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Newsletter Cover Photographs by Arlene Ripley 
A half-dozen shorebirds. Three species that nest in the lower forty-eight (L.)  and three that 
nest in the Arctic (R.). 
Arlene lives in the foothills of the Dragoon Mountains, Cochise County, Arizona, where for the 
past 13 years she’s documented bird migration with her camera lens. Her photo of a Smew in 
California graced the cover of a Western Birds issue back in 2007. About that Smew photo, 
Arlene writes, “In January 2007 I’d booked a flight from my home in Maryland to California to 
visit my elderly father in Burlingame. At that time a Smew appeared on a small pond in 
Soulsbyville (Tuolumne County, California). It's a long story, but I ended up driving to 
Soulsbyville and got some photos of the Smew, a life bird. Who’d have thought a Marylander's 
photo would end up on the cover of Western Birds!” 
 
To view more of Arlene’s beautiful photographs from Arizona and from her world travels, visit 
her Flicker Photo Gallery at https://www.flickr.com/photos/a_ripley/sets/. 

The expansive, lower 
foothills of Mariposa 
County (CA), looking west 
to the Central Valley from  
White Rock Road. Home 
to Golden Eagles, 
Ferruginous Hawks, 
Prairie and Peregrine 
Falcons, Loggerhead 
Shrikes, Savannah 
Sparrows, and  
Western Meadowlarks. 
 
 
Photo by Mark Chappell. 
18 May 2021. 
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Why Bird Names Change: A Brief History of Splitting and Lumping 
By John McCormack, PhD. Occidental College, California  
 

[In the spirit of the informative articles on the inner workings of the AOS North American Classification 
Committee by Jon Dunn and Kimball Garrett that appeared in several earlier newsletters, I asked John 
McCormack to write about the work on bird evolution and systematics that takes place in his lab at 
Occidental College. – Editor] 

 
Starting in 2017, bird field guides appeared with one well-known bird missing and two new ones in its 
place. Gone was the Western Scrub-Jay (Aphelocoma californica), replaced with one species along the 
Pacific Coast called the California Scrub-Jay (A. californica) and one from the interior U.S. and Mexico 
called Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jay (A. woodhouseii). It was almost like the former Western Scrub-Jay had 
been split in two, and in doing so, had vanished. 
 
To the average birder, and perhaps also to the average ornithologist who is not laser-focused on 
taxonomy, the appearance and disappearance of birds from field guides and checklists, and the 
changing of established names, can be mysterious and vexing, especially so because it comes handed 
down in book form, without explanation, as if from the bird gods. Who makes these decisions? And on 
what basis? 
 
In this article, I’ll describe some of the research and reasoning behind taxonomic changes. As the 
Director and Curator of the Moore Laboratory of Zoology, a large bird specimen collection at Occidental 
College, our research on the evolutionary history of birds always touches on this question. But before we 
get there, we need some history. 

 
It turns out that bird names have been changing ever since there were bird names. The Western Bird 
Guide, written by Chester Reed in 1920, reveals many mysteries to the modern birder. There is no 
Spotted Towhee, but there is an Oregon Towhee and a San Diego Towhee. The Hutton Vireo is joined 
by another similar bird, the Anthony Vireo. The White-winged Junco appears alongside the Dark-eyed 
Junco as a full species. And there is no Western Scrub-Jay, but there is a Woodhouse Jay and a 
California Jay. 
 
At first glance, it seems like there were more bird species in 1920 than there are today. But on closer 
examination, it is just a matter of how the species of today were split up back in 1920. 

A Unicolored Jay (A. unicolor unicolor) from Reserva de Biósfera Sierra de las Minas, 
Guatemala (Macauley Library ML85163771, photo by Daniel Aldana) and specimens 
representing subspecies guerrerensis (MLZ 45972), concolor (NMNH A9096), oaxacae (MLZ 
33558), unicolor (MLZ 45360), and griscomi (AMNH 327521). 
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The Western Bird Guide was published toward the end of an era when ornithologists were busy parsing 
the units of bird biodiversity finer and finer into new species and, when most of the species had been 
named, into subspecies. The use of subspecies (aka. trinomial nomenclature) is not as common in other 
animal groups, and likely stems from the early and intense focus on geographical variation in birds during 
this time. 
 
In today’s parlance, the ornithologists of the early 1990s were splitters. If you think of species as bins in 
which to place biodiversity, splitters look at nature and place it into lots of little bins. The opposite of a 
splitter is a lumper. Lumpers would rather combine the smaller bins together into fewer, larger bins 
affixed with species names. 
 
The great frontier of bird taxonomy would eventually reach its horizon as more and more varieties were 
described. The splitting couldn’t last forever. The lumpers would soon have their day. 
 
+++++++++++++ 
 
In 1942, German ornithologist, Ernst Mayr, then curator of the American Museum of Natural History in 
New York City, published an idea that would be part of swinging the pendulum back toward lumping.  
 
Mayr had spent many years in the South Seas collecting birds in places like the Solomon Islands, an 
archipelago of over 900 islands. Maybe it was seeing so many similar birds, each on different islands, 
that made him think about the problem with splitting species too finely. Would there be a new species for 
each island, each atoll, each outcrop? Mayr tackled the problem head on.  
 
In his canonical book, Systematics and the Origin of Species, Mayr outlined a “species concept” or the 
definition of a species. Calling this the Biological Species Concept (BSC for short), Mayr focused on what 
keeps species apart—whether or not they mate and produce offspring. Specifically, Mayr said species 
are “actually or potentially interbreeding natural populations.” 
 
That word “potentially” in the BSC definition was doing a lot of work. The populations Mayr saw on 
different islands in the Solomons are not actually interbreeding, but in Mayr’s view they would potentially 
interbreed if brought together. Thus, with a single word, 900 island forms, each possibly a different 
species, could be gathered together into a single species based on their potential for interbreeding. 
 
In cases where isolated forms had become different in their appearance, Mayr favored the term 
superspecies to capture the fact that they were different, and perhaps on their way to becoming species, 
but still could probably interbreed. 
 
As it happened, Mayr was at Harvard during the period when the first major list of all bird species, begun 
by James L. Peters, was being worked on. When Peters died, the project went to Mayr, who farmed 
much of it out to experts, but wielded influence over the final product. Calling it “the millstone around his 
neck” (all the Museum’s albatross specimens were apparently out on loan at the time!), Mayr and other 
authors finally completed the last volume of the Peters checklist in 1986. But even before that, the early 
volumes, Mayr’s influence, and the widespread acceptance of the Biological Species Concept 
contributed to a half-century of lumping. 
 
+++++++++++++ 
 
Then the pendulum swung again toward splitting, this time sparked by another German, a zoologist 
named Willi Hennig. In the 1940s, Hennig began to devise a new way to decode the tree of life.  
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Previously, zoologists had looked at the overall similarity of organisms in deciding which branches would 
sit next to one another in the tree of life. Hennig’s key insight was the different consideration of traits that 
were shared because they were inherited from an ancestor and those that were shared due to novel 
evolutionary innovations in a lineage. Hennig said we should care more about the latter because shared 
ancestral traits do not inform relatedness in a meaningful way. The lack of feathers in crocodiles and 

lizards does not mean they are close kin. 
But the novel innovation of feathers, shared 
among birds and some non-avian 
dinosaurs, is good evidence of a recent 
shared ancestor and causes them to belong 
together in a group. Hennig called these 
groups clades and the field he invented was 
called cladistics. 
 
Hennig’s ideas were transformative. Nearly 
all evolutionary biologists today are little-c 
cladists in the sense that we all use this way 
of creating evolutionary trees. (Big-C 
Cladists refer to a subset of practitioners 
who continue to use methods most in 
keeping with the original ideas of Hennig.) 
And most of us agree that clades—
evolutionary groups of close kin that share 
certain novel traits—should be the basis for 
higher taxonomy, or the naming of major 

evolutionary groups. Clades get names: Passeriformes (an order) or Aphelocoma (a genus). 
 
The cladistics revolution also trickled down to the tips of the tree of life, affecting species definitions. In 
1982, Joel Cracraft, an ornithologist at the American Museum of Natural History, proposed that species 
could be identified as those clades at the very tips of the tree of life. Whereas Mayr’s Biological Species 
Concept required knowledge of how populations were (or might be) interacting out in nature, which made 
it difficult to apply, the Phylogenetic Species Concept (PSC) proposed an actionable criterion, the 
existence of a clade. These ideas hit just as DNA sequencing was taking off, which provided reams of 
new data with which to create phylogenies—and identify clades. 
 
Where the two species concepts differ the most is in how they treat populations that never come into 
contact. Under the BSC, the tendency is to lump these populations into one species on that basis, 
especially when they do not differ much, suggesting that reproductive isolation is unlikely. Under the 
PSC, the tendency is to split them when they are shown to form clades. 
 
Other trends have moved the needle toward splitting. The more we investigate the genomes of birds, the 
more we find out how widespread hybridization has been between species. The prevailing view of 
species formation as two rivers that split asunder never to meet again is rarely the case. Rather, rivers 
diverge, but maintain small tributaries linking them, which slowly close off through time, with the 
occasional bucket of one gene pool sloshed to the other. Thus, the BSC allows for situations where even 
substantial interbreeding might occur, as long as reproductive isolation remains sufficiently high. 
 
Summarizing the history, over the last several decades, splitting has become more common than in the 
past. The reasons are several: advances in theory and methodology around how we determine species 
relatedness, the desire for practical ways to decide what is a species, and our increasingly detailed 
portrait of the genomes that reveals how reproductive barriers are not absolute, even among birds that 
everyone seems to agree are good species. 
 

Clade-based taxonomy. Clades shown in dotted 
lines. The Phylogenetic Species Concept also 
designates species at the clades at the tips of 
the tree of life. 
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With this history, we can now look at how decisions on species taxonomy are made today and compare 
two recent cases from my lab to see how the same rules are applied with different outcomes. 
 
+++++++++++++ 
 
Ornithology is somewhat unusual in that we place the power of taxonomy in the hands of a few 
committees. Both the North American Classification Committee and the South American Classification 
Committee are standing committees of the American Ornithological Society (AOS). (WFO President Jon 
Dunn sits on the North American Committee.) Together, they produce the official checklists and annual 
supplements. There are other checklists of birds, produced by other national and international groups. 
But in the Americas, ornithologists tend to adhere to the AOS Committees’ recommendations. 
 
There is no similar committee in herpetology or entomology. In these groups, taxonomy is a bit like the 
Wild West. The general rules of taxonomic naming—whether for birds, snakes, or bumblebees—are laid 
out in the International Code for Zoological Nomenclature (ICZN), a rulebook set forth by an elected 
committee assembled by a worldwide non-profit organization currently based at the National University of 
Singapore. But the ICZN does not attempt to cover decisions on species splitting, which leaves 
herpetologists, for better or worse, to duke it out in the primary literature without a committee referee. 
 
Meanwhile, in ornithology, proposals are submitted to the Committees and are reviewed quarterly, with 
an annual publication of the results for North and Middle America published in Ornithology (formerly The 
Auk). The North American Classification Committee has 11 members and requires a 2/3 majority to pass 
a proposal. The Committee approaches name changes conservatively and with a view toward stability. 
They also state outright that they bend toward the Biological Species Concept. 
 
The Committee also favors “multiple lines of evidence” in deciding on proposed splits. This philosophy is 
consistent with an increasing trend toward integrative taxonomy, or the marshalling of data from as many 
parallel sources as possible: genetics, morphology, plumage color, vocalizations, habitat, and behavior—
all bearing on the question of species status. 
 
So how does this work out in practice?  
 
+++++++++++++ 
 
The specimens in the Moore Lab were put together over the course of decades, mostly by Chester C. 
Lamb, an old field hand well known in early Los Angeles ornithology circles. From 1933 to 1955, Lamb 
worked for Robert T. Moore, sending specimens in batches back to Moore and he filed these away in his 
home in Pasadena. In 1951, Moore brought them to Occidental College. 
 
Moore pored over these specimens, naming new species and subspecies wherever he saw changes in 
appearance associated with geography. In this way, he was very much part of the pre-Mayr focus on 
finely parsing biodiversity based on appearance without much consideration for processes of 
reproductive isolation. 
 
Today, we still study changes to the outward appearance of birds, but we have also updated Moore’s 
methods with DNA. Applying the concepts originally proposed by Hennig, but with more data and more 
powerful computer algorithms, we can build evolutionary trees and estimate the time since populations 
and species first diverged. Some of the results are very surprising. 
 
A project I worked on during my PhD showed that the many distinctive varieties of Dark-eyed Junco 
(Junco hyemalis) found in North America, including the White-winged Junco subspecies, evolved quite 
recently, probably since the last Ice Age 20,000 years ago, a mere blip in evolutionary time. They remain 
part of the Dark-eyed Junco species complex. Meanwhile, less distinctive juncos, like the Baird’s Junco 
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(J. bairdi) of southern Baja and the Guadalupe Island Junco (J. insularis), had much longer histories of 
isolation, and they have been split into separate species. 
 
We have other new sources of data, too. Global networks of weather stations provide data on 
temperature and rainfall for every square kilometer on Earth. Space satellites can provide a portrait of the 
vegetation, things like greenness, tree cover, and canopy height. While these broad environmental 
variables can miss features important to a bird’s ecological niche, they often capture important features 
contributing to divergence among species, especially when the variables can be linked to museum 
specimen localities. 
 
Using this updated approach, we can compare two similar studies from my lab, with different taxonomic 
outcomes, to illustrate the criteria now used to decide on species splits. 
 
+++++++++++++ 
 
In 2016, the proposal to split the Western Scrub-Jay into California Scrub-Jay and Woodhouse’s Scrub-
Jay passed (barely) by a Classification Committee vote of 7-3. Meanwhile, in 2020, a proposal to split the 
Unicolored Jay failed 4-7. In many ways, the studies were quite similar, as both looked at variation within 
species in the jay genus Aphelocoma. Why the different outcome? 
 
In the case of the scrub-jays, the group had already seen considerable prior work and there was the 
precedent that they had already been considered separate species in the past. Although the phenotypic 
differences between the two groups were fairly subtle, some of them appeared to be adaptive, caused by 
generations of natural selection. Elizabeth Bardwell, working with Craig Benkman at New Mexico State 
University, had even carried out painstaking experimental work with captive scrub-jays, finding that the 
thin-billed Woodhouse’s form was better at plucking pine seeds than husking acorns, and vice versa for 
the thicker-billed California form. 
 
What our study added was a better portrait of what was going on at the genetic level, especially in a 
geographic location where the two forms seemed to hybridize. Prior DNA work had suggested the two 
forms were genetically distinct and probably clades. Our work confirmed this result and put a timescale 
on their differentiation at around 2 million years ago. 
 
In the hybrid zone, we sampled populations along a transect. By following genetic types across the 
transect, we showed that hybrid genotypes quickly tapered off outside the epicenter of hybridization in 
the Pine Nut Mountains of western Nevada. Thus, even though we confirmed hybridization, our work 
suggested that the two forms had accumulated a measure of reproductive isolation. This nod to the 
Biological Species Concept seemed to sway a few members of the Committee. The Western Scrub-Jay 
was split and the name disappeared. The California and Woodhouse’s Scrub-Jays were resurrected. 
 
In the case of the Unicolored Jays, there were several key differences. Unicolored Jays live in five 
patches of cloud forest in Mexico and Central America and never come into contact. In each of these 
patches, our data showed, the jays had become different in their plumage color, morphology, and 
environment. Some were more purple than blue. Some had longer tails. Some were in habitat with a 
higher tree canopy. 
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At the genetic level, each of the five populations 
were clades with at least hundreds of thousands 
of years of divergence. The deepest genetic 
split—three million years across a lowland barrier 
in southern Mexico called the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec—was even older than that between 
the scrub-jays. We had demonstrated multiple 
lines of evidence for differentiation. Yet, the 
Committee was not fully persuaded. Why not? 
 
Several Committee members balked at the 
proposal to break the Unicolored Jays into five 
species, rather than something more 
conservative like two species across the Isthmus. 
Others seemed persuadable with more evidence 
bearing on reproductive isolation, such as 
differences in vocalizations. Somewhat ironically, 
the lack of secondary contact and hybridization 
made any conclusions about reproductive 
isolation speculative.  
 
The Biological Species Concept held sway, and 
the Unicolored Jay remained as the Unicolored 
Jay. 
 
+++++++++++++ 
 
People have asked: Was I bothered when the 
Unicolored Jay split did not pass? 
 
I used to get a bit invested in these decisions, but I don’t anymore. Our understanding of species shifts 
through time—not based on fad or whimsy, but in response to new ideas, new methods, and new 
sources of data. Plus, it’s not easy to apply hard cut-offs to a continuous process like speciation. There is 
humility in knowing that the problem of “what is a species” is ultimately unsolvable to everyone’s 
satisfaction (even within ornithology, let alone across all organismal groups), although that doesn’t mean 
we shouldn’t keep doing our best to get it right. 
 
The Classification Committees look at each proposal very carefully and the “No” votes usually have the 
longest written justifications. In short, the Committees are doing the very best they can, given their 
difficult charge. The only thing that does get me upset these days, and you rarely see this from the 
Committees, is a lack of humility and dogmatism on the subject of species concepts, especially when 
staking out extreme positions. 
 
Another reason I don’t get bothered is that the taxonomic outcome is just one part of the overall 
research. Take the Unicolored Jays for example. Whether it’s one species or five, our research captured 
the process of speciation-in-action. We showed how certain geographic features in Mexico contribute to 
regional differentiation and at which time periods. And we added to knowledge on centers of local 
endemism in Mexico, whether or not they are considered species. Yes, I care about taxonomy. But there 
is also evolution and biogeography. Ultimately an accurate understanding of the speciation process is the 
most important research product. 
 
Make no mistake: at the Moore Lab we’re cooking up more studies that will find their way onto the 
Classification Committees’ dockets. How they shake out will depend on the data and our evolving 
understanding of species formation. 

Occidental College undergraduate Maeve Secor 
‘22 measures Yellow Grosbeaks (Pheucticus 
chrysopeplus) for a study of geographic 
variation. 
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Woodhouse’s Jay, Mt. Hopkins in the Santa Rita Mountains of southeastern Arizona. 
Photograph by Mark Chappell. 
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Bird News from Western North America: Spring 2021 

By Paul E. Lehman 

Alaska: A total shocker was the Sandwich Tern photographed in the northern Panhandle at Gustavus on 
10-11 May, not surprisingly a first state record. A pair of American Black Ducks near Cordova from 21-23 
May established the first record since 1975. The state’s second documented Laughing Gull was a bizarre 
occurrence well inland at Gakona on 12-13 May, and a casual Black-throated Gray Warbler was in 
Juneau. A Spot-billed Duck was at Adak Island during May, a Bean Goose and Great Knot plus several 
Stejneger’s Scoters were in Nome, while another Stejneger’s was more unusual at Shemya Island in the 
western Aleutians on 24 May, where there was also a Steller’s Sea-Eagle on 2-3 Jun and a Eurasian 
Hobby on 28 May. Another Steller’s Sea-Eagle was at Saint Paul Island from at least 14-17 May, a 
second Pribilofs record. A female Pallas’s Bunting was at Gambell on 2-3 Jun, the second definite spring 
record there (and where there were five fall records). (Nat Drumheller, Sulli Gibson, Steve Heinl) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sandwich Tern (Ad.); Gustavus, AK; 10-11 
May. Photo by Nat Drumheller. 

Stejneger's Scoter (male); Shemya Island, 
AK; May 2021. Photo by Zak Pohlen. 

 

Steller's Sea-Eagle (Imm.); St. Paul Island, AK; May 2021.  Photo by 
Barbara Lestenkof. 
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Yukon: A “Siberian” Whimbrel was in Watson Lake on 31 May-1 Jun. 

 

British Columbia: The province’s 16th Curlew 
Sandpiper was in Delta on 23 May. A Black-
throated Sparrow at Coquitlam on 27-28 May was 
very rare in the province, and especially so near the 
coast. BC’s 24th Hooded Oriole was in Sidney from 
Feb through 17 Mar, and another was near Cache 
Creek on 27-28 May. A Dickcissel inland in the 
Kootenays from 23-25 May was the province’s 29th. 
Other highlights included two Snowy Plovers and a 
Costa’s Hummingbird. (Melissa Hafting) 

 

 

 

 

Common Ringed-Plover (right) and Semipalmated Plover (left), May 2021, at Gambell, AK, 
where Common Ringed is a regular visitor and scarce breeder. A fine side-by-side comparison.  
Photo by Ethan Goodman. 

Curlew Sandpiper; Delta, BC; May 2021. Photo 
by Ilya Povalyaev. 
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Washington: Washington's first 
Common Crane was in Skagit County 
from 23-29 Apr, its third Little Stint was 
in Snohomish County from 23-25 May, 
and a White-rumped Sandpiper was in 
Edmonds on 1 Jun. A White Wagtail in 
San Juan County from 18-26 May was 
the state’s 13th. More Franklin's Gulls 
than usual were presumably a result of 
drought farther south and inland, as 
was the good season for American 
Avocets, Black-necked Stilts, Wilson's 
Phalaropes, and Black-throated 
Sparrows—also see British Columbia, 
above, and Oregon, below. (Ryan 
Merrill, Brad Waggoner) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dickcissel (male); Kootenays, BC; May 2021. Photo by Paul 
Prappas. 

Common Crane; near Bow, Skagit County, WA; Apr 
2021. Photo by Ryan Merrill. 

Little Stint (with Western Sandpiper); Snohomish 
County, CA; May 2021. Photo by Doug Schurman. 
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Oregon: Oregon observers bemoaned the dearth of spring migrants, with March and April being painfully 
uneventful. Many speculated that persisting drought conditions across the West and the wildfires that 
coincided with the peak of fall passerine migration in 2020 may have severely impacted the populations 
of many species. True rarities were scarce, but a Black Vulture at Gold Beach, Curry County, on 17 May, 
provided an overdue first state record. A Lesser Nighthawk day-roosting at Bay City, Tillamook County, 6 
Apr was just the third for Oregon, and a cooperative male Garganey–the state’s fifth and first since 
2005–inhabited Baskett Slough NWR, Polk County, on 15-16 May. Spring Bar-tailed Godwits, formerly 
mega-rare in Oregon, have now appeared during May in three of the last five years: one at Newport, 
Lincoln County, 18 May, adds to about 30 total records for the state. Franklin’s Gulls and White-faced 
Ibis, presumably refugees from the drought-ravaged Great Basin, invaded western Oregon in 
unprecedented numbers from about 10 May+. Similarly, seven Black-throated Sparrows found west of 
the Cascades 6 May+ were presumed waifs from the parched interior. Sustained northwesterly winds 
along the coast during early-to-mid May produced a flight of Red Knots that was truly astounding by 
Oregon standards. Up to 500 knots were massing daily near the Columbia River mouth. In most years a 
flock one-tenth that size would be noteworthy along the Oregon coast. Elsewhere, daily counts ranged 
from 150-200 birds on many open beaches and estuaries. (Shawneen Finnegan, David Irons) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Garganey (male); Basket Slough NWR, OR; May 
2021. Photo by Scott Carpenter. 

Lesser Nighthawk; Bay City, OR; Apr 2021. Note the placement of the pale 
wing-patch directly under the tip of the tertials. Photo by Annika Andersson. 

Black Vulture. Gold Beach, Curry County, 
OR, 17 May 2021. Photo by Mick Bressler. 
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California: Two Short-tailed Albatrosses and several Parakeet Auklets were off northern California. Now 
casual in the state, a Wood Stork appeared for its second spring at the San Diego Zoo Safari Park in San 
Diego County during May. A Neotropic Cormorant was far to the north in Yuba County from 28 May+; 
also, north of expected were birds in Tulare County through late Apr and in Madera County 6-9 Apr. A 
migrant “Black-backed” White Wagtail turned up in San Francisco on 14-15 May, and other White 
Wagtails were in Humboldt County on 18 May and, most unusual, far inland at South Lake Tahoe on 17 
Apr and at the north end of the Salton Sea on 2 Jun. Numbers of most eastern vagrants seemed below 
normal in much of the state, headlined by a reported Alder Flycatcher in eastern San Bernardino County 
on 29 May, single Cape May and Bay-breasted Warblers in Death Valley, and by three different spring 
Dickcissels (in Imperial, Orange, Inyo counties). It was an excellent migration through southern California 
for Black Swifts and Purple Martins. As noted above for the Pacific Northwest, Franklin’s Gulls were also 
found in above-average numbers. (Paul Lehman, Curtis Marantz, Dominik Mosur, John Sterling) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

White Wagtail; San Francisco, CA; May 
2021. Photos by Jonah Benningfield. 

"Black-backed" White Wagtail; north end Salton Sea, Riverside 
County, CA; 2 Jun 2021.  Photo by Curtis A. Marantz. 
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Montana: Prolonged drought continues to plague many parts of Montana east of the Continental Divide. 
No mega-rarities were reported this spring. Of interest were flocks of Red-necked Phalaropes estimated 
to contain 3000-5000 individuals at Bowdoin NWR between 16-25 May; two well-described fly-by Arctic 
Terns about 50 km SSW of Bowdoin NWR on 20 May, where four nesting attempts occurred between 
1998 and 2000; and a singing Black-throated Gray Warbler at Lewis and Clark Caverns State Park, 
Jefferson Co., on 19 May, where nesting was suspected in the summer of 2019. (Jeff Marks) 

Cape May Warbler (male); Furnace Creek Ranch, Death Valley, CA; Jun 2021.  
Photo by Curtis A. Marantz. 

 

Wood Stork (male); San Diego Zoo Safari Park, San Diego County, CA; May 
2021. Photo by Alison Davies. 
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Nevada: The state’s second Red-headed Woodpecker was at Six-mile Canyon near Virginia City from 3 
Apr-11+ May. Other notables included a Western Gull on Lake Mead on 27 Apr, a Little Blue Heron at 
the Clark County Wetlands Park also on 27 Apr, and a Glossy Ibis in Lemmon Valley, Washoe County, 
on 12 May. (Martin Meyers) 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Western Gull (Ad.); Lake Mead, NV; Apr 2021. Photo by Tim 
Almond. 
 

Glossy Ibis (Ad.) with White-faced; Lemmon Valley, NV; May 2021. 
Photo by Paul Hurtado. 

Red-headed Woodpecker; near 
Virginia City, NV; Apr-May 2021. 
Photo by Clayton Peoples. 
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Arizona: A “Yellow” Palm Warbler near Safford on 18 Apr was only the third report for the state, and 
perhaps the first to be photographically documented. Arizona’s third Black Turnstone was near Aztec in 
Yuma County on 24-25 May. A Black Skimmer at Stanfield on 3 May was the state’s 12th record. Also, 
during May, some three separate Tufted Flycatchers were found, as well as a Red-headed Woodpecker 
in Apache County (9th), single Golden-winged (Rio Rico) and Blackburnian (Parker Canyon Lake) 
warblers, and a mini-invasion of Elegant Terns during May. As in many parts of California, there were 
plenty of late-lingering flycatchers, vireos, warblers, tanagers, and grosbeaks in the lowlands into late 
May. (Gary Rosenberg) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Mexico: A Common Crane made a brief 
stop at Bosque del Apache NWR, 1 May; it 
provided the state’s fourth record. An Elegant 
Tern at Bitter Lake NWR, 25 May furnished 
New Mexico’s fifth record and the first from 
the eastern half of the state. A Royal Tern—
the state’s second—was at Heron Lake, Rio 
Arriba Co., 30 May.  Last reported in New 
Mexico in 2013, a White Ibis was at Truth or 
Consequences 12 May. Providing a Catron 
Co. first, a Sulphur-bellied Flycatcher 
wandered far north to Apache Creek 23-25 
May. A Greater Pewee was north of normal at 
Albuquerque 23-26 Apr. A favorite this season 
was a male Cerulean Warbler at Albuquerque, 
15 May; it provided New Mexico’s fifth record 
and the first since 2001. Other noteworthy 
eastern strays during May included a 
Mourning Warbler at Albuquerque, a Prairie 
Warbler at Rattlesnake Springs, and male 
Scarlet Tanagers in four counties. (Sandy 
Williams) 

 

Black Turnstone; near Aztec, Yuma County, AZ; 
May 2021. Photo by Kurt Radamaker. 

Black Skimmer; Stanfield, AZ; May 2021. 
Photo by Pierre Deviche. 
 

"Yellow" Palm Warbler; near Safford, AZ; Apr 
2021. Photo by Diane Drobka. 

16



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Common Crane; Bosque del Apache NWR, NM; 
May 2021.Photo by Gary K. Froelich. 

Elegant Tern (Ad.); Bitter Lake NWR, NM; 
May 2021. Photo by Araks Ohanyan. 
 

Royal Tern; Heron Lake, NM; May 
2021. Photo by T. Jay Adams. 
 

Cerulean Warbler (male); Albuquerque, NM; May 
2021. Photo by Michael J. Andersen. 
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A Ramble Through Central Park  

by Kurt Leuschner 

One of the advantages of teaching online during this pandemic is that I don’t have to be in my office or 
classroom on a daily basis (or at all!). Have laptop and WIFI, will travel!  So, this spring I decided to do 
something I’ve always wanted to do, but never had the opportunity – bird Central Park in early May, a 
prime time for warblers in migration. With permission from my wife and kids, and with New York and 
California “opening up” again, I decided to take a chance and book a flight to New York City.  It was a 
breeze flying Palm Springs to LaGuardia with one quick change in Denver.  The subway still doesn’t 
reach LaGuardia, but it gets close – first, you take a bus and then transfer to the subway to Times 
Square.  Hotels are pretty cheap right now and I was able to walk to Central Park each morning or use 
the subway for just a few stops.  Another thing I re-learned was that there weren’t as many subways 
running at 5:00 am compared to later in the day!  Sorry for being late one morning, Chris – can we blame 
it on the Metro?   

Just outside my hotel and in the single tree on the block, I was surprised to see a Gray Catbird greet me 
with its scratchy song.  Madison Square Garden was visible from my 13th floor hotel room (yes, there was 
a 13th floor).  In case you were wondering, Madison Square Garden, which is actually now round, was 
square from 1925-1968.  While I was here, I’d heard that the Knicks were playing the Lakers … in LA, 
unfortunately.  I had to settle for watching the game on East Coast time – I’m spoiled by the West Coast 
time zone.  The Lakers won, at 1:45 am!  

Except for one somewhat breezy and 
chilly morning, the weather was clear 
and calm and not too cold (I gambled 
by not packing an umbrella or a warm 
coat).  For three mornings in a row, I 
met up with my friend, part-time 
California resident, and WFO member, 
Christian Cooper, who led me around 
the main birding areas of Central Park.  
Chris is also a member of Coachella 
Valley’s Desert Cities Bird Club, and 
he is featured in the documentary 
“Birders: the Central Park Effect.”  But, 
you may have heard of Chris because 
of an incident that took place in 
Central Park in May 2020 in one of the 
more popular birding areas known as 
“the Ramble.”  Chris reminded a 
woman of the park rule that dogs 
should be on leashes, and asked her 
to put hers on the leash.  The woman responded by calling the police and reporting that an African 
American man was threatening her life.  Chris smartly and calmly recorded this verbal assault.  You can 
watch it for yourself and see how wrong and how ridiculous it was.  It made national news and was one 
on a list of many events in 2020 highlighting racial injustice. 

Central Park is known for its creatively(?) named locations like “the Ramble,” “the Great Hill,” “the 
Mount,” “the Great Lawn,” “the Lake,” “the Loch,” “the Pond,” “the Pool,” “the Reservoir,” “the Castle,” 
“the Boathouse,” and the famous “Strawberry Fields and the Imagine Circle” (RIP John Lennon).  Then 
there is the Shakespeare Garden where in the Winter of 1890, Shakespeare super-fan, Eugene 

Chris and Kurt in Central Park in May. 
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Schiefflin, released the first batch of 60 European Starlings that would eventually wreak havoc across the 
United States -- thanks a lot, Eugene.  (Note: blame Henry IV, Act 1).   

Perhaps this term is outdated with 
men and women working everywhere 
all the time, but an early afternoon 
baseball game on a Wednesday used 
to be called a “businessman’s 
special.”  For me, an afternoon game 
was a “Central Park birding in the 
morning and not wanting to stay up 
too late or ride the subway at 11:00 
pm, special.”  So one afternoon after 
birding I took in a Mets baseball game 
at Citi Field (#20 of my quest to see a 
game in all 30 ballparks).  As fate 
would have it, after seeing an entire 
tree full of migrating Baltimore Orioles 
in Central Park that morning, the Mets 
clobbered the Orioles 7-1 just as the 
“Miracle Mets” of 1969 did.  A neat 
quote on the wall of the Jackie 
Robinson rotunda caught my eye: “A 
life is not important except for the 
impact it has on other people’s lives.”  
Well said, Jackie.  The Yankees were 
unfortunately out of town, but now I 
have another excuse to come back 
and experience Yankee Stadium. 

Back to the warblers. Everyone in 
Central Park seemed to know Chris, 
not only because of “the incident” last 
year, but because he’s been living 
and birding in the area since he was a 

kid growing up on nearby Long Island.  Or, should I say “in” Long Island; as the Supreme Court ruled 9-0 
in 1985 that Long Island was not an island after all, but a peninsula.  (I haven’t confirmed this, but that 
might have been the last time the Supreme Court agreed on anything!)  Christian Cooper has a well-
earned reputation as one of the top birders in Central Park.  Chris birds by ear and can hear those 
warblers long before anyone sees them (and sometimes we don’t get to see them, e.g. Tennessee!).  His 
favorite is the Blackburnian Warbler and we were fortunate to see 3-4 of them over the 3-day period.  It 
might be my favorite warbler too if I had to choose, but fortunately I don’t.  We ended up seeing 20 
warbler species during those three mornings, with Cape May, Magnolia, Ovenbird, Northern Parula, and 
American Redstart being the most abundant.  Other special warblers I don’t get to see very often 
included: Prairie, Chestnut-sided, Black-throated Green, Black-throated Blue, Northern Waterthrush, and 
Black-and-white. It took a special effort to find the single Worm-eating Warbler, but after two tries we had 
it at eye level just a few feet from us and not far from a sleeping Barred Owl!  I don’t usually get excited 
about seeing a Wilson’s Warbler, but the Central Park crowd sure seemed impressed by one.  Other 
familiar warblers to us Californians to round out my 20 species included:  Yellow, Yellow-rumped 
(Myrtle), Orange-crowned (celata), Nashville, and Common Yellowthroat.  We just missed seeing Blue-
winged (reported the first day I arrived), and of course right after I left, Chris told me that Bay-breasted, 
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Prothonotary, and Mourning Warblers made appearances.  If one birds Central Park every morning in 
May as Christian does each spring, then 30 species are attainable (with a little work and a sprinkle of 
luck!).  Golden-winged, Cerulean, Swainson’s and Connecticut are real treasures to see, and the rarest 
of all was a Kirtland’s that showed up once in May 2018. 

We ran into a number of very large birding groups each day.  Birding has become even more popular 
since the pandemic began and it shows in a place like Central Park.  It still remains a mostly White 
pastime, but it was refreshing to see quite a bit of diversity in the birding crowd compared to what I’m 
used to seeing in California and the West.  Lots of youth were involved too, even on the weekdays.  
WFO has also been working hard in recent years to involve more youth in everything that we do.  And 
after the events of 2020, WFO issued a Statement on Racial Injustice to show our support and created a 
subcommittee to help find ways to increase diversity and inclusivity in our ranks.  Observing birds and 
nature in general is one of the best ways for everyone to study science, regardless of race, ethnicity, 
gender, or age.  It has taken a pandemic and closed classrooms to open up new outdoor opportunities 
for learning. As we all head back into nature with a renewed sense of gratitude, I hope that we can all 
appreciate the beauty and wonder of birds and the people who watch them, even more, and do all we 
can to protect birds and their habitats.  Imagine yourself next May in the most diverse city on the planet 
birding Central Park and taking in a game at Yankee Stadium – with any luck they will be playing the 
Blue Jays or the Cardinals on a Wednesday afternoon!  
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My Journey with Diversity and Inclusivity 

By Jon Dunn, WFO President 

I’ve watched with horror and sadness the many events that have taken place over the years in regards to 
racial harmony in America, especially during this last year. The murder of George Floyd crystalized the 
feelings for many. Each of us reacted differently to these events. While I shared the grief and the need 
for action, for me and others there was a certain degree of helplessness, indeed depression that settles 
in. Others are more proactive in taking action. Bless them.  

Late last June, I read Carolyn Kormann’s 
short article titled “Georgia Postcard 
“(Field Research) in the 29 June 2019 
New Yorker. Her article is about Corina 
Newsome, at the time a graduate 
student at Georgia Southern University 
(GSU). Corina’s study subject was the 
macgillivraii subspecies of the Seaside 
Sparrow (Ammospiza maritima). Corina 
is a woman of color and what she told 
Carolyn touched me more than anything 
I’d read previously. It would be fair to say 
it caused an epiphany for me in my 
overall thinking, particularly on why more 
Black people don’t become birders. The 
author accompanied Corina on one of 
her field days into the salt marshes 
where they searched for Seaside Sparrows and their nests. During the course of this field work, Corina 
and Carolyn conversed. Her study site was not far from the site where Ahmaud Arbery in February 2020, 
was chased down by three white men, and then shot and killed, while he jogged. The trial for the three 
accused still awaits. Corina visited the neighborhood where he was killed. She relates: “I drove around 
that neighborhood where he was jogging. On my way out – and this sounds crazy – I parked, rolled my 
windows down and screamed at the top of my lungs. I was bursting on the inside and there was nothing I 
could do. I was sobbing. I felt like I was gonna vomit.” With that in mind, Corina further related: “I’m 
always on guard. I try to prominently display my gear. Even if I don’t see a bird, if I see white folks 
approaching me, I immediately look through my binoculars, I need them to know what I’m doing.” Later, 
she adds: “Birding in the marsh is as remote as I will go” she adds quietly. “There’s no way I’m going in a 
remote area, or in the woods, without a white person as cover.” And then, Corina finds a Seaside 
Sparrow nest, a cup of dried grass, about four inches across, and attached to Spartina stalks. Inside 
were three dime-sized, brown-speckled eggs.” Corina finally states, “I’m so happy to be here.” Carolyn 
relates that it was uttered “as if it were a confession.”  

When I finished Carolyn’s article, it dawned on me: how can we reach out successfully in our attempts to 
include Black birders when being in a White persons’ world induces fear? Corina is a committed birder 
and ornithologist. She takes all appropriate cautions. But how can we encourage less committed (to 
nature) Blacks and other minority groups to participate in an activity that perhaps creates discomfort and 
even fear? 

Corina Newsome. Photo by Katharine Arntzen, Georgia 
Southern University. 
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A year ago in June, Corina helped organize the inaugural #BlackBirdersWeek in response to what 
happened over Memorial Day to Christian Cooper. Chris was birding Central Park when he crossed 
paths with a white woman with an unleashed dog. He politely asked her to leash the dog and she 
responded by calling the police and stated an African-American man was “threatening her life.” Christian 
had filmed the entire encounter on his cell phone so there was no doubt about what had really 
happened. His video was widely viewed on the national news.  

In the summer issue of Audubon Magazine, Corina is featured in another article titled, “It’s time to build a 
truly inclusive outdoor culture.” She relates that through events like #BlackInNature and 
#BirdingWhileBlack, hundreds of thousands saw the program and heard their message. In the aftermath, 
there were more Black birders and scientists and hikers than ever before. Corina’s efforts continue and 
she asks that white people join their efforts. “We are at the cusp of a turning point that embraces human 
diversity as joyfully as the diversity of feathered creatures. To get there, white people must value Black 
lives and hear our voices – and lean into uncomfortable conversations about racism and privilege that 
follow.” She asks that the birding community not be neutral. “Neutrality is dangerous, and this is our 
protest.”  

I have read and reread the New Yorker and Audubon Magazine articles many times, and I’m always 
moved. I hope others can read those articles, too. I’m anxious to hear what else Corina has to say to the 
birding community. I welcome a continued conversation. I can add that Corina got her Master’s Degree 
at GSU early this year. Although Christian Cooper is a New York resident, he spends part of the winter 
near Palm Springs. There he met former WFO President, Kurt Leuschner. Christian is now a WFO 
member. Christian helped me to contact Corina and I reached out to her. She wrote a gracious reply. 
She greatly appreciates when others read and consider her written thoughts in various publications. 
Many organizations have reached out to her to review and offer suggestions for their ‘Equity, Diversity, 
and Justice statements and programs.’ She encourages WFO to think about “how we can connect to 
local leaders in Black, Indigenous, and other communities of color to understand how we can best 
position our resources to serve communities (and articulate our plan of action, however preliminary, in 
our statement).  

In June 2020, the WFO Board formed a subcommittee on Diversity and Inclusivity within the Outreach 
and Fundraising Committee. It was chaired by Chris Swarth. The well-publicized incident in Central Park 
with Christian Cooper was one of several incidents that sparked us to take action. The subcommittee, 
then the Board, formulated a policy statement which was later modified. This is a living Racial Justice 
statement, one which is likely to be amended by the Board as events and society as a whole evolves in 
the months and years ahead.  

I expect my own journey on diversity will continue, as it will for other WFO leaders and members. I thank 
Corina, Christian, and others, for my own education on diversity and to Kurt for contacting Christian, 
which led to my direct communication with Corina. I urge all WFO members to be as welcoming and 
inclusive as possible and to do as much as we can to include all interested folks in our activities. We are 
almost Covid-safe now so we can again offer car rides to our favored birding destinations, or to a birding 
conference – including a WFO conference, say at Reno in the early fall of 2022! 
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The Signature Bird for the 2021 WFO Birdathon  

By Andy Mauro, Birdathon “Chair” 

There’s something about a Pileated Woodpecker 
sighting that never fails to stir my blood. Maybe it’s 
because I’ve lived most of my life down in San Diego, 
a birder’s paradise that our nation’s largest Picidae 
never deigns to visit. An exciting bonus of my recent 
move to the Pacific Northwest was the chance to 
encounter this remarkable bird on a regular basis. 
Well guess what?  WFO will soon be offering all its 
members, wherever they might reside, the 
opportunity to get up close and personal with their 
own Pileated Woodpecker on a daily basis. More 
about that in a minute. 

The 2021 WFO Birdathon will run from September 1 through October 15. Birders will be able to select a 
day within that time frame to go out in the field and see birds. We know you want to do this, not just for 
your own personal enjoyment and sense of well-being, but to support WFO as well!  The WFO Birdathon 
webpage will provide all the information needed to get involved. Look for an announcement and invitation 
to visit the WFO Birdathon website in July. In the meantime, start recruiting a few friends to join your 
team, think about where you might conduct your Birdathon, and begin brainstorming possible team 
names to draw attention and gain a few sponsors for your effort. You’ll enjoy  Dave Shuford’s account 
below of his Bobolinks team Birdathon in 2020 and you’ll be energized to organize your own in 
September! It’s all about having fun! 

And as for that Pileated Woodpecker, WFO will be offering a “special edition” WFO Birdathon T-shirt 
featuring this iconic species to commemorate this inaugural event. Depending on how often you do your 
laundry, you will always have the opportunity to keep this spectacular North American bird close to your 
heart, even if you happen to live in a Pileated-deficient region of our country.  

 

Our 2020 Birdathon Adventure 

By Dave Shuford, WFO Past-President 

Raise your hand if you enjoy raising funds for anything, including causes that you’re 
passionate about. Not many hands shooting for the sky I bet. But from participating in 
Birdathons for roughly the last 40 years, I can attest that this is one of the most 
enjoyable ways to support your favorite organization. What beats spending a day in the 
field doing what you love the most, searching for birds in one of your cherished locales 
while promoting their conservation. There are so many ways to do a Birdathon – by car, 
on foot, by bike, or whatever suits your fancy – and, while many will approach this in a 
competitive way, how much you raise is mainly dependent on how many sponsors you 
have and the enthusiasm you generate rather than the total number of species you see. 
One way to engage your sponsors is by a lively post-Birdathon report of the highlights, 
including the trials and tribulations, of your day in the field. The following is an example 
from my team’s report of our unofficial Birdathon last year to support WFO, in which we 
raised the most funds of any of our prior efforts. Hope you enjoy my account of the day, 
and that this helps to inspire you to conduct your own Birdathon for WFO in 2021! 
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Doing a Birdathon in 2020, as with almost everything else, was not “normal.” On October 9, masked-up 
and driving separate vehicles, Scott Carey and I met at 4:30 am to begin owling in the oak woodlands at 
Ragle Park in Sebastopol to start our Sonoma County big day. A while after hearing a Great Horned Owl, 
we were about to pack it in when the faint tremolo of a Western Screech-Owl wafted our way, yielding 
our target species. Knowing first light would come at about 6:30, we boogeyed over to owl the ridge 
above Occidental stopping at intervals on Coleman Valley and Willow Creek roads, dominated by 
redwoods and Douglas firs. With temps for the day predicted in the 90s inland, it was already very warm 
on the ridge top, and smokey to boot from the recent wildfires. At the (now) dead end of Willow Creek 
Road, we walked out about three-quarters of a mile on the old grade for the first time entirely away from 
traffic noise on a still night. This is a prime area, but despite our best efforts we did not hear a single 
individual owl. On our walk back, we began tallying landbird species by their daybreak vocalizations. 

Our morning plan was to hopscotch our way through the varied habitats on Coleman Valley Road until 
we reached the coast at Highway 1. Picking up various species along the way, we fortuitously stopped at 
a farm opening in the forest and happened upon a sparrow flock lollapalooza that included eight species. 
A rule of thumb is the larger the flock the flightier they are, and this case was no exception. Looking far 
up the road we noticed a small Spizella sparrow on the ground with larger sparrows, and after inching up 
and working the flock extensively, we confirmed there were two Spizella species: Chipping, uncommon 
this late in migration, and Clay-colored, a vagrant from the Great Plains. After this boost, we continued 
along the road out to the coast, but our species total was lagging as we did not see any western migrants 
at all. 

With high tide at Bodega 
Bay at about noon, we 
wanted to get there while 
there was still a fringe of 
mudflats for shorebirds. 
But first we headed north 
on Highway 1 in search of 
Surfbird at either Duncan’s 
Landing or Furlong Gulch, 
where the previous week 
there had been 23 
individuals. With that quest 
denied, we reversed 
direction and headed 
south, stopping to overlook 
the mouth of Salmon 
Creek, where we added 
Common Merganser, 
American Avocet (rare on 
the outer coast in 

Sonoma), and a late-in-the season Caspian Tern, and a nearby farm pond on Chanslor Ranch, where we 
were strafed by a Merlin with a second one hot on its tail. 

We then skedaddled on to Bodega Bay, where we immediately checked the closest sites for shorebirds 
at Porto Bodega and the Tides Restaurant. Mudflats were already gone, but we did find big roosts of 
large shorebirds. After scanning the south part of the bay for diving birds (loons, grebes, ducks), we 
blasted out to Bodega Head for another look for rocky shorebirds, again no luck with Surfbird but added 
various ocean birds, including Pigeon Guillemot, a species mostly absent by this date. With daylight 
burning, we stopped at some traditional landbird spots (Hole-in-the-Head, Owl Canyon, Gaffney Point) 

Turkey Vulture, enjoying the sun at Duncan’s Landing, Sonoma County, 
CA. Photo by Scott Carey. 
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on the west shore of the bay, but migrants 
were few. We did pick up Northern Rough-
winged Swallow, one of the least-likely 
swallow species to be seen in October, and 
American Pipits in flight, pointed out to us by 
a nearby birder. Planning to soon head 
inland, we dashed to the south end of the 
bay to check Smith Brothers Road, the 
entrance pond at Doran Beach, and the bay 
side of Doran spit. On the very limited 
mudflats we again just saw large shorebirds 
and soon left Bodega Bay (and ended the 
day!) without adding any species of the 
regular small shorebirds (Least or Western 
sandpipers, Dunlin, or Sanderling), 
unprecedented on any of our previous 
Birdathons. This left us wondering where in 
the heck do small shorebirds roost around 
Bodega Bay at high tide, a mystery to be 
solved later. 

With time a dwindling and our total bird list at only about 100 species, we drove, lickety-split, the roughly 
30 miles to our next destination, the Petaluma oxidation ponds, the best single spot in the county for 
dabbling and diving ducks, and a variety of other freshwater-loving waterbirds. After arriving and 
checking in we had only about an hour to cover this large pond complex. Despite being rushed and 
dogged by the inland heat and smoke, we added a total of 15 new species, including local rarities such 
as Greater White-fronted Goose, Redhead, Eurasian Wigeon, and Great-tailed Grackle. 

We now had one last stop planned before day’s end, the Laguna de Santa Rosa Preserve, 18 miles 
away in Sebastopol. Arriving with the sun approaching the western horizon and only about 45 minutes of 
birding left, we walked the trails through riparian habitat along a slough and adjacent irrigated farm fields. 
Given the limited time available and that we had already birded for landbirds during the prime morning 
hours, our expectations were modest. Up to this point we had recorded only three species of warblers, 
but in short order we doubled our total by lucking on a flock of just three individual warblers, each a 
different species (Black-throated Gray, Wilson’s, and Yellow). Given that it was the end of the day it was 
remarkable that we added 10 new species at the Laguna, including Green Heron, Cooper’s Hawk, and 
Wild Turkey.  

But the most astounding species seen was the very last one of the day. Walking back into the parking lot, 
Scott spotted a flying waterbird he first thought might be a loon, which would have been unusual enough, 
but as it flew right by us about 50 yards away and 50 feet off the ground we both exclaimed it was a 
Clark’s Grebe! Yikes! It is unusual to see any grebe in flight, let alone this species over riparian habitat 
and far from the ocean where most Clark’s Grebes winter in flocks composed mostly of Western Grebes. 
A typical Birdathon day usually ends with a whimper, but this one went out with a bang! 

To wrap things up, we did a socially-distanced, tailgate tally of species seen, with the total of 126 species 
being the exact same number we’d recorded in 2019!  This year we were saved by the 25 species seen 
combined at our last two stops of the day, sites we’ll be sure to revisit for Birdathon 2021. 

Although hindered by a poor day for migrant landbirds, high temperatures, and smokey skies, we had a 
great day communing with our avian friends and sharing the companionship of our Birdathon buddies. To 
close, thanks very much for your moral and financial support for the birds and for young birders! 

Steller’s Jay. Illustration by Allan Brooks, 1927. 
From, Birds of Pacific States, by Ralph Hoffmann. 

25



 

 

BIRD-A-THON SPECIES LIST: 2 OCTOBER 2020 

BOBO-LINKS TEAM: SCOTT CAREY AND DAVE SHUFORD 

Greater White-fronted Goose 
Canada Goose 
Mute Swan 
Cinnamon Teal 
Northern Shoveler 
Gadwall 
Eurasian Wigeon  
American Wigeon 
Mallard 
Northern Pintail 
Green-winged Teal 
Canvasback 
Redhead 
Ring-necked Duck 
Greater Scaup 
Lesser Scaup 
Surf Scoter 
Common Merganser 
Ruddy Duck 
California Quail 
Wild Turkey 
Pied-billed Grebe 
Eared Grebe 
Western Grebe 
Clark’s Grebe 
Rock Pigeon 
Band-tailed Pigeon 
Eurasian Collared-Dove 
Mourning Dove 
Anna’s Hummingbird 
Virginia Rail 
Sora 
Common Gallinule 
American Coot 
Black-necked Stilt 
American Avocet 
Black Oystercatcher 
Killdeer 
Whimbrel 
Marbled Godwit 
Black Turnstone 
Dowitcher sp. 

Spotted Sandpiper 
Willet 
Greater Yellowlegs 
Common Murre 
Pigeon Guillemot 
Heermann’s Gull 
Ring-billed Gull 
Western Gull 
California Gull 
Herring Gull 
Caspian Tern 
Elegant Tern 
Red-throated Loon 
Common Loon 
Brandt’s Cormorant 
Pelagic Cormorant 
Double-crested Cormorant 
American White Pelican 
Brown Pelican 
Great Blue Heron 
Great Egret 
Snowy Egret 
Green Heron 
Black-crowned Night-Heron 
Turkey Vulture 
White-tailed Kite 
Northern Harrier 
Cooper’s Hawk 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Western Screech-Owl 
Great Horned Owl 
Belted Kingfisher 
Acorn Woodpecker  
Northern Flicker 
American Kestrel 
Merlin 
Peregrine Falcon 
Black Phoebe 
Say’s Phoebe 
Hutton’s Vireo 
Steller’s Jay 

California Scrub-Jay 
American Crow 
Common Raven 
No. Rough-winged Swallow 
Oak Titmouse 
Bushtit 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
Brown Creeper 
Pacific Wren 
Marsh Wren 
Bewick’s Wren 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 
Wrentit 
Western Bluebird 
Hermit Thrush 
American Robin 
Northern Mockingbird 
European Starling 
House Sparrow 
American Pipit 
House Finch 
American Goldfinch 
Chipping Sparrow 
Clay-colored Sparrow 
Fox Sparrow 
Dark-eyed Junco 
White-crowned Sparrow 
Golden-crowned Sparrow 
Savannah Sparrow 
Song Sparrow 
Lincoln’s Sparrow 
California Towhee 
Spotted Towhee 
Red-winged Blackbird 
Brewer’s Blackbird 
Great-tailed Grackle 
Common Yellowthroat 
Yellow Warbler 
Yellow-rumped Warbler 
Black-throated Gray Warbler 
Townsend’s Warbler 
Wilson’s Warbler 

 
Total species:  126 
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Join Us for the WFO 2021 Virtual Conference! 
By John Harris, Conference Chair 
 
The 45th annual conference of Western Field Ornithologists will take place with a virtual format from 
August 26-29, 2021. Relax in a comfortable chair, cue up your computer, and enjoy learning about bird 
research, identification, and conservation in a new way. 
 
The virtual format provides an opportunity to listen to speakers on a variety of topics while retaining some 
of the familiar elements of our in-person conferences. Each day of the virtual conference will feature 2-3 
talks, a workshop, and two one-hour science sessions. Each science session will have three talks about 
research on the field biology of birds in the WFO region. The final schedule for the science sessions will 
be available well before the conference. Full descriptions of presentations and workshops, and presenter 
biographies will also be available on the conference registration website. We anticipate opening 
registration in mid-June, so look for an email announcement coming at you very soon! 
 

• Workshops will feature Field Sketching with Bryce Robinson; the iNaturalist web site with Hannah 
Floyd; Sound Identification with Nathan Pieplow; and Shorebird Identification with Jon Dunn.  

• Our ever-popular Photo Identification Panel with host Ed Harper and the Sound Identification 
Challenge with Nathan Pieplow will be exciting parts of the conference. 

  
• Speakers and topics may be revised, but will include: 

1. Keynote Speaker Dr. Morgan Tingley: The Changing Nature of Fire and its Impacts on 
California Birds 

2. Alex Cho and Aaron Gomperts (Student presentation): Basics of Bird Photography 
3. Christian Cooper: Making Birding More Inclusive 
4. Jon Dunn and Alex Cho: The Tule Goose - Bird of Mystery 
5. Robert E. Gill: The Nesting Ecology of Surfbirds and Wandering Tattlers: Confronting the 

Challenges of Studying Montane-nesting Birds  
6. Dr. Thomas Hahn: Nomadic Finches and Their Vocalizations 
7. Dr. Anu Kramer: Fire Bad? It’s Not So Simple for the California Spotted Owl 
8. Helen Loffland: Birds, Bees, and Meadow Restoration in Sierra Nevada Meadows 
9. Lee Tibbitts: Migrating Buff-breasted Sandpipers Hop Along Grassland Corridors and Jump 

over Forest Barriers During Their Annual Journeys Across the Americas 
10. Phil Unitt: The Collections of the San Diego Natural History Museum and Their History 
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Conference Program Presenters 
 
Keynote Speaker Morgan Tingley is Associate 
Professor of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology at 
the University of California, Los Angeles since 
2020, having previously served as an Assistant 
Professor at the University of Connecticut and as 
a David H. Smith Conservation Research Fellow 
at Princeton University. He holds a Ph.D. in 
Environmental Science, Policy, and Management 
from the University of California, Berkeley. He 
received his B.A. from Harvard University and an 
M.Sc. from Oxford University. He’s a Fellow of 
the American Ornithological Society, where he 
currently serves as an Elected Councilor. He’s 
also a Research Associate with the Institute for 
Bird Populations. Morgan received the “Wings 
Across the Americas” conservation award from 
the U.S. Forest Service and the Young 
Professional Award from the Cooper 
Ornithological Society. His more than 60 
research papers, primarily about birds in 
California, and his research have been covered 
widely by the popular press, including features in 
the The New York Times, LA Times, and Washington Post.  

 
Alex Cho is a high school student living in the San Francisco Bay area. He has worked with the 
California Bluebird Recovery Program and the Heron and Egret Project in the monitoring of nest boxes 
and nests, respectively.  One of Alex’s passions is photography - especially of birds - and he’s currently a 
volunteer photographer for The Citizens Committee to Complete the Refuge. 
 

Christian Cooper is a writer and editor, a longtime birder, and a board member of New York City 
Audubon. A past president, in his undergrad days, of the Harvard Ornithological Club, he went on to write 
comics at Marvel for several years. His latest work, the Black Lives Matter comic, It’s a Bird, was 
published digitally by DC Comics, and new book, Better Living Through Birding, is upcoming from 
Random House. 

 
Jon Dunn is co-author of the 7th Edition of National Geographic Society’s Field Guide to the Birds of 
North America. Jon is a member of the Committee on Classification and Nomenclature of the American 
Ornithological Society, served for 30 years on the California Bird Records Committee, and he’s currently 
the President of WFO. 
 
Hannah Floyd will be a high school junior in the fall. Hannah has broad interests in natural history and 
ecology and has written several articles for birding and nature magazines.  

 
Bob Gill is a retired research Wildlife Biologist with the U.S. Geological Survey in Alaska where he’s 
worked for over 40 years, mostly studying the breeding and movement ecology of shorebirds.   
 

Dr. Morgan Tingley, Conference Keynote Speaker 
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Aaron Gomperts is a high school student and bird photographer from Los Angeles. Aaron has been 
banding birds in Zuma Canyon for nearly three years. He recently won the Backyard Bird section of the 
San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory’s World ‘Migratory Bird Day’ Photo Contest. He has another photo 
shortlisted for the final round of judging in the Young Bird Photographer of the Year photo competition. 
 
Thomas Hahn is Professor in the Department of Neurobiology, Physiology, and Behavior at the 
University of California, Davis. His research interests include the environmental regulation of avian 
annual cycles of behavior, physiology, and morphology, and the behavioral and physiological responses 
of birds to unpredictable environmental events. 
 

Ed Harper is retired from teaching mathematics and field ornithology at American River College. A very 
accomplished photographer, he’s photographed over 800 species of North American birds and countless 
other species on seven continents. 
 
Anu Kramer is a Researcher with the Peery Lab at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, where she 
works primarily with California Spotted Owls, applying her knowledge of fire, GIS, and remote sensing. 
 
Helen Loffland is a meadow specialist at the Institute for Bird Populations and has spent 25 years 
studying Willow Flycatchers and other birds in Sierra Nevada meadows. Her most recent work focuses 
on riparian bird and bumblebee responses to land management activities. 
 
Nathan Pieplow is the author of the Peterson Field Guide to Bird Sounds, published in two volumes, 
Eastern (2017) and Western (2019).  Nathan teaches writing and rhetoric at the University of Colorado in 
Boulder. 

Bryce Robinson is an ornithologist and illustrator. A WFO Board Member, Bryce is currently a Ph.D. 
student at Cornell University and the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology. 
 
Lee Tibbitts is a Wildlife Biologist at the Alaska Sciences Center of the U.S. Geological Survey. Her 
work involves shorebird ecology, population monitoring, and waterbird conservation. Her research 
projects have included the migration of Bar-tailed Godwits; the winter ecology of Rock Sandpipers; and 
alpine-nesting shorebirds in Alaska. 

Philip Unitt is Curator of Birds and Mammals at the San Diego Natural History Museum. He has 
published nearly 50 articles and book chapters on the distribution, ecology, identification, and 
conservation of birds. Since 1986 he has served as editor of Western Birds. 
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Meet Andy Mauro: WFO Board Member 

(A So-So Birder’s Road to the WFO Board) 

On my 4th birthday I received a children’s book on birds from my Grandma Mamie. It featured 20 nicely 
reproduced illustrations from Audubon’s Birds of America, along with some simple text. The fascinating 
illustrations totally captured my imagination. I was especially intrigued by the action scenes of birds 
catching prey, predators at the nest, courtship rituals, etc., and I pored through the illustrations often. I 
should mention that I also received several Bibles from Grandma during those early childhood years, my 
name always inscribed in gold on the covers. But it was the birds that captured my heart, and Grandma 
understood. I innocently learned the lesson that it was OK to find my spirituality in nature.    

Grandma lived in Alfred, NY, a small, rural town that 
ancestors on my mother’s side had called home for 
over 150 years. We lived a couple of hours away by 
car, so visits to Grandma’s house were special treats. 
For five years of my young life, from the age of five 
until I was ten, Mom would drive me to Alfred and drop 
me off for a 2-week stay with Grandma. I would spend 
those wonderful summer days exploring the creek, 
building dams and tree forts, picking berries, and 
learning all about nature. I would bring home frogs, 
tadpoles, turtles, feathers, wasp nests, crickets, and 
grasshoppers in a jar—everything imaginable. 
Grandma and I would pour over my nature finds and 
my descriptions of things I’d witnessed, and it would 
always remind her of some wonderful story about 
things she’d seen when she was my age.  Grandma 
and I formed a lasting bond during those summer days 
of my childhood, and the love of nature she kindled in 
me has been a lasting blessing.   

Eventually our family made its way west during my 
high school years, and I became a Southern 
Californian. I met Kathy at the University of Redlands 
in 1963. We did a 4-year progression—casual date, 
budding infatuation, going steady, getting pinned, 
getting engaged, and then getting married in 1967. At 
this point I had a BA in English Literature from 

Redlands and another year to go for my MBA in Marketing from San Diego State.  Our twins, Elizabeth 
and Rob, came along a year later. 

Kathy also loves nature. I was the action guy in our partnership, always moving, always scanning for a 
new find, always bending down to pick up something that caught my eye. Kathy was the professor’s 
daughter (her dad was a scientist at Scripps Institution of Oceanography in La Jolla). She was the one 
who would pour through the guidebooks intent on confirming the identification. She kept the lists, was the 
stickler for details, would call me out on my quick IDs that failed to note an important field mark. Kenn 
Kaufman’s inscription on my edition of Kingbird Highway reads, “To Kathy, who always keeps Andy 
honest.”          

My first jobs after college were in banking and market research, but I soon decided I wanted to be my 
own boss. During my late 20s and throughout my 30s I was a commercial flower grower, owning and 
running Mauro Flowers, Inc., a greenhouse operation that raised and sold cut chrysanthemums to 

Andy Mauro speaking to participants on 
a trip he led in 2010 to San Elijo Lagoon 
near Encinitas, California. 
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wholesale florists across the U.S.  I served a stint as President of the San Diego County Flower Growers’ 
Association.   

In my 40s, Kathy and I sold the flower farm and I went to work for the State of California at the Del Mar 
Fairgrounds.  I worked my way up to become manager of the fairgrounds, which was home to one of the 
top five fairs in North America with an annual attendance of over 1 million. It was also the site of the 
famous Del Mar Racetrack. At some point during those years I grew a 355-pound pumpkin, a feat that 
garnered a lot of local media attention. My family awarded me a plaque proclaiming me “Lord Gourd of 
the Mauro Clan”.   

At the age of 52, I again changed careers, this time focusing on my passion for nature.  Over the next 20 
years I served as a director, treasurer, and president of three different birding and conservation groups in 
San Diego: San Diego Field Ornithologists, San Elijo Lagoon Conservancy, and Buena Vista Audubon 
Society. I led nature walks for various nature organizations, taught “Birding for Docents” classes, 
participated in bird and native plant surveys, and oversaw initiatives to acquire and restore conservation 
land. I was an enthusiastic participant in Phil Unitt’s wonderful San Diego County Bird Atlas project, a 5-
year endeavor that greatly improved my birding skills and heightened my awareness and understanding 
of bird behavior and habitat preferences. Kathy and I became “parabotanists” with the San Diego Natural 
History Museum to work on the San Diego County Plant Atlas. That experience awakened in us a true 
appreciation and love for native plants which, predictably, manifested itself in a manic drive to totally 
relandscape our yard.    

In 2015 I had a fortuitous encounter with Brian Malk, a San Diego nature lover and philanthropist. We 
bonded over our mutual interest in the environment and talked about what might be done to help some of 
our local conservation and nature education groups accomplish their missions.  With Brian’s 
encouragement and full financial support, I developed and initially administered the Malk Nature Fund, a 
program that now annually awards $500,000 in grants to non-profit conservation groups in San Diego 
County.   

While President of Buena Vista Audubon, I directed a $6 million campaign to acquire, restore, and 
manage a 32-acre parcel of land adjacent to the San Luis Rey River in northern San Diego County.  I 
was greatly touched when the BVAS board later honored me by naming the property “The Andy Mauro 
Nature Reserve.” The Mauro Reserve is now in the third year of its restoration.  

Over the years I’ve been able to take memorable birding trips to exotic locales, including Costa Rica and 
Ecuador with Phil Unitt, Tanzania and Tasmania with Kurt Leuschner, and Cuba with Kimball Garrett. 
Over these last 25 years, I’ve been blessed to have a great friend and birding buddy, Steve Brad. The 
two of us were always encouraging each other to get out in the field, see birds, and improve our birding 
skills. We compared notes, gleefully corrected each other’s miscalls, attended WFO Conferences 
together, and went on multiple birding excursions, nearby and afar.   

In 2019, Kathy and I sold our house in Encinitas, packed up our stuff, and moved to Gig Harbor, WA, a 
beautiful little harborside town along the Puget Sound.  We now live in a wonderful continuing care senior 
retirement community called Heron’s Key. I quickly became identified as “The Bird Guy” at Heron’s Key, 
where I regularly troll the ponds and woodlands adjacent to our apartment. I host a quarterly Heron’s Key 
Nature Hour program for the residents (now via ZOOM) and lead regular nature walks. I was invited to 
join the board of the Friends of the Harbor Hill Environmental Sanctuary, a non-profit group that is in the 
process of developing a wildlife sanctuary and passive recreation park around the stormwater retention 
ponds adjacent to Heron’s Key.  

In July last year, Kathy and I were able to purchase a somewhat rustic log cabin situated on 7 acres of 
cedar and bigleaf maple woodlands in Gig Harbor’s nearby countryside. The cabin is located about 10 
minutes from our apartment, perhaps a little close for the typical second-home retreat but perfect for 
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easy visits whenever the mood or need arises. This has been the realization of a long-held dream and 
has been my salvation during the pandemic isolation. I miss my great friends and the wonderful birding of 
San Diego, but I must say the Pacific Northwest certainly has its attractions. My chapparal-loving 
California Gnatcatchers and California Towhees may have been left behind in San Diego, but I now 
enjoy almost daily encounters with the Barred Owls and Pileated Woodpeckers residing amidst the 
verdant beauty of the new “Mauro Woods”!   

Finally, also in the midst of the 2020 pandemic shutdown, I was elected to the WFO Board. Becoming a 
WFO board member was a surprise and quite an honor for someone who might best be characterized as 
a dedicated and passionate birder who sadly possesses only average birding skills and a lousy ear.  My 
skill set is more in the area of non-profit administration and financial management. With eager 
anticipation I signed in to my first WFO Board meeting last October and, following a series of smoothly 
engineered “suggestions” by our esteemed president, soon found myself the appointed chair of the first 
ever WFO Birdathon.  My wife just shook her head when the meeting ended and I sheepishly told her the 
news. The Birdathon takes place immediately following our Virtual Conference in late August. I’m 
counting on all of you to help me out!  

 

Meet Kristie Nelson: WFO Board Member 

I was bit hard by the bird bug as a little kid. I spent my childhood and adolescence involved with birds in 
as many ways as possible – from raising backyard chickens to joining the local Wildlife Rescue Center. I 
spent countless days watching local birds, monitoring and mapping their nests, territories, and behaviors, 
and keeping species lists for my favorite spots. In third grade my science teacher agreed to try stuffing a 
bird with me. It didn’t turn out very well but I continued practicing. After a couple years my mom arranged 
for me to learn proper techniques from a professional taxidermist who took the time from his usual deer 
heads and big game animals to teach 
me proper bird mounting techniques. I 
was lucky to have supporting parents 
and teachers who nurtured such 
interests. 

I attended Humboldt State University, 
California, for an undergraduate 
degree in Wildlife Biology. There, I 
joined in with the local birding 
community and met some excellent 
folks, such as John Sterling, who 
introduced me to California County 
birding. What an exceptional way to 
explore California and to experience 
its varied landscape and avifauna. 

After college, I took an internship with 
Point Blue Conservation Science 
(PRBO back then) at Mono Lake 
monitoring bird populations along the 
lake’s tributary streams. I was fortunate to work under Sacha Heath, who managed the Eastern Sierra 
program. Sacha is a motivating biologist and project leader and I was grateful to work under as a young 
intern biologist. In 2001 I met my future husband while on a point count. One thing led to another and I 
ended up moving in with him into a unique, turn of the century homesteader cabin where we lived for the 
next 20 years. The cabin lacked electricity, potable water, and was snowed-in during most winters, all of 

Kristie Nelson doing field work by boat on Mono Lake in 
eastern California. 

32



which provided a pretty singular way of living (for California at least). We developed a small farm and 
went big on homestead activities. We raised dairy and meat goats, pigs, chickens and more, and 
developed a market garden for organic vegetables which at peak production serviced 100 or so weekly 
customers. Summers were busy but I learned many skills and had many experiences. Learning 
taxidermy at a young age, for example, made butchery skills easy to pick up for the pigs we processed at 
home.  

I continued bird research and birding during the years I lived at Mono Lake. Starting in 2001 I spent time 
most falls on Southeast Farallon Island, a birder’s dream. Outstanding numbers of diverse migrant and 
vagrant birds to study and enjoy, unlike anything on the western mainland. Sea life of all sorts, isolated 
surroundings, rugged experiences, and abundant great white sharks combined to make unforgettable 
memories. In 2003, I joined the California Bird Records Committee, becoming only the second woman to 
serve. That was an honor and I was fortunate to meet and work with outstanding and prominent 
California field ornithologists – many whom of course are WFO members and directors. I have also been 
the bird record compiler in Mono County, CA for North American Birds since 2002. Other field ornithology 
projects I participated with include field stints with Jones and Stokes Associates (thanks to John 
Sterling), Greater Sage Grouse research with the U.S. Geological Service, and being the seabird 
surveyor on a three-week oceanographic survey.  

I continued working with Point Blue until just this year. In 2005, I joined their staff to manage the Mono 
Lake California Gull program; one of Pt Blue’s longest continually-run research projects. I worked with 
many amazing volunteers over the years counting tens of thousands of nests and banding thousands of 
gull chicks in the midst of the unique landscape and ecology of Mono Lake. In 2015, I began transitioning 
the project from relatively complicated personnel-based ground counts to aerial surveys. These were 
refined further to drone-based monitoring conducted by Point Blue’s excellent drone pilots/penguin 
biologists last year. After more than 15 eventful years running the Mono Lake gull project, I handed this 
project off to other Point Blue colleagues. I was involved in satellite projects related to Mono Lake, 
including constructing and maintaining a nearly 1-mile long electric coyote exclusion fence in 2017 (with 
my husband Joel). The fence successfully protected the gull colony from coyote predation following the 
2012 – 2016 drought, which reduced lake levels to the point that coyotes were able to invade parts of the 
colony. I also worked with local partners to catalyze an eradication program for a highly invasive weed 
which has been over-running the gull colony and causing large population declines.  

I also have an affinity for butterflies, tiger beetles, and other insects. I have taught butterfly workshops 
with the Mono Lake Committee and have been involved with butterfly counts sponsored by the North 
American Butterfly Association.  

Currently, I am developing a bird sound app called Warble Bird Songs with software engineer Jeff Blatt. 
Warble is designed for blind and visually impaired birders to learn ear-birding skills, although it will be a 
great tool for sighted people as well. Imagine hearing a bird, but being unable to visually confirm what it 
is and when field guides and range maps are of no use. We’re working with Cornell Lab of Ornithology 
and anticipate Warble to be a game-changer for blind people and others who want to learn ear-birding 
independently. 

Finally, after being a California resident my entire life and shortly after joining the WFO board last fall, my 
husband and I moved to south-central Missouri. Things are different here, but we’re enjoying it very 
much. Spring migration is underway and the migrants are incredible. Thanks to Zoom, WFO Board 
meetings are just a click away. I am honored to be elected as a Board member and look forward to 
working with and learning from the WFO. 
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Opening: Treasurer/Membership Secretary 
 
Suzanne Carota is stepping down as our Treasurer/Membership Secretary after seven years of excellent 
service to WFO. We thank Suzanne for all her efforts and are very pleased that she will stay on to help 
her replacement transition into the role. The basic qualifications for this position are noted below: 
 
Bookkeeping/Accounting experience 

• CPA desirable, but not required 
• Non-profit organization experience desirable, but not required 
• Budgeting experience desirable, but not required 
• Excel software skills required 
• Excellent communication skills 
• Detail oriented 
• Good organization skills 
• Ability to work in a self-directed environment 

 
This position is supported by a stipend and it could be ideal for someone with the needed skills and 
experience who wants to work with an excellent non-profit organization. If you are interested in this 
position or if you know someone who might be, please reply to Ed Pandolfino at erpfromca@aol.com. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WFO Nominations Committee Seeks Individuals to Serve on the Board  
John Harris, WFO Vice President 
 
The Nominations Committee is soliciting suggestions for nominations for three open positions on the 
Board of Directors. Nominees must be current members of WFO and self-nominations are welcome. 
Each board member serves on one or more standing committees:  

• Publications 
• Student Programs 
• Finance 
• Fundraising and Outreach 

• Conservation and Science Policy 
• Field Trips 
• Conferences 
• Awards 

  
Board members also join temporary ad hoc committees. In addition to a planning, policy-making, and 
oversight role, Board members help organize and conduct the annual conference. The term is for three 
years. The Board meets 3 to 4 times a year by teleconference and in-person at the annual conference. 
All Board members should plan to attend each annual conference.  
 
We seek hard-working, engaged volunteers. Joining the Board requires a significant commitment of time 
and energy, and prospective Board members should be dedicated to maintaining and growing all of our 
programs, including the publication of Western Birds.  Members interested in proposing nominees should 
contact John Harris, Chair of the Nominations Committee at: johnh@mills.edu. 

Brown Pelican. Photo by Tom Blackman. 
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2021 WFO Research Grant Program and Recipients 
By John Harris, WFO Science Subcommittee Chair 

This is the second year of WFO’s university student research grant program to help graduate students 
with their field studies. The WFO Board created this program because supporting field research in 
ornithology directly addresses our mission. We also hope that students supported by this program will 
participate in conferences by presenting their research results, and that in the long term the program will 
result in more submissions to our journal, Western Birds. Graduate students have experienced many 
challenges during this pandemic year that have affected their ability to conduct field work and obtain 
funding for their research. So it was not surprising that the number of applicants increased compared to 
2020. We were able to allocate our funds to support three students this year. In addition, because we did 
not have student scholarships to help students at an in-person conference this year, the Student 
Programs Committee, with approval of the Board, offered a grant to a high school student. The awardees 
and their projects are presented below; hopefully we’ll hear from them at our virtual conference in 
August. On behalf of the WFO Board, I wish to thank the many donors who have supported our Student 
Programs in recent years.  

Ben Sonnenberg is a Ph.D. student in the Department 
of Biology at the University of Nevada, Reno.  Ben has 
been studying natural selection on spatial cognition 
across an elevational gradient in food-caching Mountain 
Chickadees. Spatial memory is strongly associated with 
overwinter survival. His current proposal focuses on the 
effects of stress during development on spatial 
cognitive abilities. The study will be the first to test the 
effects of developmental stress on future cognitive 
performance in a wild bird.  The WFO research grant 
will support the analysis of corticosterone levels in 
feathers taken from tagged juvenile chickadees.  

 

 

Angela Theodosopoulos is a Ph.D. student in 
the Department of Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology at the University of Colorado, Boulder. 
Angela is studying avian malaria in Black-
capped and Mountain chickadees. Most studies 
of avian malaria have focused on adult birds; 
Angela is studying nestling chickadees, which 
have not been exposed to the parasite and have 
immune systems that are not fully developed. In 
addition, she’s examining immune gene 
variation in the two species, which differ in their 
susceptibility to avian malaria. The WFO grant 
will support travel to field sites. 
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Wilmer Amaya-Mejia is a Ph.D. student in 
the Department of Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology at the University of California, Los 
Angeles. Wilmer is studying the effects of 
urbanization on birds, specifically, the ways 
in which urbanization interacts with 
haemosporidian bloodborne parasites.  He 
will be comparing the parasites of Dark-
eyed Juncos in urban Los Angeles with 
those of juncos in the Santa Monica 
Mountains. His research aims to investigate 
how urbanization affects parasite 
communities, and how these interact with 
urban environments to affect the fitness of 
their avian hosts. The WFO grant will be 

used to purchase materials for gene sequencing of blood samples. 

 

 

 

Eliana Heiser is a graduating high school senior at 
Stevenson School in Monterey, California, and will 
be attending Cornell University. During the past two 
summers, Eliana worked as an intern and 
researcher at the Intermountain Bird Observatory, 
where she participated in studies of Northern 
Goshawks and learned banding, trapping, blood 
sample collection, and nest camera use. She’s also 
studied nest site habitat and the effects of weather 
on Goshawk breeding success. This summer she 
will be studying habitat use by male Northern 
Goshawks. The WFO grant will support travel and 
supplies for radio-telemetry. 
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WFO Student Contributions 
[WFO is fortunate to have a number of talented and dedicated young birders among our 
membership. Students are encouraged to submit their articles, artwork, and photographs 
to the WFO newsletter editor. This issue features interesting observations, articles, and 
artwork by Alex Cho, Aaron Gomperts, and Dessi Sieburth. – Editor] 

 
 
White-tailed Kites are one of my favorite birds. Because they are often flying, diving, or hovering, I don’t 
usually get a chance to get a “portrait.”  Luckily, I was able to capture the photo of this kite at Coyote Hills 
Regional Park (Alameda County, California) in December 2020. This park is on the southeast shore of 
San Francisco Bay and offers incredible views of the Bay and of birds. I was here looking for the Chilean 
Flamingo that has been reported here for many years. As I was walking along one of the trails, I noticed 
something on a bare tree. As I got closer, I realized that it was a kite! It was in a great position and from 
the trail I was on I was actually above and looking down on the kite. This gave me a great vantage point, 
as too often I’m taking photographs looking up. Sitting on the top of the tree, the kite had its back to me 
and was occasionally looking side to side. I decided to be patient. Finally, it turned to face me and I was 
able to get this photo. It was a beautiful bird with piercing orange eyes! I was so happy that I was at the 
right place at the right time to get this shot. (Alex Cho) 
 

 
 
White-tailed Kite (Elanus leucurus).  Coyote Hills Regional Park, Alameda County, California.  
December 2020. Photo by Alex Cho. 
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WFO Student Contributions…. 
 

 
Male Common Yellowthroat (Geothlypis trichas). Franklin Canyon Park, January 2021. 
Photo by Aaron Gomperts.  

 
(Aaron Gomperts is a WFO scholarship recipient from Ventura, California and is a regular attendee 
with our monthly student Zoom meetings.  Aaron will co-present “Bird Photography Basics” along 
with Alex Cho at the virtual conference in August.) 

 
Franklin Canyon is located above Beverly Hills in Los Angeles, and features accessible ponds and 
reservoirs. It’s a good spot for birding and photography, and waterfowl can be common. The ponds are 
frequented by many people, which means that the ducks have become fairly tame. I had gone there 
hoping to see Wood Ducks, but I was unlucky in that respect. However, I was able to photograph some 
American Wigeons and a Pied-billed Grebe. I quickly shifted my focus from ducks when I noticed a 
Common Yellowthroat working its way along the exposed bank. I dropped to the ground to get eye level 
with it and was able to capture this image. Some raised soil in front of me created a soft foreground that 
contrasted with the background lit by the dappled morning light. The reeds and shrubs surrounding the 
pond create the perfect habitat for yellowthroats, and it’s here that I saw my first one when I was just 
beginning to bird. (Aaron Gomperts). 
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WFO Student Contributions…. 
 
The Decline of the Northern Red Bishop Population in Southern California 
by Dessi Sieburth 
 
After reading Paul Lehman’s article in the spring 2020 WFO newsletter, “Are Eurasian Collared-Dove Populations 
Declining?”, I wondered if other local introduced bird populations have been declining as well. I suspected that 
Northern Red Bishop (Euplectes franciscanus) populations have also declined in southern California because I 
noticed that bishops had become more challenging to find on birding trips. A few years ago, for example, I recall 
going to Peck Road Water Conservation Park in the San Gabriel Valley of Los Angeles County and seeing dozens 
of bishops. Now, I’m fortunate to see just one. 
 
Formerly known as the Orange Bishop, the Northern Red Bishop is a widespread species in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Because of the male’s stunning appearance, the species is a popular cage bird, and as a result, escapees have 
established breeding populations in southern California, Houston, and Puerto Rico. Breeding adult males are 
unmistakeable, sporting a bright orange to orange-red collar, back, and long tail coverts, with the remainder jet 
black. Females and non-breeding males are much less distinctive, being brownish overall with a mustard wash to 
the supercilium and throat, resembling a short-tailed Grasshopper Sparrow. In southern California, these bishops 
live near water in grassy, weedy vegetation that contains plenty of seeds, which are their main diet. They breed in 
this vegetation in summer and early fall.  
 
Small numbers of Northern Red Bishops were first noted in the the Los Angeles basin in the early 1990s; by 1998 
the southern California population was estimated to be 600 individuals. The population continued to rapidly 
increase until peaking in the mid-2010s.  
 
A check of eBird confirmed my suspicion. Northern Red Bishops are on the decline in Los Angeles County. At the 
Peck Conservation Park, eBird showed a high count of 50 in 2016, but a high count of only 3 in 2020. The Los 
Angeles River at Willow Street shows a similar trend—a high count of 25 in 2015, and a high count of just 3 in 
2020. A population of at least a dozen bishops in the Sepulveda Basin had been eradicated by 2016. Data from 
Orange County also showed large declines; for example, at Huntington Central Park, 75 were recorded in October 
2016, but just one was reported in all of 2020. Data from the Pasadena-San Gabriel Valley Christmas Bird Count 
showed a similar recent decrease, with 15 individuals found in 2012, 10 in 2013, and only a single individual in 
2019. Outside California, in Houston the species has declined just as rapidly, with an eBird high count of 52 
individuals in 2012, and no reports of the species since February of 2020.  
 
What is the cause of this population decline? One possible factor is habitat modification. At the Peck Conservation 
Park, for example, the large weedy areas that hosted large numbers of bishops have been flooded the past two 
years. The L.A. County Public Works Department has increased their clearing of weedy areas along riverbeds and 
basins for flood control over the past few years. This clearing has been occurring largely in late summer and early 
fall in preparation for fall and winter rains, when bishops breed. Along the northern sections of the Los Angeles 
River, marshy areas along the river that supported large numbers of bishops have transitioned into tall willows and 
rapid flow channels, which now attract breeding Bell’s Vireos and Yellow-breasted Chats. 
 
The Spotted Dove is another example of an introduced species that declined after it had expanded in Southern 
California. This species was abundant in mainland Los Angeles County (and indeed over much of southern 
California), but in 2020, only a few individuals were reported in eBird. Eurasian Collared-Doves, though still 
abundant, seem to have declined in the past few years in San Diego, Santa Barbara County, and other locations, 
as noted by Paul Lehman. Changes like these in populations of introduced species show the importance of 
monitoring these populations, as well as studying their habitat requirements and interactions with non-native and 
native bird species.  
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Thanks to Kimball Garrett for his helpful comments on this article. 
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Male Northern Red Bishop. Illustration by Dessi Sieburth. 
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Thanks to all those who prepared and submitted articles, essays, artwork, photographs, and 
announcements for this newsletter. I especially thank Arlene Ripley for giving me permission to use her 
beautiful photographs. Thanks to Linda Easter for copy editing, and to Kimball Garrett and Jon Dunn for 
checking for errors or inaccuracies in the final copy. The deadline for receiving material for the 
September 2021 issue is September 5. Send story ideas, announcements, photographs, or other items 
to cswarth10@gmail.com. 
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