Minutes of the MBRC Meeting

19 June 2010
Marquette, MI
Members present: Caleb G. Putnam, Chairman; Adam M. Byrne, Secretary; Phil Chu, Jim Dawe, Louie Dombroski, Skye Haas, Scott Hickman, and Dave Slager
Members absent: Lathe Claflin
The meeting was called to order by Putnam at 1325 EDT.

Physical evidence

2010-2030-01

Yellow-crowned Night-Heron
Wayne Co., Grosse Point Shores, Edsel and Eleanor Ford House
8 May 2010
photo: Lisa S. Brown

Accept 7-0

2009-0340-01

Dovekie
Van Buren Co., South Haven, Black River
21 November 2009
photos: Lathe Claflin, Bill Stewart
Accept 7-0

2010-4160-01

Chuck-will’s-widow
Berrien Co., Berrien Twp.
5 May – 1 June 2010
audio recordings: Rhoda Johnson, Jonathan Wuepper
Accept 7-0

2010-4160-02

Chuck-will’s-widow
Chippewa Co., Whitefish Point

16 May 2010

photo: Chris Neri
Accept 7-0

2010-6220-02

Loggerhead Shrike
Alger Co., along M-28, 1.5 miles west of H01

24 May 2010

photos: Scott Hickman, Mark Hubinger
Accept 7-0

2010-5520-04

Lark Sparrow
Keweenaw Co., Bete Gris

16 May 2010

photos: Skye Haas, Max Henschell
Accept 7-0

2010-5390-01

McCown’s Longspur
Keweenaw Co.; Copper Harbor and Sherman Twp., Herman’s Cove

16-17 May 2010

photos: David Flaspohler, Skye Haas, Max Henschell

Accept 7-0

Some minor wording changes were made to the minutes from the meeting on 22 November 2009 and then approved unanimously.

Resubmissions

From Round 118:
2009-1730-03

Brant (one individual only)
The observer reported a group of three Brant, two of which were previously accepted.  The wording in the description was rather vague, bouncing around from the singular to the plural, causing some members to question whether all details described could actually be attributed to each individual claimed.  Further complicating the situation was the fact that some plural statements did specify that they applied to all three birds, while others statements did not.  This situation is not unfamiliar to the Committee, on other occasions voters have chosen to not accept individuals in a report due to their inability to apply described features to each bird.  Many felt that the observer almost certainly observed three Brant, but some remained torn by the presentation of the description; after all, the Committee has to vote based on the information presented to them, not based on their gut feelings on what was likely observed.
2009-0012-02

Aechmophorus grebe
The observer described a distant grebe with a long neck and long, yellowish bill.  The throat was clean white and the hind neck and crown were black.  Distance prevented the observer from obtaining sufficient views of the face pattern or bill color to differentiate between Western and Clark’s Grebes.  All agreed the details were unfortunately brief, creating a sense of unease among several members.  Some wondered if a washed out Red-necked Grebe could be eliminated, claiming that some late winter birds can be much paler than illustrated in field guides.  Others, however, felt the description of clean white underparts/throat and narrow black hind neck provided sufficient detail to eliminate a Red-necked Grebe, which should show some blurriness to the upper breast and throat.  There was a brief discussion on whether a distant Horned or Eared Grebe may have been observed, but most felt very strongly that the yellowish bill easily eliminated those possibilities.
2009-3190-02

White-winged Dove
This record consisted of two reports, submitted by observers that claimed to briefly see a White-winged Dove at the same location on subsequent days.  All felt the report from the second day offered little useful information, so all discussion centered on the details and circumstances provided in the first report.  On the first day, the observer noticed a dove sitting in the road as approaching in a moving vehicle.  At some point, the bird flushed and grazed the truck’s antenna, before disappearing from view.  First, all members were concerned about these circumstances.  The bird was viewed with the naked eye, from a vehicle moving at unspecified speed, and from undisclosed distances.  Clearly, if the bird grazed the truck’s antenna, it had to be very close, which as some pointed out, may mean the bird was in view for only a second or two.  Several members commented on their own experiences seeing something while driving down the road only to later find out the bird wasn’t what they initially thought.  One is certainly capable of making quick identifications from a moving vehicle, but one is also very suspect to making gross errors as well.  Ultimately, most felt the circumstances and brevity of the observation were just too uncertain to provide convincing support.
From Round 119:

2009-1700-17

Ross’s Goose

A very brief description of a small white goose was provided.  The bird had a short, stubby, orangish bill that lacked a noticeable grin patch and had a blue-gray basal region.  The bill base/facial feathering interface was described as vertical.  The orangish bill troubled several members - Ross’s Goose should have a pinkish, not orange, bill.  Lastly, there was no mention of what, if any, optics were used or the bird’s distance from the observer.
2009-1700-18

Ross’s Goose

The observer described a small white goose with black primaries.  Its bill was short and stubby, dark, lacked a noticeable grin patch, and appeared to have a vertical interface between the bill and facial feathering.  There was some discussion on how one can assess the presence/absence of a grin patch on a dark bill.  Some members pointed out that the observer specifically looked for a grin patch and felt that it seemed likely they would have been able to see a noticeable tomial widening if present.  Several members were troubled by the observer’s statement “seemed to me” when referring to the vertical appearance of the bill base/facial feathering interface.  Does a statement like this infer doubt?  If so, then this important feature was not seen well enough to eliminate a possible Ross’s X Snow Goose intergrade.  Others, however, argued that words like “seemed” and “looked” are commonly used to describe features in rare bird reports and do not necessarily imply doubt by the observer.  Lastly, the details contained in the report were recorded about 12 hours after the sighting, something that troubled at least one member.  Most, however, felt that such a delay was insignificant and well within one’s ability to remember specific details of a sighting.
2009-0100-04

Pacific Loon

The observer described an alternate-plumaged Pacific Loon that was observed in flight only.  Most found the description sufficient to eliminate Arctic Loon from consideration, but there was some concern over the lighting and distance circumstances described.  This concern was quickly dispelled as several members shared their experiences watching waterbirds in flight under similar lighting conditions and distances, pointing out that it was very reasonable for one to observe the level of detail described.
2009-4900-02

Fish Crow (two individuals)

Up to six Fish Crows were reported during the spring/summer 2009 period in the vicinity of the Forest Lawn Landfill in southern Berrien County.  Three birds were previously accepted and one rejected, leaving two individuals up for discussion.  There were numerous written descriptions to review, but most of them did not describe greater than three birds.  Members felt that only one observer’s documentation was useful for establishing greater than three individuals.  One member felt the written description of the vocalizations was minimal but sufficient for an identification when combined with the shape and size details provided, leading them to believe an additional two birds were acceptable.  Another, however, felt that a written description of vocalizations and appearance were insufficient to separate the additional birds from American Crows, adding that short, nasal calls can be given by American Crows, especially fledglings, and the comparison of rattle calls provided was not conclusive.  Sibley (2000) calls differences in shape “average”, suggesting overlap between the species.  Determining size can also be difficult with crows, with members sharing concern that it can sometimes be hard to discern between Common Raven and American Crow based on size alone without direct comparisons.  So, distinguishing between American and Fish Crows logically would be equally or more difficult.  
From Round 120:
2009-0100-01

Pacific Loon
This record was previously reviewed and rejected as a Pacific Loon and subsequently accepted as an Arctic/Pacific Loon.  Since that time, new documentation was obtained and a request for reconsideration was submitted and accepted to reevaluate the record as a Pacific Loon.  It was pointed out that, if rejected as Pacific Loon, this record would still remain as an accepted Arctic/Pacific Loon.  The new documentation did address the main concern that was lacking in the original documentation – that is, the patterning along the rear flanks.  The new report described a very straight delineation between the dark upperparts and white underparts with no sign of any arching or curving of white upward along the rear flanks.  All felt the details in the report supported an identification as Pacific Loon, however, some members pointed out that there was no information provided on optics used, if any, or distance from the observer.  Some were comfortable assuming that optics were used, but others felt strongly that this was not a safe assumption.  It is entirely possible the observer saw the bird without the aid of optics, with binoculars only, or through a spotting scope.  Each of these scenarios would allow for a much different level of accuracy in reporting field marks, and to assume one over the other seemed too lenient to some.  The distance concern was less significant to most, since the first report did provide a distance estimate of the bird from the observers, however, one member felt there was still a chance that the second observer did not observe the bird under the exact same circumstances (perhaps they got on the bird shortly after the first observer).  Some second-hand information was offered by a Committee member familiar with the record, but Committee members felt that such information really wasn’t relevant or appropriate for the review of this record.

2010-1861-01

Plegadis ibis (two birds)
The report details an observation of two large, bluish-black birds with long legs and long, decurved bills seen in flight only.  Several members misinterpreted some of the wording in the report, leading to some initial confusion whether the birds were bluish-black or if the birds had bluish backs.  There was additional discussion regarding the color described, but all felt bluish-black was reasonable for Plegadis ibis, given the poor lighting conditions.  The report itself was quite brief and provided details in the singular, but accompanying field notes did provide field marks in plural.  Despite its brevity, many felt the information provided was consistent with only Plegadis ibis.  
2009-18xx-01

ibis species

A photo of a backlit ibis was acquired from an unknown source in Washtenaw County during the fall of 2009.  The photo clearly shows an ibis in flight, but the lighting conditions are so poor that most felt it wasn’t possible to tell if it was a White Ibis or one of the Plegadis ibis.  Some members were very bothered by the second-hand nature of this photo.  The location was claimed to be somewhere in Washtenaw County, but the exact location or identity of the photographer were not known.  Is it possible this photo was taken somewhere else and then falsely reported as being taken in Washtenaw County?  Some felt this was unlikely, but others felt the possibility couldn’t be ignored.  There are examples of photos posted online that claim rare birds from various locations, including at least one example of a Black-billed Magpie photo being attributed to numerous states/provinces.

2009-6560-03

“Audubon’s” Yellow-rumped Warbler (one bird)

Two birds of this form were reported from the Gladstone Wastewater Treatment Plant in Delta County.  One bird was accepted, while the other was the subject of discussion.  The two birds were different enough that one could tell them apart.  The bird in question appeared to have a very squared off throat patch in most photos, but in all photos taken on 8 December 2009, a faint but consistently visible pale bar extended back from the lower throat along the lower edge of the auriculars.  This pale bar created a pattern reminiscent of a “Myrtle” Yellow-rumped Warbler, leading some members to question whether an intergrade could be fully eliminated from consideration.  There was a lengthy discussion on the amount of acceptable variability within each form, a discussion that ended with no satisfactory answers.  As a general matter, however, many felt that we are left with only phenotypes to evaluate and that only birds near the ends of the phenotypic spectrum are likely to be comfortably identifiable in the field.

New Business

Unresolved Records
Chu shared that he was close to being able to present to the Committee information on some old specimen records:

1) Purple Gallinule and Black-billed Magpie 

These two specimens – present in the University of Michigan Museum of Zoology, and reviewed and accepted by an earlier version of our Committee – were supposedly collected during Abram Sager’s State Natural History Survey.  However, Chu recently obtained a copy of the published survey, and it does not mention either specimen.  Does this mean the labels present on the specimens (which give Michigan as the collecting locality) are inaccurate?  Why would Sager’s published account not mention these two rather significant records? 
2) Eskimo Curlew

The Committee has long been aware of a specimen supposedly collected in Michigan that is housed at the Berlin Museum in Berlin, Germany.  Unfortunately, the specimen is accompanied by a label listing Missouri as its source and then a subsequent label that claims it was actually collected in Michigan.  The specimen is mentioned in an article written in German, but translations of the article have revealed no useful information to help determine the specimen’s actual origin.  So, are there notes in the files in Berlin that might help clarify this situation?  Hopefully we will have this answer soon and be able to act on this record.
3) Saltmarsh Sparrow

This record was brought to the Committee’s attention when David Sibley discovered, in Harvard’s Museum of Comparative Zoology, a Saltmarsh Sparrow specimen whose label gives Michigan as the collecting locality.  Efforts to track down notes regarding the specimen’s collection have reached a dead end, likely leaving the Committee to deliberate on only the specimen and its label.  

These records will cause each Committee member to decide whether they believe the label information presented.  Should members trust only original labels or are supplemental labels acceptable?  The purpose of this discussion was to bring this idea to the forefront and cause each member to start thinking about the challenges these records will soon present.
Request for reconsideration of a Blue Grosbeak record
Byrne shared a recent correspondence he received from an observer of a Blue Grosbeak record the Committee rejected in 2007.  The observer contacted Byrne and asked if the record would be reconsidered since a subsequent observation of a Blue Grosbeak that same spring was later accepted by the Committee.  However, the second observation occurred nearly a month after the original report and was actually not from the same location.  The two reports indicated that the sightings took place nearly a mile apart and were separated by a large wooded area.  Members felt the original report was not sufficient to support a Blue Grosbeak and did not feel the subsequent report was enough to retroactively accept the first record.
Website coordination
Putnam reminded members that he would be rotating off the Committee at the end of 2010.  Thus, someone else will need to start handling the updates to the website and searchable database.  Chu agreed to handle these responsibilities in Putnam’s absence. 
Claflin’s identification bibliography still needs to be completed and uploaded onto the website.  Putnam offered to continue working on this project through its completion, even if that extends beyond the end of his current term.  Lastly, Haas is still working on photo editing and should be caught up soon – he agreed to continue handling this responsibility.

Presentation given at MiBCI conference

Putnam was asked to provide a summary of the MBRC functions at the recent MiBCI conference.  He prepared a Power Point presentation and offered to send it around to current members for viewing and consideration for uploading it onto our website.

The meeting was adjourned at 1751 EST.

Respectfully submitted,

Adam M. Byrne, Secretary, MBRC
