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The Red-breasted Flycatcher in Au Gu
By Steve Mulkeen.

Species: Red-breasted Flycatcher Fieedula parva.

Observers: Steve Mulkeen et al.

Date: 9th January 2004 (and other dates).

Time: not noted.

Location: Au Gu Wetland, in the trees around the
“office” .

Distance from bird: variable, but often very close (10

metres)

Optics: 7x40 Zeiss BGATP binoculars, 30x Optolyth

TBG80 HDF scope.

Weather: not noted.

Previous experience of species:

I have seen Red-breasted Flycatcher previously
in the UK (three times) where it is an annual “drift
migrant” . in Sweden (Falsterbo- two individuals)
where it is migrant and also in Israel where it is
migrant. The former race “albicilla” or Red-
throated Flycatcher (now split under the English name

“Taiga Flycatcher” ) is a regular though uncommon
winter visitor to coastal areas in Taiwan. I have winter
records for Au Gu, Chi Gu and Hao Mei Li. It is also
a fairly scarce passage migrant in Chi Gu, usually in
late March and early April (currently averaging less
than three records per year).

Account of find:

I spend quite a lot of time in Au Gu during
the winter months. From Tainan it can usually be
combined with a trip to Ba Zhang Hsi providing an
opportunity to see both raptors and big gulls in an
otherwise featureless season. Au Gu also holds a
good selection of wintering passerines such as Arctic
Phylloscopus borealis and Yellow-browed Warblers
Phylloscopus inornatus and large flocks of buntings,
invariably Black-faced Emberiza spodocephala. Taiga
Flycatcher Ficedula albicilla is also present here in
most winters.

On 9th January I stopped at the “office”
area to look for wintering warblers when I heard the
distinctive  “tommy-gun” rattling call of a  “Taiga
Flycatcher” coming from within the woodlot. With
not much else to look at I went to investigate.

| found the flycatcher actively feeding in a
thick clump of bushes right next to the office. It was,

superficially, a Taiga Flycatcher but something was
wrong. The upperside was a very warm brown, not
cold grey-toned as typical for Taiga Flycatcher, and
the throat and breast showed an extensive warm
orange-yellow wash, really too extensive for a typical
Taiga Flycatcher. I began to suspect that Red-breasted

Flycatcher, the European counterpart of Taiga. might’.\

be involved. and began taking notes.

Photo 1: Red-breasted Flycatcher Au Gu winter 2004, Note the rather extensive
orange wash on the breast. rather warm brown tones on crown and upperside and
yellow-pink lower mandible. (Photo: Pan Zhi Yuan)

Detailed description:

Small Ficedula flycatcher, clearly of Red-
breasted/Red-throated (now “Taiga” ) Flycatcher
complex. Upperside brownish (quite warm) and
underside whitish but with extensive orange wash on
throat, upper breast and fore flanks. Tail short and
blackish, frequently (most of the time) held cocked.
At least basal half of outer tail feathers entirely white,
forming a vaguely wheatear-like (Oenanthe) pattern,
eliminating other small flycatchers. Very active and

“flitty” . not sitting still for long and generally
feeding low to ground in lower braches of small
bushes and around bases of trees.

In more detail, bill with black upper mandible
and extensive yellow-pink base to lower mandible.
Clear buffy eye ring. Orange buff of throat extending
onto neck sides with nape and rear neck sides showing
some greyish feathers, presumably indicating a male.
Also some orange feathers on forecrown. Narrow
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At the time of taking notes I was rather unsure
of the exact criteria required for separating these two
very similar (and very new...see note below) species.
However, after some extensive internet scarches, I
found the most important features in the literature 1o be
(in relative order of importance):
i.extensive yellow lower mandible in Red-breasted
Flycatcher; usually black in Taiga,
ii.longest uppertail coverts paler than tail feathers, being
greyish or brownish; glossy black and darker than uppertail
feathers in Taiga,
iii.tertials with a very fine buff fringe and notched tip in Red-
breasted; usually with broader and whiter fringed in Taiga.
iv.warm orange wash on throat and across upper breast in
Red-breasted; throat very white in Taiga,
v.warm brownish upperside in Red-breasted Flycatcher,
colder and greyer in Taiga,

The bird in Au Gu seemed to [it all of the above criteria
comfortably and should therefore have been a Red-
breasted Flycatcher. I made several subsequent visits
to Au Gu to check and double-check what I had seen
before releasing the news (better to be cautious!).
Fortunately the bird spent the entire winter in this
small woodlot and was present into March. It was seen
subsequently by many other observers, including Tsai
Dzi Yuan, Yen Xiou Chin, Wu Li Lang and Pan Zhi
Yuan. It was also photographed by Pan Zhi Yuan on
several dates, and he has kindly allowed me to use his
photos in compiling this report.

Note:

Taiga Flycatcher was formerly considered
conspecilic with Red-breasted Flycatcher, the enlarged
species occupying a breeding range spanning from
Central Europe, across Asia to the Far East. Following
a review of the status of the two forms by several
European rarities committees the two forms were split

into two full species on the basis of both morphology
and vocalizations. The record of a wintering Red-
breasted Flycatcher in Taiwan is therefore of some
significance as it now cnjoys  “full species” status,
quite separate from the more regular Taiga Flycatcher.

Photo 2: Red-breasted Flyeatcher Au Gu winter 2004. Note the extensive vellow-
pink in the lower mandible. (Photo: Pan Zhi Yuan)

Photo 3; Red-breasted Flycatcher Au Gu winter 2004. An important photo, note that
the longest uppertail coverts. though blackish-grey, are clearly paler than the feathers
of the uppertail. (Photo: Pan Zhi Yuan)

Photo 4: Red-breasted Flycatcher Au Gu winter 2004, Again note the vellow-pink in
the bill and also the very narrow brownish fringes to the teruals (also visible in Photo
3). (Photo: Pan Zhi Yuan)
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