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Identification of Greenland and

Iceland Redpolls
| M Reid & Roger Riddington

his paper presents some observations on the

field identification of two little-known sub-
species of Common Redpoll Carduelis flammea:
Greenland C f rostrata and lceland Redpolls € 1
istandica.

The most widely accepted treatment of the
redpoll complex recopnizes two species, each
comprising two or more subspecies (eg, William-
son 1961, Knox 1988). These are: Arctic Redpoll
C hornemanni, composed of the subspecies ¢ h
hornemanni and C h exilipes: and Common Redl-

poll C flammea, composed of the subspecies € 1

tlammea (Mealy Redpaolli, € 1 rostrata (Greenland
Redpoll), € fislandica tlceland Redpolly and €4
cabaret (Lesser Redpoll). The Dutch committee
for avian systematics (CSNA) considers Lesser
Redpoll a species in its own right, C cabaret
(Sangster et al 1998, a treatment 1ollowed here.

Greenland and lceland Redpolls are rarely
encountered by European birders. Qur experi-
ence on Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland, together
with correspondence with other observers, sug-
gests a general unwillingness to identify  these
taxa in the field, despite some recent literature
which addresses the subject (eg, Beadle &
Henshaw 1997, Riddington & Votier 1997). This
may be partly due to the tact that they are ‘only
subspecies’, that they are scarce visitors to west-
ern Europe, or it may simply reflect a lack of
information on field identification. This paper
seeks to address the latter issue, rather than con-
tribute to the taxonomic debate. An invasion of
Greenland and lceland Redpolls to northern
Britain in the autumn of 1997 provided us with a
valuable opportunity for tield ohservations while
the chance to examine many of the same indi-
viduals in the hand was an added bonus.

Put simply, Greenland Redpolls are similar to
Mealy Redpolls but are larger and darker. Iceland
Redpolls are also large but show wide plumage
variation, from dark birds with a streaked rump
(indistinguishable trom Greenland Redpolls) 1o
pale birds with an unstreaked  whitish rump
(Knox 1988, Herremans 1990),  Salomonsen
(1951) suggested that Iceland Redpolls represent
a 'hybrid swarm’ between Greenland and Arctic

[Pt b Bircing 20, 2R1-27) 19us

Redpolls o1 the subspecies C h hornemanni),
Herremans (1990) proposed  that the dark and
pale lceland Redpolls represent ditferent taxa
and that the dark population ¢C 1 islandica’
should  be regarded  as  consubspecitic with
Grreenland Redpoll and the pale population as
conspecitic with Arctic Redpoll (either represent-
ing a separate subspecies or belonging to cither
C h exilipes or C h hornemanniy. We tound it
very difficult to assign some individuals to one
taxon, or colour morph, with certainty and so we
refer mainly to the twa subspecies together as
‘north-western Redpolls € 1 rostratadislandica’ (or
simply ‘NW Redpaolls’). Since NW Redpolls are
most similar to Mealy Redpolls, the text makes
more detailed comparisons between these two
but with references to Lesser Redpoll where
appropriate.

Status and distribution

lceland Redpolls breed in lceland and are either
sedentary or migrate short distances, occasional-
lv wandering to Scotland in winter (Williamson
1956, Clement el al 1993 Greenland Redpolls
breed on Baffin Island and in southern Green-
land and may breed irregularly in Labrador (Todd
1963) and Scotland (Murton & Porter 1961). This
taxon is more strongly migratory, moving south-
west to winter in castern Canada and north-east-
ern USA (twest 1o lowa and llinois and south to
New Jersey) or south-east o winter in lceland
and Scotland and, possibly, Ireland (Williamson
1956, Clement et al 1993). Observations on Fair
Isle suggest that NW Redpolls are essentially
irruptive visitors to northern Scotland. Since the
establishment ot Fair Isle Bird  Observatory
IFIBO) in 1948, small numbers  have
recorded there in most autumns. However, in
1955, 1939, 1976 and 1997, there were sizeahle
invasions in autumn, with peak daily counts ol
20-60 individuals (1 Dymond 1997).

NW Redpolls were recorded daily on Fair Isle
between 9 and 23 September 1997, reaching a
peak of 20 on 19 September. This followed a
period of strong westerly or north-westerly winds
across northern Britain, Most had moved on by

heen
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Identification of Greenland and Iceland Redpolls

220 NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis flammea rostrata/islandica, Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland, September 1997 (Tim Loseby)

This individual shows to perfection triple striping on flanks. Otherwise, fairly typical individual although with rather restricted buff

wash to throat and face 221 NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis mea rostrata/islandica, Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland,

September 1997 (Tim Loseby). As plate 220 but this individual with stronger and more extensive buif on throat 222 NW Redpoll /
ijs Carduelis lammea rostrata/islandica, Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland, September 1996 (Roger Riddington). One of most
obvious of NW Redpolls. Huge, with deep brown mantle, dark rich buff on head and strongly marked flanks




lddentitication of Greenland and Iceland Redpolls

223 NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis tlammea rostrata/ishindica and Common Chattineh / Vink Fringilla coe-
lebs in profile, Donegal, lreland, September 1997 tAnthony Mo Geehanl, Both birds at same distance from camera!
Shows striking size and bulk of many NW Redpolls

the end of September but in late October there
was a smaller secondary arrival. Sightings were
again daily between 19 and 28 Oclober, with a
peak of at least four on 21 October. During
September, almost all redpolls present on Fair
Isle were NW Redpolls. There were no sightings
of Mealy Redpolls during the month but up to
two Lesser Redpolls were seen. The situation was
more complex in October when Mealy, Lesser
and NW Redpolls were all present on some days.
At this time, a few redpolls were nol identified to
taxon.

A concerted effort was made to trap as many
redpolls as possible. A total of 24 were captured,
mostly in the FIBO Heligoland Traps, and all but
one were examined by one of us. Of these 23,
20 were identified with confidence: 17 (853%) as
NW Redpoll, two as Lesser Redpoll and one as

Mealy Redpoll. Many of the ringed birds remain-
ed on the island, allowing us the luxury ol pro-
longed field observations after examination in
the hand, and nine of the 23 examined were re-
trapped a day or more atter first capture.

Identification

It is important to remember that differences in
light conditions, and posture or attitude of the
bird, affect the appearance of redpolls. Harsh
autumn and winter sunshine affects colours, in
particular browns and general “warmth’. The
extent to which flank-feathers are fluffed out in
low temperatures, or when a redpaoll is relaxed,
can atfect both apparent size and shape as well
as the appearance of flank-streaking itself. When
alert, the flank plumage is compressed, giving a
much sleeker appearance.

TABLE | Comparative measurements imeansSE, n & range) of migrant NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis thim
mea rostrata/istandica, Mealy Redpoll / Grate Barmsijs C f tlammea and Lesser Redpoll / Kleine Barmsijs € cabaret
on Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland. NW Redpolls were measured in 1997, Mealy Redpolls in 1984-86 and 1990-9.2,
and Lesser Redpolls in 1981 -97. Weight at first capture measured to nearest (.1 2. Wing (maximum chord!, tail
measured 1o nearest 0.5 mm. Bill length to feathering) and bill depth at base of longest reather) measured 1o

nearest (.1 mm. Measurements as described by Svensson

NW Redpoll

Wing 81.320.5(17
78.5-85.3

Weight 17.7+0.7 (17
13.8-23.9

Bill length 9.9+0.2(17)
H$.8-11.0

Bill depth 6.5+0.1 1017}
h.0-6.Y

Tail 62.4+0.6 (17

58.0-66.0

N

€

£,

3

o

)
X

1492y

\ealy Redpoll Lesser Redpoll

48204 45 70.4=0.7 (1()
70.0-81.0 (7.0-73.0
b.5+00.3 (43) 16206 (1)
A4-18.1 B.3-14.8
0. 1423} B.4+0.3(5)
0100 7.5-8.9
3200101 7) 5.8+0.2 (4
B-7.0) 5.2-t5.2
h.G+0).3 117 33.9+0.7 (3)
1.0-60.0 52:5-55.0

)
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Identification of Greenland and Iceland Redpolls

224 NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis flammea rostrata/islandica, Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland, September

1997 (Roger Riddington). This individual shows typically plain face and dark tawny-brown upperparts lacking grey.

Note also hill structure: culmen quite straight distally and tip of bill looking rather fine. This individual does not

look heavy-billed because deep base of bill is difficult to see. Upper rump quite pale and greater-covert wing-har
strikingly white

Moult, age and sex

Redpolls have only one moult per year. Adults
undergo a complete post-breeding moult where-
as young birds have a partial moult (not includ-
ing remiges and rectrices) in their first autumn.
Adults in autumn, therefore, show fresh remiges
and rectrices, with slightly rounded or smoothly
pointed tips, while first-winter birds show slightly
worn remiges and rectrices, with sharply pointed
tips (Svensson 1992), 14 of the 17 NW Redpolls
trapped on Fair Isle in 1997 were aged as first-
winter birds on the basis of tail shape while the
other three were indeterminate. In addition, we
found that at least nine (and possibly 12) of the
14 first-winter birds showed two generations of
greater wing-coverts. Although this is a reliable
criterion for ageing many European passerines, it
is not mentioned by Svensson (1992) whose data
are based mainly on Mealy Redpolls. On the
very few first-year Mealy and Lesser Redpolls we
handled in 1997, we found only one generation
of greater wing-coverts. Sexing of adult birds is
possible, with males showing a pinkish-red
breast and some pink on the flanks, rump and

264

sides of head. Females show no pink on the
breast, flanks and rump (Svensson 1992). How-
ever, redpolls are often quite difficult to age and
sex in the hand, particularly isolated birds, and
we caution that only the extremes are possible to
age and sex in the field.

Size and structure

NW Redpolls are conspicuously large and chunky,
and appear long-winged and long-tailed. Table 1
quantifies the key structural differences between
the different redpoll taxa, presenting measure-
ments obtained for NW Redpolls trapped on Fair
Isle in 1997, with comparative measurements for
Mealy and Lesser Redpolls. This shows that NW
Redpolls are ¢ 10% longer-winged and longer-
tailed than Mealy Redpolls and ¢ 30% heavier,
on average. Overall size and bulk is typically the
most striking feature about a NW Redpoll when
first encountered. Although size and structure are
notoriously difficult to judge on lone individuals,
this will be the strongest pointer to NW Redpoll
in many cases. This is easier to judge when other
birds (redpolls or other finches) are present for



comparison. For example, many are similar to, or
even larger than, Twite C tlavirostris. Further-
more, upon initial encounter with the first NW
Redpoll of the 1997 invasian, its size, combined
with the deep butl throat and upper breast and
the prominent double wing-bar, momentarily
recalled o Common Rosefinch Carpadacus ery
thrinus. That this was not completely tanciful
was borne out by the fact that the largest NW
Redpoll trapped during September 1997 was
heavier and longer-winged than the smallest
Common Rosetinch handled during the same
period. The extent to which NW Redpoll dwarts
Lesser Redpoll was also brought home to us by
direct comparisons. In the hand, a NW Redpoll
weisghed, on average, more than one and a hall
times as much as a typical Lesser Redpoll!

Maore subtle jizz features may also assist identi-
fication. NW Redpolls look hefty and square-
headed, with a thick-set appearance reintorced
by a heavy broad-based hill which is, on aver-

225 NW Nt‘\l;mH
1997 (Roger Riddington). Pale b

across its entire length. Dark tawny-brown upperparts, poorly defined ‘tvre mark

Carduelis tlammea rostrata/islandica, F

NW-Barmsips Carduelis thammea rostratasislandica, Fair Islk

vir Isle, Shetland, Scotland. September

Identification ot Greenland and Iceland Redpolls

age, slightly longer and deeper than in Mealy o
Lesser Redpoll. A convex upper mandible s
often quoted as characteristic of NW Redpolls, as
opposed to Mealy Redpolls which have hills that
are more slender, with a straight culmen (Knox
1988, Svensson 19921, We tound the bill shape
of NW Redpolls on Fair Isle o be quite variable
While often slightly convex near the hase, the
culmen was typically straighter towards the tip so
that the distal third of the bill was fine and quite
sharply  pointed. As such, bill
varied according to posture, appearing fine and
Mealv Redpoll-like swhen birds were relaxed,
with head-feathers tlutied out so that only the
distal portion of the bill was easily visible. In
summary, a markedly convex culmen on a large-
hilled redpoll is a strong pointer to NW Redpoll
However, we feel that differences in bill shape
are difficull 1o judee, unless viewing conditions
are exceplionally good and other redpolls are
available tor comparison.

structure  also

Shetland, Scotland, September

we colour of rump contrasts with dark mantle and scapulars, heavily streaked

226 NW Redpoll
1987

NW-Barmsijs

Roger Riddingtoni. Another

classic individual. Big and heavy, with deep-based hill and extensive black on bib and lores, Plain-taced, brown

upperparts not especially dark although wit

rich butt fringing

Classic rich cimmamon-butt wash 1o throat and

lower ear-coverts, stretching to upper tlanks and breast. Note strong bult wash 1o pale Lips to inner greater

wing-coverts
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Identification of Greenland and Iceland Redpolls

Plumage
The following features comprise what we con-
sider to be the most useful plumage characters of
NW Redpolls. It is important to stress that most
of the differences are relative, rather than abso-
lute, and there exists a certain amount of overlap
in most of them. Just as with the more subtle
examples of Arctic Redpoll, identification needs
to be based on a combination of characters. We
also admit that our observations of plumage
characteristics are relevant only to autumn
migrants and predominantly first-winter birds. As
stressed by Lansdown et al (1991), the effects of
wear substantially alter the appearance of red-
polls. Paler (weaker) feather fringes and edges
wear away more quickly than dark feather areas
so that, on average, all redpolls appear darker
and more heavily streaked in spring. This fact
makes direct comparison between two (or more)
taxa all the more desirable.

Many NW Redpolls show a bright, rich cinna-
mon-buff wash across the ear-coverts and throat,
sometimes extending to the upper breast and

flanks. The colour approaches that of a fresh-
plumaged Twite and is considerably deeper and
more eye-catching than in a typical Mealy
Redpoll (if Mealy Redpolls show buff on the face
and throat, it tends to be paler in tone and maore
sandy or chamois). Typically, the rich buff ends
abruptly on the upper breast where it contrasts
with the cold white of the central underparts.
This is superficially similar to Lesser Redpoll al-
though the buff areas of the latter are usually
even deeper, darker and more extensive than in
NW Redpoll, and less likely to end abruptly on
the breast, making the demarcation between buff
and white less clear. On average, the darker and
more buff ear-coverts and supercilium mean that
NW Redpolls are more uniform about the head
and less likely to show the striking pale super-
cilium of a typically ‘frosted” Mealy Redpoll.
Many NW Redpolls show extensive black
around the bill, extending across the base of the
upper mandible, covering the lores completely,
and with a large, square and solid ‘bib’. This
seems to accentuate the deep-based bill.

227 NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis flammea rostrata/islandica, Fair lIsle, Shetland, Scotland, September

1997 (Roger Riddington). One of at least two strikingly paler NW Redpolls of September 1997 invasion. Curved

culmen shown to perfection. Very little buff around face and throat; latter areas quite pale, verging towards cha-

mois. Striking whitish supercilium. Upperparts with quite striking pale central mantle and nape although sides of

mantle strongly buff-washed 228 Lesser Redpoll / Kleine Barmsijs Carduelis cabaret, Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland,
September 1997 (Roger Riddington)
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229 NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis tlammea rostrata/islhindica (lett) and Lesser Redpoll
(Roger Riddin

C cabaret, Fair Isle, Shetland, Scotland, October

Carduelis tlammea rostrata’islandic a, Fair Isle,

However, this feature is too variable to be an
important identification character on its own.

NW Redpolls have cold whitish underparts,
with the buff throat extending at most to the mid
breast and upper flanks. The flanks are marked
with broad, well-marked dark streaks which typi-
cally merge to form rough stripes. When the
flank-feathers are flutfed out in cold weather, the
flank-patterning is extremely well-defined, char-
acteristically forming three thick dark lines or
stripes. Mealy Redpolls are also heavily streaked
on the flanks but this is usually slightly finer and
typically forms broken rather than continuous
lines. The pattern of the undertail-coverts is simi-
lar to that in Mealy Redpoll, with a broad, fat,
dagger-shaped central streak. Beadle & Henshaw
(1997) noted that the undertail-coverts of Green-
land Redpolls show bolder and thicker streaking
than Mealy Redpolls but we did not tind this to
be a consistent difference

NW Redpolls are usually noticeably  dark
above compared with Mealy Redpoll, the mantle
and scapulars typically being dark, cold tawny-

brown, fringed dark bulf and showing a poor

contrast against the dark brown centres of the

1997

Identification of Greenland and Iceland Redpolls

Kleine Barmsijs
NW-Barmsijs
Shetland, Scotland, September 1984% (Tim Losehy)

on) 230 NW Redpoll

wing-coverts. Most importantly, they lack ob-
orey tones. Mealy Redpolls are usually
markedly paler, grever and more frosty on the
mantle whereas Lesser Redpolls are even darker
richer and less tawny-brown. Mealy Redpolls
passess a whitish central panel (‘tyre mark’) run-
nine longitudinally down the mantle which may
approach that of Arctic Redpoll in some individ-
uals. In NW Redpolls, this is often largely absent
or, al best, a poorly defined, grubby brownish-
white although some may show brighter cleaner
lines, more reminiscent of Mealy Redpoll. NW
Redpolls show heavy, dark brown rump-streak-
ing over a variable base colour, On some, the
ground colour is scarcely paler than the streaking
and, consequently, the rump appears unitormly
dark in flight. On others, the ground colour is
much paler, appearing distinctly whitish in flight
and approaching that ot Mealy Redpoll. Mealy
Redpolls often show reduced streaking in the
centre of the rump, adding to the overall pale
appearance, particularly in flight, something not
usually shown by NW Redpolls. In general, NW
Redpolls are duller-rumped than Mealy Redpolls
although, once again, we would stress that the
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231 Grote Barmsijs / Mealy Redpoll Carduelis flammea tlammea, Pampushaven, Almere, Flevoland, Netherlands
23 January 1989 (Arnoud B van den Berg)

232 Grote Barmsijs / Mealy Redpoll Carduelis flammea flammea, Tomkins County, New York, USA, 14 March 1998
(Arnoud B van den Berg)
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appearance of the rump depends on posture:
relaxed individuals with fluffed-out plumage look
paler-rumped. Also, since NW Redpolls are dark-
er above, the rump may look paler due to the
higher degree of contrast with the upperparts.
NW Redpalls show wing-bars broadly similar to
those of Mealy Redpolls but, on average, they
tend to be more huif-washed.

Calls

NW Redpolls have particularly loud, deep calls
which are harsh and nasal and can, with prac-
tice, be distinguished from the higher-pitched,
more ‘tinny’ calls or both Mealy and, especially,
Lesser Redpolls. The individual call-notes in a
sequence are often more slowly delivered by
NW Redpolls too, making the calls seem more
deliberate and precise.

Pale birds

As noted earlier, Iceland Redpolls occur in both
pale and dark morphs, with intermediates
between the two (Knox 1988, Herremans 1990).
The majority of birds in the Fair Isle 1997 inva-
sion corresponded either to Greenland Redpoll
or to dark or intermediate lceland Redpoll. Given

FIGLRE 1 Flight calls of NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs
Carduelis flammea rostratadislandica, North Ronaldsay,
Orkney, Scotland, 20 September 1997 (Magnus Robb)

FIGLRF 2 Call of NW Redpoll / NW-Barmsijs Carduelis
tlammea rostratadislandica, North Ronaldsay, Orkney,
Scotland, 20 September 1997 (Magnus Robh)

the apparent difference in migratory tendencies
between these two taxa, it is not surprising that
most NW Redpolls seen in Europe are dark birds:
it is prohable that most are Greenland Redpolls.
Nevertheless, strikingly pale birds do occur occa-
sionally and these cause the greatest identifica-
tion problems. At one end of the spectrum, the
palest lceland Redpolls are said to be inseparable
from Arctic Redpoll of the subspecies C h exili-
pes (Knox 1988, Lansdown et al 1991). Others
may be maore similar to typical Mealy Redpalls
and, here again, the potential for confusion is
great. To separate these from Mealy Redpoll
requires especially careful assessment of size and
structure, and accurate and precise notes on all
relevant plumage characters. For example, one
lone bird during the Fair Isle 1997 invasion was
first assumed to be a large Mealy Redpoll, on the
basis of its overall paleness, grey-brown upper-
parts, virtual absence of buff on the throat,
strikingly pale rump and well-marked whitish
supercilium. When seen later alongside other
NW Redpolls, it was apparent that it had the
structural characteristics of a NW Redpoll. When
trapped, it weighed more than 21 g, with a wing
length of 84.5 mm: clearly a NW Redpoll. In the
hand, it was apparent that even this strikingly
pale bird possessed  distinctly  brown-tinged
upperparts and a faint buff wash to the face and
throat which was also visible later in the field at
close range. Other birds that may have heen pale
NW Redpolls have been observed on Fair Isle
recently (cf Riddington & Vaotier 1997). We as-
sume that these birds are pale lceland Redpolls,
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those which Herremans (1990) would consider
conspecific with Arctic Redpoll. These birds
emphasize the need for a measured and cautious
approach to identifying NW Redpolls, with care-
ful consideration of all possibilities.

Conclusion

This paper will not equip birders to identify with
certainty every putative NW Redpoll they
encounter. However, we hope it will help inter-
ested observers to identify the most obvious
examples. We stress again that it is most likely
that migrants to western Europe will be
Greenland Redpoll. These are NW Redpolls at
their most striking and many should be identifi-
able with care. A conspicuously large and
chunky redpoll, with uniformly warm head col-
oration, dark brown upperparts lacking grey and
contrasting with cold whitish underparts, heavy
triple flank lines and perhaps an unusually deep
call, may well be a NW Redpoll. Size and struc-
ture should eliminate most Lesser Redpolls
immediately while careful consideration of all
the points detailed above should rule out Mealy
Redpoll in many cases. Above all, we urge ob-
servers to look hard at redpolls, not just to sepa-
rate Arctic, Mealy and Lesser Redpolls but to
seek out NW Redpolls too. Surely, we have
much to learn about their status as migrants in
western Europe.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank Alan Bull, Jenny Bull and
Mark Newell for help in trapping birds in the
field. We are also very grateful to lan Dickie,
Anthony McGeehan, Steve Votier and the editors
of Dutch Birding for discussion of the subject
and for comments on the manuscript, and to Tim
Loseby and Anthony McGeehan for supplying
photographs.

Samenvatting

HERKENNING VAN GROENLANDSE EN 1JSLANDSE BARMSIS In
dit artikel worden criteria gepresenteerd om twee wei-
nig bekende ondersoorten van Grote Barmsijs Carduelis
flammea, namelijk Groenlandse C f rostrata en |Jslandse
Barmsijs C f islandica, te onderscheiden van de nomi-
naatvorm van Grote Barmsijs C f flammea alsmede van
Kleine Barmsijs C cabaret. Groenlandse Barmsijs broedt
op Baffin Island en Zuid-Groenland en overwintert in
Qost-Canada en het noordoosten van de VS (zuidelijk
tot New lersey) alsmede op llsland, in Schotland en
mogelijk in lerland. lJslandse Barmsijs broedt op IJsland
en vertoont minder trekgedrag dan Groenlandse
Barmsijs. Omdat het onderscheid tussen Groenlandse
en ljslandse Barmsijs niet eenvoudig bleek, zijn deze
twee ondersoorten in het artikel samengenomen tot
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‘NW-Barmsijs C  rostrata/islandica’. 