Michigan Bird Records Committee – minutes of 22 July 2018 meeting in Petoskey, Michigan

Members Present: Louis Dombroski, Lyle Hamilton, Darrell Lawson, Brad Murphy, Scott Terry
Members Absent: Jeff Buecking, Matt Hysell, J.D. Phillips, Marc North 

The meeting was called to order by Dombroski at 12:18 p.m.
Terry volunteers and is selected to keep minutes for the meeting. 

Minutes from the December 2017 meeting are approved unanimously with one minor change.
Discussion of resubmitted records:
Round 163:
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher


1985-4430-01 (initial vote: 4-3)
The documentation consisted of a written report that all agreed described features of a Scissor-tailed Flycatcher, such as “extreme long tail streamers”, “white/gray head and back contrasting “slightly with pink splash on the sides and brighter pink area at the shoulder”, and “dark wings and tail”. Concerns centered on the 33-year gap between the observation and the writing of the description, with some members expressing concerned about whether details written so long after the sighting could be trusted, while others commenting that this species is so recognizable that this wasn’t problematic. The possibility of a hybrid with a yellow-bellied kingbird species, which may not have been a factor considered at the time of the observation was also mentioned.   
Round 164:
Red Phalarope



2017-2220-03 (initial vote: 5-2)
All present, including one of the members who had initially voted to reject, were in agreement that the three photos that document this record adequately rule out all other species, and there was no need for further discussion.
Slaty-backed Gull



2017-0480-02 (initial vote: 5-2)
Those voting to reject based their concerns on traits viewed in the photographs, namely that they thought the underwing pattern was too pale, the tongues were too narrow, and that the secondary trailing edge was not thick enough and appeared uniform with the primary trailing edge. Their thinking was that maybe one of these features is ok for a pure Slaty-backed but certainly not all of them. One member thought that the legs seemed long for this species. Those present who had voted to accept recognized these concerns but were undecided as to how they would vote the next time. 
Round 165:
King/Common Eider



2017-1590-01 (initial vote: 4-3)
Reconsidered as a King/Common Eider after being rejected as a Common Eider, the documentation for this record consisted of one description written by one of the two observers. While this account mentions a number of characters supporting the identification, some of these were seen by only one of the two observers mentioned and so were reported second hand, and the report was written a week after the sighting. All members present felt that the record could not be accepted because of these concerns. 

Spotted Towhee



2017-5880-01 (initial vote: 5-2)
All members present were concerned with the amount of white in the base of the primaries visible in the photos. One member who had voted to reject thought that if this bird truly was a hybrid with Eastern Towhee it should have reduced white in the back, which he felt was not the case with this bird; he stated he would consider voting to accept if he could be convinced that hybrids would always have an intermediate back pattern. The rest of the members present felt that the amount of white at the base of the primaries was disaqualifying regardless of how extensively spotted the back was. 

 “Yellow” Palm Warbler


2017-6720-01 (initial vote: 4-3)
This record consists of one photograph of a Palm Warbler taken in September. The bird shows extensive yellow on the underparts and supercilium, though the upper breast is much duller than other areas. Concerns brought up by those voting to reject were the paleness of the upper breast and lack of chestnut breast streaking, which they thought made it difficult to rule out an intergrade with “Western” Palm Warbler. All members present seemed to come to the conclusion that the amount of yellow shown in the photographs was probably sufficient for acceptance as a “Yellow” Palm Warbler. 

Round 166:
Prairie Merlin



2018-3570-01 (initial vote: 4-3)
Several photos show a very pale Merlin in flight. One member felt this bird looks like a classic Prairie Merlin based on his experience. One member felt that there was a clearly defined moustache that is visible in all the photos, especially in the head-on photo. Others noted that new feathers that appear to be molting in the back, head and chest seem to be much darker than the rest of the bird and thought this could be a sign of intermediacy with Taiga Merlins. There was not a consensus reached on this record, with some members more concerned than others about these possibly intermediate features. 

Round 167:
Black-necked Stilt



2018-2260-08 (initial vote: 4-3) 
The documentation for this record comes from one observer who submitted photos and a written report which mentions that two individuals were present. One individual was accepted unanimously; the resubmission involved just the second individual. The written report states that one bird was “within 50 feet of the corner, very close to the road” while the other was “further out”, adding that, “Both birds were observable from nearby observation tower.” Those voting to reject argued that there was nowhere in the description that clearly explains how the presence of two birds was determined, and that the wording in the written documentation did not preclude the possibility that one bird could have been observed close to the road, and then been observed again when it reappeared further away. Other members felt that the wording strongly implied that both birds were observed at the same time and that the second individual should be accepted. All members present agreed that there were most likely two birds present, but remained split as to their comfort level in accepting the second individual after the discussion. 
Ruff




2018-2600-04 (initial vote: 5-2) 
There was one written description of a female seen in May from a lone observer for this record. Those voting to reject brought up several traits mentioned in the description that seemed possibly incorrect for a Ruff. Our discussion centered on the leg color (described as olive) and the description of a white throat and upper neck. Many photographs were examined, and some appeared to show a throat and upper neck that could be described as whitish. There was discussion as to how much weight should be put into the leg coloration, given the variability of this trait within this species. In the end most members thought that the identification was supported by less ambiguous features such as the blotchy pattern on some of the underparts, boldest on the upper flanks, and barred tertials and bold black-centered feathers on much of the upperparts.

Harlan’s Hawk 




2018-3380-01 (initial vote: 5-2) 
This record consisted of a written description and several photographs of a Red-tailed Hawk in flight. All members present were concerned to some degree about whether the photos ruled out a Western Red-tailed Hawk. Discussion centered on whether there was barring visible on the outermost primaries and whether this even necessarily ruled out Western Red-tailed Hawk. One member was concerned that the photos didn’t show the upperside of the tail, though since this was not an adult bird, it was pointed out that this was not problematic. 

Virginia’s Warbler



201-6440-01 (initial vote: 5-2)
In the written report that documented this record the observer recounts seeing a puzzling warbler in his yard for about 15-20 seconds and then immediately consulted a field guide and found Virginia’s was the closest match, though he initially thought the yellow on the throat was too extensive for that species. The head, back, and wings were described as being “a consistently even gray that was roughly a medium gray or very slightly lighter,” and the underparts were described as “a light, whitish color except for strikingly yellow undertail coverts and an expansive yellow in the throat region”. Some members were concerned about the way the sighting played out, it appearing to them that the observer saw the bird and was unsure of the identification and then consulted field guides and “talked himself into it”. All other members present seemed to think this was not a concern because the description fit Virginia’s Warbler so well. The brevity of the observation and distance from the bird were concerning to one member but did not seem to be to the rest.
Other Business: 

1. Website: Matt Hysell has edited photos and is ready to upload the photos but is waiting to hear back on the number of records for each county, etc. from Adam. Lawson has updated the website members roster. Lawson and Hamilton are expressed interest in making the website, especially the searchable database easier to update.
2. Correspondence: Dombroski stated that at the last meeting two members volunteered to do correspondence, and one of these has completed the round he volunteered to do and the other had contacted him for instructions. Dombroski stated he remains behind where he would like to be, but still plans on completing the correspondences through Round 167.  After that round he will ask for volunteers.
3. Status Change (per Secretary Adam Byrne): As of January 1, 2018 Bell’s Vireo has moved from Accidental to Casual. 

4. The status of Northern Bobwhite was discussed. Dombroski recalled from his time writing the Summer Seasonal Survey that he received a yearly summary of this species status from (he thought) somebody in the Michigan DNR and volunteered to look into this further. The members were confounded on the best way to proceed, since distinguishing released birds from truly wild individuals is often impossible. One member wondered if there shouldn’t be a new category for our Michigan List, such as “status uncertain”.
5. Next meeting: location unknown but Dombroski is leaning towards southwestern Michigan, almost certainly some time in December.
Meeting adjourned at 3:28 p.m.

