
Since 1992, The Carl Zeiss Award has
been presented to acknowledge excep-
tional submissions to the British Birds

Rarities Committee. Currently, the award is
given for the best overall submission for
which assessment has been completed during
the previous 12 months. Each and every
record submitted to BBRC is automatically
entered for the award, and BBRC voting
members nominate submissions of particular
merit for the shortlist as and when they are
assessed. The voting process is carried out
‘blind’, with all the voting members
reviewing the final shortlist and giving each
of the contenders a score from zero to five,
without knowing the score given by their col-
leagues. The scores are then simply tallied to
give an overall winner. This year, the voting
members were joined by Andy Stoddart, the
BBRC Vice Chair, and Gerry Dobler from
ZEISS, to give a panel of 12 assessors.

There are no hard and fast rules about
what constitutes a good submission and all
members have a slightly different view about
which aspects of a submission they give pri-
ority to. However, summing the scores from a
relatively large team of voters gives what we
believe is the fairest system of finding a
winner. The final shortlist for 2017 was com-
posed of six entries. All of the submissions
making it to that final shortlist were excellent
in one way or another, but the votes cast
showed that there was a very clear winner
this year. In taxonomic order, the five
runners-up in the 2017 award are as follows. 

Zino’s/Fea’s Petrel, off Lambaness, 
Unst, Shetland, October 2016, 
by David Cooper
We start with a rarity among submissions
nowadays, namely one without photographs.
Dave Cooper has already made a name for
himself as one of Shetland’s top bird finders
in the relatively brief period that he’s been
living on Unst, and this bird will do that rep-
utation no harm at all. Voters were divided,
perhaps understandably, on the merits of this

submission, but overall the passionate and
evocative account was a huge attraction. All
too often, submissions sent to BBRC fail to
capture the thrill of finding a top-drawer
rarity but this was not the case here. The nar-
rative is full of the drama and emotion of the
event while the succinct written description
captures the essence of the bird extremely
well (fig. 1). The description was backed up
by a couple of simple sketches (which the
observer acknowledged were not done in the
field) and the Committee believed it was an
entirely plausible account given the condi-
tions. Cases like this demonstrate that BBRC
can be collectively, and positively, responsive
to birds seen on a seawatch that prove impos-
sible to photograph. On the negative side,
some voters felt that since little could be
added to our collective knowledge of this
species pair, and since there could be no
attempt to differentiate Fea’s Pterodroma feae
from Zino’s Petrel P. madeira, this description
should not score as highly as others.
Nonetheless, reading this description should
provide anyone with an incentive to keep on
seawatching, even in the most unlikely of
locations, for rare seabirds.

Hybrid Hen x Pallid Harrier,
Cambridgeshire, October 2011 to
February 2012, by Richard Thomas
This submission would not have featured in
this competition, or indeed the BBRC report,
until recent times. The account of a hybrid
Hen Circus cyaneus × Pallid Harrier C.
macrourus from Cambridgeshire by Richard
Thomas was submitted as a pdf of an article
published in the 2011 Cambridgeshire Bird
Report (CBR), and that reflects a recent change
in BBRC policy. Back in 2011, we did not seek
records of known or putative hybrids, but that
approach changed last year and it is pleasing
to see a record of this individual submitted
retrospectively. There were some decent
photos and some attractive sketches presented
in the CBR article, which sets out the
admirable detective job by Richard and the
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Fig. 1. Zino’s/Fea’s Petrel Pterodroma madeira/feae, off Lambaness, Unst, Shetland, October 2016. 
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Footnote
All the written submissions in this article are shown as submitted to BBRC and have not been edited before
reproduction here.
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Fig. 2. Hybrid Hen Circus cyaneus x Pallid Harrier C. macrourus (‘Hellid’ – or Hell-ID – harrier),
Cambridgeshire, December 2011. This page from Steph Hicking’s notebook shows some of the
bird’s key features. The rather rounded wing shape and five ‘fingers’ (clearly visible in photographs)
are both features of Hen Harrier, while the under-primary barring fits Hen rather than Northern
Harrier C. hudsonius. The well-marked pale neck collar and dark boa, plus pale tips to the underside
of the inner primaries are pro-Pallid features. 

St
ep

h 
H

ick
in

g 



471British Birds 110 • August 2017 • 468– 475

The Carl Zeiss Award 2017

261 & 262. Male Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius, Orkney, April– June 2016. 
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other observers (fig. 2). The identification was
accomplished while the bird was still present
in Cambridgeshire, with the help of online
resources and through seeking expert feed-
back, and the critical features were laid out
clearly. This record shows the benefits of
looking at familiar species just that little bit
more carefully; sometimes, you never know
just what might be lurking below the surface. 

Northern Harrier, Orkney, April–June
2016, by Brian Ribbands
Another shortlisted submission to feature a
harrier concerned a remarkable record from
Orkney in the spring of 2016, when what
eventually proved to be a Northern Harrier
C. hudsonius was the subject of  a failed
breeding attempt (with a Hen Harrier). Brian
Ribbands’ submission is a good illustration of
how, in some circumstances, a correct identi-
fication can be established only over time –
in this case, a key reason for the delay was the
concern not to disturb breeding Hen Har-
riers unduly. Ultimately, however, a series of
photographs allowed the application of
recently established identification criteria for
Northern Harrier, at the same time showing
that light variability (and/or camera techni-
calities) can render this process less than
straightforward (plates 261 & 262).

Iberian Chiffchaff, Sheringham, Norfolk,
October 2016, by James McCallum
A non-singing Iberian Chiffchaff Phylloscopus
ibericus is a real ‘birder’s bird’, and this repre-

sents the first acceptable record of this highly
subtle species in autumn. The submission
contained a pleasing mix of evidence, both
‘old and new’. The photographs were not con-
clusive (as they could never be in autumn, at
least on current knowledge), although they
certainly supported the identification. The
beautiful and comprehensively annotated
watercolours captured the essence of the
species from an observer renowned for being
able to convey jizz in his drawings (fig. 3).
Finally, the sound files and sonograms, which
accom panied the visual evidence, nailed the
identification. This ground breaking iden ti-
 fi cation by James McCallum and Ash
McElwee of an autumn Iberian Chiffchaff
had the full works, including a nice back-
ground story to the initial discovery, and has
added greatly to our knowledge of this species
in autumn.

Siberian Stonechat, Spurn, Yorkshire,
October 2016, by Matt Slaymaker
This ‘Stejneger’s Stonechat’ Saxicola maurus
stejnegeri featured high on the lists of several
voters, and Matt Slaymaker was congratu-
lated on producing a comprehensive submis-
sion that contained a good selection of
instructive photos (plates 263 & 264). The
description was concise but thorough, with
key details included as bullet points (fig. 4).
Certain features were highlighted as contra-
dicting recent literature (e.g. the rump was
not strikingly pale, the underwing-coverts
were not black and the longest uppertail-
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Fig. 3. Iberian Chiffchaff Phylloscopus ibericus, Sheringham, Norfolk, October 2016. 
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263, 264 & fig. 4. First-winter ‘Stejneger’s Stonechat’ Saxicola maurus stejnegeri, Spurn, Yorkshire,
October 2016. 
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coverts lacked any streaks or dark centres),
and this submission has certainly helped the
Committee become more familiar with stej-
negeri and move closer to the point of being
able to identify individuals for which there
are no genetic data. The icing on the cake for
this submission was the fact that a usable
sample of DNA was obtained from droppings
and proved its identity as stejnegeri, putting
this bird into the rarified category of field
identifications that can be backed up by DNA
results. 

The Carl Zeiss Award 2017 winner
Brown Shrike, Out Skerries, Shetland,
October 2016, by Michael McKee
Our winner of the 2017 award is a veritable
masterclass of the photographic submission
genre (fig. 5). While many ‘traditional’
birders bemoan the death of the field note-
book, there is no denying that most keen
birders now carry a camera and know how to
use it, and that this has replaced the note-
book in many cases. Michael is far more than
just a ‘record-shot photographer’ and his use
of a camera and presentation of the images as
a recording tool is second to none. We have
witnessed this method of submission before
(and also from this observer), but it is always
interesting to see what information is high-
lighted. In this case, the selection of chosen

images illustrated this Brown Shrike’s Lanius
cristatus changing appearance in a range of
lights and poses, as well as pointers to all of
the classic identification features of  the
species. This was the only submission that
featured in the top three of every voter, and
was the top choice for half of the voters, thus
making it the stand-out winner of this year’s
award.

Michael has featured prominently in this
award before, being shortlisted a number of
times, and runner-up in both 1997 and 1999.
This year, he will be presented with the
winner’s prize, a pair of the exceptional
ZEISS Victory SF 10 × 42 binoculars, at 
the British Birdwatching Fair at Rutland
Water on Friday 18th August. Further details
will be posted on the BBRC website
(www.bbrc.org.uk) in due course, where a
selection of previous winning images can be
viewed along with links to the previous com-
petition write-ups in BB.
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Fig. 5. Brown Shrike Lanius cristatus, Out Skerries, Shetland, October 2016. 
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