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ABSTRACT: We evaluate previously unpublished or semi-published reports of 
61 migratory, 3 resident, and 1 failed introduced species or subspecies of birds in 
Micronesia from a variety of sources. These include first (or first confirmed) Microne-
sian records of the Glossy Ibis (Plegadis falcinellus), American Whimbrel (Numenius 
phaeopus hudsonicus), Brown Hawk-Owl (Ninox scutulata), Oriental Reed Warbler 
(Acrocephalus orientalis), and Scaly Thrush (Zoothera dauma); second regional 
reports of the Red-necked Phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus), Rufous Hawk-Cuckoo 
(Hierococcyx hyperythrus), Eurasian Hoopoe (Upupa epops), and White-throated 
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Needletail (Hirundapus caudacutus); and many firsts for major islands, island groups, 
and islands within groups including 13 first (or first confirmed) and 7 second records 
for Yap, 11 first and 8 second records for Palau, 7 firsts for Pohnpei, 1 for Kosrae, 
1 for Kwajalein, and a second for Majuro. We report several occurrences as first for 
their season and other significant bird observations that help to establish patterns in 
the region. We question published sight records of the Asian House Martin (Delichon 
dasypus).

Because Micronesia (Figure 1) falls outside the scope of surrounding list-
keeping nongovernmental organizations such as the American Ornitholo-
gists’ union (AOu), the Royal Australasian Ornithologists’ union, and the 
Oriental Bird Club, summarizing of its avifauna has fallen haphazardly to 
authors of varying affiliations (Baker 1951, Owen 1977a, Pyle and Engbring 
1985, Pratt et al. 1987, Engbring 1988, Wiles 2005). Their work has been 
aided by a long tradition of occasional omnibus compilations of bird reports 
such as Engbring and Owen (1981), Pratt and Bruner (1981), Pyle and 
Engbring (1987), Wiles et al. (1987, 1993, 2000, 2004), and vanderWerf 
et al. (2006), to which this paper is a contribution. We understand that au-
thors of such compilations serve as a de facto checklist committee, and we 
have evaluated all records thoroughly. For this summary, we have restricted 
our geographic coverage to the Caroline Islands (Republic of Palau and the 
Federated States of Micronesia) and the Marshall Islands but have contributed 
several records to a compilation for the Mariana Islands to be published 
elsewhere. We cover records known to us through October 2009.

Figure 1. Northwestern Pacific showing localities mentioned in the text. 

Base map ©2009 Google; imagery ©2009 TerraMetrics
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SOuRCES AND METHODS

In February 2003, Pratt escorted a private birding group that included 
Stuart Keith, Gaye Fugate, J. Anthony Keith, and Iola Price (hereafter 
2003 Pratt party) that visited all the high islands of Micronesia. Wiles et al. 
(2004) published their noteworthy records except those from Yap, which 
we include here. Pratt also led a research expedition in April 2007 under 
the auspices of the North Carolina State Museum of Natural Sciences, with 
participants Pisano, Douglas Chapman, Michael L. P. Retter, W. Michael 
Ord, Daphne Gemmill, William M. Mueller, and Romney Bathurst (hereafter 
2007 Pratt party). They visited Pohnpei (3–7 Apr), Palau (7–12 Apr), and 
Yap (12–15 Apr). In June 2007 and June 2008, Pratt and Pisano studied 
skins of difficult-to-identify species seen on the expedition at the National 
Museum of Natural History (Smithsonian Institution) in Washington, DC. 
As senior author of the primary field guide to the region (Pratt et al. 1987), 
Pratt frequently receives unsolicited bird reports from visitors to Micronesia, 
sometimes long after the fact. We include several such records dating back 
as much as two decades. Increasingly, international birders are posting 
trip reports on the Internet. These may include new distributional records 
of which the list-makers are apparently unaware. Such unedited and non-
peer-reviewed reports do not qualify as publication in the traditional sense 
and require the same scrutiny as other sightings. Pratt reviewed all such 
reports from the region and, where necessary, contacted the observers for 
corroborating details of significant sightings as well as permission to publish 
them. Copies of relevant correspondence are available from him.

Over several decades, Falanruw has accumulated many unpublished re-
ports and specimens of unusual birds seen on Yap, including a few whose 
documentation was almost lost in the destruction of the Yap Institute of 
Natural Science building by termites or damaged or destroyed by Typhoon 
Sudal in April 2004. Some documentation was contained in now obsolete 
media from which we have retrieved what we could. Wildlife photogra-
pher Etpison has lived in Palau since 1985 and focused primarily on birds 
2004–2008. Pratt and Etpison’s (2008) semi-popular book provides addi-
tional photographs of many of the birds discussed in this report. Following 
Pratt’s discovery of the possible records, Etpison obtained the original photos 
(and permission to publish them) of two “mystery birds” photographed in 
November 2004 by the Helen Reef Resource Management Project, under 
the management of Wayne Andrew. No further information on these birds 
is available. Buden has investigated the avifaunas of numerous poorly known 
atolls in the region and contributes several previously unpublished records 
from outlying atolls in Chuuk State to this compilation. He visited Ngulu Atoll 
in Yap State 12 Jul–10 Aug 2008 and noted three land birds new to this 
nearly uninhabited and ornithologically unexplored island. The remaining 
authors are present or former wildlife and conservation workers (Keteben-
gang, Olsen, Gupta, vice, Wiles, Yalap) or birders on brief visits to the region 
(Klauber 2–23 Apr 2004; Herter Sep 1991 and Feb 1992; Clement Mar 
2008). Gupta worked for several years with the Palau Conservation Society 
(PCS) on BirdLife International’s Important Bird Area project (Holm et al. 
2008), which yielded several observations reported here. 
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Nomenclature follows the AOU Check-list and its supplements (American 
Ornithologists’ union 1998, Banks et al. 2006, 2007, 2008, Chesser et 
al. 2009) or Gill and Wright (2006) for species not covered by the AOu. 
Opinions on the validity or accuracy of older published records are Pratt’s. 
Most of the photographs were cropped from their originals, and some 
were brightened (as noted in captions) with Adobe PhotoShop cs, version 
8.0, but no colors were altered, and no changes were made that affect 
identifications.

SPECIES ACCOuNTS

For brevity in the text, compass directions are given as capital letters (N = north, 
etc.), adjectival directions given as lower case (e. = eastern, c. = central, etc.), and 
plumages are specified as ad. (adult), or juv. (juvenile).

Eurasian Wigeon (Anas penelope). Flock of four, including one male in alternate 
plumage, on the main reservoir on Yap 25 Feb 2003 (Pratt party) represents the 
third report from the island. The second was in 2001 after hiatus of nearly 80 years 
(Wiles et al. 2004).

Green-winged Teal. (Anas crecca). Observers in w. Micronesia usually assume all 
Green-winged Teal to be the Eurasian subspecies A. c. crecca rather than American A. 
c. carolinensis (Pratt et al. 1987), but only alternate-plumaged males are identifiable 
in the field (Beaman and Madge 1998, Brazil 2009). Both forms visit the Hawaiian 
Is. (Pyle 2002), and carolinensis has reached the Marshalls (Baker 1951). Etpison 
photographed a lone male A. c. crecca in full alternate plumage (Pratt and Etpison 
2008:187) on the small pond beside the old airport runway 8 Feb 2008, establishing 
the first unequivocal record for Yap.

Northern Shoveler (Anas clypeata). May be an annual visitor to Yap, but only two 
specific records, both from the Colonia reservoir in Feb, have been published previ-
ously (Wiles et al. 2000). Clement saw two female-plumaged Northern Shovelers on 
the old airport pond in Ruul Municipality 15 Mar 2008. T. Mark (pers. comm.) and 
T. Alfonso saw a female at the intermittent pond near the old airport 16 Oct 2008 
for the first fall record.

Northern Pintail (Anas acuta). One of the most frequent wintering ducks in w. 
Micronesia (Pratt et al. 1987), but Yap’s only published record is from Feb 1988 
(Wiles et al. 2000). The 2003 Pratt party saw ~15 pintails on the Colonia reservoir 
23–24 Feb 2003, and T. Alfonso (pers. comm.) reports small numbers present every 
year. Most birds seen on Yap are female-plumaged, but Etpison photographed three 
males in alternate plumage 8 Feb 2008. On 2 Feb 2009 John Gilardi observed two 
females in a wetland on Woleai Atoll, Yap State, a first for that remote island. Buden 
saw two males and a female on a saline lake on Houk (= Pulask) I., Chuuk State, 28 
Dec 2003, the first report for that island and only the second for Chuuk State (Pyle 
and Engbring 1987).

Garganey (Anas querquedula). The 2003 Pratt party observed one alternate-
plumaged male and three female-plumaged Garganey on the Colonia reservoir, Yap, 
24 Feb. This first record for Yap fills a distributional gap between scattered records 
from the Marianas (Wiles et al. 2004) and a single sighting at Palau (Engbring and 
Owen 1981).

Common Pochard/Redhead (Aythya ferina/A. americana). While surveying 
shorebirds for avian influenza on the reef flats at the n. end of Peleliu, Palau, 9 Feb 
2007, Ketebengang and Shelley Kremer observed a flock of six diving ducks on the 
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ocean that Kremer, familiar with only North American waterfowl, initially identified as 
Redheads. Kremer made no notes at the time, but, following vice’s suggestion that the 
birds were more likely Common Pochards, the sighting was published as such without 
comment (Hawai‘i–Pacific Islands Working Group on Avian Influenza Surveillance 
2008: table 7). Neither of these species has been reported previously from Palau, and 
while the pochard is more likely (two records from the Marianas; Wiles 2005), the 
Redhead has straggled to South Korea and Japan (Brazil 2009) and is a rare visitor 
to the Hawaiian Is. (Pyle 2002). Consequently, this sighting is equivocal and only the 
Redhead/Common Pochard species pair can be accepted for Palau.

Wedge-tailed Shearwater (Puffinus pacificus). In Nov 2004, a party with the Helen 
Reef Resource Management Project captured and photographed (Figure 2) a dark-
morph Wedge-tailed Shearwater on Helen I. for the second, and first documented, 
Palau record. The only previous record is of a dark-morph bird seen near Koror, May 
1978 (Pyle and Engbring 1987).

Black-crowned Night Heron (Nycticorax nycticorax). Historically only a vagrant 
in extreme w. Micronesia, with scattered records of adults for Palau (Baker 1951) 
and Yap (Wiles et al. 2000). Now seen annually at the Koror landfill, Palau (Etpison). 
First juvenile for Palau reported by vanderWerf et al. (2006). Etpison photographed 
another at the Malakal sewer pond Oct 2007 (Pratt and Etpison 2008:162). The Yap 
Institute of Natural Science has a mounted specimen in first basic plumage taken on 
Yap, other details lost (Falanruw).

Striated Heron (Butorides striatus). Cathy McFadden reported a Striated Heron at 
the Malakal sewer pond Jan–Feb 2005 (www.surfbirds.com/trip_report.php?id=626), 
possibly same individual photographed later that year by vanderWerf et al. (2006) 
for the second published Palau record. However, these sightings postdate repeated 
observations by the Pratt party of an adult Striated Heron feeding in the boat channel 
adjacent to the Palau Aquarium during the third week of Feb 2003.

Figure 2. Wedge-tailed Shearwater (Puffinus pacificus) captured on Helen Reef atoll, 
Palau, by the Helen Reef Resource Management Project party, Nov 2004. 

Photo by Conservation Officer Homar
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unidentified pond heron (Ardeola sp.). On 12 Dec 2008 Ketebengang photo-
graphed a small heron (Figure 3a, b) feeding in grass beside the garbage dump in 
Koror, Palau. On 19 Dec 2008 Olsen relocated the bird at the same place (Fig. 3c). It 
is clearly a pond heron in nearly complete basic plumage but with a few dark feathers 
remaining in the neck from the previous alternate plumage. The Chinese Pond Heron 
(A. bacchus) has a chestnut neck in alternate plumage, breeds in ne. China, migrates 
as far south as Borneo (Brazil 2009), and has turned up at least once on Guam (Wiles 
et al. 1993). The Javan Pond Heron (A. speciosa) has an orange-buff neck tinged 
chestnut at the base and is mostly nonmigratory but recently expanded its range to 
Mindanao in the Philippines (Kennedy et al. 2002). Both could reach Palau, but the 
Chinese is more likely. Many authorities consider the two indistinguishable in the field 
in basic plumage, but Robson (2000) suggested that noticeably dusky tips to the outer 
primaries might be diagnostic for the Chinese Pond Heron, and the Palau bird clearly 
shows them (Figure 3c, arrow). unfortunately, the bird was last seen in February 2009 
(Ketebengang) before it acquired the next alternate plumage. Pratt believes some 
traces of chestnut (Figure 3b, arrow) are too high on the neck for a Javan, which, 
combined with dusky primary tips and likelihood, suggests strongly that this bird is A. 
bacchus. Others (vice, Wiles, Ben King, and Phillip D. Round) who viewed the photos 
considered the bird’s identity equivocal. Perhaps eventually this bird can be identified 
for certain, but for now only Ardeola sp. can be placed on the Palau list.

Gray Heron (Ardea cinerea). C. McFadden (www.surfbirds.com/trip_report.
php?id=626) saw a juvenile on a basketball court in the village of Ngardmau on 
Babeldaob in Jan or Feb 2005. The first confirmed Palau record is of an adult photo-
graphed on Peleliu Apr 2005 (vanderWerf et al. 2006). Other recent sightings: one 
ad., Malakal sewage pond, 30 Oct 2006 (Etpison); one juv. on reef flats near Palau 
Aquarium, Koror, May 2007 (Etpison); one ad., Lake Ngardok, Babeldaob, 19 Aug 
2007 (Olsen and Milang Eberdong), the earliest fall date for Micronesia; and two 
birds in second basic plumage (Pratt and Etpison 2008:163), Malakal sewer pond, 
12 Jan 2008 (Etpison). The first Gray Heron seen on Yap was in Feb 1991 (Wiles et 
al. 2000), the second in Nov 2001 (Wiles et al. 2004). Pratt party saw a single ad. 
at Colonia reservoir on 23 Feb 2003.

Purple Heron? (Ardea purpurea). On 18 Mar 2008, Ketebengang and S. Kremer 
saw a large dark heron unknown to them at Ngatpang aquaculture ponds, Babeldaob, 
Palau. They photographed it (Figure 3d) through Canon Stabilizer binoculars with a 
Sony Cybershot digital camera. The photo shows a dark heron with coloration and 
proportions unlike those of the Pacific Reef Heron (Egretta sacra) or Rufous Night 
Heron (Nycticorax caledonicus), the only dark herons resident at Palau. Brownish 
dark areas, with lighter, more reddish brown feather edges on the wing coverts, a 
buffy white foreneck and throat with a diffuse dark stripe separating them from the 
reddish brown of the sides of the neck, an indistinctly dark crown and feathering 
around the eye, a buffy or grayish white belly, a dark yellow bill with a dark tip, pale 
yellow legs with indistinct darker markings, and bright a yellow iris are all consistent 
with a late juv. Purple Heron (Beaman and Madge 1998, Brazil 2009) and incon-
sistent with features of any other large heron. Nevertheless, some observers familiar 
with the Purple Heron believe the bird depicted in Figure 3d fits the Purple Heron 
poorly and could represent an aberrant individual of another species or a hybrid. Or 
it might be stained. Purple Herons breed in e. Asia, including the Philippines, with 
n. populations migratory (Brazil 2009). There is no previous record of the Purple 
Heron for Palau or Micronesia.

Great Egret (Ardea alba). The first Great Egret for Yap was noted in Feb 1991 
(Wiles et al. 2000). Pratt’s party saw three on the extensive tidal flats in Gilman Mu-
nicipality at the s. tip of the island on 13 Apr 2007 for a second island record, and 
the third sighting for Yap was by T. Mark and T. Alfonso (pers. comm.) of one at an 
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intermittent pond near the old airport 16 Oct 2008. Palau’s first Great Egret was 
on Peleliu in Mar 2000 (Wiles et al. 2004), its second on the same island May 2005 
(vanderWerf et al. 2006). Etpison found five individuals, the first in Palau north of 
Peleliu, among a huge gathering of egrets at the sewer pond on Malakal during Nov 
2006 (photo Pratt and Etpison 2008:172).

Little Egret (Egretta garzetta). Engbring (1988) considered the Little Egret an 
uncommon migrant at Palau, but today substantial numbers occur every year (Pratt 
and Etpison 2008:172). Etpison counted 46 white egrets, mostly Little Egrets, at the 
Malakal sewer pond in Nov 2006 with the aforementioned five Great Egrets and a few 
Cattle (Bubulcus ibis) and Intermediate (Mesophoyx intermedia) egrets. The 2007 
Pratt party noted 20 Little Egrets feeding on tidal flats at Ngatpang, Babeldaob, on 9 
Apr. Yap’s first Little Egret was seen by Pratt and Bruner (1981) in Aug 1978 but was 
overlooked by Wiles et al. (2000). This summer date remains anomalous. Subsequent 
published reports are for Feb 1991 and Mar 1993 (Wiles et al. 2000) and Nov 2001 
(Wiles et al. 2004). The 2003 Pratt party saw one at the Colonia reservoir 23–24 Feb, 
and the 2007 Pratt party saw two departing a roost shared with Cattle Egrets near the 
reservoir on 13 Apr. A few Little Egrets probably now reach Yap every year.

Glossy Ibis (Plegadis falcinellus). On 17 June 2009, after two weeks of reports 
from taro farmers of an all-dark egret-sized bird at several localities on Babeldaob, 
Angelina S. Olsen spotted such a bird in a taro patch in Ngerkebesang, Arakabesan 
I., Palau. Alan Olsen photographed it (Figure 3e, f) at 14:30 and watched it for 5 
minutes before it flew out of sight into the far end of the taro patch. The photos show 
clearly the long down-curved bill, glossy olive-green body plumage, and chestnut-
brown neck and head of a Plegadis ibis in first alternate plumage, as well as the brown 
iris and dark gray facial skin bordered above and below by pale blue that distinguish 
this species from the very similar White-faced Ibis (P. chihi), a regular nonbreeding 
visitor in low numbers to the Hawaiian Is. (Pyle 2002). This is the first record for 
the Glossy Ibis in Micronesia and the oceanic tropical Pacific (a juvenile Plegadis 
collected in Fiji was not identified to species; Pratt et al. 1987). The Glossy Ibis has 
a patchy cosmopolitan distribution that includes the Philippines, E. Indies (Kennedy 
et al. 2000), and Australia, where it is irregularly migratory and irruptive (Pizzey and 
Knight 1997) north into New Guinea from March to October (Beehler et al. 1986). 
The ibis on Palau was more likely a migratory overshoot from Australia than a strag-
gler from nearer but more sedentary populations.

unidentified cormorant (Phalacrocorax sp.). The 2003 Pratt party saw and photo-
graphed (Figure 3g) a large cormorant at the reservoir near Colonia, Yap, early on 
the mornings of 23 and 24 February. It resembled a Great Cormorant (P. carbo), a 
species found once before at this locality (Wiles et al. 1987), but lacked the charac-
teristic white border to the orange gular pouch (Brazil 2008, Orta 1992) and instead 
showed more orange in the area. The bird’s heavy-necked proportions and lack of 
orange in the lores suggest that it was not a Double-crested Cormorant (P. auritus), 
the only all-black cormorant with such an extensive orange gular pouch (Orta 1992). 
John Gilardi saw another all-dark cormorant flying inside the lagoon at Woleai Atoll, 
Yap, on 2 Feb 2009 but was unable to distinguish any further identifying marks. All-
dark cormorants, including a Great on Pagan in the Mariana Is. (Glass et al. 1990), a 
Little Black (P. sulcirostris) on Pulo Anna in Palau’s Southwest Is. (Wiles et al. 2004), 
and an unidentified bird on Guam (Wiles et al. 1993), are very rare in Micronesia and 
tantalizingly difficult to identify to species.

Osprey (Pandion haliaetus). Adam Welz (pers. comm.) saw an Osprey twice at the 
north end of Maap I., Yap, in late 2002 (exact date not recorded). Only two previous 
records have been published for Yap, one in 1991 (Wiles et al. 2000) and another 
in 2003 (Clements 2003).
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Figure 3. (a, b) Pond-heron (Ardeola sp.) at Koror landfill, Palau, 12 Dec 2008; arrow 
indicates trace of previous alternate plumage; (c) same, 19 Dec 2008; arrow indicates 
dusky primary tips; (d) probable juv. Purple Heron (Ardea purpurea) at Ngatpang 
aquaculture ponds, Babeldaob, Palau, 18 Mar 2008 (brightened +26 in Adobe 
PhotoShop); (e) Glossy Ibis (Plegadis falcinellus) on Arakabesan I., Palau, 17 Jun 
2009; (f) same, close-up of head showing facial details; (g) cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
sp.) in flight, showing extensive orange gular pouch with rounded posterior margin, 
Colonia reservoir, Ruul District, Yap, 24 Feb 2003 (digital enlargement from original 
35-mm Kodachrome 200 transparency).

Photos by Heather Ketebangang (a, b, d), Alan Olsen (c, e, f) and H. Douglas Pratt (g)
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Figure 4. (a–c) Nearly ad. Gray-faced Buzzard (Butastur indicus) captured on Yap, 
Mar 2003; (d–f) immature captured on Kayangel Atoll, Palau, Nov 2004.

Photos by Sam Falanruw (a), Marjorie Falanruw (b, c), and Miriam Watts (d–f) 

Figure 5. (a, b) Two views of a Black-bellied Plover (Pluvialis squatarola) at Kolonia, 
Pohnpei, 6 Apr 2007; (c) juvenile Oriental Plover (Charadrius veredus), Meyuns, 
Arakabesan, Palau, 30 Sep 2009; (d) adult Oriental Plover, Belau International 
Airport, Babeldaob, Palau, 27 Oct 2009 

Photos by Daphne Gemmill (a, b) and Heather Ketebengang (c, d)

Figure 6. Common Snipe mist-netted at Koror landfill, Palau, 17 Nov 2008 showing 
prominent white trailing edge of secondaries.

Photo by Jeff Flores
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Figure 7. (a) Green Sandpiper (Tringa ochropus) at Malakal sewer pond, Palau, Oct 
2006, (b) at same locality, Sep 2007; (c) Curlew Sandpiper (Calidris ferruginea) 
molting into alternate plumage (right) with alternate-plumaged Black-tailed Godwit 
(Limosa limosa) at Malakal sewer pond, Palau, 20 May 2008; (d) Ruff (Philomachus 
pugnax), Colonia, Yap, 23 Sep 2000; (e) Ruff, ulithi Atoll, 25 Sep 2000; (f) Red-
necked Phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus) in Palau’s Rock Islands, 10 Oct 2006; (g) 
Oriental Pratincole (Glareola maldivarum) at Koror Airport, Babeldaob, Palau, spring 
2008; (h) same, mist-netted bird showing rufous underwing characteristic of species. 

Photos by Mandy T. Etpison (a–c, f), Paula Sullivan (d, e),  
and Heather Ketebengang (g, h)

Figure 8. Gulls: (a, b) Laughing Gull (Leucophaeus atricilla), Pohnpei, 4 Apr 2007; 
(c) Laughing Gull, Kosrae, 4 Jan 2008; (d, e) Franklin’s Gull (L. pipixcan) near airport, 
Majuro, Marshall Is., 19 May 2009; (f, g) Franklin’s Gull, Kitti District, Pohnpei, 
5 Jul 2009; (h) part of large assemblage of Black-headed Gulls (Chroicocephalus 
ridibundus) at Malakal sewer ponds, Palau, late winter 2008. 

Photos by Paul Pisano (a, b), Carlos Cianchini (c), Glenn McKinlay (d–g), and 
Mandy T. Etpison (h)
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Gray-faced Buzzard (Butastur indicus). Approximately a week after passage of 
Typhoon Miteg, 4 Mar 2003, Yap’s first Gray-faced Buzzard was caught by children 
and brought to Falanruw (Figure 4a, b; Pratt and Etpison 2008:49, bottom). The bird 
was quite battered, with an injured eye, drooping wing, and damaged tail. Falanruw 
and State Forester Pius Liyagel rehabilitated it and liberated it in June. It returned 
briefly to the release site, and a local pilot saw it over the airport, before it disap-
peared from the island. 

During a visit to Kayangel Atoll, Palau, from 9 to 12 Nov 2004, a PCS party saw 
three unfamiliar hawks, which local residents said had been present for some time. 
Yalap suggested capturing one without injuring it, and, after the PCS group departed, 
one hawk was shot but not seriously wounded, kept caged for a short time, photo-
graphed (Figure 4d–f), and released. It shows the white eyebrow, bold mesial line on 
the throat, streaked and spotted underwing coverts, and three dark bands in the tail 
characteristic of the species (Ferguson-Lees and Christie 2001, Robson 2000). The 
Chinese Sparrowhawk (Accipiter gularis), more frequently seen at Palau, lacks the 
eyebrow, has four bands in the tail and unmarked underwings, and is much smaller. 

Figure 9. Terns: (a) Common Tern (Sterna hirundo) at the Malakal sewer pond, 
Palau, Oct 2006; (b) same, Sep 2007; (c, d) same species, Pohnpei, Apr 2007; (e, 
f) Whiskered Terns (Chlidonias hybrida) (possibly same bird) flying near causeway 
between Kolonia and airport, Pohnpei, 7 Apr 2007; (g) Whiskered Tern ad. in basic 
plumage, 9 Apr 2007, Lake Ngardok, Babeldaob, Palau.

Photos by Mandy T. Etpison (a, b), H. Douglas Pratt (c–f), and Paul Pisano (g)
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Figure 10. (a) Three ages of Whiskered Terns, Lake Ngardok, Palau, 14 Dec 2005: 
upper, ad. alternate; middle, ad. basic; lower, first basic (browner nape, trace of dark 
carpal bar); (b) White-winged Tern (C. leucopterus) in alternate plumage, Malakal, 
Palau, May 2008; (c–e) Rufous Hawk-Cuckoo (Hierococcyx hyperythrus) carcass, 
Yap, late 1996, video stills by Brent McCraven; (f) Brown Hawk-Owl (Ninox scutulata) 
captured on Helen Atoll by Helen Reef Resource Management Project, Nov 2004; 
(g) Oriental Dollarbird (Eurystomus orientalis) killed at Gitam, Yap, Nov 1988; (h) 
injured Oriental Dollarbird, Ngulu Atoll, Yap, 3 Aug 2008.

Photos by Thomas Dove (a), Mandy T. Etpison (b, f),, Marjorie Falanruw  
(c–e, g), Conservation Officer Homar (f), and Donald W. Buden (h)
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This is the second report of the Gray-faced Buzzard for Palau, the first with photo-
documentation (Wiles et al. 2004), and the first for Kayangel.

Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus). While observing a flock of shorebirds that 
included Pacific Golden Plovers (Pluvialis fulva), Ruddy Turnstones (Arenaria in-
terpres), Little Ringed Plovers (Charadrius dubius), and Little Curlews (Numenius 
minutus; see below) at the south end of the airport on Peleliu on 13 Apr 2004, Klauber 
watched a Peregrine Falcon attack and flush all the birds but fail to catch any. This is 
the first Peregrine Falcon reported on Peleliu and the third for Palau. The second was 
captured on the Koror–Babeldaob bridge in 2001 (Wiles et al. 2004), and the first 
was a century and a quarter earlier (Finsch 1875) at an unknown locality.

Eurasian Coot (Fulica atra). The 2003 Pratt party saw a single Eurasian Coot on 
the reservoir south of Colonia, Yap, early in the morning on 23 Feb 2003. The bird 
was standing in the edge of shallow water at the north end of the reservoir among a 
group of shorebirds, ducks, and crakes. It had all-black body plumage and a prominent 
white bill and frontal shield, with a point of black feathering between the shield and 
the bill, diagnostic for this species as compared to other n. hemisphere coots (Pratt et 
al. 1987). The coot was not seen again on subsequent visits to the reservoir over the 
next four days. The Eurasian Coot is a rare and erratic winter visitor to the Mariana 
Is. (Wiles et al. 2004), but this is the first reported on Yap.

Black-winged Stilt (Himantopus himantopus). First recorded as a vagrant at Palau 
in 1978 (Engbring and Owen 1981), and not again until 2002 (vanderWerf et al. 
2006), the Black-winged Stilt now winters at Palau annually in small groups. Recent 
observations include one on a brackish pond, Ngeriungs I., Kayangel Atoll, 11 Nov 
2004 (Gupta and PCS party), one at the milkfish pond on Peleliu, 25 Jan 2005 (same 
observers), nine at the Malakal sewer pond, winter 2006–07 (Etpison), and six at the 
Ngatpang aquaculture ponds, Babeldaob, 9 April 2007 (Pratt party). 

Yap’s first Black-winged Stilt sighting was in 1986 (Wiles et al. 1987), followed 
by several in 2002 (Clements 2003; reported erroneously as the Pied Stilt, H. leu-
cocephalus). Three at the Colonia reservoir, 13 Apr 2007 (Pratt party), and three 
at the old Yap airport pond in Ruul Municipality,15 Mar 2008 (Clement, Barry 
Cooper, and Gail Mackiernan), suggest the Black-winged Stilt has also become an 
annual visitor to Yap.

Black-bellied Plover (Pluvialis squatarola). On 6 Apr 2007, Pratt’s party found a 
Black-bellied Plover (Figure 5a, b) among a small group of Pacific Golden Plovers on 
an athletic field near downtown Kolonia, Pohnpei. This bird is the second recorded 
for the main island of Pohnpei, and the first in spring for Pohnpei State. Buden 
(1995, 1999a) reported Black-bellied Plovers in December on the outlying islands 
of Pingelap and Oroluk, and G. Dutson saw one on the main island in Oct 2001 
(Wiles et al. 2004). 

Greater Sand Plover (Charadrius leschenaultii). Although this species has been 
long reported as a winter resident (Baker 1951, Pratt et al. 1987, Pratt and Etpison 
2008) in Micronesia, actual records reveal it to be mainly, if not entirely, a passage 
migrant. Recent reports on Yap include three on 7 Aug 1989 (locality not noted; H. 
L. Jones, field notes), one on 23 Sep 2000 (Paula Sullivan), and two molting into 
alternate plumage 15 Apr 2007 (Pratt party). But Pratt’s parties found none in Feb 
1988 and 1991, early Mar 1993, or Feb 2003. At Palau, where the species is a 
regular spring and fall migrant, vice captured individuals in 2008 on 27 Mar and 
18 Nov, and in 2009 on 24 Feb and 2 Apr. His Feb record and one from Pohnpei 
(Wiles et al. 2000) are the only possibly winter records published, and both could well 
be of early spring migrants.

Oriental Plover (Charadrius veredus). In Micronesia known only from several sight 
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records in the 1970s from Palau’s Southwest Islands (Merir and Helen) and Angaur, 
all between 10 and 21 Oct (Engbring and Owen 1981; Angaur records mistakenly 
attributed to Peleliu by Pratt and Etpison 2008). On the basis of geographic probability 
these reports have been assumed to represent C. veredus rather than the very similar 
Caspian Plover (C. asiaticus). On 30 Sep 2009 Ketebengang, with Sarah Sugiyama, 
photographed a single juvenile Oriental Plover (Figure 5c) at the softball field in 
Meyuns, Arakabesan I., and saw two more at the same locality 15 Oct, the first to be 
reported from the main islands of Palau. They found and photographed (Figure 5d) 
another at the international airport, Babeldaob, on 27 Oct. The photographs show 
bright straw-yellow legs with a slight orange tint (would be dusky in C. asiaticus) and 
the more diffuse breast band characteristic of C. veredus (Brazil 2009). The absence 
of reports from Palau during the 1980s and 1990s probably reflects both the lack of 
observers and the narrow interval for potential sightings. This species is possibly a 
rare but regular migrant in Palau in October.

Common Snipe (Gallinago gallinago). On 24 Feb 2003 the Pratt party closely 
observed a snipe feeding along the shore of the small pond adjacent to the abandoned 
airport runway in Ruul Municipality, Yap. The bird was in strong morning light at ~25 
m and viewed through binoculars and a spotting scope. It was richly colored, appar-
ently in fresh plumage, without any extreme tail projection beyond the wing tips. In two 
short, hopping flights, the bird revealed a bold white trailing edge to the secondaries, 
diagnostic for the Common Snipe (Pratt et al. 1987, Message and Taylor 2005) and 
establishing a first record for Yap. Swinhoe’s Snipe, a regular visitor to w. Micronesia 
(Wiles 2005), lacks the prominent trailing edge. The very similar Wilson’s Snipe (G. 
delicata) of N. America has the pale edge to the secondaries less obvious (Message 
and Taylor 2005; Pratt pers. obs.) than that of the bird on Yap. vice captured Palau’s 
first Common Snipe at the Koror landfill on 17 Nov 2008 (Figure 6). The bird clearly 
shows the prominent white trailing edge to the secondaries.

Latham’s Snipe (Gallinago hardwickii). Shortly after the Common Snipe sighting 
(above) on Yap, Pratt independently observed a second snipe on the far side of the 
same pond. The bird was considerably larger with very worn plumage that, except 
in the scapulars, showed little of the rich dorsal patterning typical of snipes. The 
tail extended well beyond the folded wing tips. When flushed, the bird flew rapidly 
with comparatively heavy wing beats directly toward the observer, so details of wing 
feathers were not visible. All of these features suggest Latham’s Snipe (Hayman et al. 
1986:394, Message and Taylor 2005, Brazil 2009) but are insufficient to establish 
an unequivocal first record for Yap. A report of Latham’s Snipe on Rota (Mariana 
Is.), with a similar level of detail, is also considered hypothetical (Stinson et al. 1991). 
The only certain record for Micronesia remains a specimen from the Marshall Is. 
(Amerson 1969), although vice recently photographed a bird in the hand on Guam 
that is likely this species (details to be published elsewhere).

Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa lapponica). H. L. Jones (field notes) saw a Bar-tailed 
Godwit at Bechyal, n. Maap I., Yap, 7 Aug 1989. His sighting predates by 13 years the 
first published record (Clements 2003). The third, and only spring, record is of a bird 
radio-tagged (Z5) in New Zealand in early 2007 and tracked to Yap, where it remained 
for a month before flying to Okinawa (Battley et al. 2008). Coincidentally, Etpison 
photographed (Pratt and Etpison 2008:207) a number-tagged Bar-tailed Godwit in 
Ngiwal State on Babeldaob, Palau, in early Nov 2007. This male had been banded 
and leg-flagged at Chongming Dongtan, near the mouth of the Yangtze River, China, 
on 13 May 2007 (Zhijun Ma, pers. comm. to PCS and others, 7 Nov 2007).

Little Curlew (Numenius minutus). The only Palau sighting since the 1970s (Eng-
bring 1983b, Owen 1977a) is of two birds at the north end of airport on Peleliu,13 
Apr 2004 (Klauber), a first for that island. 
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(American) Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus hudsonicus). Although all Micronesian 
records of the Whimbrel identified to subspecies had proven to represent N. p. varie-
gatus, Wiles (2005) presciently stated that the N. American form N. p. hudsonicus 
“could reach Micronesia, especially the Marshalls.” On 3 Apr 2007, from the window 
of a commercial passenger jet, Pratt saw a hudsonicus among several Whimbrels 
flushed from grassy areas adjacent to the runway on Kwajalein Atoll, Marshall Is. 
The bird lacked any trace of the white “slash” that extends up the rump and lower 
back of N. p. variegatus (Message and Taylor 2005, Brazil 2009), and it lacked the 
characteristic peach color seen on the posterior of the similar Bristle-thighed Curlew 
(N. tahitiensis; Pratt et al. 1987). Subsequently, “at least one” American Whimbrel 
was adequately described from a high-tide roost in mangroves on Pohnpei in Dec 
2008 (Derek Scott, www.birdquest.co.uk/tripreports.cfm?trip=667). The American 
Whimbrel regularly visits Hawaii and has strayed to Japan (Brazil 2009), but these 
are first reports from Micronesia.

Far Eastern Curlew (Numenius madagascariensis). This species seems to be de-
creasing, both in Micronesia and elsewhere (Close and Newman 1984, Wiles et al. 
2000, Reid and Park 2003), so all sightings in Micronesia are now important. H. L. 
Jones (field notes) saw one on Peleliu, Palau, 4 Aug 1989, and the Pratt party saw 
and photographed (Pratt and Etpison 2008:206) another on 11 Apr 2007 near the 
Ngiwal State building and monument on the east coast of Babeldaob for the only 
recent reports from Palau, where the Far Eastern Curlew was formerly believed to 
be a regular passage migrant (Baker 1951). Buden found one on the beach near the 
airstrip on Houk I., Chuuk State, on 28 Dec 2003 for the first report from Houk and 
the third from Chuuk State (Pyle and Engbring 1987, Wiles et al. 2004).

Lesser Yellowlegs (Tringa flavipes). Among the species reported from shorebird sur-
veys 6–9 Feb 2007 at the Ngatpang aquaculture ponds on Babeldaob, Palau (Hawai‘i–
Pacific Islands Working Group on Avian Influenza Surveillance 2008:Table 7), is a 
Lesser Yellowlegs. Lead biologist S. Kremer (pers. comm., 4 Jun 2009) is familiar with 
the species but did not realize the significance of the sighting, a possible first record for 
Palau, at the time. She identified the bird by its very bright yellow legs and size appropri-
ate for this species rather than the Greater Yellowlegs (T. melanoleuca) but made no 
detailed notes. Other species present at the time that can have yellow or yellowish legs 
include the Common Greenshank (T. nebularia), Wood Sandpiper (T. glareola), Marsh 
Sandpiper (T. stagnatilis), and Gray-tailed Tattler (T. brevipes), but none approached 

Figure 11. Eurasian Hoopoe (Upupa epops), Yap, Oct 1995; video still by Brent 
McCraven.

Photo by Marjorie Falanruw
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the bright yellow color of this individual. Nevertheless, the reported details are insuf-
ficient for a positive identification, and this species must be regarded as hypothetical for 
Palau. The Lesser Yellowlegs breeds in N. America and winters in S. America but has a 
strong tendency for long-distance vagrancy. It is regular in Hawaii (Pyle 2002) and has 
reached Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong, French Polynesia (Tibbitts and Moskoff 
1999), and Kwajalein in the Marshall Is. (Clapp and Schipper 1990).

Common Redshank (Tringa totanus). Despite Clements’s (2003) statement that 
this species “is an uncommon winter visitor to Yap,” the only published record is of 

Figure 12. Oriental Reed Warbler (Acrocephalus orientalis): (a–c) Malakal sewer 
pond, Palau, 11 Apr 2007; (d) Ruul District, Yap, 8 Feb 2008.

Photos by Paul Pisano (a–c) and Mandy T. Etpison (d)
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two birds seen 3 Aug 1978 (Pratt and Bruner 1981). The Pratt party and T. Alfonso 
observed several individuals on tidal flats at the s. end of the main island of Yap on 
23 and 24 Feb 2003. 

Green Sandpiper (Tringa ochropus). Etpison photographed three Green Sandpip-
ers (Pratt and Etpison 2008:199; Figure 7a), long regarded as hypothetical for Palau 
(Owen 1977), at the sewage pond on Malakal in Oct 2006. The birds segregated 
themselves from a much larger number of Wood Sandpipers (T. glareola). The pho-
tographs show many of the distinctive features that distinguish the Green Sandpiper 
from the similar and more common Wood Sandpiper (Message and Taylor 2005), 
including darker overall plumage, much reduced pale flecking on the back, a shorter 
eyestripe less prominent behind the eye, darker greenish legs, and fewer and broader 
dark bars across the white tail feathers. All birds were juveniles, as indicated by their 
brownish color and barring extending to the sides of the rump. The birds remained 
at the site into December. In Sep 2007, Etpison again found a Green Sandpiper at 
the same locality (Figure 7b) for the second confirmed Palau record. 

Common Sandpiper (Actitis hypoleucos). Wiles (2005) considered all records of 
this species from Kosrae and Pohnpei hypothetical because none had detail sufficient 
to eliminate the Spotted Sandpiper (A. macularius) of N. America, which reaches 
Hawaii (Pyle 2002) and strayed once to the Marshalls (Amerson 1969). The 2007 
Pratt party confirmed that the several birds they saw on Pohnpei in April were Com-
mon Sandpipers by the long projection of the tail beyond the folded wing tips (Pratt 
et al. 1987, Message and Taylor 2005). 

Great Knot (Calidris tenuirostris). Klauber saw a Great Knot in nearly full alternate 
plumage roosting with Greater Sand Plovers on a temporary coral causeway off the 
s. end of Babeldaob, Palau, on 16 Apr 2004. The only previous Palau record is of 
flocks of 15–20 birds at Peleliu in Sep 1945 (Baker 1951). Klauber’s sighting is first 
report of a Great Knot in alternate plumage in Micronesia.

Red Knot (Calidris canutus). Clement and B. Cooper observed a Red Knot at a 
distance of ~150 m in good light through binoculars and a telescope 15 Mar 2008 
in Colonia, Yap, taking detailed notes of the bird’s basic plumage. This is the first 
Red Knot reported on Yap and only the fourth for Micronesia, the previous ones be-
ing two from Guam and one from Palau (Owen 1977b, Wiles et al. 2004), including 
records for both spring and fall. 

Curlew Sandpiper (Calidris ferruginea). Although Engbring (1988) considered 
this species an uncommon passage migrant at Palau, published records are few, with 
two from Peleliu, in September (Baker 1951) and April (vanderWerf et al. 2006), 
and another from Helen Reef (Engbring 1983a; no details). Klauber saw a Curlew 
Sandpiper at a small pond north of the airport on Peleliu 13 Apr 2004 and another 
among a group of birds foraging on the lawn of the new national capitol at Melekeok, 
Babeldaob, 18 Apr 2004. Etpison found a bird approaching full alternate plumage at 
the sewer pond on Malakal on 20 May 2008 (Figure 7c), and vice captured one in 
Apr 2009 at Ngatpang, Babeldaob. Elsewhere in Micronesia, Yap (Pyle and Engbring 
1987) and Guam (Wiles et al. 1987) have one record each. 

Ruff (Philomachus pugnax). The first published records of this species from Yap 
State are those of Wiles et al. (1987), who reported one near the Yap airport and 
another at ulithi Atoll, both in early Mar 1986. P. Sullivan photographed a Ruff (Figure 
7d) in the center of Colonia on 23 Sep 2000 and another at ulithi Atoll (Figure 7e) 
on 25 Sep 2000. Each photo establishes a second record for the Ruff for each island 
and the first fall records for Yap State. The Ruff is a regular passage migrant at Palau 
May–June and September–October (Owen 1977a, vanderWerf et al. 2006, Etpison 
pers. obs.). Etpison’s observation of a Ruff at the Ngatpang aquaculture ponds on 
Babeldaob on 15 Feb 2007 suggests that a few overwinter. 
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Red-necked Phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus). Although this arctic breeder winters 
at sea just south of Micronesia (Piersma et al. 1996) and surely must pass through the 
region during migration, only a single actual record exists, of one in alternate plumage 
on Tinian 29 May 1999 (Wiles et al. 2000). Etpison found the first for Palau, a bird 
in basic plumage swimming in the open lagoon among the Rock Is. on 10 Oct 2006 
(Figure 7f; Pratt and Etpison 2008:254). Local fishermen (fide Shallum Etpison), 
who regularly venture 32–80 km outside the reef to troll for marlin, often see similar 
birds but could not recall specific dates other than Sep 2006. They notice the bird 
“because it floats in the middle of nowhere and swims around in circles like it’s drunk.” 
On 6 Nov 2006, Etpison saw another Red-necked Phalarope on the ocean outside 
the main reef between Peleliu and Angaur. 

Oriental Pratincole (Glareola maldivarum). Engbring (1988) considered this spe-
cies an annual migrant to Palau, but subsequent observations suggest that it is less 
regular there. Pratt, whose visits have been mostly in February, has never seen one 
there, nor has Etpison in her work from 2004 through 2009, but in 2008, Kete-
bengang saw one bird at the Palau airport on her monthly survey in January, then 
39 in February, 45 in March, and three in April. A few individuals remained through 
the ensuing months (Figure 7g, h) until she found none on 28 Aug. The February 
and March counts represent by far the largest groups of pratincoles ever reported 
in Micronesia and contrast strikingly with the many years in which none have been 
present during the same months.

Laughing Gull (Leucophaeus atricilla). Pisano, accompanied by Chapman and 
Retter, digiscoped an apparent first-summer Laughing Gull (Figure 8a, b) along the 
causeway connecting the commercial port and Kolonia, Pohnpei, on 4 Apr 2007 for 
the first Pohnpei record. The gull was not present on subsequent visits to the locality. 
On 4 Jan 2008, Carlos Cianchini photographed a winter ad. Laughing Gull (Figure 
8c), a first for Kosrae, perched on a swimming platform next to the causeway that con-
nects Lelu I. with the main island. The bird remained through February and was seen 
twice at Okat Harbor on the west side of the island (C. Cianchini pers. comm.). 

Franklin’s Gull (Leucophaeus pipixcan). Early in the morning on 19 May 2009, 
Glenn McKinlay photographed a Franklin’s Gull in full alternate plumage (Figure 8d, 
e) at the west end of the airport on Majuro, Marshall Is. He did not find the gull on 
subsequent visits to the site through 21 May. The only previous record for Majuro 

Figure 13. (a) Gray-streaked Flycatcher (Muscicapa griseisticta), Fanif District, Yap, 
26 Sep 1991; (b) same image enlarged and processed with Adobe PhotoShop by 
H. D. Pratt. 

Photo by Dale Herter
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Figure 14. (a) Blue Rock Thrush (Monticola solitarius), female, Koror, Palau, 12 
Nov 2006, (b) female, Arakabesang I., Palau, 22 Oct 2009, (c) juvenile male with 
incoming definitive feathers, Koror, Palau, 25 Oct 2009 (shadow levels adjusted in 
Adobe PhotoShop by Pratt); (d) Scaly Thrush (Zoothera dauma), Neco I., Palau, 
Jan 2006; (e) Gray Wagtail (Motacilla cinerea), female, Malakal sewer pond, Palau, 
11 Apr 2007 and (f) male, same locality and date; (g, h) Red-throated Pipit (Anthus 
cervinus), Peleliu, Palau, Apr 2004.

Photos by Mandy T. Etpison (a), Alan Olsen (b, c), H. Douglas Pratt (e–f), and 
David Klauber (g, h)
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and the Marshalls is that of Anderson (1978) in Jun 1976. McKinlay photographed 
another Franklin’s Gull (Figure 8f, g), molting from basic to alternate plumage, in the 
lagoon 500–800 m NW of Nahlap, Kitti District, Pohnpei, 5 July 2009 just before 
18:00. It is the first Franklin’s Gull reported for that island and the second for the 
Carolines; the first was at Chuuk in August 1983 (Pyle and Engbring 1987). McKinlay 
sent his photographs via Buden to Pratt who, assisted by Steve N. G. Howell, made 
the identifications on basis of the large eye crescents, relatively small bill, rounded 
head, and large amount of white in the primary tips. 

Black-headed Gull (Chroicocephalus ridibundus). Although the first published 
sighting of this species for Yap was in 1993 (Wiles et al. 2000), the first known oc-
currence on the island is of two winter-plumaged birds observed by Herter near the 
Manta Ray Bay Hotel on 20 Feb 1992. Pratt’s 2003 party saw another bird from 
the mainland across from O’Keefe’s I. At Palau, the Black-headed Gull (Figure 8h) 
has been regarded as a regular winter resident in small numbers (Pratt et al. 1987, 
Engbring 1988), but because so few reports have been published since the 1980s, 
vanderWerf et al. (2006), who had sightings of what may have been only a single 
individual in Apr 2005, questioned whether that status still held. Filling some of the 
gap are previously unpublished sightings by Pratt’s tour groups in Feb 1991, 1993, 
and 2003. Etpison sees Black-headed Gulls every year, and in the spring, groups of 
up to 25 birds often congregate in a vacant lot adjacent to NECO Marine Dive Shop 
and at the nearby Dolphins Pacific facility on Malakal. Dolphins Pacific employees 
reported as many as 20 birds at a time stealing fish intended for dolphin food for 
“several months” in 2007–08 but did not see any in 2008–09 (Etpison). Apparently 
numbers fluctuate widely from year to year, and many birds may be spring migrants 
rather than winter residents. Most of them depart by April, which might explain the 
paucity of sightings by vanderWerf et al. (2006) and the lack of sightings by the 
2007 Pratt party. 

Common Tern (Sterna hirundo). A Common Tern (Figure 9a; misidentified as a 
Whiskered Tern in Pratt and Etpison 2008:233), one of three present at the Malakal 
sewer pond in late Oct 2006, provides only the second confirmed record for Palau 
since the 19th century. Another Common Tern at the same locality in Sep 2007 (Fig-
ure 9b) suggests the species is probably annual at Palau. On Pohnpei, the 2007 Pratt 
party observed the first since several individuals wintered there in 1978–79 (Engbring 
and Owen 1981). A single Common Tern, first seen and identified while perched, was 
later flying (Figure 9c) and plunge-diving (Figure 9d) just east of the causeway con-
necting the main island and the airport on 6 Apr. To date, all Micronesian Common 
Terns have apparently been the black-billed S. hirundo longipennis. 

Whiskered Tern (Chlidonias hybrida). The 2007 Pratt party saw three or four 
Whiskered Terns on several occasions from 4 to 7 Apr around the commercial port 
on Pohnpei (Figure 9e, f). All apparently adults in basic plumage, they constitute a first 
record for Pohnpei. Since 2006, especially in the fall, Etpison has noted increasing 
numbers of Whiskered Terns at Palau. At least a few birds remain until April each 
year. Other recent unpublished reports are of three birds, Lake Ngardok, Babeldaob, 
14 Dec 2005 (T. Dove pers. comm.), one at same locality (Figure 9g) 9 Apr 2007 
(Pratt party), and three near the Koror landfill 7–9 Apr 2007 (Pratt party). Except for 
the first, of one collected July 1976 (Clapp and Laybourne 1983), Yap records extend 
from October to April. Recent sightings at the old airport pond, Ruul Municipality, 
include three in basic plumage 13 Apr 2007 (Pratt party), one 15 Mar 2008 (Clem-
ent), and another 16 Oct 2008 (T. Alfonso and T. Mark pers. comm.). All plumage 
stages have now been observed in Micronesia (Figure 10a).

White-winged Tern (Chlidonias leucopterus). From the airport terminal on Pohn-
pei 7 Apr 2007 the Pratt party saw a tern perched on the runway several hundred 
meters away. It was observed through glass windows with binoculars and a telescope 
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and showed very pale upperparts, an obvious round black auricular spot, and smudgy 
markings across the hindcrown. When it flew, it showed a pure white rump and shal-
lowly forked tail, with no dark color in the outermost web. The wing pattern was very 
similar to that of several Whiskered Terns seen at the same time. The distinctive head 
pattern is characteristic of the White-winged Tern in basic plumage (Brazil 2009). 
This sighting constitutes the first record for Pohnpei.

The White-winged Tern is a regular spring and fall passage migrant at Palau (Pratt 
et al. 1987, Engbring 1988). Most birds observed are in some stage of molt between 
the juvenal, basic, and alternate plumages (vanderWerf et al. 2006, Pratt and Etpi-
son 2008:232). On 11 May 2008 after two weeks of stormy weather with strong 
southwesterly winds, a large number of White-winged Terns in resplendent alternate 
plumage (Figure 10b) appeared at Palau. They foraged mostly among the Rock Is. 
north to Malakal, in groups of up to nine individuals, and, because of their unusual 
plumage, were even noticed by Palauans with little interest in birds. On Babeldaob, 
Olsen and Mark Bezner saw several at Lake Ngardok on 10 May, and Olsen saw 
several on the Compact Road at Ngatpang, 24 May. The terns lingered at Palau until 
the third week of June, the latest date ever for this species in Micronesia.

Rock Pigeon (Columba livia). Domestic pigeons have been reported on many 
Micronesian islands but, except in the Marianas, have not become established (Wiles 
2005). An incipient population on Pohnpei was the object of efforts at extermina-
tion in 2007 and 2008 by the Pohnpei Invasive Species Task Force, whose efforts 
succeeded in eliminating the birds from the island except for a domestic flock of ~20 
maintained by a family in u District (K. Englberger pers. comm., 17 Sep 2009). 
T. Alfonso found a lone pigeon at the ESA Hotel, Colonia, Yap, 2 Sep 2007 (fide 
Falanruw). It bore colored leg bands, blue with numeral 50 over white on the left leg 
and one blue band on the right. The bird remained for ~2 weeks and disappeared. 
The cargo ship Haneburg was in port when the bird was first seen, and other ships 
had called on 22 and 30 Aug.

Rufous Hawk-Cuckoo (Hierococcyx hyperythrus). This species, also called the 
Northern Hawk-Cuckoo, has been known in Micronesia only from a single ad. 
specimen in the Yale Peabody Museum (YPM 12390), collected by P. J. R. Hill on 
Babeldaob, Palau, in Feb 1950 (Ripley 1951; Wiles 2005). The species was once 
considered a subspecies of Hodgson’s (or Horsfield’s) Hawk-Cuckoo (H. fugax), now 
divided into several species (King 2002). It is the only migratory member of that group 
and breeds in temperate ne. Asia and migrates apparently to Borneo and surrounding 
areas, although the details are poorly known (Payne 2005). In late 1996 (exact details 
not recorded), following either Typhoon Dale (Nov) or Fern (Dec), Falanruw found 
a hawk-cuckoo (Figure 10c–e) with damaged tail feathers dead on the road in Fanif 
Municipality, Yap. She made a video of it before preparing it as a specimen that was 
later destroyed by insects. Although the heavily streaked head, including the crown 
and nape, does not match exactly any published illustration or description we can find, 
Robert B. Payne (pers. comm.) believes the bird to be a juv. H. hyperythrus. Bradley 
Livezey and Stephen P. Rogers (Carnegie Museum of Natural History) reached the 
same conclusion by comparing stills from the video to a small number of specimens, 
and Livezey (pers. comm.) believes the bird to be “very recently fledged without all the 
flight feathers yet grown out.” Paul Sweet compared still outtakes with specimens in 
the American Museum of Natural History and noted that all the juv. H. hyperythrus 
in that collection differ in being solidly dark on the top of the head. Whatever this 
bird’s plumage represents, it constitutes the first record of a hawk-cuckoo for Yap 
and only the second of H. hyperythrus for Micronesia.

Brown Hawk-Owl (Ninox scutulata). For decades on hypothetical list for Microne-
sia (Pratt et al. 1987, Wiles 2005) on the basis of two unsubstantiated reports from 
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Helen Atoll in Palau’s Southwest Is.,1978–1979. Those sightings failed to rule out 
“several other Ninox spp. that reside on nearby islands with which the [Brown Hawk-
Owl] could conceivably be confused” (Engbring 1983b). In Nov 2004, the Helen Reef 
Resource Management Project party captured and photographed a Brown Hawk-Owl 
(Figure 10f, Pratt and Etpison 2008:157) on Helen Atoll to confirm the species’ oc-
currence on that island and add it unequivocally to the Micronesia list.

Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus). Clements (2003:41) said this species is “the 
only owl…reported from Yap, but the records need documentation.” We know of no 
certain published records for Yap, but Pyle and Engbring (1987) found an owl pellet 
(specimen at Yap Institute of Natural Science) in the open savanna of Gagil-Tomil and 
tentatively identified it as that of a Short-eared Owl. John Fanoway caught one of 
several owls at the Yap airport at ~21:00 in Jun or Jul 1991 (exact date not recorded). 
Sam Falanruw made a video of it, viewed later by M. Falanruw, who was off the island 
at the time. unfortunately, the images were later damaged in a typhoon, but from 
memory, M. Falanruw identified the bird as a Short-eared Owl. T. Alfonso and Martin 
Faimau also saw the bird and, after viewing photos of several possible owls, agree 
with the identification. The Short-eared Owl is the one most likely to turn up on Yap 
(Pyle and Engbring 1987), and we consider this bird sufficiently documented now to 
confirm the species for the island. Migratory Short-eared Owls turn up occasionally 
throughout Micronesia (Spennemann 2004, Wiles 2005).

White-throated Needletail (Hirundapus caudacutus). Klauber saw four black-and-
white birds with swiftlike shape and powerful flight soaring over Bloody Nose Ridge, 
Peleliu, Palau, 13 Apr 2004. They were much larger than nearby Palau Swiftlets 
(Aerodramus pelewensis) and lacked the prominent white rump of the White-breasted 
Woodswallow (Artamus leucohrynchus), resident in n. Palau. They showed white 
throats, but the tails were short, not long and forked as in the Fork-tailed Swift (Apus 
pacificus), the only other large white-throated swift previously known from Micronesia 
(Wiles 2005). The features he saw are all consistent with the White-throated Needletail 
and are not shared by any other potential species (Chantler and Driessens 1995). 
The only previous record for Micronesia is of one on Guam, Nov 1997 (Wiles et al. 
2000). Klauber’s sighting is the first for any migratory swift at Palau. 

Oriental Dollarbird (Eurystomus orientalis). H. L. Jones (field notes) observed an 
Oriental Dollarbird on Ngcheangel Islet of Kayangel Atoll, n. Palau, 2 Aug 1989, an 
island first. Gupta and R. Leidich reported the first dollarbird for Peleliu in Dec 2003, 
the only Micronesian record during the n. winter. Engbring (1983a) incorrectly stated 
that E. o. pacificus is the only migratory subspecies, and this observation suggests 
that one of the field-identifiable e. Asian forms (Fry et al. 1992) may also visit Palau 
occasionally. 

A second specimen of the Oriental Dollarbird for Yap was brought dead (Figure 
10g) to Falanruw in Sep or Oct 1988 (specimen later destroyed by insects). Buden 
saw a dollarbird on Ngulu Atoll, Yap State, almost every day 13 Jul–3 Aug 2008, a 
first for that island. On 3 Aug an islander brought him an Oriental Dollarbird with a 
broken wing (Figure 10h). The bird died the next day and was not preserved.

Eurasian Hoopoe (Upupa epops). On 25 or 26 Oct 1995, Falanruw and M. Faimau 
found a Eurasian Hoopoe near the Department of Education and the Catholic Mission 
in Colonia, Yap. In Falanruw’s video, all identifying features of this very distinctive bird 
are clearly evident (Figure 11). This is the first record of a hoopoe for Yap and only 
the second for Micronesia; the first was on Saipan Aug 1988 (Stinson et al. 1991). 

Brown Shrike (Lanius cristatus). until recently, the Brown Shrike was known in 
Micronesia only on the remote island of Tobi in Palau’s Southwest Is., where an ad. 
and immature were present 15 Nov 1977, followed by a single bird 21 May 1979 
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(Engbring and Owen 1981). On 19 Apr 2003, J. Hunter saw a Brown Shrike on s. 
Peleliu (Wiles et al. 2004, pers. comm.). On 23 May 2003, T. Mark (pers. comm.) 
saw probably the same individual in the same general area. The bird had a black 
mask, white supercilium, and uniformly brownish-gray cap and upperparts, which 
eliminate from consideration both the Tiger Shrike (L. tigrinus) and Bull-headed Shrike 
(L. bucephalus), the other e. Asian brown-backed shrikes likely to reach Micronesia 
(Brazil 2009). These sightings are the first for the main Palau Is. and the third for 
Micronesia (if both observers saw the same bird in 2003). 

Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica). A common nonbreeding visitor, with a few 
remaining all year, on the main islands of Palau (Pratt and Etpison 2008) and Yap 
(Clements 2003), but it has not been reported from Yap’s outlying atolls. Falanruw 
saw several on Gileop Islet, ulithi Atoll, in Aug 2007. Buden saw one bird, flying back 
and forth along the beach, on Ngulu Atoll on 25 Jul 2008. By the end of the month, 
six or seven birds were present, and by the time he departed on 10 Aug, dozens of 
swallows were hawking insects over the island. 

unidentified house martin (Delichon sp.). Engbring and Owen’s (1981) two identifi-
cations, based primarily on geographic probability, of single Asian House Martins (D. 
dasypus) from Koror, Palau, have long been accepted uncritically (Pratt et al. 1987, 
Wiles 2005, Pratt and Etpison 2008), but the observers themselves considered the 
Asian and Common (D. urbicum) house martins indistinguishable in the field. Details 
of the sightings do not eliminate the Common House Martin, which breeds in far 
e. Siberia, winters to se. Asia (Robson 2000, Brazil 2009), and is only slightly less 
likely to stray to Palau. Fer-Jan de vries (www.camacdonald.com/birding/tripreports/
TripReports.html) reported a sighting between 22 Dec 1994 and 4 Jan 1995 on 
Angaur, Palau. Like the first, this report lacks details essential for distinguishing the 
two species of house martins, which are difficult but not impossible to identify in the 
field (Brazil 2009). Thus, the occurrence of the Asian House Martin in Micronesia 
must be considered hypothetical.

Common Myna (Acridotheres tristis). Fortunately, Common Mynas are not yet 
established anywhere in Micronesia, although they were present for several years 
on Kwajalein in the Marshall Is. (Wiles 2005). In Sep 1988, shortly after a ship had 
been in port, seven Common Mynas appeared in Colonia, Yap. They were identified 
by Falanruw and C. Frieberg, who were familiar with the species elsewhere. Local 
citizens T. Alfonso, M. Faimau, and P. Liyagel took the responsibility of killing them 
all because of the bird’s reputation for invasiveness on other Pacific islands.

Oriental Reed Warbler (Acrocephalus orientalis). This species has long languished 
on the hypothetical list for Micronesia because sight records from Palau (Pyle and 
Engbring 1987) and Yap (Wiles et al. 2000) did not completely exclude other possible 
similar species.

The first confirmation of this species at Palau is a series of photographs (Figure 12a–c), 
digiscoped by Pisano, of one of two individuals at the Malakal sewer pond on 11 Apr 
2007. The photos reveal a clear pale supercilium, flaring behind the eye; a dark eye line 
extending well behind the eye; faint grayish streaks on the sides of the breast; obvious 
pale tips and diffuse darker subterminal area on the rectrices (this feature particularly 
obvious in flight, Pratt); tawny tinges to lower flanks; a very slight rufous tinge to the 
rump; primaries evenly spaced, showing seven or eight beyond the tertials; a squarish, 
slightly graduated tail; and a nearly straight lower mandible, pale throughout its length. 
The bird is intermediate in several features between the two color figures of the Oriental 
Reed Warbler in Robson (2000: plate 82) and is clearly not a Thick-billed Warbler (A. 
aedon), whose facial features are quite different (Brazil 2009), or a Clamorous Reed 
Warbler (A. stentoreus), which lacks the breast streaks and the pale-tipped tail (Robson 
2000). Pratt and Pisano’s close comparison of the photographs with large series of skins 
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of all three candidate species at the u.S. National Museum found the Palau bird’s bill to 
be too thin for the Thick-billed Warbler and too thick for the Clamorous Reed Warbler, 
with plumage characters matching those of Oriental Reed Warbler. 

On 8 Feb 2008, Etpison, with T. Alfonso, photographed an Oriental Reed Warbler 
(Figure 12d) at a small pond near the old airport runway, Ruul Municipality, Yap. 
The photograph shows all of the identifying features mentioned above. The bird gave 
the harsh chattering calls characteristic of large Acrocephalus warblers but did not 
sing. The locality is only a short distance from the spot where Pratt and others saw 
and heard a similar bird, not positively identified to species, in Feb 1991 (Wiles et 
al. 2000). This photograph establishes the first unequivocal record of the Oriental 
Reed Warbler for Yap.

Gray-streaked Flycatcher (Muscicapa griseisticta). Herter saw and photographed 
a Gray-streaked Flycatcher (Figure 13) in the n. part of Fanif Municipality, Yap, on 
26 Sep 1991, for a first island record. The clear streaking on the sides of the breast 
is not as evident in the photo as it was at the time of the observation. This feature 
helps to distinguish this species from similar ones that might stray to Yap, such as 
the Dark-sided Flycatcher (M. sibirica) and Asian Brown Flycatcher (M. daurica) 
(Brazil 2009).

Blue Rock Thrush (Monticola solitarius). The Blue Rock Thrush is a rare winter 
visitor to Palau, with only three previous reports, one prior to 1932, and more re-
cently in 1979 and 1988 (Wiles et al. 2000). The latter two were of ad. males of the 
chestnut-bellied form M. s. philippensis. Etpison noted a female-plumaged bird in Nov 
1993, and it or similar birds have turned up along her driveway on Koror every 2–3 
years since. She found one there on 12 Nov 2006 and again on its roost in a coral 
cave on 9 Apr with the 2007 Pratt party (Figure 14a, Pratt and Etpison 2008:157). 
Olsen saw a female (Figure 14b) on 22 Oct 2009 near the Palau National Hospital in 
Meyuns, Arakabesang I., and a juvenile male beginning its molt into definitive plumage 
(Figure 14c) on 25 Oct 2009 on Koror.

Scaly Thrush (Zoothera dauma). Following a heavy storm in Jan 2006 (exact date 
not recorded), Etpison found an apparently exhausted Scaly Thrush (Figure 14d; 
Pratt and Etpison 2008:157) on the beach at Neco I. (between Ngeruktabel and Mer-
cherchar in the Rock Is.), Palau, for the first Micronesian record. The bird appeared 
uninjured but did not fly when approached and could be picked up. It was released 
unharmed. From the photographs, the bird appears to belong to the subspecies Z. d. 
aurea, which breeds across Siberia, winters south to the Philippines, and has a wide 
pattern of vagrancy (Clement 2001).

Eurasian Tree Sparrow (Passer montanus). How this species, which breeds natu-
rally in e. Asia, Japan, and Taiwan, reached Micronesia is shrouded in mystery. Baker 
(1951) was apparently unaware of it, and the first solid report was of several pairs on 
Guam (Marshall 1957). By 1976, it had spread, aided or otherwise, to all the larger 
islands in the Marianas (Pratt et al. 1979). It has been established around the military 
base on Kwajalein in the Marshalls since at least 1964 (Amerson 1969, Pratt et al. 
1987). It reached Yap in the late 1970s or early 1980s and was established in small 
numbers at the public market and around Chamorro Bay in the town of Colonia and 
at the communications center of the old airport by 1984 (Pyle and Engbring 1987, 
Engbring et al. 1990). The populations remained small and localized through mid-
1994 (Wiles pers. obs.); Engbring et al. (1990) estimated <10 birds at the airport and 
25–50 in Colonia. Following this period of latency, the population increased dramati-
cally, and Pratt’s 2003 party found the species ubiquitous in rural areas throughout 
the main islands with a population likely in the thousands. 

At Palau, Eurasian Tree Sparrows first appeared in the village of Kloulklubed 
on Peleliu in 2000 (Wiles et al. 2004), and that population has expanded rapidly 
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(vanderWerf et al. 2006). In 2005, a small population (~30 birds) was reported in the 
industrial/harbor area of Malakal (vanderWerf et al. 2006). That population remained 
stable through 2007 (Pratt and Etpison 2008) but more than tripled to over 100 birds 
and spread to nearby downtown Koror by early 2008 (Etpison). On 13 Oct 2009, 
Olsen and Milang Eberdong discovered an apparently isolated colony of at least 10 
birds around the Ngiwal State office building in Ngiwal, Babeldaob. Office personnel 
had not noticed them previously, and their origin is unknown.

On Pohnpei, this species was unknown until the 2007 Pratt party discovered several 
Eurasian Tree Sparrows in the commercial harbor area of Dekehtik I. and along the 
causeway to the town of Kolonia. Later that year, several observers saw sparrows 
at three locations in Kolonia, including >20 at the Dekehtik locality in November 
(Englberger 2008). The Pohnpei Invasive Species Task Force targeted the sparrows 
in 2007 and 2008. Initially, numbers were reduced to ~20 (K. Englberger pers. 
comm. 28 Sep 2008), but further reduction proved difficult, and by Sep 2009 the 
sparrows had increased in numbers and were “spreading fast” (K. Englberger pers. 
comm. 17 Sep 2009).

We know of no evidence that anyone purposely introduced the Eurasian Tree 
Sparrow to Micronesia, and its preference for urban habitats, where it often nests in 
man-made structures, makes it a good candidate for inadvertent transport in planes 
or ships. In every case in Micronesia, the birds have appeared first in developed areas, 
usually near a seaport or airport, and only spread later to rural areas, even though 
they seem well adapted to those less urbanized habitats. The seemingly inexorable 
spread of the Eurasian Tree Sparrow in Micronesia suggests that control measures 
might be futile because new colonists could arrive on any ship or plane from e. Asia 
or other islands in Micronesia. Will Chuuk and Kosrae be next?

Blue-faced Parrot-Finch (Erythrura trichroa pelewensis). until recently, Palau’s 
endemic subspecies of the Blue-faced Parrot-Finch was unknown from the s. island 
of Peleliu (Engbring 1988), but Wiles et al. (2004) reported two sightings there 
Feb–Mar 2000, and vanderWerf et al. (2006) found it at two localities on the island. 
Other recent sightings include two at Bloody Nose Ridge lookout, 20 Apr 2003 (J. 
Hunter pers. comm.), and one a short distance south of Kloulklubed,12 Apr 2004 
(Klauber).

Gray Wagtail (Motacilla cinerea). This species was first reported in Palau in Oct 
1978, when two or three were seen on Koror (Engbring and Owen 1981), then not 
again until vanderWerf et al. (2006) found one at the sewer pond on Malakal, Apr–
May 2005. Pratt, Pisano, and Ord saw and photographed a male (Figure 14e) and 
a female (Figure 14f; Pratt and Etpison 2008:156) at the same locality on 11 Apr 
2007 for a third record.

Red-throated Pipit (Anthus cervinus). Engbring and Owen (1981) saw three 
alternate-plumaged Red-throated Pipits at the Koror landfill 25–26 Mar 1979 for 
the first Palau record. Klauber found Red-throated Pipits at two localities in Palau in 
Apr 2004, a bird photographed poorly (Figure 14g, h) at the south end of the airport 
on Peleliu on 13 Apr, and another seen on the lawn of the new capitol building at 
Melekeok, Babeldaob, on 18 Apr. The birds at both localities had the dull reddish 
throat characteristic of the alternate plumage (Brazil 2009). Klauber’s sightings are 
the first for their respective islands, the second and third for Palau, and the third and 
fourth for Micronesia, one having been seen at ulithi Atoll, Yap State, in Mar 1986 
(Wiles et al. 1987).
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Micronesia’s two most widespread endemic birds: above, the Micronesian Myzomela 
(Myzomela rubratra), male (left) and female (right); below, the Micronesian Starling 
(Aplonis opaca), juvenile (left) and adult (right).

Grayscale image from color paintings by H. Douglas Pratt



102 Western Birds 41:102–106, 2010

OCCUPANCY OF HABITATS BY MExICAN 
SPOTTED OWLS IN RELATION TO ExPLOSIVE 
NOISE AND RECREATIONAL ACCESS AT LOS 
ALAMOS NATIONAL LABORATORY
CHARLES D. HATHCOCK, LESLIE A. HANSEN, and DAvID C. KELLER, Los Ala-
mos National Laboratory, J978, P. O. Box 1663, Los Alamos, New Mexico 87545; 
hathcock@lanl.gov 

ABSTRACT: We examined 15 years of presence/absence data on the Mexican 
Spotted Owl (Strix occidentalis lucida) at Los Alamos National Laboratory in seven 
areas managed as Spotted Owl habitat and affected by two types of anthropogenic 
disturbances: human recreation and relatively frequent but brief impulse noises caused 
by explosives. On the basis of the percent of years each area was occupied (the occu-
pancy rate), the type of disturbance had an apparent effect on habitat occupancy. The 
rate of occupancy of Spotted Owl habitat within 2.4 km of firing sites with restricted 
access was 31% while in habitat >2.4 km from firing sites in which recreational access 
was allowed it was 7%. These results suggest that the Spotted Owl’s use of habitat at 
Los Alamos is not adversely affected by noise generated during explosives tests but 
may be adversely affected by recreational access.

The Los Alamos National Laboratory is a laboratory for national security 
operated for the Department of Energy’s National Nuclear Security Ad-
ministration. The steep-walled canyons of the Jemez Mountains within the 
laboratory’s boundaries provide nesting habitat for the Mexican Spotted 
Owl (Strix occidentalis lucida). under the Endangered Species Act, the 
u.S. Fish and Wildlife Service listed the subspecies as threatened in 1993 
(uSFWS 1993) and published a recovery plan for it in 1995 (uSDI 1995). In 
the Jemez Mountains, Spotted Owls prefer to nest on cliff faces in canyons 
(J. A. Johnson and T. H. Johnson unpubl. data). 

The effects of noise, especially noise alone without an accompanying 
physical or visual disturbance, on the Spotted Owl’s habitat selection is not 
well understood. Many anthropogenic disturbances have been shown to 
affect birds of prey (Fyfe and Olendorff 1976). Delaney et al. (1999) exam-
ined the effects of helicopter noise on the Mexican Spotted Owl and found 
that the owls did not respond by flushing when helicopters were >105 m 
away. Johnson and Reynolds (2002) examined the effects of the noise of 
low-flying jet aircraft on the Mexican Spotted Owl and found that the owl’s 
responses to low-flying F-16 jets did not exceed responses to natural events. 
Swarthout and Steidl (2001) examined behavioral responses of the Mexican 
Spotted Owl at varying distances to hikers and concluded that owls altered 
their behavior in the presence of a hiker at distances of up to 55 m. Further 
study (Swarthout and Steidl 2003) showed that high rates of hikers passing 
quickly near nests may be detrimental to the owls.

Part of the laboratory’s operations includes detonation of a variety of 
explosives at fixed firing sites on the ground. Some of the Mexican Spotted 
Owl habitat within the laboratory is near active firing sites. Public access to 
these areas is prohibited, and work-related access is strictly limited. Other 
Spotted Owl habitat at the laboratory is not affected by explosives, but pe-
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destrian access is allowed within it, and the public as well as the laboratory’s 
workforce uses it frequently. The purpose of this study was to compare rates 
of Spotted Owl occupancy at Los Alamos National Laboratory in areas near 
firing sites, subject to relatively frequent impulse noise from explosives, to 
that in areas not affected by testing of explosives but used for recreation.

STuDY AREA

Los Alamos National Laboratory and the associated towns of Los Ala-
mos and White Rock are located in Los Alamos County, north-central New 
Mexico, approximately 100 km north-northeast of Albuquerque and 40 km 
northwest of Santa Fe. The 10,240-ha laboratory is situated on the Pajarito 
Plateau on the eastern flanks of the Jemez Mountains. Large portions of 
the site are relatively undisturbed by people because of access restrictions. 
Adjacent landowners include the u.S. Forest Service, the National Park 
Service, the county of Los Alamos, and the San Ildefonso Pueblo.

There are seven segments of canyons within the laboratory that are 
protected as Spotted Owl habitat. This habitat was initially identified as suit-
able through modeling of topography, elevation, and cover type in 1998. 
Hathcock and Haarmann (2008) developed a refined vegetation-based 
model of suitable habitat for the Jemez Mountains, and the boundaries of 
the habitat within the laboratory were redrawn in 2005 on the basis of a 
version of this model.

Los Alamos National Laboratory is more heavily developed than many 
areas typically considered Mexican Spotted Owl habitat. Approximately 
12,000 people work on the site each day, and 18,000 people live in Los 
Alamos and White Rock. Some areas of the laboratory can be visited by the 
public on foot or by bike (but not by vehicle); in other areas public access 
is prohibited. 

A large fraction of the 10,240 ha (more than one-third of the land area) 
forms safety buffers for the testing of explosives. The frequency of explosions 
at Los Alamos varies from 700 to 1200 experimental firings (“shots”) annu-
ally. Some “shots” are contained, some are in open air, and the quantities 
and types of explosive materials vary. Access to the areas of the tests and 
associated safety buffers is highly restricted—there is no public access and 
limited access for workers.

Levels of noise resulting from detonation of explosives were measured 
in March of 1995 as part of the environmental impact statement for the 
Dual-Axis Radiographic Hydrodynamic Test Facility (DOE 1995). These 
measurements recorded the peak overpressure levels of 137 dB on a mesa 
directly above and 1180 m from a site occupied by Spotted Owls (DOE 
1995). Peak overpressure measured in dB and noise levels measured in 
dB(A), scaled to the level of human hearing, are comparable because the 
A-scale weighting at 20 Hz is about –50 dB (ANSI 1971). This means that 
the A-scale noise levels at the site of the owls were above 80 dB(A), double 
the normal level of background noise in this vicinity, which averages 40 
dB(A) (LANL 2000). 
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METHODS

All of the Spotted Owl habitat identified within the laboratory is surveyed 
annually, with up to four surveys per year between late March and 31 August 
in each segment of canyon containing habitat. Surveys are halted if Spotted 
Owls are found; otherwise, they are continued until four surveys are com-
pleted. The surveys follow the required protocols established by the uSFWS 
(2003) and are performed under permit by the laboratory’s biologists. 

using ArcMap version 9.2 (ESRI, Redlands, CA), we identified which 
of the Spotted Owl habitats that either (1) were within 2.4 km of firing 
sites and disallowed recreational access or (2) were greater than 2.4 km 
from firing sites and allowed recreational access. The data are too sparse 
for statistical testing, so our inferences on whether habitat occupancy was 
related to the proximity of firing sites or public access are based on general 
descriptive statistics.

RESuLTS

Of the seven areas of Spotted Owl habitat at Los Alamos National Labo-
ratory, one has been occupied continuously since surveys began in 1995 
through 2009. Two additional locations have been occupied intermittently 
from 2004 to 2009.

Four of the seven areas were within 2.4 km of the nearest firing site, and 
recreational access to them is not allowed. The other three areas were more 
than 2.4 km from the firing sites and is accessible for recreation to the public 
and/or the laboratory’s workforce.

The 15 years of survey data pooled, the annual rate of occupancy of areas 
within 2.4 km of firing sites with no recreational access was 31%. In areas 
>2.4 km from firing sites with recreational access, the rate of occupancy 
was 7%. 

DISCuSSION

Our results suggest that the Spotted Owl occupancy in areas of Los Alamos 
National Laboratory exposed to frequent impulse noise from explosions has 
not been affected negatively. In 1997, 69% of all territories in the Jemez 
Mountains were surveyed with 67% of those being occupied (T. H. Johnson 
unpubl. data preceding 1998). Compared to that in the surrounding Jemez 
Mountains, fecundity of the Spotted Owl in areas where explosives are 
tested at Los Alamos has been high, further suggesting that the owls are not 
adversely affected by the noise generated by tests of explosives tests at the 
current frequency. This inference corresponds with that of Ellis et al. (1991), 
who reported that noise from low-flying jet aircraft and sonic booms were 
never associated with reproductive failure of the various species of raptors 
they studied. Palmer et al. (2003) documented subtle effects of overflying 
jets on the parental behavior of the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus), but 
they found no evidence that the falcons’ pattern of nest attendance differed 
by exposure to such overflights. 
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On the other hand, our data do suggest that recreational access had a 
negative effect on the Spotted Owl’s habitat. At Los Alamos, we have not 
found the owls occupying any part of a canyon that contains an access road 
in its bottom, either within or outside of the buffer area for tests of explosives. 
Our inferences, however, are based on the assumption that the seven areas 
of habitat considered suitable for the Spotted Owl are of equal quality and 
have an equal chance of being occupied. Furthermore, though extending 
over 15 years, our data are based on only two nesting pairs and one single 
owl, whose site tenacity may have inhibited them from shifting from site to 
site or outside the laboratory’s boundary altogether. 

The patterns we are seeing at Los Alamos indicate that noise from explo-
sives testing has not been a deterrent in the Spotted Owl’s nest-site selection 
but that disturbance in other forms, such as from vehicles driving along roads 
or persons walking through a nesting area, might be a deterrent. It is likely 
that the restrictions of access associated with firing sites have made the 
habitats within the buffer more desirable to the Spotted Owl than habitats 
in areas with more human disturbance. 
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A BROWN HAWk-OWL (NiNox scutuLata) FROM 
kISkA ISLAND, ALEUTIAN ISLANDS, ALASkA
ALExANDER L. BOND and IAN L. JONES, Department of Biology, Memorial uni-
versity of Newfoundland, St. John’s A1B 3x9, Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada; 
abond@mun.ca

On 1 August 2008 Bond found the carcass of an unidentified owl at Sirius Point, 
Kiska Island, in the Rat Island group of the Aleutian Islands, Alaska (52° 08' N, 177° 
36' E, Figure 1), in Glen Larry canyon between two lava flows. Within that canyon, dead 
birds (mostly auklets, Aethia spp.) had been found frequently in a low area, possibly 
because of CO or CO2 gas seeping from the more recent lava flow. The owl carcass 
was photographed in camp (Figures 2 and 3), but it was in poor condition and was not 
preserved. Some time later, upon returning from the field, Jones examined the photo-
graphs and identified the carcass as that of a Brown Hawk-Owl (Ninox scutulata).

The owl was generally chocolate brown above, with white scapular patches, under-
parts white but heavily streaked with brown slightly lighter than that of the back, the 
tail with distinct bars of light and dark brown, and less distinct barring on the primaries 
and secondaries. The underside of the wing was mostly light, with the outer primaries 
showing fewer and smaller light patches than the secondaries. The legs were feathered; 
the toes were almost bare but with a hairy appearance and dark rose in color. The 
bill was blackish with a paler culmen. Overall, the owl lacked a distinct facial disk and 
ear tufts and measured approximately 30 cm in length. This distinctive specimen fit 
the description of only one species, Ninox scutulata (Ali and Ripley 1983, Meyer 
de Schauensee 1984, del Hoyo et al. 1999, König et al. 1999)

Figure 1. Locations of Kiska and St. Paul islands and the northern great circle shipping 
route (gray shading) between major ports in Asia and North America.
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Figure 2. ventral view of the Brown Hawk Owl (Ninox scutulata) from Kiska Island. 
Note the streaked breast and barring on the underside of the tail.
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This is the second record of the Brown Hawk-Owl for Alaska and North America, 
the first being 27 August–3 September 2007 on St. Paul Island, in the Pribilof Islands 
(Yerger and Mohlmann 2007). Among Old World birds that have reached Alaska, 
other Asiatic owls include the Boreal Owl of the Russian Far East (Aegolius funereus 
magnus), recorded in 1911 at St. Paul (Evermann 1913), the Oriental Scops-Owl 
(Otus sunia japonicus), recorded in the 1970s at Buldir and Amchitka islands in the 
Aleutian chain (Gibson and Byrd 2007), and (probably) the Long-eared Owl (Asio otus, 
subspecies unknown), photographed in 2006 aboard a ship in the northern Bering 
Sea (Gibson et al. 2008). Finally, the Short-eared Owls (Asio flammeus flammeus) 
that occur annually in the western Aleutians are thought to be migrants from Asia 
(Gibson and Byrd 2007).

It is impossible to determine when the Brown Hawk-Owl arrived at Kiska, but from 
its state of decomposition it had probably been dead for at least several weeks. If the 
owl arrived during summer 2008, winds predominantly from the south-southeast 
would not have been particularly helpful in pushing it in the direction of Kiska. A 
ship-assisted arrival at Kiska cannot be ruled out as the island is near the western 
Aleutian crossing of the northern great circle route through the North Pacific (Figure 
1). In 2007, winds at St. Paul were predominantly from the west or southwest, which 
would have aided that owl in flight.

The Brown Hawk-Owl has the broadest geographic distribution of any species of 
the tribe Ninoxini and is a long-distance migrant, ranging from Siberia and China to 
Indonesia and the Philippines (del Hoyo et al. 1999). Subspecies japonica breeds 
throughout Japan and in Korea and winters south to the Malay Peninsula, Philippines, 
Greater Sunda Islands, and Sulawesi (Ornithological Society of Japan 2000). On the 
basis of that range, it is the subspecies most likely to occur in North America. 

various authorities treat the taxonomy of this species or species complex in a 
variety of ways. Eleven subspecies have been recognized, but there is consensus that 
the taxonomy merits revision (del Hoyo et al. 1999, King 2002). The subspecies N. 
s. japonica and N. s. totogo have been segregated as Ninox japonica or the North-
ern Boobook (King 2002), the remaining eight to 10 other subspecies constituting 
N. scutulata, the Brown Hawk-Owl (Clements 2007). Other authors (e.g., Gill et 
al. 2008) maintain one species that includes all of these subspecies. The definition 
of these two groups is based on vocalizations and differences in wing/tail ratios, but 
when the birds are not vocalizing, identification in the field is difficult (Ali and Ripley 
1983, King 2002). Identification to subspecies from photographs is not necessarily 
possible (B. King pers. comm.). 

Figure 3. ventral view of the Brown Hawk Owl (Ninox scutulata) from Kiska Island. 
The rosy feet, and lack of facial disk are evident.
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On the basis of range, subspecies japonica, which breeds in Japan and Siberia and 
is the most common owl in Japan (Yamashina 1982, Ornithological Society of Japan 
2000), is the most likely to occur in North America; the other subspecies breed in 
India and southeast Asia (Ali and Ripley 1983, Clements 2007).

We thank Ben King for confirming our identification and for valuable discussion on 
the identification of subspecies. The captain and crew of the M/v Tiĝlax̂, research-
support vessel of the Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge, provided transporta-
tion to Kiska Island and other logistical support. Steven C. Heinl, G. vernon Byrd, and 
Daniel D. Gibson provided valuable comments on previous drafts of the manuscript. 
Additional photographs can be found at www.mun.ca/serg/brownhawkowl.html.

LITERATuRE CITED

Ali, S., and Ripley, S. D. 1983. Handbook of the Birds of India and Pakistan, compact 
edition. Oxford university Press, Oxford, England.

Clements, J. F. 2007. The Clements Checklist of Birds of the World, 6th edition. 
Comstock, Cornell univ. Press, Ithaca, NY.

Del Hoyo, J., Elliott, A., and Sargatal, J. 1999. Handbook of the Birds of the World, 
vol. 5: Barn Owls to Hummingbirds. Lynx Edicions, Barcelona.

Evermann, B. W. 1913. Eighteen species of birds new to the Pribilof Islands, including 
four new to North America. Auk 30:15–18.

Gibson, D. D., and Byrd, G. v. 2007. Birds of the Aleutian Islands, Alaska. Nuttall 
Ornithol. Club and Am. Ornithol. union Series in Ornithology 1.

Gibson, D. D., Heinl, S. C., and Tobish, T. G., Jr. 2008. Report of the Alaska Checklist 
Committee, 2003–2007. W. Birds 39:189–201.

Gill, F. B., Wright, M., and Donsker, D. 2008. IOC world bird names (version 1.6), 
www.worldbirdnames.org.

King, B. 2002. Species limits in the Brown Boobook Ninox scutulata complex. Bull. 
Br. Ornithol. Club 122:250–257.

König, C., Weick, F., and Becking, J.-H. 1999. Owls: A Guide to the Owls of the 
World. Pica Press, Sussex, England.

Meyer de Schauensee, R. 1984. The Birds of China. Smithsonian Inst. Press, 
Washington, DC.

Ornithological Society of Japan. 2000. Check-List of Japanese Birds, 6th revised 
edition. Ornithol. Soc. Japan, Tokyo.

Yamashina, Y. 1982. Birds in Japan. Shubin Int. Co., Tokyo.

Yerger, J. C., and Mohlmann, J. D. 2007. First North American record of Brown Hawk 
Owl (Ninox scutulata) on Saint Paul Island, Alaska. N. Am. Birds 62:2–6.

Accepted 18 March 2010



NOTES

111Western Birds 41:111–114, 2010

LADDER-BACkED WOODPECkERS NEST IN 
CISMONTANE SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY, 
CALIFORNIA
DEBBIE J. HOuSE, San Bernardino County Museum, 2024 Orange Tree Lane, 
Redlands, California 92374 (current address: 172 Summit Road, Bishop, California 
93514); roadkill23@earthlink.net

DOuG WILLICK, AECOM, 999 Town and Country Road, Orange, California 92868

ROBERT L. McKERNAN, San Bernardino County Museum, 2024 Orange Tree Lane, 
Redlands, California 92374

The Ladder-backed Woodpecker (Picoides scalaris) is an uncommon resident of 
arid regions from California east to Texas and south to Nicaragua (Short 1971, AOu 
1998). Although in Baja California the Ladder-backed Woodpecker occurs along 
the northwest coast at least as far as north as La Bufadora, 15–20 km southwest of 
Ensenada (Erickson and Howell 2001), its California distribution is transmontane (i.e., 
inland of the Transverse and Peninsular ranges), extending north to the desert slopes 
of the southern Sierra Nevada (Garrett and Dunn 1981). Cismontane (coastal slope) 
breeding has recently been documented in Miller valley in southeastern San Diego 
County and from Dameron valley of north-central San Diego County to Aguanga in 
adjacent Riverside County; these small valleys support many elements of desert biota 
(unitt 2004). Occupied habitats in California typically include desert slopes vegetated 
with Joshua Tree (Yucca brevifolia) or Desert Agave (Agave deserti), desert washes 
and arroyos, riparian oases, and occasionally pinyon–juniper woodland. Ladder-
backed Woodpeckers nest in both the live and dead wood of a variety of trees, includ-

Figure 1. Alluvial-fan sage scrub (late pioneer to intermediate stage) used by Ladder-
backed Woodpeckers in the Santa Ana Wash.

Photo by Karen Carter
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ing cottonwoods (Populus spp.) and willows (Salix spp.), in the trunks of the Joshua 
Tree, or in the dead flowering stalks of other species of yucca or agave (Grinnell and 
Miller 1944, Lowther 2001, unitt 2004, McKernan unpubl. data).

We present details of successful nesting of the Ladder-backed Woodpecker at a 
cismontane site along the Santa Ana River near Redlands, San Bernardino County, 
California. We also briefly discuss other sightings of this species in this drainage as 
well as in nearby Cajon Creek.

On 18 May 2000, Willick found an active nest of a Ladder-backed Woodpecker 
in the stalk of a Chaparral Yucca (Hesperoyucca whipplei) at which a female was 
observed making several visits to feed very advanced nestlings. The nest was on the 
north side of the main active channel of the Santa Ana River wash, approximately 
1 km northeast of the Redlands Municipal Airport runway. The height of the nest 
cavity was not measured, but Willick noted that the cavity was above eye level and 
therefore ≥2 m above ground. More specific details regarding the nest site were not 
recorded. Although no male was seen in the area when the nest was found, Willick had 
observed a male approximately 0.5 km north of the nest on 19 April. This observa-
tion represents the first report of nesting by this species in the cismontane portion 
of San Bernardino County. On 29 May 2000, McKernan observed two fledgling 
Ladder-backed Woodpeckers and an adult female near the site.

Beginning in the fall of 1999, prior to the discovery of the nest, House had spo-
radically observed single Ladder-backed Woodpeckers in the Santa Ana wash. On 22 
April 2000 we collected an adult male approximately 2 km northeast of the Redlands 
Municipal Airport (San Bernardino County Museum 56105). The specimen’s enlarged 
testes suggested nesting. House observed adult male and female Ladder-backed Wood-
peckers, as well as juveniles, on several occasions during summer 2000 in the riparian 
corridor and adjacent alluvial-fan sage scrub near Greenspot Road, approximately 1.5 
km east of where the specimen was collected. The presence of an adult male in August 
2000 suggests that more than one pair was in the area, since the bird collected in 
April was also an adult male. Although Nuttall’s Woodpeckers (P. nuttallii) were also 
present and presumably breeding along the Santa Ana River at Greenspot Road, the 
plumage of the specimen showed no evidence of hybridization.

During the same period, House also noted Ladder-backed Woodpeckers at two 
locations along Cajon Creek (a tributary of the Santa Ana River), near Devore. The 
Cajon Creek sites also support alluvial-fan sage scrub. The first sighting was of two 
birds approximately 1 km north of Glen Helen Regional Park in Devore, on 28 and 29 
October 1999. Approximately 4 km upstream of the 1999 sighting and approximately 
2 km northwest of the intersection of interstate highways 15 and 215, two birds were 
present from 29 February to 2 March 2000. Since the Cajon Creek locations are over 
30 km northwest of the Santa Ana River site, we assume that these sightings involved 
different individuals. It is unknown if the birds nested at either Cajon Creek location. 
A sighting of a possible Ladder-backed Woodpecker at Glen Helen Regional Park in 
January 1997 by Dave Goodward (C. McGaugh, pers. comm.) suggests the species 
was present in the area even earlier. Ladder-backed Woodpeckers were still present 
in both Cajon Creek, and along the Santa Ana River throughout 2001. The sighting 
of a male in Devore in February 2003 (C. McGaugh, pers comm.) and a male near 
the confluence of the Santa Ana River and Mill Creek on 10 October 2007 (J. Dunn 
pers. comm.) suggests a continued presence in both areas.

The Ladder-backed Woodpeckers in cismontane San Bernardino County were 
found in alluvial-fan sage scrub, a plant community unique to southern California 
and now limited to isolated remnants as a result of urbanization and flood-control 
projects. Alluvial-fan sage scrub supports a distinctive combination of plants of both 
chaparral and coastal sage scrub (Smith 1980) and of both coastal and desert affini-
ties. The dominant shrubs at the Santa Ana River locale included Brittlebush (Encelia 
farinosa), Eastern Mojave Buckwheat (Eriogonum fasciculatum var. foliolosum), 



NOTES

113

California Broomsage (Lepidospartum squamatum), Chaparral Yucca, Coastal 
Pricklypear (Opuntia littoralis), and California Cholla (Cylindropuntia californica). 
A narrow corridor of riparian woodland dominated by Goodding’s Willow (Salix 
gooddingii), Coyotebrush (Baccharis pilularis), and Fremont Cottonwood (Populus 
fremontii) is present along an unnamed drainage near the confluence of the river 
and Mill Creek.

Older cismontane records of the Ladder-backed Woodpecker are from Riverside 
County, near Riverside, where one was collected in April 1895 (Heller 1901), and near 
valle vista in the San Jacinto valley (six or seven birds, 29 August–5 September 1908) 
(Grinnell and Swarth 1913). More recent sightings have been west of San Gorgonio 
Pass in San Timoteo Canyon, Riverside County (22 August 1979; Garrett and Dunn 
1981), Santa Clara River in Acton, Los Angeles County (24 February 1998; M. C. 
Long, pers. comm.) and in the Tijuana River valley, San Diego County (9 October 
1974; Garrett and Dunn 1981). The valle vista records apparently represented 
a resident population (unitt pers. comm.), but the other records likely represent 
wanderers. Searches of the last remnant of alluvial-fan scrub along the San Jacinto 
River on the northeast margin of valle vista on 13 February 2008 by Lori Hargrove 
and Philip unitt, on 9 August 2008 by Kenneth L. Weaver, and 8–10 September 
2008 by unitt (pers. comm.) did not reveal any Ladder-backed Woodpeckers, so that 
population is likely extirpated.

In California, the Ladder-backed Woodpecker and Nuttall’s Woodpecker are almost 
completely allopatric (Short 1971). In some areas of southern California they breed 
within a few kilometers of each other, and they are sympatric in the Walker Pass area 
of Kern County, in Morongo valley, San Bernardino County (Short 1971), locally 
on the desert slope of San Diego County (unitt 2004), and in the Antelope valley 
(westernmost Mojave Desert), where the latter species has expanded its range into 
ranchyards (Los Angeles County Breeding Bird Atlas data, Los Angeles Audubon 
Society). Although the differing habitat preferences result in spatial isolation in some 
areas where the species’ ranges overlap, hybridization occurs regularly in Walker Pass 
and Morongo valley (Short 1971).

On the basis of exhaustive ornithological investigations of this locality and other 
reaches of the Santa Ana River before 1997, we consider the occurrence of the 
Ladder-backed Woodpecker in the Santa Ana River Wash a recent colonization. The 
San Bernardino County Museum had surveyed the birds of this area annually 
from 1982 and 1994 without finding the Ladder-backed Woodpecker. Furthermore, 
the location is within the circle of the Redlands Christmas Bird Count, which has been 
conducted since 1962 (E. A. Cardiff pers. comm.). Although the degree of spatial and 
temporal overlap in habitat use by the Ladder-backed and Nuttall’s Woodpeckers in 
these areas is unknown, both species were observed using the same riparian areas 
at least some of the time. The presence of Ladder-backed Woodpeckers along the 
Santa Ana River and Cajon Creek over a period of several years, along with successful 
nesting, suggests the possibility of a new (at least temporary) area of sympatry with 
Nuttall’s and presumably Downy (P. pubescens) Woodpeckers. Observers visiting 
these areas should be aware of the potential presence of all three species, as well as 
possible hybrids. Future documentation of Ladder-backed Woodpeckers or possible 
hybrids in these areas will be invaluable in determining the degree of sympatry and 
hybridization that may be occurring in southern California.

We thank Jon Dunn, Kimball Garrett, Matt Heindel, Chet McGaugh, Kathy 
Molina, and Michael Patten for their very helpful and kind comments on earlier 
drafts of the manuscript. We also thank Garrett and Mickey Long for the use of 
unpublished data.



NOTES

114

LITERATuRE CITED

American Ornithologists’ union. 1998. Check-list of North American Birds. 7th ed. 
Am. Ornithol. union, Washington, D.C.

Erickson, R. A., and Howell, S. N. G. (eds.). 2001. Birds of the Baja California 
Peninsula: Status, Distribution, and Taxonomy. Am. Birding Assoc. Monogr. 
Field Ornithol. 3.

Garrett, K., and Dunn, J. 1981. Birds of Southern California: Status and Distribution. 
Los Angeles Audubon Soc., Los Angeles.

Grinnell, J., and Miller, A. H. 1944. The distribution of the birds of California. Pac. 
Coast Avifauna 27.

Grinnell, J., and Swarth, H. S. 1913. An account of the birds and mammals of the 
San Jacinto area of southern California. univ. Calif. Publ. Zool. 10:197–406.

Hanes, T. L., Friesen, R. D., and Keane, K. 1989. Alluvial scrub vegetation in coastal 
southern California. uSDA Forest Service Gen. Tech. Rep. PSW-110.

Heller, E. 1901. Notes on some little-known birds of southern California. Condor 
3:100.

Lowther, P. E. 2001. Ladder-backed Woodpecker (Picoides scalaris), in the Birds 
of North America, (A. Poole and F. Gill, eds.), no. 565. Birds N. Am., Phila-
delphia.

Short, L. L. 1971. Systematics and behavior of some North American woodpeckers, 
genus Picoides (Aves). Bull. Am. Mus. Nat. Hist. 145:1–118.

Smith, R. L. 1980. Alluvial scrub vegetation of the San Gabriel River floodplain, 
California. Madroño 27:126–138.

unitt, P. 2004. San Diego County bird atlas. Proc. San Diego Soc. Nat. Hist. 39.

Accepted 19 April 2009



NOTES

115Western Birds 41:115–117, 2010

MOUNTAIN BLUEBIRD NESTING IN AN ARROYO 
BANk IN NORTHERN NEW MExICO
JEANNE M. FAIR, Los Alamos National Laboratory, Atmospheric, Climate & Envi-
ronmental Dynamics, MS J495, Los Alamos, New Mexico 87545; jmfair@lanl.gov

LAuRA K. MARSH, Global Conservation Institute, Santa Fe, New Mexico 87505

The breeding range of the Mountain Bluebird (Sialia currucoides) extends from 
central Alaska along the eastern slopes of the coast ranges to northwestern California, 
the San Bernardino Mountains of southern California, and the Davis Mountains of 
western Texas (Power and Lombardo 1996). Breeding Mountain Bluebirds typically 
occupy open woodland or edge habitat with exposed perches and fairly sparse ground 
cover (Pinkowski 1979). They are attracted to burned areas, particularly those with 
dead trees and/or snags (McClelland et al. 1979, Hutto et al. 1992). 

 In northern Arizona, Mountain Bluebirds occupy clearcut stands of ponderosa pine 
(Pinus ponderosa) but not stands less heavily cut (Szaro atnd Balda 1986). A secondary 
cavity nester, the Mountain Bluebird typically uses cavities in trees and now often nest 
boxes. Hutto et al. (1992) emphasized the importance of snags for cavity nesters. The 
female selects the cavity, and both members of the pair build a loose cup nest with 
stems, grass, and twigs, lined with softer materials. Both parents feed the young, which 
fledge within two to three weeks of hatching (Power and Lombardo 1996). 

If Mountain Bluebirds cannot locate a traditional tree cavity, they may nest in holes in 
cliffs or dirt banks or in old swallow nests (Bent 1949). Rowley (1939) found a Mountain 
Bluebird nest in a niche on the side of a cliff well above timberline in Mono County, 
California. Similarly, Haecker (1948) found a Mountain Bluebird nest under construc-
tion in a building on the summit of Pike’s Peak, Colorado, above 14,000 feet elevation. 
Other sites of nontraditional Mountain Bluebird nests include old nests of other birds. 
For instance, Calder (1970) found a Mountain Bluebird nesting in a previously used 
American Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus) nest on the underside of a bridge. 

We found no documented reports of the Western (Sialia mexicana) or Eastern (S. 
sialis) bluebirds nesting in cliffs or banks. Like the Mountain Bluebird, however, the 
Western has been reported using old mud nests of the Cliff Swallow (Petrochelidon 
pyrrhonota; Sims 1983). For all three species of bluebirds, it is commonly cited that 
they use cliff crevices (Oberholser 1974, Sims 1983); however, there is little docu-
mentation of these nests in the literature. 

 On 19 May 2007 we found a Mountain Bluebird nesting in a hole in the bank 
of an arroyo (Figure 1) in Nambé, New Mexico (35° 55' 00" N, 105° 59' 20" W, 
elevation 1867 m). The surrounding habitat included One-seed Juniper (Juniperus 
monosperma), Silver Sagebrush (Artemisia cana), and sparse Narrowleaf Cotton-
wood (Populus angustifolia). The soils were primarily Carjo soils (Nyhan et al. 1978). 
The embankment containing the nest edged an arroyo seasonally flooded two to three 
times per year. The bank was approximately 6 m high with the hole containing the 
nest 1.2 m from the top of the bank. There were no observable trails to this entrance; 
the only access appeared to be by flight. However, the hole was likely made by Rock 
Squirrels (Spermophilus variegatus) burrowing into the top of the bluff from above 
and excavating to the edge, either as ventilation or for escape. 

The tunnel led to a junction with a side channel that curved to the right. It was 
within this side channel, approximately 51 cm into the bank, that the nest was built. 
The nest was composed primarily of grass, and when it was discovered it contained 
five one-day-old nestlings. We banded the nestlings with u.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
bands at age 14 days, and all five fledged by day 20. The adults did not lay a second 
clutch at this site. Two pairs of the Western Bluebird nested in nest boxes within 137 
m of the Mountain Bluebird nest and fledged two sets of nestlings each. 



NOTES

116

Our observation represents one of the most recent records for bank nesting by 
bluebirds. The banks of this arroyo contained hundreds of similar holes, many occu-
pied by the Rock Squirrel, Desert Cottontail (Sylvilagus audubonii), Spotted Ground 
Squirrel (Spermophilus spilosoma), Bullsnake (Pituophis melanoleucus), Western 
Rattlesnake (Crotalus viridis), and Coachwhip (Masticophis flagellum). We also 
found Rock Wrens (Salpinctes obsoletus) nesting in bank holes in the area. 

Most studies of diversity of birds of cliffs, higher and more defined structures than 
arroyo banks, have found greater diversity at the base of the cliff where shrubs are 
taller (Reitan 1986, Ward and Anderson 1988, Camp and Knight 1998). Both the 
Western and Mountain bluebirds use cliffs for foraging but not for nesting (William et 
al. 2000). The suitability of cliff or bank faces as habitat for bluebird nesting depends 
on both scale and soil. However, for birds selecting shorter, less stable arroyo banks, 
the likely explanation for their use is the limited availability of other suitable nest sites 
in the area. Although suitable traditional sites for bluebird nests, such as previously 
excavated cavities in cottonwoods, exist in the Nambé area, they are few compared 
to the abundance of holes in arroyo banks. 

We thank Charles Hathcock and Stephen Fettig for comments on an earlier ver-
sion of this paper.
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Figure 1. Male Mountain Bluebird with food item for nestlings at nest-hole entrance.

Photo by L.K. Marsh
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BOOk REVIEWS
The Birds of the Hawaiian Islands: Occurrence, History, Distribution, 

and Status, by Robert L. Pyle and Peter Pyle. B. P. Bishop Museum, Honolulu. ver-
sion 1 (31 December 2009); http://hbs.bishopmuseum.org/birds/rlp-monograph. 

The Birds of the Hawaiian Islands is the magnum opus of Robert L. Pyle, the 
grand old man of Hawaiian birding, who passed away in 2007 at the age of 84. The 
monograph was started with the assistance of his family and finished by his son Peter 
Pyle, also a well-known birder and ornithologist. In keeping with Bob’s generous 
spirit and his boundless encouragement of Hawaiian birding and conservation (which 
touched me personally when I was still in high school), the Pyles decided to publish 
this monograph online to maximize its availability and utility. It will also be available 
as a DvD from Bishop Museum Press. 

The Birds of the Hawaiian Islands is essentially a very detailed checklist, an 
encyclopedic compendium of all historically known birds of Hawai‘i: native breeding 
species, migrants, accidental, introduced (both successful and non-established) and 
hypothetical. With the exception of the extinct species known only from fossil and 
subfossil remains (though some are mentioned in conjunction with the main accounts), 
if it had feathers, it’s in here. Species accounts, as downloadable pdf files, cover the 
history (e.g., notable collections and number of specimens), historical occurrence, and 
current status and distribution of each species.

Many species are also illustrated by the Hawaii Rare Bird Documentary Photograph 
File of Bishop Museum, with links to full-sized pictures. These illustrate principally 
migrants and vagrants rather than endemic species, although there are a few notable 
exceptions, such as the poignant photographs of the now extinct Kaua‘i ‘O‘o and ‘O‘u. 
As many of the photographs are primarily documentary (of birds both live in the field 
and collected specimens), they vary in quality, but some are gorgeous. More photo-
graphs of native birds are expected to be added, which will be a welcome addition.

Additional features include analyses and graphs of long-term population trends from 
Christmas Bird Counts, an exhaustive and fascinating compendium of synonymies, an 
extensive list of literature, and a list of relevant links. The CBC data are an especially 
useful resource—I found some species’ trends to be quite disturbing.

I found the species accounts to be highly detailed, interesting, informative, read-
able, and accurate. Although I consider myself well read in the old literature and the 
history of Hawaiian birds, I learned something from nearly every account. The authors 
have tackled the problem of sightings of rare birds (particularly difficult with species 
on the brink of extinction, which rarely get photographed) with both vigor and rigor. 
I may disagree with some of their decisions on which observations to accept, mostly 
in the period between the end of major collecting at the turn of the 20th century and 
about 1950 (e.g., with the O‘ahu ‘Akialoa), but by and large I think they made the 
right conclusions, particularly with many recent “sightings,” few of which seem to 
be replicable.

I found only one major error: the authors state that the Maui ‘Alauahio “gradually 
disappeared from the crater and more accessible areas (other than upper Kipahulu val-
ley) of Haleakala National Park during the 1960s–1970s.” However, Hosmer Grove, 
location of the national park’s campground and picnic area near its headquarters, 
still has a thriving population of the Maui ‘Alauahio, while upper Kipahulu valley is 
accessible only by a rugged two-day hike, and permission to enter this fragile area is 
granted only to scientific researchers. 

Inevitably, some typographical errors have crept into the monograph (e.g., ‘Oma‘o 
incorrectly spelled Oma‘o or even O‘mao, and a few place names are misspelled). 
I found rather more typos than in most books, but these should be easy to correct, 
given the monograph’s electronic format.

Western Birds 41:118–120, 2010
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The Birds of the Hawaiian Islands is an invaluable resource for anyone interested 
in the Hawaiian avifauna. It is a great complement to the field guides that may pique 
the reader’s interest to learn more. I highly recommend visiting the website and explor-
ing it at one’s leisure. The online publication is, in my opinion, ideal for this work. It 
will only improve even more as further photographs and new research are added in 
the future—version 2 is expected between 2011 and 2013. until then, version 1 is 
to remain unchanged (except for corrections) so that it can be cited in the same way 
as printed scientific literature. 

My only disappointment is that Bob did not live to see this project completed; I am 
sure he would have been pleased by the end result.

A Photographic Guide to the Birds of Hawai‘i: the Main Islands and 
Offshore Waters, by Jim Denny. 2010. university of Hawai‘i Press. 222 pages, 
over 200 color photographs. Softback, $19.99. ISBN 978-0-8248-3383-1.

Hawaii is high on most birdwatchers’ lists of places to visit. Birders come both 
for the spectacular radiation of its endemic land birds—in particular, the Hawaiian 
honeycreepers, for which it is justly famous—and for its wide assortment of tropical 
seabirds and introduced species from around the world. Beyond exciting birds, the 
Aloha State offers abundant scenic and cultural attractions that nonbirding family 
members will enjoy. 

The goal of A Photographic Guide to the Birds of Hawai‘i is to illustrate the 
species an observer is at all likely to encounter in the main islands. Along with the 
resident and migrant species, the book also includes accidental species only rarely 
encountered in Hawai‘i. It does not include species believed to be extinct, vagrants 
that have shown up only once or twice, nor species found only in the northwestern 
Hawaiian Islands, most of which are restricted to authorized researchers (although 
limited and expensive ecotourism has returned to Midway Atoll). 

As implied by the title, the heart of the book is the pictures. Nearly all species are 
illustrated with large photographs by two of Hawai‘i’s premier avian photographers, 
Jim Denny and Jack Jeffrey, while excellent pictures by other photographers cover 
the few remaining species. There isn’t a dud in the entire book; I found the frontis-
piece of an ‘I‘iwi in a flowering mamane to be an especially exquisite composition. 
In addition, there are pictures of habitat and good birding locales.

The species are separated into urban, country, forest, wetland and seabirds, a 
system that works well. Each species is given a full page, with large easy-to-read type 
that older eyes will appreciate. All the Hawaiian birds and place names are spelled 
with the proper orthography, with macrons and glottal stops, which I appreciate, 
but which may at first look odd to visitors. The engaging text is colloquial rather than 
technical, and descriptions are brief and to the point rather than tediously detailed. 
Background information on behavior and habits is given, as well as local lore and 
good places to look for each species. I learned a few new tidbits along the way—I will 
leave it to the reader to find out which species is “the BvD bird”!

The book begins with a short but comprehensive introduction to the Hawaiian avi-
fauna and its woeful history. Following the species accounts there is a comprehensive 
checklist and an extensive list of suggested birding localities; I could not think of any 
important omissions.

No book is perfect, and I found a few places where I think this work could have 
been improved. Although most similar species are placed on facing pages, some are 
not, despite being compared to each other in the text, such as the Greater and Lesser 
Scaups and Pectoral and Sharp-tailed Sandpipers. For some accounts, I would have 
liked more discussion of the birds. The book mentions how, in Hawaiian mythology, 
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the moorhen brought fire to mankind, but leaves out how it scorched its forehead 
in the process, giving it the red shield (‘alae ‘ula) that distinguishes it from the coot. 
For some of the migrants, the text is so brief that there is a large gap between it and 
the picture. For example, for the Tufted Duck, there is twice as much empty space 
as text. Perhaps more pictures could have filled that in. Most species are illustrated 
by a single photograph; while these are generally adequate for identification, I think 
the book could have benefited from showing more plumages. It also resurrects the 
century-old name ‘Akakane for the Hawai‘i ‘Akepa, though it is used by few, if any, 
birders or researchers. An amusing typo calls the Puaiohi “illusive” rather than “elu-
sive,” although a few species not covered may deserve the former description. But 
these are minor quibbles. As a whole, the book does an admirable job of presenting 
each species. Factual errors are very few—one is an incorrect conversion of 2500 
miles to 5025 kilometers (should be 4025) in the introduction. 

This book tries to fill the niche between the Hawai‘i Audubon Society’s Hawaii’s 
Birds and Pratt, Bruner, and Berrett’s Field Guide to the Birds of Hawaii and the 
Tropical Pacific. Each has its own strength. In the case of A Photographic Guide to 
the Birds of Hawai‘i, comprehensive scope is combined with easy-to-read, interest-
ing text and large portraits. While the others may be more detailed, this is the book 
I pulled out when a colleague asked me about birds seen during a recent conference 
in Hawai‘i.

A Photographic Guide to the Birds of Hawai‘i is an accessible book that is per-
haps aimed more to the recreational birder who wants to identify what he or she sees 
rather than to hard-core listers. The latter will find the traditional field guides to be 
indispensible, but even serious birders will get much utility here. Nonbirding spouses 
and friends will also enjoy this beautiful book—and might even get converted.

Jaan Lepson
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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE WINTER PLUMAGES 
OF THE BLACk AND GRAY-CROWNED ROSY-
FINCHES IN NEW MExICO
STEPHEN M. FETTIG, 947 Quartz St., Los Alamos, New Mexico 87544;  
osprey@cybermesa.com

NANCY S. COx and STEvEN W. COx, 4426 San Isidro St. NW, Albuquerque, New 
Mexico 87107

RAYMOND L. vANBuSKIRK, 1801 Kirby Ct. NE, Albuquerque, New Mexico 87112

MICHAEL O. HILCHEY, 4805 McKnight Ave., NE, Albuquerque, New Mexico 87110

Many observers find the identification of rosy-finches (Leucosticte spp.) difficult, 
in part because the birds’ high-elevation and remote breeding habitats provide few 
opportunities for comparison of the three North American species. In winter, dis-
tinguishing the rosy-finches in mixed flocks can be a further challenge because the 
birds’ seemingly restless nature often permits only brief views of individuals. Here 
we address differences between the wide-ranging interior form of the Gray-crowned 
Rosy-Finch (L tephrocotis tephrocotis) and the Black Rosy-Finch (L. atrata), which 
can be difficult to distinguish because both typically have broad silver-gray supercili-
ary stripes and hind crowns. The Brown-capped Rosy-Finch (L. australis) and the 
Gray-crowned can also be confused when the former shows some silver-gray above 
and behind the eyes, but that is a subject for another paper.

The Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch is easily divided into the gray-cheeked subspecies 
and the brown-cheeked subspecies (MacDougall-Shackleton et al. 2000). The gray-
cheeked subspecies breed in the Pribilof (L. t. umbrina) and Aleutian Islands (L. t. 
griseonucha) and in the mountains from south-central Alaska and southwestern 
Yukon south to Mount Shasta, California (L. t. littoralis) (MacDougall-Shackleton 
et al. 2000). The brown-cheeked or interior forms breed above tree line primarily 
in rocky habitats of the intermountain West, including the Wallowa Mountains of 
Oregon, the Sierra Nevada of California, and the Brooks Range of northern Alaska 
(MacDougall-Shackleton et al. 2000, Kessel and Gibson 1978). The Black Rosy-Finch 
is monotypic and breeds in areas of cliffs and rock slides above tree line from central 
Idaho and Montana to northeastern Nevada and southern utah (Johnson 2002). 
The Gray-crowned and the Black Rosy-Finches join mixed flocks wintering from the 
east sides of the southern Cascade Range and Sierra Nevada east to southwestern 
Montana, western Wyoming, and Colorado (French 1959a, b, King and Wales 1964, 
Johnson 2002). The monotypic Brown-capped Rosy-Finch joins these mixed winter 
flocks only in Colorado and New Mexico (French 1959a, Bailey 1928, Johnson et al. 
2000, Williams 2000-2007, Truan and Percival 2001, Wood et al. 2005).

At the crest of the Sandia Mountains above 3250 m (10,670 ft) east of Albuquerque, 
New Mexico, we have banded over 2000 wintering rosy-finches from January 2004 
through December 2009. The project is an attempt to study winter site fidelity, annual 
variation in flock composition, and variations in winter plumages.

We recaptured and photographed an adult (fourth-year) male Black Rosy-Finch 
on 16 March 2008 (this issue’s inside back cover, upper photo), originally banded 
on 22 January 2006. In 2006, we aged it as a first-winter bird in formative plumage 
(Pyle 2008) on the basis of a retained juvenile uppertail covert, little or no pink in 
the edging of the greater coverts, and outer primary coverts with relatively narrow 
pink edging (Pyle 1997). For species identification, note that the back and scapular 
feathers are black or nearly black with white or pale buff edges. In a closer look, the 
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broad core of each back feather along its rachis is mostly black. Toward the edge of 
each feather, the vane is only somewhat less black than near the rachis. The outermost 
edges of many feathers (not just at the tips) are nearly white to cream color with some 
light brown or buff. The buff-colored feather edges contribute a slight brown cast to 
the upper back. Also, in the upper back of the photographed bird (inside back cover, 
upper), the feather edges are starting to show signs of wear and have a ragged or 
uneven look. The white or silvery edges to the nape, auricular, cheek, and posterior 
scapular feathers give a gray cast to those areas. For sex identification, note the 
mostly pink lesser and median wing coverts, wide pink edging on most of the greater 
coverts, and pink edging on all primary coverts, characteristic of the adult male Black 
Rosy-Finch; females of that species show less extensive pink (Fettig 2009). The bird’s 
identification as a male was also supported by pink in the underwing coverts (not 
visible in the photographs printed here). All the primaries have pink edges as do a 
few outermost secondaries.

On 9 March 2008 we recaptured and photographed an adult female Black Rosy-
Finch (inside back cover, lower) originally banded on 25 November 2007. For species 
identification, note that the back and scapular feathers have relatively dark to nearly 
black centers, similar to the centers of the back feathers of the photographed male 
(inside back cover, upper). The outer portions of the webs of each feather, however, 
are rather brown not black, with pale brown to buff edges. These colors should be 
contrasted with the black of the background in the photos as well as the black in the 
throat of the female Black Rosy-Finch. This same relatively brownish color of back 
feathers was pictured by Fettig (2009). The female Black Rosy-Finch (inside back 
cover, lower) also shows pale brown edging on the auriculars and cheek feathers. On 
the female Black Rosy-Finch these auriculars and cheek feathers are typically browner 
and less black then the same feathers on the male. For sex identification, note that the 
lesser and median coverts are more orange and white with less pink that on the male 
in the upper photo. In adult (after-second-year) female Black Rosy-Finches such as the 
one illustrated in the lower photo, the lesser and median coverts can be pale pink to 
salmon colored with substantial amounts of white (Fettig 2009). The middle greater 
coverts have wide white edging, and a few outer greater coverts have some orange to 
pink color, overall markedly less pink than in the photographed male (inside back cover, 
upper). Note that the edging on the female’s primary coverts is more orange than 
the male’s. All primaries are edged in pale orange to pink, but in the photographed 
female only the outer two or three secondaries are edged in orange to pink.

On 23 March 2008 we banded and photographed an adult (after-second-year) 
female Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (this issue’s outside back cover, upper photo). For 
species identification, note the back and scapular feathers are a light cinnamon-like 
brown with much less black color than the same feathers of the adult (after-second-year) 
female Black Rosy-Finch (inside back cover, lower). The Gray-crowned’s back feathers 
are dark or nearly black only narrowly along the rachis with most of each feather away 
from the rachis being brown and specifically much closer to a cinnamon-brown color 
than to anything near black (outside back cover, upper), and distinctly browner than in 
either male or female Black Rosy-Finches. For sex identification, note the lesser and 
median coverts have broad orange to pink tips. The greater coverts have wide white 
edging with some orange to pink color. All the primary coverts have orange to pink 
edges. All the primaries are edged thinly in orange to pink, but only the outer two 
secondaries are edged in orange to pink. Adult (after-second-year) male Gray-crowned 
Rosy-Finches typically have little if any orange and more extensive pink in the coverts 
and along the edges of the primaries and secondaries, compared to adult females.

There are three brown-cheeked subspecies of the Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch, all 
with brown auriculars. The bird in the upper photo on this issue’s back cover is a 
Cassin’s Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (L. t. tephrocotis), which MacDougall-Shackleton 
et al. (2000) described as having “bright” brown upperparts with minimal or no dusky 
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feather centers. This form is known to winter from British Columbia south through 
northeastern California and as far south as New Mexico. Miller (1939) reported the 
underparts of the Wallowa Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (L. t. wallowa) to be duller 
and more sooty than those of nominate tephrocotis, with the streaks on the back 
darker and broader with feather margins distinctly less yellow and red-brown, giving 
the back a distinctly more neutral brown appearance. The Wallowa form breeds in 
northeastern Oregon and winters south to central eastern California and western 
Nevada. The Sierra Nevada Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (L. t. dawsoni) is resident in 
the Sierra Nevada and White Mountains of California. MacDougall-Shackleton et al. 
(2000) describes its upperparts as tawnier with feather centers narrower and paler 
than in the Wallowa form.

In our experience in New Mexico in winter, the male Black Rosy-Finch and the 
Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch are not difficult to distinguish when the observer has a 
good view because of the brown auriculars, cheeks, and backs of the latter. What 
seems to confuse some observers is how gray or somewhat dark brown female Black 
Rosy-Finches can appear, especially in early winter when many of the back feathers 
have fresh white edges, leading misidentifications of female Black Rosy-Finches as 
the Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch. Female Black Rosy-Finches (outside back cover, lower 
photo, left side) typically have dark gray to nearly black backs and breasts with white 
edging on many feathers that is most prominent in fall and early winter. Some of their 
upper-back feathers have distinct brown edges (outside back cover, lower photo, left 
side). Subspecies tephrocotis of the Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (outside back cover, 
lower photo, right side) typically has a light slightly reddish brown (more or less cin-
namon) color to the back and breast not found in the female Black Rosy-Finch. This 
slightly-reddish brown of the Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch is much lighter brown than 
the dark gray-brown of the female Black Rosy-Finch. In our experience, this color 
difference makes the two species readily distinguishable. We are aware of the reported 
mixing of characters of interior Gray-crowned and Black Rosy-Finches breeding in the 
mountains of Idaho and Montana (French 1959a, Johnson 2002), so we are vigilant 
for such individuals. Observers should be cautious about assigning ages to rosy-finches 
on the basis of pink in the plumage, unless the bird is viewed at very close range with 
experience. The pink changes with wear, its intensity increases with feather wear and 
exposure to the sun, though the shade does not change (French 1959b).

We will be forever thankful for the energy and enthusiasm that the late Ryan Beau-
lieu gave to the start-up of our rosy-finch-banding project. Without Ryan’s involve-
ment, the project might never have happened. We thank Carol Davis, Mary Ristow, 
Bill Talbot, Jim Place, Laurel Ladwig, Amber West, Laura West, Lee Hopwood, 
Terrence Hodapp, Gail Owings, Bruce Panowski, Cole Wolf, and Chuck Hathcock, 
who have volunteered many hours with our study. Special thanks go to Richard E. 
Johnson for very helpful suggestions on an earlier version of this paper. We thank 
Lee Hopwood for donating all of the seed used for this project and thank the Central 
New Mexico Audubon Society for contributing funds.
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35th Annual Meeting of Western Field Ornithologists 
Palm Desert, Coachella Valley, California

The 35th Annual Meeting of Western Field Ornithologists will take place at the Em-
bassy Suites Hotel, 747000 Highway 111, Palm Desert, CA 92260, 760-340-6600, 
embassysuites1@hilton.com. The dates are Wednesday to Monday, 13–17 October. 
Registration for the meeting is now online at www.westernfieldornithologists.org. You 
must be registered to attend all sessions, field trips, and social activities.

•	 An informal no-host reception on Wednesday, October 13 for early arrivals.
•	 Welcoming reception on Thursday 14 October, hosted by Western Field Ornitholo-

gists Board of Directors.
•	 Dr. Cameron Barrows, university of California, Riverside, will open the science por-

tion of our annual meeting on Friday, 15 October, introducing us to the Coachella 
valley region from his perspective of many years of research in the region. 

•	 Scientific presentations Friday and Saturday, 15–16 October. 
•	 Experts’ visual and sound-identification panels Friday and Saturday, 15–16 October.
•	 Workshops:

Bird-skin preparation: Demonstrated by Bob Dickerman (New Mexico), Dan 
Gibson (Alaska), Kathy Molina, Kimball Garrett, and Philip unitt (California), 
among the top museum-based ornithologists in the West. 

Describing bird sounds: Led by Sylvia Gallagher (California), recordist, educator, 
and expert on bird calls and songs who has developed unique techniques for 
learning to identify bird sounds in the field.

Data mining: The second in WFO’s series of workshops on research and pub-
lishing, led by expert “miner” Ed Pandolfino, who will share his insights and 
techniques for mining published data and applying it for use in publications and 
oral presentations.

Recording bird sounds in the field: Bird-sounds expert, recordist, and sound scien-
tist Nathan Pieplow will take us into the field for training in how to record.

Fall sparrows of California: Jon Dunn will lead a workshop in sparrow identification 
covering species and subspecies, plumages, and distribution. 

•	 Dr. Douglas Altshuler, university of California, Riverside, will speak on Friday eve-
ning, 15 October at the Desert Museum on his groundbreaking research into the 
flight of mammals, birds, and insects. Coffee and light dessert will follow.

•	 On Saturday evening 16 October Paul Lehman, noted expert in bird distribution, 
vagrancy, weather, and migration and current chair of the California Bird Record 
Committee, will guide us through 35 years of migrants and vagrants to California. 

•	 Designed by Kurt Leuschner of College of the Desert, field trips will be offered for 
full days on Wednesday, Thursday, and Sunday, 13, 14, and 17 October, morning 
on Friday and Saturday, 15 and 16 October. Most trips are limited to 12 participants 
plus leaders and, to keep costs of registration low, they will be driven by car pools. 
Let Kurt know if you can drive, kleuschner@collegeofthedesert.edu. See www.
westernfieldornithologists.org/docs/2010/WFO_Conference_2010_Details.pdf 
for the list of trips and leaders. 

•	 An informal goodbye reception at the end of the day on Sunday, 17 October, hosted 
by WFO president and vice president, Cat Waters and Dan Gibson.

•	 Fundraising field trip to the Colorado River Delta, Sonora and Baja California, 
Mexico, 17–19 October with Osvel Hinojosa-Huerta, member of the boards of 
directors of WFO and Pronatura and expert on bird ecology in these endangered 
wetlands. Limited to 12 people and 3 leaders, this trip will venture into areas of 
Sonora and Baja California not normally open to the casual birder and tourist. You 
must register for the meeting and be a WFO member to participate.

Registration is online at www.westernfieldornithologists.org. Register now to assure 
your place in the exceptional workshops, field trips, and social activities!
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Cuba Bird Survey 
led by Jon Dunn and William Suarez

26 October–6 November 2010
Western Field Ornithologists is endorsing a program to Cuba coordinated by 

the Caribbean Conservation Trust, based in Connecticut. This is the third program 
since 2006 on which WFO has collaborated with the Caribbean Conservation Trust. 
Along with WFO leader Jon Dunn, our team will include Dr. William Suarez, paleo-
ornithologist with the National Museum of Natural History in Havana, a bilingual 
Cuban tour leader, and local naturalists. This team will guide you through parts of 
Cuba rarely visited by outsiders. 

Our program begins and ends in Havana, to which a pre-trip and post-trip extension 
for up to 2 days and nights are available as an option. The pre-trip option provides 
a visit to the home and private ornithological collection of Orlando Garrido, Cuba’s 
pre-eminent living naturalist and co-author of the Field Guide to the Birds of Cuba. A 
post-trip extension option for 1 additional day and night in Havana is available with 
the pre-trip extension as a requisite.

The itinerary will take you to Cuba’s best birding habitats located in beautiful na-
tional parks, diverse biosphere reserves, and unique natural areas. We will meet with 
local scientists and naturalists who work in research and conservation. In addition to 
birding, we will learn about the ecology and history of regions we visit. Finally, we 
can expect some degree of indulgence in the richness of Cuban music, dance, art, 
architecture, and history.

Our itinerary provides opportunities to see many of Cuba’s 30 endemic and poten-
tial endemic species, as described at www.westernfieldornithologists.org/docs/2010/
WFOCuba2010Program.pdf.  This trip will also focus on the many migrants that 
arrive in Cuba during the fall.

On the Guanahacabibes Peninsula at the far western tip of the island, one of the 
last wild places remaining in the Caribbean, our destinations include Guanahacabibes 
National Park and a uNESCO-administered biosphere reserve that covers more than 
125,000 acres and provides habitat to 47% of all Cuba’s 192 species of birds and 
44% of its endemics. A major corridor of migration, this peninsula was Cuba’s first 
significant area protected after the revolution of 1959. The Bee Hummingbird and 
Blue-headed Quail Dove are primary targets here. Also in western Cuba, we will 
visit the Sierra de los Organos, the magical karst landscape of mogotes—towering 
flat-topped monoliths of limestone—habitat of the Cuban Solitaire.

We will explore the wetlands of the Zapata Peninsula, Cuba’s richest bird habitat, 
and coastal forest around the historic Bay of Pigs. Birds to be seen here include the 
Zapata Wren, Zapata Sparrow, Fernandina’s Flicker, Bare-legged Owl, Taw-
ny-shouldered and Red-shouldered blackbirds, Stygian Owl, Cuban Parrot, 
Gray-fronted, key West, and Ruddy quail-doves, Greater Flamingo, Wood 
Stork, Roseate Spoonbill, White Ibis, and a great variety of wading birds.

Camaguey Province is our easternmost destination. The city of Camaguey pro-
vides the base for our efforts to track down species endemic to eastern Cuba, the 
Cuban Parakeet, Cuban Palm Crow, Giant kingbird, Cuban Gnatcatcher, 
and Oriente Warbler among them. In addition to its proximity to excellent bird-
ing destinations, Camaguey offers a unique and authentic Cuban experience often 
overlooked by tourists. 

Other species of interest that we will have opportunities to see throughout the 
program include the Cuban Crow, Cuban Emerald, Cuban Bullfinch, Great 
Lizard-Cuckoo, La Sagra’s Flycatcher, Loggerhead kingbird, Zenaida Dove, 
White-crowned Pigeon, Greater Antillean Nightjar, and numerous others. 

Registration information, costs, and a complete description of the trip can be found 
at www.westernfieldornithologists.org/docs/2010/WFOCuba2010Program.pdf.
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Edited by Robert A. Hamilton, Michael 
A. Patten, and Richard A. Erickson: 600 
pages, many photographs, original pain-
tings and sketches, maps, and charts. 
Originating from the California Bird 
Records Committee, this book summa-
rizes and interprets all reports of rare 
birds in California. A work of art as well 
as a work of science, it offers value to 
birders throughout North America. It 
stands as a landmark in our understan-
ding of bird migration, distribution, and 
vagrancy.
 
Price is $49.00 including shipping, handling, and California sales tax.

WFO Publications Available Now

Edited by W. David Shuford and Thomas 
Gardali: 450 pages, many maps and ori-
ginal sketches by Tim Manolis and Andy 
Birch. This collaboration with the Califor-
nia Department of Fish and Game and 48 
contributing authors addresses the status 
and ecology of 63 species and subspecies 
of conservation concern, with focus on 
the threats they face and the management 
they need. It is indispensable to any field 
ornithologist, conservationist, wildlife bio-
logist, biological consultant, and planner in 
California.

Price only $12.

Order your copies now from Allen Press, at http://bookstore.allenmm.com or 
by phone at 800-627-0326.

Rare Birds  
of California

California Bird Species  
of Special Concern



WESTERN BIRDS
Quarterly Journal of Western Field Ornithologists

President: Catherine Waters, 12079 Samoline Ave., Downey, CA 90242;  
cpannellwaters@yahoo.com

Vice-President: Daniel D. Gibson, P. O. Box 155, Ester, Alaska 99725-0155;  
avesalaska@gmail.com

Treasurer/Membership Secretary: Robbie Fischer, 1359 Solano Dr., Pacifica, CA 
94044; robbie22@pacbell.net

Recording Secretary: Jean Brandt, 3846 Sapphire Dr., Encino, CA 91436-3633; 
jeanbrandt@sbcglobal.net

Directors: Elisabeth Ammon, Carol Beardmore, Jon L. Dunn, Kimball L. Garrett, 
Robert E. Gill, Gjon Hazard, Osvel Hinojosa-Huerta, Edward R. Pandolfino, 
David Quady, Thomas P. Ryan, W. David Shuford, Debbie van Dooremolen, 
Jay Withgott

Editor: Philip unitt, San Diego Natural History Museum, P. O. Box 121390, San 
Diego, CA 92112-1390; birds@sdnhm.org

Assistant Editor: Kathy Molina, Section of Ornithology, Natural History Museum of 
Los Angeles County, 900 Exposition Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90007; kmolina@
nhm.org

Associate Editors: Doug Faulkner, Thomas Gardali, Daniel D. Gibson, Robert E. Gill, 
Paul E. Lehman, Ronald R. Levalley, Tim Manolis, Kathy Molina, Dan Reinking

Graphics Manager: virginia P. Johnson, 4637 Del Mar Ave., San Diego, CA 92107; 
gingerj5@juno.com

Photo Editor: Peter LaTourrette, 1019 Loma Prieta Ct., Los Altos, CA 94024; 
petelat1@stanford.edu

Featured Photo: Joseph Morlan, 1359 Solano Dr., Pacifica, CA 94044; jmorlan@
gmail.com

Book Reviews: Alan Contreras, 795 E. 29th Ave., Eugene, OR 97405; acontrer@
mindspring.com

Web Site: Joseph Morlan; jmorlan@gmail.com

Membership dues, for individuals and institutions, including subscription to Western Birds: Patron, 
$1000.00; Life, $600 (payable in four equal annual installments); Supporting, $75 annually; 
Contributing, $50 annually; Family $40; Regular u.S. $35 for one year, $60 for two years, $85 
for three years. Dues and contributions are tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law.

Send membership dues, changes of address, correspondence regarding missing issues, and or-
ders for back issues and special publications to the Treasurer. Make checks payable to Western 
Field Ornithologists.

BACK ISSuES OF WESTERN BIRDS WITHIN u.S. $40 PER vOLuME, $10 FOR SINGLE 
ISSuES, INCLuDING SHIPPING AND HANDLING. OuTSIDE THE u.S. $55 PER vOLuME, 
$15 FOR SINGLE ISSuES, INCLuDING SHIPPING AND HANDLING.

The California Bird Records Committee of Western Field Ornithologists revised its 10-column 
Field List of California Birds in July 2009. The new list covers 641 species, plus 6 species on 
the supplemental list. Please send orders to WFO, c/o Robbie Fischer, Treasurer, 1359 Solano 
Drive, Pacifica, CA 94044. Price for 9 or fewer, $2.75 each, for 10 or more, $2.50 each, which 
includes tax and shipping. Order online at http://checklist.westernfieldornithologists.org.

Published June 30, 2010 ISSN 0045-3897

World Wide Web site: 
www.westernfieldornithologists.org






