Minutes of the MBRC Meeting

9 August 2015
Brighton, Michigan
Members present: Scott Terry, Chairperson; Adam M. Byrne, Secretary; Allen Chartier, Phil Chu, Matt Hysell, David Pavlik, and Sean Williams
Members absent: Skye Haas and J.D. Phillips
The meeting was called to order by Terry at 0958 EDT.

After one minor change, the minutes from the meeting on 27 December 2014 were approved unanimously.

Resubmissions

From Round 147:
2014-1620/1590-01
King/Common Eider
Dissenting members were concerned about the lack of information regarding what, if any, optics were used during the observation.  Similarly, the viewing conditions were stated to be less than ideal, but the duration and distance at which features were determined was also unclear.  Lastly, the lack of detail on bill shape troubled some members, as did the generic plumage details, which some felt did not fully eliminate a large dabbler.  The observer’s well-known skill level was discussed, but many members felt the documentation needed to stand on its own, not be influenced by the reputation of the observer.

From Round 148:

2007-5491-02

“Interior” Nelson’s Sparrow

Dissenting members referenced articles by Greenlaw and Woolfenden (2007) and Smith (2011).  These articles describe features that can be used to help differentiate between Ammodramus nelsoni nelsoni and A. n. alterus, features some members felt were not adequately described, for this record.  Specifically, some members noted that the upperbody was described as “perhaps a blackish-brown or dark grayish-brown”, which could be consistent with either nelsoni or alterus.  So, without more detail on the exact distribution/amount of black in the back and scapular feathers, the description could apply to either subspecies.  One member also felt the auricular and crown pattern, albeit harder to assess than flank streaking and upperbody coloration, were not described in enough detail to support nelsoni.  Lastly, Greenlaw and Woolfenden mention that not all individuals can be safely identified to subspecies, based on plumage variation and overlap between the forms.  Thus, most felt the documentation clearly supported a Nelson’s Sparrow, but did not provide enough detail to support an identification down to subspecies.
Greenlaw, J. S. and G. E. Woolfenden.  2007.  Wintering distributions and migration of Saltmarsh and Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrows.  Wilson Journal of Ornithology 119:361-377.

Smith, F. M.  2011.  Photo essay:subspecies of Saltmarsh Sparrow and Nelson’s Sparrow.  North American Birds 65:368-377.
2015-1360-02

Eurasian Wigeon

Dissenting members were concerned that the observer did not mention how a hybrid American Wigeon x Eurasian Wigeon was eliminated, or if they even considered that possibility.  Further, the distance involved was unclear, but stated to be about a quarter of a mile.  Some of the other observers were unable to make a definitive identification, leading some members to question whether the distance was much greater than described and if the viewing conditions were sufficient to clearly see enough detail to eliminate a hybrid.  In the end, though, the description of an all red head, gray back and sides, and reddish brown breast were enough to convince most members.
2014-3154-02

Eurasian Collared-Dove (two individuals)
Up to 14 Eurasian Collared-Doves were initially reported, but 11 individuals were rejected and one accepted, in the first round.  The documentation that supports more than one individual, however, consists of a series of photographs, none of which show the birds from different angles.  Some dissenting members commented that a full suite of characters should be assessed, including tail pattern, undertail coloration, overall body coloration, and darkness of the flight feathers.  Unfortunately, none of the many photos provides enough information to assess all of these features, leading some members to contend that only the one bird already accepted (based on a written description) was documented well enough for acceptance.  Others, however, felt the birds photographed looked like classic collared-doves and were not as concerned about assessing all features.  It was suggested that a closer look at the photos might make it possible to differentiate between individuals, possibly allowing additional features to be confirmed, by matching individuals in multiple photos.
2014-5680-02

“Pink-sided” Dark-eyed Junco

The documentation consists of only two photos, which show a junco with a gray head, dark lores, reddish back, and bright pink flanks.  While some members felt the color and pattern were classic for a Pink-sided Junco, others were concerned about an intergrade, stating that junco subspecies are notoriously difficult to identify and should require very thorough documentation.  Dunn (2002) discussed the important features for Pink-sided Junco and some caveats about individuals that should be left unidentified.  This bird’s bright rusty brown back bothered some members, possibly indicating the presence of allelles from the Gray-headed Junco group.  Specifically, Dunn (2002) states “Juncos with the redder back of Gray-headed and the flank color (or at least mixed cinnamon-buff) of Pink-sided are no doubt hybrids.”  Whether this bird falls in that category or not, is not clear, but the strong reddish tones to the back were enough to convince several members that this individual could not be safely identified as a Pink-sided Junco.
Dunn, J. L.  2002.  The identification of Pink-sided Juncos with cautionary notes about plumage variation and hybridization.  Birding 34:432-443.

2014-6883-03

Eurasian Tree Sparrow

Most members felt the description was adequate for a Eurasian Tree Sparrow.  The details included a black bill, “chestnut brown” crown, white cheek with distinctive black spot, and a black throat patch that was “restricted to a small area just below the bill.”  Further, the body was whitish below, with brown flanks and the upperparts had a mix of brown and red-brown.  Lacking in the description, however, was any mention of a white collar, something present on all Eurasian Tree Sparrows.  Some argued that this missing feature wasn’t important and that it could be missed due to angle or posture, but dissenting members pointed out that it was in view for a prolonged time period (5-10 minutes) and that the feature easily seen in online photos.  This species, although rarely, has hybridized with House Sparrow, including in Michigan, causing the dissenting members to remain uncomfortable with the missing detail.
From Round 149:

2015-4900-01

Fish Crow

A crow was heard giving a single-noted, nasal “aah” call while flying overhead; the call was heard about five different times.  Some members were comfortable with the “nasal” modification and the observer’s experience level with the species.  Others, however, were bothered by the very brief nature of the report.  First, there really wasn’t much to evaluate, especially with respect to the similar American Crow.  The time of year, early May, would likely eliminate any confusion by juvenile American Crows, but obviously the vocal repertoire of American Crows is quite varied.  In comparison, the observer offered that the call was different from the “Caah” of an American Crow; this distinction was unconvincing to some members.  Instead, it would have been helpful if there were some details regarding the more truncated call of Fish Crow, compared to the rolling or drawn-out call of an American Crow.  So, based vocalization information provided, dissenting members didn’t feel there was enough information to be sure this wasn’t just an American Crow.
2015-6070-01

Western Tanager

Some argued that the suite of characters described only fit a Western Tanager.  Dissenting members, however, were troubled by several inconsistent features.  First, the bird was described to be about the size of a Northern Cardinal, but Western Tanager is actually smaller and substantially less bulky than a cardinal.  Second, only one white wingbar was observed, while Western Tanagers actually have two wingbars, including the usually more obvious yellow upper wingbar.  Lastly, the upper body was described as “yellow/orange-red”, yet Western Tanagers should have black backs.
New Items

Actions article format
Terry shared the following proposal, submitted by John Trapp:

PROPOSED ALTERNATIVE FORMAT FOR MBRC ACTIONS

Principles:

(1) Change from two columns to one.

(2) For each taxa reviewed, discuss all accepted reports and all non-accepted reports (Identification Not Established or National Occurrence Not Established) in a single species account. It has never made sense to me why accepted and non-accepted records for the same species appear in widely separated sections of the report.

(3) Place the essential aspects of each record (how many, where, and when) at the very beginning (followed parenthetically with the observers [denoted by initials] and the type(s) of evidence [denoted by symbols] contributed by each; and number of state and county records). Denoting observers with initials saves space and follows the established format of the Michigan Bird Survey.

(4) The vote tally, arguably the least important piece of information for the average reader, is placed at the end of each record in curly brackets.

(5) In cases of multiple accepted records, they are denoted by numbers in square brackets.

(6) In cases of multiple non-accepted records, they are denoted by letters in square brackets.

Symbols for evidence presented: description (*), photo (†), video (‡), audio (§).

Observers: Kathi Cavanaugh (KC), Allen Chartier (AC), Scott Jennex (SJ), Brandon Leddy (BL), Myles McNally (MM), Brad Murphy (BM), Walter Wehle (WW), Sean William (SW), 

Example Species Account Using Proposed Format: In this example, the number of individual accounts is reduced from five to one and the amount of space is reduced without any of the relevant information being lost.

Brant (Bernicla branta). [1] Up to 300 were reported from Port Huron, St. Claire, 30 Oct-1 Nov 2012 (AC*†, BM*‡, MM†, SW*†; 69th state, 13th county). There was some confusion on how many birds were actually present, with the final decision being to accept 253 individuals {7-0 for 62 individuals, 6-1 for 93 more, 6-1 in second round for 98 more}. [2] One at Mackinac City, Cheboygan, on 28 May 2013 (WW*†; 71st state, 2nd county). {7-0}. [3] One hung around the water parks in Port Huron, St. Clair, on 3-5 Nov 2013 (SJ†, KC†, BL†; 72nd state, 14th county). {7-0}. IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED: [a] Two flocks (one of 26 birds, the other of 58) at the Karn Plant, Bay, on 30 Oct 2012 {*†; 0-7}. The birds were very distant and described as “all dark birds with a distinctive white rump.” Brant, however, are not actually all dark, but instead should show some pale contrast to both the underbody and the upperwing surfaces, causing some members to question how well these birds were really seen. The committee was also concerned about the combination of viewing conditions (overcast and raining) and distance, likely making it difficult to accurately assess field marks. [b] A flock of 100 at Munising, Alger, on 3 Nov 2012 {*†; 0-7}. The photograph showed a very distant, blurry flock of birds. The description stated that they had dark heads and shorter necks than Canada Geese (Branta canadensis), but failed to provide any details on distance or whether optics were used. All members felt the brief description and blurry photo failed to establish that the birds were Brant, with other possibilities including Cackling Geese (B. hutchinsii) or even Long-tailed Ducks (Clangula hyemalis).

Members did agree that the column formatting could be altered, but such decisions are dictated by the Michigan Birds and Natural History editorial committee; in fact, when submitted, the report is not in column format.  The remaining suggestions, however, were not supported by the Committee.  All agreed that the proposed format was visually less appealing and harder to find specific information.  Future actions articles will continue to follow our current format.
Species status update
Byrne presented an updated list of status changes, effective at the end of 2014.
New addition (as Accidental):
Berylline Hummingbird

Casual to Regular:

Western Grebe
[These species will remain on the review list through 2017, at which point its status as a review species will be reassessed, if still classified as Regular.]
Website updates/needs

Terry started by thanking Pavlik and Williams for their efforts to get the website running again.  Various portions of the website were then discussed:

Searchable database – This remains the top priority for the new website.  If the cover page information and formatting can be updated, it may be easiest to leave the database at its current site, but create a link to it on our website.  The content is also quite outdated, so some effort will be needed to add new photo links and upload current data.


Recent news – While visually appealing, the current front page will require regular updates.  Right now it still discusses the rare hummingbirds from 2014, but that information is getting outdated.  This page probably will need something current added twice a year.


Checklist and review list – Both pages need some major revisions to the taxonomic order, scientific names, and status definitions.


Photo gallery – It would be nice to update things, following each round of records.


Minutes and actions articles – Neither has been updated since 2011.  Byrne can provide copies of the missing minutes.
Pavlik stated it would be nice to add examples of good documentation, including sketches.  Having examples of thorough documentation, with names redacted, could be helpful to those unfamiliar with how to prepare rare bird reports.  Also, since hybrids are often a concern, during the review process, it was suggested that a section be added to the rare bird documentation form that asks how/if potential hybrids were eliminated.  Lastly, Williams will rotate off the Committee at the end of 2015, so someone else will need to step up and assist Pavlik with the website maintenance.
Correspondence updates

Terry provided a quick update on the status of sending correspondences to those that submit documentation.  The new system still seems to be working well. Things are up to date through 2014, but we need to start working on Rounds 147-149.  Terry will assign responsibilities to current members and they can work with him and Byrne to get the information needed.

Facebook page

Pavlik has been updating the Facebook page with voting results and feels the site has made the Committee more visible to a wider audience.  Reviews have been positive, with over 404 likes, four of which from the past week.  Terry thanked Pavlik for his efforts on this project. 
Subspecies project
Byrne shared the list of identifiable forms and subspecies that Murphy compiled for the Committee.  A long discussion ensued over how to define what forms/subspecies should be reviewed by the Committee.  Should only recognized subspecies be evaluated, and if so, based on which ornithological body?  To be consistent, Byrne argued the Committee should either review no subspecies or recognizable forms or all that would be considered Casual or Accidental, something not being done currently.  Another suggestion was to only evaluate those subspecies recognized by the American Ornithological Union prior to the 1930s.  This, however, might exclude current subspecies or forms that might be considered full species in the future.  

Bylaw D.2. states “It will be the responsibility of the Chairperson and Secretary to determine whether to submit records which are not on the list requiring documentation for action by the committee.”  As Secretary, Byrne argued that the Committee should review any form or subspecies deemed to be Casual or Accidental and pointed out that he could easily just force the issue.  Of course, this is not his preference, which is why the topic is being discussed.  Nevertheless, without a bylaws revision, nothing concrete can be defined.  So, it was agreed that efforts would be made to review any subspecies or identifiable form deemed Casual or Accidental.  This may generate some additional work, especially since eBird offers users the option of selecting subspecies without any true understanding of the identification or range issues.  However, since we’re already reviewing most examples that would fall into this category (“Yellow” Palm Warbler, juncos, etc.), there probably wouldn’t be too many new additions (like “Greater” Common Redpoll and “Hornemann’s” Hoary Redpoll).  
Whooping Crane status
Byrne shared that the American Birding Association (ABA) recently revised some of their listing rules, including the one regarding reintroduced species:


“(vi) an individual of a reintroduced species may be counted if it is part of a population that has successfully hatched young in the wild or when it is not possible to reasonably separate the reintroduced individual from a wild-born individual.”

As it turns out, this rule is retroactive to the first wild-hatched young, which for the Whooping Crane reintroduction occurred in June 2006.  Ironically, there have only been 4-5 wild-hatched cranes, to date, far from what the Committee would truly consider a wild population.  So, regardless how silly the new ABA rule appears or what people may choose to count on their lists, the Committee decided there was no basis to treat these birds as an established species.  Michigan has no confirmed Whooping Crane records, and all agreed that individuals from this reintroduction program certainly didn’t warrant adding the species to the state list.

“Krider’s” Red-tailed Hawk
Pavlik wanted to discuss the merits of reviewing “Krider’s” Red-tailed Hawk records.  Its taxonomic status is unclear, with some experts arguing it’s not a true subspecies.  Regardless, it’s is addressed in many field guides, leading observers to identify and report them.  Byrne stated that Michigan has had 10 claims, two of which have been accepted by the Committee.  So, since observers are reporting them, and they are a recognizable form (as discussed earlier in the meeting), most felt that the Committee should continue to review this form.
Fall 2015 meeting
Terry stated that our next meeting would likely be at the University of Michigan – Museum of Zoology in Ann Arbor.  Possible dates were discussed, with most indicating the week between Christmas and New Year being preferred.

New business
Bicknell’s Thrush record in MBBA II

Chartier shared some concerns about the most recent edition of the Michigan Breeding Bird Atlas II.  He shared how efforts were made to carefully screen records, prior to publication, but that post-editing, information was snuck into the publication.  Most concerning was an excerpt describing a supposed Bicknell’s Thrush in Montmorency County in 2008.  While it’s believed that documentation does not exist, or won’t be freely shared, all agreed that efforts should be made to try and acquire documentation for this record.  If nothing is provided, the Committee will act on the published account.
Falsified documentation
This spring, an observer submitted a photo in support of a Prairie Falcon in Alcona County.  The photo did show a Prairie Falcon, but during the review process, one member discovered the photo was actually taken in Arizona by a different photographer!  Unfortunately, correspondences from the Michigan observer make it very clear that they claimed to take the photo.  Some members questioned whether previously accepted records from this observer, which there are very few, should be reevaluated and rejected from the official records, based on this blatant dishonesty.  It was decided, at this time, not to expunge their previously accepted records, but to directly address the situation with them through our correspondence process.

Documentation from MBRC Committee members

Byrne requested that Committee members make better efforts to submit documentation for review species they observe.  It takes a considerable amount of effort to track down online photos and solicit rare bird reports, but it would be nice if such efforts didn’t have to extend to active members.  So, since our bylaws require Committee members to document all review list species, please directly submit reports and photos in a timely manner.

The meeting was adjourned at 1630 EDT.

Respectfully submitted,

Adam M. Byrne, Secretary, MBRC

