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Taiga Flycatcher 
in Shetland

Mark Chapman

O
n Sunday, 12th October 2003, I visited
Sandgarth, north of Voe, Shetland, to
check an area of small bushes and trees,

planted by crofters Tony (TG) and Beth Gerrard
(BG), specifically to attract birds. It was a warm
and sunny day with a light southeasterly wind
that was gradually picking up in strength.
Shortly after I arrived, I came across a small fly-
catcher that closely resembled a Red-breasted
Flycatcher Ficedula parva, but differed from that
species in a number of subtle aspects. The bill
was entirely black, and it showed a broad but
indistinct grey supercilium and grey lores,
slightly warmer brown cap, pale eye-ring and a
brown patch on the cheeks, while below, the
throat appeared whitish; a slight grey wash to
the breast and it showed faint darker streaks to
the sides of the upper breast. Being aware that
an all-black bill and lack of buff on the throat
and breast were features mooted as indicative of
Taiga Flycatcher F. albicilla in first-winter
plumage, I began to take a particular interest. It
soon began to call, a loud buzzing, often uttered
in a double sequence, and quite distinct from
the usual call of Red-breasted Flycatcher. This
really suggested that this bird was something
good.

Although it spent much time skulking in
willows Salix and Sycamores Acer pseudopla-
tanus, it occasionally performed energetic fly-
catching sorties. I now concentrated on trying
to get a view of the uppertail-coverts, which I
knew were important in the identification of
Taiga Flycatcher. After several brief views, I saw
a small crescent of jet-black feathering above
the tail, apparently on the lower uppertail-
coverts. Being as certain as I could be of the
bird’s identity, I decided to inform TG and BG,
both keen birders, that they had a possible Taiga
Flycatcher in their garden. Together, we watched
the bird for over two hours, usually getting brief
views down to 5 m. We were able to confirm the
presence of some black on the lower or longest
uppertail-coverts, although in the strengthening
breeze and with the bird rarely remaining still,

the extent of this was hard to quantify. Other
features supporting Taiga Flycatcher were a gen-
erally cold, grey-brown appearance to the
upperparts, a buff wash on the rear flanks and a
narrow buffy-white wing-bar formed by the
paler tips to the greater coverts, indicating first-
winter plumage. In the late afternoon, I decided
to return home to check the literature. En route,
I met Dave Okill and Pete Ellis, and informed
them of the bird. They headed off to try to see
it, but managed only inconclusive views in the
fading light.

Reference to Svensson (1992) confirmed that
the entirely black bill with no visible trace of a
pale area at the base, and the jet-black area on
the uppertail-coverts were features associated

337. First-winter Taiga Flycatcher Ficedula albicilla,
Sandgarth, Shetland, October 2003.The pale tips to

the greater coverts and tertials enable this bird to be
aged as a first-winter. Differences from Red-breasted
Flycatcher F. parva in this plumage include the dark

base to the lower mandible, narrower and less
contrasting eye-ring, and grey wash to the

supercilium.
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with Taiga Flycatcher. An article discussing the
occurrence of a possible Taiga (Red-throated)
Flycatcher on St Agnes, Isles of Scilly, in
October 1999 appeared in the December 1999
issue of Birdwatch magazine. This article also
confirmed that we had been checking the
correct features, and included discussion on the
variation found in Red-breasted Flycatcher, but
did not totally clarify the separation of the two
forms.

I phoned several people, including Steve
Minton (SJM), to discuss the bird further and
suggested that its features seemed to indicate
Taiga Flycatcher. In particular, I wanted to

check whether SJM could find the article by
Cederroth et al. (1999), which discussed the
first-winter Taiga Flycatcher trapped in Sweden
in 1998. Although he did not immediately have
this article to hand, he, among others, expressed
the intention to go and try to see the bird the
next day.

The following day, I was unable to get back
to Sandgarth until midday, but SJM phoned at
09.00 hrs to say that he was with Dave Hall at
Sandgarth and that my description of the pre-
vious night matched the details of the trapped
Swedish bird in Cederroth et al. (1999) on every
detail, even down to the distinctive call. Shortly
afterwards, they located the bird, which showed
well, and SJM phoned again to confirm that
they agreed with the identification. Further-
more, they noted one additional feature that I
had not been aware of the previous day: the
tertial pattern, which was quite different from
that of Red-breasted Flycatcher. The tertials of
Taiga Flycatcher show a whitish outer fringe
culminating in a small white spot, similar to the
tertial pattern of Pallas’s Grasshopper Warbler
Locustella certhiola, rather than the broad buff
tip shown by Red-breasted Flycatcher. We
agreed that the bird definitely was a Taiga Fly-
catcher and decided to put the news out. Soon,
about 25 observers had gathered and were
watching the bird, as well as a Pallas’s Leaf
Warbler Phylloscopus proregulus which had
appeared in the same garden.

Although the identification seemed pretty
clear-cut in the field, discussion now turned to
the question of in-hand confirmation. Given
that this was, potentially, the first immature
Taiga Flycatcher recorded in Britain, it seemed
prudent to examine the key identification
characters in the hand. A member of Shetland
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338. First-winter Taiga Flycatcher Ficedula albicilla,
Sandgarth, Shetland, October 2003. First-winter Taiga

Flycatcher differs from Red-breasted Flycatcher F.
parva of the same age in several respects.These

include the narrow, crisp and whitish fringe to the
outer web of each tertial, culminating in a small white

spot at the tip by the feather shaft, resembling the
pattern shown by Pied Flycatcher F. hypoleuca, and
also the jet-black uppertail-coverts. In contrast, the

tertials of Red-breasted Flycatcher display a
conspicuous buff spot at the tip, which extends along
the feather shaft, forming a thorn or triangular shape,

but the feather fringe is narrow, diffuse and
inconspicuous.Although some Red-breasted

Flycatchers show dark uppertail-coverts, these are
never blacker than the central tail feathers.
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339 & 340. First-winter Taiga Flycatcher Ficedula albicilla, Sandgarth, Shetland, October 2003. Features useful in
the separation of this species from first-winter Red-breasted Flycatcher F. parva include the whitish throat, grey
breast, indistinct streaking to the sides of the neck and upper breast, and buff wash restricted to the rear flanks.
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Ringing Group contacted the BTO Ringing
Unit for authorisation to trap the bird for
identification purposes, which was given. With
the consent of TG and BG, the bird was caught
in a mist-net. The features previously noted
were all confirmed in the hand, and the bird
was quickly released. It remained in the area
until 15th October.

Description in the field 
A small flycatcher, very similar to Red-breasted Fly-
catcher in size, shape, basic coloration and behaviour,
although the bill appeared slightly heavier than that
of a typical Red-breasted Flycatcher.

Upperparts
The bird appeared quite grey in the field with cold,
grey-brown upperparts, including rump and shorter
uppertail-coverts. The longest uppertail-coverts
appeared jet-black, with some showing narrow, pale
buffy-white tips, and forming a small black crescent
above the tail, with some overlaying the uppertail.

Head pattern
Appeared to show a slightly warmer brown cap
(owing to the contrast in tone between the crown
feathers and the rest of the upperparts), and similarly
coloured ear-coverts. Lores, ‘face’, supercilium and
nape dull grey with obvious buffy-white eye-ring,
giving a pattern quite distinct from the more brown-
and-buff pattern on Red-breasted Flycatcher.

Wings
Primaries and secondaries dark with paler grey-
brown edgings. Greater coverts with buffy tips
forming narrow wing-bar. Tertials dark with distinc-
tive whitish fringe on the outer web, broadening at tip
to form a white spot, reminiscent of that found on the
tertials of Pallas’s Grasshopper Warbler.

Tail
Dull black with white patches at base on either side as
in Red-breasted Flycatcher, although these were pos-
sibly slightly less extensive.

Underparts
Throat whitish with grey wash across breast, slightly
tinged buff in some lights, also faint streaks visible on
sides of throat and breast. Flanks warmer, particularly
at rear, where noticeably washed buff. Vent and
undertail-coverts whiter.

Bare parts
Bill appeared entirely black in the field, with no dis-
cernible pale patch at the base of the lower mandible,
even at very close range. Legs dark.

Call
A loud and angry sounding ‘buzz’, about the same
length as call of Red-breasted Flycatcher, and with a

slight rattle effect, but faster, harder toned and usually
given twice in quick succession, described by most as
a ‘double buzz’. Occasionally, two or three single hard
‘chic’ calls, as in Red-breasted Flycatcher.

Description in the hand
The following details were supplied by Paul Harvey
and Roger Riddington:

Upperparts
Uniform cold grey-brown, slightly paler brown on
crown (accounting for slightly capped appearance in
the field). Clean buff eye-ring – wider above than
below the eye. Lores and supercilium area slightly
paler than crown. Ear-coverts as crown. Rump as
mantle, shortest uppertail-coverts greyer, longest
uppertail-coverts black with obvious buff tips. The
last were slightly glossier and darker than tail. Tail
black with brownish hue.

Wings
Coverts and remiges showed dark brownish-black
centres with paler grey-brown edges. Greater coverts
with pale ‘thorn’ extending from the tip along the
feather shaft on outer seven unmoulted juvenile
feathers; inner two greater coverts had been replaced
and appeared fresher, with just a pale fringe, but no
‘thorn’. Primaries and secondaries with narrow olive-
brown fringes. Tertials with pale whitish-buff fringe
to outer web, which broadened and became whiter at
the feather tip – something akin to tertial pattern of
first-winter Pied Flycatcher F. hypoleuca. Inner web of
the two longest tertials unmarked, but the fringe con-
tinued onto the inner web (slightly) on the innermost
tertial. Primaries fresh, inner primaries retained
spikes.

Tail
Feathers pointed but slightly worn, black with
brownish hue. On outer four pairs, the white
extended to about 60% the length of the feather, mea-
sured from the base, the remainder was black. The
three outermost (pairs of) tail feathers had white
across the whole of the inner and outer web, but the
fourth had a lozenge of white on the inner web only.

Underparts
Admixed white, brown and buff. Chin and throat
whitish with grey-brown mottling. Breast with com-
plete grey wash extending across it, but with some
buff admixed. Flanks, especially rear flanks, showed
more extensive buff, and were the warmest part of the
underparts. Throat looked slightly whiter than rest of
underparts. Undertail white.

Bare parts
Upper mandible black, lower mandible black with
diffuse pinkish base in centre, extending for c. 1 mm.
Marginally paler on lower mandible towards the bill
base, but barely discernible (certainly would not be in
the field). Legs black, soles olive-buff.
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Biometrics and wing formula
wing 68.5 mm
bill depth 3.4 mm (measured at the distal edge of

the nostrils)
Note that the bill depth is the only one of these two
measurements that may indicate albicilla, it being
equal to the maximum for parva. This is, no doubt,
the reason why the bird did look quite heavy-billed in
the field.

P2 = P6/P7 
WP = P3 & P4
P10 = WP –15.5 mm
emarginated primaries P3, P4, P5, P6 (slightly)

[Note: WP = wing point (i.e. longest primary)
primaries numbered ascendantly].

The bird was aged as a first-winter on the basis of the
patterning on the greater coverts and tertials.

Separation of first-winter Taiga and 
Red-breasted Flycatchers
There seem to be six key identification criteria
that can be used to separate these similar fly-
catchers in autumn:

• Face pattern A typical first-winter Red-
breasted Flycatcher shows a brownish head,
with dark buffy-brown lores and face running
into the warmer buff throat and upper breast.
Only the pale eye-ring contrasts with an other-
wise, rather featureless expression. In contrast,
Taiga Flycatcher shows a brown cap, and the
grey lores, supercilium and sides to the neck
surround the warmer brown ear-coverts. Addi-
tionally, the eye-ring is whiter (though note that
that of the Sandgarth bird was quite buff-toned,
both in the field especially in the hand) but,
because it is narrower, appears less contrasting
than that of Red-breasted. In combination,
these features create a very different impression.

• Uppertail-coverts The lower uppertail-coverts
are jet-black, some overlaying the upper tail and
are clearly blacker than the tail. Some uppertail-
coverts may be dark on Red-breasted Flycatcher
but they are never blacker than the tail (Ceder-
roth et al. 1999).

• Tertials Cederroth et al. (1999) drew attention
to the diagnostic patterning on the tertials. On
Taiga Flycatcher, there is a narrow, crisp, whitish
fringe to the outer web of each tertial, culmi-

nating in a small white spot at the tip by the
feather shaft. In contrast, Red-breasted Fly-
catcher shows a narrow, diffuse and inconspic-
uous fringe to the outer web of the tertials, and
a conspicuous buff spot at the tip of each tertial
that extends up the feather shaft in a ‘thorn’ or
triangular shape.

• Underparts On Taiga Flycatcher, the whitish
throat, grey breast, indistinct streaking to the
sides of the neck and upper breast, and buff
wash restricted to the rear flanks give the
underparts a quite different appearance from
those of Red-breasted Flycatcher, which shows a
more uniform warm buff wash to the throat
and upper breast, becoming slightly duller on
the lower breast and flanks.

• Bill In Taiga Flycatcher, the bill appears
entirely black in the field, while Red-breasted
Flycatcher usually shows a conspicuous pale
area at the base.

• Call A loud ‘buzz’ with a slight rattle effect,
but faster and harder toned than the call of
Red-breasted Flycatcher, and usually given twice
in quick succession, described by most as a
‘double buzz’. In contrast, Red-breasted Fly-
catcher gives a soft rattle. Recordings of the
calls, taken from Jännes (2003), can be found at
www.britishbirds.co.uk/sounds
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