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Owls of the Eastern Ice: A Quest to Find and Save 
the World’s Largest Owl.  Jonathan C. Slaght.  2020.  
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, N Y..  349 pp.  jslaght@
fishowls.org.

  In an often lyrical and continually fascinating narrative, 
an ornithological adventure unfolds on the other side 
of the Pacific as Slaght learns about Blakiston’s Fish 
Owl (Bubo blakistoni).  The author spends years in 
“a remote corner of the world, not far from where 
Russia, China, and North Korea meet in a tangle of 
mountains and barbed wire”.  He is an American grad 
student from Minnesota, speaking fluent Russian and 
meeting fascinating characters (human and bird) in 
this remote and rugged coast of the Russian Far East.  
His first encounter was one day on a hike, as he and 
a companion flushed an owl, that was “the size of an 
eagle, but fluffier and more portly … it seemed almost 
too big and too comical to be a real bird, as if someone 
had hastily glued fistfuls of feathers to a yearling 
bear, then propped the dazed beast in the tree”.   He 
goes on to tell a tale in similar, entertaining fashion, 
portraying a young man that most bird-banders would 
recognize, one who is struggling to do his PhD.  He 
tells about his and his Russian colleagues’ adventures, 
and occasional misadventures, capturing, marking 
and putting transmitters on a most enigmatic creature.  
Over the course of several years, they track birds as 
these highly specialized owls feed almost exclusively 
on salmon, up and down frigid streams and rivers.  The 
owl is often seen hunched over, walking along forested 
streams peering comically into the water.  This is going 
to be a classic tale and its narrator, and perhaps hero, 
is a keen observer.  All of you will find it fascinating.  
Get this book and prepare yourself for an enjoyable sit 

A female Blakiston’s Fish Owl, alert and with ear tufts 
erect, is about to flush upon Jonathan Slaght’s approach 
in March 2008.  Photograph © Jonathan C. Slaght.

Book Review

Identification, molts, plumage, weights, and 
measurements
Evidence of intergradation within the Golden-
cheeked Woodpecker.  Desmond Sieburth, Devon 
A. DeRaad, and James M. Maley1.  2018.  Western 
Birds 49:285-288.  https://doi.org/10.21199/
WB49.4.8.  1jmaley@oxy.edu.
 Ah, intergradation of woodpecker subspecies 
… makes me think of the Northern Flicker (Colaptes 
auratus), with two distinct subspecies and a broad 
zone of contact.  The Golden-cheeked Woodpecker 
(Melanerpes chrysogenys) is endemic to the Pacific 
slopes of Mexico, and has two subspecies, the 
reddish-naped M. c. chrysogenys and the yellow-
naped M. c. flavinuchus.  The authors examined 
172 specimens, all from museums in California.  
Males are larger than females, and there were 
significant differences in wing chord and culmen 
length between females of the two subspecies, but 
only in wing chord for males.  They found that 19 
specimens from the contact zone near San Blas, 

down next to a warm stove, learning about bird-
banding on the other side of the big pond! In a real 
winter!  For a preview look at: https://youtu.be/
ya03ZyRD5M8.   CJR
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Nayarit province were phenotypically intermediate 
in nape color.  While they did detect differences 
for five of 463 base pairs when they analyzed 
mitochondrial gene sequences for two individuals 
from each subspecies, they do not strong evidence 
for genetic divergence.   CMS
Equipment, techniques, and station reports

Tape lures swell by catch on a Mediterranean 
island harbouring illegal bird trapping.  Matteo 
Sebastianelli, Georgios Savva, Michaella Moysi, 
and Alexander N.G. Kirschel1.  2020.  Biology 
Letters 16:20200458.  http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/
rsbl.2020.0458.  1kirschel@ucy.ac.cy.
 Trapping of birds for food is a large 
problem around the Mediterranean, particularly 
at important stopover sites such as the island of 
Cyprus, where millions of migrant and resident 
birds are killed each year.  Of over 200 species 
involved, nearly half are listed as conservation 
priority species.  While the practice is widely 
condemned and illegal, local authorities doubt the 
accuracy of estimates of mortality and its impact 
on species (and presumably are loathe to act).  
The authors wanted to contribute to conservation 
by estimating the effectiveness of song playback 
(audio lure), which is widely used by poachers, 
on the numbers of target and nontarget species.  
They used songs of the migrant Eurasian Blackcap 
(Sylvia atricapilla) and the resident Sardinian 
Warbler (S. melanocephala), both of these use 
vocalizations for conspecific and heterospecific 
interactions.  During each mist netting session, they 
used playback of one species only continuously 
for one hour, and no playback at control nets 100 
m away, then swapped control and experimental 
nets the following session.  As shown by other 
studies (including two recent papers in NABB), 
significantly more birds were captured in audio 
lure nets than in control nets, but numbers vary by 
species and season, with Blackcaps in this study 
being attracted to both conspecific and Sardinian 
Warbler recordings in the autumn, but not in 
spring or summer, while the latter species had 
higher attraction only to conspecific recordings.  
Interestingly, they also captured more non-target 
species in the audio lure nets than in the control 
nets.  While the authors are able to recommend that 

eliminating the use of audio lures could reduce the 
slaughter, this seems like a situation where cultural 
change is needed, not only scientific proof.  CMS
The elevated mist net frame: A robust and 
versatile maneuverable design for capturing 
upper strata birds.  Lars H. Holbech.  2020.  
Methods in Ecology and Evolution 11:1086-1091.  
University of Ghana, Accra, Ghana.  l.holbech@
gmail.com
 Regular mist-netting, at the ground level, 
usually has an underrepresentation of captures 
of higher-strata birds.  Several constructions of 
elevated mist-nets have been devised to aid in a 
better sampling of the bird community, each with 
its limitations in operability or production.  Rope 
and pulley systems are advantageous by requiring 
few materials, but are hard to set up and operate 
in several common conditions found on the field.  
In this article, the author presents an improved 
adaptation of the rope-and-pulley system, which 
uses a frame to support the mist net tension 
and facilitates its operation.  Even though the 
described system is heavier than the regular one, 
the required workforce and time for setup are the 
same.  Its advantages to the traditional elevated 
mist-net methods include the capacity to be set 
up in higher and different heights, and the smaller 
space necessary for operation and maneuvering.  
PVM
North American banding results

Not singing in the rain: linking migratory 
songbird declines with increasing precipitation 
and brood parasitism vulnerability.  Kristen 
M. Rosamond, Sandra Goded, Alaaeldin 
Soultan, Rachel H. Kaplan, Alex Glass, Daniel 
H. Kim, and Nico Arcilla1.  2020.  Frontiers in 
Ecology and Evolution 8:536769.  https://doi.
org/10.3389/fevo.2020.536769.  International 
Bird Conservation Partnership, Monterey, CA, 
USA.  1nico.arcilla@aya.yale.edu.

Dickcissels (Spiza americana) are 
obligate grassland specialists that are sensitive to 
precipitation and temperature patterns throughout 
their annual cycle (breeding on the Great Plains of 
North America and wintering mainly in Venezuela).  
They are also highly vulnerable to Brown-headed 
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Cowbird (Molothrus ater) parasitism.  In this 
interesting use of capture and banding data, the 
authors investigated whether the two species’ 
abundance and productivity changed in relation 
to changes in weather (especially an increasing 
number of heavy precipitation days) during nine 
years between 2002 and 2019 in Nebraska’s Platte 
River Valley.  They modelled mark-recapture 
data from 17 Monitoring Avian Productivity 
Stations with weather and climate parameters 
derived from National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration data, as well as seven site-
specific habitat and land management parameters.  
Adult Dickcissel abundance decreased with 
increasing June precipitation while adult cowbird 
abundance increased, likely leading to increased 
parasitism pressure.  Both Dickcissel and cowbird 
productivity increased with increasing June-July 
precipitation, meaning that increasing numbers 
of cowbirds were being raised by grassland hosts, 
including Dickcissels.  Dickcissel adult abundance 
correlated strongly with time since grazing and 
haying, reflecting their preference for breeding in 
sites with tall, dense grasses and scattered forbs.  
Overall capture rates for Dickcissel were similar 
in remnant and restored grasslands, while cowbird 
capture rates were higher in remnant grasslands, 
putting additional pressure on Dickcissels.  While 
higher numbers of Dickcissel juveniles are 
encouraging, increasing parasitism pressure from 
cowbirds under predicted future wetter conditions 
may not be sufficient to offset declining adult 
Dickcissel abundance, leading to further declines.  
Adaptive management practices for conservation 
that incorporate habitat heterogeneity will go some 
ways to helping maintain these populations.  CMS

Seasonal and Sex-Biased Survival of Adult 
Interior Western Screech-Owls (Megascops 
kennicottii macfarlanei) in Southeast British 
Columbia.  Doris Hausleitner1, Jakob Dulisse, 
and Irene Manley  2015. Northwestern 
Naturalist96(3):205-211.doi:http://dx.doi.
org/10.1898/1051-1733-96.3.205.
Selkirk College, Castlegar, BC, Canada.  
1dorishaus@shaw.ca. 
 The authors captured owls using a mist net 
using playbacks of owl vocalizations, and a stuffed 

decoy with fishing bells attached to the net.  They 
also used a bal-chatri trap with domestic mouse in 
11 of 19 caught.  Birds recaptured with transmitters 
put on weight!  This subspecies has been assessed 
as a species at risk primarily as a result of loss and 
degradation of low-elevation riparian habitat.  They 
did a good job and  analyzed annual survival of 19 
radio-tagged adult owls from 2009 through 2013 
using known-fate models.  The best approximating 
models suggested that female annual survival 
(28%) was substantially lower than male survival 
(at 83% !).  Owl survival was lowest prior to 
incubation and during brood rearing, times when 
owls are most vocal. Mortality was attributed to 
avian predation and road mortality.  Management 
practices to preserve habitat during the critical 
breeding period are an important finding of this 
banding study.  CJR

Noise, avian abundance, and productivity at 
banding stations across the continental United 
States.  Amber M.B. Ng, Michael L. Pontius, 
Stacy L. De Ruiter, and Darren S. Proppe1.  2020.  
Avian Conservation and Ecology 15(2):4.  https://
doi.org/10.5751/ACE-01633-150204.  
Calvin University, Grand Rapids, MI, USA.  
1dproppe@stedwards.edu.
 Increasing levels of anthropogenic noise 
may impact avian populations at many levels because 
birds rely heavily on acoustic communication.  
While many studies focus on the local scale, this 
continental-scale study assessed the relationship 
of noise with abundance (number of adults 
captured per 600 net hours) and productivity (ratio 
of juveniles to adults captured) data of 72 species 
at hundreds of Monitoring Avian Productivity 
Stations.  The authors used two datasets (a US 
National Park Service geospatial sound model, 
and US Geological Survey land cover maps for 
urbanization) to produce a spatially explicit model 
of weighted mean noise levels within 1 km of each 
of the banding stations.  Changes in bird abundance 
in relation to noise levels were detected in 54.2% 
of the species, distributed approximately equally 
between negative and positive correlations, which 
was similar to that detected in localized studies 
(58.8%).  Changes in productivity were detected 
in 44.2% of the species in the continental study, as 
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compared to 75.0% of localized studies detecting 
change.  Of the 20 species that became less 
common as mean noise levels increased, 18 also 
showed reduced productivity.  
 The authors discuss why productivity 
may be different at different scales, and why the 
relationship with noise of one parameter may 
not predict the direction of the other.  There are 
numerous supplementary data provided, including 
the regional studies referenced, best abundance and 
productivity models and model selection tables for 
all species, measurement error models, and R code 
for these and noise models.  While there are some 
incongruent results between continental and local 
scale studies regarding impact of noise levels, 
best management practices for individual species 
or a collection of species should combine many 
demographic measurements from multiple scales.  
Proximity to population centers means easier 
access and more volunteers for banding stations, 
but many NABB readers may already be noticing 
noise impacts.  CMS

Spring migration of Blackpoll Warblers across 
North America.  Kristen M. Covino1, Sara R. 
Morris, Mark Shieldcastle, and Philip D. Taylor.  
2020.  Avian Conservation and Ecology 15(1):17.  
https://doi.org/10.5751/ACE-01577-150117.  
Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, CA, 
USA.  1kristen.covino@lmu.edu.
 The Blackpoll Warbler (Setophaga striata) 
may be best studied and known for its herculean 
transoceanic fall migration.  The authors looked at 
the less-studied spring migration of this Neotropical 
migrant.  This warbler winters in northern South 
America and breeds in the boreal forest across 
the northern latitudes of North America.  Using 
banding data from 28 long-term banding stations 
across North America from Alaska to Maine and 
Florida, spanning 58 years of work, they combined 
and analyzed the spring banding records of over 
15,000 birds.
 The authors found that blackpolls have 
been migrating earlier (about 0.5 days/decade) 
over the close to 60 years of banding records, with 
the shift occurring over the entire spring migratory 
season.  Males depart earlier in the spring than 
females (that the authors refer to as “protandrous 

migration”), yet females tend to migrate faster 
than males.  Although the species is considered 
monotypic, there appears to be differences 
between the eastern and western populations.  
The authors also found that birds migrate earlier 
west of 85° longitude, as compared to east of 85° 
(approximately the Alabama-Georgia state line), 
and this difference becomes more pronounced 
later in the migration period, indicating western 
birds are migrating faster.  This is not unexpected 
as western birds have to fly further to reach their 
breeding grounds.  
 Besides providing a better understanding 
of the spring migration of Blackpoll Warblers, 
the paper illustrates the importance of long term 
banding stations.  Although stations could be in 
operation for longer periods, the authors typically 
used approximately 20 years of data from a typical 
station.  The stations collectively provided the 58 
overlapping years of operation to generate the 
15,000 banded birds used in this study.  WHS

Evidence of postbreeding prospecting in a long-
distance migrant.  Max Ciaglo1, Ross Calhoun, 
Scott W. Yanco, Michael B. Wunder, Craig A. 
Stricker, and Brian D. Linkhart.  2020.  Ecology and 
Evolution 11:599–611.  https://doi.org/10.1002/
ece3.7085.  Colorado College, Colorado Springs, 
CO, USA.  1max.ciaglo@gmail.com.
 The authors define prospecting as “any 
movement of an organism outside its breeding area 
or home range but within habitat that is potentially 
suitable for occupancy.”  In this paper they 
investigated the post-breeding season movements 
of 216 (161 hatch year, HY, and 44 after hatch year, 
AHY) Flammulated Owls (Psiloscops flammeolus) 
in central Colorado from 2013 to 2016, using a 
combination of stable isotope analysis and band 
recaptures.  They found that the majority of owls 
captured were of local origin and that HY (and 
some AHY) owls do explore new habitats in the 
fall for possible occupancy in subsequent breeding 
seasons.  Fall is likely a better time than spring 
for prospecting, as timing of arrival in the spring 
may constrain prospecting, and there are higher 
energetic demands during the breeding season that 
may preclude prospecting.  For HY birds, fall is 
their first opportunity to gain information about 
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breeding habitat and may also provide navigational 
targets for returning in the spring.  The authors do 
not touch on potential differential attraction (age 
and/or sex) to the fall male territorial audio lure 
calls used to attract birds for capture, and potential 
impacts on their results.  A radio telemetry study 
might provide less biased movement patterns.  
CMS
Northern Pygmy-Owl predation on an adult 
California Quail.  Mitchel D. Bosma, Hayley H. 
Ross, and Robert B. Douglas1.  2020.  Western Birds 
51:65-67.  Strix Wildlife Consulting, Boonville, 
CA, USA.  doi 10.211199/WB51.1.6.  1rdouglas@
humboldt.edu.
 One of the thrills of field work is the 
opportunistic direct observation of rare and 
unusual events.  Here the authors happened upon 
predation by a Northern Pygmy-Owl (Glaucidium 
gnoma).   Actual predation is a rare enough event 
to observe, but here it was a Northern Pygmy-
Owl predating on a prey item much larger than 
itself.  While visiting a Northern Spotted Owl 
(Strix occidentalis caurina) territory in a Douglas-
Fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) forest in Mendocino 
County, California, the authors came upon a 
Pygmy-Owl feeding on an adult male California 
Quail (Callipepla californica).  The carcass was 
warm and flexible, indicating a very recent kill.  
The carcass was clean and virtually undamaged, 
except for being headless.  The head was nearby 
and stripped of its flesh.  
 The authors did not weigh or take the prey 
item, but the literature indicates that adults of both 
sexes weigh in excess of 180 g.  By comparison, 
Northern Pygmy-Owls are one-third the weight, 
having an average weight of 64.5 g.  Northern 
Pygmy-Owls have been documented feeding on 
other members of the family Odontophoridae.  As 
it is not clear if quails are a regular part of this owl 
species’ diet, or this is simply a chance moment, 
such observations need to be documented.  WHS
Satellite tracking reveals age and origin 
differences in migration ecology of two 
populations of Broad-winged Hawks (Buteo 
platypterus).  Rebecca A. McCabe1, Laurie J. 
Goodrich, David R. Barber, Terry L. Master, Jesse 

L. Watson, Erin M. Bayne, Autumn-Lynn Harrison, 
Peter P. Marra, and Keith L. Bildstein.  2020.  
Wilson Journal of Ornithology 132:1-14.  Hawk 
Mountain Sanctuary Association, Orwigsburg, PA, 
USA.  1rebeccamccabe2@gmail.com.
 The increasing use of various electronic 
tracking devices, while still expensive and 
beyond the reach of many bird banding stations 
and individuals, is revealing greater detail 
about migration and connectivity of many bird 
species.  This study tagged and tracked 14 Broad-
winged Hawks from two breeding populations; 
three juveniles and eight adult females from 
Pennsylvania and three adults (one male, two 
females) from Alberta. This small sample size 
showed that the Alberta birds traveled on average 
farther and wintered in Suriname, Venezuela, and 
Bolivia, while the Pennsylvania adults wintered 
in Nicaragua, Brazil, Peru, and Colombia.  The 
juveniles started migration slightly earlier and had 
fewer and shorter stopovers during migration than 
the adults.  Additional studies with many more 
tagged individuals could help tease out how much 
overlap or distinctness there might be between 
these two breeding populations, as well as any 
differences between age and sex classes.  ATC
Fall migration of radio-tagged Broad-winged 
Hawks (Buteo platypterus) in California.  Phillip 
J. Capitolo1, Lynn J. Jesus, Alan B. Harper, Allen 
M. Fish, and Angus C. Hull.  2020.  Wilson 
Journal of Ornithology 132:15-21.  Golden Gate 
Raptor Observatory, Sausalito, CA, USA.  1phil.
capitolo@gmail.com.
 Far fewer Broad-winged Hawks migrate 
along the Pacific coast than through eastern 
flyways, and the breeding and wintering grounds 
of this population is relatively unknown. This 
study tagged 5 Broad-winged Hawks at the Marin 
Headlands near San Francisco, California, with 
the researchers tracking them, following by car, as 
they moved south from the tagging site. One hawk 
died within 2-3 days in the local area where it was 
tagged, and the other 4 flew into northern Baja 
California, Mexico, in 4-6 days with no stopovers, 
and 11 overnight roosts identified. The detailed 
flight paths and daily strategies discovered will 
help inform management decisions about potential 
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renewable energy facilities in the region. Some 
newer electronic tracking technologies show 
promise for reducing the limitations of some 
current equipment, with some reduction in cost to 
allow larger sample sizes in studies, but are still 
financially and logistically out of reach for many 
researchers.  ATC

Use of discrete molting grounds by migrant 
passerines undergoing prebasic molt in 
southern Quebec. James H. Junda1, Simon Duval, 
and Marcel A. Gabhauer.  2020.  Wilson Journal of 
Ornithology 132:72-82. McGill Bird Observatory, 
Sainte-Anne-de-Bellevue, QC, Canada.  1james.
junda@gmail.com.
 Long-term migration monitoring banding 
locations have opportunities to uncover broader 
patterns of life history information for many bird 
species.  This study, at the McGill Bird Observatory 
in Montreal, Quebec during fall migration in 2013 
and 2015, documented frequent flight feather molt 
in adult Swainson’s Thrushes (Catharus ustulatus), 
Tennessee Warblers (Oreothlypis peregrina), 
Nashville Warblers (Leiothlypis ruficapilla), and 
Yellow-rumped Warblers (Setophaga coronata), all 
of which are nonresident at this site.  The arrival of 
these molting adults was earlier than non-molting 
adults and hatch-years, and their stopovers were 
on average eight times longer.  The molt of three 
species, Swainson’s Thrush, Nashville Warbler, 
and Tennessee Warbler, were documented as 
spanning the full cycle of their molt, suggesting 
that they were using different locations for molting 
than they were for breeding.  They also noted some 
sex-based differences in the number of individuals 
in active flight feather molt at their site.
 Although not explicitly studied, and it was 
only hinted at briefly in their paper, Morris et al. 
(2013) [ Wilson Journal of Ornithology 125:70-78, 
also cited within the current paper] suggested that 
Tennessee Warblers were using a southwestern 
Michigan site differently than other warbler 
species that was consistent with molt migration, 
with some adults captured there in active wing 
molt.  At a migration monitoring banding site in 
southeastern Michigan, molting adults of purely 
migrant species have almost never been detected 
in ~25 years of operation there (pers. obs.), though 

more study would help clarify this.  The current 
study helps to point out what fairly simple efforts 
to document various aspects of the life history of 
migrants, including molt strategies, can elucidate.  
More sites should collect this type of data as 
molt migration is still very poorly understood, 
especially in eastern North America.  ATC

Non-North American Banding Results

Migratory and visiting birds in a maize field 
near Giessen, Germany in summer and autumn.  
Thomas Gottschalk1 and László Kövér. 2016. 
Vogelwarte 54:1-14.  (in German with English 
abstract, and figure and table captions).   University 
of Applied Forest Sciences, Rottenburg am Neckar, 
Germany.  1gottschalk@hs-rottenburg.de
 Several census studies have shown that 
maize (corn) fields are of minor importance 
for breeding birds.  Their value was essentially 
unknown during summer and autumn when the 
maize makes detection difficult.  The authors used 
15 mist-nets in a dense field of maize over 44 
days between July and October 2012.    In total, 
1,019 birds of 35 species were netted.  The most 
frequently-caught birds were Blue Tit (Cyanistes 
caeruleus), Tree Sparrow (Passer montanus) and 
Reed Warbler (Acrocephalus scirpaceus).  The 
number of all caught birds showed significant 
differences between mist net positions and within 
the vertical height of the nets.  Individuals of 14 
species have been recaptured after a median of 
six days, suggesting that they used the maize field 
for a significant amount of time.  Capture rates 
remained almost constant until August followed 
by an increase of migrants in the beginning of 
October.  Although capture rates in maize were 
lower compared to reed beds and different wooded 
areas, the number of birds caught implies that a high 
number of bird species find sufficient resources in 
maize during summer and autumn.  CJR


