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‘Amur Wagtail’ in
County Durham: new 
to Britain and the
Western Palearctic
Stephen G. Addinall

Abstract AWhite Wagtail Motacilla alba of the race M. a. leucopsis, often referred
to as ‘Amur Wagtail’, was discovered at Seaham, Durham, on 5th April 2005. This is
the first time that this distinctive taxon, which breeds in eastern China and winters
in southeast Asia, has occurred in Britain or the Western Palearctic. Circumstances
leading to the discovery and subsequent identification are described. Systematics
and relationships within the White Wagtail complex and vagrancy to Europe by
eastern races of White Wagtail are discussed briefly. 

I
n early 2005, I moved to the beautiful
coastal town of  Seaham in County
Durham. By April, having had little time

for birding and not having met any local
birders, I was completely unprepared for
finding a rarity, let alone a first for the
Western Palearctic! This was an unconven-
tional find in many ways: it was a distinctive
but unfamiliar race of a common and wide-
spread British bird, but was one that I had
not heard of previously, and neither had
most of the people I contacted while trying
to piece together the identification. Conse-
quently, that thrilling ‘eureka moment’ which
occurs when most ‘firsts’ are found and the
identification is clinched did not really
happen. The significance of the discovery
only gradually became clear, and the closest I
got to a ‘eureka moment’ came a month later,
in China, when I set eyes on my second ever
‘Amur Wagtail’, the distinctive leucopsis race
of White Wagtail Motacilla alba, and realised
that my bird really was the same. 

Circumstances
On the afternoon of 5th April 2005, I was
birding an area of wasteland on the site of the
old Vane Tempest colliery, which had some
areas of standing water and scrubby vegeta-

tion. I was still feeling my way around a new
local patch and this area, just a short distance
from my house, looked quite promising. I
soon noticed an unfamiliar wagtail, which,
compared with nearby Pied Wagtails M. a.
yarrellii , had much more white in its
plumage. It was a very attractive bird and I
was particularly taken by the white throat,
isolated black bib and the large white patch
across the wing-coverts. In fact, it was suffi-
ciently distinctive that I made a quick field
sketch – a rarity in itself – but my intuition
told me that this was probably a partial
albino Pied Wagtail. I then left to visit
another area of Seaham.
On my way home, I passed by the same

area and enjoyed closer views of the wagtail.
At this point I noted that the large white
patch across the wings was formed by the
greater coverts, which had very faint grey
centres. I also noted that the bird’s under-
parts were entirely white apart from the black
bib patch, and that it lacked the smoky-grey
flanks of Pied Wagtail. The open, pure-white
face, contrasting with the black cap and
mantle, superficially reminded me of the 
calcarata race of Citrine Wagtail M. citreola,
which I had recently seen in Ladakh, India. 
Although the ‘funny wagtail’, as I was now



thinking of it, showed no obvious signs of
albinism (apart from having more white in
its plumage than yarrellii), this still seemed
the most likely explanation for its unusual
appearance. However, I was aware that mul-
tiple forms of alba and related wagtails exist
in North Africa and across Asia, so I returned
home to see if any of my field guides illus-
trated something similar. In my modest book
collection, the Pocket Guide to the Birds of the
Indian Subcontinent (Grimmett et al. 1999)
and A Field Guide to the Birds of Japan (Wild
Bird Society of Japan 1982) con-
tained illustrations resembling my
bird – in fact only half a bird is illus-
trated in the former! Both pointed to
it being a male White Wagtail of the
race leucopsis! As it is a race, no com-
monly used English name was men-
tioned in these field guides.
Subsequently, the wonderfully
evocative name ‘Amur Wagtail’ was
coined and has since become widely
used. 
I have to confess that at the time I

had never heard of leucopsis and
since neither book contained much
text on that particular taxon, I
looked for further evidence on the
internet. I was pleasantly surprised
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to find a photograph, taken in South Korea,
of a bird that was virtually identical to the
Seaham bird. Not knowing any local birders,
I telephoned Tim Cleeves, who confirmed
that my description matched an illustration
of adult male leucopsis depicted in A Field
Guide to the Birds of Korea (Lee et al. 2000),
and he politely suggested that I should get
back out and photograph it! In fading light, I
obtained some dreadful photographs, which,
nonetheless, successfully captured some of
the features I had observed in the field. 

129 & 130. Adult ‘Amur Wagtail’ Motacilla alba leucopsis, Seaham, Durham, 5th–6th April 2005.
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Description
The following description is based on obser-
vations made in the field through binoculars
and telescope, down to 3 m. 

General impression and shape 
These appeared very similar to a typical alba
wagtail in all respects. If there were any struc-
tural differences from the accompanying
yarrellii, these were too subtle for me to
detect.

Upperparts 
The crown, nape, mantle, back, rump, upper-
tail-coverts and centre of the tail combined to
form continuous, solidly black upperparts
which contrasted beautifully with white areas
of plumage. In the very strongest sunlight,
there was a hint of dark grey on the back but
this may have been due to reflected light. The
forehead and entire face were bright, clean,
dazzling white. The black crown started above
and level with the eye, while the black nape
skirted widely around the back of the ear-
coverts onto the mantle. Depending on the
bird’s posture, the dividing line between the
white and black areas at the rear of the ear-
coverts occasionally kinked backwards (white
into black). The general appearance of the tail
was black with white edges; yet, although the
outer tail feathers were white on the outer web,
I did not see the inner webs. I had a brief view

of the second-out-
ermost tail feather
on one side, which
was black with
white on at least
part of  the outer
web. The feathers 
of either the rump
or the uppertail-
coverts were some-
times visible below
the primaries,
giving the impres-
sion of some black
coloration on the
sides of the vent or
rear flanks. This is
something that I
have also observed
on Pied Wagtails
and usually varies
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Fig. 1. Field sketch of ‘Amur Wagtail’ Motacilla alba leucopsis, at Seaham,
Durham, on 6th April 2005.
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The next morning, I found the wagtail in

the same area and this time I was able to
examine it through my telescope. In partic-
ular, the bare parts and the eyes were dark
and I confirmed that the general plumage
pattern was the same on each side of the bird.
These features finally convinced me that this
was not an aberrant individual or a partially
albino Pied Wagtail. At this point, I phoned
John McLoughlin of Birdline North East. We
discussed the bird and I e-mailed him a com-
pilation of my poor-quality photographs. I
had also made a second sketch of the wagtail
(fig. 1), in which I added more detail
obtained from telescope views, and I 
e-mailed a scan of this to John as well. While
speaking to John, very good telescope views
enabled me to confirm that the greater
coverts had faint grey centres and, once
again, that the bare parts were dark. At this
point (midday), we decided that news of the
bird should be released as an apparent leu-
copsisWhite Wagtail. 
The first birders began to arrive about 90

minutes later and a small number were
present for the rest of the day. Throughout
Wednesday 6th April, the bird remained in
the area and gave views down to a distance of
3 m. I was told that it was last seen at about
7.30 pm, when it flew off to the north. There
was no sign of the wagtail on 7th April and it
was not seen again.



depending on posture, in particular according
to the position of the wings.
The scapulars and lesser coverts were

black and, at medium or long range,
appeared to join with the black upperparts.
At close range, however, a very thin, broken,
wispy line of silvery feather tips could be seen
across the top edge of the scapulars, sepa-
rating them from the mantle. The overall
impression of the wings was of a white panel
across the coverts and black flight feathers
with broad white fringes. Closer views of the
greater coverts revealed faint grey centres to
each feather, surrounded by wide, white
fringes. The effect created was that the grey
centres appeared to be visible through the
fringes of the next feather along. The median
coverts clearly had broad white fringes or
tips, making it impossible for me to judge
whether the bases or centres of these feathers
were black, or if they were completely white –
judging the exact pattern of tracts of feathers
in areas of uniform black and white proved
to be quite a challenge! The alula was black.
The tertials had black centres with broad
white fringes, although I did not note the
precise shape of the centres/fringes. I did not
specifically note the colour of the primaries,
secondaries or primary coverts. Apart from
the centres of  the greater coverts, every
visible part of the wings was either pure black
or pure white.

Underparts 
The chin and throat were pure white, contin-
uous with the face and forehead. The upper
breast was black, in the shape of a bib (or a
semicircle with the curved edge facing down-
wards). The lower breast, belly, vent, under-
tail-coverts and flanks were clean white. The
black bib was isolated in the otherwise white
underparts because the white of the face was
joined to the white flanks via the white sides
to the breast past the bend of the wing. This
is a feature I associate with M. a. alba and
not M. a. yarrellii. Close telescope views
revealed fine white fringes on some of the
feathers at the junction between the white
throat and the black breast, resulting in the
upper edge to the bib being much less clean-
cut than the lower edge. Again these fringes
were so fine that they created a silvery
appearance. Brief views of the underwing

revealed clean white underwing-coverts. 

Bare parts 
Legs and feet dark grey, iris dark. The bill was
dark grey with a bluish tinge, darkest at the
tip and base. On some occasions parts of the
bill looked brown owing to dried mud
sticking to it.

Voice 
To my ears, those few calls that I could
attribute directly to the Amur Wagtail
appeared typical of alba wagtails. During one
sunny spell, it gave a brief snatch of scratchy
song, which contained typical alba wagtail
sounds.

Comparison with Pied Wagtail 
The Seaham wagtail was a particularly
striking individual, appearing essentially
black and white, and even more contrasting
than an adult male Pied Wagtail. This was
due to (i) the virtual absence of any colour
other than black or white in its plumage,
unlike Pied Wagtail which has, for example,
sooty-grey flanks; (ii) more extensive areas of
white than Pied Wagtail, including the face,
wing-coverts, tertial fringes and underparts;
and (iii) the black upperparts appearing even
darker than those of Pied Wagtail. In terms of
behaviour and general jizz, there was no dis-
cernible difference between these two forms.
Despite my initial fears, nothing from my

observations or the available photographs led
me to believe that the Seaham wagtail
showed any indications of albinism that may
have caused a Pied Wagtail to resemble leu-
copsis. On the contrary, there are a number of
points which, taken together, make a strong
argument against albinism. In particular,
there was no pink coloration to any of the
bare parts; each feather tract appeared simi-
larly marked on each side of the bird – to
stress this point, I could not see irregular pale
markings in any feathers; and transitions
between white and black areas of plumage
were very sharp, including between the
centres and fringes of some feathers. The
only exceptions to this were the greyish
centres to the greater coverts and the transi-
tion between the upper edge of the black bib
and the white throat. I have found both of
these features illustrated on leucopsis depicted
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in field guides and in photographs on the
internet. In addition, I have subsequently
observed both of these features on leucopsis
in the field in China. Furthermore, the com-
bination of black-and-white plumage on this
bird matches exactly that of a breeding-
plumaged adult male leucopsis. For a male
Pied Wagtail to resemble a male leucopsis it
would have to display aberrant white
plumage on the throat and flanks (but not
the breast) as well as the greater coverts and
tertials (but not the lesser coverts). In other
words, patchy but symmetrical albinism on
the underparts, and symmetrical albinism
affecting the fringes of two feather tracts of
the upperparts. The probability of this com-
bination creating the exact appearance of leu-
copsismust be extraordinarily small.

Distribution
White Wagtail has one of the most extensive
breeding ranges of any passerine, extending
from eastern Greenland to include Iceland,
northwest Africa, Europe and much of Asia
north of the tropics (fig. 2). It also breeds
locally in coastal regions of western Alaska,
USA. Across this vast range there is consider-
able geographical variation and nine distinc-
tive races are recognised. The race leucopsis
occupies the southeastern limit of the range,
and although northern populations are
migratory, this race is not usually thought of
as being a long-distance migrant, making it
one of the more unlikely Asian passerine
vagrants to reach Europe. The northern limit
of the breeding range lies in the Amur region
of southeastern Siberia in the Russian Far

East. From here it extends
south through northeastern
China, the Korean Peninsula
and has recently expanded
into Kyushu and south-
western Honshu in southern
Japan. To the south leucopsis
breeds in Taiwan and
throughout eastern and
southern China to coastal
Hong Kong. The western
limit of the range lies across
central China, extending
from northern Ningxia
south through Gansu,
central Qinghai, northern
and central Sichuan to
central Guizhou and
northern Guangxi (Cheng
1987; Alström & Mild
2003).
Northern breeders are

migratory, wintering in
China mostly south of the
Yangtze River, but also
including southernmost
Japan and Taiwan. The race
also winters throughout
much of  Indochina and
northern Thailand, Burma,
the Andaman Islands,
Bangladesh and northeast
India (Smythies 1986;
Cheng 1987; Robson 2000).
It becomes progressively less
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131 & 132. Adult ‘AmurWagtail’ Motacilla alba leucopsis, Seaham,
Durham, 5th–6th April 2005.
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numerous to the west across northern India
to Nepal, with birds occasionally occurring
west to Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and the
Punjab (Inskipp & Inskipp 1991; Alström &
Mild 2003; Rasmussen & Anderton 2005).
Vagrants have reached Australia on nine
occasions to May 2005 (e.g. Carter et al. 1995,
Palliser 2006).
Given the time of year, it is unlikely that

the Seaham Amur Wagtail was a recent
arrival from eastern Asia. A more likely scen -
ario is that it arrived in Europe at some point
during the previous autumn. Perhaps, having
successfully overwintered in Europe or
Africa, it began its northward migration at a
time coinciding with that of Pied Wagtails
returning to their breeding grounds. Its
arrival at Seaham coincided with a period of
heavy rain and gale-force winds and this may
have encouraged it to remain for a two-day
period. During its stay, Pied Wagtails were
moving north through the area, and occa-
sionally would drop in to join it. On these
occasions, interaction with the Pied Wagtails
(both male and female) was noted, with the
leucopsis and the Pied Wagtails repeatedly
chasing each other. 

Relationships within the 
White Wagtail complex
Although the White Wagtail is usually treated
as a single, wide-ranging, polytypic species,
some authorities do recognise individual
races as distinct species. For example, Sang-
ster et al. (1999) proposed treating each
taxon as a species under the Phylogenetic
Species Concept. Others have adopted a less
radical approach and suggested treating just
one or two of the more distinctive races as
species. For example, Stepanyan (2003)
treated the central Asian personata and the
form lugens, which has its breeding range
centred on the Sea of Okhotsk, as distinct
species. Although supported in some quar-
ters, these splits are not widely recognised
and generally have not been adopted in
Europe. Alström & Mild (2003) discussed in
considerable detail the relationship between
all taxa forming the White Wagtail complex.
They concluded that lugens interbreeds with
the expanding leucopsis population in
southern Japan. They also questioned
whether claims that these taxa are reproduc-
tively isolated where they meet in eastern
Russia had been satisfactorily demonstrated.
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Fig. 2. Breeding range of White Wagtail Motacilla alba showing the distribution of the various races.
The borders between the subspecies, and the width of the intergradation zones, are only provisional
outside the Western Palearctic. Furthermore, only well-described zones of intergradation are marked.
Thus, there may also be such zones between, for example, leucopsis and baicalensis, but published
proof is lacking. Reproduced from Alström & Mild (2003), with permission of the publishers,
Christopher Helm/A&C Black.



It is not known for certain whether leucopsis
intergrades with alboides or baicalensis where
their respective ranges meet. In summary,
there is no evidence to suggest that these taxa
behave as separate species where they meet.
Alström & Mild (2003) showed that the

mitochondrial-DNA tree for White Wagtail is
separated into two branches, or clades: one
comprises alba, yarrellii, baicalensis, ocularis,
lugens and subpersonata, while the second
includes alboides, personata and leucopsis.
(However, they emphasised that the relation-
ship of leucopsis to other forms was in partic-
ular need of clarification because its genetic
position, within the alboides clade, is at odds
with aspects of the adult male plumage that
look similar to those in the alba clade.) Under
the Monophyletic Species Concept, they felt
that it would be acceptable to treat these two
clades as separate species: M. alba (with six
races) and M. alboides (with three races).
However, the molecular data do not support
selecting an individual taxon from within either
clade and treating it as a species in isolation
from others in the same clade. Moreover, if the
white wagtails were to be split, it is not clear
(for the reasons outlined above) which side of
the split leucopsis would be on. Alström & Mild
also pointed out that genetic divergence within
the White Wagtail complex is small compared
with that between other black-and-white wag-
tails currently treated as species and does not
support the recognition of two or more species.
Ultimately, they chose to continue to treat the
nine taxa as races of a single species.

European records of vagrant races
of White Wagtail 
In addition to nominate alba and yarrellii, a
further three races within the White Wagtail
complex have occurred in Europe. As well as
the Seaham bird, a female leucopsis was
reported from Farsund, Norway, on 1st–2nd
November 2008. There are four European
records of personata: Cyprus, 22nd Sep-
tember 1966; Lista, Norway, 15th November
2003 to 9th April 2004 (Eggen 2003); Glabo,
Öland, Sweden, 29th April 2006; Risør,
Norway, 21st September 2007. In addition,
vagrants of the northwest African race, sub-
personata, occurred in Portugal, 13th–14th

July 1995; Corsica, 15th May 1997; Gibraltar
from late July to 6th August 2006; and Spain
on 24th March 2007 and 25th March 2009
(Slack 2009). Just beyond the Western
Palearctic, there is one record of leucopsis
from Oman, at Al Ansab lagoons on 24th
February 2005. Clearly, White Wagtails are
worthy of closer scrutiny. 
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Editorial comment Adam Rowlands, Chairman of BBRC, commented: ‘This record is
clearly remarkable, but was well documented with high-quality photographs and a
comprehensive description. While variation among wagtails can cause significant problems when
distinguishing vagrant individuals of well-defined subspecies from occasional mutant or
aberrantly plumaged birds, this appears to affect the alba complex less than the flava complex.
This individual clearly showed the full suite of characters to enable its identification as the
eastern form leucopsis. The ageing and sexing provoked some discussion, with the suspicion that
it may well have been an adult male, but the overall conclusion was that the sex could not be
established beyond doubt on plumage characters, although the fact that it gave brief snatches of
song suggest it was probably a male. 
‘The identification was accepted unanimously on first circulation. Criteria used to identify

this form were explored during the initial stages of the assessment process and the outcome of
those studies (augmented by further study of skins at the NHM, Tring, both at the time and sub-
sequently) form the basis of the following paper. This was especially relevant given the informal
submission of descriptions and sketches of a bird on Scilly in October 1981. That individual
showed a reduced black breast patch and extensive white in the wing-coverts, but also had exten-
sive dark feathering on the flanks in combination with black upperparts, which indicates that it
was a variant yarrellii. This highlights that aberrant birds do have to be considered when
searching for potential vagrant leucopsis. BBRC would welcome further claims of this form, and
the occurrence of the 2008 Norwegian bird confirms that birders in northwest Europe should be
aware of the potential for future autumn vagrants.’
Bob McGowan, Chairman of BOURC, commented: ‘As noted in the main paper, the White

Wagtail has a remarkably extensive breeding range and the nine recognised subspecies reflect the
wide range of habitats in which it is found. 
‘The wagtail at Seaham was initially considered by Stephen Addinall to be an aberrantly

plumaged Pied Wagtail. Fortunately, sustained curiosity and further research quickly established
it to be a male White Wagtail of the race leucopsis and not an atypical Pied Wagtail with plumage
that perfectly resembled that of leucopsis in all respects. 
‘BOURC was satisfied that this striking bird was indeed an Amur Wagtail. In addition to the

description and photographs in the file, the Committee’s considerations were helped by com-
ments published by Brett Richards in Birdwatch (June 2005) following examination of a series of
skins of yarrellii and leucopsis at the NMH, Tring. Assessment of vagrancy potential yielded a
spectrum of views (from ‘possible’ to ‘very unlikely’) but with a consensus around unlikely to
very unlikely. No evidence of trade was found despite a thorough search and, the April date
notwithstanding, the Committee felt able to accept this race to Category A of the British List. 
‘Extralimital occurrences of leucopsis include nine instances of vagrancy to Australia, one

record from Oman in February 2005, and one from Norway in November 2008. This is one of
the most amazing examples of vagrancy from the east that the Committee has assessed and it
must extend our perception of what other vagrants could get to Britain.’

Steve Addinall, Chris Batty and Chris Bell have donated their fees for the text and images for this
paper to Vaila’s Fund (www.vailasfund.co.uk), established in memory of Vaila Harvey to help
young people from Shetland to achieve their aspirations through international study.
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