Minutes of the Michigan Bird Records Committee Meeting

30 December 2017
Ann Arbor, Michigan
Members present: Louis Dombroski, Chairperson; Adam M. Byrne, Secretary; Jeff Buecking, Philip C. Chu, Skye Haas, Matt Hysell, David Pavlik
Members absent: Marc North, J.D. Phillips 
The meeting was called to order by Dombroski at 1224 EDT.

The minutes from the meeting on 4 December 2016 were approved unanimously.
Resubmissions

From Round 160:

2017-1770-01

Black-bellied Whistling-Duck

The observer described a duck with “prominent black on its underside but absent from the breast and neck”, a pale bill, large patches of white on the upper sides of the wings, and feet that extended beyond the tail. Many felt these details could only match a Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, but dissenting members shared several concerns.  First, the observation took place while the observer was driving down the highway at “75 mph” with the duration of quality viewing lasting “no more than 5 seconds”.  Some felt the speed and short observation time, coupled with naked eye looks were troubling and might make it difficult to accurately assess all features.  Also, some wondered why the observer was able to notice a pale bill, but not comment on the coloration of the head and breast.  These areas were not black like the underparts, but what color were they?  Some felt the observer should have minimally noted they were brownish.  Another concern was whether all species, including domestic ducks and geese, could be eliminated from consideration.  Muscovy can be variable in plumage and does have white on the upper wings.  Legs extending beyond the tail should rule out all other waterfowl, but some questioned whether missing tail feathers could create a similar appearance, to which others countered that they had never observed ducks with trailing feet showing due to missing tail feathers.  Lastly, origin was mentioned as a possible concern, by a few members.  Even if this was a Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, there was no way to prove that it had not escaped from captivity, since the observer had no chance to look for bands or clipped halluces, which could be signs of prior captivity.  Other members, though, felt the pattern of vagrancy was so strong for this species over the past decade that it really wasn’t a major source of concern.
2017-1360-02

Eurasian Wigeon

Up to two adult male Eurasian Wigeons were reported, one of which was documented on several dates by multiple observers and was accepted in the first round.  The second male was noted only on 11 April 2017 and the documentation for it consists of a brief report and one photo.  All agreed that the identification hinged on the photo (IMG_20170411_131921085_HDR).  That photo shows two adult wigeons with red heads, pink breasts, and gray backs and flanks.  Some, however, were concerned about the quality of the photo, especially for the red-headed wigeon on the right side of the image.  The white hip patch is also obscured on this individual, causing one member to wonder if this white area was hidden or possibly not present, as on a Redhead, though they conceded that Redhead was eliminated by the pale, rather than black, chest.  It was also questioned whether the distant image showed enough detail to rule out the possibility that some brown or pinkish feathers were present in the back or flanks.  Most, though, felt the photo clearly showed two male Eurasian Wigeons and were not concerned with the possibility of hybridization.

2017-4490-01

Great Kiskadee

The documentation consisted of a single photograph and one report.  The photo shows a chunky flycatcher from the rear, revealing lemon yellow underparts, brownish wings, and what most felt was a broad white area on the head (others were unconvinced this was part of the bird).  The report adds that the bird had a black cap and eyeline, white stripe above the eye, a thick and black bill, and “back dark with rufous when it flew.”  The observer also heard a “two note Kadee call several times, and a three note kiskadee call once.”  The statement that the back was dark with rufous when it flew bothered some, since Great Kiskadee doesn’t have rufous on the back.  Later in the report, though, the observer ruled out Boat-billed Flycatcher by stating “that species lacks the rufous in the wings.”  Most felt this statement qualified the earlier statement, about “rufous when it flew,” meaning that the rufous seen in flight was located in the wings.  All agreed that the combination of written details and photo narrowed down the options to Great Kiskadee and Boat-billed Flycatcher.  One member commented that Boat-billed Flycatcher has never been documented north of Mexico and really shouldn’t be a source of concern, much like Plumbeous Kite isn’t considered for Mississippi Kite records.  Some, though, did feel Boat-billed Flycatcher deserved consideration and questioned whether the plumage details and vocalizations were sufficient to eliminate that possibility.  A discussion over the variability of Boat-billed Flycatcher vocalizations ensued, with members playing recordings from xeno-canto of both species.  While there was some variability in Boat-billed Flycatcher vocalizations, most still felt the written description of the voice was a much better match for Great Kiskadee.  One member commented that the white on the rear of a Great Kiskadee’s head is wider, while Boat-billed Flycatcher gets narrower, but a quick look at online photos and uncertainty whether the image actually shows the white on the head (and if so, from what angle), led all to conclude this feature was not useful for this record.  In the end, most felt that Great Kiskadee was supported by the documentation.
From Round 161:

2017-2080-04

King Rail

Documentation for this record was two separate reports of a heard-only rail.  One individual described it as “tik tik tik tik tik tik tik” heard twice, while the other heard a single “kick – kick – kick” and “the low grunting display call” that sounded “harsher and lower toned” than a Virginia Rail.  Two members recounted their experienced at this same location, in efforts of relocating this bird, where they heard an atypical Virginia Rail give repeated single-note “kek” calls and very aggressive and harsh alarm calls, reminiscent of a King Rail.  Also, Chu played a Virginia Rail call from xeno-canto that was a long series of single-noted calls.  All agreed that heard-only King Rails are challenging to adequately document without a recording, but to do so, more effort would be needed to describe the cadence, quality, tone, and duration of the vocalizations heard.  Byrne reported that only one heard-only record has been accepted in the last decade.  In the end, most agreed that the documentation presented did not rule out a Virginia Rail.
From Round 162:

2017-5970-06

Blue Grosbeak

The very brief eBird report described a male with deep blue body, rusty wing bars, and thick bill with a lower mandible that appeared silver and an upper mandible that appeared dark.  The observer also described a sharp “chink” call.  Many members felt these details could only pertain to a Blue Grosbeak.  Others, though, were troubled by the lack of information on circumstances.  How long was the bird in view?  Were optics used?  How far away was the bird?  Would members vote for this record if it was observed with a naked eye view for less than 2 seconds and from 100 yards?  A few members pointed out that some records shouldn’t be penalized for being honest on circumstances and then we just assume all is ideal when those same circumstances are not provided.  In the end, members were divided on the record, with some agreeing that the circumstances were important and others holding that the details were sufficient.
From Round 163:

2017-2220-02

Red Phalarope

The documentation consisted of two photographs and a written description.  The photos show a distant phalarope with a grayish back.  The report states the bird’s back was gray and unstreaked, but also states the bird was not observed through the scope until after it had started to fly away.  In fact, the best parts of the observation were used to take photographs.  The observer stated “I snagged a couple more documentation shots and then watched it through my scope as it flew away.”  Some members questioned how well the bird’s back was really seen.  By the time the bird was viewed with a scope, it was already flying away, but at an unknown distance.  All agreed that the written details were not convincing, leaving the photos as the documentation that provided the most compelling evidence.  In one photo, the bird’s back does look gray and unstreaked, at least to some members, but others pointed out that adult basic Red-necked Phalaropes can appear very pale gray above, such that the white back braces are not easy to see.  Some online images were shown to illustrate this concern, leaving several members concerned that Red-necked Phalarope could not be eliminated.
Other business
Status changes

Byrne provided an update of status changes, as of the end of 2017:

1) Two species, White-winged Dove and Red Phalarope, completed their three-year probationary period as Regular species, meaning they will no longer be on the review list starting in 2018.
2) Three species, Western Sandpiper, Ruff, and Fish Crow, are now considered Regular.  They will remain on the review list through 2020, at which time, if still Regular, they will be eligible to come off the review list.

3) Three new species were added to the state list, all as Accidental.  Sharp-tailed Sandpiper and Crested Caracara were both documented in 2016, but added based on actions during 2017.  Shiny Cowbird was documented in 2017.

4) Finally, Neotropic Cormorant and Vermilion Flycatcher both changed from Accidental to Casual.

Corrections to record numbers

While printing reports and photos for the official bird files at the University of Michigan Museum of Zoology, Byrne discovered some numbering errors:

1) Black-bellied Whistling-Duck 2015-1770-01 and 2015-1770-02 from Round 150 should have been numbered 2015-0770-01 and 2015-0770-02, respectively.  The number “1770” were errors and should have been “0770”, the number used for previous Black-bellied Whistling-Duck records.

2) Pomarine Jaeger 2007-0360-02 from Round 156 should have been numbered 2007-0360-03, since record -02 already existed.

3) Eurasian Tree Sparrow 2014-6883-04 from Round 158 should have been 2008-6883-03.  Byrne was not sure how the years were confused, but the record was from 2008, not 2014, and there were only two previously considered records for 2008.

4) Bullock’s Oriole 2010-5080-01 from Round 145 should have been numbered 2010-5080-02, since a previous record already existed for that year.

Chu motioned to accept all changes proposed by Byrne; the motion was seconded by Hysell and passed unanimously.
Status of record archival
Prior to the meeting, Byrne and Chu deposited documentation from Rounds 145-157, spanning years 2014 to 2017.  This leaves most of the records reviewed in 2017, something Byrne hopes to have caught up by the end of 2018.
Website status
Pavlik shared that the searchable database, checklist, and review list were all updated in August.  Hysell shared that the photos have been uploaded to the photo page for Round 150-160 and that he’s still working back into older rounds.

Correspondence update

Dombroski and Hysell stated they have completed some of the outstanding correspondences.  However, Chu added that his round from 2015 has not been completed.  Dombroski stated he would continue to work on correspondences and solicit assistance from members during 2018.  Byrne suggested that the most recent rounds be completed first, working back to the older rounds.
Criteria for lumping/splitting geographical records

Hysell questioned what the official procedure was for determining when documentation was treated as one or multiple records.  Specifically, the recent Wood Stork record from Round 162 included reports from Washtenaw, Jackson, and Eaton counties, all from a 10-day period.  The record was submitted and accepted as one record, rather than three.  In contrast, the Fish Crow situation was cited as an example where documentation from Berrien County has been treated as multiple records, despite very close proximity to one another.  Byrne explained that the Fish Crows, specifically birds from Three Oaks sewage ponds, were treated as separate records from the very close long-standing birds at the Forest Lawn Landfill, based on no reports, either in eBird or seasonal surveys, at Three Oaks in the nearly 10 years the birds were present at the landfill.  The sewage ponds are a very heavily birded location, yet prior to this year, only one brief and rejected claim ever came from Three Oaks.  For the Wood Stork, Byrne shared that the tight occurrence window, close proximity, and similar appearance of the individuals led to his decision to consider them as one record, but was open to a discussion on whether it should be treated differently.

For the Wood Stork record, the photos were viewed, with some feeling the Washtenaw and Jackson birds looked different.  Others, though, remained unconvinced and felt the lighting conditions were different enough to explain the perceived differences.  Interestingly, most did feel the timing of the Jackson and Eaton county sightings were suggestive of the same individual.  Ultimately, there was enough uncertainty that most felt leaving them as one record was preferred.


With regards to establishing a formal policy on how to treat such circumstances, all agreed there was no one formula that would apply to all situations.  Instead, the Secretary should continue to distribute records in a conservative manner that he feels is most likely representative of what really occurred.  When concerns surface, discussion during one of the annual meetings seems like the best course of action.
Discussion of Neotropic Cormorant record 2017-1210-02 from Round 161

In Round 161, the committee accepted Neotropic Cormorant 2017-1210-02 with a 6-1 vote.  After reading the vote rationales from that round, one member, who voted for the record, concluded that he and the committee made a mistake.  In hindsight, this member agreed with the one dissenting rationale that the documentation did not rule out a Hooded Merganser.  Another member who had voted to accept stated that he had not considered Hooded Merganser as a source of confusion, but now thought his vote to accept was a mistake.  Of particular concern was the stated size of the bird, similar in size but less bulky than the nearby Caspian Terns.  However, Neotropic Cormorant should weigh considerably more than a Caspian Tern.  The plumage details and size estimations would be consistent with a Hooded Merganser, a species that was reported at the same location and date of the sighting.  Some members, though, argued that the details were not inconsistent with Neotropic Cormorant, with one member pointing out that the description of the tail length as “half as long as the bird’s body from neck base to rump” was not right for Hooded Merganser.  Enough members, though, were concerned with the record that a request for reconsideration will be prepared.
Discussion of Blue Grosbeak record 2017-5970-09 from Round 162

In Round 162, the committee accepted two Blue Grosbeaks, a male and a female, out of four claimed individuals.  Byrne shared that the photo documentation clearly supports the presence of three different birds.  There are multiple photos of a female with an all brown head, but also photos of a female type with a considerable amount of blue feathering on its face.  After viewing the images, all agreed that a third individual was present.  Byrne will prepare a request for reconsideration, so this omission can be corrected.
Status of Plegadis ibis

Dombroski shared that there have been over 60 records of Plegadis ibis in the past 10 years and reports from each of those years – these records include individuals accepted as White-faced Ibis, Glossy Ibis, or Plegadis ibis.  Even though both White-faced and Glossy ibis are still on the review list, Dombroski pointed out that these numbers established Plegadis ibis as Regular and questioned whether it was necessary to review ibis reported at the generic level or those rejected as either White-faced or Glossy.    Byrne shared that the original approach was to review Plegadis ibis as long as either parental species was still on the review list.  He also added that White-faced Ibis will come off the review list at the end of 2018.  Members felt it was best to stay consistent and review Plegadis ibis for one more year, until White-faced comes off the review list.
Election of new members and officers for 2018

At the end of 2017, there will be four vacancies on the committee.  Six candidates submitted letters of interest to serve on the committee – Benjamin Hack, Lyle Hamilton, Darrell Lawson, Brad Murphy, Ryne Rutherford, and Scott Terry.  All six were nominated for consideration and Hamilton, Lawson, Murphy, and Terry were elected.  Murphy and Terry will serve as regular members, while Lawson will be the first alternate and Hamilton the second alternate.


Haas motioned to have Byrne continue as Secretary and Dombroski as Chairman for 2018.  The motion was seconded by Hysell and passed unanimously.  Byrne will not be a voting committee member for 2018, but per Bylaw B.2 that was amended earlier in 2017, the Secretary position can be filled by a former member not currently serving as a regular or alternate member.  
Any other new business
Outstanding documentation
Byrne reminded a few members that he was still waiting on documentation from them and urged these delinquent members to try to get their outstanding documentation submitted soon, so these records could be distributed in the next round.

Consideration of records as multiple options in the same vote

Dombroski wondered if it would be possible to consider records with multiple options in the same round, rather than across multiple rounds.  For example, rather than reject a Magnificent Frigatebird in one round and then reconsider it as a Fregata species in a subsequent round, why not provide the options to accept as Magnificent Frigatebird, accept as Fregata species, or reject all in the same round?  Byrne shared a couple of concerns.  First, if the more generic option was available at the start, he feared that it could lead some to not dive into the identification considerations for the more specific option and just accept under the generic option.  Second, there have been situations where the first review led to a complete change of opinion, where the reject comments in the first round impacted the result of the second round.  Members agreed that the current approach, even if it means a slightly longer time for completion, was worth maintaining.
The meeting was adjourned at 1632 EDT.

Respectfully submitted,

Adam M. Byrne, Secretary, MBRC

