6/26/13

Summer is a time of lowered expectation, at least in terms of the raw numbers of species.  Between weeks 26 and 35, species totals are all below 20, reaching the abyss of 14 in week 33.  Of course, all things change.  It's now week 27 to 35 that all yield to sub20 record scores.  Week 26 is now blessed with a new record of 22 species, fencing time.  The ends of the walk were important in this endeavor.  At the beginning of the walk, Roy sees a big brown bird fly by.  Darren, who didn't come on the walk but did happen to pass by to say hello, identified it as a Cooper's hawk.  The score is 22 because Vicky saw a post-walk downy woodpecker near Crellin on her way back from the walk.  Our 22 arrives at three above the previous record of 19, set last year, and far above the median of 13.  
See the plots at http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/species_time.html and

http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/two_plots.htm
Time is a pattern.  For the weavers, there are birds who answer the season.  In some, you see hints of departure, for most in the spring and fall, but it comes, even in the summer.  The mallard has lost his tail feathers, which are now a scabbard of skeletal white.  His neck is a scabrous green and brown.  We didn't see him fly.  The rudder is probably a little creaky but he can surely fly.  I expect that he will be gone before our walk next week because his ability to escape lies on a precipice.  The Throop ponds are fine if you are trying to avoid a toddler but he dare not stay in such a small body of water, no matter how good the food.  We do have the occasional predator who could take down a duck and he knows it.  If he stays too long, his life expectancy will dive.  Last year, this was the last look, that splotchy neck.  He must be able to feel the flight feathers decaying.  He cannot avoid it but, still, he marks the time.  He stays as long as he dares.  He is here this week but he is the distal thread of a pattern we have been following for months.   He will be gone soon and mark, in his absence, the onset of deep summer.
Avery garden has matured into a decent (for Caltech) birding area.  The density of birds is not spectacular but we often see species in and around the garden (e.g., mourning dove, mockingbird, acorn woodpecker, California towhee, black chinned hummingbird) that we have not picked up earlier in the walk and this is buttressing our species count.  The key is cover.  There are enough tall bushes and small trees so that lines of sight for posting hawks are broken up and protection is close.  Today, Alan sees some rustling under the bushes.  He manages to connect this to three juvenile California towhees.  They look like adults (i.e., we are not talking about something like a cowbird or a dark eyed junco where the juvenile presents an almost totally different look) but still have stubby tails.  Confirmation soon flies across the garden, crying alarm and landing in a small tree, a couple of meters from Alan.  An adult is here.  The bushes are silent.  We had seen a towhee in Tournament Park along with an unusually syrupy trio of red whiskered bulbuls, so this wasn’t a new species for the walk but it was a special view.  The same tree that lifted the towhee alarm also held a female black chinned hummingbird.  Given the time of year, she must have a nest in the immediate vicinity.  Last year, we were lucky enough to locate a black chinned hummingbird nest not long after construction.  We watched over several weeks as she settled in, incubated to hatching, left the nest to two upwardly pointing bills that gradually poked higher until the the young birds were sitting on the lip of the nest.  Finally, they were gone, just as the last of the agapanthus blooms shriveled.  Is this part of a paradigm shift?  Black chinned hummingbirds have been breeding in small numbers in the San Gabriel Valley for decades but we have been picking them up in unusually large numbers over the last several years, suggesting an increasing frequency of breeding around Caltech.    
The towhees were probably the real time highlight but they were the bird of the week last week.  So, I have to forage elsewhere.  Black chinned hummingbirds were also a recent data bird, so I will descend on the almost data bird of last week.  We saw an acorn woodpecker on the usual palm tree near the Child Care Center but I want to hark back to the pair of woodpeckers we saw last week and ask a couple of questions.  Why are acorn woodpeckers so uncommon on the Caltech bird walk and how do you sex an acorn woodpecker, if you do see one.  
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If you look at the frequency of sightings on the bird walk as a function of time (first figure), you will notice that an acorn woodpecker was pretty much a  gimme bird, from ~ 1990 through 2007, when the sightings frequency and, anecdotally, the number of birds began to plummet.  By last year, we only had a one in three chance of seeing one.  We've been doing a little better so far this year but the jury is still out and that number could go up or down.  I have to say that my immediate reaction to declining numbers was that Caltech was over pruning and I know of two examples where a family of acorn woodpeckers abandoned Caltech in the immediate aftermath of a major pruning episode.  However, Caltech has been pruning away for decades and, apparently, the acorn woodpeckers have managed to accommodate it.  Pruning is, no doubt, a factor, especially if Caltech chooses to prune at the wrong time of year.   The timing of the decline, however, makes me suspicious. The Station fire of 2006 had a dramatic effect on a number of bird species we saw on campus.  Partly, this reflected displacement but it also occurred because of irruptions from the burn area as the post-fire progression proceeded. An extraordinarily good year for nuthatches will be followed by a poor year, leading to a flux of birds into unoccupied territory, leading to campus nuthatches.  Chickadees and pine siskins run into the same phenomenon.  Perhaps, these influxes of aberrant birds, along with their attendant predators, led to greater pressures on the acorn woodpecker population.  Perhaps, acorn woodpeckers are an inverse indicator of large local fires.  In normal times, you have stable resident populations of acorn woodpeckers but, in fire times, the population drops.  If the decline in acorn woodpecker sightings is mostly a fire effect, we can expect a rebound over the next few years.

Now, to question number two.  Determining the sex of an adult downy or Nuttall's woodpecker is an easy task if you can see the head (red on the male; no red on the female). This won't work for an acorn woodpecker because both sexes have noticeable red caps on their heads.  You have to look more closely.   I have two photos lifted from the web.  First, look at the acorn woodpecker from Carmel shown above.  This photo was taken from http://twearth.com/species/acorn-woodpecker.  The bird has a red cap that runs across the top of the head but the important thing to notice is that the red is truncated in front by an off white patch that cleanly separates the red cap from the black feathers surrounding the bill.  That red to white says male.  Now look at a female (below), which was taken by a Brit who happened to visit Arizona  (http://www.birdfinders.co.uk/news/arizona-2008-1-pics.html).  There is still a readily discernable red patch on the head but it is restricted to the back, more like a cardinal’s cap; the red is trimmed by black that separates it from the white patch above the bill.  So a basic difference between the sexes lies in the presence (female) or absence (male) of a black band that wraps around the head.  This leads to a smaller (female) or larger (male) red cap but it is that black wrap around that is diagnostic.  Red to black says female and red to white says male.  You are now ready to go forth and sort out your local family.
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The date: 6/26/2013
The week number: 26
The walk number: 1201
The weather: 85 F, sunny

The walkers: Alan Cummings, Viveca Sapin-Areeda, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan, Roy Williams, Ashish Mahabal

The birds (22):

1   Northern Mockingbird

1   House Sparrow

1   Mourning Dove

2   House Finch
1   Anna's Hummingbird
1   Acorn Woodpecker

6   American Crow
5   Lesser Goldfinch

1   Cooper's Hawk
1   Mallard

2   Black Phoebe

4   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

3   Red-whiskered Bulbul

1   Spotted Towhee

5   Red-masked Parakeet

1   House Wren

1   California Towhee

1   Common Raven

1   Bushtit

3   Swift, species

1   Black-chinned Hummingbird

1   Downy Woodpecker

--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

7/23/13
