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Western Specialty:
 Puget Sound White-crowned Sparrow

Photo by © Peter LaTourrette of Los Altos, California:
White-crowned Sparrow (Zonotrichia leucophrys pugetensis)
Redwood Shores, San Mateo County, California, 7 December 2010. The two subspecies 
of the White-crowned Sparrow breeding along the Pacific coast, pugetensis and nuttalli, 
differ most conspicuously from the other three subspecies of the White-crowned Sparrow, 
gambelii, oriantha, and nominate leucophrys, in their backs striped blackish and tan 
(rather than chestnut and silver gray) and yellowish bills (see J. L. Dunn, K. L. Garrett, 
and J. K. Alderfer, 1995, Birding 27:182–200 for a thorough analysis). Subspecies 
pugetensis breeds primarily west of the Cascade Range from southwestern British 
Columbia south to northwestern California and is a partial migrant south to southern 
California. In this issue of Western Birds, Eugene S. Hunn and David Beaudette report 
contact of pugetensis and gambelii at multiple sites in the Washington Cascades during 
the breeding season with little if any evidence of interbreeding.
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Photo by © Brenda J. Zaun, U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Yuma, Arizona:
Two fledglings of the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) on cliff below eyrie, Imperial
County, California, 16 July 2013. The recovery of the Peregrine Falcon has allowed it
not only to reoccupy its former range but to extend that range, as attested by two
successful nests in southeastern California and southwestern Arizona, described in this
issue by Brenda J. Zaun, Joseph R. Barnett, Christa D. Weise, and Linden A. Piest.
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Front cover photo by © Tom Greer of Sacramento, California: Yellow-
billed Magpie (Pica nuttalli), Florin area, Sacramento County, Califor-
nia, 10 July 2003. Analyzed by habitat, the results of surveys in 2007 
and 2008 imply a population of about 400,000 birds and substantial 
retraction of the range in the San Joaquin Valley.

Back cover: “Featured Photo” by © Vic Murayama of Chula Vista, 
California: Mangrove Yellow Warbler (Setophaga petechia, possibly of 
subspecies castaneiceps), near the mouth of the San Diego River, San 
Diego County, California, 13 January 2009, representing the second 
record of the Mangrove Warbler for California and third for the western 
United States of these subspecies normally restricted to mangroves 
along tropical coasts north to Baja California Sur and Sonora. The 
entirely chestnut head and a single generation of feathers in the wings 
indicate a definitive-plumaged male.
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ABSTRACT: The circumpolar Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) has six or 
seven recognized subspecies, females of which differ in size, overall coloration, and 
bill characters. An adult female observed 20–29 November 2011 in the harbor at 
Crescent City, Del Norte County, California, was apparently not the Pacific subspe-
cies, S. m. v-nigrum (Pacific Eider). We analyzed photographs, published informa-
tion, and specimens, and the Crescent City bird’s intensely rufous plumage as well 
as qualitative and quantitative bill morphology, especially the distance from the tip 
of the frontal lobe to the proximal end of the nares divided by total bill length, indi-
cated that it was an example of S. m. dresseri (American or Atlantic Eider), of the 
northwest Atlantic Ocean. 

On 20 November 2011 Barron discovered a female Common Eider 
(Somateria mollissima) in the harbor at Crescent City, Del Norte County, 
California. The bird was seen daily in the same general area until 29 Novem-
ber 2011. Accepted by the California Bird Records Committee (Nelson et 
al. 2013: record 2011-182), this record is the second of a Common Eider 
in California. The first was of an adult male seen 5–18 July 2004, also at 
Crescent City (McCaskie and Vaughn 2004).

On 26 November 2011 Able, Dunn, and Sansone observed the bird 
for several hours, and Sansone obtained numerous high-resolution photo-
graphs. We were struck by the bird’s very intense rusty brown coloration 
(Figure 1). Characteristics of the wing indicated an adult female in fresh 
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basic plumage (Pyle 2008; P. Pyle in litt., 2012). Adult females of the 
Pacific subspecies, S. m. v-nigrum, are dull grayish brown, very unlike the 
Crescent City bird. Using Sansone’s photographs, descriptions and analyses 
of subspecific identification from the literature, photographs of females of 
all Common Eider subspecies available through the Internet as well as those 

Figure 1. Adult female Common Eider, Crescent City, Del Norte Co., California, 
26 November 2011, photographed under solid, relatively thin, high overcast. A, 
portrait showing fresh basic plumage and deep rufous coloration; B, head and bill 
detail showing shape and proportions of the bill and frontal lobes.

 Photos by Larry Sansone

ATLANTIC COMMON EIDER IN THE PACIFIC OCEAN

A

B



92

provided by other photographers, and examination of specimens at the U. 
S. National Museum of Natural History by Omland, we set out to determine 
if the Crescent City eider could be identified to subspecies.

SUBSPECIES OF THE COMMON EIDER

Most authors recognize six or seven subspecies of the Common Eider 
(Palmer 1976, Goudie et al. 2000). The Pacific Eider (S. m. v-nigrum) breeds 
across the Arctic from the Northwest Territories west to the New Siberian 
Islands, including the Bering Sea, Kamchatka, the Commander and Aleu-
tian islands, and east in Alaska to the Kodiak archipelago. It overwinters in 
ice-free areas in the Bering Sea, Kamchatka, the Commander and Aleutian 
Islands, and Alaska Peninsula (Gibson and Kessel 1997). Anywhere east of 
Cook Inlet it is a vagrant (Isleib and Kessel 1973; S. C. Heinl and J. Staab 
in litts., 2013). Vagrants of v-nigrum have occurred in British Columbia (two 
records, Campbell et al. 1990), Washington (three records, Mlodinow and 
Aanerud 2008 and S. G. Mlodinow in litt., 2012), Oregon (N. Strycker in 
litt., 2012; D. Irons in litt., 2013), California (McCaskie and Vaughn 2004), 
Saskatchewan, Manitoba (three), North Dakota, Minnesota, Iowa, Kansas, 
western Greenland, and Newfoundland (American Ornithologists’ Union 
[AOU] 1957, 1998, Mlodinow 1999). This is the most strongly differentiated 
subspecies, both morphologically (Livezey 1995) and genetically (Sonstha-
gen et al. 2011), and Livezey (1995) proposed elevating it to species rank.

The Northern Eider (S. m. borealis) breeds from Southampton Island 
and Ellesmere Island to Labrador and Greenland and overwinters from 
southwestern Greenland and southern Labrador to Newfoundland and the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence. It has occurred as a vagrant to Alaska (Gibson and 
Kessel 1997), Saskatchewan (three records), South Dakota, and the United 
Kingdom (Mlodinow 1999). 

Subspecies dresseri (American or Atlantic Eider) breeds from south-central 
Labrador, where it interbreeds with S. m. borealis (Mendall 1980), south to 
Maine and overwinters along the Atlantic coast, commonly to New England 
and New York waters. Vagrants of dresseri have been reported from the United 
Kingdom (Farrelly and Charles 2010), western Greenland, Ontario/New York 
(Niagara River), Illinois, Wisconsin, and Colorado (twice) (AOU 1957, 1998). 
Subspecies sedentaria (Hudson Bay Eider), closely related to and weakly dif-
ferentiated from dresseri, is resident almost entirely within Hudson and James 
bays but has reached the Niagara River (Ontario/New York) (Beardslee and 
Mitchell 1965) and Nebraska (Mlodinow 1999, Sharpe et al. 2001).

Sites of additional records of vagrant Common Eiders in western North 
America, of birds that were not identified to subspecies, include Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan (six), Alberta, British Columbia (two), North Dakota (three), 
and South Dakota (Mlodinow 1999).

In the Old World, the widespread S. m. mollissima (European Eider) 
breeds across northern Europe from Novaya Zemlya and Franz Josef Land 
to the Baltic Sea, British Isles, and northern France. It overwinters primar-
ily in the Baltic and North seas and along the Atlantic coasts of Britain 
and northern France, but individuals have wandered casually east along 
the Russian arctic coast to the Kara Sea and south to the Mediterranean, 
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Adriatic, Aegean, and Black seas (Goudie et al. 2000). The closely related 
S. m. faeroeensis (Faroe Eider) is resident on the Faroe Islands. Variable 
S. m. islandica is now generally merged in borealis, but Icelandic breeders 
have sometimes been lumped with nominate mollissima (Palmer 1976, 
Boertmann 1994).

IDENTIFICATION OF FEMALE COMMON EIDERS TO SUBSPECIES

Adult female Common Eiders in basic plumage can be identified with 
caution to subspecies on the basis of plumage color and bill characters 
(Figure 2). The latter involve primarily the shape and size of the bilateral 
frontal processes that extend up onto the forehead toward the eyes, and 
the relative proportion of these to the rest of the bill. Especially in borealis, 
dresseri, and, to a lesser extent, sedentaria, there is considerable variation 
in the color of the female’s basic plumage, so it should be used with caution 
and in combination with other characters (Mendall 1980, Knapton 1997).

Subspecies v-nigrum (Figure 2C) has a long, attenuated head shape and 
bill processes that are relatively short, narrow, and acutely pointed. They 
are positioned higher, more toward the midline of the forehead, than in 
other subspecies (Goudie et al. 2000). Adult females in basic plumage are 

Figure 2. Females of the four North American subspecies of the Common Eider. A, 
Somateria mollissima dresseri, December, Massachusetts; B, S. m. borealis, June, 
Svalbard; C, S. m. v-nigrum, June, Russia; D, S. m. sedentaria, July, Hudson Bay, 
Canada. Note that B, C, and D show birds in more worn alternate plumage, which 
tends to be duller and more cryptic than fresh basic plumage of early winter. We were 
unable to locate photographs of these subspecies in fresh basic plumage.

Photos by Jim Fenton (A), Tony Morris (B),  
Tuomo Jaakkonen (C), and Joel Heath (D)
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Figure 3. Heads and bills of S. m. dresseri (A, December, Massachusetts) and S. m. 
sedentaria (B, July, Hudson Bay), showing the bill and frontal lobes, the shape of the 
malar feathering and its distal terminus relative to the naris. In dresseri, the feathered 
area typically extends forward under the naris; in sedentaria, it typically ends just 
short of or even with the proximal tip of the naris. 

Photos by Jim Fenton (A) and Joel Heath (B)

typically dull, dark gray-brown. In S. m. borealis the frontal processes are 
relatively short, narrow, and pointed (Cramp et al. 1977). The color of the 
basic plumage in females varies from gray-brown to rufous. Basic-plumaged 
females of borealis overlap in color with those of sedentaria at the paler, 
grayer end of the spectrum, with those of dresseri at the rufous end. Some 
of this variation may reflect interbreeding of borealis with sedentaria or 
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dresseri where their breeding ranges meet (Mendall 1980). Nominate 
mollissima manifests narrow frontal processes that are basically pointed, 
but less acutely than in v-nigrum. Adult females in basic plumage show 
dull, but warm brown coloration with little individual variation (Cramp et 
al. 1977).

Subspecies sedentaria and dresseri differ from the others in having long, 
relatively broad bill processes that are distinctly rounded at their tips. In 
dresseri these lobes average longer and broader than those in sedentaria, 
but there is overlap (Mendall 1986). Basic-plumaged females of sedentaria 
are typically washed-out gray or grayish-buff, paler than the females of the 
other subspecies in comparable plumage (Goudie et al. 2000), but there is 
variation, and some proportion of female sedentaria are more brownish. 
Knapton (1997:134) noted, however, that “a rufous or rufous-brown bird 
is not sedentaria.” Females of dresseri are typically reddish-brown, but 
can range from gray to rufous, and those at the rufous end of the spectrum 
are the most richly colored of all female Common Eiders (Knapton 1997).

Because of the shape of a Common Eider’s bill, feathering in the malar 
region extends distally along the sides of the bill and can be used as a char-
acter distinguishing the subspecies (e.g., see Sibley 2000, Pyle 2008, Dunn 
and Alderfer 2011). The malar feathering of female v-nigrum is broad and 
rounded at its distal margin (Goudie et al. 2000, Pyle 2008) and does not 
extend forward of the proximal end of the naris. In nominate mollissima, 
the malar feathering is not so broad, is bluntly pointed distally, and extends 
forward beneath the naris (Cramp et al. 1977). In borealis the malar feather-
ing is moderately pointed (Pyle 2008) and usually does not extend forward 
below the naris (Cramp et al. 1977). In dresseri the malar feather extension 
is long, narrow, and pointed and typically extends forward beneath the naris 
(Figure 3A). The malar feathering extension in sedentaria is short and quite 
pointed (Pyle 2008) and, on the basis of our examination of photos and 
specimens, usually falls short of or just reaches the proximal tip of the naris 
(Figure 3B). There is individual variation in this character, especially with 
regard to the shape of the distal end of the feathered area, and it must be 
used with caution and in combination with other criteria (Mendall 1980).

The most definitive means of identifying Common Eiders to subspecies 
involves measurements of the bill and frontal processes, which reflect the 
consistent differences among the subspecies in the overall bill sizes and 
shapes. From an extensive study of specimens and live birds (trapped for 
banding) of borealis, sedentaria, and dresseri, Mendall (1986) concluded 
that employing such measurements would permit racial identification of most 
Common Eiders in eastern North America. Pyle (2008) extended Mendall’s 
analysis to include v-nigrum.

IDENTIFICATION OF THE CALIFORNIA EIDER

The Crescent City Common Eider showed intense rufous-brown color-
ation (Figure 1A, B), at the extreme even for basic-plumaged females of 
dresseri. Even the most rufous females of borealis rarely if ever approach 
the color of this bird, which was quite unlike females of the other subspecies. 

The Crescent City eider possessed long, broad, and conspicuously rounded 
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frontal lobes that extended well onto the forehead (Figure 1B). The lobes’ 
ventral edges were gently curved where they met the feathering of the malar 
region on the side of the face. The malar feathering extended distally to 
a blunt point that reached slightly, but obviously, past the proximal tip of 
the naris. These features of bill morphology are typical of dresseri and, by 
themselves, virtually eliminate most of the other subspecies from consider-
ation. Even in intergrades between S. m. borealis and dresseri, described 
and illustrated by Mendall (1980, 1986), the frontal lobes are not nearly 
as long, broad, or rounded as those of dresseri or the Crescent City bird.

Subspecies dresseri and sedentaria have the most similar bill morphol-
ogy. The Crescent City eider exhibited frontal lobes that were longer and 
broader than in sedentaria, and the malar feathering extended past the 
proximal tip of the naris, characteristic of dresseri (compare Figures 1A, 
3A, and 3B).

It is, of course, impossible to obtain absolute measurements of a free-
flying bird. However, with high-resolution images and a lateral view, it is 
feasible to take relative measurements of the bill processes of the Crescent 
City eider. From these measurements, ratios can be calculated that reflect 
bill shape and proportion, and these can be compared with similar ratios 
calculated from published measurements taken from live birds in the hand 
and from specimens.

Mendall (1986) found that the metrics most useful for discriminating 
Common Eider subspecies were (1) nostril extension—the distance from 
the tip of the frontal lobe to the proximal end of the nasal opening (signified 
distance a–b in Fig. 85 of Pyle 2008:127) and (2) total length of the bill 
measured from the tip of the frontal lobe to the tip of the bill (distance a–c 
in Pyle 2008:127, Fig. 85). Using values of these measures from Mendall 
(1986) and Pyle (2008), we computed the ratio of nostril extension/total 
bill length for adult females of each of the four North American subspecies 
(similar data for nominate mollissima are not available). These computed 

Table 1 Ratios of Bill Measurements of Adult Females of the Subspecies 
of the Common Eidera 

n

Nostril 
extension  

(mm)
Total bill  

length (mm)

Ratio (nostril 
extension:total  

bill length)

v-nigrum 88 24.0–33.0 58.0–70.0 0.41–0.47b

borealis 86 22.0–32.5 62.0–72.0 0.37–0.45
borealis–dresseri 

intergrades
47 27.5–36.0 62.0–72.0 0.44–0.50

sedentaria 22 31.0–39.0 67.5–74.0 0.46–0.53
dresseri 163 32.0–41.5 68.0–80.0 0.47–0.52
Crescent City eider 0.51 ± 0.01c

aComputed from Data in Mendall (1986) and Pyle (2008)
bRatios computed for the smallest and largest measurements of each of the bill characters for 
each taxon.

cMean ± standard deviation of 12 ratios computed from three repeated measurements of nostril 
extension and total bill length taken from each of four photographs of the Crescent City eider. 
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values are shown in Table 1 and compared with the ratio estimated for the 
Crescent City eider.

The ratio of nostril extension/total bill length of the Crescent City eider 
falls outside the range of values for S. m. v-nigrum, borealis, and borea-
lis–dresseri intergrades. It falls within the range of values for S. m. dresseri 
and sedentaria.

We have thus concluded that the Crescent City Common Eider was consis-
tent with an adult female American or Atlantic Eider (S. m. dresseri) in fresh 
basic plumage. The bird’s plumage color was atypical of females of any of 
the other races. Bill morphology, especially the size and shape of the frontal 
lobes, the extension of the malar feathering distally to beneath the nostril, and 
a quantitative characterization of bill proportions also  supported dresseri.

THE QUESTION OF ORIGIN

Occurrences of waterfowl outside normal ranges always raise the question 
of origin. The date and locality were consistent with a natural origin, as were 
the appearance and behavior of the bird. Both of its legs were unbanded, 
its plumage was in superb condition, and it was observed flying strongly. 
The bill appeared normal with no overgrowth or abrasions. Although there 
was considerable human activity nearby, the eider showed neither signs of 
tameness nor interest in people and did not approach them as if looking for 
a food hand-out. It dove actively and had a high rate of success at harvest-
ing crabs and mussels. As the tide went out, the bird moved in under a pier 
where it pulled tightly attached mussels off the wooden pilings. 

Records of vagrant Common Eiders are not numerous, but the species 
clearly has the potential to travel long distances on occasion. All four North 
American subspecies have been documented far outside their nominal ranges 
(no records of nominate mollissima exist for North America). We can only 
speculate on how an individual of S. m. dresseri might naturally reach the 
northern California coast. Birds of this subspecies occur regularly in the St. 
Lawrence River and enter the Great Lakes casually, and two occurrences in 
Colorado suggest that the occasional bird continues west, potentially reach-
ing the west coast (AOU 1957, 1998).

Perhaps a more likely scenario is that increased open water in the Arctic 
during summer and early fall has facilitated the exchange of birds between 
the Atlantic and Pacific across arctic Canada and Alaska. Arctic sea ice 
reached a record minimum in September 2011 [Heygster 2011; National 
Snow and Ice Data Center (2012) shows a data-based animation of Sep-
tember ice minima from 1979 to 2012], creating a substantial, continuous 
passage of open water from Labrador and Greenland to the Bering Sea. 
Recent occurrences in Alaska of birds such as a Common Eider of subspecies 
borealis (Gibson and Kessel 1997), a Northern Gannet (Morus bassanus) 
(Gibson et al. 2013), and a Great Black-backed Gull (Larus marinus) (Day 
et al. 2013) and a Northern Gannet in California (Rottenborn et al. 2013) 
are consistent with the movement of water birds through the Northwest 
Passage, a pattern that is likely to increase in the future.

That said, the possibility that the bird was an escapee from captivity can-
not be entirely excluded. Eiders of any species are expensive to purchase 
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and to maintain, and are not numerous in captivity. Zoos and similar public 
facilities currently have very few (Keith Lovett, American Zoo and Aquarium 
Association, in litt., 2012): one male dresseri in the Central Park Zoo, New 
York City, and one in the Emporia Zoo, Kansas. The Montreal Biodome 
has three males and two females of unknown subspecies. It is impossible to 
determine the numbers and location of Common Eiders in private collections, 
but the consensus is that only serious collectors maintain eiders. There are 
at least two collections in Washington state that contain numbers of dresseri 
(S. G. Mlodinow in litt., 2012). Most birds are kept under netting, and indi-
viduals outside some sort of enclosure are likely to be pinioned. Jeff Sailer, 
captive-waterfowl expert with the Wildlife Conservation Society, said (in litt., 
2012), “it would be a very unique circumstance in which an eider would 
escape from a captive setting.” Thus it seems most likely that the Crescent 
City bird was a vagrant wild dresseri that arrived in California naturally from 
the Atlantic Ocean.
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ABSTRACT: In 2007 and 2008, we evaluated the distribution of the Yellow-billed 
Magpie (Pica nuttalli) and estimated habitat-specific densities and abundances with 
point-transect surveys. We found possible contractions since the mid-20th century, 
with reductions from Fresno south to Bakersfield, in the Sacramento delta, and in 
southern portions of the Coast Ranges of central California. Over the species’ entire 
range, its population density was 6.1 birds/km2 and approximately 4.0 × 105 birds 
(percent coefficient of variation [%CV] 13.1%). Density was greatest in agricultural 
habitats (8.2 birds/km2, 17.4% CV) and least in urban habitats (1.3 birds/km2, 
36.9% CV). Abundance was greatest in rural habitats (2.5 × 105 birds, 17.0% CV) 
and least in urban habitats (5.3 × 103 birds). Further monitoring of temporal trends in 
the abundance of this bird endemic to central California and studies of its population 
genetics, habitat usage, and demography are warranted.

The Yellow-billed Magpie (Pica nuttalli), on the National Audubon Soci-
ety’s “watch list” (http://birds.audubon.org/species-by-program/watchlist), 
is restricted to the Central Valley and sections of the Coast Ranges of central 
California (Reynolds 1995). In the two years following the establishment 
of West Nile virus throughout California in 2004, the species suffered high 
mortality. Of the 818 dead magpies tested for this virus by the California 
Department of Public Health Services’ Dead Bird Surveillance Program in 
2004 and 2005, 81% were found to be positive for it (Koenig et al. 2007). 
These data, and review of Christmas Bird Count (CBC) data from throughout 
the species’ range, suggest a 42–49% decrease in abundance from 2004 to 
2006 (Airola et al. 2007, Crosbie et al. 2008, Pandolfino 2013). 

The only published estimate of the magpie’s total population is 180,000, 
derived from 1990s Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data (Rich et al. 2004). But 
low sample size, small portion of range sampled, inappropriate sampling 
methods/bias, and high variance in counts may degrade the estimate’s ac-
curacy. Historically, threats to the magpie have included direct persecution 

†This work is dedicated to Dr. Scott Crosbie, who died 2 December 2012. Scott was a brilliant 
ecologist and fervent advocate for the conservation of wildlife (and the Yellow-billed Magpie in 
particular) and wildlife habitats. He was a kind, patient, and gentle teacher, as well as a treasured 
friend and colleague. A friend wrote this in Scott’s honor: “There will be brilliantly feathered birds 
where you are going who will sing their lovely and welcoming songs and you’ll call them by name.”
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in agricultural habitats (Lynda 1962), habitat conversion, and accidental 
poisoning with Compound 1080 intended for the California ground squir-
rel (Spermophilus beecheyi) (Reynolds 1995). Concern over the species’ 
viability in light of the recent mortality from West Nile virus prompted the 
need for rangewide information on its distribution and abundance. Here we 
report the results of rangewide point-transect surveys in 2007 and 2008.

METHODS

Study Area

Our study area was based on the range map generated by California 
Partners in Flight (www.prbo.org/calpif/htmldocs/mapdocs/oak/2002/
ybmamap2002.html), which depicts both what is considered to be the 
“historical” (Grinnell and Miller 1944) and “current” (CWHR 1995) ranges 
of the magpie (Figure 1A). Using ArcView 3.2 and geographic information 
system (GIS) layers provided by the California Department of Fish and Game, 
we merged these two GIS layers to delimit our entire survey area prior to 
defining point transects randomly (Figure 1B). 

We obtained GIS data on habitat types throughout the study area from a 
GIS layer (Multi-source Land Cover Data v02_2), resolution 100 m, available 
from the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection Fire and 
Resource Assessment Program at http://frap.cdf.ca.gov/data/frapgisdata/
select.asp. This layer depicts habitat types as defined by the California 
Wildlife Habitat Relationship (CWHR). To assess the magpie’s density and 
abundance by coarse but specific categories, we combined these habitats 
into three broad types, “rural,” “agricultural,” and “urban.” Rural habitats 

ABUNDANCE AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE YELLOW-BILLED MAGPIE

Figure 1. (A) Historical (thick outline), and current (gray shading) distributions of the 
Yellow-billed Magpie. See text and references in it for definitions of “historical” and 
“current.” Adapted from maps created by the California Department of Fish and 
Game and California Interagency Task Group. (B) Gray shading, study area; dots, 
randomly located points upon transects (transect lines omitted for clarity) surveyed 
in 2007 and 2008.
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comprised the CWHR layers valley oak woodland, blue oak–foothill pine, 
coastal oak woodland, annual grassland, perennial grassland, valley foothill 
riparian, blue oak woodland, mixed chaparral, chamise–redshank chaparral, 
coastal scrub, freshwater emergent wetland, and eucalyptus. Agricultural 
habitats comprised the layers deciduous orchard, evergreen orchard, vine-
yard, irrigated row and field crops, rice, irrigated hayfield, irrigated grain 
crops, dryland grain crops, and non-irrigated pasture. Urban habitat was 
the same as that defined by the CWHR.

This simplified habitat-classification scheme is not without limitation, as 
rural, agricultural, and urban habitats are not mutually exclusive with respect 
to land use. For example, some points in rural CWHR habitats such as valley 
oak woodland and annual grassland clearly had light seasonal grazing, albeit 
at a level much lower than that of agricultural areas designated as pasture. 
Similarly, some points within rural and agricultural habitats also had nearby 
housing development or ranchettes, but the human population density in 
such areas was clearly much lower than in urban areas. Nevertheless, because 
no prior information was available on habitat-specific magpie densities, our 
goal was to obtain baseline estimates of density by coarse habitat categories.

Point-Transect Surveys

We used ArcView GIS 3.2 to randomly establish 23 point transects (with 
a range of 4–8 points per transect and a total of 127 points) throughout 
the species’ range (Figure 1B). Points were no closer than 5 km and were 
generally >10 km from their nearest neighbor. Points were stratified by 
habitat type, and the number of points per transect was determined by 
logistics (such that an observer could survey one transect per day within the 
time restrictions outlined below). Prior to starting surveys, we reviewed aerial 
photographs and visited each site to ensure points were in the correct habitat 
(rural, agricultural, or urban) and to obtain the landowner’s permission for 
access where necessary. Transects were surveyed quarterly in both 2007 and 
2008: once each in February, May, August, and November, corresponding 
with the winter (pre-breeding), spring (breeding), summer (fledging), and 
fall (post-fledging). After waiting for 1 minute after arriving at each point, a 
single observer (either Crosbie or Souza) counted for 6 minutes, recording 
the number of clusters of magpies (relatively tight flocks/groups), distance(s) 
from the point (measured with a laser rangefinder) and estimated the number 
of individuals within each cluster. A pilot study suggested that 6 minutes was 
generally sufficient for the observer to detect all magpies immediately at the 
point while limiting the amount of time available for any significant move-
ment of birds within, into, or out of the area surveyed (see assumptions of 
point transects in Buckland et al. 2001). We recorded the time after sunrise 
and ambient weather including temperature (oC), estimating cloud cover 
to the nearest 10% and wind velocity on the Beaufort scale. Surveys were 
confined to the first 4 hours of local daylight and were not conducted in 
heavy rain or fog, or if wind velocity exceeded a value of 3 on the Beaufort 
scale, as prescribed for the BBS (Sauer et al. 2002). Points within transects 
were generally surveyed in a different order on each successive survey to 
reduce any potential bias of time of day on probability of detection at points 
within a transect.
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The differences between Grinnell and Miller’s (1944) map of the Yellow-
billed Magpie’s range and that of the CWHR (1995) may reflect actual 
changes in the species’ range and/or the data on which these maps were 
based. The most significant differences in the latter map include a decreased 
range in the San Joaquin Valley and Coast Ranges, an increased range in 
the Sacramento delta, and a slightly increased range in the northern Sacra-
mento Valley. For our purposes we defined our study area as the combined 
coverage of both maps (gray polygon in Figure 1B).

The accuracy of density and abundance estimates depends on the accuracy 
of the estimated range (area of occupancy) of the species in question, includ-
ing the areas of each habitat for which density may be calculated separately. 
Furthermore, because we suspect the magpie’s range may have contracted 
recently, it was necessary to estimate the species’ distribution during the 
study period and compare this with historical estimates of its distribution. To 
define the magpie’s range for the estimate of density, we plotted the locations 
of all our detections whether during a survey or not (observations while we 
were traveling between points). We noted three main differences between 
the distribution of magpie sightings and the study area: we saw no magpies 
from Fresno County south to Kern County in the San Joaquin Valley, in 
Ventura County or eastern Santa Barbara County in the Coast Ranges, or 
in northwestern Contra Costa County in the delta. A search of records from 
these three regions in database of the BBS from 1966 to 2008 for magpie 
detections in these three regions turned up none, and a search at www.ebird.
org yielded no more than one or two sightings in those regions over the 
same interval, suggesting a long-standing absence. Therefore, we assumed 
the species’ distribution during our study period was consistent with the area 
defined in Figure 2, and we used this range for extrapolating abundance. This 
distribution resembles a compromise between those of the CWHR (1995) 
and Grinnell and Miller (1944), being broader in the Coast Ranges and more 
restricted in the San Joaquin Valley and delta. Adopting this range as the 
basis for our estimates necessitated removing three transects (19 points) from 
our analyses (each of the three regions excluded had one transect). The 21 
remaining transects (108 points) were used for all analyses (Table 1).

Statistical Analyses

For the analysis of ungrouped data we used the program Distance 5.0 
version 2 (Thomas et al. 2006) and the methods detailed in Buckland et 
al. (2001) and Buckland (2006). We fit all recommended combinations of 
key functions and series expansions to the observed distribution of bird dis-
tances: the uniform, half-normal, and hazard-rate key functions with cosine 
or polynomial series expansions (Buckland et al. 2001). For this analysis, 
we excluded observations at distances >270 m, at which the probability 
of detection was approximately 0.1 (see Buckland et al. 2001), although 
we noted magpies at distances up to ~600 m. This exclusion eliminated 
approximately 19% of our detections. In all analyses we used the method 
of size-biased cluster-size estimation, regressing ln(cluster size) against the 
detection function to estimate mean cluster size at distance zero. For esti-
mating variance in encounter rate, we used the transect as the independent, 
randomly selected unit of sampling.
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In addition to using conventional distance sampling, in which the prob-
ability of detection is modeled as a function of a bird’s distance alone, we also 
evaluated the inclusion of several covariates, using multiple-covariate distance-
sampling (MCDS) methods (see Buckland et al. 2004, Marques et al. 2007). 
The MCDS methods can be used to evaluate the influence of covariates (in 
addition to bird distance) on the detection function and whether including 
covariates increases the precision of density and abundance estimates. The 
MCDS methods allow the entire data set to provide information about the 
shape of the detection function, while covariate-level data are allowed to affect 

Figure 2. Clusters of Yellow-billed Magpies detected during point transects surveyed 
once per season (whether during formal surveys or incidentally) in 2007 and 2008. 
Total number of clusters detected, 416; total number of individuals detected, 1350 
(many dots represent multiple sightings at the same or nearby locations). Gray shading 
represents the species’ approximate core distribution during the study period.

ABUNDANCE AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE YELLOW-BILLED MAGPIE
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the scale—such methods may be preferred observations are too few to produce 
stratum-specific detection functions (Marques et al. 2007). We included both 
factor and nonfactor covariates that may have influenced the detection func-
tion. Nonfactor covariates included temperature, cloud cover, wind velocity, 
and minutes after sunrise (“time”), while factor covariates included observer, 
habitat type (used only when observations were stratified by season), and sea-
son (used only when observations were stratified by habitat type). We evaluated 
the models generated by Akaike’s information criterion (AIC), provided that 
goodness-of-fit tests [χ2, Cramér–von Mises (both uniform and cosine weighted) 
and Kolmogorov–Smirnov] all showed adequate fit and diagnostic plots (detec-
tion function and probability-density function) were biologically reasonable. 

Because the number of detections in all strata of interest (seasons and habi-
tat types) was insufficient for producing stratum-specific detection functions, 
we pooled the data for modeling the detection function. Upon selecting one 
detection-function model for the whole data set, we analyzed two separate 
stratifications of the data (Distance 5.0 will conduct only one stratification 
at a time): by season to examine changes in abundance over the study and 
by habitat type to examine habitat-specific densities and abundances. We 
estimated density over the magpie’s entire range by taking the mean of the 
weighted habitat-specific estimates.

To evaluate the temporal trend in magpie abundance through the study, 
we fit a least-squares linear regression to (log-transformed) seasonal abun-
dance estimates with Systat 11.0. Examination of the residuals indicated a 
log transformation of seasonal abundance estimates was necessary to meet 
the distributional assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance. 
Because we sampled at the same points over time, and because we used a 
pooled detection function for all analyses, we assumed the detection func-
tion remained constant over time and by habitat type. In other words, our 
density estimates were not independent, but estimating a temporal trend 
necessitated that we assume they were.

RESULTS

Modeling of the Detection Function

The number of detections of magpie clusters ranged from 12 to 31 per 
season and from 17 to 96 per habitat type. Estimated cluster size ranged 
from 1.39 to 3.92 per season and from 1.32 to 2.40 per habitat type. A 
half-normal key function provided the best fit with conventional distance 

Table 1 Survey Effort for the Yellow-billed Magpie in 2007 and 2008

Habitat Land cover (km2) Number of transects Number of points

Rural 46,806 11 60
Agricultural 19,759 5 23
Urban 4,215 5 25
Total 70,780 21 108
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sampling (AIC 2030.47), but the MCDS approach with the covariate of 
time improved the model slightly (AIC 2029.12). Because the AIC values 
were so similar (<2 points apart), as were goodness-of-fit statistics, we 
considered these models to be quite comparable. Nevertheless, we selected 
the hazard-rate MCDS model with the covariate of time for presentation 
on the basis of its minimizing the AIC score, a shoulder appreciably wider 
than that of the competing half-normal models, and a coefficient of variation 
in probability of detection (0.09–0.06) lower than that of the model based 
on conventional distance sampling (e.g., reducing variance in the detection 
function by accounting for time of day). The quandary of having two multiple 
models with similar scores was negated by examining the resulting density 
estimates, which were quite similar. 

While all distances of detection were recorded where the birds were first 
observed, the detection-function histogram (Figure 3A) shows a spike at 
about 70 m, suggesting some evasive movement of magpies away from 
observers. Such evasive behavior was occasionally apparent during surveys, 
but we nevertheless conclude the model’s fit was adequate, as judged by the 
probability-density function (Figure 3B; results of goodness-of-fit tests: χ2 

= 0.53, Kolmogorov–Smirnov P = 0.60, Cramér–von Mises uniform and 
cosine weighted P = 0.70 and 0.60, respectively). Detection-function plots 
for two levels of covariate time (Figure 4) show substantial difference in the 
scale of the detection function based on time of day, with probability of 
detection being appreciably greater earlier in the morning. 

The variance (error) associated with habitat-specific estimates of density 
may be broken down into three components: the probability of detection, 
encounter rate, and cluster size. The component percentages of variance 
attributed to each of these three factors was generally consistent from season 
to season, averaging 4.0% due to the detection function, 23.6% to cluster 
size, and 72.4% to encounter rate. 

Magpie Density and Abundance by Season

Estimated density (birds/km2), abundance, 95% confidence limits, and 
coefficients of variation by season are shown in Table 2. The estimates of 
density and abundance ranged from a high of 8.8 birds/km2 (5.7 × 105 
birds) in November 2007 to a low of 3.0 birds/km2 (2.0 × 105 birds) in 
August 2008 (Table 2). 

Magpie Density and Abundance by Habitat Type and Rangewide

Estimates of the magpie’s density and abundance varied appreciably by 
habitat type: density was highest in agricultural habitat and lowest in urban, 
whereas abundance was greatest in rural habitat and lowest in urban (Table 
2). Over the entire study, density, calculated as a mean of density estimates 
weighted by habitat type, was 6.1 birds/km2 (95% CI = 5.0–7.6; percent 
coefficient of variation, 13.0%). Extrapolated, this density yields a total 
population of 4.0 × 105 birds (95% CI 3.2–4.9 × 105 birds).

Like that for the season-specific estimates, the variance (error) associated 
with the population density estimated by habitat may be broken down into 
the same three components: detection probability, encounter rate, and 

ABUNDANCE AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE YELLOW-BILLED MAGPIE



107

Figure 3. Histograms of distances of detection of the Yellow-billed Magpie during 
seasonal point-transect surveys, 2007–2008, with (A) fitted detection function and 
(B) probability-density function.

cluster size. Again, the component percentages of variance attributed to 
each of these three factors was generally consistent in all three habitats, 
averaging 10.2% due to the detection function, 16.3% to cluster size, and 
73.5% to encounter rate. 
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DISCUSSION

The Yellow-billed Magpie is common but patchily distributed in the Central 
Valley and central Coast Ranges of California. During our 2007–2008 sur-
veys we recorded it throughout the Sacramento and northern San Joaquin 
valleys and associated foothills, and in much of the central Coast Ranges 
(Figure 2). Lehman (1994) stated the species had been extirpated from 
Ventura and southern Santa Barbara counties, and we found no magpies 
in these areas. Since 1996, there have been eight reports from the south 
coast of Santa Barbara County, but at least some of these may represent 
escapees from captivity (P. E. Lehman pers. comm.). Furthermore, we found 
none in the core of the Sacramento Delta or from the Fresno area south to 
Bakersfield (Figure 2). Although our point transects were limited to two years 
of data and their coverage of the species’ range was rather coarse, our data 
suggest contraction of the range in Fresno, Tulare and Kern counties, as the 
CWHR (1995) range map implies. Why the magpie remains extant, or in 
higher densities, in other areas also dominated by agriculture and develop-
ment is perplexing. Range contraction in the southern San Joaquin Valley 
is likely due, in part, to the types and intensities of agricultural land use. 
Much of the former range in Fresno, Tulare, and Kern counties has been 
developed for intensive production of beef, dairy, vineyard, citrus, and row 
crops; these counties regularly rank at the top for agricultural productivity 
in California (California Department of Food and Agriculture; http://www.
cdfa.ca.gov/statistics/) and currently may no longer be able to sustain the 
magpie. We caution, however, that our survey’s coverage of the species’ 

Figure 4. Two functions for detection of the Yellow-billed Magpie by distance, differing 
in number of minutes after sunrise, based on eight seasonal point transect surveys 
in 2007 and 2008.
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range was coarse, so the layout of transects and points in the study area may 
not be suitable for a fine-grained assessment of range occupancy.

Estimates of magpie abundance by season varied considerably over the 
course of the study, but the confidence intervals for all monthly estimates 
overlapped (Table 2). While numerous studies corroborate the magpie’s 
high susceptibility to West Nile virus (Ernest et al. 2010) and a decline in 
abundance in the first few years of exposure to it (see Airola et al. 2007, 
Koenig et al. 2007, Crosbie et al. 2008, Wheeler et al. 2009), our data 
limited to 2007 and 2008 do not provide evidence sufficient to indicate 
whether the decline continued. 

The magpie’s population density was highest in agricultural habitat and 
lowest in urban habitat but not significantly higher in agricultural than in 
rural (Table 2). Within agricultural habitats, 87% of the magpies detected 
were in nut orchards, pastures, and feedlots. Why these densities differ by 
habitat type is unknown (and not addressed with the methods of our study) 
but is likely due to differences in the supply of food, water, nest sites, and 
roost sites, resource competition, persecution or predation rates, density 
dependence, densities and feeding preferences of mosquitoes, rates of 
transmission of West Nile virus, diversity of mosquito hosts, and the mortality 
from the virus preceding our study. 

Because of the recent mortality from West Nile virus, one might expect 
our estimates of the magpie’s population to be considerably lower than the 
previous estimate of 180,000 (Rich et al. 2004). Yet even our smallest single-
season estimate of 195,000 birds (summer 2008) exceeded it. We believe 
that this inconsistency is partly explained by the methods and associated 
assumptions used by Rich et al. (2004), who derived their estimate from 
1990s BBS data. Their methods included the assumption of distances of 

Table 2 Estimated Density and Abundance of the Yellow-billed Magpie 
from Point Transects Surveyed Eight Times 2007–2008

Density (per km2) Abundance

Stratum Estimate LCLa UCLb Estimate LCLa UCLb %CVc 

Season
Winter 2007 6.8 4.4  10.6 437,620 281,390 680,580 28.0
Spring 2007 4.9 2.9   8.2 317,620 189,890 531,260 32.3
Summer 2007 5.2 2.4  11.5 336,480 152,600 741,920 50.0
Fall 2007 8.8 5.0  15.5 565,670 321,290 995,930 34.6
Winter 2008 4.2 2.7   6.5 268,630 171,600 420,530 26.3
Spring 2008 4.6 2.7   7.8 296,430 174,690 503,010 37.3
Summer 2008 3.0 1.5   6.0 195,450 98,849 386,460 40.0
Fall 2008 6.3 4.1   9.6 405,400 265,800 618,300 29.1

Habitat
Rural 5.8  4.4  7.6 245,221 185,750 323,730 17.0
Agricultural 8.2  6.1  10.8 145,831 109,730 193,800 17.4
Urban 1.3  0.7  2.4   5,347    2,962    9,652 36.9

aLower 95% confidence limit.
bUpper 95% confidence limit.
cPercent coefficient of variation.
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detection constant for each species (among others), but these assumptions 
were not based upon recorded distance data from field surveys. For the mag-
pie, detectability was assumed constant up to a distance of 400 m (T. Rich 
pers. comm.). Our results suggest that detectability remains constant for only 
100 m at best (see Figure 3), so the assumption that it was constant for up 
to 400 m would result in severe underestimation of density and abundance. 
We stress the importance of estimating probabilities of detection and, where 
possible, avoiding tenuous assumptions about constant detectability without 
verification in the field. Unless the calculations are based on estimates of 
detectability validated with field data, estimated densities and extrapolated 
abundances may be substantially erroneous and mislead management. 
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ABSTRACT: This 19th published report of the Utah Bird Records Committee sum-
marizes 160 records of 71 species reported between 15 June 2010 and 31 December 
2012. The committee accepted 134 records. Noteworthy records include four species 
new to the Utah state list, the Purple Sandpiper (Calidris maritima), Gilded Flicker 
(Colaptes chrysoides), Tropical Kingbird (Tyrannus melancholicus), and Pyrrhuloxia 
(Cardinalis sinuatus), which bring the state list to 450 species; the state’s second 
Roseate Spoonbill (Platalea ajaja), Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus), 
Curve-billed Thrasher (Toxostoma curvirostre), Canyon Towhee (Melozone fusca), 
and Northern Cardinal (Cardinalis cardinalis); second, third, and fourth Iceland Gulls 
(Larus glaucoides); third Prairie Warbler (Setophaga discolor) and Baltimore Oriole 
(Icterus galbula); and third and fourth Philadelphia Vireos (Vireo philadelphicus). 
The Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii) was removed from the state review list in 
January 2012 because sufficient documented sightings confirm it is a regular winter 
visitor to Utah.

This is the 19th published report of the Utah Bird Records Committee 
(UBRC), which was originally established as a committee of the Utah Orni-
thological Society in 1985. This report summarizes the UBRC’s evaluation of 
160 records of 71 species reported since the last published report (Tripp et 
al. 2010), i.e., between June 2010 and December 2012. We accepted 134 
records (84%); 25 reports were not accepted because the specific identification 
was not established, and one was not accepted because the species was not 
believed to be established in Utah or to be a natural vagrant from an established 
population. Four species were added to the Utah state list: the Purple Sand-
piper, Gilded Flicker, Tropical Kingbird, and Pyrrhuloxia. Other than the four 
new species added to the state list, no new species were added to the list of 
review species. The Cackling Goose was removed from the review list in Janu-
ary 2012 on the basis of a sufficiently large number of documented sightings.
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In the records presented below, in parentheses following each species’ 
common and scientific names is the number of records accepted for the spe-
cies in the 10 years preceding the period covered in this report (i.e., 15 June 
2000–15 June 2010), to show recent patterns, followed by the total number 
of previously accepted records for Utah in parentheses (through 15 June 
2010). (We define a “record” as the occurrence of a species at a location, 
so a record may represent multiple individuals.) The following information 
is included with each record: UBRC record number, the number of birds ob-
served along with age and sex if determined, location, date (including range 
of observation dates), observers’ initials with the initial finder listed first when 
known, observer(s) who submitted written documentation, observer(s) who 
submitted photographs, videos, or audio recordings (indicated by “†,” “v,” 
and “a,” respectively), and the final vote of the UBRC with the first number 
being the number of votes to accept (Y), the second the number to not ac-
cept (N), and the third the number of abstentions (A), if any. UBRC bylaws 
require that UBRC members abstain from voting on records they submitted. 
Votes decided in the second or third round are indicated as such. The total 
number of votes varies between five and nine according to the bylaws of the 
UBRC (http://utahbirds.org/RecCom/Bylaws.htm). The Utah state list, the 
list of species for which documentation is requested, a form for submission 
of records online, and complete content of all records submitted for review 
are available at the UBRC website (www.utahbirds.org). 

The UBRC encourages all observers to document and submit a report of 
unusual sightings. Multiple documentation of sightings is more valuable than 
a single report, since one observer may notice key field marks not reported 
by other observers; those field marks may contribute significantly to the value 
of the record. We strongly encourage the submission of photographs and 
recordings of songs or calls, along with the written documentation.

SPECIES ACCOUNTS

Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii). (8/8)
2011-05. One was at the Logan River Golf Course (Cache Co.), 12 December 

2010 (RO†). This individual was not identified to subspecies but was most consistent 
with either B. h. hutchinsii or B. h. taverneri. Accepted: 7Y–0N

2011-12. One was at Salt Creek Wildlife Management Area (WMA; Box Elder 
Co.), 27 February 2011 (KP). Identified by the observer as a Cackling Goose sensu 
stricto (B. h. minima) given its dark coloration, very small bill, and rounded head 
shape. Accepted: 7Y–0N

2011-67. Five were on the Logan River Golf Course (Cache Co.), 17 December 
2011 (RO† and GP). Four of them were identified as probable B. h. hutchinsii; the 
fifth appeared to be B. h. taverneri. At least one remained through 17 January 2012. 
Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

Black Swan (Cygnus atratus). (0/0)
2011-10. NOT ACCEPTED. One was at Utah Lake State Park (SP; Utah Co.), 10 

February 2011 (JE†, SD, and WB). The bird was banded on its right leg. The UBRC 
did not doubt the identification but does not consider the Black Swan a naturally oc-
curring or established species in Utah. 0Y–6N
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Harlequin Duck (Histrionicus histrionicus). (0/5) 
2010-46. A female or immature bird was at the confluence of the Virgin River 

and La Verkin Creek (Washington Co.), 2 November 2010 (MDe†, N. Am. Birds 
65:136). Accepted 9Y–0N

2011-44. A female or immature was along the causeway to Antelope Island SP 
(Davis Co.), 28 September 2011 (BO†, GJ, NJ et al.). By 11 or 12 October 2011, 
a second Harlequin Duck had joined the first, as reported by multiple observers (N. 
Am. Birds 66:143). On 10 November 2011, a third Harlequin Duck (2011-44b) 
had joined the other two (RY†). One of the ducks began to molt into alternate male 
plumage; the other two birds appeared to be females (Evans 2012). The last reported 
sighting of the three ducks was 26 November 2011. Accepted: 8Y–0N

2012-43. A female or immature was again along the causeway to Antelope Island 
SP (Davis Co.), 23 October 2012–8 January 2013 (TS†, DWhi et al.). Accepted: 
8Y–0N–1A

Black Scoter (Melanitta americana). (9/14)
2011-64. A female or immature was along the causeway to Antelope Island SP 

(Davis Co.), 19 November 2011 (RO† et al.). Two Black Scoters were reported 
from this location to www.eBird.org between 4 November 2011 and 16 December 
2011; the UBRC did not evaluate these reports. The Common Scoter (M. nigra) was 
excluded by range only. Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata). (8/10)
2010-26. NOT ACCEPTED. One was reported from Strawberry Reservoir 

(Wasatch Co.), 22 June 2010 (JMy†), but photographs were consistent with an im-
mature Common Loon (G. immer). 2nd round: 0Y–8N

2011-71. A juvenile was at Quail Creek SP (Washington Co.), 12–19 November 
2011 (RF† et al.). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Yellow-billed Loon (Gavia adamsii). (2/8)
2010-38. An immature was at Quail Creek SP (Washington Co.), 1 December 

2009–12 March 2010 (RF†, N. Am Birds 64:353). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena). (9/12)
2010-47. An immature was at Jordanelle SP (Wasatch Co.), 23 October–11 

November 2010 (EH, JC†, JBi† et al.). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
2011-29. An adult was at Hyrum SP (Cache Co.), 18–27 June 2011 (BA, RO† 

et al.). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
2012-60. One was at Quail Creek SP (Washington Co.), 13 October 2012 (RF†). 

Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
2012-61. One in its first winter was at Otter Creek SP (Piute Co.), 13 November 

2012 (RF†). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Neotropic Cormorant (Phalacrocorax brasilianus). (5/5)
2010-27. A juvenile was at the Kennecott Nature Center (Salt Lake Co.), 23–24 

August 2009 (KP, RY†). Accepted: 9Y–0N
2010-31. One adult and two juveniles were at Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge 

(Box Elder Co.), 15 August 2010 (KP, JMo†). Accepted: 8Y–0N
2011-26. An adult was at Millrace Park Pond, Taylorsville (Salt Lake Co.), 13 May 

2011–21 May 2011 (RY†). Accepted: 7Y–0N
2011-25. One adult was at Buffalo Ranches Pond, Farmington (Davis Co.), 15 

May 2011 (KP). Accepted: 7Y–0N
2011-30. One adult and two immature birds were in Murray (Salt Lake Co.), 18–21 

June 2011 (RY†, CS, SS). Accepted: 9Y–0N
2012-03. NOT ACCEPTED. An adult was reported from Buffalo Ranches Pond, 

Farmington (Davis Co.), 20 March 2012 (BO†). Committee members believed the 
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Double-crested Cormorant (P. auritus) was not adequately eliminated by the photos 
or description. 2nd round: 2Y–7N

2012-05. One adult was at Millrace Park Pond (Salt Lake Co.), 4 April 2012 
(RY†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-06. Two individuals were at the Sandy Urban Fishery (Salt Lake Co.), 20 
September–17 October 2010 (RY, NB, JC† et al.). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-08. One of two at Millrace Park Pond (Salt Lake Co.), 10 April–20 May 2012 
(RWa†, RY†) may represent a continuation of record 2012-05. Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-10. Four were at Millrace Park Pond (Salt Lake Co.), 18 April 2012 (RY†); 
two of these were presumably also documented in records 2012-05 and 2012-08. 
Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-56. A subadult was at Ivins Reservoir (Washington Co.), 3 September–4 
December 2012 (RF† et al.). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Together these records reflect a dramatic and continuing expansion by the Neo-
tropic Cormorant. Fifteen records have been accepted for Utah since the species 
was first documented in the state in 2007. This expansion has been noted widely in 
the United States, as in Mississippi (Hanson et al. 2010), Arkansas (Coldren et al. 
1998), Colorado (Leukering 2008), and Arizona (Radamaker and Corman 2008).

Little Blue Heron (Egretta caerulea). (0/5)
2011-36. One was at Ouray National Wildlife Refuge (NWR; Uintah Co.), 29–30 

July 2011 (CE†). Accepted: 8Y–0N
2012-34. NOT ACCEPTED. The described features of a reported adult in Glen 

Canyon National Recreation Area (Kane Co.), 9 September 2012 (GN, JN†) were 
consistent with an immature Reddish Egret, not with a Little Blue Heron. The record 
was resubmitted as of a Reddish Egret (2012-50). 2nd round: 0Y–9N

Reddish Egret (Egretta rufescens). (3/3)
2012-50. An immature was at Glen Canyon National Recreation Area (Kane Co.) 

9 September 2012 (GN, JN†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Glossy Ibis (Plegadis falcinellus). (8/8)
2011-18. One was along the Provo River Parkway (Utah Co.), 20–22 April 2011 

(NB; sketch by EH). Accepted (2nd round): 6Y–1N
2011-17. One was along the road to the Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge (Box 

Elder Co.), 24–25 April 2011 (NJ†, JBi†, N. Am. Birds 64:478). Accepted: 7Y–0N
2012-13. One was along Swede Lane, Palmyra (Utah Co.), 4 May 2012 (EH†). 

Accepted (2nd round): 8Y–1N
2012-20. NOT ACCEPTED. One was reported from Farmington Bay WMA (Davis 

Co.), 12 May 2012 (IR, TR). The written description did not address details of the bare 
parts necessary to distinguish this species from the White-faced Ibis (P. chihi). 0Y–9N

Roseate Spoonbill (Platalea ajaja). (0/1)
2012-30. A juvenile was along the Colorado River in Cataract Canyon (San Juan 

Co.), 6 July 2012 (NR v. et al.). Presumably the same bird was at the mouth of Sheep 
Canyon on 26 July 2012 (DD†, JO’D) and continued to 15 September 2012 (DS† 
et al.; Figure 1). The only well-supported previous record of this species for Utah is 
of one collected of five seen at Wendover, Tooele Co., 2 July 1919 (Barnes 1919). 
The UBRC considers several reports from the 1960s (Spence et al. 2011) unsub-
stantiated. Accepted: 9Y–0N

White-tailed Kite (Elanus leucurus). (1/7)
2011-73. A single immature was in the Washington Fields near St. George (Wash-

ington Co.), 12 December 2011–20 March 2012 (RF† et al., N. Am. Birds 66:372). 
Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
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Zone-tailed Hawk (Buteo albonotatus). (8/11)
2012-15. NOT ACCEPTED. The written description of one from Brigham Young 

University in Provo (Utah Co.), 10 May 2012 (DKe, JOw, AM) was most consistent 
with a Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura). 0Y–9N

Pacific Golden-Plover (Pluvialis fulva). (2/2)
2012-33. NOT ACCEPTED. A Pluvialis plover along the causeway to Antelope 

Island SP (Davis Co.), 29 August 2012 was reported as the Pacific (BO†, v., ND), but 
the UBRC concluded that neither the description nor the photographs were sufficient 
to eliminate other species of Pluvialis. 0Y–9N

Mountain Plover (Charadrius montanus). (0/8)
2012-58. Two were at Harold S. Crane WMA (Weber Co.), 25–26 December 

2012 (MHe†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Upland Sandpiper (Bartramia longicauda). (2/6)
2012-14. NOT ACCEPTED. One reported from Antelope Island SP (Davis Co.), 

28 April 2012 (DWe) was not photographed, and the UBRC found the description 
insufficient to eliminate similar species. 2nd round: 3Y–6N

Hudsonian Godwit (Limosa haemastica). (5/13)
2011-53. One was at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 6–12 November 2011 

(JBe, KBe). The first written record submitted described a Hudsonian Godwit clearly, 
but a subsequent record by another observer included a photograph of a Marbled 
Godwit (L. fedoa) and confused matters somewhat. Accepted (2nd round): 9Y–0N

Purple Sandpiper (Calidris maritima). (0/0)
2010-48. One was at Sand Hollow SP (Washington Co.), 28 November 2010 

Figure 1. This juvenile Roseate Spoonbill (Platalea ajaja), the second recorded in 
Utah and the first since 1919, was photographed at the mouth of Sheep Canyon on 
Lake Powell 26 July 2012. 

Photo by Derek Dalrymple
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(RF†, KC, JFr, N. Am. Birds 65:193; Figure 2). It was subsequently seen by several 
hundred additional observers through 4 December 2010, representing the first record 
for Utah and the contiguous western United States. The westernmost previous inland 
records of this Atlantic species are from Manitoba, Iowa, Minnesota, and Oklahoma 
(Payne and Pierce 2002). Subsequently, one was photographed at Calgary, Alberta, 
9–10 May 2013 (e.g., www.birdscalgary.com/tag/purple-sandpiper/). Even farther 
west, one was collected at Point Barrow, Alaska, 29 September 1990 (Gibson and 
Kessel 1992). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Ruff (Calidris pugnax). (4/4)
2010-30. An adult female was along the causeway to Antelope Island SP (Davis 

Co.) 1–16 August 2010 (JBe, KBe). Accepted: 8Y–0N

Red Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicarius). (4/12)
2011-42. One was at Sand Hollow SP (Washington Co.), 24–30 November 2010 

(RF†, JFr). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2011-65. One in basic plumage was along the causeway to Antelope Island SP 

(Davis Co.), 19 November 2011 (RO† et al.). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

Western Gull (Larus occidentalis). (3/3)
2010-40. An adult was at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 25 February 2009 

(RF†, SS, CS, et al.). Unsubmitted reports of a Western Gull from this location as 
early as 7 February 2009 likely represent the same individual. Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2011-08. This second-winter gull with an obviously injured leg was at the Bounti-
ful Landfill (Davis Co.), 11 January 2011 (CW v., NJ†, CC†, SGM†). It moved to 
Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.; record 2011-14) where it stayed from 20 January 
to 23 February 2011 (SGM†, RF†, et al., N. Am. Birds 65:324). Accepted: 7Y–0N

2011-15. One in its first winter was at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 18 
February 2011 (SGM). Accepted: 7Y–0N

Figure 2. Utah’s first Purple Sandpiper (Calidris maritima), and a first for the 
contiguous western United States, was found 28 November 2010 at Sand Hollow 
State Park (Washington Co.) and continued through 4 December 2010.

Photo by Rick Fridell
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2011-43. An adult was at Sand Hollow SP (Washington Co.), 31 May–3 June 
2011 (RF†, N. Am. Birds 65:671). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2011-69. One in its third winter was at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 28 
December 2011–27 February 2012 (BO† et al.). From its age and distinctive limping 
gait, it was likely the same individual reported from the previous winter in records 
2011-08 and 2011-14. Accepted (2nd round): 9Y–0N

Iceland Gull (Larus glaucoides). (1/1)
2011-01. NOT ACCEPTED. Photographs of a first-winter gull at the South Shore 

Marina, Great Salt Lake (Salt Lake Co.), 8 January 2011 (CI, JBl†, RO† et al.) showed 
relatively dark tertials and primaries consistent with Thayer’s Gull (L. thayeri). 2nd 
round: 2Y–5N

2011-06. A single adult was at the Lee Kay Ponds (Salt Lake Co.), 3 January 
2011 (CW, LW). A bird that was likely the same individual was at Farmington Bay 
WMA 22 January to 1 February 2011 (CC†, TAv†). Accepted (2nd round): 5Y–2N

2011-07. NOT ACCEPTED. A gull in its first winter was reported from Farm-
ington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 22 January 2011 (NJ†). Photographs were judged 
insufficient to rule out Thayer’s Gull or Glaucous-winged Gull, and no written details 
were provided. 2nd round: 2Y–5N

2011-45. Record 2010-42 was split into 2011-45 and 2011-46 because it repre-
sented two individuals and UBRC members wanted to vote on each individual sepa-
rately. Two first-cycle gulls were at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 25 February 
2009 (RF†); this gull was likely the same individual previously reported 22 February 
2009 (SS, CS, PHi†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2011-46. This was the second record split from 2010-42; another first-cycle bird 
that was at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 25 February 2009 (RF†). Accepted 
(3rd round): 6Y–2N–1A

Lesser Black-backed Gull (Larus fuscus). (14/16)
2010-36. NOT ACCEPTED. This first-cycle gull was at Sand Hollow SP (Washing-

ton Co.), 22 May 2009 (RF†, KC, and RDo, N. Am. Birds 63:482). To some UBRC 
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Figure 3. This light-morph adult Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus) was 
found at Sand Hollow State Park (Washington Co.), 25–30 April 2010, representing 
the second record from Utah. 

Photo by Rick Fridell
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Figure 4. This adult male Gilded Flicker (Colaptes chrysoides) was seen in Zion 
National Park (Washington Co.), 24 February (when this photograph was taken) and 
again on 10 March 2012. This is the first accepted record of this species in Utah.

Photo by Rick Fridell

Figure 5. Utah’s first Tropical Kingbird (Tyrannus melancholicus) was found 11 
September 2012 on the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.). Bill size and shape and 
flight-feather shape and structure eliminated the similar Couch’s Kingbird (T. couchii). 

Photo by Eric Huish
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members, its rather large size suggested several potential hybrid combinations, such as 
Lesser Black-backed Gull × Herring Gull (L. argentatus), Kelp Gull (L. dominicanus) 
× Herring Gull, and Great Black-backed Gull (L. marinus) × Herring Gull. Others 
voted to accept, some considering the bird possibly of the Asian subspecies L. f. 
heuglini. 3rd round: 4Y–3N–1A

2010-41. One adult was at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 25–26 February 
2009 (RF†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2011-13. Four adults were at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 18 February 2011 
(SGM†). Counts of Lesser Black-backed Gulls ranging from 1 to 4 were reported from 
this location from 15 January to 5 February 2011, but most reports did not specify 
the birds’ ages. Accepted: 7Y–0N

2011-70. One adult was at Farmington Bay WMA (Davis Co.), 28 December 
2011–21 February 2012 (BO† et al.). Accepted: 8Y–0N

2011-72. An adult was at Quail Creek SP (Washington Co.), 9–10 December 
2011 (RF†). Accepted (2nd round): 8Y–0N–1A

2012-02. A third-cycle individual was at Lee Kay Ponds (Salt Lake Co.), 23 January 
2012 (BO†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-04. One adult was in Pleasant Grove (Utah Co.), 30 March 2012 (JC†). 
Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-48. One adult was at the Logan Landfill (Cache Co.), 17 November 2012 
(RO†, AK†, et al.). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus). (0/1)
2010-44. An adult at Sand Hollow SP (Washington Co.), 25–30 April 2010 (RDo, 

MHu, RF†, N. Am. Birds 64:532; Figure 3) is only the second Pomarine Jaeger well 
documented for Utah, following one at Utah Lake, Utah Co., 3–6 November 1991 
(Sorensen et al. 1993). Accepted 7Y–0N–1A

Common Ground-Dove (Columbina passerina). (3/4)
2011-52. A window-killed carcass was found in Bluff (San Juan Co.), 5 November 

2011 (JP). The bird was taken to JH for identification, but we are unaware of the 
specimen’s current status. Accepted: 9Y–0N

Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus). (0/3, returned to review list in 2010)
2011-04. A desiccated dead cuckoo was found at Fish Springs NWR (Juab Co.), 13 

July 2010 (JSk, JD, TS†). The specimen was discarded after it was photographed. This 
species was removed from the review list in 2000 but returned to the list in 2010 be-
cause of a perceived decrease in occurrence throughout Utah. Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2011-35. A single bird flew into a window in Sandy (Salt Lake Co.), 29 June 
2011 and became dazed (JVM†). It was taken to the Hogle Zoo where it eventually 
recovered; it was released in Sandy. Accepted: 8Y–0N

2012-36. One was at Springdale River Park (Washington Co.), 3 June 2012 (MHe, 
TAb). Accepted (2nd round): 7Y–1N

Snowy Owl (Bubo scandiacus). (0/9)
2012-01. One was along the causeway to Antelope Island SP (Davis Co.), 2 

December 2011 (EN†, CN). Attempts by others to relocate it were not successful. 
Accepted: 9Y–0N

Eastern Whip-poor-will (Antrostomus vociferus). (0/0)
2011-68. NOT ACCEPTED. One was reportedly calling in Trin-Alcove Canyon, 

about 15 miles south of the town of Green River (Grand Co.), 1 and 2 October 
2011 (BH). The record was originally submitted as a “Whip-poor-will” (A. vociferus/
arizonae) but was later assigned to the Eastern Whip-poor-will (A. vociferus) after 
consultation with the observer. Because the observer had not considered the Mexican 
Whip-poor-will at the time of the observation or in the submission of the initial report, 
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the UBRC concluded that the observation was too uncertain to be accepted as a first 
state record. UBRC bylaws prescribed voting on full species only, not on taxonomic 
levels above or below the species. 2nd round: 2Y–7N

Vaux’s Swift (Chaetura vauxi). (4/13)
2011-19. Two were at Kaysville Ponds (Davis Co.), 9 May 2011 (KP, PF). Ac-

cepted: 7Y–0N
2011-21. A flock of 12 was at the Little Bear River bridge on Mendon Road (Cache 

Co.), 9 May 2011 (DKo, KK†). Accepted: 7Y–0N
2011-24. One was flying over the American Fork Boat Harbor (Utah Co.), 11 May 

2011 (EH, EP†, KCC). Accepted: 7Y–0N
2011-50. One was flying above the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 9 October 

2011 (EH, KM, LB, MM). Accepted (2nd round): 7Y–1N

Magnificent Hummingbird (Eugenes fulgens). (1/7)
2012-32. NOT ACCEPTED. A large hummingbird was at a feeder in Holladay (Salt 

Lake Co.), 26 August 2012 (SC). Although this bird may well have been a Magnificent 
Hummingbird, the UBRC concluded that the lack of a direct size comparison, differ-
ences in described versus known structural details, and the observer’s description of 
the bird as 15–20% larger than a Black-chinned Hummingbird were insufficient for 
the record to be accepted. 3rd round: 1Y–5N

Broad-billed Hummingbird (Cynanthus latirostris). (1/5)
2010-35. An adult male was at a feeding station in New Harmony (Washington 

Co.), 27 September–1 October 2010 (JJ, RF†, N. Am. Birds 65:194). Accepted: 
8Y–0N–1A

Yellow-bellied Sapsucker (Sphyrapicus varius). (3/3)
2011-03. NOT ACCEPTED. Two males of unknown age were reported from near 

Oakley (Summit Co.), in August 2009 (date not specified; LLe†). The photographs 
and description were consistent with adult Red-naped Sapsuckers (S. nuchalis). 2nd 
round: 0Y–7N

2011-09. One immature male was at Boots Cox Park (Washington Co.), 13 Febru-
ary 2011 (NJ†). Accepted (2nd round): 7Y–0N

2011-51. A hatch-year female was mist-netted and banded at the Rio Mesa Cen-
ter along the Dolores River (Grand Co.), 22 October 2011 (KBu†). Accepted (2nd 
round): 9Y–0N

2011-62. An adult female was in Beaver Dam Wash, upstream from Lytle Ranch 
(Washington Co.), 21 October 2011 (RF†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

Red-breasted Sapsucker (Sphyrapicus ruber). (3/7) 
2010-34. An adult was at Lytle Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), 30 

September to 2 October 2010 (RF†, JBi†). Accepted (2nd round): 8Y–0N–1A.
2011-02. NOT ACCEPTED. The UBRC concluded that the report of a male at 

Olympus Cove (Salt Lake Co.), 31 December 2010 (MDa, HR), did not eliminate a 
hybrid Red-naped × Red-breasted sapsucker. 2nd round: 2Y–5N

2011-41. An adult of the nominate subspecies (S. r. ruber) was in Zion National 
Park (Washington Co.), 12 December 2010–16 January 2011 (RF†, N. Am. Birds 
65:382). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2012-26. An adult was in Beaver Dam Wash, downstream from Lytle Ranch 
(Washington Co.), 22 January 2012 (RF†). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Gilded Flicker (Colaptes chrysoides). (0/0)
2012-27. An adult male was at the South Campground of Zion National Park 

(Washington Co.), 24 February and 10 March 2012 (RF†; Figure 4). The second 
sighting was close to a Red-shafted Northern Flicker (C. auratus, cafer group), which 
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Figure 6. This Philadelphia Vireo (Vireo philadelphicus) was photographed at the 
International Center, Salt Lake City (Salt Lake Co.), 17 September 2011. 

Photo by Jeff Cooper

RARE BIRDS OF UTAH: THE 19TH REPORT OF THE UBRC (2010–2012)

Figure 7. Utah’s second Curve-billed Thrasher (Toxostoma curvivostre) visited feeders 
at a private residence in Castle Valley (Grand Co.), 14–16 February 2011. 

Photo by Jeff Foott
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Figure 8. This Tennessee Warbler (Oreothlypis peregrina) was photographed 30 
September 2011 in St. George (Washington Co.). This is the second Utah record 
accepted by the UBRC, but this species was not on the review list until 2005. 

Photo by Rick Fridell

Figure 9. This extremely late Blackpoll Warbler (Setophaga striata) was found in 
Clawson (Emery Co.), 24 November 2012. Although this is the fourteenth Blackpoll 
Warbler recorded in Utah it is by far the latest documented in the state.

Photo by Wade Reed

allowed for careful comparison of the two. Although two UBRC members and three 
outside experts thought this could be an intergrade Northern Flicker, a majority of the 
committee supported the identification as a Gilded Flicker, citing yellow in the tail, tail 
pattern, the observer’s report of relative size, and contrast between the face and nape. 
This is the first record of the Gilded Flicker accepted for Utah. This species is resident 
approximately 200 km to the southwest of this location. There are approximately five 
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other records from southwest Utah that have either not been submitted to the UBRC 
for evaluation, were or submitted and not accepted, but otherwise the species is not 
known as a vagrant. Accepted (2nd round): 6Y–2N–1A

Yellow-bellied Flycatcher (Empidonax flaviventris). (0/0)
2012-40. NOT ACCEPTED. A first-fall Empidonax was reported as this species 

from Garr Ranch, Antelope Island SP (Davis Co.), 23 September 2012 (JBe†, KBe†). 
Some UBRC members believed many characters including eye-ring shape, head size 
and shape, primary extension, and coloration were more consistent with the Western 
Flycatcher complex (E. occidentalis or E. difficilis). 2nd round: 0Y–9N

Least Flycatcher (Empidonax minimus). (3/5)
2011-27. An adult was on the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 25 May 2011 (TS†). 

Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2011-31. NOT ACCEPTED. A single individual was reported from Rock Canyon 

above Provo (Utah Co.), 22 June 2011 (JLin). The UBRC judged the written descrip-
tion of the song to be inconsistent with that of the Least Flycatcher. 2nd round: 0Y–7N

2012-24. One singing individual was along the Weber River in Ogden (Weber Co.), 
13–24 June 2012 (KP, PHi†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-25. One singing individual was near the 21st Street Pond in Ogden (Weber 
Co.), 16–28 June 2012 (KP). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Pacific-slope Flycatcher (Empidonax difficilis). (0/0)
2011-47. NOT ACCEPTED. Two hatch-year birds were captured in a mist net 

and measured at the Rio Mesa Center (Grand Co.), 16 September 2011; one was 
recaptured 17 September 2011 (KBu†). Measurements calculated according to Pyle 
(1997) strongly suggested this species, but variation between the measurements made 
during the original capture and during recapture of the same individual, as well as 
several measurements falling outside the 95% confidence interval in Pyle (1997), left 
doubt about the precision of the measurements and whether the Cordilleran Flycatcher 
(E. occidentalis) could be excluded. 2nd round: 1Y–6N

Eastern Phoebe (Sayornis phoebe). (8/14)
2011-16. One was at the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 18–21 October 2010 

(JBl, EH, RWi† et al.). Accepted: 7Y–0N
2012-12. One was in Red Butte Canyon (Salt Lake Co.), 20 April 2012 (JSk, 

JGa, JSo). Accepted: 8Y–0N
2012-46. One probable hatch-year bird was along Canyon Road near Fish Springs 

NWR, (Juab Co.), 12 October 2012 (JSk†, HB). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Tropical Kingbird (Tyrannus melancholicus). (0/0)
2012-35. A silent kingbird was on the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 11 September 

2012 (EH† et al.; Figure 5). Several outside experts were consulted and all agreed, 
on the basis of bill size and shape and flight-feather shape and structure, that the 
bird was more consistent with the Tropical Kingbird than with the similar Couch’s 
Kingbird (T. couchii). This is the first Utah record of the Tropical Kingbird. Accepted 
(2nd round): 6Y–2N.

Scissor-tailed Flycatcher (Tyrannus forficatus). (2/8)
2011-28. One was on the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 6–9 June 2011 (EH, 

BO†, KBr† et al.). Accepted: 8Y–0N

Yellow-throated Vireo (Vireo flavifrons). (1/3)
2012-57. One was at the Red Hills Golf Course in St. George (Washington Co.), 

12 October 2012 (RF†), representing the first accepted Utah record of this species 
documented with more than a written description. Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
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Philadelphia Vireo (Vireo philadelphicus). (2/2)
2011-38. One was at the International Center, Salt Lake City (Salt Lake Co.), 17 

September 2011 (EH, JC†, N. Am. Birds 66:144; Figure 6). Although there was 
discussion among the UBRC, and three outside experts suggested that this was either 
a hybrid vireo of unknown parentage or a Yellow-green Vireo (V. flavoviridis), the 
majority of the UBRC supported the identification as a Philadelphia Vireo. Accepted 
(2nd round): 6Y–1N

2012-44. One was at a private residence in St. George (Washington Co.), 2 October 
2012 (JLo†). Accepted: 8Y–1N

Brown Thrasher (Toxostoma rufum). (2/17, added back to the review list in 2007)
2010-45. One was in Salt Lake City (Salt Lake Co.), 10 October 2010 (JLig†, 

SL). Accepted: 8Y–0N
2011-55. One was at Lytle Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), 30 

September–4 October 2011 (RF†, SS, CS). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2012-37. One was just below Ivins Reservoir (Washington Co.), 2 June 2012 

(MHe). Accepted: (2nd round) 7Y–1N

Curve-billed Thrasher (Toxostoma curvirostre). (1/1)
2011-11. One was at feeders in Castle Valley (Grand Co.), 14–16 February 2011 

(JFo†; Figure 7). This is the second Utah record. Accepted: 7Y–0N

McCown’s Longspur (Rhynchophanes mccownii). (3/11)
2010-37. Two birds, a male and a female, were in Blue Creek Valley, southwest 

of Howell (Box Elder Co.), 25 February 2010 (RF†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

Ovenbird (Seiurus aurocapilla). (2/14)
2012-22. One was singing at the campground in Willard Bay SP (Box Elder Co.), 

25 May 2012 (DWhe, LLo a.). Accepted: 9Y–0N
2012-29. One was at Lytle Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), 27–28 

May 2012 (RF†). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
2012-42. One was at the Dugway Proving Grounds (Tooele Co.), 9 October 2012 

(KM†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Prothonotary Warbler (Protonotaria citrea). (6/7)
2010-39. An adult was at the Red Hills Golf Course, St. George (Washington Co.), 

28 September 2010 (RF†). Accepted 7Y–0N–1A
2011-61. A hatch-year male was at Tonaquint Park, St. George (Washington Co.), 

5–7 October 2011 (DT, RF† et al., N. Am. Birds 66:144). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2012-23. An adult was at Fort Buenaventura, Ogden (Weber Co.), 10 June–1 

July 2012 (KP, PHi†, DWhe, JBi, N. Am. Birds 66:716). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
2012-28. An adult was at Lytle Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), 22 

May 2012 (RF†, N. Am. Birds 66:571). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
2012-38. One was at River Lane (Utah Co.), 19–22 September 2012 (EH†, 

KCC). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Tennessee Warbler (Oreothlypis peregrina). (1/1, added to review list in 2005)
2011-57. One was in St. George (Washington Co.), 30 September 2011 (RF†; 

Figure 8). It represents the second Utah record accepted by the UBRC, but this spe-
cies was not on the review list until 2005. Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2012-18. A second-year female was captured and examined in hand at a banding sta-
tion in Red Butte Canyon (Salt Lake Co.), 19 May 2012 (JSk†, JGa). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Northern Parula (Setophaga americana). (9/12)
2011-23. An adult male was on the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 14–15 May 

2011 (KCC, EH†). Accepted: 7Y–0N
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Figure 10. This adult male Northern Cardinal (Cardinalis cardinalis), photographed in 
Ivins (Washington Co.), 27 June 2010 furnished Utah’s second record of this species.

Photo by Bill Bates

2011-40. A first-winter female was at Tonaquint Nature Park (Washington Co.), 
24–28 December 2010 (RF†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2011-48. A singing male was in City Creek Canyon (Salt Lake Co.), 18 June 2011 
(BO† a.). Accepted: 8Y–0N

2011-58. A hatch-year bird was in St. George (Washington Co.), 2 October 2011 
(RF†, RDo, MHu, SS, CS). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

2012-16. An adult was on the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 14 May 2012 
(EH†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-21. An adult was on the Dixie Red Hills Golf Course (Washington Co.), 27 
May 2012 (DT). Accepted (2nd round): 9Y–0N

2012-52. One, thought to have been a first year female, was at the Provo City 
Cemetery, Provo (Utah Co.), 18 December 2012–1 January 2013 (EH†). Accepted: 
9Y–0N

Chestnut-sided Warbler (Setophaga pensylvanica). (8/13)
2011-54. A hatch-year female was in St. George (Washington Co.), 16 September 

2011 (RF†, KWh, DT, RDo, N. Am. Birds 66:145). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2011-59. A hatch-year female was at Tonaquint Park, St. George (Washington 

Co.) 5–7 October 2011 (RF†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2011-60. A hatch-year male or adult female was at Tonaquint Park, St. George 

(Washington Co.), 5–7 October 2011 (RF†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2012-39. A hatch-year female was at Garr Ranch, Antelope Island (Davis Co.), 

15 September 2012 (KWa, PHi†). Accepted: 9Y–0N
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Figure 12. The Baltimore Oriole (Icterus galbula) photographed on 1 October 2012 
at the International Center, Salt Lake City, constituted Utah’s third record, and the 
first since 1982.

Photo by Stephanie Greenwood

Figure 11. Utah’s first Pyrrhuloxia (Cardinalis sinuatus) was discovered at Lytle 
Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), on 29 September 2010, and continued 
for a month.

Photo by Lu Gidding
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Blackpoll Warbler (Setophaga striata). (4/11)
2010-32. One in its first fall was at Garr Ranch, Antelope Island SP (Davis Co.), 

29 August 2010 (JBi† et al.). Accepted 9Y–0N
2011-49. One in its first fall was along the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 11 

October 2012 (EH and BS). Accepted (2nd round): 5Y – 2N
2012-51. A hatch-year female was in Clawson (Emery Co.), 24 November 2012 

(WR†; Figure 9). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Black-throated Blue Warbler (Setophaga caerulescens). (7/16)
2011-39. A male was at Lytle Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), 11–12 

October 2010 (RF†, LT). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2012-07. A male was at River Front Park along the Jordan River in South Jordan 

(Salt Lake Co.), 19 May 2011 (JC). Accepted (2nd round): 9Y – 0N
2012-55. A female was at Tonaquint Park, St. George (Washington Co.), 7 October 

2012 (RF†). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Palm Warbler (Setophaga palmarum). (5/12)
2011-20. An adult was in Salt Lake City (Salt Lake Co.), 9–12 May 2011 (DWhe, 

NJ†, RM†). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2011-22. An adult, probably male, was at Fish Springs NWR (Juab Co.), 10 May 

2011 (JSk). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
2012-31. NOT ACCEPTED. One was reported from near the Ruth Lake trailhead 

in the Uinta Mountains (Summit Co.), 31 July 2012 (BO†). UBRC members found 
that the photograph and description were consistent with an Orange-crowned Warbler 
(Oreothlypis celata). 0Y–9N

Prairie Warbler (Setophaga discolor). (2/2)
2011-56. A hatch-year male was in St. George (Washington Co.), 23–25 Septem-

ber 2011 (RDo†, RF, N. Am. Birds 66:145). The photo represents the first record of 
this species for Utah based on more than a written description. Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

Canyon Towhee (Melozone fusca). (1/1)
2010-25. One adult was in Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument (Kane 

Co.), 12–14 May 2008 (RO). This second Canyon Towhee recorded in Utah likely 
moved up the Colorado River from established populations in the Grand Canyon area, 
approximately 170 km southwest. Accepted (2nd round): 8Y–1N

Grasshopper Sparrow (Ammodramus savannarum). (N/A)
2010-43. One was at Lytle Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), 9 October 

2009 (RF†). This species is expected in the northern part of Utah and is not on the 
UBRC’s statewide review list. There is only one previous record accepted by the UBRC 
for southern Utah. The Grasshopper Sparrow was removed from the statewide review 
list in 2002 and added to the south region review list in 2007. Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A

Hepatic Tanager (Piranga flava). (0/0)
2010-29. NOT ACCEPTED. An adult male was reported from Lytle Ranch, Beaver 

Dam Wash, (Washington Co.), 27 July 2010 (ED, RDe†, EDu, FD, RL). The UBRC 
judged the photograph provided to be consistent with the Summer Tanager (Piranga 
rubra), a species expected at this location. 0Y–9N

Scarlet Tanager (Piranga olivacea). (2/4)
2011-37. A male was along the Provo Airport Dike (Utah Co.), 30 May 2011 

(KCC, EH†). Accepted: 7Y–0N
2011-63. One adult female was at Beck Spring, Snake Valley (Millard Co.), 14 

October 2011 (RF†, KWh). Accepted: 7Y–0N–1A
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Northern Cardinal (Cardinalis cardinalis). (0/1)
2010-28. An adult male was in Ivins (Washington Co.), 27 June–5 July 2010 (BB†, 

BHu, et al.; Figure 10). The UBRC discussed the bird’s potential to have originated 
from captivity, but given nearby records accepted by the Nevada Bird Records Com-
mittee (Alcorn 1988, Eidel 2002) and the proximity to the species’ native range 
about 250 km south, the committee judged it to be a natural vagrant. Accepted (2nd 
round): 6Y–2N

Pyrrhuloxia (Cardinalis sinuatus). (0/0)
2010-33. An adult male was at Lytle Ranch, Beaver Dam Wash (Washington Co.), 

29 September–29 October 2010 (RF† et al.; Figure 11), representing a first Utah 
record. Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Dickcissel (Spiza americana). (2/3)
2011-33. A singing male was in Farmington (Davis Co.), 26 June–21 July 2011 

(TJ†, RM†, PHi†, RO a., N. Am. Birds 65:582). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

Tricolored Blackbird (Agelaius tricolor). (0/0)
2012-11. NOT ACCEPTED. An adult male was reported from Farmington Bay 

WMA (Davis Co.), 21 April 2012 (AV†). The written description and photograph 
showed the bird had a red and white pattern to the epaulet suggesting the Tricolored 
Blackbird. But UBRC members noted a number of features inconsistent with the Tri-
colored, such as bill shape and feather sheen, and that in Utah Red-winged Blackbirds 
(A. phoeniceus) occasionally have red epaulets bordered by white instead of the usual 
yellowish. 2nd round: 0Y–9N 

Eastern Meadowlark (Sturnella magna). (0/0)
2012-17. NOT ACCEPTED. One was reported at Saratoga Springs Mitigation 

Wetlands (Utah Co.), 14 May 2012 (JGo†). The report lacked description of vocaliza-
tions or of plumage characters distinguishing the Eastern and Western Meadowlarks, 
such as face and tail pattern. 0Y–9N

Rusty Blackbird (Euphagus carolinus). (3/7)
2010-49. An adult male was in Torrey (Wayne Co.), 14 December 2010 (TS, 

TW†). Accepted: 9Y–0N–1A

Bronzed Cowbird (Molothrus aeneus). (3/5)
2012-19. An adult male was between Grafton and Rockville (Washington Co.), 29 

May 2012 (BO†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Baltimore Oriole (Icterus galbula). (0/2)
2012-41. One was at the International Center, Salt Lake City (Salt Lake Co.), 1–4 

October 2012 (SG† et al.; Figure 12). Accepted (2nd round): 7Y–0N

Purple Finch (Haemorhous purpureus). (1/1)
2011-32. NOT ACCEPTED. One was reported from Nibley (Cache Co.), 9 June 

2010 (RH and PHe). UBRC members felt that insufficient details were provided to 
eliminate Cassin’s Finch. 2nd round: 0Y–7N

2011-34. NOT ACCEPTED. One was reported from Logan (Cache Co.), 30 May 
2011 (VG). Again, details provided were insufficient to eliminate Cassin’s Finch. 2nd 
round: 0Y – 7N

Common Redpoll (Acanthis flammea). (4/12)
2011-66. An adult was at Garr Ranch, Antelope Island (Davis Co.), 25 November 

2011 (CF and EJR†). Accepted: 9Y–0N
2012-09. One was in Spanish Fork (Utah Co.), 28 March 2012 (KJB†). Accepted: 

9Y–0N
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2012-45. One was at the mouth of Steel Canyon, northwest of Clarkston (Cache 
Co.), 8 November 2012 (RO†, AD, JDW). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A

2012-47. Five were near the mouth of Steel Canyon, 6 km north-northwest of 
Clarkston (Cache Co.), 12 November 2012 (MT†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-49. Two were at the Powder Ridge Condominiums, 8 km northeast of Eden 
(Weber Co.), 23 November 2012 (KP, JR†, MHe, TAb). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-53. A flock of 16 was at the Dairy Fork WMA, in Spanish Fork Canyon 
(Utah Co.), 8 December 2012 (EH). Accepted: 9Y–0N

2012-62. A flock of 80–120 was near Silver Creek Junction (Summit Co.), 10–31 
December 2012 (NG†). Accepted: 9Y–0N

Most of these Common Redpolls were part of an irruption in 2012–2013 that 
was unprecedented in Utah’s ornithological history. This irruption was also noted 
elsewhere in the United States, and on the Great Backyard Bird Count the Common 
Redpoll was reported in more states (36) than in any previous year (http://www.
audubon.org/newsroom/press-releases/2013/global-great-backyard-bird-count-
shatters-records).

Hoary Redpoll (Acanthis hornemanni). (0/1)
2012-54. NOT ACCEPTED. One individual was reported from near Park City 

(Summit Co.), 19 December 2012 (NG†). UBRC members believed that the plum-
age characteristics (including flank streaking, upperpart streaking, and streaking on 
the undertail coverts) were consistent with the Common Redpoll and not the Hoary. 
Two members also noted that photographs provided as documentation showed two 
different birds. 0Y–9N 

Lawrence’s Goldfinch (Spinus lawrencei). (5/5)
2012-59. A male was at Tonaquint Park in St. George (Washington Co.), 7 October 

2012 (RF†). Accepted: 8Y–0N–1A
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APPARENT SYMPATRY OF TWO SUBSPECIES OF 
THE WHITE-CROWNED SPARROW, ZoNotriCHia 
leUCoPHrYS PUGeteNSiS AND GamBelii,  
IN WASHINGTON STATE
EUGENE S. HUNN, 204 Fair Ave., Petaluma, California 94952;  
enhunn323@comcast.net

DAVID BEAUDETTE, 2160 E. Fry Blvd., PMB 197, Sierra Vista, Arizona 85635; 
xeracris@gmail.com

ABSTRACT: White-crowned Sparrows (Zonotrichia leucophrys pugetensis) breed 
throughout the lowlands of western Washington, but before 1953 there was just one 
record of this subspecies east of the Cascade Range. Over the last 35 years, however, 
because of logging and development, pugetensis has spread and now occurs at and 
east of the Cascade crest, with definite evidence of nesting by 1988 on the eastern 
slopes of the Cascades. Gambel’s White-crowned Sparrow (Z. l. gambelii) was first 
recorded nesting in the Cascades of northern Washington in 1957. Beaudette con-
firmed its nesting in the central Washington Cascades at Naches and Stevens passes 
in 1994 and 1996, when he observed singing males of both pugetensis and gambelii 
in close proximity to each other. In 2006 Hunn recorded songs of both subspecies in 
such a situation near Naches Pass. More recent reports extend the area of apparent 
sympatry south to White Pass in Yakima County and east of the Cascade crest in 
Kittitas and Yakima counties. The situation suggests that the White-crowned Sparrow 
as now defined might include two (or more) species.

The White-crowned Sparrow includes five recognized subspecies (Dunn et 
al. 1995), which constitute two clearly defined groups: (1) a boreal/montane 
group, which includes Z. l. leucophrys, breeding in eastern Canada; Z. l. 
gambelii of western Canada to Alaska (and now south in the Cascade Range 
in Washington State); and Z. l. oriantha of the Rocky Mountains, Great 
Basin ranges, and the Sierra Nevada and southern Cascades—all of which 
are migratory; and (2) a Pacific coastal lowland group, which includes Z. l. 
nuttalli of central coastal California and Z. l. pugetensis, breeding from 
northwesternmost California to southern coastal British Columbia. Within 
these groups, the subspecies intergrade where their ranges come in contact 
(Chilton et al. 1995). Until recently the two groups were geographically 
isolated.

Subspecies nuttalli is rather strictly coastal and sedentary. Subspecies 
pugetensis has a wider habitat tolerance, and it occurs throughout the 
coastal lowlands of its range; it is partly migratory, wintering south to 
southern California. Both these subspecies share short primary projections 
reflecting their more sedentary habits. The other three subspecies migrate 
considerable distances to their wintering grounds and share longer primary 
projections (Dunn et al. 1995).

Sixty years ago Jewett et al. (1953:648) characterized Z. l. pugetensis 
as a “common migrant and summer resident… in clearings and prairies 
in the Transition Zone west of the Cascade Mountains.” The examples 
they cited included a single exception, a summer record at Goose Prairie 
near Bumping Lake (elevation 1000 m), high on the eastern slopes of the 
Cascades in Yakima County. Subspecies Z. l. gambelii was not known to 
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breed in Washington, but was judged, rather, a “common spring… and fall... 
migrant… from the plains of eastern Washington to the parks near timber 
line in the Cascade Mountains … wintering casually in the eastern part of 
the state” (op. cit.:647). The AOU (1957) concurred. Field work over the 
past 35 years has shown that the current status and distribution of these two 
subspecies in Washington is today quite different from those assessments, 
and we report here the first known case of apparent sympatry between 
these well-marked forms.

The first record of gambelii nesting in the state was from Hart’s Pass, ~30 
km south of the Canadian border, elevation 1900–2100 m (Farner 1958; 
see Figure 1 for location). A third subspecies, Z. l. oriantha, was added to 
the list of forms breeding in Washington in 1968, when Dennis Paulson 
found a nest in subalpine habitat at Salmo Pass, Pend Oreille County. Philip 
Mattocks (in litt. and Audubon Field Notes 24:702) collected a male in 
breeding condition at this site, at ~1800 m, in 1970. The report by Booth 
(1952) of nesting by the nominate subspecies, Z. l. leucophrys, in the Blue 
Mountains of southeastern Washington is attributable instead to oriantha. 
Presumably that population had simply been overlooked previously (Smith 
et al. 1997:470). Richard E. Johnson collected specimens in 1977 at 1830 
m elevation on Mt. Misery, Blue Mountains (Connor Museum, Washing-
ton State University 77-548 and 77-630), and Dennis Paulson and John 
Wingfield observed territorial males there in 1996. The first breeding of 
Z. l. pugetensis on the east slope of the Cascades was recorded in 1988 
along Morrison Creek in Kittitas County, at 700 m (loc. cit.). Territorial birds 
had been noted at Snoqualmie Pass (950 m) in the 1970s (Hunn 1982), 
however, and we noted singing male pugetensis regularly on the Cascades’ 
east slope from Leavenworth, Chelan County (350 m), south to Conboy 
Lakes National Wildlife Refuge, Klickitat County (580 m), 1986–2003. This 
range expansion of pugetensis over the Cascade crest is no doubt mostly 
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Figure 1. Locations cited in the text (base map from Smith et al. 1997:470).
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Figure 3. Zonotrichia leucophrys gambelii, Eugene, Lane Co., Oregon, 17 April 2010. 

Photo by David Irons

Figure 2. Zonotrichia leucophrys pugetensis, Cooper Mountain Nature Park, 
Washington Co., Oregon, 13 May 2011. 

Photo by David Irons
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attributable to extensive clear-cut logging, which had reached fever pitch by 
the 1980s (Smith et al. 1997; see also Addis et al. 2011). 

METHODS

We reviewed our personal notes for the nesting season in the Washing-
ton Cascades, for Hunn since 1980, when he first noted the subspecies of 
singing White-crowned Sparrows, and for Beaudette since 1994. Hunn ob-
tained audio recordings (analog with a Marantz PMD221 with a Sennheiser 
microphone and 13-inch parabolic reflector and digital with a Sony ICD-
P330F with a Sennheiser K6 directional microphone), which we illustrate 
here with sonograms, of territorial males of both forms from the zone of 
apparent sympatry. Neither of us is an accomplished photographer, so our 
identifications have relied primarily on songs and observations of plumage 
tone, whether more or less brown or gray, particularly about the nape and 
flanks, and back striping, whether blackish on tan (pugetensis) or chestnut 
on gray (gambelii) (Figures 1 and 2).

Hunn reviewed the relevant literature (Jewett et al. 1953, Farner 1958, Chil-
ton et al. 1995, Dunn et al. 1995, Wahl 1995, Smith et al. 1997, Stepniewski 
1999, Beadle and Rising 2003, Wahl et al. 2005, Herlyn and Contreras 2009) 
and the Sound to Sage website (www.soundtosage.org), which summarizes 
data for King and Kittitas counties from the Washington Breeding Bird Atlas, 
much of which was recorded subsequent to that on which Smith et al. (1997) 
is based. Beaudette compiled his detailed written accounts of relevant obser-
vations from his participation in the atlas. Hunn then solicited reports and 
commentary from other local birders via www.tweeters.com, the Washington 
bird chat line, and received several additional reports and clarifications.

RESULTS

Beaudette documented several nests attended by pairs of Z. l. gambelii 
near Naches Pass, King County, 19 June and 3–7 July 1994 (see Figure 3). 
He wrote in his notes: “In the summer of 1994 I located a pair … in King 
County, Washington, … about 2 miles west of Naches Pass and in a clearcut 
at about 4500 [1372 m] feet elevation. They were observed on three dates 
[see below]. They were apparently double brooded. These are observations 
and not a formal study. No birds were banded or photographed; 19 June 
1994, SE King County. T19N R11E section 33, el. 4550′ [1387 m]. A sing-
ing male gambelii present. A female gambelii at times just a few feet away. 
Both of these adults had food in bill and were agitated. They were observed 
feeding mobile young. Habitat: a regenerating clearcut with 4 foot to 15 foot 
tall Noble Fir [Abies procera] and Pacific Silver Fir [A. amabilis] with open-
ings; 3 July 1994, at the same site listed on 19 June 1994, a singing male 
gambelii present. A female was observed nearby … on a nest … a cup in a 
small clump of fireweed, huckleberries, and other herbaceous plants. Nest 
was about three feet from two Pacific Silver Firs that were about 6 feet tall. 
Eggs, 3, greenish with reddish brown blotches—heaviest at the large end. 
Nest is 8 feet from a small rivulet. Nest elevation: 4540 feet [1384 m]….; 7 
July 1994, female on the nest noted above, 3 eggs. Male singing nearby.”
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He noted the presence of territorial Z. l. pugetensis nearby at the same 
time and subsequently observed nests of both subspecies at Stevens Pass, 
on the King/Chelan County border on several dates between 15 June and 
16 July 1996. “June 15, 1996, 4 singing males, Stevens Pass Ski Area, 
3 singing male pugetensis and 1 singing male gambelii…, a singing male 
pugetensis was just 150 feet east of the gambelii; June 29, 1996, Stevens 
Pass Ski Area, a male gambelii singing just downhill from where it [presum-
ably] was seen on 15 June 1996…, bill is orangish, back pale gray w/ reddish 
stripes; July 3, 1996, Stevens Pass Ski Area, 1 male gambelii singing,… a 
male pugetensis well upslope from the gambelii; at another location on the 
ski slope was a pair; both birds were very agitated and were seen just a few 
feet from each other, the male was carrying food in bill; the male looked to 
be a typical gambelii; [compare] the female: breast and flanks with a brown 
wash, back tan with blackish-brown stripes; the back was grayish along the 
outside edge, bill dull yellowish [thus apparently pugetensis]; July 4, 1996, 
nest, Stevens Pass Ski Area; adults are typical gambelii, male singing typical 
gambelii song, female on the nest; 4 eggs in nest, 4400′ [1341 m]…; nest 
on the ground in grass, forbs and low brush habitat, open area; July 16, 
1996, nest, Stevens Pass Ski Area, y[oun]g in nest.”

Hunn noted both subspecies singing on territories in close proximity to 
each other for several summers between 2006 and 2010 above and just 
below Government Meadows at Naches Pass in King County (at 1400–1525 
m) and north of Windy Gap on the King–Kittitas County line (at ~1650 m). 
Identification was based solely on song. Hunn obtained digital audio record-
ings here of both subspecies on 12 June 2006 (Figures 4 and 5).

Since both subspecies favor open, brushy environments, territories have 
shifted somewhat as clearcuts have matured. Most recent reports are from 
an old burn and salvage-logged area at the crest just north of Windy Gap, 
~4 km north of Naches Pass, at 1640 m (Figure 6). The most recent reports 
of apparent sympatry are of singing males of both forms at Buck Meadows, 
Kittitas County, 28 June 2012, by G. Shugart, who collected specimens 
(Slater Museum of Natural History, University of Puget Sound, Tacoma, 
Washington—PSM 25897 is Z. l. pugetensis, PSM 25763 is Z. l. gam-
belii). His notes are as follows (in litt., 2013): “Elevation was 4205-4210′ 
[1282–1283 m] at Buck Meadows in nets next to South Fork Manastash 
Creek [47.0358° N, 120.9478° W]. I hadn’t expected pugetensis, but there 
were at least two birds singing at once. Probably more. … They were sing-
ing down along the creek in the flat [47.03668° N, 120.9505° W]. One 
gambelii was singing up on the hill side in rocky/scrub vegetation [47.0365° 
N, 120.9464° W], but it or another must have come down along the creek 
to the net. This was in last week of June 2012.” D. Paulson (in litt., 2013) 
examined the specimens and concluded the following: “one specimen with 
gambelii song [is] typical gambelii, the other with pugetensis song [is] 
possibly intermediate.… This could well constitute evidence that they are 
interbreeding, at least at that place, which wouldn’t be surprising if a gambelii 
of either sex found itself in a place surrounded by nothing but pugetensis.”

In addition, there are reports of singing males of both forms north of 
Windy Gap (E. Houston, 5 July 2013), White Pass (G. McWethy, 13–14 July 
2013), and near Rimrock Lake, Yakima County, 24 km east of White Pass, 
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at the unusually low elevation of ~800 m (W. Tweit, 6 July 2013; gambelii 
audio recorded). Away from Rimrock Lake, records of territorial gambelii 
are restricted to subalpine areas of the Cascades between 1300 and 2100 
m. Wahl’s (1995) report of gambelii from Newhalem, Whatcom County, 
at just 169 m elevation along the Skagit River ~40 km west of Hart’s Pass, 
is likely an error, as Hunn recorded pugetensis there 21 June 1991, and a 
local observer, Hope Anderson (in litt., 2013), reported that pugetensis is 
common in summer at Newhalem, with no indication of gambelii. Subspe-
cies pugetensis has not been documented on territory above ~1650 m, so 
the elevational zone of contact is limited.

DISCUSSION

Because of habitat alteration, the range of pugetensis now extends 
through several Cascade Mountain passes to the lower eastern slopes of 
that range. That subspecies apparently is adapting physiologically to mid-
elevations in the central Cascades of Washington (Addis et al. 2011), and, 
elsewhere, it has been recorded in southern southeast Alaska since 2000 

Figure 4. Song of Zonotrichia leucophrys pugetensis, 12 June 2006, Naches Pass 
trail head, 1400 m, King County, Washington.

Recording by Eugene Hunn

Figure 5. Song of Zonotrichia leucophrys gambelii, 12 June 2006, Naches Pass 
trail head, 1400 m, King County, Washington.

Recording by Eugene Hunn
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(Gibson et al. 2013). Given the extensive clear-cut logging of coastal forests 
in British Columbia in recent years, this coastwise expansion of the range 
might have been anticipated.

The range of Z. l. gambelii now extends south along the Cascade crest 
to central Washington. Where the expanded breeding ranges of pugetensis 
and gambelii overlap, the two forms now nest in close proximity to each 
other with limited evidence of interbreeding, and they have done so for at 
least the past 20 years. This is in effect a “natural experiment” in which 
two long-isolated populations long considered to constitute a single species 
have now come in direct contact.

It is noteworthy that there is as yet no evidence of contact between puge-
tensis and gambelii on the Cascade crest north of Stevens Pass. Hunn noted 
singing gambelii but not pugetensis near Slate Peak north of Hart’s Pass 
11 July 1986 and 7 August 1992. Observers for the Breeding Bird Atlas 
noted what were presumably gambelii there also (see Wahl 1995, Smith et. 
al. 1997). In southwestern British Columbia, Z. l. pugetensis breeds from 
sea level up the Fraser River as far as the Sumallo Valley southeast of Hope 
at ~600 m, while Z. l. gambelii breeds in subalpine meadows above 900 
m on the drier, more open eastern slopes of the northernmost Cascades 
in Manning Provincial Park (D. Cannings, in litt., 2013). Perhaps nesting 
pugetensis is largely absent north of Stevens Pass in part because of the 
rugged, timbered subalpine terrain characteristic of the northern Cascade 

Figure 6. Habitat on the Cascade crest north of Windy Gap, site of frequent recent 
observations of both singing Z. l. gambelii and Z. l. pugetensis.

Photo by Eugene Hunn
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crest, an area that is for the most part protected from logging. The two 
forms thus remain isolated by unlogged forest in the northernmost Cascades.

 The songs of Z. l. nuttalli and Z. l. pugetensis, in spite of their extensive 
dialect variation, have a distinctive structure, particularly in the opening 
phrases, which to our ears involve, for pugetensis at least, a melodic line 
beginning low, then high, followed by mid-level trills. The songs of Z. l. 
leucophrys and Z. l. gambelii, by contrast, share a melodic line beginning 
mid-level, followed by a lower trill, then high, and then descending notes 
(see Figures 4 and 5). Curiously, Z. l. oriantha sings both patterns: Rocky 
Mountain and Great Basin populations have songs reminiscent of gambelii, 
but those of Sierra Nevada populations more closely resemble the coastal 
pattern (Baptista and King 1980). On 26 July 2013, above 2600 m in 
the Ruby Mountains of northeastern Nevada, Hunn observed numerous 
examples of  oriantha singing songs reminiscent of gambelii.

Distinguishing between these two White-crowned Sparrow subspecies 
groups on sight involves subtle but consistent characters. Zonotrichia l. 
pugetensis and nuttalli differ from gambelii, oriantha, and nominate 
leucophrys in at least four features: short versus long primary projection, 
reflecting shorter migrations or sedentariness; brown versus gray flanks, 
sides, and nape; black and tan versus chestnut and gray back striping; and 
white versus yellow bend of wing (Dunn et al. 1995). A combination of 
morphology, vocalizations, habitat preference, and pattern of migration 
clearly set these two forms of the White-crowned Sparrow apart. 

How Z. l. oriantha fits within this complex remains uncertain. It breeds in the 
subalpine zone of “most mountain ranges throughout the e. part” of Oregon 
(Herlyn and Contreras 2009:253). It might come in contact with pugetensis 
in the Cascades of northern Oregon, as the latter has expanded its range into 
the mountains around Mt. Hood. Oregon observers report no evidence that 
oriantha breeds in the Cascades north of Willamette Pass, 190 km south of 
Mt. Hood, however (D. Irons in litt., 2013, contra Dunn and Alderfer 2011).

White-crowned Sparrow subspecies are suspected of having evolved in 
isolated refugia during the Pleistocene glacial advances (see Rand 1948). 
It seems reasonable to assume that the Pacific coastal forms were more 
completely isolated from the boreal/montane forms by a combination of 
continental and montane ice sheets than were the subspecies within each 
of the two groups.

A systematic study of the contact zone is needed to document the inter-
actions of these two taxa along the crest of the Cascade Mountains more 
thoroughly. A wider sample of songs is desirable, as is photographic docu-
mentation of nesting pairs and, ideally, genetic comparisons of them. Our 
visual identification of subspecies was less than comprehensive, as we were 
not fully aware of the range of visible morphological contrasts during the 
period of our observations, relying primarily on gray versus brown coloration 
of flanks, sides, nape, and back. Also there are conspicuous gaps in coverage 
of potential contact sites, such as at Cascade Pass (1650 m), Rainy Pass 
(1500 m), and Washington Pass (1700 m) south of Hart’s Pass and north 
of Stevens Pass, locations that would appear to be suitable for nesting by 
both pugetensis and gambelii. We hope that our initial summary will inspire 
such additional research.
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RECENT TRENDS IN YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 
OCCURRENCES IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA, 
WITH OBSERVATIONS OF A FORAGING  
CUCKOO IN SAN DIEGO COUNTY
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Diego, California 92112-1390; kclark@sdnhm.org

BETH PROCSAL and MARK DODERO, RECON Environmental, Inc., 1927 Fifth 
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ABSTRACT: We observed a Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) remaining 
in southern San Diego County from 20 to 28 July 2012. The bird made extensive use of 
upland habitats as well as the adjacent riparian area. Away from the two known breeding 
populations, the 82 Yellow-billed Cuckoo observations in southern California since 2000 
peak from 15 June to 3 July. Observations made later in summer likely consisted of 
migrants perhaps in poor condition, lingering individuals prospecting for breeding habitat, 
or possibly scattered breeding pairs. Eight locations have had multiple ocurrences since 
2000, and these sites may support breeding birds. Though a relatively large number of 
cuckoos was detected in the region in 2011, no trend is apparent in numbers of detec-
tions since 2000. Annual variation in cuckoo numbers regressed on El Niño–Southern 
Oscillation climate data produced a strongly predictive model (r2 = 0.54, P = 0.004). 
Given the Yellow-billed Cuckoo’s urgent conservation needs in the western United States 
in general, and in California in particular, focused attention is needed, including systematic 
surveys to determine if there are additional breeding pairs in the region.

The Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus occidentalis) is 
listed as endangered by the California Department of Fish and Wildlife, and 
it has been proposed as a threatened species by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (2013). The history of the cuckoo in southern California is one of 
a dramatic decline from a common breeder in riparian habitats in the late 
1800s and early 1900s (Grinnell 1898, 1915, Jay 1911, Willett 1912, 
Hanna 1937, Grinnell and Miller 1944), to catastrophic crash and virtual 
elimination as a breeder from the 1930s to 1950s, to rare and irregular 
migrant and vagrant ever since. Jay (1911) found over 40 nests in coastal 
Los Angeles County in the early 1900s, as well as several pairs in about 40 
acres of willows in Wilmington, but mentioned that “much of this has been 
cut away of late years.” Hanna (1937) wrote of 24 nests found in the vicin-
ity of Colton along the Santa Ana River in San Bernardino and Riverside 
counties, but declared that he had not seen any there since before 1932. 
Hamilton and Hamilton (1965) searched the Santa Ana River again from 
1 to 11 June 1963 and could not find a cuckoo, although these dates are 
before the bulk of cuckoos arrive in southern California. 

We report on an apparently territorial individual detected over an 8-day 
period in riparian habitat in southern California, and summarize and map 
the sightings of cuckoos in southern California since 2000. 

METHODS

In order to compile a table and map of sightings of Yellow-billed Cuckoos 
in the region, we searched several compendiums of information, including 
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online sources such as www.eBird.org and regional list-serves. The majority 
of these list-serves were established in 1999 or 2000 (Table 1), so we used 
the summer of 2000 as a starting year to compare sightings across years. 
We also reviewed regional reports in North American Birds beginning in 
2000 (vols. 54–66) and searched collected specimens by using the ORNIS 
search engine (www.ornisnet.org) and the San Diego Natural History Mu-
seum (SDNHM) collection. Reports by multiple observers of what was very 
likely the same bird at a given location and year were combined into one 
record to prevent double counting. Sightings that were reported as unsure or 
questionable were discarded. The region searched was southern California 
as defined in North American Birds. 

We obtained data on El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO) from the 
multivariate ENSO index (MEI) produced by the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (Wolter 2013). We averaged monthly values 
from May to April to produce a 12-month average (Anders and Post 2006), 
then analyzed the results by linear regression in SYSTAT 12 (SYSTAT 
Software, Inc.).

RESULTS

2012 San Diego County Yellow-billed Cuckoo Observation

On 20 July 2012, Clark saw and heard a Yellow-billed Cuckoo in ripar-
ian woodland along the Otay River below Otay Lakes Dam. The bird was 
observed for approximately 45 minutes as it foraged in willows (Salix spp.) 
in the riverbed and laurel sumac (Malosma laurina) on adjacent slopes. It 
gave the “kowlp” call, which is associated with a mated pair (Hughes 1999), 
but a second bird was not detected. This single cuckoo was seen again on 
22 July by Clark and Procsal, who observed it for approximately one hour, 
during which time it spent at least 30 minutes in a eucalyptus grove on a 
nearby ridge. It called repeatedly (the “kowlp” call) as it foraged throughout 
the area. On 28 July, after broadcasting the Yellow-billed Cuckoo’s song, 
the three of us again found the bird but observed it for less than 5 minutes. 

Table 1 Sources of Recent Observations of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo in 
Southern California

Database or publication searched Date range included

Internet list-serves
SDBirds (now San Diego Region Birding) 2000–2012
LA Co birds 2000–2012
Inland County Birds 2000–2012
Orange County Birds 2000–2012
Santa Barbara County Birds 2000–2012
Kern County Birds June 2001–2012
San Luis Obispo County Birds 2000–2012

www.eBird.org 2000–2012
North American Birds 2000–2012; vols. 54–66
www.ornisnet.org 2000–2012
California Natural Diversity Database All to 2012
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After 15 minutes it gave a short, repetitive “kek” call, like the first part 
of a “kowlp” series. It was viewed briefly in a tall willow before it flew far 
downriver. On two subsequent visits, 31 July and 4 August, the bird was 
not detected again, despite our broadcasting the song.

The Yellow-billed Cuckoo is thought to have been extirpated from San 
Diego County as a breeding species for many decades (Unitt 1984, 2004). 
There have been several recent sightings of possibly territorial birds along 
San Felipe Creek near Scissors Crossing in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park 
in the eastern portion of the county, as well as along the San Luis Rey River 
at Bonsall in northern San Diego County (see further discussion below). 
The appearance of our apparently territorial bird was therefore significant, 
especially on the coastal slope, though it is unclear whether it was paired 
or ever attempted to breed. 

It was interesting to watch this cuckoo forage for long periods in nonripar-
ian habitats. Hatch (1896) reported two cuckoos in laurel sumacs in Escon-
dido, San Diego County. Whether this large broad-leaved shrub provides 
some attraction other than being a convenient perch in otherwise low scrub 
habitat is unknown. McNeill et al. (2012) reported that along the Colorado 
River peak nesting and peak cicada (Magicicada sp.) abundance coincide. 
Cicadas are frequently found in laurel sumacs in summer (Clark pers. obs.), 
and this may explain the attraction of this shrub. Approximately 11 km to 
the northwest of this Otay River site, a female (SDNHM 31381) collected 
at Bonita along the Sweetwater River on 3 July 1915 by A. Casaben and 
prepared by Laurence Huey is labeled as having the stomach contents as a 

Figure 1. Yellow-billed Cuckoo along the Otay River, San Diego County, 20–28 July 
2012 (here 28 July).

Photo by Mark Dodero
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“goldfinch, egg shells, and a large bug,” presumably a cicada. Hamilton and 
Hamilton (1965: 426) mentioned small caterpillars taken from graythorn 
(Condalia) shrubs in upland habitats as a principal food item fed to nestlings. 
Cuckoos flew several hundred yards from the river bottom to forage in these 
shrubs. The Otay River cuckoo’s extended use of a eucalyptus grove for 
calling and foraging was also a surprise. Beason (2012) reported cuckoos 
foraging away from riparian habitats in broad-leaved trees in residential 
areas. Corman and Wise-Gervais (2005) also mentioned the species found 
nesting in exotic shade trees in Arizona. 

Trends in Yellow-billed Cuckoo Observations in Southern California

A search of available public databases and published resources revealed 
82 cuckoo sightings since June 2000 outside of the known breeding areas 
along the South Fork of the Kern River and along the lower Colorado River 
(Figure 2). Graphing the sightings by date reveals a peak in sightings be-
tween about 15 June and 3 July (Figure 3). Some of the sightings  after this 
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Figure 2. Yellow-billed Cuckoo observations in southern California, outside of known 
breeding areas, since 2000. Black stars represent sites or watercourses with multiple 
observations reported; white stars, single observations.
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period may be of individuals in poor condition, as two of the four museum 
specimens collected were of emaciated individuals found in coastal subur-
ban areas on 16 and 20 July (SDMNH 53583 and Los Angeles County 
Museum of Natural History 112121, respectively). However, many of these 
sightings are from localities with suitable breeding habitat. Suitable breeding 
habitat in the western U.S. typically includes riparian habitats with mature 
cottonwood (Populus spp.) and willow trees (Hamilton and Hamilton 1963, 
Hanna 1937). 

Graphing the sightings by year reveals no sustained trend over the 13-year 
period (Figure 4). Higher numbers in 2000, 2001, 2006, and 2011 were 
counteracted by lower numbers during the intervening periods. Whether 
this variation reflects actual population fluctuations in California’s breeding 
populations is unclear. 

Anders and Post (2006) found a relationship between ENSO ocean pat-
terns, the North Atlantic Oscillation, local temperature measurements, and 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo densities in the eastern U.S. Their results indicate that 
both the North Atlantic Oscillation and ENSO have affected the cuckoo’s 
population densities across much of its breeding range, most strongly in 
regions in which these climate systems have the strongest effects on local 
temperatures. Their analyses also implied that the strength of the effect of 
local temperatures on cuckoo populations predicted long-term population 
decline, with populations more negatively affected by warm temperatures 
experiencing steeper declines. 

We performed a linear regression of the multivariate ENSO index (MEI) 
against the number of southern California cuckoo sightings by year and 
found an inverse relationship between cuckoo numbers and MEI. Years with 
sea-surface temperatures cooler than average (i.e., La Niña conditions, such 
as years 2000 and 2011 in Figure 5) correspond with a higher number of 

Figure 3. Number of Yellow-billed Cuckoo observations by date in southern California, 
outside of known breeding areas, since 2000. Sightings by date show a peak in late 
June and early July.

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

si
g

h
ti
n

g
s

Date

TRENDS IN THE YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA



146

cuckoo sightings, whereas El Niño years with warmer temperatures corre-
spond with fewer sightings (e.g., 2003–2005, 2010). The resulting linear 
regression model was strongly predictive (r2 = 0.541, P = 0.004; Figure 6). 
Fifty-four percent of the variation in cuckoo numbers is explained by MEI 
index data alone.

The mechanisms behind this relationship are not clear. Anders and Post 
(2006) found that fluctuations in caterpillar numbers at sites where the 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo breeds in the eastern U.S. covaried with local rainfall 
and temperature and were correlated with cuckoo productivity. They also 
speculated that the cuckoo’s winter survivorship may be affected by ENSO 
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Figure 4. Yellow-billed Cuckoo sightings in southern California by year, 2000–2012. 
The number was greatest in 2011, but no clear trend is apparent. 
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Figure 5. Variation in the multivariate ENSO index since 1950. Index values since 
2000 tend to have an inverse relationship with Yellow-billed Cuckoo sightings in 
southern California. Years with sea-surface temperatures cooler than average (e.g., 
2000, 2011) correspond with a higher number of cuckoo sightings, whereas years 
with warmer temperatures tend to correspond with a reduced number of sightings 
(e.g., 2003–2005, 2010).
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patterns and could contribute to resulting population fluctuations detected 
on the breeding grounds. El Niño tends to induce drought in central South 
America, potentially limiting food supplies in the region that Yellow-billed 
Cuckoos may inhabit for more than five months of the year (Holmgren et al. 
2001, Sechrist et al. 2012). A third possibility is that climate-driven varia-
tions in food availability during migration influence the number of cuckoos 
reaching southern California.

Locations with repeated sightings over multiple years away from known 
breeding areas are listed in Table 2. Several of these locations have also sup-
ported birds remaining for extended periods in the breeding season. These 
locations should be surveyed by current established protocols to ascertain 
whether the birds are breeding.

The exceptional number of cuckoo sightings along the New River in Impe-
rial County is surprising. Since 2000, cuckoos have been noted at least seven 
times along the river between El Centro and the Salton Sea—and this despite 
very few observers in the area during June, July, and August, coupled with 
very limited access due in part to private property. The habitat along the river 
is mostly dense salt cedar; mesquite, willows, and cottonwoods are scattered. 
The cuckoo’s status in this area is unclear, needing focused surveys, though 
one location in Brawley hosted a bird on both 15 July and 13 August 2011 
(N. Am. Birds 65:688), implying residency. The cuckoo’s rapid occupancy 
and nesting within planted riparian habitat along the Colorado River (2 or 3 

Figure 6. Linear regression of numbers of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo detected in 
southern California annually and average annual values of multivariate ENSO 
index. An inverse relationship is apparent, with cooler sea-surface temperatures 
corresponding with larger numbers of cuckoos seen in the region. Fifty-four percent 
of the variation in cuckoo numbers is explained by this index alone (P = 0.004).
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years after planting; Bommarito 2012) shows that riparian restoration can 
pay very quick dividends in the desert Southwest.

In Inyo County, a series of sightings has been reported along the up-
per Owens River in the vicinity of Bishop and Big Pine. This includes a 
pair observed in Big Pine 17–28 June 2007 and two birds reported from 
Tinemaha Resevoir on 17 July 2003 (N. Am. Birds 61:642, and 57:545, 
respectively). Baker Creek, 3 km west of Big Pine, had reports of two birds 
breeding in 2007 and 2008 (California Natural Diversity Database). The 
upper Owens River from Bishop in the north to Tinemaha Reservoir south 
of Big Pine encompasses a distance of about 40 km and appears to warrant 
further surveys. Gaines and Laymon (1984) reported breeding cuckoos at 

Table 2 Sites of Multiple Occurrences of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo in 
Southern California since 2000

Site Selected Reports

Upper Owens River from Bishop 
to Tinemaha Reservoir, Inyo 
County

Pair detected near Big Pine 17–28 June 2007. 
Multiple sightings in Baker Creek southwest 
of Big Pine in 2007–2009. Two birds 17 July 
2003 at Tinemaha Reservoir. Sightings in 
both tributaries and along main Owens River. 
Additional bird 27 July 2012 at Hogback Creek 
north of Lone Pine.

Amargosa Canyon and China 
Ranch, Inyo County

Two records: 4 July 2008 and 24 June 2012. 
Single bird reported 20 June 2000 from nearby 
China Ranch. Good habitat.

Galileo Hill Park/Silver Saddle 
Country Club, Kern County

Two or three individuals reported 17 June 2000, 
with one remaining through 30 July. Other 
reports 23 June 2001 and 12 June 2002. 
Most recent record is 24 June 2012. Site is 
cottonwood-lined park and golf course.

Central Park Lake, California City, 
Kern County

Two records: 17 June 2000 and 18 July 2012. 
Site is cottonwood-lined park and golf course.

Big Morongo Canyon Preserve, 
San Bernardino County

Four records: 13 June 2000, 14 June 2003, 14 
June 2004, and 3 July 2011. Latest report was 
of a calling bird. Good habitat. 

Prado Basin, Riverside/San 
Bernardino County

Two birds reported in June 2000. A second-
hand report of bird seen 23 June 2011. Good 
habitat.

San Luis Rey River, Bonsall, San 
Diego County

One bird seen and heard 7 July 2011. Two birds 
seen and heard 14 July 2011, with photos. One 
bird seen and heard 11 July 2012, with photos. 
Good habitat.

San Felipe Creek, San Diego 
County

At least eleven separate sightings since 2000. 
2–3 birds heard calling 4 July 2006. One bird 
detected 6–12 July 2001. One bird reported 24 
June–13 July 2009. Good habitat.

New River, Imperial County Seven separate sightings since 2000. Bird seen at 
river in Brawley on 8 July 2007, and on 15 July 
and 13 August 2011.Two other sightings in El 
Centro and two at south end of Salton Sea. 
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scattered locations throughout this region during the late 1970s. By 1986, 
only one pair was found at Tecopa (Laymon and Halterman 1987), and by 
1999, no cuckoos were found in the Owens Valley, at Tecopa, or along the 
Amargosa River (Halterman et al. 2001).

The site in southern California with the most sightings away from the 
two known areas of breeding is San Felipe Creek near Scissors Crossing in 
eastern San Diego County. Sightings here have spanned the years 2001 
to 2011, and include a pair detected on 3 and 4 July 2007 and two or 
three birds calling on 4 July 2006. Intensive survey and spot-mapping of 
riparian birds in 2002 and 2003 revealed only one bird 11–12 July 2002 
(P. D. Jorgensen), so the cuckoo’s status and possible breeding at this site 
are still unclear.

A few single records were notable because of the late date on which the 
bird was reported, generally after the cuckoo’s main arrival in the region, 
which may imply a bird lingering in breeding habitat. On 12 August 2006 
one was reported from San Timoteo Creek, Redlands, San Bernardino 
County. On 14 July 2009, one was heard calling on the River Ridge Golf 
Course, Santa Clara River, Oxnard, Ventura County. On 25 July 2011, one 
was seen along the San Dieguito River above Lake Hodges in San Diego 
County. On 3 August 2006, one was heard along the San Luis Rey River 
near the Oceanside Airport in San Diego County. 

Collectively, all of these sightings imply a complex status in southern Cali-
fornia, with several sites potentially supporting breeding cuckoos. Despite 
their rather large size and loud calls, Yellow-billed Cuckoos are notoriously dif-
ficult to detect, frequently remaining silent and inhabiting dense vegetation. In 
western Colorado, recent focused surveys using broadcast calls resulted in an 
increase in the number of sites known to be occupied by cuckoos, including 
sites at elevations far higher than previously known (Beason 2012). Given 
the Yellow-billed Cuckoo’s urgent conservation needs in the western United 
States in general, and in California in particular, focused attention is needed 
on sites away from the areas of previously known breeding. This includes 
systematic surveys at the above-mentioned sites in southern California to 
determine if there are breeding pairs at these locations. 
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NOTES

NESTING OF THE PEREGRINE FALCON  
IN THE DESERT SOUTHWEST
BRENDA J. ZAUN, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, SW Arizona National Wildlife 
Refuge Complex, 9300 E. 28th Street, Yuma, Arizona 85365; Brenda_Zaun@fws.gov

JOSEPH R. BARNETT, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Imperial National Wildlife 
Refuge, 12812 N. Wildlife Way, P.O. Box 72217, Yuma, Arizona 85365 (current 
address: U.S. Forest Service, Black Kettle National Grasslands, 18555 Hwy. 47A, 
Cheyenne, Oklahoma 73628)

CHRISTA D. WEISE, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Kofa National Wildlife Refuge, 
9300 E. 28th Street, Yuma, Arizona 85365

LINDEN A. PIEST, Arizona Game and Fish Department, 9140 E. 28th Street, Yuma, 
Arizona 85365

The Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) is found almost worldwide, but few have 
been documented nesting in southwestern Arizona or southeastern California. Here 
we report on Peregrine Falcon nests discovered at two locations, both suspected in 
2012 and confirmed in 2013. One is the first documented Peregrine Falcon nest 
on the lower Colorado River south of Parker, Arizona, and a first record for Imperial 
County, California (Guy McCaskie, California Bird Records Committee, pers. comm.), 
and the other is the first recorded for Yuma County, Arizona, at Kofa National Wildlife 
Refuge (NWR). The eyrie along the Colorado River was more easily accessible than 
the Kofa eyrie, so we observed it at a much closer range, enabling recording of more 
detailed information, and we were able to visit it more frequently, two to six times 
per month from March through September. 

The eyrie along the lower Colorado River was located within a recessed ledge fac-
ing north, near Picacho State Recreation Area, bordering Imperial NWR and ~35 
km north of Yuma, Arizona. It was within the top third of a near-vertical cliff, 39 m 
above water level, at an elevation of ~101 m. 

We observed the pair of falcons beginning courtship in mid-March 2013 and 
confirmed successful nesting on 9 June, when three nestlings were first observed at 
the eyrie ledge. On the basis of plumage development as described by White et al. 
(2002) and the behavior of the adults throughout our observations, we estimate egg 
laying from 6 to 10 April and hatching on 12 or 13 May. Fledging occurred ~18 
June 2013, when the young were 5 weeks old.

We continued weekly observations for approximately 6 weeks after fledging. The 
fledglings remained near the nest cliff, and we observed them on every visit until they 
reached independence at ~80 days of age. We saw only one young and one adult on 
our visits on 1 and 4 August. Deliveries of prey to the young were observed through 1 
August. We observed only the two adults on subsequent visits on 2 and 9 September, 
6 October, and 14 December. 

Although this is the most southerly Peregrine Falcon nest recorded on the Colorado 
River, published references to suspected nesting in the area date back several decades. 
Rosenberg et al. (1991) reported that Peregrine Falcons nested near Parker Dam at 
least until 1954 and “probably” also at Imperial NWR in 1942. Monson (1944) saw 
Peregrines in small numbers along the lower Colorado River from Yuma north ~72 
km in almost every month of the year, though he stated that evidence for breeding 
was lacking. Phillips et al. (1964) mentioned the Peregrine Falcon along the lower 
Colorado as a wintering species only. Comrack and Logsdon (2008) reported the 
species as rare in arid southeastern California with no nesting records south of Parker, 
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Arizona. No Peregrine Falcon nest or breeding behavior was detected in southwestern 
Arizona along the lower Colorado or in Kofa NWR during the 8-year survey period 
for the Arizona Breeding Bird Atlas, 1993–2000 (Burger 2005). 

The Kofa eyrie was on a north-facing nearly vertical cliff face in the Castle Dome 
Mountains, ~60 km northeast of Yuma, at an elevation of ~662 m. We visited the 
site three times from 9 May to 26 June 2013 and observed from a nearby ridge. On 
9 May we observed two adult Peregrine Falcons. One landed in a hole in the cliff 
and assumed what appeared to be an incubating position. On 7 June we observed 
one nestling in the eyrie when an adult landed at the nest ledge with prey. From its 
plumage development, we estimated the nestling was approximately 15 days old. We 
returned on 26 June and observed the nestling in the eyrie and two adults nearby.

Burger (2005) reported that few Peregrine Falcons nest in mountain ranges of 
the Sonoran and Mojave deserts away from large bodies of water. The Kofa eyrie 
in the Castle Dome Mountains, however, was 44 km from the nearest such feature, 
Martinez Lake on the lower Colorado River. The Castle Dome Mountains receive 
~13.8 mm of annual rainfall, based on the past 16 years’ precipitation measured at 
three weather stations in surrounding valleys (Gabriel Langbauer, U.S. Army Yuma 
Proving Ground, pers. comm.). Sonoran Desert vegetation is typical for this arid 
region. Bond (1946) and Enderson and Craig (1979) considered availability of a site 
for bathing and proximity to a perennial water source a requisite for Peregrine nesting. 
There are ~20 water catchments developed for wildlife and some ephemeral natural 
tinajas and springs within an estimated foraging distance of 11 km from the Kofa 
eyrie (Enderson and Kirven 1983, White et al. 2002). Arnold (1942) documented 
a pair of falcons hunting White-throated Swifts (Aeronautes saxatalis) near a water 
catchment in the Castle Dome Mountains, and trail cameras placed by staff at Kofa 
NWR photographed Peregrine Falcons at modified water sources. We think these sites 
are beneficial to falcons for drinking and foraging and perhaps enable them to breed 

Figure 1. Two Peregrine Falcon fledglings on cliff below eyrie, Imperial County, 
California, 16 July 2013. 

Photo by Brenda J. Zaun

NOTES
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in areas that would otherwise be too arid. The successful nestings reported here in 
areas not previously documented suggest continued recovery of this once-endangered 
species, particularly in the arid Southwest. 

We thank Jennifer Burtka, Nate Caswell, Holly Cyprian, Mike Hawkes, Bob Henry, 
Susanna Henry, Elaine Johnson, Mark Kaib, and Michelle Miner for their observational 
assistance. Early drafts of the manuscript benefited from constructive comments from 
Kirke A. King, Jennifer Burtka, and Elaine Johnson. We are grateful to Clayton M. 
White and Daniel D. Gibson whose kind comments and suggestions improved the 
manuscript. We are greatly appreciative to Katrina Krebs for searching through Kofa 
NWR’s photo database and finding photos of Peregrine Falcons at water sources. The 
findings and conclusions in this article are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
represent the views of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
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BOOK REVIEWS
The Sibley Guide to Birds (2nd ed.), by David Allen Sibley. 2014. Alfred A. Knopf. 
624 pages, nearly 7000 paintings, more than 700 maps. Flexibound, $40.00. ISBN 
978-0-307-95790-0.

When David Sibley first released his concept of a bird guide into the wild at the turn 
of the century, Jon Dunn and colleagues had already demonstrated how a formidable 
team of experts working under the auspices of a first-rate organization, the National 
Geographic Society, could outshine even the legendary suite of talents of a Roger 
Tory Peterson. Featuring the work of numerous talented artists and including all of the 
rarities that drive so many birders to go birding in the first place, the National Geo-
graphic guide seemed invincible. The upstart Sibley Guide to Birds represented one 
inspired person’s singular vision of what a field guide should look like and the topics 
it should cover, and, shockingly, it just said “no” to all those fancy strays from abroad. 
The layout, with its family/group accounts, flight silhouettes, in-flight depictions of 
each species, and extensive depictions of seasonal and geographic variation, as well 
as hybrids, was unlike any other North American guide. The artwork was distinctive 
and instantly recognizable, incorporating Sibley’s refined eye for structure and detail 
only where it needed to be. As everyone now knows, there was more than enough 
room for both approaches. In the 14 years that have passed, Sibley has kept himself 
busy putting out two regional bird guides, books on birding basics and bird behavior, a 
birding app (now being updated to the new standard), and even a well-received guide 
to the trees of North America, all while maintaining a useful and eclectic web site 
(www.sibleyguides.com). Oh, and completing a painstaking makeover and expansion 
of his magnum opus.

The second edition’s cover, emblazoned with a lip-smacking Magnolia Warbler in 
place of the familiar Red-tailed Hawk, announces that this is more than an incremental 
update, including “600 new paintings and 111 rare species added, new information 
on habitat and behavior, and more tips on finding species in the field.” This new 
cover-bird, a classic “eastern” species, actually harkens back to the Point Reyes Bird 
Observatory, where noted ornithologist Fred Sibley mist-netted a male Magnolia 
Warbler and revealed it to his precocious son, seven-year-old David, before releasing 
the brilliant gem back into the woods. Intimate touches like this help maintain the 
“personal quest” aspect of Sibley’s work even as his name continues to evolve into a 
powerful and diversified corporate brand.

In a nod to the team concept, Sibley collaborated on the look of the second edition 
with Charles Nix of the nature-oriented design firm of Scott & Nix. The columnar 
organization remains, but it has been opened up and softened by removing the bar 
of text across the tops of the accounts, increasing the size of the images, removing 
the boxes from around the range maps, eliminating most of the pointers, reducing 
the fonts, breaking up solid blocks of text and allowing the birds to form looser flocks. 
At last, the pages breathe. The birds, 15–20% larger and printed on brighter white 
paper, pop. In virtually every respect, the new guide’s design aesthetic surpasses the 
original. The range maps, Achilles’ heel of the first edition, have been upgraded to 
Paul Lehman’s industry-standard depictions. No longer must the distribution of every 
species be shown in relation to the entire continent. In all respects––clarity, level of 
detail, and degree of accuracy––these maps are truly impressive. I take issue only with 
the portrayal of the Canada Goose as a winter visitor in coastal southern California; 
eBird data demonstrate residency south to at least Orange County.

Sibley’s dedication to teaching comes through more clearly than ever in this edition. 
By my count, the number of educational sidebars has increased from 56 to 69, and 
they now cover such topics as “Snowy Egret vs. Little Blue Heron” and “Taxonomic 
Outliers,” the latter reviewing how modern DNA studies have resolved some vexing 
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questions of classification. The revised and expanded discussions of populations, 
habitat preferences, species associations, and other topics add depth to the treatment 
of many species, providing additional identification clues without crossing the line 
into something closer to a natural history text. Supplemental paintings now show the 
alcids as we most often see them, skittering directly away from the boat. To meet his 
stated goal of including every species likely to be seen free-flying in the coverage area, 
Sibley has carefully depicted dozens of exotic species that confuse so many birders. 
And, of course, this edition follows the latest taxonomic order (I am hoping that time 
spent with this book will help me resolve the disorienting effects of recent decisions 
made by our ornithological overlords). The closer you look, the more new and helpful 
details you will find. If you don’t learn something new perusing this book for even just 
a few minutes you’re probably not paying close enough attention.

As touched upon previously, Sibley’s first edition diverged from orthodoxy in ex-
cluding dozens of species encountered rarely in its coverage area. Reasonable as this 
was, it made National Geographic the default guide of choice for boundary-pushers 
and day-dreamers. The second edition brings Sibley’s bird-universe much closer to 
that of its main rival. Another 80 pages do add a bit of bulk to the new book, but the 
difference is incremental and will not be problematic for anyone already comfortable 
enough with the large format of the first edition. And, honestly, I can’t remember the 
last time I saw a birder leafing through a field guide every time he or she encountered 
an unfamiliar bird. These books tend to stay in the car or at home, where size and 
weight are much less important than depth of treatment. From the Great-winged 
Petrel to Eurasian Kestrel to Piratic Flycatcher to Stonechat to Black-vented Oriole, 
the new Sibley gives western birders a treasure-trove of far-fetched potentialities to 
mull over and set our hearts upon during those long car trips and boat rides, and a 
solid place to start the identification process when lightning eventually strikes. The 
decisions about which vagrants to add were made by Sibley, who favored taxa found 
widely across North America over those with records limited to, say, the Aleutian 
Islands (sorry, Steller’s Sea-Eagle!). He also leaned toward adding species that might 
easily be mistaken for something common, as with the Gray Heron and Mangrove 
Swallow. I would have liked to have seen the Nazca Booby at least mentioned in 
the Masked Booby account, although with zero accepted records it’s not exactly an 
oversight. In some borderline cases, the choices reflect Sibley’s intuition about the 
species likely to be encountered in the future as they do the number of records in the 
past. For example, the European Turtle-Dove, with two accepted records, made the 
cut, whereas the Ruddy Quail-Dove, which has been recorded about six times, did not. 

A complaint frequently expressed in users’ reviews at amazon.com, and elsewhere 
online, is that the new fonts are too small and fine to be legible, especially for older 
readers. My 49-year-old eyes had absolutely no trouble handling the brief snippets of 
text interspersed throughout the species accounts. To the contrary, I truly appreciate 
how the unobtrusive, sans-serif font complements the artwork and opens up the lay-
out. Only with regard to the introductory essays do I side with the sniping squinters. 
I could not get through them in one or even two sittings, not because of poor writing 
but because the absurdly tiny font caused my eyes to glaze over. Some of the longer 
sidebars caused minor ocular distress, although not enough to make me put the book 
down. With font-fixes said to be in the works for future printings, I hope the designers 
can refrain from throwing out the baby with the bathwater.

The book does contain some typos and other minor errors unrelated to the printing 
process itself: three misspellings inside the front cover (“gves,” “nuber,” and “compari-
tively”); comma used in place of period in the key to the range map for winter; hybrid 
geese mislabeled at the bottom of page 4; “Tri-colored” on page 113; the Purple 
Gallinule placed in the wrong genus on page 144; the Black-tailed and Heermann’s 
Gulls mislabeled on page 197; the Calliope Hummingbird retained in the defunct 
genus Stellula (only in the species account); male and female Green-breasted Mangos 

BOOK REVIEWS



156

mislabeled; Thick-billed Kingbird measurements incorrect; the Eastern Phoebe listed 
under a genus “Phoebe” instead of Sayornis on page 341; breeding female and non-
breeding male Magnolia Warblers mislabeled on pages 485, xxiv, and on the inside of 
the front cover; and the breeding male Scarlet Tanager mislabeled as nonbreeding. In 
the index, the two Agelaius blackbirds should be grouped together under the genus 
name; an extraneous listing of Catharus is inserted into the list of species in that 
genus; the three Melozone towhees are broken into two listings; likewise the three 
Molothrus cowbirds; and the listing of the Orange-billed Nightingale-Thrush violates 
format. The depiction of the “Coastal California” Cactus Wren also counts as an 
error. As in the first edition, this wren is shown as lacking a conglomeration of spots 
on the chest and also lacking buff below. These marks set Cactus Wren populations 
of the central and southern Baja California Peninsula apart from all others, including 
the subspecies sandiegensis.

Rest assured, the one questionable Cactus Wren rendering is an outlier. To my eye, 
there is no group of birds that Sibley has not mastered in terms of postures, patterns, 
and overall gestalt. Nearly all of the artwork has been improved by the opening up of 
the layout, the substantially increased image sizes, and, yes, the darkening of most of 
the images. No part of the guide has improved more than the seabird section, which 
has swelled by more than a dozen species, all expertly rendered. The gulls, terns, 
and jaegers that seemed puny, pinched, and hemmed in by the original layout now 
flow harmoniously across the pages. And, of course, Sibley shows the widest range 
of geographic, seasonal, and age/sex related variation, as well as many hybrids and 
aberrant plumages. I could go on and on about the new edition’s many strengths, 
innovations, and major improvements, but this review must address the shaky repro-
duction of color on some of the plates. 

My initial impression, like that of many others, was that large swaths of the book 
are just too darned dark. Responding on 31 January 2014 to an early review by 
Brooke MacDonald at naturetravelnetwork.com, Sibley stated, “There is a fairly dra-
matic contrast between the colors of the first and second editions. I would describe 
the new printing as rich, deep colors and excellent detail, on bright white paper, and 
the first edition actually looks washed-out in comparison. It’s possible that some will 
find the new colors too dark, or it may just take some getting-used-to after using the 
first edition for years.”

After reading this explanation I resolved to banish prejudice from my mind and to 
spend more time with the book before forming an opinion. My one critical piece of 
advice to readers is to study these plates in good light. Not necessarily bright light, but 
good light. Suddenly, muted colors of the Empidonax flycatchers begin to assert them-
selves. The suggestion of feathering emerges on the upperparts of the waterthrushes. 
The adult dipper morphs from an inkblot into a charming little dark gray bird with a 
brown head! In keeping with the Sibley philosophy, the new plates mimic the way 
we see birds in the field: Great looks in good light yield subtle details, but under less 
ideal conditions the process of identification requires developing a solid understanding 
of shapes and patterns, as well as sounds, habitat preferences, and distribution. In all 
these respects, the new incarnation of the Sibley Guide is without peer.

That said, the initial printing is not without color problems. Here are the plates that 
bother me enough to mention: Reds/oranges too dark on some images of the Laugh-
ing, Heermann’s, and Black-tailed Gulls, Common and Royal Terns, Cliff Swallow, 
Spotted Towhee, Chipping Sparrow, Scarlet Tanager, Crimson-collared Grosbeak, 
Rose-breasted Grosbeak, European Goldfinch, and Orange Bishop; images of the 
Red-tailed Hawk and California Towhee too dark across the board; older Thayer’s 
Gulls shown as consistently paler than same-aged Iceland Gulls; leg colors washed 
out on adult Thayer’s, Slaty-backed, and Great Black-backed Gulls; base of mandible 
too dark on the Dusky Flycatcher; throat and chest too dark and crown not brown 
enough on the Ash-throated Flycatcher (also on page 341); pink tones lacking on 
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the Scissor-tailed Flycatcher; colors too dull on some Arctic, Yellow-browed, Olive, 
Prothonotary, Blackburnian, and Wilson’s Warblers and the Yellow-breasted Chat, 
too bright on the Pacific subspecies of the Orange-crowned Warbler; and dark streaks 
missing from the Golden-cheeked Warbler’s undertail coverts. I detected these issues 
not only in my copy but also in four others.

Finally, in two instances the relative scale among species is distorted enough to 
warrant a second look by the design team. Most critically, the perched Sharp-shinned 
Hawks are about half the size of the adjacent Cooper’s Hawks. Perhaps the layout 
should be changed to convey an accurate impression of the relative sizes of these 
oft-confused accipiters. Also, the Java Sparrow appears at a comically small scale, 
as if disappearing into a white void; measurements suggest it should be the largest of 
the four exotic species on page 581. 

Even with the handful of cosmetic miscues, and even fewer substantive ones, taken 
into account, this thoughtful and ambitious upgrade elevates The Sibley Guide to the 
unparalleled gold standard, with platinum clearly an achievable goal. Fixable shortfalls 
identified in this and other reviews should be useful to the author and his design team 
as they regroup for the next printing. Before purchasing a book from the first printing, 
I recommend that birders examine a copy and see whether they regard the tiny fonts 
and funky colors as deal-breakers.

Robert A. Hamilton

Birds of the Grand Canyon Region: An Annotated Checklist (3rd ed.), by Brian 
P. Gatlin. 2013. Grand Canyon Association, Grand Canyon, AZ. 104 pages, eight full-
page black-and-white photographs. Paperback, $19.95. ISBN 978-1-934656-40-2.

World-famous for its spectacular scenery and rich geologic history, the Grand 
Canyon is not generally regarded as a birding destination. Nonetheless, the Grand 
Canyon region has produced some remarkable bird records, most notably of a White 
Wagtail, as well as the only Arizona records of the Common Redpoll and White-
winged Crossbill. With the reintroduction of the California Condor in 1996 and 
the more recent advent of sharing sightings through www.eBird.org, birding in the 
Grand Canyon is becoming more popular among birders beyond the few dedicated 
observers who regularly report from the region. The most dedicated among these is 
Brian Gatlin, who arrived at the Grand Canyon in 2002 and has studied the status 
and distribution of birds in the area intensively ever since. Now, Gatlin has produced 
this update to the second edition of the Annotated Checklist (1984), long awaited 
by birders and ornithologists interested in the Grand Canyon region.

The basic format remains unchanged from the second edition. This book is larger 
than a field guide but slim, better suited for a backpack, the car, or use as a desk 
reference. Introductory materials are followed by a brief overview of habitats and, the 
meat of the book, the species accounts.

The preface provides a detailed and interesting overview of research in the region 
since 1984. Unfortunately, the rich ornithological history of the region prior to 1984 
included in the second edition is not reproduced here. Some major changes in status 
and distribution, or our understanding thereof, are described, such as the reintroduc-
tion of the California Condor and the discovery of the Burrowing Owl in the region. 
A few species have also been removed from the list for various reasons, including past 
misidentifications, lack of self-sustaining breeding populations, and lack of adequate 
documentation for extremely unlikely occurrences.

The introduction provides a very brief overview of the Grand Canyon region itself, 
including a detailed description of the area covered, a feature lacking in all too many 
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guides to status and distribution. The wide area of coverage includes the Colorado 
River between Page and Lake Mead, the Coconino Plateau south of the river to the 
Valle and Peach Springs areas, the Kaibab Plateau north of the river, and much of 
the Arizona Strip. Most information, however, centers on the main river corridor 
and the rims, where most research and birder activity are focused. Briefly described 
are the possible effects on birds of anthropogenic changes since 1984, including 
the introduction of the tamarisk leaf beetle and fire management. Also nestled in 
the introduction is a two-page map of the region, one of the finest features of this 
edition. This map includes an outline of the checklist region and many geographic 
features, as well as towns, roads, and boundaries of public lands. Two features not 
found on this map that would have been useful are the Mohave/Coconino county line 
and river miles. The latter are used frequently to describe locations and distributional 
limits on the Colorado River.

Chapter 1 includes two pages of habitat descriptions, background information useful 
to the species accounts. This chapter is brief but adequate, and also references prior 
published works with more detailed information about the region’s diverse habitats. 
This is followed by a useful introduction to the species accounts, including details on 
criteria for inclusion of noteworthy records, definitions of abundance and seasons, 
and a key to the bar graphs. The species accounts themselves cover 360 species 
documented in the region, plus two supplemental accounts of birds that are not on 
the Arizona state list, the Greater Sage-Grouse and Pileated Woodpecker. Each ac-
count includes a brief paragraph with pertinent information on status and distribution, 
habitat, seasonality, and more as appropriate for the species. The corresponding bar 
graph is located on the same page, saving the user the trouble of flipping to another 
section of the book to see specific information on seasonality and abundance. The 
checklist concludes with an excellent bibliography covering more than five pages of 
references and an unusually arranged index of the birds sorted only by common name.

The brief species accounts are impressively specific as to habitats and seasonality; 
for example, the American Wigeon is described as being abundant between Glen 
Canyon Dam and Soap Creek from November through March, and rare elsewhere in 
March–April and September–October (p. 27). Dates of migration outside of breeding 
areas are also given for some species. Descriptions of changes in status and distribution 
since the last checklist are also interesting. In general, subspecies are neglected. For 
example, the subspecies group of the White Wagtail is not mentioned (p. 72), nor 
are then-subspecies of the Sage Sparrow (p. 80). There are several exceptions, as 
subspecies of Northern Flicker, Yellow-rumped Warbler, Fox Sparrow and Dark-eyed 
Junco are discussed. The coverage of the junco even includes separate accounts and 
bar charts for subspecies groups (p. 82).

The bar charts contain a wealth of information, available at a glance under the 
species’ description. It is very useful to have specific dates of occurrence and arrival/
departure dates listed on the bar charts, although I could find no reference as to 
whether arrival and departure dates represented typical or record dates. Unfortunately, 
the bar charts are represented in shades of gray, which I find difficult to distinguish. 
Bars of varying width would have been preferable.

The inclusion of notable records was clearly considered with caution, and the 
removal from the main list of two species not on the Arizona state list, the Greater 
Sage-Grouse and Pileated Woodpecker, was a wise choice. This checklist does not 
follow the Arizona Bird Committee strictly, however. Many reports of the Black Rosy-
Finch are listed, for example, but the Arizona Bird Committee has accepted no records 
from the region. The first accepted Arizona record of the Bay-breasted Warbler is from 
1972, but there is a report here from 1971. Other apparently unsubmitted recent 
reports of species the committee reviews include the Golden-winged and Magnolia 
warblers and Baltimore Oriole. Still, the care with which Gatlin compiled bird records 
is commendable. Some species accounts address gaps in current knowledge, such as 
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the winter status of the Ferruginous Hawk (p. 39). Of course, status and distribution 
are continually changing. The Neotropic Cormorant is rapidly becoming more regular 
in the region, as Gatlin predicts. These changes are acknowledged in the introduc-
tion, where the author requests reports to be e-mailed directly to him (although these 
reports should also be submitted to the Arizona Bird Committee).

Although there are a few small problems such as the difficult grayscale of the bar 
charts and the simplistic index, most features of this book are very useful and well 
done. Ideal for everything from short visits to long-term reference, this new edition 
will be handy for anyone interested in the avifauna of northern Arizona or southern 
Utah, and indispensable for anyone interested in the Grand Canyon itself.

Lauren B. Harter
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THE MANGROVE YELLOW WARBLER  
REACHES CALIFORNIA
OSCAR JOHNSON, P. O. Box 21903, Santa Barbara, California 93121;  
henicorhina@yahoo.com

MARK J. BILLINGS, Frontera Número 104, Colonia Roma Norte, Delegación 
 Cuauhtémoc, México, Distrito Federal 06700

The Yellow Warbler (Setophaga petechia) comprises three groups of subspecies 
distributed across the Americas, from Alaska and northern Canada south through 
the West Indies and the mainland of Middle America to the northern coast of South 
America and the Galapagos Islands. The groups differ primarily in the head pattern 
of adult males (Lowther et al. 1999). The Northern Yellow Warbler (S. p. aestiva 
group) comprises the predominantly migratory subspecies with a green and/or yel-
low crown that breed across much of the United States, Canada, and northern and 
central Mexico; the Golden Yellow Warbler (S. p. petechia group) comprises the 
largely resident subspecies, most with a chestnut crown, found in south Florida, the 
Caribbean, and the coast of northeastern South America; and the Mangrove Yellow 
Warbler (S. p. erithachorides group) comprises the largely resident subspecies, most 
with a fully chestnut head, found in coastal mangroves from extreme southern Texas 
and central Baja California south as far as the coast of northwestern South America, 
with an isolated population on the Galapagos Islands that resembles the Golden Yellow 
Warbler in the extent of red on the head (Lowther et al. 1999). Although currently 
considered one species (AOU 1998), each of the three subspecies groups has been 
considered a full species by some authors (Hellmayr 1935).

While counting birds on 18 December 2007 for the Salton Sea (South) Christmas 
Bird Count, Johnson located a formative-plumaged (first year) male Yellow Warbler 
(sensu lato) at the mouth of the Alamo River, Imperial County, California (33.2066° 
N, 115.6152° W; N. Am. Birds 62:304; Figure 1), whose head was more exten-
sively red than expected of a Northern Yellow Warbler, the subspecies group occur-
ring regularly in California. The bird was feeding in a stand of saltcedar (Tamarix 
ramosissima) near the shore of the Salton Sea and was seen only by Johnson and 
the two other observers present at the time, Daryl Coldren and Ayla Reith. Johnson 
was able to obtain four photos of the bird through binoculars before it moved away 
and was not seen again.

Following this record, Billings located a definitive-plumaged (adult) male Mangrove 
Yellow Warbler in a small stand of Eucalyptus sp. and Myoporum laetum between 
a housing complex and a busy freeway near the mouth of the San Diego River, San 
Diego County, California (32.7574° N, 117.2175° W), 13 January 2009. It remained 
through 27 March 2009 (N. Am. Birds 63:325 and 358; back cover of this issue) 
and was seen by many observers. These two individuals represent the first records of 
the Mangrove Yellow Warbler for California and the second and third records for the 
United States west of Texas, following a record of an adult male at Roosevelt Lake, Gila 
County, Arizona, 31 July 2004 (Rosenberg et al. 2007, Banfield and Newell 2009).

Although definitive-plumaged male Mangrove Yellow Warblers with an entirely 
chestnut head are readily identified, other age classes are more challenging to distin-
guish from the Northern Yellow Warbler. A review of specimens of Yellow Warblers 
at the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology (P. Pyle in litt.) and the Western Foundation 
of Vertebrate Zoology (O. Johnson) found that formative-plumaged male Mangrove 
Yellow Warblers show a mostly green or grayish head and body with a smattering 
of chestnut feathers on the crown and sides of the head, while first-spring males are 
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extremely variable in the extent of chestnut on the head. Some first-spring males 
have only a few chestnut feathers on the head, while others show a largely chest-
nut head with just a few green feathers interspersed, approaching the full chestnut 
head of the male’s definitive plumage. Thus any male Yellow Warbler (sensu lato) 
with at least a few red feathers on the sides of the head indicates the Mangrove Yel-
low Warbler, as was the case with the bird at the Salton Sea. Note that a very rare 
Northern Yellow Warbler can show a red cap approaching that of the Golden Yellow 
Warbler, but never the extensive red head of the Mangrove Yellow Warbler (J. Dunn 
pers. comm.). See Curson et al. (1994) and Dunn and Garrett (1997) for a detailed 
review of the identification of the Mangrove Yellow Warbler, including of female and 
immature plumages. Additionally, all subspecies of the Mangrove and Golden Yellow 
Warblers show a primary projection shorter and tarsi thicker than in the subspecies 
of the Northern Yellow Warbler.

While all subspecies of the Mangrove and Golden Yellow Warblers are considered 
resident, the northernmost populations of the Mangrove Yellow Warbler make limited 
movements southward in the winter. The subspecies of the Mangrove Yellow Warbler 
that occur nearest California are S. p. castaneiceps of Baja California Sur from San 
Ignacio south to the cape district and S. p. rhizophorae of mainland Mexico from 
southern Sonora to Sinaloa (Lowther et al. 1999). Rosenberg et al. (2007) suggested 
on the basis of geographic proximity that the Arizona record may refer to the main-
land Mexican subspecies S. p. rhizophorae. Russell and Monson (1998) stated from 
extensive banding in the mangroves near Punta Chueca, Sonora, that the Mangrove 
Yellow Warbler is only a summer visitant, arriving in early April and departing in late 
September. They cited only a handful of winter records from coastal Sonora. Also, 
the six records of (presumably) S. p. castaneiceps well away from mangroves in the 
northern reaches of Baja California Sur (R. A. Erickson pers. comm.) are evidence 
for this subspecies straying north of its known breeding range. These six records are 

FEATURED PHOTO

Figure 1. Mangrove Yellow Warbler at the mouth of the Alamo River, Imperial County, 
California, 18 December 2007. The presence of a molt limit (two generations of 
feathers, some juvenile feathers retained) in the greater coverts indicates formative 
plumage, and the smattering of red feathers on the crown, throat, lores, eye ring, 
and portions of the auriculars indicates a male.

Photo by Oscar Johnson
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from October to March, as were the two California records outlined here. The only 
record of the Mangrove Yellow Warbler from the state of Baja California comes from 
Bahia de Los Ángeles (190 km north of the normal breeding range), where three birds, 
including two singing males, were found on 1 June 2008 (N. Am. Birds 62:622). 
However, using mark–recapture methods, Schweizer and Whitmore (2013) found no 
evidence of seasonal movement of adults of S. p. castaneiceps in Baja California Sur, 
perhaps suggesting Sonora as the source for the California records. The definitive-
plumaged males of the two subspecies differ only slightly, with S. p. castaneiceps 
having a slightly less extensive chestnut hood, being somewhat more greenish below, 
and having a paler throat, longer tail, and narrower streaking below than S. p. rhi-
zophorae (Browning 1994, Curson 2010). The San Diego individual showed very fine 
streaking below and a chestnut hood with a slightly paler throat, possibly suggesting S. 
p. castaneiceps, although either subspecies could reach California. Without specimen 
vouchers, subspecific identification of the birds we have reported may not be possible. 

We thank Peter Pyle for his review of specimens and invaluable comments on 
the manuscript, the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology (Carla Cicero) and the Western 
Foundation of Vertebrate Zoology (René Corado) for access to their collections, Vic 
Murayama for use of his photo, and Richard Erickson for extralimital records of the 
Mangrove Warbler in the Baja California peninsula. Gary Rosenberg and Jon L. Dunn 
provided helpful reviews of the manuscript. 
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DON’T MISS THIS ONE!

WFO’s 39th Annual Conference

WHERE: Marriott Courtyard at Liberty Station, San Diego, California

WHEN: 8–12 October 2014 (online registration to open in late June with notice 
given via future WFO News e-mails)

WHAT: A perfect blend of science, field trips, education, and fun

Science: The science sessions include talks from WFO’s next major publication 
covering changes in population, ranges, and status of western birds in recent decades.

Field trips: Two pelagic trips, as well as all-day and half-day visits to a wide diversity 
of San Diego’s many birding hot spots from the coast to the mountains to the deserts. 
In addition, we are offering a two-day field trip Sunday and Monday (12–13 October) 
to the Salton Sea and Imperial Valley area led by Guy McCaskie and Jon Dunn.

education: Workshops covering identification of warblers (Jon Dunn and Kimball 
Garrett), vireos (Peter Pyle), and sparrows (Homer Hansen); molt demystified (Peter 
Pyle); learning how to listen to and describe bird sounds (Nathan Pieplow) and how to 
prepare study skins (Phil Unitt). As always Ed Harper and Nathan Pieplow will chal-
lenge us all to identify birds by sight and sound on Friday and Saturday afternoons.

Fun: This year we offer two evening receptions. Our usual Friday evening reception at 
the hotel and a pre-conference reception Wednesday evening at the magnificent San 
Diego Natural History Museum. The Saturday evening banquet features a celebration 
of the rich 44-year history of WFO.

IMPORTANT—We have a very limited number of rooms booked at special rates at 
two adjacent hotels: Marriott Courtyard at Liberty Station (619-221-1900, where all 
the sessions will take place) and the Homewood Suites at Liberty Station (619-222-
0500, right next door). Book your rooms NOW (ask for the WFO rate) or risk having 
to pay a much higher rate or stay at a different hotel.

WFO MEMBERS GET FIRST SHOT!
As with all our special field trips and other events, WFO members get the opportunity 
to register early. As we have learned in recent years, the most popular events fill 
very quickly. 
 
We look forward to seeing you in San Diego!
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Western Specialty:
 Puget Sound White-crowned Sparrow

Photo by © Peter LaTourrette of Los Altos, California:
White-crowned Sparrow (Zonotrichia leucophrys pugetensis)
Redwood Shores, San Mateo County, California, 7 December 2010. The two subspecies 
of the White-crowned Sparrow breeding along the Pacific coast, pugetensis and nuttalli, 
differ most conspicuously from the other three subspecies of the White-crowned Sparrow, 
gambelii, oriantha, and nominate leucophrys, in their backs striped blackish and tan 
(rather than chestnut and silver gray) and yellowish bills (see J. L. Dunn, K. L. Garrett, 
and J. K. Alderfer, 1995, Birding 27:182–200 for a thorough analysis). Subspecies 
pugetensis breeds primarily west of the Cascade Range from southwestern British 
Columbia south to northwestern California and is a partial migrant south to southern 
California. In this issue of Western Birds, Eugene S. Hunn and David Beaudette report 
contact of pugetensis and gambelii at multiple sites in the Washington Cascades during 
the breeding season with little if any evidence of interbreeding.

1

Photo by © Brenda J. Zaun, U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Yuma, Arizona:
Two fledglings of the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) on cliff below eyrie, Imperial
County, California, 16 July 2013. The recovery of the Peregrine Falcon has allowed it
not only to reoccupy its former range but to extend that range, as attested by two
successful nests in southeastern California and southwestern Arizona, described in this
issue by Brenda J. Zaun, Joseph R. Barnett, Christa D. Weise, and Linden A. Piest.
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