Minutes of the Michigan Bird Records Committee Meeting

21 November 2020
Virtual Zoom Meeting
Members present: David Pavlik, Chairperson; Adam M. Byrne, Secretary; Jeff Buecking, Lyle Hamilton, Darrell Lawson, Brad Murphy, Marc North, Chace Scholten, Scott Terry
The meeting was called to order by Pavlik at 0907 EST.

The minutes from the meeting on 29 December 2019, with minor edits, were approved unanimously.
Resubmissions

From Round 178:

2019-5970-02

Blue Grosbeak (three nestlings)


In the first round, two adults and an older fledgling were accepted, but a nest with three young entered resubmission.  There was some initial confusion whether these nestlings were connected to the accepted fledgling, but based on the date of the photos, the nest with young had to be part of a second brood.  The observers watched the female carry food directly to the nest.  So, unless the nestlings were Brown-headed Cowbirds, these logically had to be young Blue Grosbeaks.  All three nestlings were equal in size and appearance, so members felt comfortable eluding that they were all Blue Grosbeaks.  

From Round 179:

2020-1520-03

Barrow’s Goldeneye


The observer described a male goldeneye with the correct head shape, purplish coloration, and a crescent-shaped white patch in front of the eye.  Supporting members felt the general pattern fit a Barrow’s Goldeneye.  However, others argued that some important features were omitted, making it impossible to rule out a hybrid Common x Barrow’s Goldeneye.  Most importantly, the observer made no reference to the presence of a black shoulder spur.  They did state they looked for signs of hybridization, but the complete lack of mention of this field mark suggests not everything was assessed well enough.  In the end, members felt the details fell short of conclusive.

2020-3370-01

“Krider’s” Red-tailed Hawk


Discussion on a pale Red-tailed Hawk led to the realization that more than one individual was represented in the photos presented.  Since it was impossible to determine which vote rationales corresponded to which individuals, Byrne moved to strike all previous actions on this record and to start fresh and treat it as two separate records.  Terry seconded the motion and it passed unanimously. 

From Round 180:

2020-5050-02

Hooded Oriole


The documentation consisted of a single image of an oriole on a bird feeder.  The bird has a general orangish coloration, with an extensive black bib that extends well down onto the breast and appears to completely encompass the eyes.  Supporting members felt the orangish plumage, extensive black bib, and black around the eye were enough to rule out the surprisingly similar Orchard Oriole.  Dissenting members, though, pointed out that the feeder was also orange in color, which could be making the bird look more orange than it really was.  They also pointed out that the photo was blurry and hard to really make out the position of the eye, such that the distribution of black might actually fit an Orchard Oriole.  As for the extent of black down onto the breast, they conceded that it looked extensive, but also noted the posture of the head could be influencing that impression.  Size and shape were also discussed, but from a single image it was really hard to draw any firm conclusions.

From Round 182:

2020-2260-05

Black-necked Stilt


In the first round, two adults and two juveniles were accepted, sending a single juvenile into resubmission.  Of all the documentation amassed for this record, the number of juveniles hinged on one photo that shows three juveniles feeding together.  The lighting on one individual was a little shaded, causing some members to initially feel like it could have been an adult.  After discussion, all agreed that three juveniles can be supported by the documentation.

2020-2470-01

Western Sandpiper


Photos show a juvenile peep with black legs, rufous scapulars, and what appeared to be a long bill.  Upon closer inspection, one of the photos that gave the bill a long, decurved appearance was actually a partial illusion, created by some dark material in the background.  After discussion, members agreed that the bill was not as long as some thought and looked to fall well within range for a Semipalmated Sandpiper.  Some dissenting members also pointed out that the birds head pattern (face and crown) were rather dark, unlike the more plain-faced appearance typical of Western Sandpipers.
2020-4900-01

Fish Crow (two individuals)


A total of three Fish Crows were reported, with one individual accepted in the first round.  For the additional two birds, there was concern whether all individuals were actually heard giving diagnostic calls.  Byrne argued that one could hear two distinct individuals in one of the recording – one close and one a bit further away, feeling that, at a minimum, an additional individual should be accepted.  One description also commented that the three birds flew by close and were heard vocalizing.  Dissenting members wondered if this could be confidently interpreted to mean all three individuals were heard calling or that they called in general, meaning only a maximum of one can be accepted.  

2020-4900-02

Fish Crow


The documentation for this record consisted of several very short descriptions that lacked a lot of valuable information.  How many times was the vocalization heard?  How close was the bird to the observers?  How did the call differ from American Crows?  In the end, most agreed that more information was needed to feel confident in the identification.
2020-4900-03

Fish Crow (one individual)


In the first round, one individual was rejected and the second resubmitted.  Again, the documentation was very brief and lacked important supporting details (distance, how many times was it heard, how it differed from similar species, etc.).  One report was a bit more detailed, but described the call as low and croaking, a description all felt didn’t really fit Fish Crow very well.

2020-4900-05

Fish Crow (one individual)


Up to six individuals were reported over a period of time, five of which were accepted in the first round.  Dissenting members were concerned whether all individuals were actually heard giving diagnostic calls.  One member argued that seeing a group of birds and hearing multiple calls did not equate all individuals were calling.  Others felt that the description of six individuals was sufficient because all birds were seen in close proximity and heard calling.  If American Crows were intermixed with a close flock of six birds, members argued that an American Crow would stand out due to its larger size.

2020-5970-06

Blue Grosbeak (two individuals)

A pair of Blue Grosbeaks was reported, with most of the details centering on the male.  The male was said to be blue with brown wing patches.  There was no mention of black around the face or the exact distribution of the brown on the wings.  Dissenting members felt this description could fit Indigo Buntings.  First spring Indigo Buntings can have brown on the wings and overall size/shape can be misleading, in the absence of direction comparisons.  There really was no description of the female. other than to say there was a brown bird of similar size and shape nearby.  The suggestive field marks provided were large size and heavy bill, but again, this committee has received documentation with these same impressions that clearly showed Indigo Buntings.  In the end, all were in agreement that the details fell short of conclusive.
Other business
Status updates


Byrne detailed the status changes as of the completion of 2020:

1) Barrow’s Goldeneye moves from Casual to Regular and will remain on the review list through 2023.
2) Black-necked Stilt moves from Casual to Regular and will remain on the review list through 2023.
3) Western Sandpiper completed its three-year probation with Regular status and is slated to be removed from the official review list.  Members felt this species provided recurring identification challenges and really wasn’t reported in large numbers.  Hamilton moved to retain Western Sandpiper as an official review species.  The motion was seconded by North and accepted unanimously.
4) Black Skimmer was added to the state list with Accidental status.
5) Anhinga moves from Casual to Accidental.
6) White Ibis moves from Casual to Accidental.

7) Fish Crow completed its three-year probation with Regular status and is slated to be removed from the official review list.  Members all acknowledged that this species is well established in Berrien County, but that no accepted records have come from other counties.  Murphy moved to review all Fish Crow records from counties other than Berrien County.  The motion was seconded by Terry and accepted unanimously.

8) Eurasian Tree Sparrow moves from Casual to Regular and will remain on the review list through 2023.
Northern Bobwhite status


North summarized information he gathered from the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR) and United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).  The DNR acknowledged that they have not been doing actual surveys in many years and, for at least the past decade, were relying on the USFWS survey data.  The USFWS data showed a precipitous drop in detection in the early 2000’s, with only single digit numbers, or zeros, being tallied after 2008.  One uncertainty with this modern data was whether all of the detections even referred to wild birds.  Regardless, the pattern was clear, there did not appear to be any support for wild Northern Bobwhite populations, from the DNR or USFWS data.


Buecking also did some digging through data sources, mainly Breeding Bird Atlas data, spring migration count data, and Christmas Bird Count (CBC) data.  The trend matched the information provided by North.  In the late 1970s, a series of hard winters led to a significant decline.  Following that period, when Northern Bobwhite were recorded in the hundreds on CBCs, numbers showed drops in excess of 50-75%.  By the early 2000s, they were starting to be reported in single digit totals and since 2010 no more than one individual has been reported on a CBC.  Again, it seems highly likely that many, if not all, of these modern records are the result of released or escaped individuals, rather than established populations.


So, what does this all mean?  We’ve been discussing the status of Northern Bobwhite for several years, sort of ducking the inevitable.  After our December 2019 meeting, a Facebook post was made to draw attention to this issue, in hopes that birders around the state might offer some insight on possible populations of this species.  Instead, very little, outside of lots of agreement, was gained.  Do we make an official statement that we believe the species is no self-sustaining in the wild and is extirpated?  If so, we should keep minds open to new information and be willing to reassess, as needed.


North motioned to change the official status of Northern Bobwhite from Regular to Extirpated.  Byrne seconded the motion and it passed unanimously.  This then led to discussion of whether it should be added to the review list and all reports should be reviewed.  In the end, it was decided that the onus is on the observers.  If someone feels they have a wild Northern Bobwhite, they need to forward documentation and rationale to the Michigan Bird Records Committee.  Reports to eBird will be screened, as they are now.  Those that observers indicate are likely introduced/escapees will be invalidated.  If no indication is made, the eBird reviewer will reach out for more information and possible documentation for review by the Committee. 
Website updates

1) Pavlik shared that he has not yet reached out to Michigan Audubon Society about future financial support for the website.  The Michigan Bird Records Committee was formed as a subcommittee of Michigan’s Audubon Society’s research committee, but recent communications with Michigan Audubon’s executive director indicated that connection may no longer be supported.  Pavlik and Byrne will reach out and report back to the committee in 2021.


2) Lawson shared that he did not fulfill his plan to update the state species and review lists.  He reaffirmed his intent to make updates.  Byrne pointed out that there were now status updates needed, new species to add, and taxonomic changes to make.


3) There remains a need to update the photo gallery.


4) Byrne is working with Myles McNally to continue updating the searchable database – the next update should happen before the end of the year.


5) Terry wondered if it was worth seeking outside assistance with the website.  Perhaps there are interested birders with more website experience, time, interest, or all of the above, to help maintain the website and make it more relative/informative.  Nobody had objection to receiving assistance with this, if someone were truly interested.

Facebook page update


Terry shared that he has been working on posts for Rounds 178-181 and that he posted them during the meeting.  Round 182 results will hopefully be posted in the near future.  Where he feels there is room for improvement would be calls for observers to submit documentation when long-staying rarities are around.  With Terry rotating off the Committee, hopefully someone else will be willing to build on this effort.
Committee vacancies at the end of 2020


At the end of 2020, four members are rotating off the Committee (Buecking, Murphy, North, and Terry).  A total of five candidates indicated interest in joining the Committee in 2021 – Louie Dombroski, Skye Haas, Geoff Malosh, Tim Peterson, and Andrew Simon.  

Byrne made a motion to nominate all five candidates for consideration.  The motion was seconded by Terry and passed unanimously.  After discussion and a vote, Dombroski, Haas, Malosh, and Simon were elected to the Committee.  Byrne then moved to have Dombroski and Haas start as regular members and Malosh and Simon as alternate members.  Terry seconded the motion and it passed unanimously.

Election of officers for 2021

Pavlik and Byrne were both willing to continue serving as Chairman and Secretary, respectively.  Terry motioned to keep Pavlik as Chairman and Byrne as Secretary for 2021.  Hamilton seconded the motion and it passed unanimously.

New business

Michigan Field Checklist


Byrne shared that he is currently working to update the state field checklist that is printed by Michigan Audubon Society.  The last version was printed in 2012, so there are many new additions and taxonomic changes to be made.  

Blue Grosbeak record 2020-5970-08 from Round 182


In our most recent round, we reviewed documentation for reports of Blue Grosbeaks in Jackson County late this summer.  Upon completion, we accepted three birds (two males, one female) and rejected an additional male and female.  Byrne shared that he felt the photos provided supported the presence of three different adult male Blue Grosbeaks and asked that members that voted for only two males revisit the images and give it another look.  If any agreed that they missed something, he urged them to consider submitting a request for reconsideration to reevaluate the record.
The meeting was adjourned at 1228 EST.

Respectfully submitted,

Adam M. Byrne, Secretary, MBRC

