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LOOK AT ALL THOSE BIRDS!

Estimating flock size
for the Christmas bird counter
by Larry Allen

W

hen I inherited the compiler's
duties for the Malibu Christmas Bird Count in 1991,
count instructions from prior years
included the statement "...remember that
estimates of the size of large bird flocks
are often 20-50% too low." I have been

faithfully reproducing this statement in
my count instructions for the last eight
years.
But is this true? How do we know?
And if true, how may we better estimate
the size of bird flocks to obtain estimates
closer to the real number?

The acceptance of this statement as
a truism seems to be so widespread that
a 1981 article on the subject of improving Christmas Bird Counts gave no supporting references for it (Arbib 1981).
There is also some evidence in the psychology literature that "perceived

remember what comes next
when the series reaches 18 or
so. An easier way is to count
the threes as cardinals (one
group, two groups...) and then
multiply by three when you
are done.

Counting Groups

numerosity" is less for randomly
arranged items than for the same set in a
regular array (Ginsburg 1976).
However, most of the supporting
evidence seems to be anecdotal. It is certainly true in my case that if I carefully
count a flock at whose size I had previously guessed, I generally end up with a
larger number. You can also test this for
yourself: take a few seconds to look at
the flock of Bonaparte's Gulls in the
photo at the head of this article, and then
estimate the number of birds there. Now
count them, being sure not to count the
reflections in the water (or look at my
count at the end of this article). Do your
results support the generalization?
This brings us to the last of our
questions: can we do a better job of
determining the size of bird flocks?

Counting
Even counting flocks is fraught with
error. Counting a perched group spaced
along a telephone wire is relatively easy,
but when a large flock is arrayed in a
pseudo-random manner over a large area
(as with the picture) you can very quickly lose track of which birds you have
counted and which you haven't.
However, counting is a reasonable
option for smaller flocks, even those in
flight, if you have a number of seconds
to view them. Early in childhood, we all
learned to count by twos (two, four, six,
eight...), but have you ever tried counting
by threes? There is some evidence that
mammals (and perhaps other vertebrates)
are "hard wired" to immediately recognize sets of one two, and three (but not
four and above) (Debaene 1997). It is
pretty easy to count by three if you can

Even though the recognition of groups greater than
three may not be innate, you
can train yourself to recognize groups of 5, 10 or 20
fairly easily. To get you started, I have illustrated groups of 20 bird
shapes in arrays as they might be
encountered in the field. Try to get used
to the "look" of 20 birds, and then practice counting groups of 20 when next
you come across flocks of Rock Doves
or gulls. Of course when you do this,
you will come up with answers like
"four groups of 20 plus a handful" or
"not quite seven groups of 20," which
will translate into "80-some" or "in the
130s." Even with the uncertainty, this
will likely be more accurate than an
untrained guess.

Estimating Flocks
Can one train oneself to "recognize"
the size of a flock without going through
a counting process at all? It seems that
one can: "In a laboratory experiment, it
has been shown that one
single exposure to
veridical numerical
information, such as a
set of 200 dots dutifully
labeled as such, suffices
to improve our estimates
of sets between ten and
four hundred dots." Further: "To calibrate our
number estimation system, only a handful of
precise measurements
are required" (Debaene
1997 p. 71).
A low-tech training
method yielding sufficient accuracy for Canadian Government surveys in the high Arctic
was verbally described
to me by ornithologist

Steve Johnson: a differing number of
lentils are placed in each of many film
canisters; the contents of each canister
are then presented (in random order) to a
trainee by scattering them across a serving tray. The trainee is given but a few
seconds to form an estimate of the number of lentils present. A comparison of
the estimate (guesstimate at the start of
training) with the exact count (written on
the bottom of the canister) provides a
quick check (or reinforcement) of the
result.
One could easily vary this technique
to cope with differing flock shapes. For
example, by using peas (or marbles) and
tilting the tray to align the items along an
edge, you could get the look of finches
perched on a powerline or scoters flying
along the coast; bunching them in a corner might emulate closely-packed shorebirds on a beach. My understanding is
that the training described by Johnson
enabled his people to form surprisingly
accurate estimates after only a short
training period.
There are also more elaborate
schemes involving slide presentations
(Arbib 1981), and, I understand, even
computer programs that can incorporate
flock motion in the simulation as well
(D. Shuford, pers. comm.). For the
Christmas counter, however, simple
training devices made from materials
found in many homes are by far the most
practical.
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Really Large Flocks

Precision

Of course, there is a size limit to the
above methodology. You will have to use
different techniques on flocks of hundreds or thousands. I generally try to
divide these flocks into spatial or temporal subsets. For example, if you are trying to count Horned Larks in a large
field, and you think they are pretty evenly distributed, you might try to estimate
the number of birds in the quarter (or
eighth) of the field nearest you, and then
multiply by four (or eight).
Temporal divisions work the same
way. If you want to estimate the number
of shearwaters passing your observation
point, and the flock seems to be unidirectional, try to determine the number
passing your lookout in a "typical"
minute (you may want to take a few
samples and average them) and then
multiply by the total duration of the
flock's passage.
You may also combine these techniques. If you are counting Sanderlings
along a stretch of beach, you might
count the number you pass in a few minutes, keep track of how long it takes you
to stroll along the entire beach, and multiply your count by the time ratio.

Each of your local Christmas Bird
Counts is a part of a continent-wide scientific endeavor, and as with any scientific project, accuracy is important. We
have already spoken of accuracy in
species identifications, but we also need
to concern ourselves with precision, or
the accuracy of the numbers we report.
Even though the whole purpose of
this article is to outline ways to get better
estimates of flock sizes, I'm going to
offer a caveat here: it is possible to be
overly precise! Consider one of the
examples of counting by twenties, when
we estimated "four groups of 20 plus a
handful." How many birds did we have?
83? 87?

Mixed-species Flocks

This brings up the point that when
we measure something, we really cannot
be sure of any number more precise than
the scale on our "yardstick." Thus, when
we are counting by twenties, we can
measure the size of our flock no more
precisely than the closest multiple of
20 we count (rounding upward or downward as the leftover birds are few or
many). The estimate in the example
would thus be 80. If we thought our
"handful" was close to half of 20, we
might feel confident enough to use a
mid-point between the units of our scale,
and so estimate 90. Even so, the "least
significant digit" will always be in the
"tens" column if we are counting by tens
or a multiple of ten; in the "hundreds"
column if we are counting by hundreds;
and so forth.
One last wrinkle: if later in the day
we see two more of the species for
which we estimated the flock of 80, we
still only have 80 birds, because two is

Of course, you have found the above
examples quite artificial! You well know
that shearwaters and shorebirds are frequently in mixed flocks, and there are
often longspurs or plovers associating
with aggregations of Horned Larks. And
there might easily be six to eight species
in one of our large wintering gull flocks.
Where mixed-flock sizes are large, or
extend into the distance so much that
identifications get tricky, one method is to
estimate the size of the entire flock, and
estimate numbers of each species based
upon their proportion of the total. However, the various species may be distributed
patchily (Ring-billed Gulls generally keep
to the edges of flocks of larger gulls, for
example). In such situations, by far the
best technique is to estimate the numbers
of the birds you can readily identify and
leave the balance of the flock classified
as, for example, "gull, sp?"
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below the level of significance of our
flock-size estimate (i.e., two rounds to
zero when we are counting by twenties).
Once we find 11 additional birds, however, we are then justified in rounding up
to the next multiple of 20.
The bottom line to all of this is that
we would like to be as careful as possible both in our species identifications
and our flock-size estimations, but we
realize that there is a built-in margin of
error in estimates of numbers. So don't
let any feelings of uncertainty prevent
you from participating in as many
Christmas Bird Counts as possible. See
you on December 19th for the Malibu
count!
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CONVERSATION
by Sandy Wohlgemuth

T

he 1300-acre Chatsworth Reservoir is the very last open space
remaining in the entire city of Los
Angeles. The unstoppable drive to build
and pave everywhere in California is
cutting people off from any contact with
nature. Chatsworth is full of nature - oak
savannah, a ten-acre lake, and grasslands
supporting deer, Bobcats, Raccoons,
Coyotes, lizards, bats, mice, ducks,
geese, shorebirds, egrets (close to 190
species of birds overall) and two endangered plants are listed there.
Chatsworth Reservoir has been a
tempting target for developers and sports
people over the years. There have been
suggestions for golf courses, soccer
fields, housing tracts, "light" commercial
and profit-making concessions. Hal
Bernson, City Councilman for the district, has had a great fondness for the
area and has convinced the Council to
declare it "Chatsworth Nature Preserve/Reservoir". He has also formed a
task force of environmentalists and
neighbors to help keep it as it is.
Recently, Mayor Riordan has indicated that he would like excess property
owned by the city that is not being used
or providing income to be sold to offset
expenses. The Department of Water and
Power (DWP) has the most property in
this category and the Reservoir became
the most delectable possibility. The
Board of Water and Power Commissioners runs the DWP and its president, Rick
Caruso, is a developer by trade. He suggested in public that he was thinking of
ball fields and some low-rent housing

with retail stores to serve the residents.
This was hardly a welcome message to
those who treasured the nature preserve.
A Council committee meeting was
called in September '98 to consider the
re-appointment of Caruso to the Board.
It was packed to standing room by his
outraged and eloquent opposition. But
the City Council approved his re-election.
In the ensuing weeks, the Commission was under fire from many sources
who were disturbed by the portents for
destruction. Caruso promised to come up
with his recommendation for change
within a specified time but kept postponing the deadline. Eventually, in July of
'99 the Board produced its "Action Plan"
for the "Chatsworth Reservoir Site". The
Plan was a significant change from the
nightmare scenario we expected. Text of
the Plan said: "It should be clearly stated
that the Department has not considered
and is not now considering any develop- .
ment plans for the Chatsworth Reservoir
site. No areas are slated for sale or any
change in current usage. Any future
changes at the site will be contingent on
community review and input."
The Plan emphasizes that the DWP
is seeking a partner to manage maintenance of the area, do outreach for educational and visitor opportunities and apply
for grants and other sources of funding.
Organizations already interviewed for
the role of partner include the LA Recreation and Parks Department, the LA Zoo
and the Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy. In a meeting held on August

25th, on a hot afternoon, before an overflow crowd, the DWP invited anyone to
speak on their "Action Plan" with no
time limit - and almost everyone did. It
was a most enthusiastic event; even people who said they just came to listen
stood up and said a few excited words.
The Resource Conservation District, a
state organization and one that has
developed the education program for
schoolchildren at the Sepulveda Wildlife
Area, said they would like to be considered as a partner to the DWP.
Then came the bombshell of the
day: an activist member of the task force
announced that the US Fish and Wildlife
Service is interested in becoming a partner with the DWP. The director of the
Western Regional office of the Wildlife
Service in Portland is excited by the possibility that a superior nature preserve is
established in the western part of the
country. He sent his Ventura deputy to
Chatsworth and when given a tour of the
land he was very enthusiastic about what
he saw.
The crowd of Chatsworth neighbors
and environmentalists went home happy
that the gloom was dispersed, that things
seemed to be looking up, that there might
be a way out for the Chatsworth Nature
Preserve/Reservoir. Perhaps our strong
opposition to inappropriate development
turned the minds of the DWP to their
better nature. We also know that 'it ain't
over till it's over' and that many a cup of
victory has been dashed from the lips of
the apparent victor. We will watch and
wait and keep our fingers crossed.
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NEW A T THE BOOKSTORE
Bookstore Toll Free Phone number for Sales and Inquires
(888) LAAS428 OR (888) 522-7428
WATCHABLE BIRDS OF CALIFORNIA
Superb photos of 155 species, by Herbert Clarke,
text by Gray. 1999

18.00

NORTH AMERICAN SONGBIRDS — AUTO SHADE
90% UV protection, made from Tyvek,
fits most vehicles, lightweight, durable.
15.95

BIRD SONGS OF THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN STATES
AND PROVINCES 250 species, 2-CD set.
Righter/Cornell. 1999
29.95

BUTTERFLIES OF SOUTHERN AFRICA: A FIELD GUIDE
349 color illustrations of commoner species on 32 plates.
Williams. 1994
14.95

SINGLE NOTE CARD/ENVELOPE
Stunning bird photographs, by Charles Melton.

PETERSON FIELD GUIDE COLORING BOOKS: BIRDS
A quick and enjoyable way to learn North American Birds.
Alden. 1982
6.95

2.50

THE BIRDS OF NORTHWEST ECUADOR
Vol. 1. The upper foothills subtropics;
425 separate calls of 190 species. 3 CDs.
Moore. 1999

23.95

PRINCETON FIELD GUIDE:
BIRDS OF KENYA AND NORTHERN TANZANIA
1100 species on 124 color plates, 800 maps.
Zimmerman. 1999

2000 AUDUBON ENGAGEMENT CALENDAR
in gift box.
Limited supply.

12.95

2000 AUDUBON FANTASTIC JOURNEYS
MIGRATION WALL CALENDAR
Limited supply.

10.95

29.95

2000 AUDUBON WILDFLOWERS WALL CALENDAR
BILL ODDIE'S VIDEO GUIDE TO BRITISH BIRDS
Over 270 species, many songs and calls, 3 hours. Bird Images.
(NPD) VIDEO
36.95
EASTERN RARITIES:
THE BIRDS OF BEIDAIHE, CHINA
138 species including 35 species of shorebirds,
narrated by Bill Oddie. 2 hours, 13 minutes. Bird Images.
(NPD) VIDEO
36.95
THE PANTANAL, BRAZIL'S FORGOTTEN
52 minutes.
Banks. 1997 VIDEO

WILDERNESS
29.95

NEW YORK'S 50 BEST PLACES TO GO BIRDING
IN AND AROUND THE BIG APPLE
Thaxton. 1998
15.00
FIELD GUIDE TO THE BIRDS OF
WEST MALAYSIA AND SINGAPORE
72 color plates of all species. Jeyarajasingam. 1999
FIELD GUIDE TO THE BIRDS OF
SOUTHWESTERN INDIA
508 species on 63 plates, some black and white.
Daniels. 1998
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Limited supply.

10.95

PETERSON FIELD GUIDES: EASTERN BIRDS
Large format Edition.

24.00

NORTH AMERICAN BIRD REFERENCE BOOK
An instructional multimedia program,
over 900 species accounts, over 700 photos,
over 400 songs, 625 distributional maps, life list.
Create checklists, quizzes.
Lanius Software. 1999 CD-ROM

29.95

BUTTERFLIES OF NORTH AMERICA
A natural history and field guide.
4500 beautiful full-color pictures covering 679 species,
600 field maps, information on studying.
Scott. 1997 CD-ROM
49.95
AMAZING HUMMINGBIRDS — SCREENSAVER
33 images. For Windows or Macintosh. Melton. 1999

14.95

55.00

39.95

BIRDER'S CARGO VEST:
Made of nylon mesh; 12 pockets.
All mesh in black with sage, navy or black, and
LAAS Tanager patch on pocket.
Sizes: Large or Xlarge

$38.95

LAAS Breeding Bird Atlas Update
Mark Wimer, having coordinated the
Los Angeles County Breeding Bird Atlas
since its inception, is now headed to the
east coast, where he will oversee the
establishment of a continent-wide database of bird point count census data. He

will be at the Patuxent Wildlife
Research Center in Laurel,
Maryland, working closely with
the folks who oversee the roadside Breeding Bird Survey.
After Mark received his
undergraduate degree at U. C.
San Diego, he came to work at
the Natural History Museum of
Los Angeles County as
Ornithology Curatorial Assistant in 1988. While working
part-time at the museum he
earned his Masters degree at
California State University,
Long Beach, studying mainland
and island song patterns in the
Rufous-crowned Sparrow.
His experience with birds, both in
the field and in the computer database,
made him a natural choice to head up the
Breeding Bird Atlas, and he has shepherded this massive project and its many
volunteers skillfully since 1994. Having
mastered Access and ArcView, Mark has

beautifully organized data from the atlas,
which is now ready for analysis, writing,
and publication.
We expect to exploit Mark's experience and talents as much as possible as
we steer the Atlas for publication. Best
of luck, Mark and Janet, on your move
eastward!
LAAS is extremely fortunate that
Larry Allen has agreed to help oversee
the remaining data entry.

Over 200 species of birds have been
documented as breeding birds in Los
Angeles County. For a donation of $100,
you can sponsor one of these birds in the
Atlas. Your name will be published as
sponser or you can dedicate your sponsorship to another person as a gift, as a
memorial or as an honorarium.
At this time, 32 species have been
sponsored. To celebrate the holiday season, give a friend a bird for Christmas.

LAAS Tours 2000
Conducted by Olga Clarke
September, 2000 - South Africa and extension to Namibia, with Geoff Lockwood, South African birding guide.
SOUTH AFRICA - (main tour) September 4-18, 2000
Including Cape Town and environs, Durban, KwaZulu Natal's Dolphin Coast, Hluhluwe Game Reserve, Ndumo
Game Reserve in Maputaland and Mala Mala, the largest privately owned tract of "Big Five" country in Southern
Africa.
NAMIBIA - (post extension) September 16-25, 2000
From Johannesburg, visiting Windhoek, Namibia, Damaraland, Ongava Game Reserve and Etosha National Park.
Then Sossusvlei Wilderness Camp, located within the Namib-Naukluft Park.
November, 2000 - Egypt, with Ahmed Mohamed Riad, noted Egyptian wildlife field researcher and professional birding
guide, and Kenya, with Francis Kitayi, avid local birder/naturalist.
EGYPT/KENYA - (main tour) November 18-December 4, 2000
This trip combines birding with viewing the amazing antiquities. We will cruise down the Nile on a deluxe cruise
ship, stopping to visit the various temples and ancient cities, and conclude with a visit to Kenya, exploring the
heart of East Africa, its birds, big game and culture.
THE RED SEA and THE SINAI - (post extension) December 4-7, 2000
From Nairobi, we will return to Egypt to bird Sharm El Sheikh, visiting the famous Ras Mohammed National
Park where the Gulfs of Suez and Aqaba meet, along with birding spectacular mountainous terrain.
For more information, contact: Olga Clarke, Travel Director.
2027 El Arbolita Drive
Glendale, CA 91208
Ph/fax: (818)249-9511
e-mail: laas@ix.netcom.com www.LAAudubon.org
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Third Annual
Central Valley
Birding Symposium
The Central Valley Bird Club is
hosting the Third Annual Central Valley
Birding Symposium November 18-21, at
the Radisson Hotel in Stockton, CA.
There will be speakers, field trips, workshops, a Birder's Market and more.
Speakers include: Paul Lehman
(Where the Birds Are, Weather and Bird
Migration), Jon Dunn (Flycatcher ID
Workshop - Parts 1 & 2), Kimball Garrett (Some Exotic Challenges to Bird
ID), Joe Morlan (Developing Birding
Skills), John Kemper (Finding Birds in
Northern California: presenting material
from his new book) and Rob Hansen
(Birds of the Tulare Lake and Valley).
Other topics that will be covered are:

Beginning Birding, Landscaping for
Birds and Wildlife, Basic Bird Photography, Bird Sketching and more.
The price will once again be $75 for
the entire event, with lodging and most
meals extra. A $30 one-day fee is available and students under 18 are free.
For registration information, contact
Frances Oliver via email at
ffoliver@ucdavis.edu Our website is:
www.geocities.com/RainForest/Vines/5954/cvbc.html

We saw over 160 species on our
field trips during last year's Symposium
and there are hundreds of thousands of
cranes and waterfowl in the Central Valley during this time of year - with
22 species of raptor possible. There will
be hundreds of birders here from all over
the country having a great time - come
join us!
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Watch Your Mail...
We are aware that most of us are
frequently subjected to requests for
donations from many worthy charities
and organizations. It's not an easy task
to put the arm on friends. But - the Los
Angeles Audubon Society really needs
your help. Overhead goes up and
National Audubon's contributions to the
local chapters go down. Worst of all for
our chapter, our bookstore, which has
been our chief source of income, faces
stiff competition from internet sales
groups that often sell products below
cost, making it increasingly difficult to
compete.
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If we are to continue our service to
our members and to the community,
including our monthly programs, environmental education, field trips, bird
tape, support of environmental causes
and other important activities, we must
have adequate financing.
$50 will provide 30 elementary school
kids with environmental education.
$100 will publish one species in the
Breeding Bird Atlas.
Please watch your mail for our
upcoming appeal and make as generous
a contribution as you can. Remember
your gift is tax-deductible.

Western Tanager subscription rates
for non-members are $9 per year for
third class delivery or $15 per year
for first class delivery. LAAS members may receive first class delivery
by paying an additional $5. Make
check payable to Los Angeles
Audubon Society.
Los Angeles Audubon Society
Headquarters, Library
and Bookstore are open to the public
Tuesday - Saturday
10:00 A.M. - 4:00 P.M.
(323) 876-0202 - office
(323) 876-7609 - fax
(323) 874-1318 - bird tape
laas@ix.netcom.com
www.LAAudubon.org
Los Angeles County
Breeding Bird Atlas
(213) 745-BIRD (2473)
http://www.nhm.org/~lacbba
mwimer@ix.netcom .com
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O FT H E S E A S O N
Kimball L. Garrett

A

great deal of winter birding
effort in coastal southern California is spent in groves of eucalyptus trees, for the winter blooms of
several species are famous for being
attractive to a variety of hummingbirds,
orioles, warblers and tanagers, among
other birds. We've usually considered
eucalypts rather "sterile" otherwise, with
little to offer in the way of bird food
apart from the nectar. Well, what a difference a pest makes! Beginning in 1998,
but far more evident this year, a small
insect, the "Redgum Lerp Psyllid" (Glycaspis brimblecombei) has infested eucalyptus trees throughout California. The
most obvious direct signs of infestation
are leaves covered with sticky white
cones called "lerps." These lerps are
excreted by the larvae and consist of
crystallized sugars or "honeydew"; when
severely infested, a tree will shed many
or most of its leaves - hence the "dying"
appearance of eucalyptus trees in many
of our hillsides, freeway borders and
parks. Last winter's drought and the heat
of summer have probably combined to
exacerbate the infestations we have seen
during the fall.
And what does this have to do with
birds? Consider that in Australia entire
guilds of birds, most notably honeyeaters
and pardalotes, spend much of their time
exploiting psyllid lerps for food. Catching a lerp is no trick - they just sit there,
stuck to the leaves. Just about any bird
can do it, and suddenly there's an instant
source of energy in the form of sugars
(as well as a little protein from the psyllids themselves). As with many crazes,
just about everybody's joining the party!
The list of birds feeding at psyllid-infested eucalyptus trees includes just about
every bird that can physically manage to
perch on a twig and glean leaves, from

American Crows, scrub-jays, European
Starlings and House Sparrows to Western
Tanagers, orioles, Bushtits and a variety
of warblers. Observers at Galileo Hill on
the Kern County desert say that migrants
are concentrating in the lerp-ridden eucalypts there, and this is certainly the case
through the coastal slope of Los Angeles
and Orange counties. Perhaps the most
unusual birds seen "lerping" so far this
fall were both at Galileo Hill on 12 September: an early Philadelphia Vireo and
the Kern desert's long overdue first
Blackburnian Warbler (Matt Heindel,
Mike San Miguel). Eucalyptus groves
are becoming the targets for vagrant
hunters - our own Isles of Psylles. It's a
simple progression: we introduce eucalyptus trees, an insect pest becomes

R

ecords of rare and unusual birds
reported in this column should
be considered tentative pending
review by the regional editors of NORTH

AMERICAN BIRDS or, if appropriate, by the

California Birds Records Committee.
For Birds of the Season, send observations
with as many details as possible to:
Kimball L. Garrett
Ornithology Collections Manager
Natural History Museum of
Los Angeles County
900 Exposition Blvd.
Los Angeles, CA 90007 USA
e-mail: kgarrett@nhm.org
To report birds for the tape, call:
Raymond Schep (323) 874-1318 •
e-mail: drschep@colonial-dames.com
The address for submissions to the
California Bird Records Committee is:
Michael M. Rogers, Secretary
California Bird Records Committee
P.O. Box 340
Moffett Field, CA 94035-0340
e-mail: mrogers@nas.nasa.gov

established, birds learn to exploit the
infestation of the pest and birders learn
to follow the birds. Aren't we smart!
"Mega-rarities" are on most birders'
minds in fall - though we're usually talking about out-of-range wanderers rather
than birds which are truly rare. California's first photo-documented Shy
(White-capped) Albatross was the highlight of a long (and rough) two-day late
August pelagic trip off Mendocino
County (Debi Shearwater et al). Another
potential first state record was an adult
Glossy Ibis discovered by Michael Patten
at Twentynine Palms, San Bernardino
County, on 29 August (and seen by a few
other observers the following day). West
Coast birders who figured our area was
immune from White-faced vs. Glossy
ibis identification nightmares must now
reconsider! Finally, California's second
White-winged Tern entertained birders
for most of the first three weeks of September at Elkhorn Slough in Monterey
County.
The LAAS 20 hour (21 hours, actually, but who's counting?) pelagic trip on
21 August covered the waters beyond
Santa Catalina Island to south of San
Nicolas Island. Once again this trip
proved to be a bonanza for Red-billed
Tropicbirds, with seven birds sighted,
probably representing five individuals.
Excellent views of Craveri's Murrelets,
a cooperative fly-over Long-tailed
Jaeger and a variety of Leach's StormPetrels (from white-ramped to mostly
dark-rumped) were other highlights of
the trip.
Daniel Cooper coordinated two
shorebird counts along the lower Los
Angeles River, on 25 August and 15 September, and the results reinforce the status of this area as perhaps the most
important site for migrant shorebirds in
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Los Angeles County. The latter survey
tallied 9,728 individual shorebirds, with
Western Sandpiper (5,116) and Blacknecked Stilt (2,828) predominating.
Scarcer shorebirds in September included a Solitary Sandpiper, two Baird's
Sandpipers and 14 Pectoral Sandpipers. The lower L.A. River channel
also hosted up to six Bobolinks on
18 September (Mike San Miguel, Bill
and Kathleen Principe). The Los Angeles River in the Elysian Park/Glendale
Narrows area hosted a Clay-colored
Sparrow on 12 September (Kimball
Garrett) and a healthy (??) population of
Orange Bishops and Nutmeg Mannikins. Both bishops and mannikins
were also present at Hansen Dam, the
lower Los Angeles River, Harbor
Regional Park and many other areas.
Perhaps the largest recent concentration of White-faced Ibis in Los
Angeles County was a group of
255 birds in flooded alfalfa fields at
60th Street West and Avenue B-8, northwest of Lancaster, on 5 September
(Kimball Garrett); some 150 Longbilled Curlews were in the same fields
(and a Virginia's Warbler was in the

lone bush in the area!). An immature
Broad-winged Hawk was identified
over Downey on 9 September by none
other than raptor identification expert
John Schmitt. Jay Fuhrman found a
Zone-tailed Hawk over Thousand Oaks
on 21 August.
Although no clear incursion of
finches, chickadees, nuthatches or
corvids is shaping up for the fall and
winter, a Steller's Jay nevertheless
found its way to a Manhattan Beach
feeder on 21 August (Bob and Roberta
Shanman). Manhattan Beach's Blackthroated Magpie-Jay (found at Sand
Dune Park in August by Dick Barth)
had moved up to El Segundo by 12 September; add in sightings in Glendale
(Ray Rhoades), possibly La Canada,
and in neighboring counties, and it
seems clear that quite a few of these
Mexican birds have escaped or been
released.
An Eastern Kingbird was at Malibu
Lagoon on 5 September (John Ivanov).
A Red-eyed Vireo was in Debs Park,
north of downtown Los Angeles, for
several days beginning 19 August (Dan
Cooper). Bell's Vireos were still singing

at Santa Fe Dam on 6 September (Jon
Fisher, Tracey Alsobrook) and at
Hansen Dam on 11 September (Kimball
Garrett). A rather early Winter Wren
was a fall migrant during (technically)
summer on 11 September at Hansen
Dam (KG). Go figure! Ray Jillson
found a Sage Thrasher at Santa Fe
Dam on 9 September and a juvenile
Black-throated Sparrow was in Lower
Arroyo Seco Park, Pasadena, on
18 September (Mickey Long). Two
Lark Buntings were near the confluence of Sand Canyon and the Santa
Clara River, Santa Clarita, on 16 September (Frank Hovore). Finally, a male
Rose-breasted Grosbeak was at Harbor
Regional Park on 11 September (Bob
Beckler).
The tremendous diversity of wintering birds in southern California will
keep observers very busy in November
and December. Remember to check
those psyllid-infested eucalyptus trees.
Find your "own" eucalyptus patch and
keep tabs on which birds (and how
many) are gleaning these sticky sugar
fixes. And may a Cape May Warbler or
better grace your local lerpy lair.

SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNTS
Saturday, December 18,1999

Sunday, December 19,1999

Monday, December 27,1999

Lancaster
Nick and Mary Freeman
Phone-(818) 247-6172
e-mail mnfreeman@earthlink.net

Malibu
Larry Allen - Phone: (323) 221-2022

Lake Henshaw
Claude Edwards - Phone: (619) 563-6695

La Purisima (Lompoc)
Gene Lynch - e-mail grlynch@sbceo.org

Tuesday, December 28,1999
Oceanside-Vista
Dennis Wysong - Phone: (760) 754-1264

Claremont
Dan Guthrie - Phone: (909) 607-2836
e-mail - dguthrie@jsd.claremont.edu

Anza Borrego Desert
Robert Theriault - Phone: (760) 767-3312

Morro Bay
Tom Edell.- Phone: (805) 995-1691
e-mail - tedell@aol.com
-. ...

Orange County (northeast)
Curtis Johnson - Phone: (714) 739-5373
5271 Marview Dr., La Palma CA 90623

Cachuma (new)
Gene Lynch - e-mail grlynch@sbceo.org

Orange County (southern)
Steve Stanton - Phone: (949) 661-7525

Tuesday, December 21,1999
South Salton Sea
Roger Higson - Phone: (909) 887-9471

Los Angeles
Russell Stone - Phone: (310) 337-0827
e-mail: d-r.stone@worldnet.att.net

Sunday, December 26,1999

Escondido
Ken Weaver - Phone: (760) 723-2448

Pasadena
Jon Fisher - Phone: (818) 544-5009 (W)
(909) 596-0878 (H)
e-mail - Jon.L.Fisher@disney.com
San Fernando Valley
Art Langton - Phone: (818) 887-0973
San Diego
Claude Edwards - Phone: (619) 563-6695
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Palos Verdes Peninsula
Ross Landry & Dave Bradley
(714) 524-7701 -rosscoz@earthlink.net
Rancho Santa Fe
Robert Patton - Phone: (619) 560-9681
Santa Maria
Gene Lynch - e-mail grlynch@sbceo.org

Wednesday, December 29

Sunday, January 2, 2000

Orange County (coastal)
Curtis Johnson. - Phone: (714) 739-5373
5271 Marview Dr.
La Palma CA 90623-1526.
Santa Barbara
Santa Barbara RBA - (805) 964-8240

On the Eve of a
New Millennium
By Glenn Cunningham

S

oon, we will reach the year 2000.
Cause for celebration? Well, not
exactly. But justified or not, it is
safe to predict that New Year's Eve,
December 31, 1999, will be observed as
something special.
However, the year 2000, arriving the
next morning, will actually be the last
year of this, the second millennium,
instead of the first year of the third millennium.
The year 2000 does sound like
something special. But suppose we call it
twenty-one hundreds, i.e., twenty centuries, instead of 2,000 years? And let's
count from the beginning. The first century AD was the one that extended from
the year 1 to the year 100 inclusive,
exactly 100 years. The second century
extended from the year 101 to the year
200; the tenth from 901 to 1000; the
19th from 1801 to 1900; the Twentieth
Century, which began January 1, 1901,
will extend to and include the year 2000,
also exactly 100 years. The Twenty-First
Century will not begin until January 1,
2001.
Two thousand is an impressive figure, more so than 2001, and perhaps
worthy of celebration. Undoubtedly it
will inspire countless parties with millions of horns and bubbly drinks. Enjoy
it, but remember you are celebrating the
beginning of the last year of the Twentieth Century, not the beginning of the
Twenty-first!
Let's remember also that the year
2000 will be a leap year, i.e. it will have
366 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes and 45.51
seconds, not exactly a handy number to
deal with. It has proved quite impossible
to reconcile this figure with our desire
for a simple, symmetrical, whole number
system.
For centuries, mankind, in various
cultures, has tried and we have had
Babylonian, Assyrian and Chaldean calendars; Egyptian, Chinese and Hindu;
Jewish and Muslim; Greek, Roman and
Mayan calendars. All have required some
system of adjustment.
The most successful of these were
the Roman calendars that have evolved
into the one used by most of the world

today. But it was not always accepted.
Several of the others were in use until
the first quarter of this century. China,
for example, adopted the modern calendar in 1912, Russia in 1918, Greece in
1923 and Turkey in 1925. In some countries, religious festivals are still celebrated as the old calendar dictates.
The early Romans recognized a tenmonth year. Our legacy from that period
is the numerical names of our last four
months; September meaning seventh;
October, eighth; November, ninth;
December, tenth.
In the year 46 BC, Julius Caesar
introduced the calendar that bears his
name, Julian. Recognizing a year as
being 365/days in length, he decreed
that every fourth year should become a
leap year with 366 days. No further
change was made until the year 1582.
The difference between 365/days
and the true length of a year is slight, but
multiply it by 1638 years (1582 plus 46)
and the accumulated error is significant in fact, about 13 days in 1582. It was
time for further refinement.
Enter Pope Gregory XIII who,
knowing that one extra day every four
years produced an error of more than
three days every 400 years, introduced a
reforming measure. His calendar, the
Gregorian, included the following solution: three out of every four years ending
in 00 should become common years, not
leap years. Thus, if the year is divisible
by 400, it becomes a common year. The
year 1900, then, was not a leap year, but
the year 2000 will be. This reduces the
rate of error to one day every 4000 years.
Be sure to note on your calendar that "
the year 2100 will have only 365 days!
Glenn Cunningham is a retired geography professor. This article is reprinted from Southland Geographic Notes
with permission from the author.
Ed. Comment: What does this have to
do with birds? Absolutely nothing. As
we mortals celebrate the wrong day,
birds are on their wintering grounds
going about their daily routines as they
have done since they first appeared on
this earth and will continue to do long
after we are gone. At least, they will if
we take better care of our world.

More Exciting News!!
LAAS has a new user-friendly web page
URL: www.LAAudubon.org
Our web page has lots of interesting and
helpful information. The links below,
from the birders section, are a small
example of what is available.
For local or visiting birders
Los Angeles County Checklist
Likely pelagic birds off our coast
Birdathon
Planting for birds in California
Links to Birding sites
Los Angeles County Breeding Bird Atlas
Audubon in Southern California
Birding in the Antelope Valley
National Birding Hotline Cooperative
Birding on the Web
Birdlinks
Inland Counties Birding Atlas

Let's go BIRDING!

F I E L D

T R I P S
continued from page 12

Mountain Quail, White-headed Woodpecker, sapsuckers, Mountain Chickadee, Brown Creeper, nuthatches, Purple
and Cassin's finches and other montane
species will be sought at Charlton Flat,
Chilao and Buckhorn campgrounds.
Meet to carpool at 8:00 A.M. on Hwy 2
in La Canada, just north of the 210 Fwy.
Wear layered clothing; bring lunch.
Drivers will need to display a National
Forest Adventure Pass.
Sunday, November 7 Topanga State Park.
Leader Gerry Haigh.
See October 3 for details.
Saturday, November 13 Huntington Central Park and Bolsa
Chica. Leader Irwin Woldman. This
park list contains over 200 species and
each winter brings a number of choice
rarities that stay several months. Take
405 Fwy. S to Golden West and head S.
10

Western Tanager

At Slater Ave. turn left and go 100 ft. to
the parking lot on the right. Meet at
8:00 A.M. From there, the group will go to
Bolsa Chica State Ecological Reserve.
This estuary has saltmarsh, mud-flats and
open water and many wintering birds.
Saturday, November 13 - PELAGIC
Palos Verdes Escarpment to Redondo
Canyon. This eight hour trip departs
from San Pedro on the Vantuna. This trip
is tailored to novice pelagic birders and
year-end listers. Leaders: Herb Clarke
and Mike San Miguel. $30, microwave
only.
Sunday, November 14 Whittier Narrows. Leader: Ray Jillson.
See October 10 for details.
Sunday November 21 Ballona Wetlands.
Leader: Bob Shanman
See October 17 for details.
Sunday, November 21 Newport Back Bay.
Join Mary Freeman to look for rails
flushed out by the 6.4 foot high tide.
High tide is at 7:11 A.M. so meeting time
is 7:30 A.M. We'll also look for Royal
Tern, California Gnatcatcher and Nelson's Sharp-tailed Sparrow. Take
405 Fwy S to Jamboree Blvd., drive S
over the channel past San Joaquin Hills
Rd. to Back Bay Dr. on your right. If you
hit PCH you've gone too far. From the
Back Bay, the group will go to San
Joaquin Marsh for a full day of birding.
REFUND POLICY FOR
PELAGIC TRIPS
If a participant cancels 31 days or
more prior to departure, a $5 service
charge will be deducted from the refund. There is no participant refund if
requested fewer than 30 days before
departure, unless there is a paid replacement available. Call LAAS for a
possible replacement. Please do not
offer the trip to a friend as it would be
unfair to those on the waiting list.
All pelagic trips must be filled
35 days prior to sailing. Please
make your reservations early.
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Sunday, December 5 Topanga State Park.
Leader Gerry Haigh.
See October 3 for details.
Saturday, December 11 Point Magu. Robert Weissler and a
base biologist will lead in this limited
access area. Rare birds like Tropical
Kingbird, Masked Booby and Longtailed Duck have been seen in recent
years. Must be at least 16 years old. No
cameras. Mail an SASE for required
early, limited sign-up by November 24,
including citizenship status, phone number, social security number and
$5 deposit for each person in your party,
to be refunded at the gate. Take the
101 Fwy. W to Las Posas Rd. going S, to
PCH N onto Wood Rd. going W, the
head S on the frontage road to the lot at
the main (#2) gate. Meet at 7:45 A.M.
Sunday December 12 Whittier Narrows. Leader Ray Jillson.
See October 10 for details.
Saturday, December 18 Lancaster Christmas Count.
Call compilers Nick and Mary Freeman,
(818) 247-6172 or e-mail:
mnfreeman@earthlink.net to sign up for
an area or be hooked up with a team.
Birders of every level come out of the
woodwork to support these counts, and
hobnob at lunch.
Sunday, December 19 Ballona Wetlands.
Leader Bob Shanman.
See October 17 for details.
Sunday, December 19 Malibu Christmas Count.
Call compiler Larry Allen
at (323) 221-2022 to participate in this
LAAS tradition.
Sunday, January 2 Los Angeles Christmas Count.
Call compiler Russell Stone
at (310) 337-0827 or
e-mail: d-r.stone@worldnet.att.net
to participate in this important event.

Upcoming Events:
Saturday-Sunday, January 15-16 Carrizo Plain. Leader Roy Van de Hoek,
who has done extensive field research on
the Plain. Meet at 8:00 A.M. in Maricopa.
Good hawks, falcons, eagles, and Mountain Plover for sure! Sandhill Crane, elk
and pronghorn hopeful. If possible,
please carpool or avail your vehicle to
others. $18 per person, $10 surcharge for
one-person vehicles. Ten car limit. Your
phone number will be released for carpooling unless you request otherwise.
Sign up with Audubon House with SASE
for exact directions and information on
motels.
February 4 and 6 Gull Study Workshop and Field Trip
with Larry Allen. Watch for details in
January/Feburary Western Tanager.
Saturday, February 19 - PELAGIC
San Pedro Channel along the coastal
escarpment. This eight hour trip departs
from San Pedro on the Vantuna. The trip
is tailored to both beginning and experienced birders. A very pleasant way to
add to your bird lists. At this time of
year, alcids are in alternate plumage and
Short-tailed Shearwaters can be seen.
Leaders: TBA. $30, microwave only.
Reservation and Fee Events
(Limited Participation)
Policy and Procedure
Reservations will be accepted ONLY if ALL
the following information is supplied:
1) Trip desired
2) Names of people in your party
3) Phone numbers:
(a) usual and
(b) evening before event, in
case of emergency cancellation
4) Separate check (no cash please) to LAAS
for exact amount for each trip
5) Self-addressed stamped envelope for confirmation and associated trip information.
Send to:
LAAS Reservations
7377 Santa Monica Blvd.
West Hollywood, CA 90046-6694.
If there is insufficient response, the trip will
be cancelled two Wednesdays prior to the
scheduled date (four weeks for pelagics). You
will be so notified and your fee returned. Your
cancellation after that time will bring a refund
only if there is a paid replacement.
Millie Newton is available at Audubon House
on Wednesdays from noon to 4:00 P.M. to
answer questions about field trips. Our office
staff is also available Tuesday through Saturday for most reservation services.

EVENING MEETINGS
November 9,1999 Carol Donovan
AUSTRALIA: Campervaning and Birding
Join us for Carol's farewell party at a place to be announced; call Audubon House at (323) 876-0202. The
party starts at 6:00 P.M. and LAAS will provide refreshments. Carol is leaving us to travel around the world
again, devoting the rest of her life to building her lifelist and to volunteer on wildlife conservation projects.
She toured Australia in 1989 and again in 1992 and will show slides of some of the Australian specialties she
saw and of her mode of travel.
December 9,1999 Diane Waters of Wild Bird Rescue is scheduled to speak.
See www.LAAudubon.org for complete info. Or call the bird Tape (323) 874-1318.
January 11, 2000 To Be Announced
February 8, 2000 Annual Slide Contest

F I E L D
Before setting out on any field trip,
please call the LAAS bird tape at
(323) 874-1318 for special instructions
or possible cancellations that may have
occurred by the Thursday before the trip.
Sunday, October 3 Topanga State Park.
Gerry Haigh will lead participants
through this diverse coastal mountain
area. An ideal trip for a beginning birder
or someone new in the area. A biologist
is often present. From Ventura Blvd., take
Topanga Canyon Blvd. 7 miles S, turn E
uphill on Entrada Rd. Follow the signs
and turn left into the parking lot of Trippet Ranch. $6 parking fee or park on the
road outside the park. Meet at 8:00 A.M.
Los Angeles Audubon Society
7377 Santa Monica Boulevard
West Hollywood, CA 90046-6694
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Sunday, October 10 Whittier Narrows.
Leader: Ray Jillson. Meet at 8:00 A.M. to
view colorful resident and migrant birds,
including Northern Cardinal. Take Peck
Dr. off the 60 Fwy in South El Monte
(just west of the 605 Fwy). Take the off
ramp onto Durfee Ave. heading W (right)
and turn left into the Nature Center, 1000
Durfee Ave. $2 donation.

Saturday, October 16 Sycamore Canyon with
Raymond Schep. Meet at 8:00 A.M. to
hike through beautiful Santa Monica
mountain chaparral. A good cross-section of resident, migrant and wintering
species is expected. Take PCH up the
coast to just past the Ventura County
line. Park in the Sycamore Canyon lot.
Parking fee $5.00.

Sunday, October 10 - PELAGIC
Santa Barbara Island and the Osborne
Banks. This 12-hour trip departs from
Marina del Rey. We will head out to the
open ocean toward Santa Barbara Island as
we search for pelagic birds and marine life.
$45, microwave only.

Sunday, October 17 Ballona Wetlands.
Leader Bob Shanman will be leading
this trip to our nearest wetland. Shorebird migration and early sea ducks
among the expected fare. Meet at
8:00 A.M. at the Del Rey Lagoon parking
lot. Take the Marina Fwy. (90W) to Culver Blvd. and turn left for about a mile,
then right on Pacific Ave. The lot is on
the right. Lot or street parking is usually
not a problem. Three hour walk.
Scopes helpful.
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Sunday, October 31 San Gabriel Mountains.
Leader Karen Johnson. Enjoy the
changing of the seasons and a crispness
in the air during this autumn visit to the
Angeles National Forest.
continued on page 10
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