Minutes of the MBRC Meeting

27 December 2014
Brighton, Michigan
Members present: Scott Terry, Chairperson; Adam M. Byrne, Secretary; Allen Chartier, Louie Dombroski, Brad Murphy, and David Pavlik
Members absent: Jim Dawe, Dave Slager, and Sean Williams
The meeting was called to order by Terry at 1109 EST.

The minutes from the meeting on 20 July 2014 were approved unanimously.

Resubmissions

From Round 144:
2013-0100-09

Arctic/Pacific Loon
All members present felt the generic black-and-white plumage did not eliminate Red-throated Loon or Western Grebe.  The observer felt the bird’s posture eliminated Pacific Loon from consideration, but all members agreed that Red-throated Loons (and grebes) could hold their heads level, rather than upturned.
2014-1870-04

White-faced Ibis (one individual)

Four White-faced Ibis were initially reported, with two accepted and one rejected in the first round.  All four birds were obvious adult Plegadis ibis with broad white feathering around the face, pinkish facial skin, and reddish legs.  Dissenting members struggled with determining eye coloration on each individual.  Most present, felt the photo showing three ibises in flight was clear enough to see red eyes on each bird.  Thus, they argued that the individual in resubmission should be accepted.
2010-2080-02

King Rail (one individual)
Two King Rails were initially reported, with one individual rejected in the first round.  This bird was heard only, giving a loud “kuk kuk kuk kuk kuk kuk” call.  The observer cited familiarity with Virginia Rail vocalizations.  Dissenting members were unconvinced that Virginia Rail was eliminated from the description and were not eased by the observer’s claimed experience.  Virginia Rails can make a wide variety of noises, some sounding very similar to King Rail, and frequently respond to King Rail recordings.  Had the vocalizations been heard in a long, repetitive sequence, concerns would have lessened, but these short bouts of “kuk” notes were not enough to convince all members.  Lastly, some concern was raised about Clapper Rail, but most members felt it wasn’t reasonable to consider Clapper Rail as a contender.
2014-2080-01

King Rail (one individual)

Two King Rails were initially reported, with one individual accepted in the first round.  The accepted individual was clearly recorded giving a long series of “kek” notes.  A second bird was said to be seen with the first bird, but the details provided were rather vague.  The observer claimed the first bird was twice the size of a Virginia Rail.  The second bird wasn’t directly described, but compared to the initial description.  Most members felt this was reasonable, since the two birds were seen together and one was clearly identifiable by the recording.  So, while it would have been much simpler if the observer had stated the two birds were identical in size and coloration, the members present still felt comfortable that a second bird was adequately described.

2014-4900-02

Fish Crow (one individual)
Up to three Fish Crows were initially reported, but two individuals were rejected in the first round.  The observer was out running, when he heard the nasal “ah” calls.  They mentioned familiarity with juvenile American Crow vocalizations, but didn’t explain how American Crow would differ from the birds heard.  Some members were comfortable with the details, while others questioned whether the observer stopped running to listen more clearly, or did they continue running?

2014-4900-03

Fish Crow (one individual)

Up to three Fish Crows were initially reported, but two individuals were rejected in the first round.  While on the same run as the record above, the same observer heard another small group of Fish Crows at a different location, about a half an hour later.  The same nasal “ah” calls were heard, only this time the observer heard them as they ran past and then again when coming back through the area a short time later.  Some concern was raised about the possibility that the two Fish Crow records could pertain to the same individuals that moved ahead of the runner, but members eventually agreed that the distances were great enough that they should be treated as separate records.  Again, concern was raised over whether or not the observer slowed or stopped to listen to these birds.  Some had lingering concerns, while others were comfortable with the described vocalization and the observer’s stated familiarity with juvenile American Crow calls.

Round 145

2014-1860-04

Glossy Ibis (three individuals)

Three juvenile Plegadis ibises were observed and photographed at Pointe Mouillee State Game Area, Monroe County.  All three birds had dark facial skin with thin blue-white lines along the upper and lower borders.  As expected, their eyes were dark.  The concern some expressed, during the first round of votes, was that there was potential that the eyes would still develop red coloration.  Others, however, including all present during this discussion, felt that all features were entirely consistent with juvenile Glossy Ibises.  Further, it was noted that the facial features were not at all intermediate – there were no pinkish tones and the blue-white lines were very well-defined.
2014-4570-03

Say’s Phoebe

While the details superficially match a Say’s Phoebe, members were bothered by a couple of details.  First, the bill was said to be “thin pointed black….(reminiscent of a Rusty Blackbird’s bill).”  Second, the “wings appeared dark.” Lastly, the bird was viewed only briefly and the bird was obstructed such that “the tail and rear-end” were obscured.  Members were troubled by the dark wings, arguing that a Say’s Phoebe wings, in flight, should appear pale, certainly paler than the dark tail.  The comparison of the bill to a Rusty Blackbird left some to question whether the bird might have actually been some sort of blackbird.  In the end, members felt the details fell short of conclusive.
2014-6220-03

Loggerhead Shrike
Opinions were divided on this record.  Supporters felt the bird’s “extremely wide” mask, short bill, and the time of the year, all provided strong support for it being a Loggerhead Shrike, rather than a Northern Shrike.  Further support, they argued, was the description of a “sharp two-note call” and the fact that the observer attempted to differentiate between the two shrike species.  Dissenting members felt the description of the mask was insufficient.  The observer did comment that the mask was wide, but failed to note whether it extended across the bill base and stated the black went “through the eye.”  However, on Loggerhead Shrikes, the mask should encompass the eyes, not go through the eye (a Northern Shrike characteristic).  To be fair, this could be a poor choice of words, but it still caused concern to some members.  Those same members were unwilling to use seasonality as a determining factor, stating that it would be easy to overlook a rare summer Northern Shrike, if we assume they are all Loggerheads.

2014-6720-02

“Yellow” Palm Warbler

Members agreed that the yellow underparts and rusty streaking were consistent with a “Yellow” Palm Warbler.  However, several members shared their experience with very bright “Western” Palm Warblers and cautioned that more complete details were needed to support a pure “Yellow” Palm Warbler.  First, there was no description of the supercilium coloration.  Second, while the underparts were yellow, how yellow were they?  Was there any contrast between the breast, belly, and/or undertail coverts?  “Western” Palm Warblers, and intermediates, can be quite yellow below, but typically show contrast between the belly and undertail coverts.  Another concern centered on the breast streaking.  Just how rusty and thick were they?  In the end, all members felt the details were suggestive, but just not thorough enough to be conclusive.

2010-5470-01

Henslow’s Sparrow

During the first round of review, there was some concern about the length of time between the observation and review of this record.  It was pointed out, though, that the report was dated when submitted, confirming that the documentation was prepared within a week of the sighting.  Superficially, the details provided match a Henslow’s Sparrow.  However, several members were concerned about the circumstances.  The bird was said to be skulking in tall grass, providing a quick view when it “peeked” through the grass.  If it only “peeked” through the grass, several members wondered how such thorough details could be seen on all parts of the bird’s body, during such a quick and presumably obstructed view.  There was also no information on how far away the observer was from the bird in question, adding to the skepticism over the level of detail recorded.  Lastly, members commented on how easy it was for quick glances at sparrows to be misleading, making it important to get second looks to confirm suspicions, an opportunity not possible in this case.
Round 146

2014-2220-01

Red Phalarope (two individuals)

The observer reported two phalaropes that had what appeared to be gray backs, stout bills, and stocky bodies.  Distance, however, was an issue, with the observer noting that they were “not close enough to see any pale at the base of the bill, or to see other fine scale detail of moult on the back or head.”  Some members were concerned that distance could prevent one from seeing the fine lines on the upperparts of a Red-necked Phalarope, under these conditions, an underappreciated identification challenge.  One bird briefly raised its wings, revealing what appeared to be clean white underwings, offering another supportive trait.
1995-4430-02

Scissor-tailed Flycatcher

Reports for this record were submitted by two observers, both from memory over 19 years after the observation.  Most members felt one cannot clearly remember specific details after that length of time, knowing that one is apt to fill in details based on one’s knowledge of the bird’s field marks, rather than what was actually seen.  Members commented that it’s hard enough to remember specific details from birds seen within the last year or two.  Some argued that the species is very distinct and simple to document.
2014-5370-01

Smith’s Longspur (two individuals)

Up to 12 Smith’s Longspurs were reported, with 10 individuals accepted in the first round, primarily based on a report that claimed to identify 10 individuals all seen in flight at the same time.  Another observer provided photos for 12 or more individuals.  Initially, two individuals were photographed, then the flock flushed.  In flight, five birds were photographed.  Eventually, the birds landed again, and another seven birds were photographed.  The observer did a nice job of labelling each individual, with the total numbering up to 14 birds.  However, it’s not possible to rule out the possibility that the same birds photographed prior to flushing and those in flight were not actually re-photographed after they landed and started moving about the field.  Some members argued that this set of documentation could not account for more than seven or eight individuals and that acceptance of an additional two birds was not warranted.  In the end, most members shared these views.
2014-6650-01

Black-throated Gray Warbler
All members present felt the description was accurate and eliminated Black-and-white Warbler from consideration.  Dissenting members from the first round were concerned that the observer failed to note the yellow loral spot, but most present felt this could easily be overlooked, especially by someone unfamiliar with the species.  
Election of New Committee Members

At the end of 2014, Dawe, Dombroski, Murphy, and Slager will complete their terms, creating four vacancies.  Seven individuals expressed interest in filling these vacancies: Philip Chu, Skye Haas, Matt Hysell, Darrell Lawson, J.D. Phillips, Marc North, and John Trapp.  Members were impressed by the number of and quality of the candidates.  Terry nominated the slate of candidates for consideration and Chu, Haas, Hysell, and Phillips were elected; Phillips will serve as first alternate and Hysell as the second alternate.

Election of Committee Officers

Terry and Byrne, as Chairperson and Secretary, respectively, were nominated to continue serving as officers for 2015.  The present members voted unanimously to elect Terry as Chairperson and Byrne as Secretary.

New Items

Species status update
Byrne presented an updated list of status changes, effective at the end of 2014.
Accidental to Casual:

Black-bellied Whistling-Duck

Purple Gallinule

Slaty-backed Gull

Casual to Accidental:

Green-tailed Towhee

Regular to Casual:

Spotted Towhee 

[This species was still on the official review list, since it was still in its three year probationary window.]

Casual to Regular:

Red Phalarope

White-winged Dove

Smith’s Longspur

[These species will remain on the review list through 2017, at which point their status as a review species will be reassessed, if they are still classified as Regular.]
Also, at the end of 2014, Black Vulture, Scissor-tailed Flycatcher, and Painted Bunting finished their three-year probationary periods.  As a result, these species will no longer be considered official review list species.

Date range for Purple Gallinule record 2014-2180-01

Byrne shared some concerns about the date range for the Purple Gallinule record 2014-2180-01 that was accepted in Round 144.  The bird was first found on 5 May 2014 and reported consistently through 24 May 2014.  Then, after a seven day absence, it was reported again on 1 June 2014.  On this date, however, it was heard only, with a brief description and audio recording provided.  Byrne played the recording, arguing that the recording was not from a gallinule.  Members either agreed that it didn’t sound like a gallinule or that it was inconclusive.  The question raised, then, was whether the date range for this record should be extended an additional week or curtailed to 24 May 2014.  All agreed this was a unique record, but also feared that amending the date range would be creating a precedent that would be impossible to follow consistently. 
Subspecies project
Byrne pointed out that the Committee has been reviewing subspecies deemed to be Casual or Accidental.  However, he wondered if efforts have been completely consistent, covering all rare forms/subspecies.  For example, Hornemann’s Hoary Redpoll has occurred in Michigan and is certainly not annual, yet it has not been reviewed.  Byrne suggested that a comprehensive list of identifiable forms and subspecies be generated for all the birds on the Michigan list.  From this list, the Committee could determine which of these forms occur in Michigan and if any should be added to the review list.  All agreed that this would be valuable and Murphy volunteered to prepare such a list prior to the next Committee meeting.

 Website status/plans/future
Terry reminded everyone that Michigan Audubon Society will no longer be able to host our content, whenever their new website is launched.  As discussed via email during November and December, it was decided that the best option would be for us to host our own website.  Costs for a website were projected to be $72 for two years.  Terry will contact Jonathan Lutz about possible financial support.  Once we have a website, Pavlik and Williams have agreed to transfer and manage content on the new site.  It was pointed out that some current content is outdated or confusing and should be reviewed and amended, where needed.
Correspondence update
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.  Dombroski is finishing up Round 143 and will handle Round 145.  Pavlik and Chartier will handle Rounds 144 and 146, respectively.  Also, to help members understand which documentation requires correspondence, Byrne shared that he’s naming photofiles/folders with a “+” at the end, if the observer directly submitted documentation.

Regards from Jim Dawe
Terry shared some thoughts on behalf of Dawe.  Terry read: “I'd appreciate it if you'd give my high regards to all the members there Saturday and tell them that serving with them (and you) on the MBRC has been a tremendous honor and privilege.”

Thanks to outgoing members

Terry extended his gratitude to the four outgoing members – Dawe, Dombroski, Murphy, and Slager – for their many contributions.

New business

Minnesota website format
Pavlik shared some details on the website structure used by the Minnesota Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee.  Observers are able to directly enter and upload written documentation and photos, which get directed to the Secretary.  Also, records are available to members via the website, for both review and voting.  Some of these options would be great features to add to our website, while others might require some modifications to stay within requirements of our bylaws.  All felt any changes that would simplify the submission of reports would be valuable.  For review of records, it would also be nice if the Secretary were able to upload files to a webpage for members to access, eliminating the need for Dropbox.

Secretary work load

Dombroski wondered if there were ways the Committee could lessen the Secretary’s workload.  For example, taking and preparing the minutes to meetings could easily be handled by another member.  While certainly willing to accept help, Byrne pointed out that the bylaws specifically state, under B.2., “The Secretary shall be responsible for …., and keeping minutes of all meetings.”  Some members felt a future bylaws proposal with less specific language that would allow delegation of some secretarial duties was worth consideration.
Status of Eurasian Collared-Dove

Byrne reminded the Committee that Eurasian Collared-Dove became Regular in 2010 and maintained Regular status through its three-year probationary period.  At the end of 2013, the Committee voted to retain the species on the official review list.  Byrne, however, has second thoughts about this decision, arguing that the state’s seasonal survey compilers and eBird reviewers could handle the review of this species.  Unfortunately, most of the state’s sightings are currently coming from Berrien County, where observers are less than enthusiastic about providing documentation.  However, all agreed that determining which records warranted publication could be handled by others, rather than the Committee.  Pavlik motioned to remove Eurasian Collared-Dove from the official review list.  The motion was seconded by Dombroski and passed unanimously.  As a result, any new or unreviewed records from 2014 or before, will still be reviewed, but not any moving forward.
The meeting was adjourned at 1602 EST.

Respectfully submitted,

Adam M. Byrne, Secretary, MBRC

