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Message from WFO President Kurt Leuschner 
The coronavirus pandemic is now impacting society in serious and profound ways. 
Every day we learn more about this virus, its toll on society, and the habits we need 
to practice in order to minimize its spread. As you learned from our earlier message, 
the WFO board decided that we must postpone our annual conference that was set to 
be held in September in Reno. We did this to protect the health of our members and 

to protect WFO from a potentially significant financial loss. We’re very disheartened that we had to cancel 
what was to be our 50th anniversary celebration of the founding of Western Field Ornithologists. The venue 
was exciting, we were organizing wonderful field trips led by stellar leaders, speakers were on tap, and we 
looked forward to seeing old friends and the chance to make new ones. Our annual WFO conference is a 
signature annual accomplishment and we are fully aware of how important this yearly event is for 
everyone.  WFO is both a scientific and a social organization. Interacting with one another and enjoying each 
other’s company is a key reason many of us are part of the WFO. 
 
This newsletter and others to follow are one way we can keep the WFO community engaged and further our 
mission even though we may not physically see many of you again until 2021. In the meantime, I hope you 
enjoy the articles and updates, the artwork, the information on some of our board members, and the art and 
writings by several young scholars. If you have ideas for the newsletter or items to contribute we encourage 
you to do this. Send any items to newsletter editor, Chris Swarth (cswarth10@gmail.com). The next 
newsletter deadline is June 5. Meanwhile, keep your eyes to the skies and treetops and enjoy the spring 
migrants that are moving north. And we hope you and your family stay safe until we’re through this critical 
period. 
 
A Day in the Life of a WFO President, by Kurt Leuschner 
To be President of Western Field Ornithologists is like piloting a ship (hopefully not a cruise ship….).  Your 
job is to keep the ship afloat, steer the ship so it stays on course, keep all of the passengers engaged and as 
happy as they can be, and be prepared for occasional unplanned stops…that is what it feels like during the 
two-year term. 
 
Ok I can’t speak for all WFO Presidents, just this one. Under normal circumstances, especially last year, a lot 
of my time as WFO President (it’s a two-year term) was spent planning and overseeing the annual 
conference (that we held in Albuquerque, New Mexico).  Having the conference outside of California (I live in 
Palm Desert, California) added additional challenges.  There were countless emails and phone calls and 
meetings and signatures and scanned documents and even a Fax or two (remember those?).  I even paid a 
special visit to Albuquerque to see things for myself. I was fortunate to have a great team of WFO people (our 
meetings/conference committee) working hard on various tasks and that made things a lot easier for me.  In 
the end the conference was incredibly successful and all turned out great, but I must admit I looked forward 
to it being over so I could finally catch my breath which I did!  Whew. I have eagerly attended almost every 
WFO conference since my first one in 2000 in Orange County, California. 
 
The other thing that I have to always think about as President is the planning and conducting of our board 
meetings.  I am constantly gathering ideas and topics for our agenda from committee chairs, other Board 
members, our Vice-President Jon Dunn, our Treasurer Suzanne Carota, and other WFO members at large.  
We have at least 4 board meetings per year – only one is in person (the Thursday of the annual conference) 
– and the rest are conference calls that last up to 3 hours.  I try very hard to keep the meetings under 3 hours 
– so far I’ve been successful!  The planning of these board meetings involves more emails, phone calls, sub-
committee meetings etc.   In between all of the meeting planning there are always contracts and papers to 
sign and things to approve – the usual paperwork that comes with the job.   
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I have also been the chair of the Field Trip committee for at least as long as I have been a board member (I 
served two 3-year terms on the board before becoming President). To schedule the annual WFO trips 
involves more planning and meetings and phone calls and all of the above. Finding people to lead these trips 
is not as easy as it sounds so that is always on my mind.  Our leaders volunteer their time, something that 
sets WFO apart from a number of other organizations that offer field trips.  Our most recent trip was to 
Tasmania (I also led that one) and prior to that I participated and helped on our Cuba trip with Jon Dunn.  
We’ve also offered a number of wonderful trips to northern California  in recent years. If you ever get a 
chance to participate in one of our WFO-sponsored trips (they fill up fast!) you won’t regret it and you’ll help 
support our Publications and Student Scholarship Funds. 
 
This year I am not the conference chair as I was last year (I still don’t know how that happened!). So I’m not 
as busy this year with the details of conference planning (thank you Ed Pandolfino for chairing this one!). But 
still I am involved and must oversee the whole thing to make sure we are on track for Reno, Nevada (WFO’s 
50th anniversary year!).  Due to recent events in the world you’ve probably heard that we have rescheduled 
our conference for next year:  August 25-29, 2021. I hope you will put that on your calendar!  And let’s hope 
the world is ready for us to meet once again. The WFO Board had a special meeting last week to discuss 
ways to keep the whole WFO family connected and involved while we sequester ourselves at home for a 
time. Your thoughts and ideas are welcome! Email me anytime at: KLeuschner@collegeofthedesert.edu 
 
In the meantime I’m here at home in the low desert where the weather has been absolutely perfect. I’m 
learning to teach online with my wife Candice (who also teaches at the College of the Desert) and our 3 kids: 
Luke who is off to UC Berkeley, Drake our 7th grade musician (saxophone, electric guitar), and Annabelle 
who is completing the second grade (now online) like the rest of us. All of my college classes (I’m used to 
teaching face to face for the past 25 years) are online for the rest of the semester and maybe longer.  How 
long this will last no one knows but we make the best of it. I’ve seen birds in my yard these past few weeks I 
wouldn’t have been home to notice before – an early Black-headed Grosbeak, a singing vireo (was it 
Cassin’s or Plumbeous?), and my first yard record of a Vermilion Flycatcher (a male). I’ve been in the same 
house for 25 years so adding a new yard bird is a big deal. My youngest kids set up ebird and I-naturalist 
accounts and are submitting their sightings.  We saw well over a dozen wildflower species on short hike just 
down the road this morning (it’s March 29 as I write).  
 
I wish you all the best wherever you may be.  Make the most of this strange time. I look forward to hearing 
your stories too, in person. 
Kurt Leuschner, WFO President 2018-2020 
 
Meet Ed Pandolfino: From Rock & Roll drummer to WFO Board Member? 
Not exactly the most predictable path, but that’s my story (and I AM sticking to it). Indeed, I did drop out of 
college after a couple wasted years to take a band to Europe in the late sixties. Nothing fancy about that, just 
playing bars and mostly living on cheap beer and bread. With that adventure out of my system I returned to 
the states ready to get serious and (to my surprise and the shock of my parents) wound up getting a Ph.D. in 
Biochemistry. I made the odd leap from post-doctoral research to the business world, ultimately working my 
way into upper management in the high-tech medical device industry. My degree served mostly as a 
conversation piece with our physician customers. Turns out 
most docs struggled with chemistry in college and were 
unduly impressed by my background.  
 
All the while I remained oddly oblivious to birds, in spite of a 
lifetime of hunting, fishing, and backpacking. Then, for my 
42nd birthday my daughter bought me a Peterson Field 
Guide, even though I had expressed no interest in birds. 
One day I spotted stunningly handsome little bird right 
outside the window. It HAD to be something exotic because 
I had never seen anything like it (black hood, ruby-red eye, 
striking brick-red vest over a pure white chest). Roger Tory 
assured me it was a Rufous-sided Towhee (now Spotted 

Ed recording bird calls.  
Photo by Kathleen Lynch. 
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Towhee). When I learned that this bird was common and I had simply not noticed one before, my life 
changed and I went, instantly, from oblivious to obsessed.  
Growing tired of sneaking out during business trips to look at birds, I finally retired in 2000 and have devoted 
myself to birds ever since. At various times I have served as vice-president of San Francisco Bay Bird 
Observatory, conservation chair for Sierra Foothills Audubon Society, Regional Editor for North American 
Birds, and board member for the Institute for Bird Populations. But WFO has always been my main focus and 
I have been a board member, vice-president, president, or past-president for most of the last two decades.  
      
In addition, birds rekindled the latent scientist in me and I have published a few dozen papers on status, 
distribution, or behavior of birds as well as co-authoring Birds of the Sierra Nevada with Ted Beedy and Keith 
Hansen. Most recently I began field recording and now want to spend every opportunity I can get wearing 
headphones and holding my parabola hoping to get some bird to share its performance with me. 

 
Meet Bryce Robinson: Artist and WFO Board Member 

I often say that I am a self-taught bird illustrator, but after some thought I realize that is an over-simplification. 
For years I have been indirectly ‘taught’ by my favorite bird artists of past and 
present. Each time I enjoy and study their 
work I get inspired, but I also learn. To young 

and developing bird illustrators I say − study 
the work of those that you feel do it right, and 
work to understand their process, because it 
will strengthen your own skills and promote 
growth in the quality of the illustrations you 
produce. For this reason, I want to share 
some of my favorite bird artists, both historical 
and contemporary. Of course, the list of my 
favorites is long, but I have chosen three that 
immediately come to mind: Louis Agassiz 

Fuertes, Ian Lewington, and Alex Warnick. The birds painted by Louis 
Agassiz Fuertes (see heron at left) have a character about them that 
captivates me. Apart from the texture of the painting, I particularly 
appreciate how he captures the personality of the birds. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Alex Warnick 

Ian Lewington 
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Meet Chris Swarth, WFO Board Member 
I grew up in Oakland where Scrub-Jays, Wrentits, and California Towhees were common backyard birds. I 
wasn’t fully bit by the bird bug until I was an undergrad at Humboldt State University where I set off on a 
path to become a biologist. During graduate school I was able to work with outstanding field ornithologists at 
PRBO, Cal State East Bay (Dr. Howard Cogswell) and at UC Berkeley. I spent a couple of years studying 
phalaropes, eared grebes, Bonaparte’ Gulls, and other species that foraged on the amazing salt ponds in 
south SF Bay. For several summers I trekked the barren alkali flats along Mono Lake’s eastern shore studying 
breeding snowy plovers. In 1987, I moved to Maryland and landed a job as director of large field station and 
tidal freshwater wetland (Jug Bay) on the Patuxent River, a major tributary of the Chesapeake. I developed a 
program of estuarine and wetland ecological research, and helped our preserve join the National Estuarine 
Research Reserve (NOAA) program which ensured greater protection while expanding research and grant 
funding capability. College interns, adults and children participated in our field research and we partnered 
with many universities on joint projects.  I’d learned to use mist nets and to band birds at PRBO, so in 1990 I 
started the Jug Bay MAPS station which has been operating continuously now for thirty years. We also held 
the Jug Bay CBC every year and occasionally had the second highest species count in Maryland! Turtle 
ecology and conservation occupied my time for many years. 
 
In 2013, my wife and I moved back to northern California 
to take new jobs at UC Merced – a brand new public 
university. She to teach biogeochemistry and set up a new 
lab, and me to create a field station and natural reserve. 
The Vernal Pool and Grassland Natural Reserve 
encompasses over 6,300 acres adjacent to campus and 
includes hundreds of amazing vernal pools. Five species of 
fairy shrimp occur in the pools; Horned Larks are abundant 
year-round; Burrowing Owls nest in ground squirrel 
burrows; and in winter Ferruginous Hawks, Least 
Sandpipers, and curlews are regular. The UC-NRS has 40 
reserves across the state and a dedicated cadre of ecology 
professors, naturalists, and reserve directors. I enjoy 
teaching and over the years taught life sciences, 
ornithology and ecology at three community colleges, UC 
Berkeley, Johns Hopkins University graduate school, and at 
UC Merced. I’m now retired and live in the Sierra foothills of Mariposa near Yosemite, among oaks, gray 
pines, manzanita and rounded granite outcrops where the calls of Acorn Woodpeckers, Oak Titmice, and 
nuthatches are a constant. As a lifelong birder, WFO allows me to meet other field ornithologists and to be a 
part of an influential organization that’s moving bird research and education forward in the west.  
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Announcements 
 
New On-line Access to Western Birds 
Western Birds is now available to everyone without the need for a password. This new policy was adopted by 
the board last fall. Now everyone, not just WFO members, can read current and past issues. 
 
 
The newly-updated (February 2020), 16-page, Field List of California Birds 
is now available on the WFO website (Publications tab).  You may purchase 
copies or download a copy and print your own. 
 
This is the official checklist of birds recorded in California, as maintained by the 
Western Field Ornithologists’ California Bird Records Committee (CBRC). As 
of 1 February 2020, 675 species are on the Main List, and five more are on the 
Supplemental List. At least one record of a species must be endorsed by the 
CBRC to be included on the list. Subheaders (e.g., “Grebes”) indicate families. 
Taxonomy and nomenclature follow the 60th supplement to the American 
Ornithological Society’s Check-list of North American Birds. Documentation of 
the occurrence of CBRC review species should be submitted to the CBRC 
Secretary at secretary@californiabirds.org. Documentation (except for the 
physical specimens) supporting all records reviewed by the CBRC is 
permanently archived at the Western Foundation of Vertebrate Zoology, 439 
Calle San Pablo, Camarillo, California 93012-8506, where it is available to 
researchers.  
 

 
 

California’s first Eastern Meadowlark was discovered in Modoc County in 
summer 2018. Photo by Larry Sansone. 
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Essay Contest for High School Students  
The Western Field Ornithologists is holding an essay contest in 2020 for students in grades 9 through 12. The 
theme of the essay contest is the impact of climate change on bird populations. Climate change is impacting 
western bird populations now and these impacts will likely be more severe and widespread in the near 
future. Your essay should focus on climate change, its causes and consequences, and the effect of these 
environmental changes on bird populations today and likely in the future. The essay could consider climate 
change broadly or it may explore a narrow or specific aspect of climate change. An essay could concentrate 
on a region of the western United States, a group of birds or a specific type of environmental impact related 
to a changing climate such as rising sea levels, warming air temperatures, drought, wildfire, or disease. 
 
The objective of the essay contest is to give high school-aged students and birders an opportunity to become 
familiar with some of the scientific literature on climate change and birds, and to summarize their readings 
into a well-written and persuasive essay. In the process of preparing their essay and doing the necessary 
research, students will develop their writing and critical thinking skills.  
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The student who submits the winning essay will receive a pair of either Zeiss 8X42 “Terra ED” binoculars or 
Nikon 8X42 “Monarch 7” binoculars.  Deadline is May 24, 2020. For details and guidelines, go to the WFO 
web site 
 

Smile! Princeton Press Announces 30% Discount on all Bird Books 
Here is something to brighten your days: Princeton University Press is offering members of the Western Field 
Ornithologists a 30% discount on birding field guides, photographic guides, reference works, and products 
(such as illustrated birding checklists, calendars, and flash cards). To do some armchair shopping (and 
birding), visit PUP's website at https://press.princeton.edu/books?subjects[]=22671 and enter code BIRD30, 
through September 30, 2020. 
 
Keep Smiling! 
There is a new way to buy from Amazon and support the WFO at the same time. You can sign up for 
“AmazonSmile. ”  AmazonSmile is operated by Amazon and has the same products, prices, and shopping 
features as Amazon.com. The difference is that when you shop at AmazonSmile, the AmazonSmile 
Foundation will donate 0.5% of the purchase price of eligible products to the charitable organization of your 
choice. And your choice can be WFO! 
 
Here’s is how you do it: 
1: Go to amazonsmile.com and sign in using your Amazon password 
2: After signing in, you’re directed to “Or pick your own charitable organization.” 
3: Type in “Western Field Ornithologists” 
4. Click “Search” and Western Field Ornithologists, Inc” will appear.  Click “Select” 
5: Check the box next to “Yes, I understand that I must always start at AmazonSmile to support Western 
Field Ornithologists” and then click “Start Shopping.”  Voila!  0.5% of the purchase price of items will be 
donated to WFO.  
 
Other on-line commercial organizations that also give donations to the non-profit of your choice are PayPal, 
Network for Good, FaceBook and EBay.  

 
Birds & Bytes: Inclusivity in Birding 
The Chicago Ornithological Society is holding a webinar on inclusivity in birding. Whether you're an inclusivity 
activist or have never thought about the ways in which birding is not inclusive, it's probably worth checking 
out. Birds & Bytes is a virtual programming series about birding. Grab a beverage or a bite, listen in and share 
your own thoughts and questions. This week’s topic features presenters from Feminist Bird Club, National 
Audubon Society, and Audubon Great Lakes. By registering for this webinar, you’ll receive email updates 
about Audubon's conservation work. You will be able to unsubscribe at any time. 
Date and time: Apr 9, 2020; 6:00 PM in Central Time (US and Canada). 
https://audubon.zoom.us/meeting/register/ 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Black Skimmer.  
Illustration by Bryce Robinson 

https://www.westernfieldornithologists.org/index2.php
https://press.princeton.edu/books?subjects%5b%5d=22671
http://smile.amazon.com/
https://audubon.zoom.us/meeting/register/u5QscO2grT4pK1APNR-ybaEHY_EyvU1bHA?fbclid=IwAR2tMXLWqtZXkVzPjN95L2Zx5ll4_e794txIEetm74jjYsxTycLypNGFCEY
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News from the California Bird Records Committee. Dan Singer, CBRC Chair. 
We had our annual meeting in January 2020. Our once-a-year meetings alternate between southern and 
northern California and this year’s meeting was hosted by H.T. Harvey and Associates in Los Gatos, 
California. Our committee consists of nine voting members and each year three members rotate off and three 
new members are elected. The three new members of the committee are Debbie House, Guy McCaskie, and 
Ryan Terrill. Both Debbie and Ryan are first time members. Members rotating off the committee were Jon 
Dunn, Rob Fowler, and Justyn Stahl. Dan Singer was re-elected Chair, Alex Rinkert was elected Vice-Chair, 
and Tom Benson was re-elected as Secretary. 
 
Recent changes to the Committee’s Review List include the addition of Wood Stork and the removal of Nazca 
Booby, Red-footed Booby, and Rusty Blackbird. Introduced populations of Yellow-chevroned Parakeet and 
Red-whiskered Bulbul were added to the official state list. Records of particular interest reviewed during the 
past six months include Stejneger’s Scoter, European Golden-Plover, and Yellow-browed Warbler.  
Our 43rd annual report has been published in the current issue of Western Birds and the 44th annual report 
will follow later this year. 
 
 
Bird News from Throughout Western North America. From Paul E. Lehman 

This new, irregular column will summarize a few of the avian highlights (and possible lowlights) that 
have occurred recently in western North America (west of the 100th Meridian). Such information 
might include a few top-end rarities such as first or second state/provincial records or seriously 
unseasonal occurrences, major irruptions, substantial breeding-range expansions and contractions, 
other important population trends, and discussions concerning status and distribution “conventional 
wisdom.” This information will be brief, and it will be presented mostly on a state and provincial 
basis. 
 
A few highlights during the late fall and winter seasons 
2019-2020 include: 
 
Alaska: Incredible, unseasonal, early-winter records of an 
Upland Sandpiper photographed standing in a snowbank 
at Soldotna on 2 Dec (eBird) and a mini-invasion “Olive-
backed” Swainson’s Thrushes, with one bird eating 
sunflower chips at a feeder in Anchorage from 23 Nov-1 
Jan, and additional individuals slightly farther north at a 
feeder in Chugiak on 29 Dec (subsequently found dead) 
and to the south in Juneau where photographed “merely” 
on 28 Nov. (Thede G. Tobish, eBird). 
 
British Columbia: A “Black-backed” White Wagtail (M. a. lugens) was seen near Prince Rupert 
from 10 Nov-11 Dec, an unseasonal Red-throated Pipit was in Victoria from 6-29 Dec, a far-
southward female McKay's Bunting was in Delta, near Vancouver, from 7-12 Dec—the province’s 
third--and a far-northward Black-throated Sparrow graced Revelstoke from 11 Nov-9 Dec. (Melissa 
Hafting). 
 
Washington: The star of the season was North America’s first Northern Giant-Petrel (Macronectes 
halli), photographed at an uncertain offshore location on 8 Dec. There are a couple previous 
Northern Hemisphere records in European waters. Hot on its heels, and proving extremely popular, 
was the long-staying Siberian Accentor, the state’s third record, at Woodland from 6 Feb to at least 
late Mar. And keeping with the Asian theme, a cooperative Rustic Bunting was near Cape 
Disappointment from 3-15 Dec. (Brad Waggoner). 
 

Swainson's Thrush, Anchorage, Alaska,  
29 Dec 2019. Photo by W. Keys. 
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California: A surprising three or more separate Garganeys between Nov-Mar included an over-
wintering bird in Riverside County at the north end of the Salton Sea, and singles in the Central 
Valley during Jan in Yolo County and in Mar in both Colusa (same as Yolo?) and San Joaquin 
Counties. A one-day Marsh Sandpiper in the San Joaquin Valley section of Kern County on 29 Mar 
will, if accepted, establish the third state record, and perhaps is the same bird on its way north to 
Solano and Yolo Counties where the second-state individual appeared in April of 2014, 2016, and 
2018! A Little Stint spent its second winter in San Diego. A Cave Swallow at Tulare from 29 Jan-1 
Feb provided the first accepted record for northern California. (Curtis A. Marantz). 
 
Montana: The state’s first Ivory Gull was found on 
Flathead Lake, 30 Jan-8 Feb. Seen and photographed 
daily by many observers, it brings the official Montana 
state list to 440 species. In slightly older, but exciting, 
news, before 2018, the only place south of Canada 
where Solitary Sandpipers had been found nesting was 
in extreme northeastern Minnesota (also suspected in 
Oregon). 
In 2018, nesting was documented for the first time in 
Montana when a half-grown chick accompanied by two 
adults was discovered well inside the western side of 
Glacier National Park. In 2019, a second nesting 
attempt was documented at another site bordering the 
west side of the park. (Jeff Marks). 
 
Nevada: Multiple LeConte’s Thrashers at Carson 
Lake, east of Reno, from at least 29 Jan-22 Mar+ 
establish by far the northernmost record for the 
state, and the northernmost for the species as a 
whole. (Martin Meyers). 
 

Nebraska: A 
“Mexican Duck” 
in the western 
part of the state 
in Perkins 
County back in Sep was a major rarity, although records are 
quickly mounting in adjacent Colorado. (Steve Mlodinow). 
 
Colorado:  Highlights include high-end quackers: an American 
Black Duck in Weld County on 20 Mar and a Tufted Duck in 
Morgan County back on 3 Nov (S. G. Mlodinow). A more 
widespread event has been the number and variety of wintering 
and, apparently, early-migrant shorebirds. (Tony Leukering). 
 
New Mexico: The state’s third-ever Common Crane was among 
Sandhill Cranes at Bosque del Apache NWR from 4-8 Jan. An 
adult male Ruby-throated Hummingbird wintered in Las Cruces, 
3 Dec-22 Jan, the state’s first winter record, and birders coming 

to see the Ruby-throated found a Cape May Warbler at the same site, 8-15 Jan, also the state’s first 
in winter. (Sartor O. Williams). 

Ivory Gull, Flathead Lake, Montana,  
30 Jan 2020. Photo by Craig Barfoot. 

 

LeConte's Thrasher, Carson Lake, 
Nevada. 20 Feb 2020.  
Photo by Paul Hurtado. 
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Are Eurasian Collared-Dove Populations Declining? By Paul E. Lehman 
For perhaps the past year and a half I've been noticing a clear decline in the number of Eurasian Collared-
Doves here in San Diego and parts of Santa Barbara Counties in southern California. This is not to say that 
collared-doves aren't still a reasonably common sight and continue to be fairly ubiquitous, but they are pretty 
clearly down in numbers locally from their peak just a couple or a few years ago. A birder in Florida, the early 
epicenter for this species in North America, who keeps track of introduced/exotic species there says that he 
also thinks that ECDOs have recently declined. This species also seemed to be colonizing most of the large 
towns/small cities in southeast Alaska in small to moderate numbers, but during the past couple years they 
have largely disappeared. Local birders there attribute at least part of the cause to Northern Goshawk 
predation--something we can't use as an explanation here in San Diego! I posted my thoughts on this subject 
to the CalBirds listserv in late March and received input from a fair number of observers from a wide range of 
geographic locations, but with less than a clear consensus. I heard of noticeable local declines in coastal 
Mendocino County (L. Walker-Roseman, pers. comm.),  San Francisco (D. Mosur, pers. comm.), San Mateo 
County (R. Thorn, pers. comm.), San Mateo/Santa Clara Counties (B. Bousman, pers. comm.), Orange 
County (J. Pike, pers. comm.), locally in Riverside County (C. Marantz, pers. comm.), in west Texas (M. 
Lockwood, pers. comm.), Louisiana (J. V. Remsen, pers. comm.), coastal Alabama (E. Copper, pers. 
comm.), and nw. Florida (R. Duncan, pers. comm.); possibly declining in parts of eastern Colorado (S. 
Mlodinow, pers. comm.). There has been a smaller, though still noticeable, decline here in San Diego on the 
basis of CBC data (J. Stahl, pers. comm.), however, the situation is more equivocal in Tucson and in 
Portland, Oregon. 
 
If this (at least spotty) decline is real, this would not be the first time that an introduced species quickly 
exploded in numbers and spread, before retracting back to more "manageable" numbers, or, in some cases, 
declining seriously or even disappearing. A wide variety of invasive species often have boom and bust cycles 
for reasons that are not well understood. Some of this could be the result of rapidly expanding populations 
that overshoot their resource base, collapse, and then rebound again. Part of it could be predators taking 
advantage of new abundant prey sources, such as raptors vs. doves. Diseases could be involved, but there 
are only a few reports of trichomoniasis, for example, in collared-doves, despite its being a much bigger 
problem in Band-tailed Pigeons in California. Another possible explanation is a late manifestation of the 
genetic consequences of the bottleneck that all invasive species go through, given that they usually start with 
just a few introduced individuals, so genetic diversity is low. (B. Rideout, pers. comm.) 
 
When I mentioned my perceived collared-dove decline to Phil Unitt, he responded, “We've seen this locally in 
the Spotted Dove, Cattle Egret, and European Starling. Look at the pattern of numbers of the starling on the 
San Diego CBC, an amazing fit to an exponential decay curve.” So….how many of you have noticed a 
decline in starling numbers over the past few decades? Or, like the collared-dove, do we all try to mostly 
ignore them?! I have. 
 
I have also noted a substantial increase in the numbers of Mourning Doves here in the San Diego region over 
these same past 18 months. Is this somehow correlated with the collared-dove numbers, or not? Most other 
observers who wrote me said that they had not noticed any obvious increases in their local Mourning Dove 
populations, and some said that their numbers continue to remain low. 
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I wonder how many birders actually pay close attention to Eurasian Collared-Dove numbers when out in the 
field and when submitting eBird totals of this species, rather than just generally trying to tune this species 
out?!! Given that it is still relatively numerous, do observers keep fairly accurate tallies? Though presumably, 
if there was a steep, widespread decline, then the eBird data would show it. In any case, observers are 
encouraged—as best they can find the inner strength—to actually keep tabs on Eurasian Collared-Dove (and 
European Starling) populations. Time will tell. 
 

 

Eurasian Collared-Dove. Photo by Ryan 
Schain 



 12 

 

 



 13 

Natural History Field Courses in the Sierra 

Every summer San Francisco State University offers a wonderful variety of interesting courses at their Sierra 
Field Campus near Sierra City on the Yuba River. Courses are taught by knowledgeable and enthusiastic 
leaders, such as long-term WFO board member Dave Shuford, among others. To learn more and to register 
for summer 2020, go to https://sierra.sfsu.edu/course-calendar. (Note: Some of these courses may now be 
canceled) 

Course Title Instructor  

Bird Identification by Song  Jim Steele  

Spring Fungi of the Sierra Nevada Brian Perry  

The Natural Sound Recording Workshop  Greg Budney  

Birds of the Sierra Nevada  Dave Shuford  

Sound Analysis for Wildlife Conservation & Research  Dr. Emanuel Mora & Greg Budney  

Nature Fun! Summer Camp for Adults  Patrick Stadille & Emilie Lygren  

Flora of the Northern Sierra Nevada Tanya Baxter  

Rock, Wood, Water, Sky  Laurie Wigham  

Trees & Shrubs of Northern Sierra Nevada  Tanya Baxter  

Plein Air Watercolor  Tom Hoffmann  

Watercolors in the Wild: Sierra Flora  Andie Thrams  

Birding 101  J. R. Blair  

Insect Biology and Identification John Hafernik  

Create a Sierra Wildflower Guide Kristin Meuser  

Butterflies and Moths of the Sierra Nevada Paul Opler, Evi Buckner & David Droppers  

Ecology and Conservation of California Bats  Joe Szewczak  

Medicinal and Edible Wild Plants  Kathi Keville  

Natural History of the Sierra Nevada  Jim Steele & Mike Vasey  

Reptiles and Amphibians of the Sierra Nevada  Kevin Wiseman  

Ice Age Glaciers of the Lakes Basin  Martin Sirk  

Nature Drawing and Journaling  John Muir Laws  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

American Dipper. Photo by Ron Knight. 

Yuba River 

https://sierra.sfsu.edu/course-calendar
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Steve Simmons Honored at Central Valley Bird Club Annual Symposium. 

At the CVBC Friday night banquet, Dan Airola 
presented Merced’s Steve Simmons with the 
2019 Central Valley Bird Club Conservation 
Award for his work in providing nest boxes for 
a wide variety of cavity-nesting birds. Steve’s 
efforts have produced over 100,000 fledglings 
from boxes that he built, installed, maintained 
over the last 40 years. As a high school 
teacher, many of Steve’s students helped him 
build and erect boxes. Steve also inspired a 
new generation of undergraduates at UC 
Merced, where from 2014 to 2019 many 
students volunteered to help build and monitor 
boxes in the San Joaquin Valley. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Above: Steve Simmons with a Barn 
Owl on the Flying M Ranch in 
Merced. Left: Removing an adult 
American Kestrel (see special hole 
plug) from a nest box on the UC 
Merced Vernal Pools Reserve.  
Right: Adult female Kestrel. 
Photos: Chris Swarth 
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Highlights of the WFO trip to Tasmania and the Great Ocean Road. 
Trip summary by Kurt Leuschner 
 
On January 4, 2020, 15 WFO members arrived in Hobart, Tasmania, to begin a two-week journey in search 
of endemic birds and other wildlife. Tasmania is an island state in Australia, separated from the mainland by 
the 150-mile-wide Bass Strait. To get to Tasmania one usually flies through Melbourne. Twelve bird species 
are endemic to Tasmania, and one additional species (the Orange-bellied Parrot) is referred to as a “breeding 
endemic” as is does migrate back to the mainland after breeding each year. The trip was led by Mark Ayre of 
Nature Quest and WFO President Kurt Leuschner. We traveled around by small bus to various national parks 
and other protected areas in search of these endemics. In the end we were able to find (and photograph) all 
13, plus some other surprises. The Scrubtit turned out to be the most challenging endemic to find, but 
eventually we did see more than and we found a nest.  
 

Endemic Tasmania Birds 
Tasmanian Nativehen 
Green Rosella 
Yellow Wattlebird 
Yellow-throated Honeyeater 
Black-headed Honeyeater 
Strong-billed Honeyeater 
Forty-spotted Pardalote 

Tasmania Scrubwren 
Scrubtit  
Tasmanian Thornbill 
Black Currawong 
Dusky Robin 
Orange-bellied Parrot 

 
We visited Mt. Wellington, Gould’s Lagoon (Freckled Ducks) 
and various wetlands near Hobart, Bruny Island (for 3 
nights) including Inala Preserve (home of the Forty-spotted 
Pardalote) and Adventure Bay, Southwest National Park (by 
charter airplane – for the Orange-bellied Parrot), Lake St. 
Clair National Park, Cradle Mountain National Park, 
Queenstown, Wyndham, Stanley (including night hikes to 
the top of “the Nut” where Short-tailed Shearwaters and 
Little Penguins nest), Strahan (where we observed the 
elusive Ground Parrot), Ferndale (more views of the rare, 
all-white Grey Tasmania Goshawk), Kaydale, Mountain 
Valley (one of the only places to see Tasmanian Devils in 
the wild), and Narawntapu National Park. Marsupials and 
other  

 
interesting animals encountered in Tasmania included: Tasmanian Devil, Wombat, Wallaby (including the all-
white ones on Bruny Island), Kangaroo, Pademelons, Bandicoot, BePong, Possums, Quolls, Echidna, 
Platypus, Skinks, Tiger Snake (all black), and Copperhead Snake. The last five days of the trip were spent 
outside of Melbourne Australia along the Great Ocean Road. The Western Treatment Plant just outside 
Melbourne was most productive: Musk Duck, Pink-eared Duck, Brolga, Bar-tailed Godwit, Curlew Sandpiper, 
Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, Banded Lapwing, Red-necked Avocet, Royal Spoonbill and more were seen. Further 
down the Great Ocean Road we found Purple-crowned Lorikeet, Spotted Harrier (rare), Tawny Frogmouth, 
Yellow-faced Honeyeater, Straw-necked Ibis, Nankeen Kestrel, Nankeen Night-Heron, Black-tailed Native-
Hen, Restless Flycatcher, Southern Emu Wren, Baillon’s Crake, Crimson Rosella, Australian King Parrot, and 
Gang-gang Cockatoo, just to name a few. Along with the birds we saw 13 Koala in scattered locations 
including the You-Yang mountains. There was some smoke in the Melbourne area from the wildfires, but this 
did not slow us down along the Great Ocean Road as we were travelling in the opposite direction away from 
the fires. A complete list of all the birds and other wildlife we encountered is posted along with some photos in 
the Tasmania photo gallery. The WFO Michael R. San Miguel Student Scholarship Fund also benefited from 
this WFO-sponsored trip. 
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Reflections of Thailand (6 February – 3 March 2020).  By Jon Dunn 
I have been leading trips to Thailand for Wings since 1984, initially with Philip Round, the Thai authority on 
birds, and the one who initiated our trips and led them with me for over two decades.  Phil also wrote A Guide 
to the Birds of Thailand with Boonsong Lekagul in 1991. Over the last decade and a half I have led our Thai 
tours alone, but with a wonderful Thai support staff. We spend time in the northwest and to the northeast and 
south of Bangkok, including the famous shorebird meccas of Phak Thale and Laem Phak Bia. Despite having 
been there over 30 times, I always look forward to returning. The Thais are simply the kindest people I have 
ever associated with. They will do anything to assist, and always do so with a smile, in fact Thailand is often 
referred to as the “land of smiles.” It is part of their upbringing. I left this year with the sense of unease given 
the spread of the coronavirus. I checked in Bishop for face masks, but my pharmacist informed me that they 
had long since vanished. When I got on my ANA flight to Tokyo, all of the flight attendants had masks. I 
understood, smiled and asked the flight attendant if she had an extra. She asked what my seat number was 
and five minutes later she handed me a face mask, perhaps the kindest gift I’ve ever gotten. Let us celebrate 
basic human kindness. When I returned on 3 March the flights were pretty empty, Narita airport near Tokyo 
was deserted, as was LAX. 
 
Our northern trip takes in several mountains in the northwest part of the country. The avifauna there shares a 
similarity with Himalaya, though Thailand’s highest mountain (Doi Inthanon) at 2565 meters (8415’) is well 
less than half the height of the highest mountains in adjacent Myanmar. Highlights of the trip included eight 
species of woodpeckers, including the colorful Black-headed, Pygmy White-rumped Falcon (single female) 
and Collared Falconet, Giant Nuthatch, Scarlet-faced Liocichla, a small group of Coral-billed Scimitar 
Babblers (Doi Lang), and a Yellow-bellied Flowerpecker on the summit of Doi Inthanon. This year we had a 
good variety of waterfowl, rarer species including a Graylag Goose (eastern rubirostris subspecies), and Red-
crested, Common and Baer’s Pochards (single male near Chinag Rai). The Baer’s Pochard is an Asian 
species that is now very rare, having suffered catastrophic declines in recent decades. Most breed in China. 
On a bare field near Mae Ai we looked for a small group of wintering Eastern Short-tailed Larks that included 
Southeast Asia’s first Lapland Longspur. We missed them all, but while looking a Long-billed Plover dropped 
in. It is rare but regular in Thailand, but is known from the mudflats of the Mekong River, not on a dirt field 
well away from the Mekong. One other memorable highlight on our way up Doi Lang from the northeast side 
was a group of Yellow-throated Martens chasing around a very tall red flowering tree. We watched them feed 
on nectar, and they seemed to be having a grand time. Later in the day we saw two more cross the road. I 
had only once previously seen this large marten, the largest marten in the Old World. Its long tail is 
considerably longer than the body.  

 
For our 2nd trip we visited Khao Yai and Kheng Krachan 
National Parks, plus the famous wetlands on the coast of 
the Gulf of Thailand. One of our mornings at Khao Yai we 
had a significant delay, this being caused by a strolling 
large bull Asian Elephant on the road. A young woman 
park ranger spent time yelling at the elephant to move off 
the road, and yelled to the visitors behind (some in cars 
some out on foot) to move back, this while managing to 
light and smoke several cigarettes.  Periodically the 
elephant turned and gave short charges. This caused 
temporary mayhem, with a sudden backward retreat of 
cars and people on foot! This went on for several 
kilometers and more than an hour before we finally 
reached an open area, when it finally strolled off into the 

meadow and away to the south. We chose to bird there for a bit and while there noted two accipiters in flight, 
one in display. I always struggle with identifying Asian raptors, and this year was no exception. The displaying 
Accipiter had a slow rowing wing stroke. I identified the bird as a Shikra as I was familiar with that display 
mode. I was able to get some photos. Down the road I saw a group of Thai birders doing a bird census, and 
asked them if they had seen it. They had and they told me that they had identified it as a Crested Goshawk. I 
looked at my photos and acknowledged that it showed the markings for that species. Later at lunch I ran into 
one of Thailand’s best birders, Wich’yanan (Jay) Limparungpatthanakij, the co-author (with Uthai Treesucon) 
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of the recent Birds of Thailand (Lynx Edicions). I told him about the bird and indicated that I had accepted the 
identification as a Crested Goshawk, but wondered about the display mode (Crested Goshawk flies with 
quick fluttery flaps and glides while flaring the white undertail coverts over the rump). I found the images on 
my camera and showed them to Jay. He instantly identified it as a Besra, another Asian species of Accipiter, 
but one that is rare. It’s a look-alike to Crested Goshawk, but is smaller and has five (not six) exposed fingers 
(primaries).  Misidentifying birds is never a pleasure, let alone misidentifying the same bird twice! I always try 
to view these events as a learning opportunity (“five, not six”). What else can one do?  Learn, learn, learn! 
 
At Kheng Krachan the main road was still closed at higher elevations due to storm damage in the summer of 
2018. So, we spent more time in the blinds on the outside of the park. This enabled us to see a number of 
secretive species well and up close. These included Gray Peacock Pheasant, Bar-backed, Scaly-breasted, 
and Ferruginous Partridges, Kalij Pheasant, Eared and Blue Pittas, and an adult Slaty-legged Crake. On one 
of our sessions near dusk with a Gray Peacock Pheasant and Ferruginous Partridges around, one of our 
folks let out a cry and said a huge snake is approaching, it must be a King Cobra. Sure enough we all saw it 
as it approached the pool. It was 3-4 meters long. Pipith, our Thai guide, said it’s a rat snake. It then headed 
towards one of the hides at a good pace. Then Pipith added, “I think it’s a rat snake, but maybe it’s a cobra.” 
When it actually tried to crawl into the hide, it caused a commotion. I was in the adjacent hide and thought in 
the haste of the evacuation, they were going to topple the hide! Photos showed it to be a Keeled Rat Snake. 
Two days later during in the morning, another very long snake (over three meters) came in to the clearing. 
Pipith immediately said King Cobra. Sure enough I could see the folds of skin extending out from the neck 
confirming that it was a cobra (photos confirmed it was indeed a King Cobra). It approached us and we were 
transfixed, but I’m sure we were all quietly thinking about a route of escape, but then it turned to the side and 
headed up the hill. These interludes from watching birds kept everyone alert!  
 
 
Our final section 
was on the coast 
of the Gulf of 
Thailand at Laem 
Phak Bia. We 
spent much of 
our time 
watching 
shorebirds in the 
area and did 
eventually see a 
leg flagged 
Spoon-billed 
Sandpiper, a 
critically 
endangered 
species (a few hundred remain) that multiple countries are working together to save. At another spot we 
carefully counted 183 Nordmann’s Greenshanks, a scarce Tringa species that breeds on Sakhalin, and the 
adjacent Pacific Coast of the Russian Far East. Slightly to the north we managed to locate 46 Asian 
Dowitchers with Black-tailed Godwits. Between the two tours, we tallied some 50 species of shorebirds 
(including allies like jacanas and pratincoles). We also visited a small wet spot with reeds just ten minutes 
away from Laem Phak Bia. Phil Round had alerted us to his discovery of several wintering Manchurian 
(White-browed is an alternative English name) Reed Warblers (Acrocephalus tangorum), a rare Acrocephalus 
warbler that winters mainly in Cambodia. We saw several there at dawn one morning along with a Great 
Bittern, which Phil had also seen.  Back to the shorebirds, at one place at Laem Phak Bia, I spotted a 
sleeping shorebird with its bill tucked in.  It looked familiar and I thought I knew what it was, but that species 
was casual in Thailand. I carefully scoped it, showed it to the group, and reached a tentative conclusion, then 
grabbed the camera and walked towards it.  
 

Nordmann’s Greenshanks, Laem Phak Bia, Thailand. 
Photo by Jon Dunn. 
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As I got closer it became alert and revealed 
that it was indeed……a basic plumaged 
Long-billed Dowitcher from North America. 
It wasn’t a first for Thailand, but it was still a 
good find, or so I thought. On the spot I had 
Pipith call Philip Round to tell him about our 
find. He laughed and said, “oh, I forgot to 
tell you it had been found earlier this 
winter!” 

   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

WFO Student Birders Contribute Art and Prose 
 
Poorwill, by Sierra Glassman  
 
Gray dancers in the moonlit flight 
Swift silhouettes and feathers on the wind 
Crackling sound of insect wings in a dark beak 
Poor-will, Poor-will, the sound of the night 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Broad-billed Hummingbird.  
Photo by Sierra Glassman 

Sierra is a WFO student scholarship recipient, writes 

poetry and is interested in starting a bird/nature 

running column/ newsletter/magazine for teens and 

youth. 

 

Long-billed Dowitcher at Laem Phak Bia, Thailand, 
on 1 March 2010. Photo by Jon Dunn 
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Ibises and Urban Aesthetics, by Elisa Yang (WFO student scholarship recipient) 
Mythological narratives have bled into my perception of nature. I 
was reminded of this on a trip to Florida, land of strange-billed 
birds and home to the White Ibis. Thoth, the Egyptian god of the 
sciences, arts, and death, has an ibis’ head and a wise demeanor. 
Yet clouded by my ideas of Western mythology, ibises do not give 
me the impression of intellect. The ibis’ bill reminds me of the Grim 
Reaper’s sickle: distressingly long and downcurved, unlike the 
straight bill of herons. They are not malicious, but their figure is a 
harbinger of worlds shadowy and not-quite-human.  
 
Gods can only be intimidating in the right setting. As I filled up at a 
gas station, a posse of White Ibises waltzed by, bypassing a wet 

burger wrapper and rainbow-sheened water. Their steps were slow and deliberate, forged to the rhythm of 
car engines. It is surrealistic to watch a mythical bird to an urban soundtrack. Make no mistake, this is not a 
treatise against manmade construction’s banality. Divine presence has come to suburbia, and I intend to 
enjoy it.  
        
Naturally, with ibises feet away from my face, I got out my camera and began to take pictures. The problem 
with bird photography in urban settings, however, is that the green of artificially-watered lawns and grey of 
concrete are considered widely to be aesthetically displeasing. This makes it difficult to get a good shot 
despite any type of lighting or angle manipulation. Whether the distaste for urban backgrounds is inherent to 
human nature's need for natural aesthetics, or learned by association with artificiality, I am unsure of. One 
thing is clear: nature and urbanization are becoming more intertwined, and this marriage will be a necessity in 
our stark future. The entwinement of humans with nature is an important narrative to depict. Our earth's 
natural habitats continue to shrink. Pristine images of nature reach a level of fantasy unattainable for the 
world's majority urban population, a type of wonder bordering on mythology. Ibises in gas stations will never 
appear in a National Geographic spread, but they represent an important future for the average future citizen. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Joy in Flight; Anna's Hummingbird 

By Lily Yllescas 

 

Ambitious Scrub-jay 

By Lily Yllescas 

 

Lily Yllescas is an artist, and a member of both the WFO and the Pasadena Audubon Society Young 

Birders Club. 
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Editor’s note: Many thanks to Homer Hansen, Susan Gilliland and Lena Hayashi for encouraging the young birders to 
submit their artwork and prose.  

Juvenile Sharp-tailed Sandpiper seen on 11 October 2019 
near the south end of the Salton Sea during a WFO board 
member retreat. Photo by Tom Blackman. 

mailto:KLeuschner@collegeofthedesert.edu
mailto:cerwa@earthlink.net
mailto:smcarota@gmail.com
mailto:llauzins@yahoo.com
mailto:obeach@cox.net
mailto:kennethpable@gmail.com
mailto:mbaumann22@gmail.com
mailto:docwlb@gmail.com
mailto:kgarrett@nhm.org
mailto:youthprog@westernfieldornithologists.org?subject=WFO%20contact
mailto:johnh@mills.edu
mailto:jkhavlena@yahoo.com
http://erpfromca@gmail.com
mailto:bryce@ornithologi.com
http://derosester@gmail.com
mailto:srottenborn@harveyecology.com
mailto:cswarth10@gmail.com

