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O
n 15th October 2006, Kris Webb found
an interesting Hippolais warbler at
Green Farm on St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly.

This bird came to generate much interest and
debate throughout the course of its stay, and
beyond; many birders were of the opinion that
it was undoubtedly a Sykes’s Warbler H. rama,
while others believed that it was a Booted
Warbler H. caligata. Without doubt this was a
challenging individual, as it appeared to show
features that fitted both species. It was an adult
bird, and its worn and faded appearance fell
outside the range of experience of many
observers familiar with fresh, first-winter
Booted Warblers in Britain in autumn. Given
that Sykes’s Warbler is still an extreme rarity in
Britain, and that there has yet to be an easily
accessible, mainland record, many birders were
unfamiliar with that species’ appearance in the
field. Nonetheless, many had preconceived ideas
of what Sykes’s should look like and positions
quickly became entrenched. In such circum-
stances, there is always a danger that weight of
opinion will sway discussion in favour of the
rarer option; in this case focusing on pro-
Sykes’s characters, while neglecting pro-Booted
features. During the evaluation of this record,
BBRC consulted widely with observers familiar
with both species and their opinions and
expertise formed an important part of the
assessment process – which ultimately con-
cluded that the bird was a Booted Warbler.

BBRC is aware that some observers consider
the decision reached to be flawed. This is
inevitable with difficult and contentious
records, and this was a particularly challenging

record to assess. This short paper aims to
present a balanced account of the identification
process and to set out the reasons for the deci-
sion to accept the bird as a Booted Warbler
(Brit. Birds 102: 582). BBRC will reassess
records, as long as additional evidence comes to
light that points to an incorrect decision having
been made. In this case, if any firsthand evi-
dence is submitted to the Committee which
suggests that this identification may be incor-
rect, then the record will be reconsidered.

Appearance in the field
Establishing that this bird was one of the
smaller Hippolais warblers was quite straight-
forward: its sandy-brown upperparts, pale
underparts, characteristic face pattern, leg
colour and behaviour soon narrowed down the
options. Although at times there was a sugges-
tion of Eastern Olivaceous Warbler H. pallida
about it, the lack of a pale panel in the second-
aries and its relatively small size pointed to it
being either Booted or Sykes’s.

By the end of the first day of its stay, the bird
was being broadcast as a Booted Warbler, but
after a night of debate in the pubs on St Mary’s,
serious questions were being asked about that
diagnosis by the following morning. If it was a
Booted Warbler, why did it appear so long-billed?
Why were the tertials so plain (lacking the
expected darker centres and paler fringes)? Why
did the bill appear to lack dark sides to the tip of
the lower mandible? Furthermore, the general
impression was of a ‘gangly’ and ‘elongated’
warbler, quite different from the usual compact
and Phylloscopus-like structure of Booted.
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When I first saw the bird, on 17th October,
my immediate thoughts were that it ‘felt’ more
like a Sykes’s Warbler, with its flat head, rela-
tively long bill and plain wings all influencing
this impression. On the other hand, the head
pattern seemed quite distinct, although
assessing this was difficult. On some of the
photos, and in the field, the bird appeared to
have a fairly broad supercilium, extending (and
flaring) beyond the eye, with a dark border to
the upper edge – a classic Booted feature.
Clearly this was an interesting individual. After
several visits to watch the bird, I had become
more confused than when I started!

As part of an internal (unpublished) BBRC
review, Paul Harvey and Grahame Walbridge
had previously established criteria for sepa-
rating Booted from Sykes’s Warblers in the field.
Summarising their findings, a Sykes’s Warbler,
in comparison with a Booted, should:

• be shorter-winged (with a very short
primary projection) and longer tailed;

• appear small-headed (perhaps as a result of
the generally longer bill) and slimmer
(perhaps as a function of the longer tail and
typically more horizontal stance with quite
long-looking legs, which in combination can
suggest an Acrocephalus warbler);

• have a long but fine-looking bill in a side
view; the bill should appear fine-pointed but
broad-based from below;

• be paler, sandier-buff than Booted, with the
wings appearing very uniform;

• not show any rusty or buff tones to breast
sides or flanks;

• show a plainer head pattern;

• show more prominent white tips to the
second-outermost tail feathers;

• never show a distinct dark tip to the lower
mandible;

• show grey tones to the legs;

• perhaps be more vocal than Booted
(although more work is clearly needed on
calls);

• show a preference for taller vegetation
(trees/bushes) when they are available rather
than the low cover favoured by Booted; and

• show variable tail movement (including
cocking and spreading) on a frequent basis.
Applying these criteria to the Green Farm

bird in the field proved to be less than straight-
forward, as good views are required to establish
these generally subtle features clearly. For
example, Sykes’s should show a fine, relatively

long and pointed bill when viewed from the
side, with a broad base when viewed from
below. Establishing this in the field proved to be
impossible – the tip of the lower mandible
seemed to change shape depending on the light.
Similarly, judging the relative wing and tail
length was also difficult in the field and deemed
of little real value at the time. Clearly, some fea-
tures are particularly difficult to be certain
about in the field.

Behaviour
Behaviour can often be important when
attempting to separate otherwise very similar
species and this can be conveyed only by careful
observation and field notes or video sequences.
Still photographs rarely portray behaviour ade-
quately. Throughout its stay the bird favoured a
weedy field, where it fed close to the ground,
only seeking shelter in the surrounding hedges
and taller trees when disturbed. Although
behaviour and habitat preferences are generally
regarded as relatively ‘soft’ identification fea-
tures (especially in a vagrant context), this
would be a pointer towards Booted, with Sykes’s
normally preferring to feed in taller bushes and
scrub. During the many hours that I watched
the bird, I did not notice any distinctive tail
movements, and none was mentioned in any of
the submissions made to BBRC.

Call
Another potentially useful feature would have
been a sound recording of the bird’s call.
Although this situation may be changing gradu-
ally, in autumn 2006 very few birders in Britain
were carrying any form of sound-recording
equipment. Initially BBRC entertained hopes
that the bird’s call may have been picked up on
camcorder footage, but sadly that was not to be
the case. Constantine et al. (2006) compared the
(very subtle) differences in call between Booted
and Sykes’s Warblers; they considered the calls
of Booted to be somewhat longer in duration,
and to sound like somebody striking a match.
Sykes’s gives shorter calls, sounding more like a
tongue-click. Jännes (2002) noted that the tone
of the chrrt call of Booted, compared with that
of Sykes’s, is drier (lacking an audible ‘s’-
sound), slightly more grating, and also sounds
somewhat lower-pitched. Compared with
Booted, the lack of a grating quality (no audible
‘r’-sound in the call) and the presence of a
strong ‘s’-sound gives Sykes’s a more ‘liquid’
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quality. Unfortunately, only one person claimed
to have heard the call of the Green Farm bird
and as he had no previous experience of the call
of Sykes’s, the transcription was of limited
value.

Identification in the hand
On 20th October, the bird was
trapped and it was hoped that
biometrics and wing formula
would resolve the controversy.
While the bird was being
processed by Jim Askins, I tele-
phoned Grahame Walbridge to
check which measurements
should be taken to ensure that
the identification could be
established beyond doubt.
Grahame confirmed that the
key features that needed to be
measured precisely were bill, tail
and wing length, the length of
the first primary (P1), and the
position of P2 relative to the
other primaries (primaries
numbered ascendantly).

Comparing the measure-
ments of the Green Farm
warbler with those of known
Booted and Sykes’s Warblers, it
can be seen that both bill length
and tail length would be right at
the lower end of the range for
Sykes’s Warbler, but well within
the range of Booted. Further-
more, the second primary (P2)
would be exceptionally long for
Sykes’s (P2 = 6/7), placing it
within the top 5% of all Sykes’s,
but close to the mean for
Booted Warbler. In fact, P2 fell
closer to the tip of P6 than P7,
making it an even less likely fit
for Sykes’s. The measurements
and wing formula do not rule
out Sykes’s, but it was consid-
ered that the likelihood of a
short-billed, short-tailed Sykes’s
also having an exceptionally
long P2 would be statistically
remote. In short, combined
with field characters discussed
above, support for Sykes’s is
lacking while identification as

Booted Warbler is strongly supported. The bio-
metrics and photographs of the bird in the
hand were sent to Lars Svensson, who replied
that, in his view, the bird’s appearance and bio-
metrics pointed towards Booted Warbler.

397–399. The Green Farm Booted Warbler Hippolais caligata,
St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly, October 2006.
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DNA analysis
During processing, some feathers from the bird
were lost, which presented the opportunity for
mitochrondrial-DNA analysis. Urban Olsson
kindly agreed to undertake this work. After
analysing the feathers sent to him, he com-
mented: ‘I can give you an identification based
on the cytochrome-b gene. Your bird differs
0.5% from published sequences of caligata and
6.6% from rama, which means that there are
only two options: either the bird is a Booted
Warbler, or it is a hybrid, with a Booted Warbler
as the mother. I have no reason to suspect the
latter scenario, but the method I use does not
rule out that possibility.’

BBRC circulation
The submission to BBRC consisted of photo-
graphs and video recordings of the bird in the
field, a full set of biometric data taken when the
bird was trapped, together with in-the-hand
photographs, plus my additional notes and

comments. On its first circulation it was
accepted by all ten voting members as a Booted
Warbler; the biometric data was crucial, and
without it the bird would almost certainly have
been accepted only as Booted or Sykes’s. Most
members drew attention to the fact that they
understood the problems involved with the
identification of this bird in the field, with
several contradictory features being noted. It
should also be pointed out that during circula-
tion the results of the DNA investigation had
not been received, and so this did not influence
members when making their decisions. Given
the difficulties of assessing this record, it was
felt that a short summary of the comments
made by voting members would be helpful to
enable readers to understand how the decision
to accept as Booted Warbler was reached.

Wing and tail structure
Wing and tail measurements were key factors in
the identification of this bird. The length of P2,
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Wing length 60.5
Bill to feathering 10.1
Bill to skull 14.3
Bill width at feather base 3.5
Tarsus 20.4
Tail length 48
Tail graduation 3
Tail/wing ratio 0.79
Weight 9.7 g

P1 P2 P3e P4e P5e P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P2–P1
pc+4.5 4 wp 0.5 1.5 3.5 6 8 10.5 11.5 24

Table 2. Measurements (mm) and wing structure of the Green Farm Booted Warbler Hippolais caligata,
trapped on St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly on 20th October 2006.This table includes comparative data collated by 

Paul Harvey and Grahame Walbridge on behalf of BBRC, together with additional data from Svensson (2003)
and David Pearson (in litt.).

Green Farm warbler Sykes’s Warbler Booted Warbler
bill (to skull) 14.3 14.0–16.8 12.0–15.0
wing length 60.5 57–66 56–65
tail length 48 46–57 40–51
tail/wing ratio (x100) 79.3 78.1–93.2 68.9–82.1

(only 3% <81.0) (only 2% >81.0) 
position of P1 (P1>pc) 4.5 3.5–10 2–8
P2 = P5/6 2%
P2 = P6 8%
P2 = P6/7 � 5% 50%
P2 = P7 7% 21%
P2 = P7/8 44% 18%
P2 = P8 24% 1%
P2 = P8/9 15%
P2 = P9 4%
P2 = P9/10 1%

Table 1. Biometrics and wing formula of the Green Farm
Booted Warbler Hippolais caligata.The positions of all

primaries are measured from the tip of the longest primary
(P3), which formed the wing point (wp); except P1, which is

measured from the tip of the longest primary covert (pc), and
the distance between the tips of P2 and P1. Primaries with
suffix ‘e’ are emarginated. All measurements in mm unless

otherwise stated.The bird was aged as an adult based on the
extent of plumage wear, and bleaching to the primary tips.
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a straightforward measurement for an experi-
enced ringer to take, fell between P6 and P7.
According to Svensson (2003), only 5% of his
sample of rama had P2 falling between P6 and
P7, while 50% of his Booted sample met this
criterion. Tail length is a good fit for Booted but
is extremely short for Sykes’s – falling within the
lower end of the range for Sykes’s. The tail/wing
ratio clearly points to Booted.

Bill structure
At 14.3 mm, bill length is undoubtedly on the
short side for rama and fits caligata much
better. To some voters, the bill structure looked
like that of caligata – shortish, deeper-based
with the culmen slightly curved. Sykes’s has a
longer, proportionately less deep bill, with
almost parallel sides (straighter, less decurved).
Other views were also voiced, however, with one
member commenting that the bird in the
photos submitted didn’t look like a Booted
Warbler to him: ‘though in-hand postures can
be quite different from field views, of course.
The bill looks too long, the head rather flat, the
eye rather small and, all in all, it must be quite
close in appearance to Sykes’s.’

Plumage
Plumage was not considered to be particularly
helpful one way or the other, although many
members considered that the conspicuous
supercilium was a better fit for Booted. The
rather plain appearance to the upperparts, par-
ticularly the tertials and coverts, gave the bird
little contrast above and it rather resembled
Sykes’s in this respect, although the fact that it
was a worn adult may be a significant factor
here.

Conclusions
Despite the measurements favouring Booted, all
fell within the overlap zone for both species and
no single measurement proved diagnostic for

either species. However, all fell well within the
range for Booted but much closer to the limits
for Sykes’s, making Booted a better overall fit.
Field observation of plumage characters and
bill structure suggested Sykes’s but the promi-
nence of the supercilium, particularly behind
the eye, favoured Booted, and behaviour was
also more in keeping with Booted.

This was clearly a challenging individual and
its importance to BBRC in our understanding
of this difficult species pair cannot be underes-
timated. It provided a valuable opportunity to
check that we are separating the two species
correctly, and we can only learn from this.
Acceptance as Booted Warbler based on bio-
metrics, morphology and behaviour proved to
be unanimous and is consistent with the guide-
lines BBRC has developed in its approach to
this species pair. When the results of the
mtDNA investigation, which provided impor-
tant supporting evidence to back up the field
and in-hand identifications, were later added to
the discussion, this bolstered confidence in our
criteria.
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