4/24/13

It was an unusually cool cloudy day and the birds, who you might expect to be frolicking in the bad soaring weather, seemed subdued.  We nevertheless saw a fair number of them with a distribution among species leading to the more than respectable species total of 27.  Given that the Maintenance yard has been razed and that there was very active tree trimming in Tournament Park as we passed through it, 27 species must be a heroic total.  It was two below the less heroic but record setting walks of 2010 and 2011 but well above the median of 18 and the record low of 12 set back in 1992.  
See the plots at http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/species_time.html and

http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/two_plots.htm
The Canada geese are still on campus, although we found them foraging in the interior oval of the race track rather than on the grass next to Millikan or in the reflecting pool.  Carole picked up a quiet red-whiskered bulbul that everybody else missed, in the back parking lot for the Health Center.  That gives us eight bulbuls for the year, which is in line with expectations from the last few years but I suspect that bulbuls are going to become difficult captures for us going forward because the Maintenance yard has been our strongest locality for this species.  No self-respecting bulbul looking for a mate is going to want to compete with all that noise and this is likely to lead to a construction induced bulbul desert. [image: image1.png]Number of Sightings
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On a more heartening note, we picked up two dark-eyed juncos.  One was on the ground foraging near a picnic table in Tournament Park, a site that has yielded the bulk of our dark-eyed juncos over the last several years.  The second bird was in an oak tree adjacent to the parking lot at the north end of campus.  I don't recall seeing one in that area before but those with longer bird walking memories may be able to assert otherwise.  Our male Nuttall's is still active at the southern end of Tournament Park.  It seems likely that he has attracted a mate but we have yet to see her or to find the nesting hole.  Our winter resident yellow-rumped warblers appear to have left on migration.  We still have migrating flocks coming through but only the jacarandas over the Throop ponds yielded any warblers. The two "swift, species" noted in the bird list represent a pair of birds seen flying south towards North Mudd and Arms from Wilson Ave.  They were instantly classified as swifts based on silhouette and flight pattern.  We couldn't see any white, leading to the exciting possibility of Vaux's swifts but the lighting was too bad for a definitive analysis.  In another sign of approaching summer, the ravens are actively nesting at Parsons-Gates.  There are more sticks on the ground than they are in the nest but you have to have the right sticks for a proper raven’s nest and, apparently, most of the sticks and twigs offered by the male just wouldn’t do.  
For a bird of the week, cedar waxwings and juncos are tempting targets but I think, instead, that I will go with the yellow-headed parrots.  We got our first sighting of the year with a flyby formation of four that Alan keyed in on at the tail end of the walk.  Caltech doesn't have a large reservoir of yellow-headed parrots, a problem of rarity and, perhaps more importantly, scheduling conflicts.  A yellow-headed parrot knows where he is.  He knows where he is going and he knows when he is going to go there.  If your schedule doesn't happen to match up with his, you won't be seeing or hearing any yellow-headed parrots, even if they are in the area.  
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From the first figure, it is clear that yellow headed parrots are a sporadic capture for us with the five sightings of 2011 being as good as it gets.  Setting 2011 aside for the moment, we are lucky to get one or two sightings a year.  The anomaly of 2011 was mostly caused by a decision of one family to nest in the vicinity of Tournament Park and subsequently set up a local nursery in the Tournament Park oak trees after fledging.  Yellow-headed parrots generally breed in the spring in southern California and this is reflected in the distribution of sightings by week, which shows a spring peak with a gradual fall off into summer as the spring fledged birds become progressively more mobile. In spite of what is sometimes lovingly referred to as a "raucous rolled scream," I'm rather fond of them.  
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Like all feral parrots and parakeets in southern California, our yellow-headed parrots are derived from pet trade escapees and their descendents.  These birds belong in Mexico and Central America, not in southern California.  They are, however, here for now, although they may be limited by suitable holes for nesting (they are secondary hole nesters and there is a lot of competition).  It is not clear if yellow-headed parrots are going to become permanent residents of the San Gabriel Valley or die out once the flux of new escapees drops away.  I suspect the latter but hope for better, especially since we are killing them off at a prodigious rate in their natural habitat through pet trade abductions and habitat destruction (they tend to like dense woodlands that are prime candidates for agriculturally driven clearing).  The wild population of yellow-headed parrots dropped by an order of magnitude between the 1970s and 1990s and the species is now viewed as endangered.    Ranges are becoming isolated islands, which is another bad sign.  Will American breeders save them and, ultimately, help the parrots reestablish in the wild?  I regret to say that the answer is almost certainly not.  So, enjoy them while you can.  I leave you with rather nice photo of a February adult (the head of a juvenile will range from more or less pure green, to green with flecks of yellow, to splotching).  The photo is an internet lift from John Avise and can be found at: (http://nathistoc.bio.uci.edu/birds/Psittaciformes/Amazona%20oratrix/index.htm).  
The date: 4/24/2013
The week number: 17
The walk number: 1192
The weather: 60 F, cloudy

The walkers: Alan Cummings, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan, Carole Worra, Viveca Sapin-Areeda

The birds (27):

1   Scrub Jay

2   Northern Mockingbird

1   Mourning Dove

4   House Finch
3   Anna's Hummingbird
3   Acorn Woodpecker
10 American Crow
3   European Starling

8   Yellow-rumped Warbler

1   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

2   California Towhee

10 Cedar Waxwing

1   Downy Woodpecker

2   Lesser Goldfinch

1   Red-whiskered Bulbul

15 Bushtit

6   Band-tailed Pigeon

3   Canada Goose

5   Black Phoebe

1   House Wren

2    Dark-eyed Junco

1   Mountain Chickadee

1   Nuttall’s Woodpecker

2   Swift, species

2   Mallard

1    Common Raven

4    Yellow-headed Parrot
--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

6/7/13

