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The Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita is a common 
winter migrant to Gujarat (Grimmett et al. 2011). The 
taxonomy of Common Chiffchaff is complex and not well 

understood (Dean et al. 2010). It is a polytypic species, with the 
subspecies tristis, also known as Siberian Chiffchaff, known to 
winter in India (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). 

On a bird-watching trip on 14 December 2014 to Nada 
Bet (21.22ºN, 72.20ºE), near Suigam, in the Greater Rann of 
Kachchh, Gujarat, I saw a Common Chiffchaff [26] with yellowish 
streaks on its mantle, a yellowish supercilium (in front of the 
eye), and most notably, a prominent yellowish base to its lower 
mandible (almost half the lower mandible was yellowish), which 
is typical of the fulvescens or abietinus races of the Common 
Chiffchaff. The subspecies tristis is typically known to have an 
all-black bill, with no yellow on mantle, in the supercilium, or on 

the lower mandible. Though it is difficult to judge the colour of 
the upper parts, and plumage details, in Common Chiffchaffs 
from photographs, I could observe this individual for more than 
two minutes, in good light, and the above features were properly 
noted, and can be seen in the accompanying photograph. 

This sighting was surprising since fulvescens has not been 
recorded in India till date, but has occurred in Seistan, south-
western Afghanistan (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). To confirm 
the identification of the bird in the photograph, I sent the images 
to Alan Dean (in litt., e-mail dated 09 May 2015), and Arend 
Wassink (in litt., e-mail dated 26 August 2015); both opined that 
the bird in question was fulvescens, or even, a probable abietinus 
race of the Common Chiffchaff. The latter is not known to occur 
in India; ‘not genuinely known for the region, but possible in NW 
in migration’ (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). 

The taxonomic status of fulvescens is still unclear. It is believed 
to be a form of tristis, and comprises birds with ‘additional’ yellow 
and olive in their plumage (Dean & Svensson 2005; Dean et al. 
2010). However, abietinus is a distinct subspecies, breeding in 
eastern Europe and wintering in the Balkans, north-east, and 
eastern Africa, and Arabia (Clement 2016). Birds with mixed 
characters of tristis (fulvescens), and abietinus are regarded as 
riphaeus—a trinomial used for hybrids between abietinus and 
fulvescens from the ‘zone of overlap’ (see Fig. 1 in Dean et al. 
2010: 321).

Vocalisations are important in the identification of various 
subspecies of Common Chiffchaff. Unfortunately, no call was 
heard while I was observing this bird. Thus, without analysis of 
the call, it is difficult to conclusively identify this individual. But 
based purely on a geographic premise, it is likely that this bird 
was fulvescens. As abietinus is deemed to reach northern Iran 
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in winter (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), it seems likely that 
fulvescens, whose breeding range is east of abietinus, between 
the Urals and Yenisey (Russia), will reach north-western India 
(Alan Dean, pers. comm., email dated 09 May 2015). However, 
it is well known that the Common Chiffchaff has a tendency to 
vagrancy, with many reports of occurrence outside its known 
range (Clement 2016).

Hence, it is not possible to completely rule out abietinus. 
Identification, and separation, of fulvescens from abietinus 
is difficult. The various races of Common Chiffchaff display a 
considerable overlap in plumage, and it can be very difficult, if 
not impossible, to assign an individual to a particular race (Dean 
& Svensson 2005). It would be prudent to be cautious in the 
identification of this Chiffchaff. Thus, this individual is best treated 
as fulvescens / abietinus, since the call was not noted and no 
measurements were taken. 

The occurrence of Common Chiffchaff, race fulvescens / 
abietinus, in India is interesting and has not been noted earlier. 
It is possible that it is overlooked. Bird-watchers should search 

for such Common Chiffchaffs in north-western India, where they 
could occur.
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The Himalayan White-browed Rosefinch Carpodacus thura 
is a polytypic species with a distribution range that extends 
from north-eastern Afghanistan, through the main range of 

the Himalayas, till central- and western China (Clement 2016). 
Rasmussen (2005) proposed a major update of the Asian 
Rosefinches, treating the two western Himalayan races—blythii, 
and thura—of the White-browed Rosefinch as a separate species 
from the Chinese races—dubius, and femininus: the former 
being called the Himalayan White-browed Rosefinch C. thura 
sensu stricto, and the latter, Chinese White-browed Rosefinch 
C. dubius. This was also supported by subsequent phylogenetic 
studies (Tietze et al. 2013). This split also resulted in the latter 
species being treated as hypothetical for South Asia, for want of 
verifiable reports. Baker (1926) listed the nominate race of the 
Chinese White-browed Rosefinch as, “a not uncommon Winter 
[sic] visitor to Eastern Assam”, which area included present-day 
Arunachal Pradesh, during Baker’s time. Ali & Ripley (1987) listed 
the femininus race of the Chinese White-browed Rosefinch from 
northern Arunachal Pradesh. However, both references do not 
provide an irrefutable provenance of record, or reference, from 

South Asia, and hence it is listed as hypothetical (Rasmussen & 
Anderton 2012), and not included in the India Checklist (Praveen 
et al. 2016). Through this note, we would like to establish the 
presence of the Chinese White-browed Rosefinch in northern-
eastern Arunachal Pradesh, by presenting photographic evidence.

On 05 May 2016, while on a birding trip to Mishmi Hills 
(Mehao Wildlife Sanctuary), SS summoned everyone, at 0852hrs, 
when he spotted a bird that had a bill like that of a bunting. It was 
hiding in the hedges adjoining a grassy slope (28.26°N, 95.91°E; 
c. 2550 m asl), not far from Mayodiya Pass. The bird flushed 
and sat in the open, for half a minute, when everyone got good 
views. SS took several photographs [27, 28] at this moment. 
It was clearly a rosefinch, bigger than a Common Rosefinch 
C. erythrinus, mostly grey above, white below, with streaked 
under parts. A white supercilium was prominent, as were the 
white streaks on the cheeks. The bird was tentatively recorded as 
a female Himalayan White-browed Rosefinch using field guides 
(Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012) based on 
its larger size (vis-à-vis Common Rosefinch Erythrina erythrina), 
pale eyebrow, and heavily streaked under parts; we discounting 
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