Example Descriptions Accepted by the Sussex Ornithological Society Records Committee

To aid members in submitting records to the Committee a selection of accepted descriptions are published below. When submitting a record all observers should remember to base their description on what they actually saw and not what they think they should have seen or later found in a book, photograph or on the internet.

All the descriptions shown here have been accepted by either the SOSRC or BBRC, and should only be used as a guide on the style and format of submissions and what information is required.

All records submitted must have the first page completed as per the Description Form. As this is self-explanatory the first sheets are not included for each description but a fictional generic one has been completed for information.

All descriptions shown here have been kindly contributed by the observers whose names appear alongside each individual record.
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SUSSEX ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY RECORDS COMMITTEE

SCARCE RECORDS FORM

                                                                                                                                                   For SOS Use: SOSRC/BBRC
SPECIES:  Whooper Swan                                                                                                          Record No.: 

Number of birds: Two                                              Age/Sex: Adults                                         Species No.: 0154
PLACE:  Chichester GPs                                         Grid reference (6 figs if possible, please): SU872034
DATE: 13th January 2009
Times: 9.30-10.30am

Total duration: One Hour

Dates of earlier/later sightings: Also seen on 14th January 2009 at least.
OBSERVER (BLOCK CAPITALS): A.N. Observer
(please include full initials)

Postal Address: 1 The Croft, Bird Street, Birdham, West Sussex
Post code: PO20 12S
Telephone No.: 01243 2225551
e-mail address: ANObserver@Hitmail.com
Other Observers: Also seen by A. Birder, S. Napper and T. Witcher
Who found it?: A.N. Observer
Who first identified it?: A.N. Observer

Who else is reporting it?: No-one as far as I know

Was it photographed?: Yes
Photographers: S. Napper
Was it trapped for ringing?: No
Ringer:  N/A

If dead, is it preserved?: Not Dead
Where?: N/A

Binoculars used: 7x42 Zeiss BGAT
Telescope used: Not used
Distance from bird: 30 metres at closest and up to 100 metres
Weather conditions: Bright, sunny clear with patchy cloud and quite cold NE wind. About 7oC.
Light in relation to Observer: Above and behind.
Previous experience of species: Have seen several in the UK including some in Sussex and some abroad on holidays in Scandinavia.

Experience of similar species, that day: Mute Swan present on Gravel Pits and earlier in the day saw Bewick’s Swans nearby.
previously: Have seen Mute Swan on many occasions and Bewick’s Swans each winter in Sussex.

Do you wish to be notified of acceptance or non-acceptance?:  By e-mail YES/NO   or   By Post:YES/NO
If Yes by post, please attach a 2nd class stamp ----------------------------------------------------------------------------->loosely here

---oooOooo---

---oooOooo---
Example Descriptions

Example Description 1

Tawny Pipit, 1, Immature, Beachy Head, East Sussex approximately 800 yards Northof the Beachy Head Hotel, 15th September 1978, 9am-9.10am. Observers RH Smith, HL Smith, RJ Smith, et al.
Weather: Light E. wind, cloud 0/8, some mist but minimum visibility 800 yards; bright sunlight from behind observers.

Optical aids used: 9x35 Ross binoculars.

Previous experience: Saw many in Italy in 1977 during a 2-week holiday.

Experience of similar species: Very familiar with Meadow and Tree Pipits. Have not seen Richard’s Pipit.

Account: At 900, with my wife and son, I was just getting out of my car at the location given above when my son drew our attention to a bird approaching from the west, flying about fifty feet up. Its flight was rather wagtail-like, with long shallow loops, but it looked too big. It was calling, at quite long intervals, with a quite loud, far carrying “chrillp” vaguely resembling the call of a Pied Wagtail but with a sparrow-like quality. Once it added a quieter “chup” call. My wife and I immediately recognised the call as that of a Tawny Pipit. It flew directly over us and we could see that it was obviously a pipit but bigger than a Tree Pipit, rather “chesty” in shape and with a long tail of similar relative proportions to that of a Yellow Wagtail. Still calling, it circled and landed in a field about 100 yards away. We decided to go and get a closer look. We were joined at this point by some other birders. In the field we flushed two Meadow Pipits and then the Tawny. It flew round us and settled again. We were able to observe it for five minutes at a minimum range of 15 yards. We left it undisturbed in case we met others who would wish to see it.

Description: A large Pipit, larger than Tree, with the proportions of Yellow Wagtail, heavy chested and with a long tail also of similar proportions to Yellow Wagtail. The tip of the tail almost touched the ground when the bird adopted an upright stance between short swift runs. The tail was not wagged up and down but appeared to quiver occasionally. Overall a light mousy colouration with very pale underparts, lacking any olive tone. Forehead, crown and nape, a neutral grey-brown with very fine streaking only visible at closest range. Mantle (or back) similar, perhaps slightly paler, with slightly darker centres to feathers so as to form parallel streaks which were not at all conspicuous. Rump not seen. Tail dark, blackish brown with not very obvious pale outer tail feathers. Folded wings were of similar colour to the mantle with some pale edgings to the feathers near the carpal joint. Very obvious was a line of feathers (coverts) with rich brown centres and quite bright pale edgings, which formed a bar across the wing. The flight feathers were darkish brown on the primaries (near the bottom edge of the wing) but more greyish above (on the secondaries) all with fairly distinct buffish edges. I have forgotten to say that on the head, the bird had quite a conspicuous pale, buffer superciliary stripe which ran from just in front of the eye to the back of the ear-coverts and broadest above the eye. It faded towards the nape and was not at all clear-cut though it showed up well in the bright sunlight. The ear coverts were quite a warm buffy-brown. The chin and throat were off-white with a slight buffy tinge. The upper breast had a rather warmer buffy tinge and there was a quite pronounced overlay of fine streaks, more obvious at the sides. The lower breast and belly were unstreaked off-white with a more buffy tinge perhaps towards the tail but this was difficult to be sure of because of the heavy shadow.

The bill was long and rather curved and I think had a darker tip. It held it in a rather “snooty” fashion when it was looking about. The legs, which we saw only twice clearly because of the grass, looked very long indeed compared with a Meadow Pipit’s and were a very pale flesh colour.

This description was compiled on the spot by my son, who described the bird as I wrote it down. Later consultation of Peterson’s “Field Guide” and Witherby’s “Handbook” suggested that the streaking on the breast indicated that it was an immature bird.
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Example Description 2

SPECIES:  Gull-billed Tern.  Number of birds:  1   Age/Sex: 2nd summer or adult.      Observer: CW Melgar

PLACE:    Widewater Lagoon, Lancing, West Sussex.                    Grid reference: TQ2004
DATE: 21st May 2005    Times: 1900 – 1902, 1927-1943 and 2006-2007 hours.           Total duration:  c.19 minutes

Having seen the Trumpeter Finch at Landguard, Essex earlier in the day I decided to stop at a couple of local sites on the way home, but as time was limited I decided to just stop at two sites, both of which are nearby and ones that I regularly take a look at each week. I started off at Shoreham Fort at the mouth of the River Adur, Shoreham and as usual there was very little present, except a Sandwich Tern and a few Meadow Pipits. Strangely as I watched the Sandwich Tern some way off in the harbour I commented to myself about how obvious the pale bill-tip was, perhaps this was a subconscious premonition of what was about to happen!

After a few minutes I decided to continue on my journey home. As I reached the turning for Widewater Lagoon I pondered whether to take a look or not, as it is seldom that the site reaps any rewards, but you never know so I carried on to Widewater. As I turned into the car park approach road (and thus facing directly north onto the lagoon) a tern flew past heading low west. As soon as I saw the bird I realised that from its stocky appearance and all-dark bill that it was almost certainly a Gull-billed Tern. I drove into the western car park and parked up as soon as I could and jumped out of the car. The tern again flew past me and I was able to confirm that it was indeed a Gull-billed Tern. I managed to record a small amount of video footage, but after only a couple of minutes the bird flew off NE over the houses that border the lagoon and disappeared! (1900-1902 hours)

After a few minutes and with the bird not returning I decided that it had probably gone to the nearby River Adur and so I drove the mile or so to the river edge to scan. The tide was quite high and it was obvious that the bird was not there, so I returned to Widewater, and immediately saw the bird, again at the eastern end where it was flying up and down the water over quite an algae-covered part, occasionally dipping to the water’s surface to pick for prey. It was present from 1927-1943 hours, and during this period I watched the bird alone and managed to obtain a fair amount of video footage. Again the bird flew off over the houses to the NE and disappeared from view. A couple of friends arrived between then and 2000 hours but there was no sign of the bird. Then at 2006 hours the bird flew in over the houses at the east end, flew low over the water of the lagoon flying westwards and continued flying along the length of the lagoon. When the bird reached the far western end of the lagoon the bird “flipped” over the shingle ridge between the lagoon and the sea and continued flying westwards. What was probably the bird was seen very distantly, still flying west, over the edge of the sea/beach from the beach by the lagoon at c.2008 hours.

I telephoned a couple of friends with the news and also to the pager service (as well as updates as and when the bird appeared/disappeared) and by the time the bird finally flew off c.4 other birders had arrived and seen the bird. Several more birders arrived in the following 30 minutes but the bird had flown and did not return that evening.

Description: In flight only.

General: A quite stocky, pale tern with a short dagger-like black bill, sleek dark cap, pale grey upperparts, pale grey tail and rump and white underparts. An obvious dark “wedge” was noticeable on the outer four or five primaries and the primary coverts.

Head: Stocky-looking white head and face except for a sleek all-black “cap”, the cap extending from the bill base over the forehead, “through” the eye and onto the rear crown. The lower edge of the cap ran just below the bird’s eye. The cap was “smooth” with no shaggy effect on the rear.

Bare Parts: The Bill was quite stout and dagger-like and all-black in colour. The bird lacked the pale tip of Sandwich Tern and was clearly shorter than the Sandwich Tern’s bill that I had seen just a few minutes earlier. The eye appeared all-dark/black. Dark/black legs seen a couple of times in flight when banking.

Underparts: All white body, very clean and pristine. Underwing off-white-grey with dark primary shafts noticeable on outerwing, mirroring upperwing pattern.

Upperparts: Pale grey in colour across the entire upperwing surface and extending with no obvious demarcation between the rump and upper surface of the tail. The tail exhibited white sides. The tail was proportionately quite short and although it showed an obvious fork in the tail, this was not as obvious as on Sandwich Tern (as well as appearing shorter in length). The most obvious feature of the upperwing was the dark wedge formed by the outermost four or five primaries (and corresponding primary coverts), which are likely to have been from a previous generation of feathers. This feature was noted even more obviously a few days later when the bird settled down on the nearby River Adur.

Calls: The bird was heard to call on several occasions and although obviously different from Sandwich Tern (not as high-pitched) a true and proper rendition of the call was not noted at the time.
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Second-summer (?) Gull-billed Tern at Widewater Lagoon, Lancing, West Sussex on 21st May 2005 at c.1900 hours. Videograb taken by Christian W. Melgar.

The short all-dark dagger-like bill, short, shallowly-forked tail and dark cap can all be seen well in this image.
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Example Description 3

Grey Phalarope: submitted by Roger Suckling.

While watching autumn passage waders from the hide overlooking Ferry Pool, Sidlesham, mid afternoon on 7 Sept 1995, I was fortunate to witness a brief visit by a Grey Phalarope.  My attention was drawn to the bird when I heard a sharp high pitched almost shrill call as it flew down to near the middle of the main pool.  It had a rather fluttering erratic flight.

Immediately the bird landed, it began feeding by moving its head from side to side picking invertebrates off the water surface.   It was an adult in winter plumage.  I enjoyed good views with my telescope for about 6 or 7 minutes before the bird flew off in the direction of Pagham Harbour.

The bird's hind neck, mantle, scapulars and coverts were a pale uniform grey.  The underparts, rest of the neck and the head were a clean white, except for a black mark around the eye and a particularly noticeable black ‘oval’ patch behind the eye.  The bill was black and fairly short - certainly considerably shorter and thicker than that of the Red-necked Phalarope, which I have observed in Iceland.  The overall impression was of a slightly stockier less delicate wader than the Red-necked Phalarope.  It was none-the-less full of ‘nervous energy’.

This lone phalarope was clearly driven off the sea by very strong southwesterly winds.  According to the Meteorological Office, there was a record-breaking area of low pressure over Great Britain that day.  The winds were accompanied by frequent heavy rain showers.
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