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Western Specialty:
Dusky Canada Goose

Photo by Mason W. Maron of Urbana, Illinois:
Dusky Canada Goose (Branta canadensis occidentalis)
Tokeland Marina, Pacific Co., Washington, 26 October 2023

The Canada Goose has a reputation as an aggressive urban adapter. But it is also
one of the most complex birds in North America with respect to geographic varia-
tion. Perhaps its most distinctive subspecies, Branta canadensis occidentalis, the
Dusky Canada Goose, has suffered a population decline in its limited breeding
range in south-central Alaska. Its principal winter range has contracted to western
Washington and western Oregon. It no longer winters regularly in northwestern
California, as it did until the 1980s. In this issue of Western Birds, Richard A.
Erickson and Gary S. Lester review the evidence for the Dusky Canada Goose in
northwestern California, chronicle this overlooked range shift, and consider the
factors that may have contributed to it.
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Front cover photo by ©Aaron Maizlish of San Francisco, California: Swallow-
tailed Gull (Creagrus furcatus) San Gregorio State Beach, San Mateo Co., Cali-
fornia, 1 September 2023, representing a fifth California record of a species
that nests only on the Galapagos and Malpelo islands and disperses from there
primarily to the south—one of 139 accepted records of 46 species outlined in
this issue’s report of the California Bird Records Committee.

Back cover photo by © Thomas A. Benson of San Bernardino, California:
Swallow-tailed Kite (Elanus forficatus), Machado Lake, Harbor City, Los An-
geles, California, 8 June 2025. Most likely, this single individual accounted for
multiple sightings of the Swallow-tailed Kite over 585 km of southern Califor-
nia and Baja California from 19 April to 17 September 2025, as Hiram Rafael
Moreno-Higareda et al. relate in this issue. A photograph from Ensenada is the
first taken of the species on the Baja California peninsula, where there were
only two previous sightings.

Western Birds solicits papers that are both useful to and understandable by amateur
field ornithologists and also contribute significantly to scientific literature. Send
manuscripts to Daniel D. Gibson, P. O. Box 155, Ester, AK 99725; avesalaska@gmail.
com. For matters of stglle consult the Suggestions to Contributors to Western Birds
(at https://westernfieldornithologists.org/publications/journal).
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ABSTRACT: From its last report through 2023, the California Bird Records
Committee reached decisions on 163 records involving 210 individuals of 56 species,
endorsing 139 records of 185 individuals. Especially notable records detailed in this
reportinclude those of California’s second Common Greenshank ( Tringa nebularia),
third Gray Hawk (Buteo plagiatus), fourth Cory’s Shearwater (Calonectris borealis),
an astonishing 72 Wedge-rumped Storm-Petrels (Hydrobates tethys), and the state’s
first Red-headed Woodpecker (Melanerpes erythrocephalus) in 24 years.

This 49th report of the California Bird Records Committee (CBRC), a
committee of Western Field Ornithologists, summarizes evaluations of 163
records involving 210 individuals of 56 species. The committee accepted 139
of the 163 records, involving 185 individuals of 46 species, for an acceptance
rate of 85.3%. A record is considered accepted if it receives no more than one
“not accept” vote from the nine voting members on the grounds of question-
able identification, or no more than two “not accept” votes on the grounds of
questionable natural occurrence. We considered 16 records of 16 individuals
to represent returning or continuing birds. Twenty-two records, involving 23
individuals of 16 species, were not accepted because the identification was not
considered to be substantiated. In two cases, involving two individuals of one
species, the species was correctly identified but the records were not accepted
because of questions regarding the birds’ natural occurrence. For review,
reports of multiple individuals together are given the same record number;
we report the total number of accepted individuals, which may be different
from the number of accepted records. Most of the records in this report are
of birds first documented in 2023, although a few are from previous years.

At its January 2024 meeting, the committee removed the Mississippi
Kite (Ictinia mississippiensis), White Wagtail (Motacilla alba), and Cassin’s
Sparrow (Peucaea cassinii) from the review list. Since the period covered by
this report, the committee has accepted the first California records of the
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White-tailed Eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla), Song Thrush (Turdus philomelos),
Blue Rock-thrush (Monticola solitarius), Siberian Pipit (Anthus japonicus),
and Slate-throated Redstart (Myioborus miniatus), the details of which will be
published in the next (50th) report. These additions bring the Californialist to
690 species. The committee is currently evaluating a record of the Common
Gull (Larus canus), representing a potential further addition to the state list.

Species account headings are organized with English and scientific names
first, followed in parentheses by the total number of individuals accepted for
California (this report included) and the number of new individuals accepted
in this report. Accounts summarize records accepted (as applicable), followed
by records not accepted because the identification was not established, the
date or location was uncertain, or the natural occurrence was questionable
(as applicable). A double asterisk (**) following the number of accepted in-
dividuals indicates that the species has been reviewed for a restricted period,
so the number of accepted individuals does not represent the total number
known for the state. When the observer(s) who originally discovered the bird
provided documentation, their initials are listed first in italics, followed by
the initials of subsequent observers supplying documentation. A symbol fol-
lowing an observer’s initials indicates that he or she submitted a photograph
(1), sketch ($), audio recording (§), and/or video (%); the absence of a symbol
following the observer’s initials indicates submission of written documenta-
tion only. Following the initials of the observer(s) is the identifying number
assigned by the CBRC’s secretary. A (#) precedes a specimen number; we
cite the collections of the California Academy of Sciences (CAS), Natural
History Museum of Los Angeles County (LACM), San Diego Natural His-
tory Museum (SDNHM), and Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History
(SBMNH) in this report.

As of the 43" CBRC report (Singer et al. 2020), age terminology follows
that of Humphrey and Parkes (1959) as modified by Howell et al. (2003) and
Howell and Pyle (2015). Age determinations largely follow the criteria of Pyle
(2008, 2022). If, in the species accounts, we do not specify the age or sex of a
bird, those characteristics could not be assessed from the information avail-
able. Definitions of abbreviations (including counties) and additional details
regarding minutiae of formatting may be found in the CBRC’s previous an-
nual reports and in Rare Birds of California (CBRC 2007), both available via
the CBRC website, www.californiabirds.org. Also available through this web-
site are the California bird list, the review list, an online form for submitting
documentation of review species, committee news, the CBRC bylaws, and a
form for querying the CBRC database. Observers are encouraged to submit
documentation for all species on the CBRC review list to the secretary via
e-mail (secretary@californiabirds.org) or the website. Documentation of all
records is archived at the Western Foundation of Vertebrate Zoology (www.
wivz.org) and is available for public review by appointment or by contacting
the CBRC’s secretary.

SPECIES ACCOUNTS

TUNDRA BEAN-GOOSE Anser serrirostris (6, 1). California’s sixth Tundra
Bean-Goose was in Lancaster and Willowbrook, LA, 6 Mar-22 Nov 2023 (JSFf,
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DJBT, TABt, KLG, RHt#, GMcC, DMcGt, JMoti;2023-009). It was first discovered
in formative plumage with an injured right wing at the Piute Ponds on Edwards Air
Force Base, LA, 6 Mar 2023, and remained in Lancaster at the sewage ponds and
Apollo Park through 8 Jul 2023. It was then rediscovered 92 km to the south in Wil-
lowbrook at Earvin “Magic” Johnson Recreation Area a few days later on 13 Jul 2023,
having recently molted its primaries. It is presumed to have flown from Lancaster to
Willowbrook under its own power, though human-mediated transport is not impos-
sible. It completed its second prebasic molt and remained at the park through 22
Nov 2023, when it was captured and taken to Wetlands and Wildlife Care Center in
Huntington Beach, Orange Co., at the direction of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
and California Department of Fish and Wildlife. Examination revealed that the bird
had been shot in the right wing with a pellet gun and, because of this injury, would
be incapable of high-altitude, long-distance migration (D. McGuire pers. comm.).
It was subsequently transferred to the Pinola Aviary in Louisiana.

GARGANEY Sptaula querquedula (31, 1). One in formative plumage was at
Arcata Marsh and Wildlife Sanctuary, HUM, 14-24 Oct 2023 (KA t, RFt;2023-092).

MEXICAN DUCK Anas diazi (23, 4). Adult males were at the Inyokern water-
treatment plant, KER, 20 Mar-5 Apr 2023 (DJ/H+t, BSt, SLS; 2023-010); Wister
Wildlife Unit, IMP, 27 Sep 2023 (CADt; 2023-086); and Rancho Jurupa Park, RIV,
5-22Nov 2023 (LCit, TABt; 2023-110). A male of unknown age was on the Colorado
River at Big River, SBE, 15 Oct 2023 (MLB¥; 2023-093).

RUBY-THROATED HUMMINGBIRD Archilochus colubris (31, 4). First-fall
males (undergoing preformative molt or in formative plumage) were at Southeast
Farallon Island, SE, 2 Sep 2023 (JRT+; 2023-067); El Carmelo Cemetery in Pacific
Grove, MTY, 4-7 Sep 2023 (ST, FT; 2023-068); and El Centro, IMP, 11-14 Sep 2023
(JLDt, JSFt, CADt, KZKt, GMcC; 2023-073), the last furnishing the first record for
Imperial County. A first-fall female at Greenwood State Beach, MEN, 7 Sep 2023
(LK*;2023-069) was also a first for Mendocino County. Over three-quarters (77.4%)
of California’s 31 records of the Ruby-throated Hummingbird are of fall migrants
from the last half of August or the first half of September. IDENTIFICATION NOT
ESTABLISHED: Photos of a hummingbird at Ardenwood Farm, ALA, 15 Sep 2023
(2023-087) showed a first-fall Black-chinned Hummingbird (A. alexandri).

PURPLE GALLINULE Porphyrio martinicus (7, 1). Anadult at Arcata Marsh and
Wildlife Sanctuary, HUM, 24 Nov-30 Dec 2023 (LCo¥, RFf, MFrt, CVB*; 2023-119;
Figure 1) was a first for Humboldt County and the latest and northernmost recorded
in California. California’s six prior accepted Purple Gallinules occurred between 2
September and 12 November, four in coastal southern California and one each in
Inyo and Alameda counties.

COMMON CRANE Grus grus (4,0). IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED:
A brief description of two cranes from Cinder Flats, SHA, 16 Oct 2019 (2019-217)
omitted any mention of black on the head or neck and thus did not eliminate the
Sandhill Crane (Antigone canadensis).

COMMON RINGED PLOVER Charadrius hiaticula (8, 2). Two males, one an
adult and the other in formative plumage, at the Salinas water treatment plant, MTY,
17-18 Sep 2023 (AJSt, ST+, FT; 2023-096) represented California’s first record of
more than one individual in the same location. IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTAB-
LISHED: The committee did not accept a single photo of a Charadrius plover in
formative plumage at Ocean Beach, SF, 22 Aug 2016 (2016-155) as representing the
Common Ringed. The softly focused photo showed a bold white supercilium ex-
tending posterior to the eye, an apparent dark orbital ring, a lack of white feathering
above the gape, a relatively long bill, a domed head shape, and an apparent lack of
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Marsh and Wildlife Sanctuary, Humboldt County, furnishing the seventh record for
California and the northernmost for the state (2023-119).

Photo by Cedric Von Briel on 26 November 2023

webbing between the toes, all of which are suggestive of the Common Ringed Plover.
But most committee members agreed that the photo’s quality was insufficient to show
some of these subtle distinctions from the Semipalmated Plover (C. semipalmatus)
conclusively and were hesitant to endorse this report of a silent bird identified from
asingle photo seven years after the original observation. Photos of a plover reported
at the Lincoln water-treatment plant, PLA, 26 May 2023 (2023-027) showed an adult
Semipalmated Plover in alternate plumage. To date, all of California’s records of the
Common Ringed have been of fall migrants between 16 August and 15 October.

WILSON’S PLOVER Anarhynchus wilsonia (26, 1). One in formative plumage
was photographed at Border Field State Park, SD, 20 Mar 2023 (MSad+; 2023-011).
Nearly two-thirds (65.4%) of California’s 26 records of Wilsons Plover are from
coastal San Diego County, unsurprising for a species that reaches California from
the south.

CURLEW SANDPIPER Calidris ferruginea (58,0). The committee considered an
adult at Coast Casey Forebay, SCL, 5-9 Sep 2023 (PD+; 2023-072) and the Palo Alto
Baylands, SCL, 4-22 Dec 2023 (MMR+; 2023-123) to have been the same individual
moving between various locations around South San Francisco Bay and returning
for its third winter (2021-165 et seq.; Terrill et al. 2024).

RED-NECKED STINT Calidris ruficollis (29, 1). One in first alternate plumage
was at the Yolo Bypass Wildlife Area, YOL, 29-30 Aug 2023 (ZPf, ABt, JGt, JK1;
2023-064).

LITTLE STINT Calidris minuta (42, 4). One in formative or basic plumage at the
San Jacinto Wildlife Area, RIV, 27 Jan-20 Apr 2023 (TABt, CAM ¥, BWat; 2023-006)
was only the second Little Stint known to have wintered in California. The other
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individual returned to south San Diego Bay, SD, 16 Oct 2023-24 Apr 2024 (MSad;
2023-098) for its sixth consecutive winter (2018-219 et seq.; Benson et al. 2020). One
in alternate plumage at Goleta Slough Ecological Reserve, SBA, 8 Jun 2023 (NLet,
SuCt, WTF+, HPR+; 2023-032) was a first for Santa Barbara County and only the
fourth spring migrant recorded in California. More typical was a fall migrant in
juvenile plumage at Lake Earl, DN, 26 Sep 2023 (CAMT; 2023-084). IDENTIFICA-
TION NOT ESTABLISHED: A Calidris sandpiper in basic plumage photographed
near Nelson, BUT, 19 Aug 2023 (2023-065) did not receive support from a majority
of the committee, as the size and shape of the bill and lack of a gape notch more
suggested a short-billed Western Sandpiper (C. mauri).

WHITE-RUMPED SANDPIPER Calidris fuscicollis (40, 3). Two in alternate
plumage were photographed together at Doran Regional Park, SON, 8 Jun 2023
(ECt; 2023-031), and an adult in mostly basic plumage was at the Ventura County
Game Preserve, VEN, 11-16 Sep 2023 (LSat, CAD¥, JLD¥; 2023-076). The White-
rumped Sandpiper has been noted in California about twice as many times in spring
(27) as in fall (13).

JACK SNIPE Lymnocryptes minimus (2, 0). IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTAB-
LISHED: One was described from Orick, HUM, 27 Apr 2023 (2023-019). Even
though the description was consistent with this species, most committee members
were hesitant to endorse a potential third state record because of the observer’s
distance from the bird, paucity of other spring records from North America, and
lack of photos. The bobbing behavior described by the observer, seen in a video of a
Jack Snipe in Kent, England (https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/201078021), resulted
in some committee support for the record.

COMMON GREENSHANK Tringa nebularia (2, 1). California’s second Com-
mon Greenshank, a juvenile that had commenced its preformative molt, was at
Lake Earl, DN, 19 Sep-17 Oct 2023 (LBt%, TKt$, MLB*, RFt, MFrt, MAGTS, EIt,
EGM}; 2023-082; Figure 2). Amazingly, what the committee considered the same
individual (by a 7-1 vote) was photographed a week later and 615 km to the south at

FIGURE 2. California’s second Common Greenshank, a juvenile, spent four weeks at
Lake Earl, Del Norte County, to the satisfaction of many birders (2023-082).

Photo by Rob Fowler on 24 September 2023
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Fort Ord National Monument, MTY, 25 Oct 2023 (IR¥; 2023-102). California’s only
previously recorded Common Greenshank was a fall migrant in Humboldt County;,
27 Aug-17 Sep 2001 (2001-137; Garrett and Wilson 2003) that returned 18-25 Oct
2002 (2002-174; Cole and McCaskie 2004).

SWALLOW-TAILED GULL Creagrus furcatus (5, 1). On the basis of similarities
in the contrastingly worn outermost rectrices and the patterns of the outer primaries
and primary coverts, the committee considers an adult in alternate plumage at Goleta
Beach County Park, SBA, 19 Jul 2023 (ESct, StCt, DMC; 2023-047) to be the same
individual that was at San Gregorio State Beach, SM, 1 Sep 2023 (AMat, MFrti,
JMot, LST+, SBTT; 2023-066; this issue’s front cover).

BLACK-HEADED GULL Chroicocephalus ridibundus (36, 1). An adult in basic
plumage at the mouth of Aptos Creek, SCZ, 27 Dec 2023-30 Jan 2024 (AE, MFr,
JMot, SBT+; 2023-138) was the first Black-headed Gull recorded for Santa Cruz
County.

SHORT-TAILED ALBATROSS Phoebastria albatrus (53, 2). One in second basic
plumage 128 km west-southwest of San Miguel Island, SBA, 20 Jan 2023 (MFot;
2023-004) was the only one reported in California in 2023. Another in second basic
plumage was 48 km northwest of Fort Bragg, MEN, 11 Nov 2018 (HS*; 2018-261).

WEDGE-RUMPED STORM-PETREL Hydrobates tethys (85, 72). On the after-
noon of 20 Aug 2023, Hurricane Hilary made landfall as a tropical storm along the
west coast of Baja California, Mexico, weakening to a post-tropical low as it moved
north over land into California around midnight (Reinhart 2024). Strong winds
and heavy rain preceded Hilary, arriving in southern California in the early after-
noon. The most intense weather was centered over the Peninsular and Transverse
ranges and the western Mojave Desert, dissipating as the storm moved north into
the western Great Basin (Reinhart 2024). Winds from Hilary pushed numerous
seabirds into inland southern California (as well as Nevada and Arizona), primarily
Least (H. microsoma) and Wedge-rumped Storm-Petrels, but also small numbers of
Black Storm-Petrels (H. melania), Sooty Shearwaters (Ardenna grisea), Magnificent
Frigatebirds (Fregata magnificens), and Red-billed Tropicbirds (Phaethon aethereus).
The first Wedge-rumped Storm Petrels were found on the afternoon of 20 Aug 2023,
but most were discovered the following day, 21 Aug 2023, with about half of the
documented individuals occurring on bodies of water in the southwestern Mojave
Desert (Figure 3) or Lake Isabella, Kern Co. In California, Hilary-transported sea-
birds were recorded as far north as Stovepipe Wells in Death Valley, Tulare Lake in
the Central Valley, and Lake Sherwood, Ventura Co., on the coastal slope. Almost
all of the storm-petrels had departed or perished before 22 Aug 2023, though a few
remained through 24 Aug 2023. Details for the 32 records (of 72 individuals) ac-
cepted by the CBRC are provided in Table 1. Most birds could not be confidently
aged but of those that could, nine were adults and four were juveniles. These in-
cluded three salvaged specimens: a male from Spring Valley Lake, SBE, 21 Aug 2023
(2023-061A; #SDNHM 57575); a female from Stovepipe Wells, INY, 21 Aug 2023
(2023-059B; #SDNHM 57662); and a female from Lake Isabella, KER, 24 Aug 2023
(2023-060; #SBMNH AV11995). All three were significantly underweight and un-
dergoing limited to extensive body molt, but only the Spring Valley Lake specimen
was undergoing flight-feather molt, finishing the replacement of its outer primaries.
On the basis of wing chord, two of the three specimens represented the smaller Pe-
ruvian subspecies H. t. kelsalli, while measurements of the Lake Isabella specimen
were equivocal; both of California’s previous specimens were also of kelsalli, as well
as two individuals captured and released at Southeast Farallon Island (Yadon 1970,
Kammerichs-Berke 2018).

CORY’S SHEARWATER Calonectris borealis (4, 1). An adult undergoing pre-
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FIGURE 3. In late August 2023, Tropical Storm Hilary brought with it to California at
least 72 Wedge-rumped Storm-Petrels, including this juvenile at Spring Valley Lake,
San Bernardino County (2023-061A).

Photo by Thomas A. Benson on 21 August 2023

basic molt, 23 km west-northwest of the mouth of the Eel River, HUM, 8 Oct 2023
(EL TK, RFt, OSt; 2023-089; Figure 4), was only the fourth for California and the
first for Humboldt County. The American Ornithological Society recently split
Cory’s Shearwater (C. diomedea, sensu lato) into two species, Cory’s Shearwater

FIGURE 4. This adult Cory’s Shearwater, only the fourth for California, was
photographed 23 km west-northwest of the Eel River mouth, Humboldt County, on
8 October 2023 (2023-089). The dark bases to the outer primaries, clearly visible in
this photo, help distinguish it from the similar Scopoli’s Shearwater.

Photo by Owen Sinkus
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TABLE1 Wedge-rumped Storm-Petrels Carried to California by Tropical Storm Hilary
Location Date n  Record no. Observers
San Diego Co.
Lower Otay Reservoir 20 Aug 2023 1 2023-054A JTS, PEL, NTt, GMcC
Lake Henshaw 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-054B GBNt, JHat, PEL
Nine Mile Bank 21 Aug2023 1 2023-054C JMM
South San Diego Bay 22 Aug 2023 1 2023-054D MSad+t
La Jolla 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-054E AHi
Orange Co.
Newport Pier 20 Aug 2023 1 2023-055A KeCt
Newport Pier 21 Aug 2023 5 2023-055B JX%, LYW, ESa
Los Angeles Co.
Lake Palmdale 21-24 Aug 2023 9 2023-056A  JSF, OAt, DJBY, KGt,
JHet, RH, NJO+, NSt
Bouquet Reservoir 21 Aug 2023 2 2023-056B LYW+, NSt
Castaic Lake 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-056C JSF
Castaic Lagoon 21 Aug2023 3 2023-056D JSFf
Elizabeth Lake 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-056E JSFt
Bonelli Regional Park 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-056F DS+, ARB$
Cabrillo Beach Park 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-056G CJt
near Neenach 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-056H RC
Ventura Co.
Lake Sherwood 21 Aug2023 2 2023-057 SDCt, SCSt
Kings Co.
Tulare Lake 21 Aug 2023 2 2023-058 MEST
Inyo Co.
Panamint Springs 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-059A AOT
Stovepipe Wells* 21 Aug2023 1 2023-059B ASt%, CBHY, PUY
Kern Co.
Lake Isabella® 21-24 Aug 2023 8  2023-060 SRt, TLT, RN+, AMS,
BSt, SLS
San Bernardino Co.
Spring Valley Lake* 21 Aug2023 5 2023-061A TABt, MAGt, PU
Silver Lakes 21 Aug 2023 6 2023-061B TAB, MAGYt
Newberry Springs 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-061C DAG
Lake Havasu 21 Aug 2023 3 2023-061D MSawt
Moovalya Lake 23 Aug 2023 1 2023-061E EHYt
Riverside Co.
North Shore 20 Aug 2023 2 2023-062A TAB, BHot
Lake Elsinore 21-23 Aug 2023 3  2023-062B ChHY
Mystic Lake 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-062C DAG
Lake Perris 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-062D OA+t
6 km east of Desert Center 21 Aug 2023 1 2023-062E JYt
Palo Verde Diversion Dam 21-22 Aug2023 1 2023-062F JS+, BHot
Imperial Co.
south end Salton Sea 21 Aug 2023 3 2023-063 RBrt, CADfY,
GMcC, VPt

Specimen, #SDNHM 57662.

One specimen, #SBMNH AV11995.

‘One specimen, #SDNHM 57575.
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and Scopoli’s Shearwater (C. diomedea, sensu stricto; Chesser et al. 2024). Though
this is the first record the CBRC has reviewed since the species was split, all three
previously accepted birds were also identified as C. borealis.

WEDGE-TAILED SHEARWATER Ardenna pacifica (16, 4). An astonishing
four Wedge-tailed Shearwaters were found in California in fall 2023; no more than
one had been recorded in the state in any previous year. The committee considered
sightings of a dark-morph juvenile 22 km southwest of Santa Cruz Harbor, SCZ, 19
Aug 2023 (AFf, TFrt; 2023-048) and 12.5 km south-southwest of Younger Lagoon,
SCZ, 23 Aug 2023 (NLevt, AMR; 2023-050) to represent the same individual. An
adult was photographed among a raft of Black-vented Shearwaters (Puffinus opis-
thomelas) over Hueneme Canyon, VEN, 22 Aug 2023 (RT+; 2023-049), providing
the first record for Ventura County. A juvenile was seen 9 km west of Ocean Beach,
SD, 26 Aug 2023 (PEL, SMlt, SAVt, MLW; 2023-051). Given the timing, these
three individuals were likely pushed north into California by Tropical Storm Hilary.
A dark-morph adult 51 km west of Point Reyes, MRN, 15 Oct 2023 (EGM, LCot;
2023-094) was the first recorded for Marin County and the northernmost in Cali-
fornia. IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED: The committee did not endorse a
second Wedge-tailed Shearwater described from 49 km west of Point Reyes, MRN,
15 Oct 2023 (2023-095). Most members concluded that the bird was so distant and
poorly seen that it was best left unidentified.

GREAT SHEARWATER Ardenna gravis (18, 1). An adult was photographed 65
km west-northwest of the North Farallon Islands, SE, 12 Nov 2023 (AB+, LCot, MFr;
2023-112; Figure 5). Thirteen (72%) of California’s 18 accepted Great Shearwaters
have occurred off the central coast between Monterey and Sonoma counties between
30 July and 29 November.

WOOD STORK Mycteria americana (2 **, 1). Returning for its fourth consecu-
tive year (2020-043 et seq.; Benson et al. 2022), an adult was at the San Diego Zoo
Safari Park, San Pasqual, SD, 20-23 Apr 2023 (EL, AHit; 2023-017), before moving
to Lindo Lake, Lakeside, SD, 25-26 Apr 2023 (ADt; 2023-017), summering in the
Prado Basin, RIV, 7 Jul-13 Oct 2023 (JEPt; 2023-044), and eventually returning
south via the San Diego Zoo Safari Park, SD, 19-22 Nov 2023 (DTt; 2023-115).
The committee considered a Wood Stork seen in flight over Redwood Shores, SM,
3 Sep 2023 (LFBS$, RST; 2023-085) to be the same as an adult moving north from the
Saticoy spreading ponds, VEN, 25-31 Aug 2023 (LFB¥, RST; 2023-052).

GLOSSY IBIS Plegadis falcinellus (49, 2). Adults in definitive alternate plumage
were at the Susanville effluent ponds, LAS, 17 Apr 2023 (SJSt; 2023-015) and the
Davis Wetlands, YOL, 4-10 Jul 2023 (SH, JK+, TP+t; 2023-043).

BLACK VULTURE Coragyps atratus (14, 1). An adult photographed at Weldon,
KER, 28-31 Aug 2023 (SRt; 2023-053; Figure 6) constituted the first record for Kern
County. There is little seasonal pattern to the records of this species in California,
and the tendency of some individuals to wander widely and/or for prolonged peri-
ods makes it challenging for the committee to estimate how many individuals have
actually reached the state.

MISSISSIPPI KITE Ictinia mississippiensis (69, 6). Four individuals were found
on the northern deserts in late spring. Second-year birds in formative plumage were
at Edwards Field in Lone Pine, INY, 25-26 May 2023 (RKt; 2023-025), Panamint
Springs, INY, 1 Jun 2023 (LST*, SBT*; 2023-026), and China Ranch, INY, 7 Jun 2023
(FEt;2023-029); an adult was at the golf course in Yucca Valley, SBE, 10-11 Jun 2023
(KaCt;2023-030). A Mississippi Kite at the Inyo Sports Complex in Lone Pine, INY,
15-22Jul 2023 (RKt; 2023-045) presumably summered locally. Additionally, one in
formative plumage was on the coast at Alta Mesa in Santa Barbara, SBA, 17 Jun 2023
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F1GURE 5. This adult Great Shearwater was found 65 km north-northwest of the Farallon
Islands, San Francisco County, 12 November 2023 (2023-112). Over two-thirds of
California’s 18 Great Shearwaters have been fall migrants off the central California coast.

Photo by Aidan Brubaker

FIGURE 6. This adult Black Vulture, below, at Weldon, Kern County, remained in the
area for several days (2023-053). The shape and plumage differences between the Black
Vulture and the accompanying Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura), above, an abundant
species in the Weldon area, are clear in this photo.

Photo by Sasha Robinson on 28 August 2023
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(HPR¥; 2023-036). Thirty percent of California records come from Inyo County.
The committee discontinued reviewing records of the Mississippi Kite after 2023.

COMMON BLACK HAWK Buteogallus anthracinus (15, 0). The committee
inferred that an adult at the Palo Verde Ecological Reserve, RIV, 16 Apr-23 Jul
2023 (JSt; 2023-014) was the same as the one there April-August 2022 (2022-011
and 2022-027; Benson et al. 2025); two different Common Black Hawks were also
recorded at this locality in 2015 (2015-027; Searcy et al. 2018).

GRAY HAWK Buteo plagiatus (3, 1). An adult was at the Palo Verde Ecological
Reserve, RIV, 11 Jun 2023 (JS; 2023-034). The record circulated for two rounds, even-
tually being accepted with one dissenting vote. The bird was not photographed and
although heard calling there were no audio recordings. Another was at this locality
12 Apr-24 Jun 2018 (2018-032; Benson et al. 2020). Excellent riparian habitat, likely
increasing the site’s attractiveness to both the Gray and Common Black Hawks, has
developed since planting was completed in 2013 at this >750-ha restoration project
on the lower Colorado River’s floodplain, administered by the California Depart-
ment of Fish and Wildlife.

RED-HEADED WOODPECKER Melanerpes erythrocephalus (6, 1). One at
Lands End, Golden Gate Recreation Area, SE, 30 Jun-16 Jul 2023 (LM+; DAY, LFB+,
TABt, SBT, MFrt, TFrt, AKt, RALY, JMot, DM+, PPt, MJR*, LSTt, SBTT, AWt;
2023-040; Figure 7) was the first for San Francisco County, the sixth for California,
and the first in the state since 1999. All but one of California’s six Red-headed Wood-
peckers have occurred in late spring or summer between 20 May and 22 August.

CRESTED CARACARA Caracara plancus (22, 1). One at the Ballona Wetlands,
Playa del Rey, LA, 4 Jun 2023 (VPt; ARBt, HW; 2023-028), was seen again at the
San Joaquin Wildlife Sanctuary, Irvine, ORA, 7 Jun 2023 (JB*; 2023-028) and then,
the committee inferred, at Cabrillo National Monument, Point Loma, SD, 2-11 Jul
2023 (SLt; LR+; 2023-042).

GREAT KISKADEE Pitangus sulphuratus (0, 0). NATURAL OCCURRENCE
QUESTIONABLE: Two published reports of this species from California had not
previously been reviewed by the committee. One completing its second prebasic molt
was collected at a cemetery pond in Inglewood, LA, 4 Sep 1926 (Wyman 1927; 1926-
101; #LACM 14319). The specimen’s measurements and plumage suggest that it rep-
resents one of the widespread South American subspecies, bolivianus, maximiliani, or
argentinus; the subspecies that occur closest to California, derbianus and texanus, can
be eliminated by measurements and restricted rufous edgings to the wings. Southern
populations of the Great Kiskadee are not known to be austral migrants, though some
movements have been documented (R. T. Chesser pers. comm). Subspecies derbianus
is resident as far north as southern Sonora, Mexico, with extralimital records from
New Mexico and Arizona (Brush and Fitzpatrick 2020), so natural vagrancy to
California, at least of this subspecies, is conceivable. Another Great Kiskadee was in
San Jose, SCL, from about 1 Nov 1957 to at least 6 Jun 1959 (GMcC, Harvey 1958;
1957-101). McCaskie et al. (1970) dismissed this occurrence as likely representing
an escapee, citing its long stay. It is not possible to determine the bird’s subspecies or
geographical origin from the brief written description, and one committee member
questioned whether other South American flycatchers were ruled out.

SULPHUR-BELLIED FLYCATCHER Myiodynastes luteiventris (26, 3). All three
Sulphur-bellied Flycatchers reported in California in 2023 were in formative plum-
age: one at Point Loma, SD, 2 Jul 2023 (SBM; KMayt; 2023-041); one at the Golden
Shore Marine Reserve, Long Beach, LA, 10 Sep 2023 (NS+; 2023-071); and one (the
second for Humboldt County) at the Russ Ranch Wetlands near Centerville Beach
County Park, HUM, 29 Oct 2023 (KAT, RFt; 2023-104; Figure 8). Except for this
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F1GURE 7. This striking Red-headed Woodpecker stayed at Golden Gate Recreation
Area in San Francisco, San Francisco County (2023-040), for over six weeks. Although
the plumage is like that of an adult, the dark bars on the outer two secondaries indicate
a one-year-old in formative plumage.

Photo by Rachel A. Lawrence on 30 June 2023

T \"F‘ A
F1GURE 8. This Sulphur-bellied Flycatcher in formative plumage was at the Russ Ranch
Wetlands near Centerville Beach County Park, Humboldt County, on 29 October
2023 (2023-104). It and one from Arcata in October 2007 represent the northernmost
records of this species, a more regular fall vagrant along the coast farther south.

Photo by Rob Fowler
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one at Point Loma and two others in mid-June, all of California’s Sulphur-bellied
Flycatchers have occurred in fall between 10 August and 29 October. IDENTIFI-
CATION NOT ESTABLISHED: A report of one seen briefly at the Ventura settling
ponds, VEN, 21 Sep 2023 (2023-079) did not eliminate similar species. California’s
first record of this species came from Ventura County in the fall of 1974 (1974-069;
Luther et al. 1979), but none has been accepted from that county since.

THICK-BILLED KINGBIRD Tyrannus crassirostris (34, 0). All three records ac-
cepted from 2023 involved adults returning for their second winter: one at Bellevue
Memorial Park, Ontario, SBE, 14 Oct 2023-13 Apr 2024 (TABtS; 2023-091) was
presumably the same bird as 2022-102 (Benson et al. 2025); one at the Wilson-Hard-
ing Golf Course and Los Angeles Zoo grounds, Griffith Park, LA, 23 Oct 2023-21
Apr2024 (GSt+§;2023-101) was presumably the same bird as 2022-129 (Benson et al.
2025); and one in the Tijuana River Valley, SD, 29 Oct 2023-8 Apr 2024 (PEL¥; 2023-
103), was presumably the same bird as 2022-100 and 2023-003 (Benson et al. 2025).

FORK-TAILED FLYCATCHER Tyrannus savana (3, 0). IDENTIFICATION
NOT ESTABLISHED: The committee unanimously agreed that the bird reported
from El Dorado Regional Park, Long Beach, LA, 18 Sep 2023 (2023-078) was almost
certainly a male Pin-tailed Whydah (Vidua macroura) in alternate plumage; this
rapidly increasing naturalized species has become common in urban southern Los
Angeles County. This misidentification would appear to be a classic example of the
“single field-mark syndrome” (Garrett 1986), in this case a long tail.

GREATER PEWEE Contopus pertinax (50, 3). Three birds fit the Greater Pewee’s
well-established pattern of late fall and winter vagrancy to California. An adult at
Bartlett Park, Porterville, TUL, 8 Nov 2023-31 Mar 2024 (SSut; 2023-111) was the
first for Tulare County, and an adult along the Ennisbrook Nature Trail in Montecito,
SBA, 16-19 Dec 2023 (BHat; 2023-130) was the second for Santa Barbara County.
An unprecedented montane winter record involved another adult at Idyllwild, RIV,
24-31 Dec 2023 (EJYt; TABt, MAGTS; 2023-134); California’s four prior montane
records have been in summer (27 May-5 July). That these three records involved
adults suggests that the birds may have been returnees that were overlooked in
previous years.

EASTERN WOOD-PEWEE Contopus virens (19, 1). One was photographed
and audio-recorded at the Point Reyes fish docks, MRN, 9-12 Jun 2023 (CCotS§;
2023-033). Over half of California’s accepted Eastern Wood-Pewees (11 of 19) have
occurred in June. IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED: A supposed Eastern
Wood-Pewee at the San Joaquin Wildlife Sanctuary, ORA, 17 Jun 2023 (2023-037)
was photographed and described in detail but never heard to vocalize. The photos
showed a pale mandible and relatively pale underparts, suggesting the Eastern
Wood-Pewee. Morphological characters distinguishing the Eastern and Western (C.
sordidulus) wood-pewees are outlined in Lee and Birch (2023), although many of
these characters are difficult to assess under field conditions and nearly all of Cali-
fornia’s accepted records of the Eastern Wood-Pewee have included documentation
of diagnostic vocalizations.

YELLOW-BELLIED FLYCATCHER Empidonax flaviventris (38, 2). Single indi-
viduals in formative plumage were at La Jolla, SD, 19-21 Sep 2023 (NT+; 2023-077),
and McDaniel Slough, Arcata, HUM, 13 Dec 2023-26 Mar 2024 (RFf, MFrt§; 2023-
127), the first Yellow-bellied Flycatcher to overwinter in California. Only one other of
the state’s 38 records, from Smith River National Recreation Area, DN, 11 Jun 2012
(Benson et al. 2025), is outside the fall migration window of 27 August-17 October.

ALDER FLYCATCHER Empidonax alnorum (12, 0). IDENTIFICATION NOT
ESTABLISHED: A flycatcher photographed and audio-recorded at California City’s
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Central Park, KER, 28 May 2023 (2023-038) was most likely a Willow Flycatcher
(E. traillii), an abundant migrant on the deserts in late May and early June—the one
brief recording of a song better matched the Willow Flycatcher.

BLUE JAY Cyanocitta cristata (20, 1). One in formative plumage visited a suet
feeder at Loleta, HUM, 30 Oct 2023 (CyHt; 2023-105; Figure 9). The majority (55%)
of California’s Blue Jay records come from the three northwesternmost counties of
Del Norte, Humboldt, and Siskiyou.

DUSKY WARBLER Phylloscopus fuscatus (24, 1). One in formative plumage
was along the Guadalupe River Trail in San Jose, SCL, 6-8 Oct 2023 (SPt$; MFr¥;
2023-088), establishing the first record for Santa Clara County. All of California’s
accepted records of this Palearctic species come from the fall interval of 24 Septem-
ber-3 November.

ARCTIC WARBLER Phylloscopus borealis (0, 0). IDENTIFICATION NOT ES-
TABLISHED: A Phylloscopus at Oceano Campground in Pismo State Beach, SLO,
28 Sep-1 Oct 1996 (BED, NBB, JLD, RAE, RL, CAM, JMa, GMcC, BMcK+, JMo,
DR, MSM, BKS+, GPSt; 1996-158A) was previously accepted as an Arctic Warbler
(sensu lato; 1996-158; McCaskie and San Miguel 1999), prior to the decision by the
American Ornithologists’ Union’s North American Checklist Committee to split it
into three species (Chesser et al. 2014). The committee agreed to re-evaluate this par-
ticular record because of the description of call notes included in the documentation,
coupled with an extensive analysis in 2016 by Peter Pyle and Jim Tietz of California
records of this complex with respect to the separation of the Arctic and Kamchatka
(P. examinandus) Leaf Warblers. On the basis of plumage and structural details and
descriptions (without audio recordings) of call notes, this analysis considered the
Oceano Campground record to “probably” pertain to the Arctic (sensu stricto). After

FIGURE 9. A one-day feeder visitor, this Blue Jay in formative plumage was in Loleta,
Humboldt County, 30 October 2023 (2023-105).

Photo by Cynthia Hammond
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the new circulation it was still not accepted as the Arctic (sensu stricto), with the
majority of committee members concluding that this individual was unidentifiable
without an audio recording to corroborate the described vocalizations. This record
remains accepted as an Arctic/Kamchatka Leaf Warbler, along with nine additional
California records, per the committee’s prior decision to recognize this species pair
for the state list (Rottenborn et al. 2016).

EURASIAN WREN Troglodytes troglodytes (0, 0). IDENTIFICATION NOT
ESTABLISHED: The report of a Eurasian Wren photographed and audio-recorded
at Clear Lake State Park, LAK, 15 Dec 2021-7 Feb 2022 (2022-010A) garnered no
support. The CBRC had previously reviewed and not accepted this bird as a Winter
Wren (T. hiemalis, 2022-010; see below), but the observer then analyzed the plumage
and vocalizations and concluded it better fit the Eurasian Wren. This close relative
of the Winter/Pacific Wren (T. pacificus) complex occurs across Eurasia, northeast
to the Russian Far East, but has never been recorded in North America. Subspecies
T. t. pallescens of the Commander Islands and possibly the Kamchatka Peninsula
closely approaches the range of the Pacific Wren in the western Aleutian Islands, and
in fact might better be assigned to the latter species (K. Winker pers. comm. to J. L.
Dunn). Across its vast range the Eurasian Wren varies widely in plumage, morphol-
ogy, and vocalizations, with 28 (Dickinson and Christidis 2014) or 29 (Kroodsma et
al. 2020) subspecies recognized. The northeasternmost mainland subspecies, T. t.
fumigatus and T. t. dauricus, are said to be at least partially migratory (Kroodsma et
al. 2020), but committee members expressed skepticism that this species is likely to
stray to California. Furthermore, the committee concluded that the audio record-
ings, spectrographic analysis, and rather poor photos submitted did not present
any diagnostic features of Eurasian Wren to the exclusion of its Nearctic relatives.

WINTER WREN Troglodytes hiemalis (45, 11). The 13 accepted records listed
here, 11 of which represent new individuals, point to the increasing frequency with
which the Winter Wren is being detected in California. Nevertheless, both vocal
and morphological characters are difficult to analyze, with ranges of variation in
plumage and calls within Winter and Pacific Wrens (and occasional hybrids of these
two species) still uncertain. One in formative plumage at Dry Creek Regional Park,
STA, 15 Feb-5 Apr 2023 (DJG1$; 2023-007) was the first for Stanislaus County. At the
Palo Verde Ecological Reserve, RIV, were one (in formative plumage) on 7 Apr 2023
(EWHYS; 2023-013) and another on 15 Nov 2023 (LKt§; 2023-114). One at Lake
Solano County Park, SOL, 24 Oct 2023-16 Feb 2024 (SSct$; 2023-133) was judged
to be the same bird present there the previous winter (2022-108; Benson et al. 2025).
Along Putah Creek, one was at Hwy. 128, SOL, 30 Oct 2023 (EGMS; 2023-106), >1
km away from where one occurred the previous winter, one was at fishing access
#3, YOL, 26 Nov 2023-11 Feb 2024 (SScS, JGS§; 2023-142), and another at fishing
access #2, YOL, 30 Nov 2023-3 Mar 2024 (JGS; 2023-118) was considered to be the
same as one there the previous winter (2022-120; Benson et al. 2025). One was in
Big Pine Canyon, INY, 13 Nov-14 Dec 2023 (JLD+, CBHtS§, RH*§; 2023-116). One
was along the San Luis Rey River in Pala, SD, 8 Dec 2023-2 Feb 2024 (JP1§; 2023-
125). One was along the Sky Trail, Point Reyes National Seashore, MRN, 16 Dec
2023 (LN7§;2023-128). One was at Mountain Lake Park, SE, 19 Dec 2023-5 Jan 2024
(DWS; AKS, KMal, PP; 2023-132). One was at Cattle Call Park in Brawley, IMP, 20
Dec 2023-22 Mar 2024 (TAB+S, AHit; 2023-131). One was at Castaic Lagoon, LA,
31 Dec 2023-11 Feb 2024 (CJPt$§; TABS, ARBTS; 2023-139).

IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED: An audio recording made at the
San Francisco Botanic Garden, SE 3 Jan-4 Mar 2023 (2023-002) sounded to most
members more like a Pacific than a Winter Wren. The committee could not agree
that a wren photographed at Southeast Farallon Island, SF, 28-29 Nov 2023 (2023-
124) showed plumage diagnostic of the Winter Wren; the report lacked an audio
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recording or description of the calls. Photographs and audio recordings of wrens
along Rincon Creek, VEN/SBA, 14 Dec 2022 (2022-121) and at the Mokelumne
River Day Use Area, SJ, 1 Jan—20 Feb 2023 (2023-001) were not considered diagnostic
of the Winter Wren. A wren audio-recorded at Olema Marsh, MRN, 17 Dec 2022
(2022-136) sounded more like a Pacific Wren to most committee members. Finally,
one photographed and audio-recorded at Clear Lake, LAK, 15 Dec 2021-7 Feb
2022 (2022-010) was not accepted but subsequently resubmitted to the committee
as a Eurasian Wren (see above). Identification criteria and the range of variation in
both vocalizations and plumage in both species continue to be researched. Martin
Freeland and Ethan Monk reported some initial results at the Western Field Orni-
thologists’ meeting in San Diego in October 2024, concluding that a reanalysis of
some previous CBRC decisions may be necessary.

SEDGE WREN Cistothorus stellaris (14, 1). One singing at outer Point Reyes,
MRN, 21-22 May 2023 (CCot$; DLTS, AMet, MSc§; 2023-024; Figure 10) was
evidently in first alternate plumage; only males of this species are known to sing
(Herkert et al. 2021). All but two of California’s accepted Sedge Wens occurred in
late fall or winter (October-March); the outliers include this one at Point Reyes and
amale that summered in Siskiyou County 8 Jun—4 Jul 1986 (1986-263; Bevier 1990).

VEERY Catharus fuscescens (15, 0). IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED:
The description of one from the fish docks at Point Reyes, MRN, 7 Oct 2023 (2023-
100), did not receive adequate support, being insufficiently detailed to eliminate the
Swainson’s Thrush (C. ustulatus).

WOOD THRUSH Hylocichla mustelina (43, 1). One in formative plumage at
Irvine Regional Park, ORA, 16-23 Oct 2023 (TABt, MLB¥, CCat, BALt, MMt,
ESat; 2023-097) was the first for Orange County. Of California’s 45 recorded Wood
Thrushes, 26 were fall migrants between 28 September and 10 December; one earlier

. a2 <+

F1GURE 10. This Sedge Wren in first alternate plumage was on outer Point Reyes, Marin
County, 21-22 May 2023 (2023-024). This is the first record of a spring vagrant of this
species from California; a dozen other records come from late fall and winter; there
is also a single summer record.

Photo by Connor Cochrane on 21 May 2023
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September record and two later December records may represent early or late fall
migrants, or summering or wintering birds, respectively.

RUFOUS-BACKED ROBIN Turdus rufopalliatus (33, 3). An adult female at the
Palo Verde Ecological Reserve, RIV, 13 Jun 2023 (CADt, LYW+; 2023-035) repre-
sented California’s first spring record; all previous records have been of fall migrants
or winter visitors between October and April. Over the last five years there has been
a noticeable increase in spring records in Arizona (G. Rosenberg pers. comm.). A
Rufous-backed Robin in formative plumage at Furnace Creek Ranch, INY, 8 Nov
2023 (LKt;2023-121) and an adult at Big Morongo Canyon Preserve, SBE, 25 Nov-3
Dec 2023 (KSt; 2023-120) fit California’s more typical pattern of occurrence.

NORTHERN WHEATEAR Oenanthe oenanthe (15, 0). IDENTIFICATION
NOT ESTABLISHED: The report of a supposed wheatear from the Carrizo Plain
National Monument, SLO, 12 Dec 2023 (2023-126) had inconsistencies in the de-
scribed behavior, the bird was supposedly in alternate plumage in December, the
observation was brief, and the late date is outside the interval of previous California
records, 15 September-10 November, except for the spring migrant collected on
Southeast Farallon Island, SE 11 Jun 1971 (#CAS 68566; 1984-154; Manuwal and
Lewis 1972, Dunn 1988).

WHITE WAGTAIL Motacilla alba (59, 4). A male in alternate plumage at Coyote
Hills Regional Park, ALA, 19-24 Apr 2023 (AHet, SBT+, BT+;2023-016) showed the
gray upperparts of the subspecies ocularis. A White Wagtail at Clam Beach, HUM,
10 Oct 2023 (CNR$S; 2023-099), an adult female in basic plumage at Sand Beach in
Goleta, SBA, 11 Oct 2023 (AA+;2023-090), and a wagtail in formative plumage along
the Los Angeles River in Long Beach, LA, 1 Dec 2023 (RBat; 2023-122) all showed
characters consistent with the subspecies lugens. The committee discontinued review
of records of the White Wagtail after 2023.

SMITH’S LONGSPUR Calcarius pictus (14, 1). A male in formative plumage
was photographed and audio-recorded at Southeast Farallon Island, SF, 31 Oct 2023
(MLB*$, NB¥; 2023-107; Figure 11). Ten of California’s 14 records have been of fall
migrants between 9 September and 8 November.

CASSIN’S SPARROW Peucaea cassinii (111, 8). An adult in first alternate plum-
age at the Ventura settling ponds, VEN, 26-27 Apr 2023 (SDC+;2023-018) furnished
the first record for Ventura County. Five individuals at Carrizo Plain National Monu-
ment, SLO, 9-21 May 2023 (RJBt, CAM*$, KJZ1; 2023-020; Figure 12) included four
singing and displaying males and a presumed female paired with one of the males.
A male in definitive alternate plumage singing at Winchester, RIV, 10-18 Jun 2023
(RSW4#; 2023-039) was the only other spring migrant recorded in 2023. That year
saw the third largest incursion of this species into California, following larger irrup-
tions in 1978 and 2019 in the Lanfair Valley in the eastern Mojave Desert (Luther et
al. 1983, Benson et al. 2021). A Cassin’s Sparrow in formative plumage at Southeast
Farallon Island, SF, 15-16 Sep 2023 (SGD¥; 2023-074) was the only fall migrant
reported in the state in 2023. The committee discontinued reviewing records of the
Cassin’s Sparrow after 2023.

FIELD SPARROW Spizella pusilla (22, 1). The second Field Sparrow known
for Humboldt County and northernmost known in California was one in forma-
tive plumage at the Arcata Bottoms, HUM, 26 Dec 2023-12 Feb 2024 (LuSt, MFr;
2023-135). It, like most Field Sparrows recorded in California, appeared to be of
the western subspecies arenacea, with a broad gray central crown stripe and overall
grayish coloration to the underparts.

LECONTE’S SPARROW Ammospiza lecontei (48, 1). One in formative plumage
was at Quail Hill, ORA, 12 Nov-15 Dec 2023 (KMit, RSt; 2023-113; Figure 13).
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FIGURE 11. This male Smith’s Longspur in formative plumage at Southeast Farallon
Island, San Francisco County, 31 October 2023 (2023-107), represents only the 14th
record of this species in California.

Photo by Ned Bohman
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FIGURE 12. This adult Cassin’s Sparrow in definitive alternate plumage was actively
singing and displaying at Carrizo Plain National Monument, San Luis Obispo County
(2023-020).

Photo by Curtis A. Marantz on 13 May 2023
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FIGURE 13. This LeConte’s Sparrow in formative plumage at Quail Hill represented
only the second record for Orange County (2023-113).

Photo by Kiandra Mitchell on 12 November 2023

California’s 48 recorded LeConte’s Sparrows have included 11 presumed wintering
birds (including this one), 33 fall migrants, and four spring migrants.

LOUISIANA WATERTHRUSH Parkesia motacilla (25, 2). Individuals in forma-
tive plumage were photographed along Atascadero Creek in Goleta, SBA, 21-22 Sep
2023 (ACTS; 2023-080), and along Santa Ysabel Creek in the Santa Ysabel Preserve,
4.5 km north of Julian, SD, 5-9 Nov 2023 (SLt; 2023-109). The November date for
the latter is more typical of a wintering bird, as previous fall migrants in California
have occurred much earlier, from 7 August to 28 September.

GOLDEN-WINGED WARBLER Vermivora chrysoptera (92, 6). Females found
in the spring included an adult at Coronado, SD, 20 May 2023 (PEL, BWit; 2023-023);
one in formative plumage in El Centro, IMP, 17 May 2023 (CAD, GMcC, CAMT;
2023-022) that was the first for Imperial County; and one of unknown age at But-
terbredt Spring, KER, 17 May 2023 (SLS; 2023-021). In the fall, males in formative
plumage were at Southeast Farallon Island, SE, 16 Sep 2023 (SGDt; 2023-075) and
Hilleary Park in Poway, SD, 25-26 Sep 2023 (LR*, JJ T, NT+; 2023-083; Figure 14). A
male of unknown age at the Tilden Nature Area, CC, 22 Sep 2023 (EGM; 2023-081)
provided the first record for Contra Costa County. The male at Poway had a yellow
wash across the breast under the dark throat patch, implying potential hybridization
with the Blue-winged Warbler (V. cyanoptera). However, carotenoid deposition in
these two species is still not well understood and may not always suggest the degree
of hybridization (Baiz et al. 2020).

RED-FACED WARBLER Cardellina rubrifrons (30, 1). An individual undergo-
ing preformative molt was photographed at Rancho Palos Verdes, LA, 7-8 Sep 2023
(TFat, CLYt; 2023-070). Nearly one-third (30%) of California’s records are of fall
migrants, with the majority of those from coastal southern California.
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FIGURE 14. Male Golden-winged Warbler in formative plumage capturing and
consuming a marsh crane fly (Tipula oleracea) at Hilleary Park in Poway, San Diego
County, 25-26 September 2023 (2025-083).

Photo by Joshua Joun on 25 September 2023

PYRRHULOXIA Cardinalis sinuatus (33, 0). IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTAB-
LISHED: The brief description of one from Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, SD, 8
Jul 2023 (2023-046) did not receive majority support after two rounds of deliberation.

MISCELLANEOUS

The long-staying Northern Gannet (Morus bassanus) first seen at Southeast
Farallon Island, SE, 25 Apr 2012 (2012-058; Pike et al. 2014) was still present at the
time of preparation of this report in August 2025.

CORRIGENDA

The initial date published in the CBRC’s 41 report (Searcy et al. 2018) for a
Field Sparrow at Aspendell, INY (2015-164), was erroneous; the correct date span
is 26 Dec 2015-18 Mar 2016. The late dates of four other records are extended fol-
lowing the receipt of additional documentation. A King Eider (Somateria spectabilis)
at Cabrillo Beach, LA (2009-238; Pyle et al. 2011), remained until 19 Jan 2010 per
photos provided by Tommy Pedersen. A Little Gull (Hydrocoloeus minutus) at Prado
Regional Park, SBE (2011-212; Nelson et al. 2013), was last seen 30 Dec 2011 per
written documentation by Howard B. King. At least one Blue-footed Booby (Sula
nebouxii) remained on Anacapa Island, VEN (2013-179; Rottenborn et al. 2016),
through 25 Oct 2014 when it was photographed by Justyn T. Stahl. And the date
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span of a Streak-backed Oriole (Icterus pustulatus) at Gene Pumping Plant, 3 km
west of Parker Dam, SBE (1991-211; Patten et al. 1995), is extended by a day to 19
Dec 1991 per written documentation from Steve Goodbred.
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ABSTRACT: The Dusky Canada Goose (Branta canadensis occidentalis) once win-
tered regularly by the hundreds on the north coast of California, yet this fact has now
vanished from much of the literature on the Canada Goose. In the 1930s James Moffitt
found the subspecies was regular at two sites in Del Norte and Humboldt counties,
but by the mid-1980s its numbers were much reduced and only occasional individuals
were found thereafter. The retraction of the Dusky Canada Goose from the southern
limit of its winter range parallels a rangewide population decline as well as surges in
numbers of the recovering Aleutian Cackling Goose (B. hutchinsii leucopareia) and
the proliferating Western Canada Goose (B. ¢. moffitti), possibly competitors.

The Dusky Canada Goose (Branta canadensis occidentalis) formerly win-
tered regularly on the north coast of California, yet this fact has now vanished
from much of the literature on the Canada Goose, even in discussions of
changes in distribution (e.g., Erickson et al. 2018). We review the historical
status of the bird in northwestern California, document the final observa-
tions of this population, and discuss possible causes for the change in status.

Aswebegan this project we were warned not to venture into anything having
to do with the taxonomy of the Canada Goose. Although only seven subspecies
have been recognized by various recent authorities (e.g., Dickinson and Remsen
2013, Mowbray et al. 2020), the species encompasses a bewildering degree
of variation (Anderson 2022), with well over 100 subspecies recognized by
Hanson (2006, 2007) and Anderson (2010)—but see critiques by Banks (2007,
2009) and Dickerman (2011). Now, with Canada Geese widely transplanted
over much of their range (e.g., Griggs and Black 2004), categorizing populations
has become more difficult than ever. Nevertheless, the Dusky Canada Goose is
quite distinctive in its dark underparts and coastal distribution, and its chang-
ing distribution merits attention, as that change has been widely overlooked.

CURRENT DISTRIBUTION

The Dusky Canada Goose nests in southern Alaska, primarily in the Cop-
per River delta and on Middleton Island. Some birds remain on the breeding
grounds year round, but most winter in western Washington and western Or-
egon, primarily along the lower Columbia River and in the Willamette Valley
(Pacific Flyway Council 2015). Strays have occurred across the United States,
including northern California (https://eBird.org, S. G. Mlodinow pers. comm.).

HISTORICAL STATUS IN CALIFORNIA

Taxonomic confusion long plagued the understanding of Canada Goose
distribution in California, and was still apparent at the time of Grinnell and
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Miller (1944). Swarth (1913) made an early breakthrough, however, clarify-
ing that B. c. occidentalis, then known as the White-cheeked Goose, was not
the widespread wintering subspecies in California, and indeed had not been
recorded anywhere in the state. He rightly predicted that if the subspecies
reached California at all, it would be on the north coast.

Later, James Moffitt took Swarth’s prediction as a challenge and was the
first to confirm and document the subspecies’ occurrence in California
(Grinnell 1944). In considerable detail, Moffitt (1937) described his own
experiences in Humboldt and Del Norte counties in 1932, 1933, and 1937,
as well as those of several other local residents over the preceding 50 years.
He found that Dusky Canada Geese concentrated in two areas: the Eel River
delta in Humboldt County, and Lake Earl and environs in Del Norte County.

Centerville Marsh, south of the Eel River mouth, was the primary foraging
and roosting area for the Humboldt County birds. Moffitt reported up to 300
birds there in March 1932, and Frank G. Williams of Ferndale told him that
225-250 geese visited the region annually. Williams had observed the geese
for 50 years, typically from late October to mid-April. According to him,
Frank Moranda, and other local residents, when the geese were disturbed on
their preferred foraging grounds they might settle on the ocean for a period
of time, or fly south to the hills behind False Cape. On occasion, some birds
even ventured as far as Kinman Pond on Bear River Ridge, some 15 km in-
land from the cape. In the 1930s, Moftitt collected six Dusky Canada Geese
in Humboldt County (specimens in the California Academy of Sciences).

In 1933 and 1937 Moffitt (1937) visited Del Norte County, where slightly
fewer birds than in Humboldt County wintered in the vicinity of Lake Earl.
Moffitt saw 125 geese in March 1937 and was told by a long-time resident,
Ed McLaughlin, that about 150 birds typically wintered there, more than had
done so 30 or 40 years earlier. McLaughlin stated that nearly 500 geese had
been at Lake Earl during very cold weather in January 1937. The seasonality
of the birds’ visits was the same as in Humboldt County. When disturbed on
their foraging grounds, the Lake Earl birds often retreated to Castle Rock
offshore, but also to rocks off the Oregon coast north of Brookings, presum-
ably including Goat Island. Probably they also used Prince Island and Hunter
Rock, just south of the Oregon border. McLaughlin suggested there may
have been a separate goose flock frequenting the Brookings area, as was also
later suggested by Lowe (1987) and Jarvis (2003). Browning (1973) reported
Canada Geese at Goat Island in March 1966 but later (2018: 101) suggested—
perhaps in error—that at least some of those birds were Aleutian Cackling
Geese (B. hutchinsii leucopareia). The California Academy of Sciences has two
specimens of the Dusky Canada Goose from Del Norte County taken in 1933
and 1937, one by McLaughlin. The eight specimens total, from the two coun-
ties, are the only Dusky Canada Geese ever collected in California (Figure 1).

TAXONOMY

The subspecies fulva was separated from occidentalis by Delacour (1951),
with the type locality of Graham Island, Haida Gwaii, British Columbia, and
distinguished from occidentalis by its larger size and paler color. Delacour
(1951, 1954) described fulva as “resident” in British Columbia and south-
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FIGURE 1. The eight Dusky Canada Geese collected in Humboldt and Del Norte
counties, California 1932-1937, now housed at the California Academy of Sciences.
The size and color variation shown here may hint at the possibility that two subspecies
are represented, as discussed in the text.

Photo by Richard A. Erickson
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eastern Alaska and stated that occidentalis “winters (at least in part) south to
Oregon.” In spite of this, the AOU (1957) attributed all California birds to
fulva rather than to occidentalis. Moftitt (1937:157) was aware of the size and
color variation on which the description of fulva was later based, writing, “the
largest examples of occidentalis apparently breed in the southern part of the
form’s range, from Vancouver Island north to Glacier Bay, Alaska. Smaller
ones are known to nest on the islands in the Prince William Sound region
of Alaska. The winter birds collected in California seem to be intermediate
in size between the two and probably nest in the region from Glacier Bay
to Prince William Sound, perhaps in the vicinity of Yakutat Bay, whence no
breeding specimens are known to have been collected” The weights of the
three specimens Moffitt (1937) mentioned agree with those of fulva tabulated
by Mowbray et al. (2020). Perhaps this was in part the basis for the AOU
(1957) ascribing the specimens to fulva, but we were unable to find any justifi-
cation for this treatment in the literature or through personal communication
with those potentially familiar with the situation. At some point the name
on the labels on all the California specimens was changed from occidentalis
to fulva, but, again, we were unable to find any explanation for this. Our best
guess is that someone simply followed the AOU’s lead.

Not quite done with this story, we acknowledge that Anderson etal. (2021:
Appendix 1), using multivariate analysis of numerous measurements and
plumage colors and patterns, identified five of the eight California specimens
as fulva, three as occidentalis. This after Anderson (2010) had described the
range of fulva as, “winter in Gulf of Alaska; occasional to Washington.” Of
fulva, Mowbray et al. (2020) also reported that “some move south to the
Willamette Valley”

Some authors (e.g., Dickinson 1953, Palmer 1976, Pyle 2008) have not
recognized the distinction between occidentalis and fulva as a basis for two
subspecies. The two are similar and have been confused in the literature.
For our purposes, we follow the classification most recently summarized
by Mowbray et al. (2020), recognizing fulva, considering all California
specimens as occidentalis, and applying the term “Dusky Canada Goose” to
occidentalis alone.

THE FINAL YEARS (1970s-1990s)

The north coast of California was not well covered ornithologically dur-
ing the middle decades of the last century. After Moffitt’s visits in the 1930s,
the Dusky Canada Goose went unreported until about 1970 (Osborne 1972,
Harris 1996). Then Johnson et al. (1979) reported seeing up to 100 birds in
the Lake Earl area each winter in the late 1970s. Regional accounts by Yocum
and Harris (1975) and Harris (1991) reported the subspecies’ status similar to
that reported by Moffitt, but by the mid 1990s, Harris (1996, 2005) considered
the bird only a vagrant. Erickson et al. (1997) were slow to realize the plight
of the Dusky Canada Goose and continued to show it as a rare annual visitor.

We were fortunate to live in Del Norte County in the early 1980s, with easy
access to most areas important to Dusky Canada Geese, and were unwitting
witnesses to some of the subspecies’ final showings in California. Intensive
monitoring of the then-endangered Aleutian Cackling Goose (B. h. leucopa-
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reia) led by Paul . Springer heightened awareness of geese in many observers.
Table 1 lists sightings from the late 1970s and early 1980s selected to show
high counts and a range of locations the geese used. We also observed Dusky
Canada Geese in small numbers at Goat Island and Harbor, Oregon, from
1982 to 1986; Lowe (1987) saw 103 at Goat Island 18 April 1987. In almost
all cases, these birds were not associating with any other subspecies of the
Canada or Cackling Goose.

The last reports that may actually represent shadows of the former sta-
tus—as opposed to the current status as a wide-ranging vagrant—are of nine
birds on the lower Eel River 4 January 1992 (Harris 1996), two at Goat Island,
Oregon, 26 March 1994 (Colin Dillingham, https://ebird.org/checklist/
S15383135), six in the Smith River bottoms 8 April 1998, and one at Crescent
City 27 December 1998-19 January 1999 (the last two from S. W. Harris’ and
M. H. Harris’ unpublished database of birds and marine mammals in north-
western California from September 1959 to September 2017). We are unaware
of other Humboldt County records between 1937 and 1992, and it may be that
the birds abandoned that area before abandoning Del Norte County farther
north, although adequate coverage of the Eel River delta was largely lacking.

DISCUSSION

Grinnell and Miller (1944) and the AOU (1957; although referring to the
birds as fulva) appear to be the last references to have summarized the 20'-
century status of the Dusky Canada Goose in California accurately before
the regional and specialized accounts published beginning in the 1970s. The
subsequent disappearance of references to the subspecies in California in the
more general literature is disheartening.

The Dusky Canada Goose declined in northwestern California at roughly
the same time that the numbers of two other subspecies of white-cheeked
geese (i.e., Cackling and Canada Geese) were surging. Figure 2 shows maxi-
mum counts of the Dusky Canada Goose, “Western” Canada Goose (B. c.

TABLE 1 Selected Observations of Dusky Canada Geese in Del Norte
County, California 1977-1985

Date Number Location Observer(s)
17 Oct 1977 12 Castle Rock G. S. Lester
21 Jan 1978 21 Castle Rock G. S. Lester
28 Jan 1979 43 Castle Rock G. S. Lester
18 Dec 1980 2 Smith River bottoms ~ R. A. Erickson, G. S. Lester
30 Jan-21 Feb 1982 1 Smith River estuary G. S. Lester et al.
12 Feb 1983 15 Prince Island Rich Stallcup,
R. A. Erickson et al.
13 Nov 1984 50 Hunter Rock R. A. Erickson
16 Dec 1984 2 Lake Tolowa R. A. Erickson
18 Dec 1984 75 Hunter Rock G. S. Lester
20 Dec 1984 16 Smith River estuary R. A. Erickson
5 Dec 1985 11 Lake Earl P. E Springer (Harris 1996)
22 Dec 1985 26 Del Norte County Lester and Lester (1986)
Christmas Bird Count
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FIGURE 2. Maximum counts of the Dusky Canada Goose, “Western” Canada Goose,
and Aleutian Cackling Goose in Del Norte County, California in the 20th century.
Note that Moffitt (1939) considered the Dusky to be the default Canada Goose in
northwestern California at that time. Sources of data: Moffitt (1937), Johnson et al.
(1979), Harris (1991), S. W. Harris’ and M. H. Harris’ unpublished database of birds
and marine mammals in northwestern California from September 1959 to September
2017, https://eBird.org, Erickson (unpubl. data), T. O. Osborne (pers. comm.).

*“Up to 100...seen there each winter (P. . Springer)” (Johnson et al. 1979).

“moffitti”), and Aleutian Cackling Goose in Del Norte County in the 20t
century. We use quotation marks for the “Western” Canada Goose because
the birds involved were primarily derived from transplanted birds—most but
not all of which were referable to moffitti (Harris 1991)—with subspecific
integrity compromised.

It is tempting to suggest that the decrease in numbers of occidentalis in
northwestern California was caused at least in part by the increase in numbers
of “moffitti”and leucopareia. Kraege (2005) suggested just such an interaction
between occidentalis and moffitti in Washington. Banks and Springer (1994)
suggested that the Dusky Canada Goose had declined since 1979 because of
a combination of habitat deterioration in the Copper River delta due to uplift
following the powerful Alaska earthquake of 27 March 1964 (the same quake
that caused a tragic tsunami in Crescent City), increased predation (both
elaborated on by Bromley and Rothe [2003] and the Pacific Flyway Council
[2015]), and continued hunting (see also Pacific Flyway Council [1985]).
Hunting of these birds is no longer allowed in Washington and Oregon. The
Pacific Flyway Council (1985) and Harris (2005) added that the creation
of national wildlife refuges in the Willamette Valley had effectively short-
stopped the geese before moving farther south. Coupled with this, changes
in agricultural practices in the Willamette Valley may also have benefited the
geese there (Kelly Warren in litt.).
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FIGURE 3. Size of the entire population of the Dusky Canada Goose estimated from
winter surveys, 1970-2000, from Wilkins et al. (2000).

= S
o™

15

Thousands
10

I T T T 1
1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010
Year

FIGURE 4. Estimated number of breeding adult Dusky Canada Geese, 1985-2010,
from Fleming et al. (2010).
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For whatever combination of reasons, the population of the Dusky Canada
Goose has declined and the subspecies now represents one of the smallest
populations of geese in North America (Bromley and Rothe 2003). Figures
3 and 4 show the decline in the population through the final years of the last
century. The winter range of the Dusky Canada Goose contracted northward
as the population decreased, and the southernmost portion of the range is
now abandoned. Erickson et al. (2018) reported that the ranges of many other
California species, including the Western Canada Goose, have shifted north-
ward in the face of climate change. It is interesting that Del Norte County,
once home to the rare Dusky Canada Goose, now hosts tens of thousands of
the once-endangered Aleutian Cackling Goose instead.
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ABSTRACT: Monitoring of nocturnal flight calls to study bird migration is
widely used in the eastern and central United States, but its application in the West
has been limited. To assess the potential for such monitoring in northern California
and to compare patterns of migration between sites in California’s Central Valley
and nearby locations in the Coast Ranges, we analyzed data on flight calls recorded
in April and May 2022 by five automated units. We counted all recorded songbird
calls and identified four common migratory western songbirds with distinctive
flight calls as our focal species: the Swainson’s Thrush (Catharus ustulatus), Wil-
sons Warbler (Cardellina pusilla), Yellow Warbler (Setophaga petechia), and Lazuli
Bunting (Passerina amoena). We detected songbird calls at a higher rate at the sites
in the Central Valley than at those in the Coast Ranges, found differences by site in
the nightly frequency of calls from three of the four focal species, and noted more
flight calls from migratory species other than songbirds at the Central Valley sites.
BirdCast’s radar estimates of nightly average birds in flight strongly predicted the
number of songbird nocturnal flight calls we detected each night.

Every spring, birds migrate northward through California’s Central Valley
to reach summer breeding sites (Somveille et al. 2015, DeLuca et al. 2021).
Birds migrate during the daytime (diurnally), at night (nocturnally), or in
some combination of these two. Diurnal migration may be optimal if birds
can use daytime atmospheric conditions for efficient flight (e.g., hawks soar-
ing using rising air currents; Kerlinger 1989) or to intersperse foraging with
migration (e.g., swifts and swallows catching prey from the air while migrat-
ing; Akesson et al. 2012, Imlay et al. 2020). On the other hand, nocturnal
migrants such as New World warblers and sparrows benefit from easier flight
conditions with less air turbulence (Kerlinger and Moore 1989), may lose less
water to evaporative cooling (Torre-Bueno 1978), and can reserve the daytime
hours for foraging (Alerstam 2009). Nocturnal migrants navigate and orient
by using a combination of magnetic, celestial, and twilight cues (Emlen and
Emlen 1966, Moore 1980, Wiltschko et al. 2002, Cochran et al. 2004).

During flight, some species of nocturnal migrants give nocturnal flight
calls, though individuals within a species vary in their rate of calling (Morris
et al. 2016). Nocturnal flight calls are typically short calls that are consistent
within a species but often differ from species to species. They are usually dis-
tinct from other call types such as alarm or contact calls (Farnsworth 2005).
Nocturnal flight calls may help flocks of birds stay together and maintain
accurate orientation while flying (Hamilton 1962, Simons 2004, Farnsworth
2005, Berdahl et al. 2018, Tegeler et al. 2018). They provide an opportunity
for ornithologists to monitor nocturnal bird migration (Farnsworth 2005).
Because many calls can be identified to species or a group of related species
(Lanzone etal. 2009, Landsborough et al. 2019), nocturnal flight calls provide
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a way to note the movements of a diversity of species, potentially including
rare species difficult to detect by day (Evans and Mellinger 1999).

Nevertheless, counts of nocturnal flight calls are not perfectly correlated
with the number of birds migrating over a site. Environmental conditions
such as ambient noise can reduce the calls’ detectability (Larkin et al.
2002, Farnsworth and Russell 2007). Lighting may increase rates of calling
(Gauthreaux and Belser 2006, Van Doren et al. 2017). Detectability is greater
when winds blow in the migrants’ target direction (Erni et al. 2002, Hiippop
and Hilgerloh 2012, Smith et al. 2014) or when weather conditions such as
precipitation or low visibility create poor conditions for migration (Graber
and Cochran 1960). Temperature and humidity affect how sound travels,
and higher atmospheric temperatures can increase the calls’ detectability on
more humid nights but lower it on less humid nights (Horton et al. 2015).
The altitude of a calling bird also affects detection of a nocturnal flight call,
as higher birds are farther away and so harder to detect (Horton et al. 2015).
Furthermore, even within groups of related species, call rates vary by species
and among individuals within a species (Morris et al. 2016).

Although nocturnal flight calls have been well studied east of the Rocky
Mountains, there is less research in the American West (Lanzone et al. 2009,
Burrell 2015, Evans 2021, Osterhaus et al. 2025). California’s Central Val-
ley is a key region for bird migration, as an estimated 65 million migratory
landbirds travel through it annually each spring (DeLuca et al. 2021). Many
of these migratory birds rely on food-rich stopover habitats such as riparian
corridors (Cormier et al. 2013) and woodlands of the Valley Oak (Quercus
lobata) (Greco and Airola 2018). Despite the importance of the Central Valley
to migration, no studies using nocturnal flight calls to assess birds’ nocturnal
movements over this region have been published.

In this study we used automated recording units to explore the potential for
detecting nocturnal flight calls in northern California’s Central Valley and ad-
jacent Coast Ranges, aiming to identify factors affecting the number of nightly
calls detected and to assess the relationship between nightly call counts and
nightly radar-based estimates of bird migration over the region provided by
the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s BirdCast (https://dashboard.birdcast.info/
region/US-CA-113). We hypothesized that the number of calls detected at
sites in the Central Valley should exceed numbers in the Coast Ranges, and
that we should find a positive relationship between nightly call counts and the
radar-based estimates. Our work included classifying which nocturnal flight
calls originated from songbirds, specifically focusing on the identification of a
small set of common migrants with distinctive calls, and also, when possible,
identifying calls of a range of species other than songbirds.

METHODS
Study Sites

We analyzed nocturnal data from five audio recorders positioned on an
east—west transect between Lake Berryessa and Davis, California. The sites
were at a similar latitude (approximately 38.5° N) but varied in their elevation
and habitat (Table 1; habitat classified according to the California Wildlife
Habitat Relationships System; Mayer and Laudenslayer 1988). The three
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Central Valley sites were at elevations <30 m, while the two westernmost
sites in the Coast Ranges were higher, 356 m at Quail Ridge Reserve and
113 m at Stebbins Cold Canyon Reserve. The recorders in the Coast Ranges
and two of those in the Central Valley (at Russell Ranch and South Fork
Preserve) were away from major sources of nighttime light. Because ambient
light can increase the rate at which migrating birds call (Cochran and Graber
1958, Farnsworth 2005, Gauthreaux and Belser 2006, Van Doren et al. 2017,
Welcker and Vilela 2018), we also placed a recorder within the city of Davis
at a site with obvious nocturnal ambient light.

Monitoring Recorders

The automated recorders (Song Meter Micro; Wildlife Acoustics, Inc.)
operated from 1 April through 31 May 2022. Recorders sampled at 44.1 kHz
in a single 16-bit mono track, producing uncompressed files in the format
.wav. To reduce the rate at which batteries needed to be replaced, recorders
operated only every other calendar date. However, because each night spans
the evening of one date and the morning of the next, this timing scheme
sampled a portion of every night during the two-month interval, albeit not
always the same portion. We use “night” to refer to the entire night, spanning
two dates. The recordings from each night comprise either an evening (from
30 minutes after sunset until approximately midnight) or a morning (from
midnight to 30 minutes before sunrise). For example, the recordings on 1
April included morning recordings from the night that began on 31 March

TABLE 1 Sites and Situations of Devices Recording Nocturnal Flight Calls between
Lake Berryessa and Davis, California

Site name Elevation Habitat Details of recorder Latitude,
(shorthand) (m) type County location longitude
Quail Ridge 356 Chamise- Napa Stake-mounted, on 38.4777,
Reserve Redshank ridgeline, no nearby =~ -122.1459
(Quail Ridge) chaparral trees
Stebbins Cold 113 Blue Oak-  Solano (< Stake-mounted, on 38.5083,
Canyon Foothill Pine 650 meters  slope above a gulch,  -122.0961
Reserve away from  few trees within 10
(Stebbins) both Napa meters
and Yolo)
Russell Ranch 29 Valley Yolo Stake-mounted, 38.5387,
(Russell) foothill in field of annual -121.8698
riparian grasses, few trees
within 10 meters
Davis 15 Urban Yolo Mounted on rooftop 38.55,
antenna, above -121.73%
height of nearby

trees, 2 meters above
reflective roof surface

South Fork 5 Valley Yolo Stake-mounted, 38.5197,
Preserve foothill adjacent to creek, -121.6893
(South Fork) riparian several tall trees

within 10 meters

“Precision reduced to maintain homeowner’s privacy.
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and evening recordings from the night beginning 1 April. In total, we obtained
62 nights of recordings. At four sites we placed the recorders in stake-mounted
buckets with a fine mesh cover to protect them from sun, wind, and debris,
and to minimize sounds coming from directions other than the sky (Gayk
and Mennill 2020). At the Davis site, the recorder was directly mounted to a
rooftop antenna approximately 1.5 meters above the roof’s surface.

Analyzing Spectrograms of Nocturnal Flight Calls

We counted all calls from songbirds and distinguished the easily identifi-
able calls of four species that occur in northern California commonly during
some part of our spring sampling period (Fink et al. 2023): the Swainson’s
Thrush (Catharus ustulatus), Wilson's Warbler (Cardellina pusilla), Yellow
Warbler (Setophaga petechia), and Lazuli Bunting (Passerina amoena) (Ev-
ans and O’Brien 2002). That source did not address the calls of the Lazuli
Bunting but did include details on the similar calls of the Indigo (P. cyanea)
and Painted (P, ciris) Buntings. Although some species’ nocturnal flight calls
may vary regionally, we verified the key identifying features of the calls of all
four focal species with our own recordings of diurnal flight calls in the Coast
Ranges near the Quail Ridge recording site.

Despite initial plans to use automated-detection software, we found no
methods suitable for our data. Software for automated detection of flight
calls can analyze audio recordings, producing a list with the start time of
every potential call in a recording. We tested several software applications:
Tseep (Evans 2005a), Thrush (Evans 2005b), BirdVoxDetect version 0.6.0
(Lostanlen et al. 2019) run with Vesper version 0.4.14 (Mills 2023), and the
band-limited energy and entropy detectors in Raven Pro version 1.6.4 (K. Lisa
Yang Center for Conservation Bioacoustics 2024). Nevertheless, despite our
intensive effort, the specificity and sensitivity of all of these methods were low
in comparison to a human listener’s counts and identifications of the calls.

Therefore, we instead processed recordings manually, using the open-
source software application Audacity version 3.1.3 (Audacity Team 2021)
to view spectrograms. We produced the spectrograms with Audacity’s
fast-Fourier-transform tool with a Blackman window of size 512 and a zero
padding factor of 4, and we viewed the spectrograms on a linear frequency
scale from 0 to 10,000 Hz. Spectrograms offer a way to represent raw audio
data graphically with time on the x axis and the strength of an audio signal
at each frequency on the y axis. We counted the numbers of calls of each of
the four focal species in each recording and pooled the counts of all other
songbirds. The flight call of each of the four focal species is distinctive in its
combination of duration, frequency, and degree of modulation (rapid shifts in
frequency giving the spectrogram a “wavy” look). Figure 1 illustrates typical
examples of the nocturnal flight calls of each focal species. We categorized
a sound as a call made by other other songbirds if we could positively iden-
tify the nonfocal species (e.g., the distinctive call of the Savannah Sparrow,
Passerculus sandwichensis) or if the call’s pattern was typical of the majority of
known songbird flight calls in the United States: a duration <250 milliseconds
and a spectrogram pattern with one or two unmodulated bands or a single
modulated note. These criteria helped us eliminate any sounds from insects,
frogs, night-singing local birds, and mechanical noises. We tallied calls of
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FIGURE 1. Example spectrograms of the flight calls of the four focal species: Lazuli
Bunting (LAZB), Wilson's Warbler (WIWA), Yellow Warbler (YEWA), and Swainson’s
Thrush (SWTH). Each species’ call has a distinctive duration (labeled in milliseconds),
range of frequencies, and degree of modulation. The spectrograms for the Lazuli Bunting,
Wilson's Warbler, and Yellow Warbler are based on diurnal flight calls we recorded in May
2023. Furrow recorded the Swainson’s Thrush call nocturnally in May 2021.

non-songbirds such as shorebirds and waterfowl separately; their calls tended
to be longer in duration and were generally identifiable to species.

Tescher and Furrow established inter-rater reliability by analyzing the same
recordings independently, then reconciling any differences until we consis-
tently identified the same species and counts of flight calls within a recording.
During this process we shared our list of the starting time and identification of
every call we detected in a recording. For each difference (either because a call
was detected by only one of us or because our identifications did not match)
we then compared the call with reference spectrograms and audio clips until
we reached consensus on a positive identification or concluded that the sound
was ambiguous and not countable. This process continued with new recordings
until we matched in our detection and identification of 99% of the calls detected
in a night’s recording; we worked for several weeks and analyzed a total of 35
hours of recordings to reach this level of reliability. Tescher and Furrow then
each analyzed separate sites. We initially analyzed only half the recordings at
each site. After noting the low number of calls at some sites, we expanded the
analysis to include every recording at three sites: Stebbins Cold Canyon, Russell
Ranch, and Davis. Aguilar, Bottcher, Chen, Morris, Velisaris, and Yang analyzed
these additional nights, flagging all potential nocturnal flight calls. Furrow then
manually confirmed all identifications to get the final counts.

Data Analysis

To compare nightly call counts by site, we totaled the number of individual
songbird calls recorded at each site on each night. We defined an “active
night” at a site as a night in which at least one songbird call was detected;
we calculated the proportion of active nights at each site and calculated the
mean nightly number of nocturnal flight calls on the basis of the site’s active
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nights only. We also totaled counts of calls of birds other than songbirds, all
of which were waterbirds, but did no further data processing of those calls.

For a comparison among sites that controlled for extraneous variables
potentially influencing calls’ detectability, we used generalized linear mod-
eling. We modeled the average total nightly counts of nocturnal flight calls
(summed across the four focal species plus other songbirds) by using site as
our focal predictor variable and time of night (evening vs. morning), radar-
based estimate of nightly average number of birds in flight, and migrants’
average altitude (Van Doren and Horton 2018, https://dashboard.birdcast.
info/region/US-CA-113), average temperature, and average wind profit (the
favorability of the wind direction and speed) as covariates.

BirdCast’s estimates of the average number of birds in flight per night al-
lowed us to assess the relationship between our counts of nocturnal flight calls
and the overall quantity of birds passing overhead, while migrants’ estimated
altitude provided an important control related to the probability of a call being
loud enough to be detected by the recorders and positively identified during
processing. BirdCast uses data from weather radar to generate real-time es-
timates of the number, altitude, and direction of nocturnal migrants, and the
tool also reports a nightly summary of the average number of birds in flight.
We considered analyzing the altitude and average number of birds in flight
over both Yolo and Napa counties, because the majority of Yolo County’s area
is on the Central Valley floor while a greater proportion of Napa County’s
area includes the Coast Ranges. However, the estimates of number of birds
in flight across Yolo and Napa correlated almost perfectly (r = 0.99), so we
elected to use only the Yolo County estimates as a covariate in the regression.
To correct for a strong right skew in the raw counts, we log-transformed the
values for birds in flight with the natural logarithm. We also used only the Yolo
County estimates of birds’ average altitude at midnight because the Yolo and
Napa values were highly correlated (r = 0.97) and the mean altitudes (1075
m in Yolo, 1102 m in Napa) did not differ significantly (Wilcoxon test; p =
0.164). BirdCast reports altitude estimates by 10-minute intervals throughout
the night, but we used only a single measurement (midnight, or the average
of 23:55 and 00:05 Pacific Daylight Time if the midnight altitude was not
reported) as a coarse measure of whether birds were generally flying higher
or lower that night. We compared these measurements with the estimated
altitude at 03:00 PDT each night and found a high correlation (r = 0.87); this
provided a check that birds’ tendency to fly at higher or lower altitudes was
consistent within a night.

We calculated atmospheric variables (temperature and wind profit) on
the basis of data from a single National Weather Service Automated Surface
Observing System (ASOS) site: Vacaville Nut Tree Airport. For all of our
recording sites, this was the closest ASOS site for which data during our
study period were complete, with observations of air temperature and wind
speed and direction every 15 minutes. For each night we calculated the mean
air temperature and wind profit averaged across all observations within the
night’s recording period. Wind profit combines wind direction and speed in
comparison to a target direction and migratory speed of 12 meters/second,
quantifying the degree and speed to which wind is drifting birds with respect
to that target direction (Erni et al. 2002). A moderate wind in the general
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direction a bird intends to fly produces a positive wind profit, while winds that
are perpendicular or in the opposite direction of the target produce negative
wind profit. On the basis of BirdCast observations of migration direction in
Yolo County we used a target direction of due north and calculated an aver-
age wind profit for each night by first calculating the wind profit for each
15-minute ASOS measurement within the night’s recording period, then
taking the mean. We did not include cloud-ceiling measurements in our
model because variation across the study period was limited (85% of nights
had no measurable cloud cover). Similarly, we did not include dew-point
measurements because on all nights except one the average measurement
was less than 13° C, which is commonly considered the upper threshold
for “dry” atmospheric conditions (National Weather Service, https://www.
weather.gov/arx/why_dewpoint_vs_humidity).

All numerical covariates were centered to a mean of 0 and scaled to a
standard deviation of 1. We initially considered a Poisson regression model,
but overdispersion of the data was statistically significant, with greater than
expected variation relative to the mean rates of nightly counts (p < 0.001 from
the function “check_overdispersion” in the R package “performance”; Gelman
and Hill 2006, Lidecke et al. 2021). We instead fit a negative binomial model
to correct for this overdispersion (Zuur et al. 2009). This model no longer
suffered from overdispersion (p = 0.376), and it did a good job of explaining
variation in the nightly flight-call counts (McFadden’s pseudo-R? = 0.207;
McFadden 1979). Negative binomial regression fits a linear combination of
the predictors to the natural logarithm of the outcome variable (nightly call
counts). We report the raw coefficients and convert them back to the original
count scale when appropriate to clarify the magnitudes of effects. After fitting
the model, we also made pairwise comparisons of the estimated marginal
mean counts per site, using the function “emmeans” in the R package “em-
means,” with Tukey’s method of adjusted p-values to control for multiple
comparisons (Searle etal. 1980, Lenth 2025). To statistically test for the overall
differences among sites, we used a likelihood-ratio test comparing a negative
binomial model with and without “site” as a predictor.

For species-specific comparisons among sites we used chi-squared tests of
independence, testing the null hypothesis that the proportion of nights with
at least one detection of a flight call was identical at all sites. The regression
framework detailed in the previous paragraphs could not be applied at the
species level because total counts of calls of the focal species at specific sites
were often very low. We used simulated probabilities for the chi-squared tests
via the function “chisq.test” in R to avoid inaccurate values for infrequently
detected species.

RESULTS

Sites varied in the number of flight calls detected per night (Figure 2A,
Table 2) and in the percentage of active nights (Figure 2B, Table 2). The Davis
site had the highest percentage of active nights (95.2%) and the highest mean
rate of detections of songbird flight calls during the site’s active nights (36.3
calls/night). The sites in the Coast Ranges had fewer active nights (55.9% of
recording nights at Quail Ridge, 27.9% at Stebbins Cold Canyon) and fewer
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calls during their active nights (mean of number of calls per active night 6.7
at Quail Ridge, 3.8 at Stebbins Cold Canyon). These differences in the total
nightly count of songbird calls were statistically significant (Table 3; p < 0.001).

The negative binomial model allowed us to test the overall differences in
call counts by site and the relative importance of other covariates. Statistically
significant covariates in the model included the number (log-transformed)
of birds in flight according to BirdCast (more birds in flight correlated with
more call detections; p < 0.001), time of night (morning recordings yield e'*%
= 6.7 times more calls per night than evening recordings; p < 0.001), and wind
profit (each standard deviation increase in wind profit yields e®?3! = 1.3 times
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FIGURE 2. (A) Violin plot of the total number of nocturnal flight calls (NFCs) of
songbirds recorded each night at each site. The point and number indicate the
mean and the bars show standard error above and below the mean. The y axis is
logarithmically scaled. (B) Percentage of nights with any flight calls recorded (active
nights) at each site.
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TABLE 2 Counts of Nocturnal Flight Calls by Species and Site®

Number

Lazuli ~ Wilsons  Yellow  Swainsons  Other of nights

Site Bunting ~ Warbler =~ Warbler ~ Thrush  songbirds Total  analyzed
Quail Ridge 1(1) 2(2) 4(3) 58 (4) 63 (17) 128 (19) 34
Stebbins 0 (0) 0 (0) 1(1) 14(4) 49(13)  64(17) 61
Russell 8 (6) 50 (17) 88 (21) 61(13) 944 (55) 1151 (57) 61
Davis 15(6)  21(11) 105(22) 518(16) 1481(53) 2140(59) 62
South Fork 4(3) 4(3) 23(7) 51 (5) 261 (22)  343(23) 30

“Number of nights with at least one detection in parentheses.

more call detections; p = 0.0375). Wind profit varied minimally from night
to night; measurements ranged only between -6.9 and +4.4 meters/second,
with 90% of nights having wind profit higher than —4 meters/second. Among
the numerical covariates, the number of birds in flight according to BirdCast
showed the strongest relationship, with each standard deviation increase in
the natural logarithm of that measure yielding %4 = 1.7 times more calls per
night. On alinear scale, Figure 3 shows the expected differences in flight-call
counts by site, while illustrating the relationship between counts and Bird-
Cast’s estimates of birds in flight. We did not find a statistically significant
relationship between our nightly counts of flight calls and migrants’ altitude
estimated by BirdCast (p = 0.9735) or average nightly temperature (p = 0.504).

When the model’s covariates were controlled for, the predicted nightly
counts varied widely from site to site. Table 4 reports these estimated marginal
nightly mean counts; Davis had the highest predicted count (16.681 calls per
night), while Stebbins Cold Canyon Reserve had the lowest (0.625 calls per
night). The estimated means do not exactly match the numbers depicted in
Figure 2A because the modeled values control for the covariates and sum-
marize all nights of recording, both active nights and nights with no flight
calls detected. Most pairs of sites differed significantly in nightly call counts at
the o= 0.05 level (Table 4), except for Quail Ridge versus South Fork Preserve
and Russell Ranch versus Davis.

Comparing sites for differences in the nightly probability of detection of
the four focal species, we found statistically significant variation by site for

TABLE 3 Summary of Negative Binomial Regression Predicting the
Natural Logarithm of Nightly Counts of Songbird Flight Calls

Predictor Estimate Standard error P
Site — — <0.001
Time of night:morning 1.902 0.209 <0.001
In(birds in flight) 0.546 0.114 <0.001
Altitude -0.003 0.101 0.9735
Wind profit 0.231 0.111 0.0375
Temperature 0.081 0.122 0.504
0 (dispersion parameter) 0.835 — —
McFadden’s
pseudo-R? =
0.207
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Wilson’s Warbler (p < 0.001), the Yellow Warbler (p < 0.001), and Swainson’s
Thrush (p = 0.047). The differences among sites appear to be driven largely
by the nightly frequency of detection being greater at Russell Ranch and Da-
vis than at the two sites in the Coast Ranges and at the South Fork Preserve
(Table 2). We did not observe statistically significant variation in detection
among sites for the Lazuli Bunting (p = 0.091).

In addition to songbirds’ nocturnal flight calls, we also detected flight calls
of other birds on more nights at the sites in the Central Valley than at those in
the Coast Ranges (Table 5). All these other birds were waterbirds. In the Coast
Ranges, we detected only three species or species groups of waterbirds: the
Western/Clark’s Grebe (Aechmophorus spp.), Marbled Godwit (Limosa fedoa),
and Willet (Tringa semipalmata). We also detected Willet flocks at two Central
Valley sites (Russell Ranch and Davis). Other waterbirds detected at Central

TABLE 4 Estimated Marginal Means of the Nightly Counts of Flight Calls for
Each Site and Pairwise Comparisons among Sites”

Ratio of nightly count compared to:

Site Estimate Stebbins Russell Davis South Fork

Quail Ridge 2,974  4.76 (<0.001) 0.206 (<0.001) 0.178 (<0.001)  0.436 (0.086)
Stebbins 0.625 — 0.043 (<0.001) 0.038 (<0.001) 0.092 (<0.001)
Russell 14.452 — — 0.867 (0.964)  2.119 (0.049)
Davis 16.681 — — — 2.445 (0.010)

South Fork 6.822 — — _ _

%Values of p in parentheses; values >0.05 in bold.
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Valley sites included the Greater White-fronted Goose (Anser albifrons),
American Wigeon (Mareca americana), Virginia Rail (Rallus limicola), Sora
(Porzana carolina), Common Gallinule (Gallinula galeata), Spotted Sandpiper
(Actitis macularius), Dunlin (Calidris alpina), Least Sandpiper (C. minutilla),
and Western Sandpiper (C. mauri). We detected no other calls that clearly
originated from birds but were not identifiable to a species or species group.

DISCUSSION

Our results demonstrate the potential for consistent detection of song-
birds’ nocturnal flight calls during spring migration in northern California,
particularly within the Central Valley. The counts’ being higher at the Central
Valley sites than in the Coast Ranges supports our initial hypothesis and aligns
with prior evidence that California’s Central Valley is a key migration corridor
during spring migration (DeLuca et al. 2021). In addition, the strong positive
relationship between BirdCast’s estimated average nightly number of birds in
flight and the number of songbird flight calls counted nightly suggests that
nights with high levels of estimated migration may be the most productive,
depending on one’s objectives.

Although these counts were calculated by human review of every record-
ing, an automated process would better allow for large-scale monitoring.
When using recordings made with directional microphones and low back-
ground noise, Furrow has had success with Tseep, Thrush, and BirdVox-
Detect, so we suspect that our limited success with automated detection
software stemmed in part from the specific setup of our microphones. These
nondirectional microphones were positioned relatively close to the ground,
with a poor ratio of the amplitude of the target sounds (nocturnal flight calls)
to the amplitude of background noise such as wind, frogs, night-singing
local birds, and anthropogenic sounds. However, Osterhaus et al. (2025),
having recorded flight calls with same recorder type as ours (Song Meter

TABLE 5 Number of Nights with Identification of a Flight Call of a Bird
Other Than a Songbird

Site

Quail
Ridge  Stebbins Russell ~ Davis South Fork Total

Greater White-fronted — — — 5 1 6
Goose
American Wigeon — — 1 — —
Western/Clark’s Grebe 2 — — —
Virginia Rail — — —
Sora — —
Common Gallinule — —
Marbled Godwit — 1
Spotted Sandpiper — —
1

Willet —
Dunlin —
Least Sandpiper — —
Western Sandpiper — —

— e 0 RO = RO R = RO
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Micro), reported recent success with an automated process for detecting and
analyzing them with a newer software application, Nighthawk (Van Doren
et al. 2024). Unfortunately, this software was not widely available when we
undertook our analysis.

The relatively weak relationships we found between nightly call counts
and weather and altitude measurements may reflect the consistency of the
weather in northern California’s Central Valley during our study period. Al-
though average wind profit had a weak positive relationship with nightly call
counts, on no night was it below -7 meters/second, the cutoff Erni et al. (2002)
proposed for a consistently strong negative effect on the nightly number of
birds migrating. We were surprised by the lack of a significant relationship
between BirdCast’s estimated altitude at midnight and the nightly count of
flight calls. Altitude may be conflated with other variables affecting call rates
or the number of birds in flight, so a study mapping the exact timing of each
detected call with the estimated altitude of migrating birds at that moment
could offer more insights.

Several environmental factors confounded the comparison of the sites in
the Central Valley with those in the Coast Ranges. The Davis site had both the
most nighttime ambient light and the most nocturnal flight calls. Light influ-
ences the rate at which birds call; environmental light brings migratory birds
lower to the ground (Gauthreaux and Belser 2006), increasing the rate of detec-
tions of nocturnal flight calls (Farnsworth 2005, Van Doren etal. 2017, Welcker
and Vilela 2018). The setup of the recorder at Davis also differed (mounted
to a rooftop antenna), so we compared the Davis results with a partial dataset
from another ground-level stake-mounted recorder installed at another home
in Davis and it yielded comparably high call counts. The rate of detections at
Russell Ranch, west of Davis, was similarly impressive. This site was along a
wooded creek and not near any urban center, but several nearby homes implied
the potential for some nighttime light. Of the three Central Valley sites the
South Fork Preserve had both the lowest density of nearby human homes and
the lowest call count, though the count was still statistically significantly higher
there than at Stebbins Cold Canyon Reserve in the Coast Ranges.

Another possibly confounding factor is the difference in topography
between the Coast Ranges and Central Valley. For example, over mountain-
ous regions birds may fly at higher altitudes to avoid turbulence caused by
updrafts on windy evenings, thus reducing their detectability. However,
the vast majority of nocturnal flight calls we detected were after midnight
(during “morning” recordings), and BirdCast’s estimates of migratory birds’
altitude at midnight over Napa and Yolo counties did not differ significantly.
These coarse measurements may still conceal variation in flight altitude both
within and across species; for example, smaller species may be more affected
by updrafts on windy nights. A future study that more directly incorporates
turbulence data and the precise timing of species-specific calls during the
night could reveal more about potential effects of topography.

Although our nightly counts of flight calls were generally higher within
the valley, the exact patterns of detection varied by species. In particular,
Swainson’s Thrush calls constituted a high proportion of all calls detected at
both Quail Ridge and Stebbins Cold Canyon, while the valley sites had pro-
portionally more Wilson's Warblers and Yellow Warblers. While Swainson’s
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Thrush as a species breeds across a transcontinental swath of boreal forest,
the principal subspecies migrating through California in spring, the russet-
backed Catharus u. ustulatus, breeds along the Pacific coast from northwest-
ern California north to southeastern Alaska (Delmore et al. 2012, Cormier
et al. 2013, Humple et al. 2020). In comparison, one of the two subspecies
of the Yellow Warbler migrating commonly through California, Setophaga
p. morcomi, also breeds widely in inland parts of northern California (Heath
2008). This disproportionate concentration of Swainson’s Thrush in the Coast
Ranges could reflect a greater concentration along a narrower path toward
coastal breeding locations in northern California or the Pacific Northwest.

Confoundingly, despite the breeding range of Wilson’s Warbler also
extending far to the north along the Pacific coast, we rarely detected that
species in the Coast Ranges. This could reflect the historical importance of
Central Valley wetlands as insect-rich stopover habitat during spring, as well
as challenges with the definitive identification of Wilson’s Warbler’s flight call
(which, when weak, can have a pattern that is difficult to visually discern in
a spectrogram). Populations of Wilson’s Warbler breeding in different geo-
graphic regions may also differ in their spring migration routes (Paxton et al.
2007), but monitoring of nocturnal flight calls is unlikely to offer additional
insights here unless the calls of Wilson’s Warblers from different breeding
populations differ consistently.

Even though the Lazuli Bunting breeds abundantly near our sites in the
Coast Ranges, we detected relatively few of its flight calls at any site. This could
reflect relatively low numbers of migrants, a lower baseline rate of nighttime
calling, or limitations in our ability to detect these calls. The extremely fine
modulation of this species’ flight call may have resulted in our overlooking
quiet calls as snippets of white noise; using a spectrogram window with a
finer temporal resolution might improve our detection of these calls during
visual inspection of spectrograms. In contrast, calls of the Yellow Warbler
and Swainson’s Thrush could often be identified unambiguously even when
very faint; the detectability and identifiability of faint Wilson’s Warbler’s calls
were seemingly intermediate.

Willets and Other Waterbirds

Our study shows promise for detecting movements in northern California
of shorebirds such as the locally uncommon Willet. Some Western Willets
(subspecies Tringa semipalmata inornata) winter along the California coast
at sites less than 80 km from our recorders. Western Willets breed as close
as the Great Basin (Haig et al. 2002) as well as in northern parts of the Great
Plains (Lowther etal. 2001). To reach their breeding grounds, some individu-
als wintering on the California coast may cross the Central Valley, but these
birds are only rarely detected in spring (Fink et al. 2023). Nevertheless, we
recorded the Willet at three sites across three different nights. All of these
detections appeared to be of flocks rather than of single individuals, consistent
with observations of the Eastern Willet (1. s. semipalmata) migrating in small
flocks (Tomkins 1965). The Willet’s low rate of diurnal detection could reflect
a nonstop migration. Some other large shorebirds make far longer nonstop
migrations, capped by the Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa lapponica baueri),
which flies from Alaska to New Zealand without stopping (e.g., Battley et al.
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2012). The Western Willet may be more easily detected in migration by its
nocturnal flight calls than by any diurnal efforts.

Our results also support the use of nocturnal flight calls to detect the
movements of secretive birds like rails. We detected the Virginia Rail, Sora,
and Common Gallinule. Although rails tend to be hard to detect diurnally
in their dense marsh habitats (Winkler et al. 2020), migratory rail species
are readily detected as nocturnal migrants (e.g., Evans and Mellinger 1999,
Wilson 2022). Nocturnal recording may be an effective strategy to identify
the timing and routes of rail migration, including species of conservation
concern such as the Yellow (Coturnicops noveboracensis) and Black (Lateral-
lus jamaicensis) Rails (Evans and Mellinger 1999). However, the relationship
between rates of nocturnal flight calling and the actual number of migrat-
ing birds is confounded by calling behavior and a variety of environmental
variables, so sporadic rail detections reveal limited information about the
magnitude of such movements.

Although the Central Valley is important for wintering waterfowl (e.g.,
Gilmer et al. 1982), our study took place too late in spring to detect much
waterfowl migration. For example, peak northbound migration of the North-
ern Pintail (Anas acuta), which winters abundantly in the Central Valley, is
in February and March (Miller et al. 2011). Nevertheless, we noted calls of
two species of waterfowl, the American Wigeon and Greater White-fronted
Goose, the goose on six different nights and at two sites. A study monitor-
ing nocturnal flight calls in the Central Valley from January through March
should detect a greater number and diversity of ducks and geese.

CONCLUSION

In this study we detected thousands of nocturnal flight calls by songbirds
during spring migration in northern California, demonstrating the potential
for monitoring of these calls in this region. Nightly counts of calls were gen-
erally higher at sites in the Central Valley than at those in the Coast Ranges,
and we also detected multiple calls of waterfowl, shorebirds, and rails. The
high counts from a site within the city of Davis suggests that monitoring may
be particularly productive at urban sites. Future efforts to expand this moni-
toring could focus on automating the call-detection process and targeting
detection of species that pass overhead nonstop, such as the Willet.
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NOTES

SECOND PREBASIC MOLT OF A RING-BILLED GULL
AT ANCHORAGE, ALASKA

ROBERT L. SCHER, 8640 Leeper Circle, Anchorage, Alaska 99504;
buzzscher@gmail.com

ABSTRACT: The extended stay of a Ring-billed Gull (Larus delawarensis)
at Anchorage, Alaska, where the species is casual, provided the opportunity for
observation of the second prebasic molt of a single individual. That molt was at
an early stage when the bird was first found on 9 July 2024 and was completed by
mid-October, in agreement with the schedule reported from the Ring-billed Gull’s
normal range. Growth of the outermost primary was slower than that of the others,
perhaps related to that feather’s greater mass and variable density along its length,
or because the focus of the bird’s biophysical systems had begun to shift from molt
to preparation for migration and winter.

A second-year Ring-billed Gull (Larus delawarensis) remained at Anchor-
age, Alaska, from 9 July to 10 November 2024 (ebird.org/checklist/S186225668,
/8202112251), providing a unique opportunity to document all but the early stage
of a known individual’s second prebasic molt (Figures 1-3). The Ring-billed Gull
is an uncommon to rare migrant in southeast Alaska and a casual visitor in the
south-central (including Anchorage) and interior regions of Alaska (Gibson and
Withrow 2015). I tracked the progress of its primary molt by using the scoring
method described by Ginn and Melville (1983)—summing the score of each primary
quantified as 0 for an old feather, 1 for an apparently missing or not visible feather, 2
for a visible feather less than about one-third grown, 3 for a feather between about
one- and two-thirds grown, 4 for a feather more than about two-thirds but less than
fully grown, and 5 for an apparently fully grown feather—which produces a total
score ranging from zero for a bird that has not yet started to molt its primaries (all
primaries present and old) to a maximum of 50 when all primaries are new and fully
grown. Terminology and feather-numbering schemes follow Pyle (2008).

When first seen in July, the bird was in its second year (late first plumage cycle)
on the basis of its wearing both definitive-like and juvenile flight feathers, plus brown
or dusky marginal coverts on the leading edge of the wings (Figure 1) (Dwight 1925,
Malling Olsen and Larsson 2004, Howell and Dunn 2007, Pyle 2008). Furthermore,
by September, when all the flight feathers were grown or growing, only primary
(p) 5 showed a white tip, and only the proximal vane of p10 showed a small white
subterminal spot (Figure 3), both consistent with a Ring-billed Gull in its second
plumage cycle (Blokpoel et al. 1987).

When first observed this Ring-billed Gull had already begun its prebasic molt,
although visual backward extrapolation of my estimated molt scores suggests it
possibly started molting primaries in late April or early May. Furthermore, by 27
October the Anchorage gull’s outermost primary (p10) was fully regrown (ebird.
org/checklist/S200529203). That feather’s growth was possibly completed in early
or mid-October, given a projection of growth slowing from 5 September (ebird.
org/checklist/S194096962), to 20 September (Figure 3), to 26 September (ebird.org/
checklist/S196584786). This apparent total duration of molt, from late April/early
May to early/mid-October, is consistent with the calendar dates reported for second
prebasic molt in the Ring-billed Gull as a species (e.g. Malling Olsen and Larsson
2004, Howell and Dunn 2007, Pyle 2008).

As reflected in my scores, molt of the Anchorage gull’s primaries progressed
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FIGURE 1. Ring-billed Gull in second prebasic molt at Anchorage, Alaska, on 26 July
2024. (A) The dusky mottling on head and nape appears somewhat more extensive
than on 14 July (ebird.org/checklist/S187060654). (B) Primaries pl1-5 have been
replaced, p6 is growing, p7 is missing and p8-10 are juvenile (old), producing a net
primary-molt score of about 27-29. Additionally, secondaries s1-3 on both wings,
s5 (at least on the left wing), and all the tertials have been dropped (but are possibly
regrowing), leaving at least 14 juvenile secondaries remaining. Rectrix pair r1 appears
nearly fully grown, r2 is about half grown, r3 is short or missing, and r4-5 on the left
side and r4-6 on the right side are juvenile with broad continuous subterminal spots
or band. The left 6 also appears to have been dropped. Additional photos on this date
are at ebird.org/checklist/S188975368.

Photos by Robert L. Scher

rather linearly from early June through early September, but then gradually slowed.
Using distant photos taken by Josiah Verbrugge, I scored the bird’s primary molt on
9 July at about 20-22. Subsequently, the scores increased linearly from 27-29 on 26
July (Figure 1) to 36-38 on 19 and 20 August (Figure 2), to 44-45 on 5 September.
After that the scores increased at a declining rate, going from 48 on 20 September
(Figure 3), when p8 appeared fully regrown, to 49 on 27 September, to the maximum
score of 50 on 27 October. A similar pattern of primary molt, with scores increasing
linearly at first but then decreasing in a nonlinear manner once the outermost prima-
ries are almost regrown, has been demonstrated in many birds, both passerines and
nonpasserines (e.g., Ginn and Melville 1983, Dawson and Newton 2004, Scher 2024).

The sequence of molt in the Anchorage Ring-billed Gull’s secondaries and rec-
trices, and the timing relative to the progression of primary molt, were consistent
with those aspects as described by Dwight (1925) for gulls in general, and by Howell
and Corben (2000) for the Western Gull (Larus occidentalis). Specifically, the bird
started to molt these feathers in mid-July, first shedding the outer secondaries (s1 to
s3), 5, and tertials, and inner rectrix pairs rl to r3, after primaries p6 and p7 were
dropped (Figure 1). The secondaries also appeared to be shed in groups of three
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FIGURE 2. Ring-billed Gull in second prebasic molt at Anchorage, Alaska, on 20
August 2024. (A) The dusky mottling on the head and nape is much more extensive
and intense than on 26 July (Figure 1), suggesting continued molt of those feathers.
(B) Primary p6 is regrown, p7 is nearly regrown, p8 is growing, and p9 and p10 are
missing, resulting in the short-winged profile in (A) and producing a net primary-
molt score of about 36-38; p4 and p5 also each show a small white tip. All secondaries
and rectrices now appear new, with secondaries among s3-4 and s9-13 and the left
15 still growing. Note that the tail band of the bird’s second plumage cycle is broken
and appears asymmetric, being broader on the left. Other photos taken on this date
are at ebird.org/checklist/S192198570.

Photos by Robert L. Scher

to possibly five feathers at a time. The tertials had regrown by mid- to late August
(Figure 2), and the last secondaries to be replaced, among s11 to s14, were regrown
by mid-September, at which time only p10 was still growing (Figure 3). The rectrices
were replaced somewhat erratically, with the inner pairs (r1 to r3) shed more or less
synchronously, while the left outermost feather (r6) was shed before the adjacent
inward r5 (Figure 1). All the rectrices were fully replaced by late August (only left
r5 was still growing on 20 August, Figure 2), before molt of the secondaries was
completed and while primaries p8 to p10 were still growing. Finally, pairs r2 to r5
of the second plumage cycle’s rectrices were marked with variably sized dark subter-
minal spots, broader on the left side and with only a tiny spot on right r5, forming
a broken, asymmetric-appearing tail band.

The unusually long time taken for growth of the Anchorage gull’'s outermost
primary, about 4-6 weeks, might be explained by considering the following aspects
of feather mass. First, although very few studies have tracked the progression of
primary molt of an individual bird, Dawson and Newton (2004) showed that in five
passerine species the net mass of new feathers grown by caged individuals increased
at a linear rate but then slowed in a nonlinear manner at the very end of the molt
cycle. Underhill and Summers (1993) also demonstrated that the total duration of
primary molt in some migratory shorebirds, as populations, could be more closely
modeled by accounting for the mass of each feather and by presuming the rate at
which feather mass is produced is linear. Second, Underhill and Joubert (1995) and
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FIGURE 3. Ring-billed Gull nearing completion of second prebasic molt at Anchorage,
Alaska, on 20 September 2024. The primaries have been replaced to p8, p9 is nearly
fully regrown, and p10 is still growing (on the underside, note the small white mirror
on the inner vane of p10), producing a net primary-molt score of about 48. By this
date all secondaries and rectrices had been fully replaced. Other photos taken on this
date are at ebird.org/checklist/S195843215.

Photo by Robert L. Scher

Underhill and Summers (1993) showed, for a wide range of migratory shorebirds
and several terns, that the masses of the two outermost primaries, p9 and p10,
the longest, stiffest, and densest, are typically four or more times greater than the
masses of the shorter and less dense innermost primaries. In many gulls, including
the Ring-billed, the relative lengths of the primaries (e.g., pl:p10) closely match
those ratios in shorebirds (www.fws.gov/lab/featheratlas/). Therefore, I presume
the mass of the outer primaries in gulls is also notably greater than the mass of the
inner primaries. Third, Redfern (1998) reported that in several birds, including the
Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla), the mass per unit length along a single
primary decreases from the base to the tip, such that the final 15-20 % of feather
growth (i.e., the basal portion) may account for over one-quarter of that feather’s
net mass. Therefore, the combination of these factors—the densest portion of the
longest primary with the greatest mass being produced at the end of the molt cycle,
atafixed or possibly diminishing rate of mass per unit of time—may account for why
complete growth of the Anchorage Ring-billed Gull’s p10 appeared to take so long
after p9 was regrown. However, as a slowing rate of primary molt toward the end of
the molt cycle has been documented in other birds (Ginn and Melville 1983, Dawson
and Newton 2004, Scher 2024), the apparent slowing in growth of the Anchorage
Ring-billed Gull’s p10 may also reflect the focus of the bird’s biophysical systems
starting to shift from molting to preparing for the next phases of its life cycle, such
as migration and winter (P. Pyle pers. comm.).
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I would be remiss not to acknowledge Josiah Verbrugge, who provided me with
his original photo files of the Anchorage Ring-billed Gull on 9 July, the first day it
was seen, as well as the time Peter Pyle shared discussing the finer aspects of the
molt I had documented but failed to recognize or appropriately describe in the
original manuscript.
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ABSTRACT: From 19 April through August 2025, a Swallow-tailed Kite, pos-
sibly a single individual, was seen at various locations straddling the Mexico/USA
border, from El Rosario, Baja California, northwest 585 km to western Ventura
County, California. Photographed at Ensenada, Baja California, as well as at vari-
ous locations north of the border, it represents a first photo-documented record of
the Swallow-tailed Kite for the peninsula. After spring wanderings both north and
south, it summered at Machado Lake in Harbor City, Los Angeles.

On 22 April 2025, from 15:33 to 15:43, Moreno-Higareda, Raymundo-Gonzilez,
and Maldonado observed, and Moreno-Higareda photographed, a Swallow-tailed
Kite (Elanoides forficatus) flying over an urban area in Ensenada, Baja California,
Mexico (31° 52" 57.3' N, 116° 37’ 28.0° W). The bird was heard, but not seen, in the
same area the following day. Vocalizations resembling “klee-klee-klee” or “wheet-
wheet-wheet” were also heard; several pictures of the bird were taken with a Motorola
cell phone 40 neo (India). During the observation, the kite was foraging in flight
in association with groups of Barn Swallows (Hirundo rustica) and Cliff Swallows
(Petrochelidon pyrrhonota). It was readily identified by its striking black-and-white
plumage, long, narrow wings, and deeply forked tail, with a graceful flight (Meyer
2020; Figure 1).

This represents the first photo-documented record of the Swallow-tailed Kite
for the Baja California peninsula and is one of very few for the entire Pacific coast
of North America, including western Mexico. The species is generally considered
a vagrant west of its typical migratory corridor along the Gulf of Mexico and the
Yucatdn Peninsula, rarely occurring on the Pacific slope north of the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec (Howell and Webb 1995, https://eBird.org). Previous records for the
Baja California peninsula include sight records (with descriptions) on 26 April
2013, in La Ribera, Baja California Sur (Bob Packard, https://ebird.org/checklist/
$14644654), and 19 April 2025, in El Rosario, Baja California (Tom Castro, https://
ebird.org/checklist/S227223351).

To the north, the California Bird Records Committee (CBRC) has accepted the
reports of three individuals through 2024: one in Sonoma County on 4 October 2007
(Singer and Terrill 2009), one at two locations in coastal San Diego County on 22
April 2016 (McCaskie at al. 2018), and two individuals in spring 2024 that appeared
in Encino, Los Angeles County (22 April 2024), with one then near Moorpark,

Western Birds 56:299-301, 2025; doi.org/10.21199/WB56.4.5 299



NOTES

FIGURE 1. Adult Swallow-tailed Kite (Elanoides forficatus) in Ensenada, Baja
California, Mexico, photographed on 22 April 2025. Even in a photo taken with a
cell phone, the species’ distinctive plumage and shape are evident: bright white head,
neck, and underparts; striking black trailing edge of the wings and entire upper wing
coverts and primaries; and a long, deeply forked black tail.

Photo by Hiram Rafael Moreno-Higareda

Ventura County (27 April 2024), on Point Reyes, Marin County, and at the Farallon
Islands, San Francisco County, on 3 May 2024 (CBRC 2025).

Following our observation in Ensenada on 22 April 2025, one Swallow-tailed
Kite, presumably the same bird, was seen 373 km to the northwest near Casitas
Springs in Ventura County on 25 April 2025, then the following day (26 April
2025) flying south at various locations, still in Ventura County. On 10 May 2025,
what was presumed to be the same individual was seen flying over Interstate 15 in
Wildomar, Riverside County (Dubi Shapiro, https://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/
§235597506), and over the Tijuana River valley of San Diego County flying high
in a southerly direction (Carl Poldrack, https://ebird.org/checklist/S236046493). It
was next reported over Lake Huntington in Huntington Beach Central Park, Or-
ange County, on 25 May 2025 (Iris Magboo, https://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/
$242645836). Then, on 3 June 2025, a Swallow-tailed Kite was photographed at
Machado Lake (site of the former Bixby Slough) between Harbor City and Wilm-
ington, Los Angeles County (see this issue’s outside back cover). It remained there
until 17 August 2025 (K. L. Garrett pers. comm.). In addition, three sightings were
reported to https://eBird.org from Jalisco, Mexico, in late March and early April 2025.
While speculative, it is plausible that all these sightings in 2024 and 2025, including
the one at E1 Rosario 220 km to the south-southeast and three days previous to ours
at Ensenada, represent the same individual. The California Bird Records Committee
is currently evaluating the 2025 sightings in California.

The subspecies E. f. forficatus normally migrates from the southeastern U.S. to
South America mainly via the Gulf of Mexico (Meyer and Collopy 1990, Meyer
1993), with little evidence of consistent passage through the Caribbean or along
Mexico’s Pacific coast (Goodrich et al. 1993). The Ensenada bird’s association with
migratory swallows and its mid-spring timing, along with the Jalisco records earlier
in 2025, may indicate a northbound overshoot or weather-related drift. Alternatively,
it may reflect documented flexibility in this species’ movements, known to span over
6500 km as shown by a band recovery (Mager 1967). The record underscores the
need for continued monitoring of coastal and inland areas in northwestern Mexico
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for rare migrants. It also shows the value of online community-science platforms
such as https://eBird.org in documenting rare species and even individuals.

We thank Philip Unitt for his assistance in encouraging birdwatchers in south-
ern California to search for this species, thereby enabling us to include additional
records in this note.
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ABSTRACT: In Pullman, Washington, to which the Lesser Goldfinch (Spinus
psaltria) had spread by the late 1990s, regular observations of the species over four
years revealed several notable insights. Seeds of the nonnative Tansy (Tanacetum
vulgare) are a major and apparently preferred constituent of the bird’s diet at Pull-
man. There, as elsewhere in its range, the Lesser Goldfinch imitates other birds;
within an interval of 30 seconds, one singing male imitated the sounds of 10 species,
including the European Starling (Sturnus vulgaris), previously unreported as one of
the goldfinch’s models.

The Lesser Goldfinch (Spinus psaltria) is a widespread and familiar species
across much of the western United States and south to northern South America,
but many aspects of its life history and ecology remain undocumented (Watt and
Willoughby 2020). Much of its behavior as recorded in published literature exists
only as compiled field notes, leaving some aspects of regular behavior not fully
documented despite being widely observed. Therefore, additional documentation
and publication of the Lesser Goldfinch’s behavior as descriptive natural history,
especially when not otherwise recorded in existing literature, is warranted. Even
observations that reinforce existing literature are beneficial, especially when that
literature is similarly somewhat anecdotal.

From fall 2019 to spring 2023, I attended Washington State University in Pull-
man, Washington. During this time, I birded the campus and environs frequently
and took an interest in the Lesser Goldfinches in the area, especially given their
recent arrival and establishment in the city (Maron et al. 2025). Although I did not
conduct any formal surveys, I extensively documented my experiences through
iNaturalist.org and eBird.org, two community-science initiatives. Here I summarize
some of my noteworthy observations that increase the scope of documented Lesser
Goldfinch behaviors.

In winters from 2019 to 2023, I regularly observed Lesser Goldfinches feeding
extensively on heads of Tansy (Tanacetum vulgare; https://www.inaturalist.org/
observations/68786797, https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/68785781). Tansy is
invasive in the United States, having arrived in Washington around the 1920s, but its
prominence in the Lesser Goldfinch’s diet in Pullman aligns with its documented habit
of feeding on nonnative weeds (Gucker 2009, Watt and Willoughby 2020). Although
often in single-species flocks, the Lesser Goldfinch was also typically the most common
member in the flock when feeding alongside American Goldfinches (Spinus tristis),
Pine Siskins (S. pinus), House Finches (Haemorhous mexicanus), and occasionally
Redpolls (Acanthis flammea; https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/68786801).
Tansy was clearly a preferred food, and a large patch at the southwestern corner of
Koppel Farm, a nonprofit community garden in southeast Pullman, quickly stood
out to me as a frequent foraging location for the species. I often observed Lesser
Goldfinches clashing over Tansy heads, pushing against each other while aggressively
flapping their wings and sometimes culminating with one bird chasing the other away
from the plant entirely (https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/68786793).

Across all seasons and years, Lesser Goldfinches regularly attended local bird
feeders, typically consuming millet, niger, and shelled black sunflower seeds.
This was often alongside other finches (https://www.inaturalist.org/observa-
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tions/66912384), House Sparrows (Passer domesticus), Black-capped Chickadees
(Poecile atricapillus), and Dark-eyed Juncos (Junco hyemalis). As spring progressed
from winter, these groups generally shrank; while the feeders were still regularly
visited, the number of Lesser Goldfinches attending at a time seemed to decrease
considerably. Although I rarely saw Lesser Goldfinches on the ground, for about a
week in May 2021, I regularly observed them in the grass at Koppel Farm, picking
through the seed-filled heads of the Common Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale;
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/87925509), another plant not native to
North America. Additionally, in late fall, I often saw Lesser Goldfinches sharing sun-
flower heads with American Goldfinches, House Finches, and Red-winged Black-
birds (Agelaius phoeniceus) in the community gardens at Koppel Farms. It seemed
to me that, when in the community gardens, they were often less easily flushed than
usual, apparently habituated by the regular presence of people working on their
garden plots. T occasionally observed Lesser Goldfinches feeding on cones of planted
alders (Alnus sp.) both at Koppel Farms specifically and generally around Pullman
during the winter as well, although typically alone or with Pine Siskins rather than
in large single-species flocks (https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/66907279).

On 4 April 2023, Irecorded a male Lesser Goldfinch imitating other species in its
song near the College of Veterinary Medicine building. Mimicry in Lesser Goldfinch
song is well documented, and the selection of species mimicked varies geographically
(Watt and Willoughby 2020). In this individual’s phrases, I noted imitations of the
American Goldfinch, American Kestrel (Falco sparverius), American Robin ( Turdus
migratorius), BewicKs Wren (Thryomanes bewickii), European Starling (Sturnus
vulgaris), House Sparrow, Killdeer (Charadrius vociferus), Pine Siskin, Violet-green
Swallow (Tachycineta thalassina), Yellow-rumped Warbler (Setophaga coronata), and
possibly the American Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus), all within a span of 30 seconds.
While most of these species have been documented within Lesser Goldfinch’s rep-
ertoire from California by Remsen et al. (1982) or Arizona by Goldwasser (1987),
the European Starling represents a newly recorded model of the Lesser Goldfinch’s
mimicry. The American Dipper would also represent a newly recorded model, but
the imitation was too brief to be certain of its identity beyond all doubt.

All the above documented behavior, while part of unstructured observation,
augments existing knowledge of Lesser Goldfinch life history and ecology, especially
in alocation on the forefront of its range expansion (Maron et al. 2025). By formally
reporting these cases, past observational literature is reinforced, and a reference is
established for any new observations.
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ABSTRACT: We detail the occurrence of a Slate-throated Redstart (Myioborus
miniatus) in an urban park in San Francisco from 29 July to 16 September 2024,
establishing the first record for California and the northernmost for the species.
The bird showed characters of the northern subspecies, M. m. miniatus. It may have
reached this site as a late spring overshoot or possibly via a molt migration. This
represents the 47th species of wood-warbler (Parulidae) recorded in California,
and—remarkably—the 46th for San Francisco County.

On 29 July 2024 Mosur discovered a Slate-throated Redstart (Myioborus minia-
tus) at Pine Lake Park in San Francisco, San Francisco County, California. Following
unanimous acceptance by the California Bird Records Committee, it represents a
first record for California and the northernmost record in the world (Benson et al.
2025). It also represents the 47th species of wood-warbler (Parulidae) recorded in
California, and—remarkably—the 46th for San Francisco County. The redstart re-
mained at Pine Lake for 50 consecutive days, always within approximately 200 meters
of the original location of discovery, before it was last observed on 16 September. It
foraged primarily by gleaning in arroyo willows (Salix lasiolepis) and was occasion-
ally seen feeding in Tasmanian blue gums (Eucalyptus globulus).

The Slate-throated Redstart appeared as a small and very active warbler, mostly
blackish in color with vivid red underparts, a reddish crown, and extensive white tips
to the outer rectrices (Figures 1-3). The lack of white arcs below the eyes and lack of
white patches in the wings ruled out the Painted Redstart (Myioborus pictus). The
call note was also different from the robust, finch-like calls of the Painted, sound-
ing to us more akin to the call of an Orange-crowned Warbler (Leiothlypis celata).

Pine Lake is a 12-hectare city park that people from the surrounding neighbor-
hood frequent primarily for dog-walking. The Slate-throated Redstart caused a
notable shift in the park’s demographics, attracting birders from around California
and beyond, including visitors from as far away as Florida and Europe. During its
stay it was documented on https://eBird.org through about 1300 checklists submitted
by over 1000 different observers.

The Slate-throated Redstart is polytypic, comprising 12 subspecies in four groups
(Pérez-Emédn et al. 2010). The salmon-reddish ventral coloration of the San Francisco
individual eliminates seven yellow-bellied subspecies resident in Central and South
America, and the extent of white in the outer rectrices (comprising broad white tips
to r4-r6 plus a white outer corner to r3; see Figure 3) is inconsistent with four of the
five red-bellied subspecies, in which white in the outer tail feathers is more restricted
(Harrod and Mumme 2022). Thus we conclude the San Francisco bird represents the
northernmost subspecies, M. m. miniatus. Phylogenetically, M. m. miniatus is basal
to the other 11 subspecies. It is also the only subspecies to migrate to any extent; the
others make only small-scale altitudinal movements (Pérez-Emaén et al. 2010). Migra-
tory populations breed in the Sierra del Carmen, Coahuila, Mexico, and in northern
parts of the Sierra Madre Occidental (McCormack et al. 2005, Miller et al. 2018).
Perhaps unsurprisingly, M. m. miniatus appears to account for all records to date
within the United States—including those from coastal Texas, contra Lockwood and
Freeman (2014), who tentatively suggested that these records might represent M. m.
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FIGURE 1. California’s first Slate-throated Redstart (Myioborus miniatus) on 2 August
2024, four days after its discovery at Pine Lake Park in San Francisco. Prebasic molt is
under way; the fresh tertials and inner primaries contrast with the worn ninth primary
and inner secondaries. Note secondary 2 growing in.

Photo by David Pereksta

FIGURE 2. The redstarts prebasic molt was nearly complete by 26 August 2024; the
inner tertials (dropped and not yet regrown in this photograph) were the last remiges
to be replaced. It is possible that an extraordinary molt migration is at least part of
why this exceptional rarity appeared or persisted in San Francisco.

Photo by Henry Chiu
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FIGURE 3. One of the last photos taken of the Slate-throated Redstart on 16 September
2024, the last date it was seen. The prebasic molt is complete. Note the broad white tips
to rectrices 4-6 and white corner to rectrix 3, diagnostic of the nominate subspecies
M. m. miniatus.

Photo by Ryan Sanderson

molochinus. An erroneous subspecific range map in the National Geographic Society
field guide to North American birds (Dunn and Alderfer 2017) portrays molochinus as
occurring 600 km closer to the Texas border than it really does; in reality, it is restricted
to the Sierra de los Tuxtlas of southern Mexico (Wetmore 1942, J. Dunn in litt.).

The first record for the United States was of an adult female collected in south-
eastern New Mexico in April 1962 (Harris 1964). Since then, Arizona has furnished
an additional 16 records (spanning 1976-2018), and Texas has accounted for 21
(1990-2024). Arizona records are all from the state’s southeastern “sky islands.” Texas
records are principally from the mountains of the trans-Pecos region, although there
are three spring records from the lowlands of south Texas (two of them coastal—one
of which involves two individuals—and one from Hidalgo Co. in the lower Rio
Grande valley), as well as two from the Llano Estacado region, also in spring. United
States records are principally from late March through August, though there are
records as early as 12 March (Hidalgo Co., Texas) and one of a bird that was found
in August but remained until 12 October (Cochise Co., Arizona).

Breeding has been documented in the Sierra del Carmen, within 70 km of the
border with Texas (McCormack et al. 2005). One or two birds in the Chisos Moun-
tains, Brewster Co., Texas, builta nest in 2019 but were not confirmed to have fledged
any young (Carpenter 2020). A female Slate-throated Redstart that paired with a
male Painted Redstart fledged three hybrid offspring in the Chiricahua Mountains,
Cochise Co., Arizona, in 2016 (Rosenberg et al. 2019). There is also a record of a
Slate-throated Redstart in preformative molt (i.e., having fledged within the past
month or two) from Huachuca Canyon, Cochise Co., Arizona, in late July 2013
(Arizona Field Ornithologists 2013, Rosenberg et al. 2017). Nevertheless, despite
the species’ pattern of occasional (and perhaps increasing, e.g., see Rosenberg et al.
2019) occurrence in suitable montane habitat just north of the border, a record for
coastal northern California—some 450 km north of the previous northernmost
record (Lubbock Co., Texas) and 1200 km from the closest previous record (Mt.
Lemmon, Pima Co., Arizona)—was not anticipated.
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The question of how a Slate-throated Redstart came to summer in San Francisco
cannot be answered with confidence. Two plausible hypotheses suggest that it rep-
resented either a spring overshoot (presumably like most U.S records, and certainly
like spring records from atypical habitat in the plains of northwest Texas and along
the Texas coast) that arrived in California earlier in the season but went undetected
until late July, or a molt migrant that summered within the species’ ordinary range
and made an exceptional extralimital movement to complete its prebasic molt.
When the bird was found, molt had already commenced, with primaries replaced
out to p7, molt of the secondaries just beginning (s1 growing and s2 dropped), the
tertials and rectrices freshly replaced with r6 not yet fully grown in, and evidence
of molt visible in the contour feathers on the dorsum and elsewhere (Figure 1).
By late August, molt appeared to have been completed (Figures 2, 3). Early in the
bird’s stay, the unmolted p8-p9 and s4-s6 were narrow, strongly tapered distally,
brownish, exceptionally worn, and generally consistent in condition with retained
juvenile feathers, making the San Francisco bird likely to be an individual in its
second calendar year undergoing its second prebasic molt (P. Pyle pers. comm.).

The molt-migration theory is supported to some degree by documentation of molt
migration of substantial distances in several other parulids. Molt migration is a com-
plex and relatively poorly understood process in which some species habitually make
movements in counterintuitive directions—i.e., away from the direction in which they
must go to reach their winter ranges (Pyle et al. 2018). Moreover, it may help to explain
the extraordinary locale used by the Slate-throated Redstart in San Francisco: a wil-
low thicket surrounded by Eucalyptus in an urban park in coastal northern California
could hardly be more different from the montane pine-oak forest in which this species
typically prefers to hold territory. To remain better concealed from predators during
a period of more limited flight capacity, molt migrants may seek out habitats with a
denser understory, and such habitats may not match those of breeding (or wintering)
areas (Chambers etal. 2011). However, the scant evidence available to date documents
only a limited propensity of short-distance migrants like the Slate-throated Redstart
to undertake substantial molt migration: the best-documented cases among warblers
are the Orange-crowned moving upslope in the montane West, the Tennessee (Leioth-
lypis peregrina) moving south from its boreal breeding grounds, and Lucy’s Warbler
(L. luciae) moving in various directions from its breeding grounds in the American
Southwest (Pyle et al. 2009, 2018). Extralimital movements on a substantial scale
stemming from extraordinary molt migrations have not been clearly documented in
these and related or ecologically similar North American species, although this may
be due at least in part to their behaving cryptically during molt and the relative dearth
of effort by collectors and birders during July and August (Pyle et al. 2018).

The theory that this Slate-throated Redstart arrived in California as a spring over-
shoot, on the other hand, is consistent not only with this species’ pattern of vagrancy
elsewhere in the United States, but also with summer records of other vagrants from
northern Mexico in California, such as the Red-faced Warbler (Cardellina rubrifrons)
and Tropical Parula (Setophaga pitiayumi). It would, however, be somewhat surpris-
ingif the Slate-throated Redstart—a bright individual, even singing on occasion (and
therefore likely a male; Shopland 1985)—had managed to escape detection at this
reasonably well-covered urban locale all summer long. A combination of the over-
shoot and molt migration theories may be most viable: that this individual arrived in
California as a spring overshoot, held territory undetected at some location(s) other
than Pine Lake Park, and made a comparatively short-distance relocation to Pine
Lake later in the summer to molt. Such hypotheses remain highly speculative, though,
unless—or until—this species develops a pattern of vagrancy to California further.

We thank Peter Pyle and Jon Dunn for their informative comments on this record
and Kimball Garrett and Gary Rosenberg for their review of this note. This work
was supported by NSF Grant RCN-UBE 2216814.
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256
pacificus, 135, 256
troglodytes, 256
Tropicbird, Red-billed, 247
Turdus rufopalliatus, 117, 136, 168, 258
Turnstone, Black, 158
Turtle-Dove, Oriental, 104
Tyrannus crassirostris, 112-113, 254
melancholicus, 164-166
savana, 254
Uria lomvia, 106
ustulatus, Catharus ustulatus, 288
VanderWerf, Eric A., Identification and
Distribution of the Brown and Co-
cos Boobies and Their Subspecies,
176-199; and see David, Reginald
E., Donaldson, Peter, May, Richard,
Pratt, H. Douglas, Pyle, Peter, and
Tanino, Lance, Second Report of
the Hawaii Bird Records Commit-
tee, 2-20
Vanellus vanellus, 6
Veery, 168, 257
Velisaris, Finnian A., see Tescher, C.
Verdugo-Gaxiola, Karen, see Cobbold,
S. M.
Vermivora chrysoptem, 118,137,169,
260
cyanoptera, 118, 169, 172
versicolor, Quiscalus quiscula, 137
Villareal, Jonathan, see Marré6n, G.
Vireo, Gray, 45-50
Hutton’s, 133, 166, 172
Philadelphia, 133-134, 166
Yellow-green, 166
Yellow-throated, 133
Vireo flavifrons, 133
flavoviridis, 166

huttoni, 133, 166, 172
philadelphicus, 133-134, 166
vicinior, 45-50
Vulture, Black, 111, 250
Wagtail, White, 16-17, 117, 136, 252,
258
Warbler, Arctic, 255-256
Arctic/Kamchatka Leaf, 256
Bay-breasted, 118, 170, 172
Black-throated Green, 138
Blue-winged, 118,169, 172
Canada, 170
Cape May, 169-170
Cerulean, 118
Dusky, 255
Golden-winged, 118, 137, 169, 260
Hooded, 138
Kamchatka Leaf, 255
Kentucky, 138
Mourning, 169, 172
Pine, 170
Red-faced, 120, 260
Willow, 113-115
Wilson’s, 276-293
Wood, 115
Worm-eating, 137, 168
Yellow, 276-293
Yellow-throated, 170
Waterthrush, Louisiana, 169, 260
Waxwing, Bohemian, 15-16
Wengreen, Nakaila, see Piper, C.
Wheatear, Northern, 258
Wigeon, American, 286, 289
Willet, 286, 289
Woodpecker, Hairy, 132
Lewis’s, 57-59
Nuttall’s, 171
Red-headed, 164
Wood-Pewee, Eastern, 113, 166, 172,
254
Wren, Cactus, 225-227
Eurasian, 256
Pacific, 135, 256
Sedge, 115, 257
Winter, 115, 135, 166-168, 256
Wrentit, 135-136
Yang, Angela, see Tescher, C.
Yellowthroat, Belding’s, 74-85
Yutzy, Bob, see Airola, D. A.
Zamora-Herndndez, Enrique D., see
Moreno-H., H. R.
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Photo by Mason W. Maron of Urbana, Illinois:
Lesser Goldfinch (Spinus psaltria)
Koppel Community Gardens, Pullman, Washington, 21 November 2020

Among the notable changes in bird distribution in the 21 century has been the
northward expansion of the range of the Lesser Goldfinch. In the mid-20* cen-
tury, the species ranged north only to the lower Columbia River and was absent
east of the Cascade Range. Now it occurs widely in eastern Washington, eastern
Oregon, and Idaho and is locally common on the Columbia Plateau. Among the
factors contributing to this expansion, in addition to climate warming and urban
adaptation, is the Lesser Goldfinchs flexible diet, which is now dominated by in-
vasive weeds not native to its range, such as the star thistle or tocalote (Centaurea
melitensis), sow thistle (Sonchus spp.), and redstem filaree (Erodium cicutarium).
As seen in this photo and as described by Mason W. Maron in this issue of West-
ern Birds, seeds of the tansy (Tanacetum vulgare), native to Eurasia, are the Lesser
Goldfinch’s favored food around Pullman, eastern Washington.






