges to bases of outer feathers. 
Supercilium (which may appear slightly longer than on either nominate 
collybita or abietinus and may extend to rear of ear-coverts) is thin, whitish-
buff, and underlined by dark lores and eye-stripe; cheeks and ear-coverts pale 
buff to buffish-brown or mottled darker, and white eye-crescents contrast well 
against dark lores and eye-stripe. Underparts whitish, often appearing creamy 
to silvery-white, especially in good light, with pale buff wash on breast 
(especially the sides) and flanks. 

Bill appears all black, but has a very small or restricted area of pale or 
pinkish-yellow at immediate base of lower mandible. Legs and feet jet-black, 
with dull yellow soles. 

Autumn and early-winter plumage is similar to that in spring, but on 
average is paler, with a greyish cast to upperparts and a buffish-brown tinge 
to rump and uppertail-coverts. Wing and tail feathers have fine pale buff-
brown edges, and tips of flight feathers are visibly pale buff. 
P. c. brevirostris Poorly differentiated from abietinus, but has a slightly browner 
tinge to upperparts, especially on crown, with a well-defined supercilium 
(especially in front of eye); underparts white, with buffish wash on breast, and 
may show a small amount of yellow streaks; undeitail-coverts off-white or 
cream. Has shorter primary projection than abietinus, creating impression of a 
slightly longer tail. 

P. c. caucaskus (Description based on Loskot 1991, from 60 specimens 
examined in various Russian and Ukrainian collections) Similar to abietinus, 
but upperparts darker, more brownish and less greenish on mantle; cheeks and 
sides of breast more brownish; underparts in fresh plumage cream, with vent 
white, lacking the yellow streaking characteristic of abietinus. 
P. c. menzbieri Very similar to previous two races, and unlikely to be separable 
with certainty outside its isolated range. In fresh plumage, upperparts olive-
brown, tinged with grey or faintly washed greenish; edges to wing and tail 
feathers slightly paler. Underparts white, with yellowish-buff tinge to breast, 
and flanks brownish; undertail-coverts lack any yellow. 

IBERIAN CHIFFCHAFF 

Single individuals are probably indistinguishable on plumage from nominate 
collybita in the field. The diagnostic calls (see above) are the best character for 
identifying non-singing individuals. In the contact zone with nominate 
Common Chiffchaff, male Iberian have on average slightly longer and more 
pointed wings and longer tarsus (a combination of four measurements 
separates 95% of individuals: Salomon et al. 1997). 

CANARY ISLANDS CHIFFCHAFF 

Similar in plumage to summer nominate Common, but differs in having 
slightly but visibly longer bill (12.5-14 mm, compared with 10.5-12.5 mm on 
Common) and slightly longer tail. Differs from collybita most obviously in the 
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strong buff-brownish tinge to its underparts, particularly the breast and flanks 
(spring birds). The pale supercilium is better marked and somewhat longer 
than that of collybita. Upperparts are darker brownish-olive, becoming 
greenish-olive on lower back, rump and uppertail-coverts; fine edges to flight 
feathers and base of tail are light green to greenish-olive. Cheeks and ear-
coverts olive or tinged duller or browner and mottled paler. Chin and throat 
off-white, becoming dingy yellow on lower throat and breast, with lower breast 
and belly strongly or heavily tinged dull huffish-brown; flanks warm buff, and 
centre of belly to undertail-coverts pale yellowish-white. Leg colour varies 
from greenish to grey, brown or yellowish-brown. First-years as adults, but 
have some yellow tips to the buff feathers of breast. 

MOUNTAIN CHIFFCHAFF 

Both races are very similar in structure to Common Chiffchaff, but slightly 
more compact in shape, with a rounded wingtip and short primary projection 
(wing of males 59-64 mm, of females 54.5-62 mm), which creates impression 
of a slightly longer tail; bill is also slightly shorter (Scott & Siddle in prep.). 
P. s. sindianus Separated by range from other taxa of the 'chiffchaff complex'. 
Similar to lorenzii (see below), but slightly paler or warmer brown on 
upperparts, with more prominent greyish tone to crown, mantle, scapulars and 
edges to wing-coverts, and greyer still in worn plumage. Supercilium as on 
lorenzii, but not so well defined against the slightly paler head. Underparts also 
similar, but flanks are warm brown, wearing to a duller or drab brown. 
P. s. lorenzii Differs from Caucasian race of Common Chiffchaff in lacking 
green on upperparts and yellow on underparts. Upperparts brownish (may 
even approach warm brown) and with a greyish wash; wings and tail dark 
brown with fine olive-brown edges; underwing-coverts vary from white or off-
white to cream or, exceptionally, pale yellow. Head pattern more contrasting 
than on Common Chiffchaff, with long, well-defined, whitish or whitish-buff 
supercilium, broadest over lores and tapering to a point beyond ear-coverts, 
underlined by a distinct and fairly broad dark eye-stripe contrasting with 
pronounced whitish eye-ring. Underparts off-white, tinged fulvous-brown on 
breast and often with a buff or rusty wash on flanks, and greyish-white 
undertail-coverts. Bill black, with pale horn basal half to lower mandible. 
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