Minutes of the MBRC Meeting

27 December 2013
Brighton, Michigan
Members present: Scott Terry, Chairperson; Adam M. Byrne, Secretary; Allen Chartier, Brad Murphy, David Pavlik, and Sean Williams
Members absent: Jim Dawe, Louie Dombroski, and Dave Slager
The meeting was called to order by Terry at 1159 EST.

After several minor changes, the minutes from the meeting on 30 June 2013 were approved unanimously.

Resubmissions

From Round 137:

2005-1860-04

Plegadis ibis
The details provided were very brief and included no information on distance, lighting, optics used, or size of the bird.  This information, in the form of brief notes in an eBird checklist, was submitted 8 years after the sighting, with no indication that field notes were taken.  Lastly, the sighting was submitted at the county level, suggesting that the observer may not even remember where the sighting occurred.  Efforts to obtain more specific information were unsuccessful, leaving the committee with only the limited details on hand.  In the end, all present agreed the details fell short of acceptable.
2013-1870-06

White-faced Ibis
This record consisted of two reports and a series of photographs.  The photos clearly show a Plegadis ibis with pink facial skin and white feathering that surrounds the facial skin and eyes, all features supportive of a White-faced Ibis.  However, given the frequency of intermediate ibis showing up in Michigan, in recent years, determining eye coloration is also important.  Neither report mentioned eye coloration, forcing members rely on the photos.  Most members felt it was possible to see red eyes in a couple of the photos, while one member remained unconvinced.
2013-3260-07

Black Vulture

This report described a dark bird with a short tail, protruding legs, and unfeathered gray head.  The primaries were described as having whitish bases, which is reasonable considering the tips are often darker.  In the end, all felt the documentation presented was consistent with a Black Vulture.

2013-3260-08

Black Vulture
This report described a large bird with flat wings and distinctive white wingtips.  The bird was observed for only 6 seconds and when the observer went for their camera, it disappeared from sight.  Byrne shared a photo of a Turkey Vulture that was initially submitted to him as a Black Vulture – the photo showed a Turkey Vulture with white wing tips reminiscent of a Black Vulture.  All agreed that the quick view, coupled with the very limited details, just weren’t enough to be certain a Black Vulture was observed.
2013-3370-01 

“Krider’s” Red-tailed Hawk

This record consisted of a single photo of a very pale Red-tailed Hawk.  Most felt the features visible were consistent with a “Krider’s” Red-tailed Hawk.  Others, however, commented that the photo was over-exposed, which could be accentuating the pale features.  Also, there was concern that the upper surface of the tail was not visible in the photo.  Without a written description, dissenting members were unwilling to interpret too much from the lone photo.
2013-3380-01

“Harlan’s” Red-tailed Hawk

For this record, a composite of photos was available, many showing a distant dark buteo.  Again, given the lack of a description, dissenting members were unwilling to interpret too much from the photos.  All felt the bird was a Red-tailed Hawk, but there were differing opinions regarding the details visible.  One concern centered on the tail pattern.  The small images made were from below with strong backlighting, making the tail appear predominately white.  Some questioned whether any red was actually present, but just not visible in the photos.  Byrne shared that “Harlan’s” Red-tailed Hawks can show a considerable amount of red and that the one close photo certainly showed a predominately white tail, concluding that the tail pattern was appropriate for a “Harlan’s” Red-tailed Hawk.  Another concern was how to be certain this wasn’t just an immature dark morph “Western” Red-tailed Hawk.  Many online photos were consulted, and most agreed that additional research will be necessary prior to the second round of voting.  
From Round 138:

2013-5620-01

Brewer’s Sparrow

Documentation consisted of two photos, both of which had some obstructions or lighting concerns.  Dissenting members contended that the harsh lighting could be making the sparrow look more drab and nondescript.  Supporters argued that the very plain face with very subtle contrasts was characteristic of Brewer’s Sparrow.  Drab Clay-colored Sparrow was suggested as a possibility, but supporters argued that even the most nondescript Clay-colored Sparrows have much more defined face patterns.  This bird’s small bill, subtle gray supercilium, brown lateral crown (rest not visible), gray face with very limited brown auricular patch, white eye ring, and indistinct malar stripe were all consistent with Brewer’s Sparrow.

2013-5970-01

Blue Grosbeak

A mid-sized passerine was observed and photographed as it flew overhead.  The photos clearly show a uniformly blue bird, but offer little in terms of size or other plumage details.  The bird was observed in the same field of view as several Bobolinks and warblers and was described as more similar in size and shape to the Bobolinks than the warblers.   Some felt the bird’s shape was consistent with Blue Grosbeak – heavy bodied and long tailed.  The observer described a call note that some felt was consistent, while others commented that the written rendition was inconclusive.  In the end, most were comfortable that the details provided were supportive of a Blue Grosbeak.
2013-6883-01

Eurasian Tree Sparrow (1 individual)

This record was comprised of four different birds, three of which were accepted in the first round.  One photo shows four birds in the same tree, some reviewers acknowledged that they overlooked the fourth individual.  All present agreed that the documentation supported the presence of four individuals.

From Round 139:

2012-0010-09

Western Grebe

A composite of two images was available for review, but neither image was close or sharp.  Unfortunately, it’s not possible to determine the location of the eye relative to the dark feathering on the face.  Eliminating Clark’s Grebe and hybrid Western Grebe x Clark’s Grebe requires an assessment of the eye relative to the distribution of black feathering extending down from the crown.  Also, clear views of the flank coloration were not possible, due to the position of the bird in the images.  In the end, all agreed this bird was best left as an Aechmophorus grebe.

2013-3260-09

Black Vulture
The observer stated the bird was all dark “except for light gray ends of the primaries.”  Dissenting members were concerned by this ambiguous description of the wing pattern, arguing that the primaries should be predominately gray with dark tips.  Others argued that the wing pattern, coupled with the fast flapping flight style, provided a reasonable description of a Black Vulture.

2013-3270-01

Swallow-tailed Kite

Observers at two separate, nearby locations submitted descriptions for this record.  Both reports were limited in detail, but combined provide a rather intriguing case for a Swallow-tailed Kite.  They describe a large black-and-white bird with a long, forked, black tail that was said to be seen opening and closing like scissors.  While most felt comfortable piecing together details from the two brief reports, some commented that the details had some inaccuracies.  The body was described as white, but of course the upperparts should be all black.  Likewise, the wings were said to be all black, whereas the underwing coverts should be white.
2013-3290-01

Mississippi Kite

The observer described a dark raptor with long, thin wings and tail.  Overall, the plumage was wholly dark with a banded tail.  The bird was seen flying near an American Crow and was said to be similar in wing length, but had narrower wings and was obviously less bulky.  Lastly, while soaring, the bird would thrust its legs forward, as if to capture aerial prey, and then feed on the wing.  Supporters argued that the shape and size were consistent with a Mississippi Kite, as was the bird’s feeding style.  Some, though, were concerned that the size estimations were not accurate – Mississippi Kites are smaller than American Crows.  Also, one member questioned whether it was important to note the shorter outer primary, while others contended that that feature would be supportive, but not necessary.
2013-3154-01

Eurasian Collared-Dove (1 individual)

Up to eight different birds were reported, two of which were accepted in the first round.  Under consideration was whether a third individual was supported by the documentation.  There was some confusion over the number of birds supported by photographs, but once everyone understood that one observer labelled their photos to indicate three different birds, all agreed that three birds were conclusively documented.
2013-0710-03

Arctic Tern

A single photo was available for consideration.  The photo showed a small tern with white secondaries and limited dark trailing edge to the underwing.  Most members argued the details clearly showed an Arctic Tern.  Dissenting members were concerned by the photo quality, stating that the harsh lighting conditions could be creating false impressions.  Also, there was some concern that the bill appeared too long, perhaps outside the range for an Arctic Tern.  
1977-4160-01

Chuck-will’s-widow
A brief description and field notes were presented for an observation from over 30 years ago.  All present agreed that the details were sufficient to support the identification.

2013-4540-01

Ash-throated Flycatcher

A series of photos show a very pale Myiarchus flycatcher.  All members agreed the bird was not a Great Crested Flycatcher, but there was some disagreement on whether the details were acceptable for an Ash-throated Flycatcher.  Some members were concerned that Nutting’s Flycatcher could not be eliminated.  Nutting’s Flycatcher apparently bred in the United States this past summer and has been a consistent vagrant to the southwestern United States.  Nutting’s Flycatcher is very similar in appearance to Ash-throated Flycatcher, requiring exceptional photos, or more likely, vocalizations to be safely eliminated from consideration.  As this discussion developed, others pointed out that LaSagra’s Flycatcher, a frequent visitor to Florida, likewise could not be eliminated.  Some remained hesitant to invoke such an extreme rarity as a possibility, but others pointed out that things like the recent elaenia species in Illinois and Orange-billed Nightingale-Thrush were highly unlikely, as well.  Further, Ontario recently accepted a record as an Ash-throated/Nutting’s Flycatcher, illustrating that others in our region are grappling with this same issue.
1989-5680-01

“Pink-sided” Dark-eyed Junco

Dark-eyed Junco subspecies identification is very tricky and intermediates are well known.  Everyone present felt a complete description of all field marks, something this report failed to do, was needed, in order to acceptably document a “Pink-sided” Dark-eyed Junco.
From Round 140:

2013-2220-07

Red Phalarope

All present felt the photos clearly showed a Red Phalarope.

2013-0710-04

Arctic Tern (1 individual)

The report describes two different terns, one was seen well at close range (accepted in the first round) and the other more distantly.  The first bird flew past the observer at about 50 yards, allowing for a very detailed plumage description.  The second bird, though, was described in less detail, but was said to have the same diagnostic wing pattern as the first bird.  Initial concerns from dissenting members was that the wing pattern wasn’t described for the second bird.  However, others argued that it was said to be identical to the first bird, which was determined to be documented acceptably (primarily due to the upperwing pattern).  So, since the observer made a specific attempt to address that the wing patterns were observed on both birds and were similar in appearance, supporting members argued that the second bird should be acceptable, as well.  In the end, all agreed with this stance.

2013-6020-05

Loggerhead Shrike (1 individual)

Some reports and a series of photographs were provided in support of a nesting pair of Loggerhead Shrikes.  In the first round, two adults and four nestlings were accepted, while one nestling was resubmitted, and one was rejected.  The source of confusion was a photo of the nest that revealed a tangled group of nestlings.  During the initial review, some members had trouble discerning the exact number of nestlings, but during a group review, all agreed that there were six different nestlings.  Unfortunately, due to this confusion, one nestling was already rejected during the first round of voting, so a reconsideration request will be drafted to remedy this error.
New Items

Nomination/election of officers for 2014

Terry and Byrne, as Chairperson and Secretary, respectively, were nominated to continue serving as officers for 2014.  The present members voted unanimously to elect Terry as Chairperson and Byrne as Secretary.
Removal of Pacific Loon and Rufous Hummingbird from the official review list

Byrne shared some statistics on both Pacific Loon and Rufous Hummingbird.  Over the past 10 years, Michigan has had 31+ Pacific Loon records, with at least one accepted record in each of those 10 years (3-5 records for 2013 are still pending review).  Similarly, Rufous Hummingbird has had 24+ records, with at least one accepted record in nine of the past 10 years (seven records for 2013 are still pending review).  

Both of these species have been classified as Regular for several years, but were voted onto the review list, due to the identification issues they present and the similar species that might be overlooked if not documented (Arctic Loon and Allen’s Hummingbird).  Byrne argued that the number of records was generating a lot of work, work that the seasonal compilers and eBird reviewers could handle.  Others indicated their continued concern that similar species might be overlooked, if removed from the review list.  Also, for Pacific Loon, many records are flybys along Michigan’s lakeshores and Common and Red-throated loons are a frequent source of confusion and misidentifications.  Rufous Hummingbirds, on the other hand, are typically banded in Michigan, due to Chartier’s hummingbird banding program.

Byrne introduced a motion to remove Pacific Loon and Rufous Hummingbird from the official review list, beginning in 2014.  Murphy seconded the motion and it passed with a 5-1 vote.

MBRC facebook page

Pavlik proposed the committee create a Facebook page.  He showed members a page created by the Texas Bird Records Committee and suggested that a similar page in Michigan would be helpful to interact with the state’s birding community.  Specifically, it would be a great way to quickly disseminate results from recent rounds of voting.  Everyone was supportive of the idea, but felt that some guidelines would be needed.  All felt limiting, if possible, outside comments would be wise, as the intent of this site would not be for long discussions or debates, but rather a means of sharing information.  If comments could not be restricted, it was decided that any blatant, disrespectful comments would result in the removal of that individual from the site.  Pavlik agreed to create a template for committee members to view, prior to launch. 
2005 action article on website
Byrne shared a concern recently raised by John Trapp.  On our website, most of the actions articles contain the publication information associated with them (ie., journal volume and issue, and page numbers).  For some reason, though, the 2005 action article was simply a word file and lacked the publication information.  Chartier agreed to scan the 2005 article and provide an inclusive file for uploading to the website.
Species status update
Byrne presented an updated list of status changes.

For 2012 (based on a review that occurred during 2013):
Accidental to Casual
Ash-throated Flycatcher
For 2013:

Regular to Casual

Little Blue Heron

Ruff

[As a result, starting in 2014, Little Blue Heron will become an official review list species; Ruff was already on the review list.]

Casual to Regular

Chuck-will’s-widow

Nelson’s Sparrow 

[Both of these species will remain on the review list through 2016, at which point their status as a review species will be reassessed.]

Casual to Accidental

Ferruginous Hawk

Rock Wren

Green-tailed Towhee 
Accidental to Casual

Curlew Sandpiper

Also, at the end of 2013, Eurasian Collared-Dove finished its 3-year probationary period.  In the last 10 years, Michigan has had 12 accepted records, with at least one record in each of those 10 years.  Given how few records there have been, and the continuing confusion on how to identify a pure Eurasian Collared-Dove, Byrne motioned to retain the Eurasian Collared-Dove on the official review list.  The motion was seconded by Williams and passed unanimously.
Correspondence and website update

Terry reported that members made a significant dent in the 2013 correspondences, in the hours prior to the meeting.  The goal is to complete 2013 and then stay current in 2014.  In 2014, Terry will assign rounds to members, with the expectation that they will complete the correspondences before the votes for the next round are due.
Terry also stated that he would continue to update the website.  For the searchable database, Byrne will provide Terry with an updated version of the database.  It was assumed that Slager will continue to update the photo pages.

New business

Williams shared that he’s been asked on several occasions to provide information on how to prepare quality documentation.  While this is not an unfamiliar topic to the committee, it was acknowledged that prior commitments to generate this information were unfulfilled.  Williams agreed to compile a list of references and links to this information, as well as a succinct summary of the topic, all for inclusion on our website.  Byrne mentioned that an exhaustive bibliography of identification articles was compiled by Lathe Claflin and will check with Phil Chu on its whereabouts.
The meeting was adjourned at 1630 EDT.

Respectfully submitted,

Adam M. Byrne, Secretary, MBRC

