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A test•momal to the effect of exotic fruit trees, th•s wayward Townsend's Solitaire took up residence at the home of Mark Anderson in Fairview Township, Erie County, Pennsylvania on 31 December 2006, 
remaining to feed on the fruit throughout the winter period (here 9 January 2007). The matter of invasive and exotic fruiting plants, and even exotic snails, is considered in some detail in the pages that 
follow. Photograph by Geoff hfalosh. 

Weather 
The title of the Changing Seasons column for 
last year's winter season (Brinkley 2006) 
lamented the "Winter that Wasn't." When we 

committed to writing this article in early Jan- 
uary 2007, it looked as though we would 
simply be able to reaffirm the trends observed 
in that warm winter but then came the cold 
weather! Much of the eastern two-thirds of 

the continent felt winter's grip from mid-Jan- 
uary through early March, and some places, 
from Yukon to Colorado to Missouri, had 
heavy snow and ice to contend with. In the 
North, mosl fresh water had frozen by mid- 
February, with the predictable effects on 
grebes, waterfowl, and gulls. As often occurs, 
the Southwest showed an inverse pattern-- 
cold and snowy (in montane areas) in the 
first part of the season, warmer in Febru- 

ary--and the Pacific Northwest and Alaska 
also had most of their colder weather and 

storm energy pass through in the first half of 
the season. 

In a radical departure from past Changing 
Seasons essays, we will refer the reader to the 
regional reports for longer discussions of the 
seasong weather. We do this for three reasons: 

first, to reduce repetition in the journal over- 
all; second, to emphasize that almost none of 
the bird records we consider below show ob- 

vious connections to meteorological phenom- 
ena, other than the general warming trend; 
and third, to make room for more discussions 
of trends rarely mentioned in this forum: ex- 
otic snails and plants and their effects on bird 
distribution. But first, we'll take a look at 
some of the trends in bird distribution tha! 

leapt out as we studied the regional reports. 

Short-term phenomena? 
Ted Floyd's Changing Seasons essay dis- 
cussing the winter of 2004-2005 (Floyd 
2005) considered, among other things, short- 
term trends in bird distribution--that set of 

birds that moved southward during that sea- 
son in response to local conditions but that 
did not appear to form part of longer-term 
patterns. Floyd called them "Category S" 
birds. The poster children of such erratic ir- 
ruptions are the winter finches and owls, grist 
for the mill of many a Changing Seasons es- 
say. But this year was abysmal for irruptive 
species. With a few local exceptions. usually 
in areas where the species in question are reg- 
ular winterers, the entire suite of northern ir- 
ruptives--including Great Gray, Northern 
Hawk, and Boreal Owls. Red-breasted 
Nuthatch, Bohemian Waxwing, Pine Siskin, 
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Purple Finch, both crossbills, both redpolls, 
and Evening and Pine Grosbeaks•remained 
near their regular wintering ranges. Well dis- 
cuss below what few exceptions we found. 

Snowy Owl ß Numbers of this symbol of win- 
ter failed to impress anywhere east of the 
Rockies, but the Pacific Northwest had a 
modest flight (down from 100+ last winter), 
with at least 31 to Washington, four to Ore- 
gon, and one even to California, where the 
species is quite rare. This bird, in Solano 
County, became a local celebrity and was 
most easfiy seen by' chartering local fishing 
boats! Aside from one in the previous winter. 
it had been almost three decades since Cali- 

fornia had recorded Snowy Owl. 

Gray Jay ß The fall Changing Seasons essay 
(Schmoker and Leukering 2007) noted an in- 
vasion of Gray Jays that took place in the up- 
per Midwest and Prairie Provinces By this sea- 
son, Adam Byrne in the Western Great Lakes 
region reported that the "irruption petered out 
by December, leaving only a few strays in 
northwestern Minnesota." In the Prairie 

Provinces, Rudolf Koes and Peter Taylor noted 
that "Gray Jays continued their strong showing 
outside the boreal forest in southeastern Man- 

itoba, but none was reported west of the Red 
River valley," with some birds staying through 
mid-March. North Dakota also had above-av- 

erage numbers continuing through the winter, 
with at least 15 in Grand Forks County and 
three at Icelandic State Park. No Gray Jay 
movements were reported elsewhere, and we 
don't have the answers for why this species ir- 
rapted, but most passefines from the same re- 
gion and habitat (e.g., Boreal Chickadee) did- 
n't show similar signs, the notable (if minor) 
exception being American Three-toed Wood- 
pecker, which appeared out of habitat or typi- 
cal range around the Great Lakes in Ontario, 
Quebec, Minnesota, and Michigan. 

Bohemian Waxwing ß The scene was certain- 
ly a unique one in eastern Newfoundland, 
where in December Bruce Mactavish de- 

scribed looking up through a pmnpkin-col- 
ored rainstorm of waxwing droppings to a 
wheeling flock of 3000 Bohemians overhead; 
later in the winter, the maximum estimate 

had increased to 7500. Away from this north- 
easternmost province, the scene was more 
subdued, with a few flocks of tens in New 
Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and Nova 
Scotia, whereas in Quebec and New York they 
were "virtually absent."Pamela Hunt's predic- 
lion last w•nter (Hunt 2006) of a boom year 

in winter 2006-2007 in New England was not 
borne out; the winter instead saw the "lowest 

counts in a decade" of the species, with all re- 
ports coming from the region's northern 
reaches. There was no more evidence of a 

flight around the Great Lakes, where they 
were "very scarce" in Ontario, and Wisconsin 
saw its "poorest winter...in decades." The 
Great Plains, where the species is often rare, 
had a few birds visiting a single Nebraska Io- 
talc, and the Great Basin had none, while 
Colorado had only one "notable" report. Even 
in the Yukon, numbers were down, which 
Cameron Eckert blamed on a May frost that 
affected the Mountain Ash berry crop. Other 
than Newfoundland, the only other northern 
areas that saw elevated numbers were 

Saskatchewan, where up to 4000 were in 
Saskatoon, and central and southeastern 
coastal Alaska. Thede Tobish attributed the 

late arrival of Bohemian groups to the lateness 
of the first appreciable snowfall; perhaps this 
was true in Canada as well 

White-winged Crossbill ß Although this 
species occurred nowhere outside of its regu- 
lar range, there was a large movement to cer- 
tain areas of the Northeast. In New 

Brunswick, Brian Daizell wrote that 
it was "abundant in north and central 

Ne• Brunswick, with 500-1000 per 
day easily found in Madawaska, Res- 
tigouche, or Gloucester," the birds 
apparently attracted to a strong cone 
crop from White and Red Spruces 
and Balsam Fir. In Quebec, White- 
wingeds "remained abundant 
throughout the boreal and mixed 
forests; adults gathering nest materi- 
al were reported in February, and a 
male was seen feeding 2 juveniles as 
early as 9 February." Large numbers 
also reached the boreal forests of cen- 

tral and eastern Mmne, where the 

"largest flocks tended to be in the 
notthem and western parts of the 
state." Almost none reached the 

soulhem coastal plam of Maine, and 
above-average numbers were not 
specifically noted from New Hamp- 
shire and Vermont, although the 
Adirondacks had "a moderate inva- 

sion." Crossbills are well known for 

their habit of occasionally breeding 
in midwinter, at least when food sup- 
plies are exceptionally high: this sea- 
son, nesting behavior was noted at 
least in Maine, Vermont, Quebec, 
Ontario, and Saskatchewan 

Redpolls ß Although specifically noted as 
scarce or absent throughout the Northeast 
and wcst to Ontario, southerly Common Rcd- 
polls reached southwestern Ohio, Tennessee 
(two), Nebraska, and central Missouri. These 
birds were probably the fringes of a move- 
ment that brought "high numbers" to 
Saskatchewan and "good numbers" to the 
Dakotas, the only places that reported any 
real influx. The southernmost outlier was in 

northern Texas; there are few records of the 
species for the entire state. Hoary Redpoll, 
similarly noted as scarce (even in areas where 
regularly seen), was also represented by odd 
outliers this season, the most impressive of 
these being one in Story County, Iowa. 

A necessary caveat in discussing trends of 
these northern irruptives: we tend to discuss 
"good years"and "bad years"from the point 
of view of our hmnan population centers, 
which are largely urban. We have at best a 
very fragmentary sense of what goes on with 
these species in their core ranges. Often, the 
"best" years for the species themselves are 
those in which few or none move south of 

their normal range, which typically indicates 
good supplies of food in the north. Without 
observers in much of the Canadian taiga, we 

I counting quiz 

One of the most enjoyable aspects of reading through the regional reports is 
noticing the high counts of speaes that make one's jaw drop. Table 1 below shows 
just our personal favorites; if you want a challenge, cover up the right-hand col- 
umn and try to guess the state--or country. Good luck! 

Table 1. High counts of selected species, Winter 2006-200?. 

Mallard 28,700 DeSoto N.W.R., Nebraska 

Canvasback 37,100 Lee County, Iowa 

Lesser Scaup 11,400 Lake Barkley, Kentucky 

Common Goldeneye 9235 Kentucky Lake, Kentucky 

Ring-necked Pheasant 1107 Garrison Dam area, North Dakota 

Sharp-taded C*ouse 498 Arrowwood N.W.R. area, North Dakota 

Yellow-billed Loon, 7 Dungeness Bay, Washington 

Manx Shearwater 261 Guadeloupe, Lesser Antilles 

Northern Harrier 200 Lacassine N.W.R., Louisiana 

Dovekie 9000 Pelagic waters off New York state 

Military Macaw 200 Jaumave, Tamaulipas, Mexico 

Eurasian Collared-Dove 929 Roswell area, New Me•co 

Short-eared Owl 141 Grand Forks County, North Dakota 

Common Raven 13?? Yellowknife area, Yukon lerritory 

American Dipper 53 Lower Little Susitna River, Alaska 

Marsh Wren 400 Thomwell, Louisiana 

American Robin 240,000 Lake Apopko, F}orida 

Worthefts Sparrow 56 Tanqne de Emergencia, Coahuih, Mexico 

Snow Bunting 10,000 Landglade, Wisconsin 
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can only speculate that this was a year with 
good food availability virtually across the 
continent in the north. But if the (presumed) 
good food availability this year translates to 
exceptionally high breeding success, a 
bumper crop of young might deplete whatev- 
er food supplies are available through the 
year. By the time you read this, attentive field 
observers in the north will already know the 
answer to this question. 

"Zooties"and more 
As with the winter finches, it is darn near im- 
possible to write any Changing Seasons col- 
umn without some comment on the real va- 

grant surprises--or "Category Z" birds 
(Floyd 2005). We'll limit the notes below to a 
summary of firsts for country, province, or 
state, birds sometimes characterized as 
"zooties." Among these are birds whose long- 
term expansions reached new territories; oth- 
ers are examples of, birds previously over- 
looked, usually because they were only re- 
cently elevated to species level, or because in- 
terest in field identification of subspecies has 
grown in recent years. The summary of first 
state records below (many still pending offi- 
cial acceptance by the state records commit- 
tee, of course) provides a good snapshot of 
vagrancy patterns around the country, includ- 
ing a few real shockers that should open our 
eyes to even more possibilities. 

We were shocked to read, for instance, 
about an Inca Dove in Huntington, West Vir- 
gmia 3-10 December; with a few exceptions 
(e g., Green Violet-ear), landlocked West Vir- 
ginia does not lead the "East" in the discovery 
of western vagrants..The Inca Dove expansion 
has been a long-term phenomenon (Leukering 
and Gibbons 2005), but unlike the explosive 
dispersals of White-winged Dove and Eurasian 
Collared-Dove, Inca Dove had not reached the 
East--aside from a bird a month earlier in 

Maryland, 5-6 November. An Inca Dove noted 
18 October-14 December in Hamblen County, 
Tennessee, that state's third, may also indicate 
an eastward turn in vagrancy. The species' 
eastward spread along the Gulf Coast may be a 
clue to this turn: in Louisiana, there were nu- 
merous indications that Inca Doves are no 

longer confined to the southwestern part of 
the state, while in Mississippi, 14 in Arcola 10 
February were considered "amazing." Inca 
Dove's northern boundary in the Great Plains 
continues to move northward as well, and it is 
now regular locally across Oklahoma, with 
smgles located this season as far north and 
west as Keith County, Nebraska and Morton 
County, Kansas. Although no signs of spread 

were noted beyond the two Colorado strong- 
holds, Montana's first Inca Dove reached Terry 
2 December (found dead two days later). 
There will almost certainly be more such 
records of "pioneers," successful or otherwise, 
in seasons to come. 

On the East Coast, where birder coverage 
has been thorough for almost a century, it 
continues to astound that the pool of new 
species is not drying up. St. Pierre et 
Miquelon made the best progress in their 
overall list, with their first Golden-crowned 
Sparrow (a very rare vagrant anywhere in the 
East) and, remarkably, their long overdue first 
Barrow's Goldeneye. Maryland joined the 
Carolinas, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and 
Maine among East Coast states with a Tropi- 
cal Kingbird record. Although Maine's record 
is from 1915, most other eastern records have 
been since 1990. Are these records explained 
by climate change-or because yellow-bellied 
kingbirds are checked much more carefully 
now than in the past? Given that the Mary- 
land bird was identified as Ash-throated Fly- 
catcher and then as a Western Kingbird before 
being nailed down, the latter explanation may 
be more plausible. New Jersey at last recorded 
Long-billed Murrelet, adding another eastern 
state to the list of states that have hosted va- 

grant Long-billeds; Florida, North Carolina, 
South Carolina, New York, Rhode Island, and 
Massachusetts also have records. A state-first 

Calliope Hummingbird was found in Con- 
necticut, joining three others in Massachu- 
setts November-January for a record total in 
New England. Both of these species have 
shown relatively recent (rather than long- 
term) patterns of dispersal. 

Snow Geese are much less common in the 

New England region than in Atlantic states 
farther south (through North Carolina), and 
vagrant Ross's Geese are correspondingly 
much harder to find in the Northeast than in 
the Hudson-Delaware and Middle Atlantic re- 

gions (indeed, Todd Day notes that interest 
has "waned" in reporting this species, which is 
regular at Chincoteague National Wildlife 
Refuge in Virginia now). But Ross's Goose has 
been a very recent addition for Maine and 
Massachusetts--and one in Connecticut this 

winter will represent that state's very first. The 
East Coast's first came in 1971 at Pea Island 

National Wildlife Refuge, North Carolina, and 
records have increased almost exponentially 
since that winter. In the Palearctic, in Iceland 
and Greenland, populations of Pink-footed 
Goose have increased substantially in recent 
years, and, correspondingly, the tempo of va- 
grant records from the Northeast has acceler- 

ated: Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Quebec, 
Newfoundland, and Massachusetts all have re- 
cent records, and older records in the East 
come from New York and Delaware. Rhode Is- 

land got into the game this year, when two 
state-first birds near Newport in Janu- 
ary-February joined six other goose species, 
among them six Cacklings, a Barnacle, and 
four Greenland Greater White-fronteds. 

In the 1990s, the prospect of multiple 
$cott's Orioles east of the MississiPPi would 
have seemed preposterous. This season, both 
Kentucky and Pennsylvania had state firsts of 
this southwestern oriole, the former found in 
early February, the latter found 19 February 
The nearest record of the species comes from 
Georgia, where that state's first was document- 
ed 3-8 November 2002. Indiana's first Bullock's 

Oriole pales in comparison to its Audubon's 
Oriole, seen 24 January-15 February. Al- 
though Audubon's Oriole has been expanding 
slightly in Texas (note the Hill Country records 
in this seasoh's report), it is essentially un- 
known as a vagrant and has not been recorded 
in the United States outside of Texas (other 
than a sight report from Ohio, 20 December 
1995). Almost as remarkable, a state-first Red- 
breasted Sapsucker in Iowa joins the three in 
Texas as the only records from a state east of 
the Rocky Mountains. Could this species stray 
as far east as Louisiana and New York, as has 
Williamsoh's Sapsucker? West Virgiina's first 
Inca Dove is discussed above, but its first Vir- 
ginia's Warbler visiting a feeder in Harper's 
Ferry 10-15 Febmary also represents one of 
the few eastern records before fall 2006, when 
singles were in Maine 28-30 September and 
Rhode Island 8 October; older eastern records 
come from New Jersey in October 1962, 
Labrador in September 1994, Nova Scotia in 
November 1994, and Maine in May 1998. Was 
this a boom year for the species in the East? 

Several species showing long-term expan- 
sions crossed arbitrary political boundaries 
for the first time this season: Wisconsin's first 

Great-tailed Grackle finally turned up at Hon- 
con Marsh, and a Eurasian Tree Sparrow 
Shuck across the Iowa border to a Nebraska 

feeder. A Slaty-backed Gull (discussed be- 
low), first found in Iowa, also visited Nebras- 
ka this season. To the south, the Gulf Coast 
had two significant vagrants. First, a male 
Common Eider shot by a hunter in Nueces 
County, Texas 8 January is the first for Texas 
The Gulf Coast has no records of this species 
west of Florida but has a handful or more of 

the more northerly breeding King Eider 
Mlodinow (1999) discusses this and other 
discrepancies in eider vagrancy, Common El- 
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der has recently made inroads in the southern 
states, and on the West Coast, there have been 
recent firsts for Washington and California, 
both back in 2004. Perhaps more remarkable, 
a Mangrove Cuckoo (Figure 1) turned up 
along the Mississippi River in St. Bernard 
Parish, Louisiana 23-24 December. With 
about ten records of vagrants from Texas, 
falling primarily April-August (Lockwood 
and Freeman 2004), and few other records 
outside of their limited U.S. range, a Christ- 
mastime record from Louisiana would seem 

far-fetched, were il not for two Texas records 
from December. 

West of the Rockies, the haul of firsts was 

let provided a remarkable first state record. 
Just two others had previously been identified 
west of Texas: one in New Mexico and one in 

Orange County, California, first found 31 De- 
cember 1997. How many other Couch's have 
been pas•,,cd over as Tropical Kingbirds? In 
Washington, a Whooper Swan at Snohomish 
was overdue, considering that California has 
had over a dozen records, and some of those 
birds have crossed into Oregon as well (McE- 
neaney 2004). A White-tailed Eagle pho- 
tographed at Kilauea, Hawaii Island (and seen 
eating a Laysan Albatross!) prompts the ques- 
tion: should West Coasters be watching for 
White-tailed Eagles too? Absolutely. 

Figure 1. Although not entirely unprecedented in winter on the Texas Gulf Coast, this Mangrove Cuckoo in St. Bernard Parish 
23-24 (here 24) December 2006 furnished the first record of the species for Louisiana. Photograph by Dave Patton. 

somewhat lower but included some remark- 

able species. Gulls were at the forefront, with 
a Western Gull in Utah, Iceland Gull in New 
Mexico and Utah, and Lesser Black-backed 

Gull in Arizona (discussed below). A possible 
Gilded Flicker in southwestern Utah was sur- 

prising, considering that this species has been 
stable or declining in its northern and north- 
western margins. Not without precedent, but 
still not expected anywhere away from Texas, 
a vocal Couchg Kingbird discovered feeding 
on dead honeybees in a western Arizona ham- 

In Mexico, state lists have not traditionally 
been kept as passionately as in the United 
States, but there is increasing momentum in 
that direction, and students of bird distribu- 
tion will be the beneficiaries, as the avian bio- 
geography in Mexico is tracked more rigor- 
ously and accurately. The state lists for the 
Baja California Peninsula are being carefully 
tracked by the Regional Editors, with Erick- 
son et al. (2001) as a framework. The north- 
ern state added the overdue Lesser Black- 

backed Gull, but the southern state (with a 

lower overall list) fared quite a bit better, doc- 
umenting its first White-winged Scorer as 
well as its first Common Black-Hawk. But the 

zootie of zooties in Baja California Sur was 
one of the most remarkable of the winter sea- 
son--a Yellow-browed Warbler found win- 

tering in a bird-rich town at the peninsula's 
tip. With just three Alaska records and one 
sight record from Wisconsin, this Siberian 
bird was surely a shocker as a Mexican first. 
In Sonora, a Red-necked Grebe photographed 
at Puerto Pefiasco this winter follows two pre- 
vious December sight records from the same 
location (1996 and 2001). Some other Mexi- 
can highlights included an Arizona Wood- 
pecker well east in Camino Real, Iamaulipas; 
this species has no known pattern of vagrancy 
within the United States, and a record so far 

outside the mapped range (see Howell and 
Webb 1995) may be more of a shocker than 
the Yellow-browed Warbler! Some other less 

surprising "firsts" included Red-shouldered 
Hawks in the Distrim Federal; descriptions of 
two Golden-cheeked Warblers and a heard- 

only Central American Pygmy-Owl, both first 
documented records for the Yucatan Peninsu- 

la subregion and for the state of Quintana 
Roo; and a first Vermilion Flycatcher for well- 
birded Cozumel Island, off the coast of that 
state. The Bahamas scored two new birds this 

season as well, its first well-documented (sec- 
ond reported) Bufflehead and its first-ever 
Eastern Bluebird, with its first Ross's Goose 
continuing from November. But the big news 
item in the Caribbean was the discovery of a 
Brown Trembler on Antigua; previous reports 
on that island had been poorly documented 
and so not given much credence. 

While summarizing first state records in 
the East, we noted many of the more surpris- 
ing vagrants from the southwestern states or 
Mexico were found: 1) at feeders, and 2) in 
late January through February. These attrib- 
utes were true of a Townsend's Warbler in 

Massachusetts, Scottg Orioles in Pennsylva- 
nia and Tennessee, a Virgintag Warbler in 
West Virginia, and many others. Not surpris- 
ingly, these records coincided with the abrupt 
cold snap at that time, which almost certainly 
forced these non-hardy birds to the only con- 
sistent food sources: bird feeders. Birders who 

speculate on such things often debate de- 
tectability. For example, do western hum- 
mingbirds arrive in the East in August and 
September and tend to find feeders in late Oc- 
tober and November, when it first turns cold? 

Or do they actually arrive in late October and 
November? The prevalent theory explaining 
the arrival of many southwestern vagrants 
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Figure 2. like Snail Kites, Limpkins have been expanding their ranges in western 
Mexico in recent years. This bird was near Cruz de Lo•eto, Jalisco, Mexico 5 January 
2007. Photograph by AfarshalI J. Iliff. 

(including many hummingbirds, Cave Swal- 
lows, Ash-throated Flycatchers, etc.) has been 
that they reach the Northeast in warm-core 
sector winds that precede strong Octo- 
ber-December cold fronts (Sullivan and 
Wood 2004). Heil (1981) tied late Novem- 
ber-early December records of Luc) g Warbler 
and Black-chinned Hummingbird in New 
England to such a frontal passage during 
those weeks. 

The pattern from this winter does not re- 
ject the hypothesis that many of the rarest 
western and southwestern vagrants arrived in 
the October-December period, when the 
strong cold fronts coincide with bird move- 
ments and migration. Too, autumn/early win- 
ter 2006 appears to have been an exceptional- 
ly good season for western vagrants in the 
East With the mild climate across much of 

the Midwest and East in November, Decem- 
ber, and into early January, survivorship for 
vagranl orioles and warblers wintering in 
woodlots must have been quite high--and 
the natural settings they inhabited kept them 
from being widely detected on Christmas Bird 
Counts, for instance. But when winter arrived 

with a vengeance in mid-Janu- 
ary, we presume that those in- 
sectivores were suddenly be- 
tween a rock and a cold place 
and were forced out of their pre- 
viously insect-rich wintering 
grounds and sought out other 
food sources, finding hospitable 
feeders in places such as Jeffer- 
son County, West Virginia (Vir- 
ginla's Warbler), Jefferson 
County, Indiana (Audubon's 
Oriole), and Cumberland Coun- 
ty, Pennsylvania (Scott's Oriole). 
We know of no previous winter 
season with a comparable list of 
feeder vagrants across such a 
wide swath of the East and 

Northeast. 

Of escamots and bird 
distribution 
lliff has been fortunate to con- 

duct tours [or the past three 
winters from a ranch at El Tuito, 
south of Puerto Vallarta, Jalisco, 
Mexico. In the s•x-year gap be- 
tween Howell and Webb's 1995 

Birds o.[ Mexico and Northeln 
Central America and the onset of 

North American Birds coverage 
of this area (in 2001), numerous 

changes in bird distribution 
took place, and two specles•Limpkin and 
Snail Kite--illustrate perfectly how rapidly 
some tropical birds respond to changes in 
food resources. In January 2006, 11iff was sur- 
prised to flush a Limpkin from an irrigation 
ditch near Cruz de Loreto, Jalisco (Figure 2), 
and doubly stunned to see another at the 
mouth of the R•o Ameca, north of Puerto Val- 
larta, a few days later. Brian Gibbons found 
more in the area the next month, including 
several in Cruz de Loreto and at Laguna de 
Quelele in adjacent Nayarit. In early 2007, at 
least 6 were at Cruz de Lorcto, and Gibbons 
found one at a small pond in El Tuito. This 
season, 11if[ was even more stunned to see a 

[emale-plumaged Snail Kite at Cruz de Lore- 
to 7 January (Figure 3). 

Howell and Webb (1995) show essentially 
the same range maps for both species: resi- 
dent along the Gulf coasl from Honduras and 
norlhern Guatemala north through the Yu- 
catan Peninsula to cenlral Veracruz, with a 
small lobe across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec 
to the Pacific Slope of Oaxaca for Snail Kite 
and a coastal sliver from southern Oaxaca to 

El Salvador for Limpkin. The recent history of 

Snail Kite in Panama is instructive. As of Wet- 

more's (1965) treatment of the country's avi- 
fauna, there had been but a srugle record. The 
species' status had changed little as of Ridge- 
ly and Gwynng (1989) update on the coun- 
try's avifauna: five sight records from the 
Canal Zone and the western province of 
Chiriqui, including "several pairs evidently 
breeding (one nest seen)" in 1973. Angehr 
(1999) detailed the dramatic next chapter. Al- 
though much of Panama was forested and de- 
void of extensive marsh systems during the 
nineteenth centu• the successful completion 
of the Panama Canal in 1914 brought with it 
the creation of Gatun Lake, which now occu- 
pies 420 square kilometers in central Panama 
Snail Kite remained essentially unknown 
from this area for 80 years, with its closest 
population centers in western Colombia and 
the Tempisque Basin of Costa Rica (350 and 
650 km distant, respectively). Starting in the 
late 1980s, the apple snail Pomacea lattrei (per 
Cazzaniga 12002], Pomacea taxonomy is com- 
plex; P lattrei may be a synonym of Pflagella- 
ta) was introduced from Guatemala in an at- 
tempt to control the invasive aquatic plant 
Hydrilla vc•ticillata. The introduction was 
successful, and the snails spread throughout 
the lake within a few years and drastically re- 
duced the Hydrilla. A native Pomacea snail 
had provided an unsuitable food source for 
Snail Kites, as it was a bottom dweller, but 

this new species, which fed on floating vege- 
tation, proved much more accessible to Snail 
Kites, and their colonization of the area fol- 
lowed within just a few years. Kites were first 
observed at Barro Colorado Island in Gat•n 

Lake in May or June 1994, with 14 present in 
February 1995, along with several nests un- 
der construction. Three months later, 37 kites 
were found at two sites at Barro Colorado, 
and numbers have since swollen such that up 
to 100 can be seen in this area on a single 
train trip across Gatun Lake. Angehr (1999) 
considers it possible that the species expand- 
ed to Barro Colorado after first colonizing an- 
other part of the lake, but whatever the vec- 
tor, the kites quickly found and exploited the 
new food resource at Gatun Lake, colonizing 
within less than a decade. Females ma) breed 
at onl,• 10 months of age (Angehr 1999), but 
even so, the extremely rapid colonization of 
this area Is remarkable and suggests immigra- 
tion. The Central America report comlnents 
twice on the species this winter. Fifty were 
counted at recently created wetlands site 8 
kilometers west-northwest of Ca•as, Gua- 
nacaste Province, Costa Rica, along a pre- 
sumptive flight path for birds moving be- 
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tween the two major population centers at 
Palo Verde and Carlo Negro: another example 
of Snail Kites colonizing a new area. 

Returning to western Mexico, we find a 
similar tale. Both Limpkin and Snail Kite are 
now regular at the Manzanillo marshes of Col- 
ima, about 120 kilometers southeast of Cruz 
de Loreto. A single Limpkin there in Novem- 
ber 1994 constituted the first record north and 

west of the area of regular occurrence in east- 
ern Oaxaca, some 1000 km to the east-south- 
east (Howell 1994). Two there in March 1905 
swelled to six in December 1995 and 20 in 

February 2001 (Howell 1994, 2004). By 2000, 
the species had also spread 270 km north- 
northwest to San Bias, Nayant (Howell 2004), 
where it is now rather common. In Jalisco, 
Palomera-Garcm (2006) reports records at a 
minimum of [our locations in southern Jalisco 
from 1999, 2001, and 2005. 

Although lagging a few years behind the 
Limpkin, Snail Kite's immigration in Mexico 
has been similar. Palomera-Garcia (2006) re- 

ported a nesting pair at Manzanillo marshes 
as early as 1998, and Howell (2004) further 
reported records of three birds (including an 
adult male and a juvenile) from the Man- 
zanillo marshes in February 2000, which had 
grown to five birds by February 2002. Howell 
(2004) further clarifies the nearest Pacific 
Slope record, mapped by Howell and Webs 
(1995): four (one adult male, three [c- 
male/immatures) at ¸metepec Junction• in 
eastern Guerrero, 18 April 1988, about 700 
kilometers east-southeast of Manzanillo. Snail 

Kites were discovered at San Bias shortly after 
Manzanfilo, being noted there from January 
2000 on (Howell 2004). Palomera-Garcia 

(2006) reports Jalisco• first Snail Kite report, 
a sight record from Laguna de Tule, Barra de 
Navidad, in December 2004; the one pho- 
tographed at Cruz de Loreto could have been 
a wanderer, but the species does have the po- 
tentml to colonize the irrigation canals and 
scattered marshes, as have the Limpkins in 
the area. 

Limpkin and Snail Kite have remarkable 
dispersal abilities that are under-appreciated 
by birders. Limpkin has occurred north to 
North Carolina, Virginia, Maryland (twice), 
and Nova Scotia. Snail Kite has a less impres- 
sive pattern of vagrancy, but two have reached 
south Texas (22-26 July 1977; 17-29 May 
1998; Lockwood and Freeman 2004), and one 

adult male was widely enjoyed in South Car- 
olina during at least 14 May-June 2007; the 
bird dined extensively on crayfish. But va- 
grancy is one thing, while colonization is yet 
another, especially for a dietary specialist. The 

story of colonization of Snail Kites in Panama 
prompted us to look more carefully at the sit- 
uation in western Mexico. h turns out there is 

a story here as well. PomaccaJlagellata, the fa- 
vored food o[ the kites and kimpkins in south- 
eastern Mexico, had historically been restrict- 
ed to Veracruz, Chiapas, and the Yucatan 

Figure 3. This female-plumaged Snail Kite was near Cruz de Loreto, Jalisco, Mexico 7 January 
2007. the first to be photographically documented in Jalisco and one of very few records 
from that state. Photograph by MarshalI J. Iliff. 

Peninsula. However, in 1990, this aquatic 
snail was discovered in Colima, and its range 
appears to have since spread to at least Lagu- 
na del Rosario, Jalisco, where Jalisco's first was 
recorded when a shell was recovered after the 

snail was eaten by a Limpkin (Palomera-Gar- 
cia 2006). One might assume that the snail is 
established around San Bias as well, given the 
presence of Snail Kites and kimpkins there. 
Birders in western Mexico should be alert for 

the presence of Pomatea snails at other fresh- 
water locations and likewise should be aware 

that Snail Kite and Limpkin may continue to 
expand their ranges. Furthermore, birders in 
Texas and on the Gulf coasts should be aware 

that a suitable food source, more so than dis- 
persal ability or any other limitation, may be 
the limiting factor for those species there. In- 
troduced Pomatea, which could have serious 

environmental repercussions should they 
spread, have been found in multiple counties 
from Houston to southern Texas (Howells 

2005), which raises the possibility that Limp- 
kin or Snail Kite could colonize southern 
Texas as well! 

Larophilic nirvana 
Has the reader noted the steady increase in 
photographs of gulls in this journal over the 
past decade? 

From the Pacific Northwest to Baja Califor- 

nia, Utah to Arizona, Minnesota to eastern 

Mexico, and New Hampshire to Florida, this 
winter was a great one for gulls and those 
who watch them. Although Ross•s and Black- 
tailed Gulls were conspicuously absent, two 
species stole the show: Lesser Black-backed 
and Slaty-backed Gulls. The Lesser Black- 

backed Gull invasion of 

the continent has a saga 
for well over 50 years. It 
was first reported in 
North America in 1934 

(Edwards 1935) and first 
confirmed with a speci- 
men from Assatcague Is- 
land, Virginia/Maryland, 
in 1948 (Buckalew 1950). 

As recently as the late 
1970s, it was still a red- 

letter bird along much of 
the East Coast. The pace 
quickened in the 1980s 
and by the 1990s, triple- 
digit counts were to be 
had at select East Coast 

sites (especially Bucks 
County, Pennsylvania). In 
some regions, the species 

has become so numerous as to escape enu- 
meration, though Ricky Davis couldn• help 
but remark on high counts in the Southeast 
(e.g., 52 at Tybee Island, Georgia) this season, 
and Pennsylvanians bragged of their 315 
counted at Peace Valley Park. (Anyone who 
doubts that the species is nesting in North 
America should visit the 200 largest Herring 
Gull colonies north of the Canadian border to 

prove the case. But this is a winter column. so 
no more talk of nesting birds.) 

Lagging somewhat behind this boom on the 
East Coast has been a burgeoning number of 
midwestern and western records. Away from 
the immediate East Coast, the species drew 
comment from Florida, lndiana, lllinois...well 
pretty much every region south of Canada (the 
Western Great Lakes and Pacific Northwest be- 

ing notable exceptions). Among several com- 
ments on the species in Texas were that El Paso 
County got its third, and in Colorado counts of 
five and four at a single location are already 
prompting yawns; Colorado got its first in 1977 
and its second in 1988. In well-watched Cali- 

fornia, the state's first came in 1978, followed 
by five records 1985-1987; the next record in 
199 •, marked the beginning of annual occur- 
renee for the species, wth a total of 23 records 
by the end of 2003; by the end of 2005, anoth- 
er five had been found. But last wmter• the dam 
broke, and the pattern in California reverberat- 
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ed throughout the West. At the Salton Sea 
alone, there were no fewer than nine (possibly 
more), with two elsewhere in the state for a 
record total of 11 birds. Baja California birders 
have been actively seeking the peninsula's first 
for several years now, and this year at least four 
were found: three in the Mexicali Valley and 
one within yards of the Baja California Sur 
state line. Even in gull-depauperate Arizona, a 
state first showed up near Palo Verde 10-16 
December, while New Mexico got its second at 
Elephant Butte Lake 24 January-7 February. In 
Utah, three adults were scattered around the 
state 8 December-ll February, and two were 
m British Columbia. South of the border (and 
away from Baja), there were no other Pacific 
reports, but eight at a single location in 
Tamaulipas seemed impressive, and amazingly 
the species is now considered so commonplace 
on the Yucatan Peninsula that this seasoh's re- 

ports were not detailed. Back on the Atlantic 
Coast, Christmas Bird Counters found 31 
Lesser Black-backed Gulls on Grand Bahama 

Island 15 December. 

So, two questions remain. How many 
years until Hawaii gets its first Lesser Black- 
backed (our guess is less than three), and 
where and when will the North American 

nesting grounds be found? The species likely 
has multiple colonies in Canada that have 
been creeping westward. Maybe this year was 
the year that the westernmost colony had a 
boom year of recruitment of new adults and 
new fledglings (a handful of birds west of the 
Plains states were first-year birds). Oops-- 
did we say no more talk of nesting birds? 

Although Slaty-backed Gull originates 
from the other side of Eurasia, the question 
puts itself: is Slaty-backed the new Lesser 
Black-backed? Consider its history in North 
America. The first Slaty-backed for the Low- 
er 48 was a red-letter adult found in St. Louis, 
Missouri/Illinois, in December 1983, back 
when any dark-backed gull there was red-let- 
ter. Goetz, Rudder, and Snetsinger (1984) 
wrote an excellent paper detailing the identi- 
fication of this outlandish vagrant, with spe- 
cial attention to wing pattern. They describe 
the known distribution at the time as "un- 
common summer and rare fall visitor to 

western Alaska and Aleutians, rare on north 
coast [...] Additionally, it has become a fair- 
ly regular fall visitor as far east as Anchorage 
on the Pacific coast (T. G., Tobish, pets. 
comm.), although it had been unrecorded at 
Anchorage prior to 1979." Although recent 
summer counts of up to 30 at Nome seem 
high (North American Birds 60: 566), they are 
matched by counts of 39+ as far back as to 9 

July 1984 (Kessel 1989). Even this year, 
nothing unusual seemed to be afoot in Alas- 
ka. Tobish comments: "the only Slaty-backed 
Gull away from the Bering Sea was a single 
that was considered a local returnee." Prior 

to the St. Louis bird, the only record south of 
Alaska was one at Clover Point, Victoria, 
British Columbia on I March 1974 (Rober- 
son 1980); in the years since then, singles 
have appeared in such diverse locations as 
Iowa/Illinois (December 1988-February 
1989), Brownsville, Texas (February 1992), 
Niagara, New York (November-December 
1992), Mississippi (February 1993), Indiana 
(March 1993), Key West, Florida (September 
2002), and Balmorhea Lake, Texas (Decem- 
ber 2003). Reports of Slaty-backed-like gulls 
have been equally widespread. But surpri• 
ingly, in the intervening years, its abundance 
in Alaska has changed little. 

The pattern south of Alaska has dearly 
changed. In January 2005, California got its 
overdue first at Half Moon Bay, San Mateo 
County, followed by two more at the same lo- 
cation in the next two months. The next win- 

ter, 13 more were reported, most of them at 
Half Moon Bay, and a 2001 photograph from 
Half Moon Bay surfaced and was accepted by 
the California Bird Records Committee. This 

winter there were "only" two at Half Moon 
Bay, but either due to increased awareness 
elsewhere (or, more probably, to a larger "in- 
vasion" throughout), seven others were 
found at four new locations from Monterey 
County all the way north to Humboldt Coun- 
ty (with more to follow in the spring report). 
Could this widespread invasion be tied to the 
"amazing" 39+ Glaucous Gulls in northern 
California? Although recent Slaty-backeds 
have been restricted to the northern half of 

the state, California's chronological first was 
just accepted when a 5 February 1995 record 
of a second-winter in Ventura County was re- 
evaluated and accepted by the California Bird 
Records Committee. A dark-backed adult 

gull in Hawaii may have been a Slaty-backed, 
a species with just a dozen state records. 
Mexico awaits its first, presuming that a 
"probable adult" reported 12 December from 
Playa Bagdad, Tamaulipas does not qualify as 
the country's first. To the noLth of California, 
Washington had just one this year, its 
eleventh (10 since 1994). 

To the east, an adult photographed in 
western Iowa 17-21 December, the state's sec- 
ond, may have been the same bird that pro- 
vided a potential first for adjacent Nebraska 
21 December. In the western Great Lakes, 
Minnesota's second (the first was 21 July-14 

August 2006; North American Birds 60: 530- 
531) was furnished by an adult in Dakota 
County; a fourth-winter in Washington 
County that moved to the Mississippi River 
provided a Pierce County, Wisconsin record 
too. Wisconsin had two other reports as well, 
but photographs showed that one of those 
was likely the same bird seen in Pierce Coun- 
ty (further demonstrating the importance of 
securing good images of these birds!). New 
York had two, one at Niagara Falls 2-3 De- 
cember, the other photographed at the Mon- 
ticello Landfill, Sullivan County, 24 Janu- 
ary-10 February. In southern New Hamp- 
shire, a remarkable landfill that had hosted 
New England's first Slaty-backed (found 23 
December 2003) had another adult this win- 
ter 2-22 January; and, when Iliff, Jeremiah 
Trimble, and Bob Stymeist visited 18 January, 
they found a third-winter Slaty-backed! Fi- 
nally, at our easternmost extreme, at least 
three different adults were at the gull mecca 
of St. John's, Newfoundland this winter, pos- 
sibly the same as the two adults and one 
third-winter found there the previous winter 
(the only previous provincial records). Two 
decades after the second Lower 48 record, no 
fewer than eleven Slaty-backed Gulls were 
found. Can Iceland's/Europe's first be far be- 
hind? So if the occurrence of Slaty-backed 
Gull is not increasing in Alaska concurrent 
with its explosion elsewhere, what is going 
on? Have breeders colonized High Arctic ar- 
eas east of Alaska? Are "reverse migrants" 
coming over the pole? Are seafaring birds 
shortcutting from Kamchatka to California? 
Or is Alaska vast enough, and the birds' tran- 
sit time short enough, that an increase there 
has not been apparent? 

And what of Vega Gull? This (relatively) 
distinctive form of Herring Gull (Larus ar- 
gentatus vegae), split as a separate species by 
some authorities, outnumbers Slaty-backed 
Gull essentially throughout western Alaska, 
but it remains little known away from its 
"normal" range. In Alaska, records away 
from normal areas of occurrence on the 

Bering Sea and Aleutians are extremely 
scarce. To the south, there has been a rash of 
sightings, many with photographs but few 
with consensus, from the California coast 
and spottily east to at least Texas. This year, 
one at Renton 28 December was considered 

Washington's first, while the northern Cali- 
fornia editors cautioned: "as we gain an un- 
derstanding of variation in the Herring Gull 
complex, it will be interesting to determine 
the status of this taxon in the Region." Larus 
argentatus vegae remains an identification 
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enigma. Most reports thus far have been of 
tmmatures; why are there not more adults? 
Not only is it a gull (and thus variable and 
hard to identify), but we are still quantifying, 
or rather speculating upon, the normal varia- 
uon within smithsonianus Herring Gulls, es- 
pecially those on the West Coast that seem 
more prone to show a tail band (Howell and 
King 1998, Howell and Dunn 2007). Euro- 
pean Herring Gull (Larus argentatus argenta- 
tus/argenteus), which would seem a likely 
candidate to occur across much of the conti- 

nent, may in fact be inseparable in subadult 
plumages from vegae (Howell and Dunn 
2007). And what about the potential of hy- 
bridization between smithsonianus and Lesser 

Black-backeds? Could genetic analysis of ap- 
parent hybrids resolve some of the riddles we 
observe in the field? Would more color-band- 

•ng of gulls at their colonies help? Well, if 
nothing els_e, North American gull-watchers 
wfil continue to have something to discuss on 
the Frontiers of Field Identification listserv 
for the next decade or two. 

Ignoring all caveats about taxonomic un- 
certainties in the Thayer's-Kumlien's-Iceland 
complex, we note that "Iceland Gull" was re- 
ported in no fewer than ten states west of the 
Mississippi River this year. Although many of 
these will be subject to deliberation by state 
records committees, it seems apparent that 
some Iceland Gulls do occur as vagrants as far 
west as the Pacific. From East to West, no- 
table reports this year included: Florida's 
eleventh at Perdido Landfill, Escambia Coun- 
ty, the sixth and seventh for Alabama; a first- 
winter bird at Pace Point, Tennessee; "good 
numbers" in Wisconsin and two in Minneso- 

ta, two in Iowa; two in North Dakota; and a 
possible sixth state record for South Dakota. 
Farther west and south, Iceland Gulls get re- 
ally newsworthy In Texas, single first-winter 
b•rds at Houston and E1 Paso follow just a 
handful of previously accepted records. The 
E1 Paso bird shared its time across the border 

•n New Mexico, furnishing that state's first, 
which was quickly followed by its second 100 
kilometers to the northwest. Colorado had 

one or two as well, and Utah probably had 
that state's first. Along the Pacific Coast, three 
reported as KUmlien's in Alaska included two 
at Ketchikan in February and one in Cook In- 
let; Alaska has had "a handful of document- 
ed" records, "mostly from autumn." And fi- 
nally, two different birds were reported from 
northern California, a state where Iceland 
Gulls have a notoriously difficult time getting 
approved by the state records committee, al- 
though two recent records (of classic-looking 

Icelands) gained much easier acceptance than 
such birds did a decade ago. In a winter that 
seemed so good for the species south and 
west of its normal range, Ricky Davis noted 
that "white-winged gulls were practically ab- 
sent" in the Southeast, with just one report of 
Iceland; white-winged gulls were generally 
scarce around the south of the Great Lakes 

and Pennsylvania as well. But this is not un- 
usual in a warm winter. Most reports of strong 
numbers of white-winged gulls in the Mid- 
west and East came in after the onset of cold 

weather in mid-January. 
Other gull records that caught our eye in- 

cluded: third-winter Western Gulls in Utah 

(first state record) and Nevada; a Thayer's 
Gull well documented in Provincetown, Mas- 
sachusetts, a state with inexplicably few 
records; a probable Great Blacksbacked Gull 
at Redwood Creek, Humboldt County; an 
odd-looking gull that resembled a Kelp Gull x 
kesser Black-backed Gull cross at Playa Bag• 
dad, Tamaulipas, Mexico (heaven knows 
what that was); and the Salton Sea's first 
Black-headed Gull. Always among the sexiest 
of winter gulls (and increasingly so as their 
habitat melts away), Ivory Gulls reached An- 
chorage, the Yukon, and the lower Hudson 
River of New York. The latter bird was an 

adult enjoyed by a large number of lucky 
birders who got there on the one day that its 
presence was known to birders. Two more 
were in eastern Newfoundland, where one 
brazen bird "came into a backyard kennel to 
pilfer dog food"--we've instructed our own 
dogs (Chula and Sasha) that if they share 
their food politely with any Pagophila, we'll 
make it worth their while in prime rib! 

We can't help but conclude with a wet blan- 
ket. Gulls are gulls. This means that not only 
do we have to contend with a dizzying array of 
age-related plumage variation, we must also 
sort out an equally dizzying array of individual 
variation. And a glance at the 25 pages of hy- 
brid gull photos in the superb new Gulls of the 
Americas (Howell and Dunn 2007) should 
hopefully inspire caution in even the cocklest 
larophile. Six of those photographs are of pre- 
sumed Slaty-backed hybrids. An oft-cited paper 
by Gustafson and Peterjohn (1994) suggests 
that such hybrids are rare. The authors ascribe 
mantle shade as ranging from as dark as graell- 
sii kesser Black-backed to as pale as Vega Her- 
ring Gull. King and Carey (1999) offered a con- 
trary opinion, pointing out that known hybrid 
pairings have been reported with Glaucous- 
winged and Vega Gulls, and that the wide vari- 
ation in mantle color reported by Gustafson 
and Peterjohn (1994) is almost certainly due to 

this hybridization. In fact, the pale individual 
shown in Figures 6 and 7 of the Gustafson and 
Peterjohn (1994) article shows bleached 
wingtips and is almost certainly a hybrid with a 
paler-winged species such as Glaucous-winged 
or Glaucous. Similarly, the Ohio record has 
been questioned (e.g., Mlodinow and O'Brien 
1996) and does not appear to us to be a pure 
Slaty-backed Gull. We point this out to stress 
that not all published information on Slaty- 
backed Gull seems to be correct and also to 

stress that hybrid Slaty-backeds are a distinct 
possibility. Given that Slaty-backed Gulls m 
eastern Siberia are the most geographically 
proximate to the United States, and given that 
those birds on the limit of their range may be 
the most likely to form hybrid pairings with an- 
other species (e.g., Glaucous-winged Gull), we 
should be especially cautious in assessing our 
out-of-range birds. Indeed, a Slaty-backed 
identified in Maryland 6-23 February 1999 had 
a wing with an odd pattern and a narrow white 
trailing edge; some have offered the opinion 
that it was in fact a hybrid, possibly with Vega 
Gull. Although it is now clear that Slaty-backed 
Gull can appear literally anywhere, state au- 
thorities should always consider the hybnd 
question first and assure that the bird is consis- 
tent with known identification criteria--birds 

with paler mantles than normal should not be 
promoted as Slaty-backeds. Much the same 
could be said for extralimital Lesser Black- 

backed Gulls, Iceland Gulls, Thayer's Gulls, 
Kelp Gulls, Great Black-backed Gulls, and a 
number of other species. Not only can hybrids 
with these species cause confusion, but some- 
times hybrid combinations of two totally differ- 
ent species can end up resembling another 
(e.g., Kelp Gull x Herring Gull hybrids can re- 
semble Lesser Black-backed Gulls; Dittman 
and Cardiff 2005). As more and more rare gulls 
are sought and found around the count• we 
would all do well to take a little extra time to 

ask of each one: Why aren't you a hybrid? 

Paying ever closer attention 
It is gratifying to see more and more regional 
reports discussing interesting bird records at 
levels other than that of species. Talk of max- 
ima Canada Geese can be found from south- 

ern California to Rhode Island; elegans and 
lineatus (group) Red-shouldered Hawks were 
identified in Idaho and New Mexico, respec- 
tively; a Brown Pelican in inland Chiapas 21 
January 2006 was identified as californicus, 
and Hector GGmez de Silva commented on an 

unseasonable Gray Hawk in Durango that re- 
sembled costaricensis (Gray4ined Hawk), 
even though that taxon is known no farther 
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north than Costa Rica! A number of other 

surmountable frontiers remain open to North 
American birders: field-identifiable sub- 

species of Sandhill Cranes, White-winged 
Scoters, Common Eiders, Green Herons, and 
many others present challenges that birders 
have only begun to study. Authoritative iden- 
ufication papers on all of these groups remain 
to be written (from a North American per- 
spective, at least), and the distributional tim- 
•ts of the taxa remain to be mapped in detail. 

While it is gratifying to read so much in 
these pages about subspecies, it is just as frus- 
trating to see instances where subspecies or 
subspecies groups are not reported: was the 
N•agara River Mew Gull not identified to sub- 
species? What about other Red-shouldered 
Hawks in Kansas, Nevada, and Mexico City? 
Are those who find out-of-range Wiflets not 
specifically noting the subspecies, even with 
great new identification sources available 
(O'Brien 2006, O'Brien et at. 2006)? Or are Re- 
g•onat Editors not adding a word (Western, or 
mornata) to clarify the identification? (Or is it 
already obvious that these pertain to Western 
Willet?) A disappointment to us as New Eng- 
landers was that borealis Common Eider re- 

ceived no mention in the New England report. 
One was found and superbly photographed by 
James Smith at Provincetown, Massachusetts 
28 December 2006-4 January) 2007, and an- 
other followed at Gloucester 1 January 2007 
(ph.D. Pavlik et al.). This subspecies has been 
known from specimens from Maine (A.O.U. 
1957), Massachusetts (Chalif 1947, Veit and 
Petersen 1993), Connecticut (A.O.U. 1957), 
and New York (Levine 1998) but had not been 
•dentified by field birders south of Maine, 
where at least two recently have been found 
(D. Lovitch, pets. obs.; L. Bevier, pets. comm.) 
prior to this year. Are they regular in small 
numbers among flocks of dressed Common 
E•ders in Massachusetts and south to Mon- 

tauk, New York? Are southerly Common Ei- 
ders necessarily the more proximate dresseri, 
or might some borealis "overshoot," as do 
King Eiders (which breed much farther north 
than borealis)? We won't really start to under- 
stand its status until field birders start tackling 
th•s problem--one that some British birders 
have begun to investigate (Gamer and Farfel- 
ly 2007). And by the way: Of what subspecies 
was the Texas Common Eider specimen? 

The regional accounts are still reverberat- 
ing from the Cackling Goose split in 2006. In 
just a few years, most East Coast states have 
learned that nominate Cackling Geese are 
regular migrants or winrefers in small num- 
bers. Yet after the split, in many states the 

species was immediately placed on the review 
list for the state records committees, which 
have been scrambling to identify the true 
temporal and spatial parameters of their oc- 
currence. Had more birders been paying at- 
tention to, and documenting, these smaller 
geese prior to the split, our collective catch- 
up period would not have been so frantic. Are 
birders (like politicians) not learning from 
history and thus doomed to repeat it? On the 
other side of the coin, the good news from the 
Canada Goose split--and the hint of further 
action by the A.O.U. (Banks et al. 2004)-- 
seems to be that some birders have been 

prompted to work out the subspecies within 
the two white-cheeked goose species. Baja 
California and Orange County, California 
both reported first solid records of Lesser 
Canada Geese (B.c. parvipes) this season, 
while the New England report mentioned the 
identification of several Giant Canada Geese 

(B.c. maxima) in Rhode Island and two more 
in the same Orange County flock. Although 
definitive identification and taxonomic arti- 

cles for the subspecies within the white- 
cheeked goose complex have not been pub- 
lished (but stay tuned to this journal), it is 
good to see North American Birds contributors 
doing some of the legwork. 

Invasiye plant. s & . 
our avlan envlronmenz 

In the Changing Seasons essay for last winter, 
Brinkley (2006) discussed possible explana- 
tions for changes in winter bird distributions. 
Specifically, the discussion followed some of 
the causes of the increasingly northerly oc- 
currence of the so-called haff-hardies and oth- 

er birds "overwintering" north (or sometimes 
west, or upslope, etc.) of expected ranges. 
Brinkley cited a paper by Valiela and Bowen 
(2006), which analyzed Christmas Bird 
Count data from Cape Cod and concluded 
that the "local amelioration of winters, as well 
as global-scale warming, have been followed 
by clear shifts in the winter avifauna of Cape 
Cod, with southern species becoming more 
common and northern species less so." But 
other factors are surely involved in the shift- 
ing ranges of such birds as well; Brinkley 
(2006) mentions habitat modification (suc- 
cession, destruction, or in some cases, cre- 
ation), stochastic weather events, breeding 
success/failure, "reverse-migrant" phenome- 
na, misoriented migrants, and observer effort. 
Most likely, surely, changes in bird distribu- 
tion occur because of a combination of these 

factors, as well as others we have not even be- 
gun to consider Christmas Bird Counts, 

Breeding Bird Surveys, Project FeederWatch, 
eBird, and the many sightings found within 
the pages of this journal can give us a more 
refined understanding of where birds are-- 
why they are found where they are is a far 
more challenging set of questions. 

But to the maelstrom of weather, climate, 
and vagrancy, which occupies so much of our 
interpretive framework in birding, and 
nowhere more so than in. North American 

Birds, we would add another factor worthy of 
consideration: the proliferation of non-nauve 
and invasive plants, especially those that pro- 
duce large quantities of fruit eaten by birds 
The explosion of invasive plants is certainly 
having an impact in New England and most 
other places. In the Northeast, for instance, 
plants such as Oriental Bittersweet (Celastrus 
orbiculatus), various species of honeysuckle 
(Lonicera spp.), Russian Olive (Eleaegnus an- 
gustifolia), Multiflora Rose (Rosa multiflora), 
Euonymus spp., Porcelain-berry (Ampelops•s 
brevipedunculata), and others provide an 
abundant supply of foodstuffs when nanve 
foods are less readily available. They often 
grow in disturbed areas and produce fruit m 
larger quantities than many native species 
Meanwhile, climate change, development, 
disturbance, and even such factors as seed 
dispersal by frugivorous birds themselves 
continue to promote the spread and increase 
of a number of these plants. 

It has long been understood that such 
plants could increase survivorship for some 
species--and "reverse migrant" and/or "hn- 
gering" birds are among those associated w•th 
invasive exotic plantings. Furthermore, these 
dense patches of foodstuff may increase our 
detection of said species by keeping them ahve 
(long enough to be found), concentrate them 
in such locations that birders are learning to 
check, and perhaps because they tend to flour- 
ish in disturbed areas close to humans. No 

matter how the half-hardy gets there, once •t 
finds the food, it can survive, and it can then 
be detected by the growing legions of birders 
Many have opined, too, that species such as 
Rufous Hummingbirds have changed their 
winter distribution in response to artificial 
food sources, including both feeders and 
plantings. Why would a winter-season frug•- 
vote (or nectarivore) fly to Central America •f 
it doesn't have to--particularly in ever- 
warmer winters? California offers a number of 

examples: orioles wintering in Eucalyptus 
groves, coastal fields of fennel holding fall-m•- 
grant passetines, and Mediterranean grasses m 
the desert supporting grassland-nesting 
species that were probably much rarer prior to 
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•nvasion, such as Western Meadowlark. From 
coast to coast, examples of native birds ex- 
ploiting non-native plants are many 

In Portland, Maine, in one of Lovitch's lo- 
cal patches called Dragon Field (an old mu- 
mcipal landfill), a Gray Catbird spent the 
w•nter of 2006-2007. Lovitch checks this site 

nearly weekly in the fall, and each time a cat- 
b•rd was present in one corner of the park. 
Due to the frequency of his visits, and the be- 
havior (feeding within the same row of 
shrubs) of this bird, we are reasonably certain 
that this bird was present since at least mid- 
September, when most of our other catbirds 
had moved on. Ihus this catbird may have re- 
mained from the summer breeding area (or 
close nearby) through the winter months. Be- 
tween October and April, the bird fed on 
Staghorn Sumac (Rhus hirta), Multiflora Rose, 
Oriental Bittersweet, and "bush" honeysuck- 
le-either Morrow's (Lonicera morrowii), 
Amur (L. mackii), Iatorian (L. tatorica), or 
Bell's (L. X bella), all rather difficult to distin- 
guish. All except the sumac are invasive 
plants here. In early April, this catbird began 
to sing, well over a month before any other 
catbirds had arrived in Maine. When other 

catbirds had arrived, this bird was already on 
territory and likely therefore had the "home 
field" advantage. Of course, without having 
banded the bird, there's no way to confirm 
whether or not this was the bird that success- 

fully bred here this summer. Is this Gray Cat- 
b•rd an example of a "pioneer" proposed by 
Brinkley (2006)? Although it was an extreme- 
ly mild winter, it seems unlikely that this bird 
would have survived without the non-native 

plantings (or southward migration). A few 
kdometers away, in a park on the urban Port- 
land peninsula, two other catbirds wintered, 
there feeding on Russian Olive, Oriental Bit- 
tersweet, bush honeysuckle, Multiflora Rose, 
crabapple (Malus spp.), Mountain Ash (Pyrus 
americana), and hawthorn (Crataegus sp.). 
Even without speculation on any long-term 
changes in a species' wintering range or mi- 
gratory patterns, it seems clear that invasive 
plant food sources are playing a role in both 
survivorship and detection of half-hardies, 
whether they are early, late, lingering, or just 
plain lost. In the same season, birders in New 
Hampshire noted a Fork-tailed Flycatcher at 
Odiorne State Park feeding heavily on Orien- 
tal Bittersweet and buckthorn (Rhamnus sp.), 
while online discussions in Massachusetts de- 

bated the value of invasive plants and includ- 
ed considerations of what lingering half- 
hardies were observed eating them. 

There is no question that our birds are eat- 

ing invasive plants; and there is no question 
that birders are keenly interested in a number 
of these birds. One study (White 1989) sug- 
gests that passerines' use.of exotic fruits in 
New England and the mid-Atlantic states has 
increased from 13% of fruit taxa recorded in 

frugivore stomachs in the period from 1881- 
1950 to 33% by the 1980s. Lafleur (2006) 
found American Robins and European Star- 
lings were as likely to take Glossy Buckthorn 
(Frangula rhatnnus) fruits as they were to take 
Highbush Blueberry (Vacciniutn corytnbosum), 
even though the buckthom was unrecorded in 
robins' diets prior to 1950. Morrow's Honey- 
suckle was found to be one of the fruits most 

frequently consumed by American Robins and 
European Starlings 1988-1993, despite the 
fact that it was not recorded in pre-1950 diets 
of these species (Whitmer 1996). 

So what were frugivores up to in winter 
2006-2007? According to the regional re- 
ports, large numbers of American Robins and 
Cedar Waxwings irrupted into Florida and 
down into Mexico. In the Torre6n area, in the 
state of Coahuila, Mexico, roadside mulberry 
(Morus sp.) plantings helped to sustain Amer- 
ican Robins and Cedar Waxwings. Mountain 
Bluebirds and Varied Thrushes were on the 

move in the West, Midwest, south-central 
Canada, and elsewhere; the latter, when 
found out of range in winter, often appears in 
backyards or around ornamental plantings. 
Orioles, notably Baltimore Orioles in the East 
and in Southern California, continue to be 
found with increasing frequency during the 
winter season. In Alaska, Thede Tobish noted 
that Bohemian Waxwings once again win- 
tered in "good numbers" in Anchorage, 
thanks to the planting of non-native fruiting 
species for landscaping. While two Gray Cat- 
birds wintered in Berks County, Pennsylvania, 
surviving on Multiflora Rose, an Ash-throated 
Flycatcher in Saco, Maine was seen feeding 
on Multiflora Rose, Oriental Bittersweet, and 
apple (Malus sp.); Virginia's Ash-throated was 
found in a copse of sumac and blackberry 
(Rubus sp.). Clearly, even the little bit of an- 
ecdotal reporting on frogivory in these pages 
suggests that these fruits sustained birds 
through the winter, whether in extralimital or 
more normal settings. 

This topic is a fascinating one--and one 
that has never had due consideration in this 

column. We will attempt to rectify that in the 
pages that follow. However, we should restrict 
the discussion here to invasive plants. Thou- 
sands of non-native, or "exotic," plants are 
planted in North America, with varying im- 
pacts on birds, but only a fraction of these 

plants will survive without gardener's care A 
small fraction of garden plants move beyond 
the backyard. Of those, fewer will spread ag- 
gressively and become invasive. Generally, we 
refer to a plant species as "invasive" when •t 
outcompetes native plant communities 
Ihough there are many invasive plants that 
produce vast quantities of seeds for granivo- 
rous birds to eat--Japanese Knotweed (Poly- 
gonurn cuspidatum), Spotted Knapweed (Cen 
taurea biebersteinii), Purple Loosestrife 
(Lythrum salicaria), for instance--the seed 
biomass of these invasives does not appear to 
concentrate particular bird species in relative- 
ly small areas. By comparison, fruit is more 
easily studied and does appear to concentrate 
birds in such a way For much of this discus- 
sion, we use the thickets of eastern Massa- 
chusetts as a case in point, mostly because the 
area is familiar to us. We posed two questions 
for ourselves. First: Are invasive plants good 
for birding? And second: Are invasive plants 
good for birds ? 

Are invasive plants 
good for birding? 
It does seem that invasive plants have been 
good for birding in some locations. Let's con- 
sider eastern Massachusetts. In a highly ur- 
banized environment, packed with people and 
traffic, many of the best landbirding opportu- 
nities are to be found in small remnants of 

green space, in dense thickets surrounded by 
the concrete jungle of Greater Boston. What 
litde open space remains can be a magnet for 
birds--from the most common of migrants to 
the rarest of vagrants: concentrated first by 
factors such as weather and geography, birds 
gather in these remaining patches of habitat 
and eat whatever there is to be eaten. More of- 

ten than not, these thickets contain non-na- 
tive, invasive plants: Oriental Bittersweet, 
Mulifiora Rose, various Euonymus species, 
Glossy Buckthorn, privet (Ligustrum spp ), 
Japanese Honeysuckle (L. japonica), and bush 
honeysuckle. Birds eat these fruits and survtve 
long enough to be discovered by eastern Mass- 
achusetts' many dedicated birders. Christmas 
Bird Counts and November Big Days are much 
the more exciting for these birds. Birders 
search thickets of bittersweet in November for 

rarities such as Ash-throated Flycatchers and 
search fields overtaken by Multiflora Rose for 
lingering birds such as catbirds in midwinter 
And we forget easily how exciting Northern 
Mockingbirds and Carolina Wrens were to 
New Englanders a few generations ago; mock- 
ingbirds have marched northward in step with 
Multiflora Rose (Stiles 1982), while the wrens 
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are now common in the thickets of eastern 
Massachusetts. 

In almost any urbanized area of the East, 
one could find similar examples. Even in 
South Florida, where winter hardiness is not 
the issue it is in Boston, non-native fruit-bear- 
lng plants, both invasive and non-, have cer- 
tainly increased birding opportunities. For 
better or for worse, however, some of these 
"new" birding opportunities include non-na- 
tive birds. From Red-whiskered Bulbuls (Car- 
leton and Owre 1975) to a variety of psitta- 
clds, many "new" species are part of today's 
birding in South Florida thanks to "new" 
species of fruiting plants now found in the re- 
glon. In the West, Himalayan Blackberry (R. 
armeniacus) forms dense thickets in riparian 
areas of California's Central Valley, and these 
areas harbor many of the Orange-crowned 
Warblers that winter in these regions•and 
also most of the wintering vagrant warblers 
found here, along with Wrentits, Zonotrichia 
sparrows, Fox Sparrows, and Spotted 
Towhees. Based on these examples (and many 
others), it is clear that these non-native plants 
provide opportunities for birding that almost 
certainly would not be available with native 
plants. 

Are invasive plants good for birds? 
The much more difficult question is whether 
birds themselves benefit from the proliferation 
of invasives that bear consumable fruit. Fortu- 

nately, the question interests ornithologists, 
and several good studies have been conducted 
that merit mention. One study in central New 
Jersey (White and Stiles 1992) found that in- 
troduced species of fruits accounted for 0.4- 
14% of fruit biomass and 3-30% of the low- 

quality fruit biomass in birds' diets. In winter 
in such areas, introduced plant species can ac- 
count for as much as 50% of the overall fruit 

biomass available to birds. Highly persistent, 
low-quality fruits, which mature late in the fall 
(after the passage of most migrants), now rival 
native species in fruit diets of many frugivo- 
rous birds in late fall and winter, based on 
analyses of stomach contents (White and 
Stiles 1992). Clearly, then, there are a lot of 
fruits out there being produced by invasive 
plants, and there are a lot of birds eating them. 

One of the few relatively clear connections 
of a native bird being positively influenced by 
the introduction of a new food source is the 

well-known example of Northern Mocking- 
birds and Multiflora Rose (Stiles 1982). In 
this case, the rose appears to be the key factor 
in allowing pioneering Northern Mocking- 
birds to survive northern winters. Stiles 

(1982) showed that it would be unlikely for 
mockingbirds to maintain the positive energy 
balance needed for survival in the northern 

parts of its range without Multiflora Rose 
fruit. On the other hand, the secondary com- 
pounds that permit the persistence of Multi- 
flora Rose fruits (Drummond 2005) may 
make these fruits unpalatable to other birds. 
Nevertheless, in the case of the mockingbird, 
this bird has proceeded northward much 
more rapidly than changes in mean monthly 
winter temperatures, and the proliferation of 
Multiflora Rose (which also provides good 
nesting habitats) seems to be the reason. 
However, Drummond (2005) postulates that 
increasing abundance of Multiflora Rose 
could dramatically disrupt the relationship 
between Cedar Waxwings and a specific 
Viburnum in Maine (Drummond identifies it 

as V. opulus, but we suspect V. trilobum, High- 
bush Cranberry, is the relevant species). 
There is at least the potential for negative im- 
pacts on the winter diet of waxwings and on 
the dispersal of this plant's seeds. 

Valiela and Bowen (2006) found that the 
changes in the number of southern species in 
Cape Cod Christmas Counts--including 
some of our so-called "half-hardies" -- 

seemed unrelated to changes in local habitats, 
since the increase also took place in aquatic 
species whose preferred habitats did not 
change materially in these areas. However, 
habitat changes at Cape Cod in the past 100 
years or so clearly include the proliferation of 
invasive plants. If climate change, both local 
and global, is the primary factor in altering 
birds ranges, then the question begs to be 
asked: Just how are the fruits provided by in- 
vasive plants? Looking beyond our field ob- 
servations of birds eating invasive plants, we 
should carefully consider a number of other 
issues and influences in answering the ques- 
tion of whether or not invasive plants are in- 
deed good for birds. 

Selective foraging 
While it may not be a conscious decision, we 
know birds "choose" what they want to/need 
to eat. Some species fine-tune their search im- 
age to a very specific range. "Choices" are 
likely made by sight (hence the bright color of 
many fruits) and not via other senses. This 
"selective foraging" has evolved over many 
thousands of years and can be very specific in 
some species. Neotropical hummingbirds that 
can only feed on one particular blossom are 
extreme examples; however, even seeming 
generalists such as Cedar Waxwings and 
American Robins are known to "pick and 

choose" their foodstuffs. "The food that birds 

eat over their lifetimes or even a single day is 
a complex result of numerous foraging deci- 
sions" (Wheelwright 1996). Color, secondary 
compounds, nutrition, seed size, and other 
variables can affect the fruit selection of frugl- 
vores 0ung 1992). How does the proliferation 
of invasive plants affect these decisions? Are 
"our" birds being fooled into eating some- 
thing that they "shouldn't" be? In fact, a fair 
amount of research has been conducted on 

fruit preferences of frugivorous birds, at least 
in temperate regions. Cedar Waxwings and 
American Robins are frequent subjects for 
such research. Some studies suggest that 
Cedar Waxwings prefer fruits high in sugar 
and low in lipids, while American Robins-- 
like other thrushes--prefer fruits rich in both 
(Witruer 1996, Yong and Moore 1997). Dif- 
ferences between fqraging behavior and food 
choice can even vary between individuals and 
age groups of the same species 0ung 1992, 
Stevens 1985). In another study, Cedar Wax- 
wings seemed to be more opportunistic, eat- 
ing whatever was most abundant. In the labo- 
ratory setting, however, they prefer small, red 
berries (Brush 1990). Oriental Bittersweet 
and most honeysuckle species are abundant 
and are small and red. Cedar Waxwings cer- 
tainly eat them. In fact, they are eating so 
much of one of these, that it is even changing 
their plumage! Morrow's Honeysuckle con- 
tains abundant rhodoxanthin (a carotenoid), 
which has been shown to be the cause of the 

aberrant orange color seen with increasing 
regularity in the tail tips of Cedar Waxwings 
in the Northeast, usually in juvenal plumages 
(Brush 1990). Is there a cost to this change: 
Although rarely seen in adults, could this re- 
cent--and relatively sudden (Brush 1990)- 
change affect the fitness of one of our favorite 
frugivores? Rodoxanthin from bush honey- 
suckle has also recently been implicated in 
aberrant plumages in Baltimore Orioles in 
Ontario and elsewhere, and across the East 
and Midwest, there have been reports of Yel- 
low and Kentucky Warblers, Yellow-breasted 
Chats, basic-plumaged Scarlet Tanagers, and 
White-throated Sparrows in which a carote- 
noid, likely rhodoxanthin, has apparently 
changed yellow-pigmented feathers to or- 
ange. The potential evolutionary impacts of 
such changes, on mate attraction or physical 
fitness, are unknown (Flinn et al. 2007). 

Several studies (e.g., Stevens 1985, McPher- 
son 1987, Witruer 1996) have demonstrated 
that there is much variability in how birds se- 
lect food. How does limiting the potential 
choices by reducing biodiversity affect the 
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overall diet of our frugivores? Lafieur (2006) 
found that European Starlings and American 
Robins actually preferred invasive fruits to na- 
uve ones (especially Autumn Olive) in con- 
trolled experiments using three native and 
three invasive species of fruits. Other studies 
using other species of birds and plants have 
produced different results. In a study in 
Maine, frugivores preferentially consumed 
fruit from the invasive Tatorian Honeysuckle 
and the native Silky Dogwood (Comus arno- 
rnurn) but did not discriminate between the 
invasive Multiflora Rose and a native vibur- 

num during choice trials. In this case, these 
two native species had the higher caloric con- 
tent, yet the energy density of these two na- 
tives did not correlate with fruit removal or 

fruit preferences (Drummond 2005). 

The value of invasive plants 
Even invasives such as the much-maligned 
"Common Reed" or Phragmites (Phragmites 
australis), which outcompete native wetland 
environments, can have some value for native 
birds. In New Jersey, for example, Phragrnites 
wetlands provide nesting habitat for dozens of 
species, including a few State Threatened and 
Endangered Species for breeding, wintering, 
and migration stopover habitat (Kane 2000). 
Before they were destroyed by well-meaning 
state agencies, large stands of Phragmites on 
the Virginia coast hosted enormous roosts of 
Bobolinks--as many as 40,000 around Labor 
Day each autumn, along with hundreds of 
Eastern Kingbirds and, later in the season, 
countless Tree Swallows. Purple Loosestrife is 
another wetland invasive, but yes, it does feed 
Ruby-throated Hummingbirds and later in the 
fall, migrant sparrows (see Benoit 1999, Mad- 
dox 2005, Whitt 1999 for these and other ex- 
amples). If "Phrag" and loosestrife have their 
benefits, other bird-food producing invasives 
probably also have some redeeming qualities. 
Any birder who has visited South Florida 
knows about Brazilian Pepper (Schinus tere- 
bmthifolia). Dense, impenetrable tracts of this 
•nvasive from South America produce large 
quantities of fruit. While dispersal of the seed 
seems to occur mostly via raccoons and opos- 
sums, bird species, particularly American 
Robins, also feed on this fruit and facilitate the 
dispersal of the seed. Many other native bird 
species feed on the fruit of Brazilian Pepper. 
However, significant ecological consequences 
have been detected. A Breeding Bird Survey in 
Everglades National Park showed a lower den- 
sity of breeding species and individuals in 
Brazilian Pepper forests than native plant 
habitats. Furthermore, it has been suggested 

that wading bird rookeries in mangroves may 
be abandoned when surrounded by forest of 
pepper (Florida DEP). Brazilian Pepper pro- 
duces a wealth of food for some species•but 
at clear cost to others. 

Climate change, forest fragmentation, sub- 
urbanization, bird feeders, and other anthro- 
pogenic factors have also coincided with the 
period of expansion of certain bird species. Is 
it possible to eliminate these variables when 
discussing how closely tied these species 
might be to invasive plants? Unfortunately, 
we cannot. In eastern Massachusetts, winter- 
ing Hermit Thrushes, Gray Catbirds, and oth- 
er half-hardies have certainly increased. All 
eat fruit, and all are observed eating the fruit 
of invasive species. However, Red-bellied 
Woodpeckers, Tufted Titmice, and Northern 
Cardinals, among others, have also increased 
considerably in the area. Is this because of the 
new abundance of fruit? That seems unlikely. 
Are the factors--such as suburbanization, 
bird feeders, and global climate change--that 
we often "credit" with facilitating their range 
expansion also the ultimate cause of the range 
expansion of frugivores as well? Northern 
Cardinals, for example, have been expanding 
northward since the 1800s--likely due to 
habitat changes, bird-feeding, and moderat- 
ing winter temperatures, not primarily be- 
cause of invasive plants. Climate change in 
particular seems difficult to rule out as the po- 
tential ultimate factor in allowing these 
species to spread northward. According to 
Memam's (1894) "Laws of Temperature Con- 
trol of the Distribution of Land Animals and 

Plants," animals and plants are restricted in 
northward distribution by the total quantity 
of heat during the season of growth and re- 
production (the "life zone" model). There- 
fore, increasingly warm temperatures would 
not only spur more northward colonization 
by plants--both native and non--but by birds 
as well (see Valiela and Bowen 2006). 

The nutritive value of exotic fruiting plants 
is a subject of much study, though there is still 
much to be learned. It is well known that Ori- 
ental Bittersweet and many other invasive 
plants' fruits are low in lipids (White and 
Stiles 1992), the building blocks for the fat 
deposits that birds need in order to migrate. If 
an isolated habitat in which a migrant has 
sought refuge contains only lipid-poor foods, 
would that then force a bird to consume vast 

quantities only to stay alive? Furthermore, 
caloric content (both sugars and lipids) is 
only one part of a fruit's nutritive value. Fruit 
selection is also based on nutrients and sec- 

ondary compounds that the fruits contain 

(Witmer 1996). Many frugivores have specific 
digestive and physiological adaptations that 
allow them to process certain fruits more effi- 
ciently than others (Witmer 1996, Place and 
Stiles 1992). Yellow-rumped Warblers and 
Tree Swallows, for instance, are among a 
small group of birds in temperate North 
America that regularly eat waxy fruits. "Yel- 
low-rumps" feed extensively on plants in the 
genus Myrica (Northern Bayberry, M. pensyl- 
vanica, and Wax Myrtle, M. cerifera) in au- 
tumn through early spring. In fact, the v•n- 
tering range of Yellow-rumped Warblers cmn- 
cides with the entire range of these Mynca 
species---hence the name "Myrtle Warbler" 
Other waxy fruits, such as Poision Ivy (Tox•- 
codendron radicans) are also important, espe- 
cially beyond the range of Myrica. Yellow- 
rumped Warblers possess several gastroin- 
testinal traits that permit efficient saturated 
fat assimilation from the wax of these frmts 

These persistent fruits provide an energy-rich 
resource that, thanks to their adaptations, al- 
lows Yellow-rumped Warblers and Tree Swal- 
lows to winter farther north than any of their 
relatives (Place and Stiles 1992). What hap- 
pens when Oriental Bittersweet and Japanese 
Honeysuckle overwhelm a thicket of North- 
ern Bayberry in eastern Massachusetts• Myra- 
ca species might be the only fruits that are 
available in large enough quantities and that 
provide a dense enough caloric supply for 
them to survive. Are we trading our wintenng 
population of Yellow-rumped Warblers for 
the occasional overwintering Townsend's 
Warbler? In other words, are any of these 
"new" plentiful food sources the avian equw- 
alent of a steady diet of Doritos? Sure, we 
could live on Doritos for a while, but the 
long-term costs are many (see below, on mi- 
gration). For one thing, many of these plants 
have evolved to produce many fruits, which 
means less invested (energy, nutrients, etc.) in 
each fruit (N. Lafieur, pers. comm.). Further- 
more, birders' detection of these birds in some 
cases is probably a function of the food source 
being so nutritionally poor that birds are 
forced to spend more time consuming these 
foods. Extensive feeding might also increase 
the chances of depredation, further diminish- 
ing the value of these plants to frugivores. 

A case in point: Maine's first winter record 
of a Wood Thrush was discovered in January 
by Lovitch. It was seen feeding on invasive 
Multiflora Rose and native Beach (or Virginia) 
Rose (Rosa virginiana)--but it ignored inva- 
sive Rugosa Rose (Rosa rugosa) and natwe 
Staghorn Sumac. It would come to the edge, 
gulp a number of fruits, and then sneak off 
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•nto the deepest, darkest impenetrable thick- 
et If the observer walked by during one of 
these "rest" periods, the bird would likely 
have gone undiscovered. One out of two 
species the bird was observed feeding on was 
•nvasive, but a full feeding selection study was 
not performed here. But what if the only food 
sources were nutritionally lacking? Would the 
Nrd have to feed more often--improving its 
chances of detection (and depredation)? 

Invasive plants often thrive due to a lack of 
natural enemies--insects. Insects are a vital 

part of the diets of most birds, especially dur- 
ing the nesting season, when even frugivorous 
Nrds consume much insect matter. If invasive 

plants host fewer insects, do birds find less of 
the protein and nutrition necessary to sustain 
fitness and raise young? Are the birds observed 
eating Oriental Bittersweet in migration eating 
because that's all they can find--fewer native 
fruit sources, but also fewer bugs? About 120 
species of insects are found feeding on Purple 
koosestrife in Europe, but only 12 were found 
•n a study in southern Manitoba (see <http:// 
www. inhs.uiuc.edu/inhsreports/autumn-01/ 
fnesting.html>). Non-native trees have also 
been found to support fewer species of insects 
than natives (Bessinger and Osborne 1982). 
While thickets in eastern Massachusetts har- 

bor few insectivores in midwinter, many mi- 
grants-including some that are predominate- 
ly frugivores--need some amount of insect 
matter to provide a balanced diet. Birds feeding 
on fruit are thought to gain energy more quick- 
ly than those feeding on insects (hence the rea- 
soning used to explain the switch from insects 
to fruit by many passerines during migration), 
but the lack of insects on these plants would be 
even more problematic during breeding season 
(N. Lafleur, pers. comm.). That once again 
calls into question whether or not invasive 
plants are truly good for birds--at least in the 
long term. 

Some fruits contain potentially toxic sec- 
ondary compounds. A frugivore may only be 
able to consume a certain amount of a given 
fruit within a certain period of time to avoid 
accumulation of any single compound (Levey 
and Karasov 1989). What happens when the 
Nodiversity is limited to the point that there 
are so few fruit options that a bird has must in- 
gest toxic matter--or starve? "Persistent 
fruits" persist longer due to lower fat content, 
fewer nutrients, more secondary compounds 
(that make them less palatable to frugivores), 
and/or more resistance to damage by microbes 
and invertebrates (Reichard et al. 2001, Drum- 
mond 2005). These persistent fruits are often 
stud to be of "low quality." Therefore, most 

furgivores "choose" high-quality fruits when 
they are available, turning only to the lower- 
quality, persistent fruits during winter, when 
other options are unavailable (White and 
Stiles 1992, Drummond 2005). Due to the 
prevalence of "low-quality" fruits in invasive 
plants, we are of the opinion that their overall, 
long-term value to native birds is low. 

The im)ac.t.s on movement 
and mtgratton 
It is impossible to argue that invasive plants 
don't compete with, and often outcompete, 
native plant species. In the case of the thick- 
ets of eastern Massachusetts, the various 
aforementioned species are seen outcompet- 
ing other native fruit-producing plants. The 
argument that "native fruit" doesn't last as 
long isn't entirely factual. It is true that many 
native species, such as viburnums and blue- 
berries, don't last very long before being com- 
pletely consumed by birds. In fact, many of 
these lipid and/or sugar-rich foods are de- 
voured by migrants fueling up for the first (or 
next) leg of a journey. Birds need calorie-rich 
foodstuffs to pack on the layers of [at that 
they will need to burn during each extended 
leg of migration. The need to increase fat 
loads requires more foraging time and a 
longer stopover for refueling migrants (Yong 
and Moore 1997). A number of native fruit 
species ripen in late summer and early fall 
and become available, just before the onset of, 
or during the, southbound migration of many 
facultatively frugivorous birds (Baird 1980). 

So what happens when a thicket of native 
viburnum is swallowed up by an explosion of 
Oriental Bittersweet? kow in fat hence the 

winter-long persistence of the fruit--do some 
of these exotic food sources fail to provide the 
calories needed to produce the necessary fat 
reserves? What if the preponderance of inva- 
sive plants were reducing the amount of na- 
tive, lipid-rich fruit (an oversimplification for 
sake of argument here; some invasive plants 
are high in lipids, some native fruits are not, 
of course) and essentially preventing a bird 
from migrating? Stopover ecology studies 
show us that birds work to gain sufficient 
weight before leaving. Fruit is a critical aspect 
of a migrant's diet, as it provides the calories 
needed to store fat for the energetic demands 
of migration (Parrish 1997). What if they 
can't pack on the pounds (well, grams)? A 
Gray Catbird landing one dawn in a thicket of 
invasives may not be able to leave, even if it 
wanted to. What if certain invasives were in 

fact causing birds to stop migrating? Call it a 
"Couch Potato Effect." Maybe the reverse-mi- 

grant Yellow-breasted Chat, lingering Gray 
Catbird, or pioneering Ruby-crowned Kinglet 
simply cannot leave? At the very least, low- 
quality food would likely decrease survival 
during migration. Yong and Moore (1997) 
write: "As stopover habitat is transformed or 
degraded, the cost of migration increases, and 
the likelihood of successful migration is jeop- 
ardized. High-quality stopover areas probably 
are especially critical before and after mi- 
grants cross ecological barriers." How do in- 
vasive plants affect the utility of such 
stopover locations, such as the thickets of 
eastern Massachusetts? 

Biodiversity and the Big Picture 
Bird communities of residential and urban ar- 

eas contain higher densities of birds than out- 
lying natural areas, according to Bessinger 
and Osborne (1982), whose study in ONo 
found a 6:1 ratio of non-native to native trees 

and shrubs in an urban setting resulted in 1 3 
times the amount of birds when compared to 
a nearby forest. Nearly half of these birds, 
however, were European Starlings and House 
Sparrows. In fact, the six most abundant 
species in urban sites composed 78% of the 
individuals and 83.5% of the avian biomass 

Meanwhile, the six most abundant species •n 
wooded areas were found to account for only 
45.8% of the individuals and 21% of the avian 

biomass. They concluded that "dominance by 
a few species that can rapidly colonize and re- 
produce in artificial habitats is characterisuc 
of urban bird communities in North Amen- 

ca." In fact, they found a 28% decline m 
species richness in urban areas. Yes, House 
Sparrow flocks act as wonderful magnets for 
wayward Dickcissels, but is such a tremen- 
dous increase in this invasive bird really good 
for birding? Is the reduction in bird bitdiver- 
sity linked to the reduction in plant bitdiver- 
sity as well? 

Thinking back to our eastern Massachu- 
setts example, we recall that many of these 
thickets are becoming frighteningly low on 
plant bitdiversity Ecology 101 teaches us 
that bitdiversity is good. Bitdiversity is •n 
short supply in these thickets, and the addi- 
tion of a vagrant here, a half-hardy there, and 
the colonization by one or two other bird 
species hardly seems to make up for virtual 
monocultures of foreign vegetation. This may 
be good for a few bird species--and for a few 
misguided individuals of other species. How- 
ever, what is the ecological cost? What 
species no longer find valuable resources in 
these thickets? Are they able to adapt? If not, 
are they declining or just moving elsewhere* 
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In other words, what is the long-term impact 
on bird biodiversity--the very engine that 
moves the pastime of birding? Introduced 
species are a threat to overall biodiversity: one 
of the few facts we can ascertain in all of this 

thinking-out-loud. Therefore, we cannot con- 
s•der the addition of one new food source to 

be either good or bad on its own right. We 
must consider the broader ramifications. 

Invasive plants, whether they produce fruit 
or not, have replaced native species. Those re- 
placed native species, whether in disturbed ar- 
eas or not, have a role to play, a niche to fill, in 
the ecosystem. What niches are no longer 
filled now that the biodiversity of a specific 
habitat has been much reduced? What birds 

depended on food sources provided only by 
the now-absent native? How is the ecosystem 
affected? There is significant evidence that 
links invasive plants to a range of problems, 
from impeding the progress of forest succes- 
sion to short-circuiting a healthy food chain. 
For instance, there are numerous examples of 
invasive plants that have altered communities 
of insects, which can exert a strong, negative 
effect on insectivores (Reichard et al. 2001); 
and invasive grasses are wreaking havoc on 
blodiversity from the Great Basin to the South- 
east, limiting the diversity of native food 
sources for birds, while increasing the frequen- 
cy and severity of fires (,John Sterling, pets. 
comm.). Examples are nearly uncountable. 

What would happen if the crop of Oriental 
Bittersweet, for example, were to fail one sea- 
son for some unknown reason (although, 
with this plant, that does seem unlikely!)? 
Has this, or any other invasive species that we 
have discussed, become such a large percent- 
age of the biomass that its failure would doom 
hundreds of birds? Would Gray Catbirds, for 
whatever reason (lingering, tardy, pioneer, 
etc.) in the thickets of eastern Massachusetts 
just drop dead one cold November day? That 
seems unlikely, but if the invasive plants are 
so important for birds, why wouldn't their 
failure be as catastrophic as their success has 
been considered at least partly beneficial? 

For many of us who live and bird in semi- 
urban environments, we must confront some 
rather grim realities. Our last patches of bird- 
able habitat may not be "good" for birds in 
the big picture, but they're some of the last 
nearby green spaces left that produce birds we 
can enjoy. We find it impossible to argue that 
a new parking lot is more valuable than the 
last stand of vegetation, no matter how non- 
native. The only port in a storm is better than 
no port at all. So when invasive plants are 
used as an excuse for further development in 

already developed areas--such as when de- 
velopers are allowed to plow under more and 
more acres of the already drastically reduced 
Hackensack Meadowlands of New Jersey be- 
cause its only Phragmites!--we lose more and 
more ground in our effort to preserve whatev- 
er we can for birds. In the case of the thickets 

of eastern Massachusetts, it seems impossible 
to argue that we should build another 
Dunkin' Donuts in the last undeveloped 
patch of habitat, just because it's "only buck- 
thorn"! A more pressing, and problematic, 
question is whether we should replace the 
buckthorn with something native. 

Earlier, we discussed the Gray Catbird that 
overwintered last year in Portland, Maine. As- 
suming that bird successfully fledged young, 
and there was a genetic or "learned" trait that 
caused this bird not to migrate, then it would, 
in theory, be possible to develop into its own 
population--especially in the light of climate 
change. Well, we can throw that hypothesis 
out the window in this case, as Dumetella car- 
olinensis dragonfieldensis did not survive--no 
Gray Catbirds were seen at this area after ear- 
ly October of this year. But what if it had? The 
sumac, Multiflora Rose, and Oriental Bitter- 
sweet that it consumed would not be present 
when a wandering flock of Bohemian or 
Cedar Waxwings arrived. 'In early March in 
Maine, persistent fruits such as Staghorn 
Sumac and rose hips feed and fuel early re- 
turning facultativ e migrants, such as Ameri- 
can Robins and Eastern Bluebirds. Therefore, 
there is a cost to other species associated with 
the fruit consumption by this catbird a bird 
that is "not supposed" to be there. 

There are surely many other costs, hypo- 
thetical and real, associated with invasive 
plants, some of them quite complex. Many of 
the invasive plants that provide fruits for 
birds are spread by birds--one of the reasons 
that they're so invasive. Simply put, birds 
spread fruit seeds faster and farther than do 
other vectors (Drummond 2005, Reichard et 
al. 2001). Larger quantities of fruit, higher 
germination rates, and widespread dispersal 
by birds all compound this issue. These 
plants become established in new areas, even 
new regions. A species that has become inva- 
sive in one region is significandy more likely 
to become invasive elsewhere, and dispersal 
by birds is one factor that can facilitate that 
(Herr0n et al., in ms.). Oriental Bittersweet, 
for example, does not usually become estab- 
lished in unbroken, mature forest. However, 
fragmentation and disturbance of this and 
other habitats allows these species to take 
root, survive, and sometimes flourish. At a 

local park in Yarmouth, Maine, Oriental B•t- 
tersweet has established itself on a sunny 
riverside slope (a natural "edge"). The tangle 
has progressed rapidly, engulfing tree after 
tree, steadily marching into the deeper 
woods. While Bayview Preserve is hardly an 
undisturbed old growth forest, it is home to 
mature woodland species such as Red-eyed 
Vireos and Ovenbirds. As the edge marches 
inward, so do such edge-loving and poten- 
tially problematic species such as Brown- 
headed Cowbirds. Opposite the river, the dm- 
turbed habitat of suburban yards hosts a 
number of invasive plants, such as bitter- 
sweet. If a local resident had controlled a 

patch of bittersweet there, would that seed 
have been available to be carried across the 

river in the droppings of a local robin• 
(Again, this is an oversimplification--the 
seeds are often carried much farther.) A little 
farther south, Oriental Bittersweet is over- 
whelming the native vegetation of a critically 
important nesting island. Tangles of bitter- 
sweet are encroaching onto the sandy beach- 
es where colonies of Roseate Terns and Least 

Terns make their home. Meanwhile, bitter- 
sweet is crawling over the stunted canopy, 
rendering parts of the woods impenetrable 
and useless for the wading birds that breed 
here--including the northernmost breeding 
Glossy Ibis and Little Blue Herons on the East 
Coast. While vines are mostly edge species, 
invasive shrubs are often successful in sec- 

ondary forest conditions, and some species of 
invasive trees have successfully penetrated 
mature forests (Herron et al., in ms.), so few 
habitats are truly safe from the potential im- 
pacts of invasive species. 

And this may be the most pressing question 
we raise here: Does our tolerance of invasive 

plants in the few urbanized locations where 
they might seem "good for birding" contribute 
to the threat that invasive plants pose to b•o- 
diversity? Thk purpose of a plant spending •ts 
energy in making fleshy fruits is to attract 
birds to eat them in order to disperse their 
seeds far and wide, encouraging rapid range 
expansions (Lafieur 2006). We must then also 
consider the possibility that if our native birds 
are indeed "choosing" the invasive plants over 
native fruits, the native fieshy-fruited plants 
may be outcompeted for dispersal services 
(Lafieur 2006), further impacting biodiversity, 
and greatly impacting the potential food sup- 
plies offered by many native fruiting plants 
Moreover, large quantities of fruit are also 
feeding species that may themselves directly 
or indirectly impact native birds. European 
Starlings are invasive birds that will feed read- 
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fly on many species of invasive plants, espe- 
cially Oriental Bittersweet. In fact, 84% of 
seeds collected from starling fecal samples 
were from this species (Lafieur 2006). Lafleur 
(2006) also demonstrated that the starling is 
likely to adopt a novel food more quickly than 
robins when no other choices are present, as is 
the case with many generalist foragers (Re- 
lchard 2001). European Starling populations 
could well be strengthened by the fruit of in- 
vasive plants as well, to the point that they 
further outcompete native secondary cavity 
nesters (see Renne et al. 2002, Bessinger and 
Osborne 1982). And what about Eastern 
Chipmunks and Red Squirrels? Both of these 
cntters will feed on the nests and nestlings of 
birds, at least on occasion. Is the supplemen- 
tal food provided by invasive plants augment- 
lng their survival as well, which, come spring, 
will add more nest-predation pressures for na- 
tive songbirds? 

Let us not also forget the significant and 
well-documented economic cost of invasive 

plants. For example, $34 billion are lost or 
spent annually in the United States to control 
"noxious weeds"--and an estimated $137 bil- 

lion against "non-indigenous plants, birds, 
reptiles, fish, arthropods, mollusks, and 
crobes" (Pimental et al. 2000). "Invasive 
species are the second leading cause--after 
habitat 1oss•of species being listed as endan- 
gered or threatened, and infest more than tOO 
million acres across the United States," ac- 
cording to Loft Williams of the National Inva- 
sive Species Council (<http://www. weed 
center. org/inv_plant_info/impacts.html>). 
Meanwhile, invasive plants infest an addition- 
al 700,000 hectares of wildlife habitat each 
year (Babbitt 1998), and many of the worst 
invasive plants are thought to be bird dis- 
persed (Cronk and Fuller 1995). Invasive 
plants can also alter nutrient and even hydro- 
logic cycles, and change the frequency and in- 
tensity of fires (Reichard et al. 2001). Worth a 
few more Gray Catbirds on New England 
Christmas counts? 

Parting thoughts 
Though we are not plant ecologists or avian 
nutritionists--and so often offer our thoughts 
m question form here--we do, like the readers 
of this journal, spend a fair amount of time 
birding, and in our lives, we've seen stark 
changes in the distribution of numerous 
species, both of birds and plants. We know 
that birds, sometimes in large numbers, move 
into a new area to take advantage of a food re- 
source. It is hard to imagine that frugivores 
wouldn't expand their range and grow their 

populations in response to a "new" source of 
food. However, questions regarding the nutri- 
tional value of some of these species, the over- 
whelming of important native food sources, in- 
creases in potential nest predators or competi- 
tors, and so on should cause us to pause before 
suggesting that invasive plants are "good for 
birds." (The editor of this journal, in fact, ad- 
mits to having planted Variegated Poreelain- 
berry in his Virginia garden after witnessing a 
host of late-autumn vagrants foraging on the 
berries at Cape May, New Jersey. He has since, 
however, removed the invasive vine!) Further- 
more, other variables, such as forest fragmen- 
tation, suburbanization and other develop- 
ment, and climate change certainly play a larg- 
er role in affecting the distribution of birds. 
How significant are these issues when com- 
pared to the addition of a non-na•e abun- 
dance of food? Would there be Carolina Wrens 
and Hermit Thrushes in the thickets of eastern 

Massachusetts nowadays, even without buck- 
thorn, bittersweet, and their ilk? After all, 
there are Northern Cardinals, Red-bellied 
Woodpeckers, and Tufted Titmice here now. 

We had hoped to offer strong conclusions 
on these and related questions. Unfortunately, 
hard facts have proved difficult to come by. 
Few studies have been conducted on the ques- 
tion of whether or not invasive plants are, in 
fact, good for birds. Rigorously quantified 
studies on the matter are scarce, as Reichard et 
al. (2001) emphasize. Christmas Bird 
Counts•with their numerous inherent and 

sometimes untestable variables•seem to fur- 

nish the only real, if indirect and incomplete, 
evidence to support the theory that invasive 
plants at the very least keep lingering half- 
hardies alive long enough to be discovered. 
However, for the most part, we are left to piece 
together anecdotes and other tidbits to draw 
conclusions. We will never return eastern Mas- 

sachusetts to a "pristine" or "natural" (whatev- 
er that means) state. Does that mean we don't 
try? Do we resign ourselves to celebrating the 
questionable virtues of bittersweet? 

There are several observations that bear re- 

peating here. First, increasing urbanization 
will accelerate the proliferation of invasive 
plants, and continued introduction of new 
species by the horticultural trade will almost 
certainly compound the problem (Reichard et 
al. 2001). Climate change will continue to af- 
fect the changing ranges of both birds and 
plants. Invasive plants will continue to spread 
rapidly, even with control measures. So, at the 
very least, we should increase our awareness 
of these various relationships (Reichard et al. 
2001) and document the associations we ob- 

serve on our local patches. Absolute conclu- 
sions may be elusive---even more than usual 
in a column that invariably raises more ques- 
tions than it answers. But a little food for 

thought, outside the usual fare of this essay, 
will perhaps bring us to think on these mat- 
ters again, when next we see a frosty catbird 
in a New England bramble--or an Audubon's 
Oriole in an Indiana backyard. 
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