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Monthly Meeting 

 Tuesday, January 19, at 6:00 p.m. This will be a virtual meeting, using the Zoom app, which you can 

 download beforehand. Members will receive an email invitation with directions to click on a link, 

 which will open a window in the Zoom app, and you can join the meeting. If you have never used 

 Zoom before, you will be asked to download the application for Zoom.  You do NOT need to “sign 

 up” for Zoom, just download the application.  It is best to use a desktop or  laptop computer, as their 

 larger screen is preferable to a phone or notepad device. 

 Program: Alvaro Jaramillo will present “OMG – Is that a new species?”  

 Sometimes you are at the right time and the right place. Last year while birding near the Salton Sea, I 
 recorded some Burrowing Owls. As I listened to them, I realized that this was a different voice from the 
 one I know from Chile. I thought, “OMG, could these be two different species?” After I have had some 
 time to work on it, I think they are. This brings up more questions to the reader than it answers. Bur-
 rowing Owls were already a known “thing,” so there is no new species here, right? Or is there? What is 
 the discovery exactly, if any? And why voice, why does this matter, don’t bird voices vary? What does 
 voice actually tell you? 

            Well, these are good questions. I have been involved in various “splits” of species, as well as the de-

 scription of a brand new species, and have pondered some of these questions as a birder and a biolo-

 gist. My aim in this talk is to tell you some stories about these birds I have worked on, and in the pro-

 cess hopefully it will give a better understanding of how all of this taxonomy stuff actually happens. 
 And no, biologists don’t make these changes just to sell more field guides or to annoy the public. Yet 
 some of these frustrations could be lessened if the bird books actually did not follow all of the elements 
 of taxonomy word for word, and I will tell you about that too. 

            Birding is amazing as we all know, and another aspect that makes it unique is the potential for amateurs 

 and citizen scientists to actually aid in making scientific discoveries. The Burrowing Owl project I 

 mentioned above needed nothing but an idea, a computer and access to citizen science databases with 

 bird recordings! With a little training many people could do this, and hopefully this will make you see 

 how valuable some of the birding info you gather is, and in the end how it not only affects science but 

 conservation.  

 Alvaro Jaramillo, owner of the birding tour company Alvaro’s Adventures, was born in Chile but began 

 birding in Toronto, where he lived as a youth. He was trained in ecology and evolution with a particular 

 interest in bird behavior. Research forays and backpacking trips introduced Alvaro to the riches of the 

 Neotropics, where he has traveled extensively. He is the author of The Birds of Chile, an authoritative 



 2 

SDFO NEWS [cont.] 

 yet portable field guide to Chile’s birds. Alvaro writes the “Identify Yourself” column in Bird Watch-

 er’s Digest magazine. Alvaro recently wrote part of the sparrow chapter for the Handbook of Birds of 

 the World, and the new ABA Field Guide Birds of California. He was recently granted the Eisenmann 

 Medal by the Linnaean Society of New York, awarded occasionally for excellence in ornithology and 

 encouragement of the amateur. He organizes and leads international birding tours, as well as a full 

 schedule of pelagic trips in central California. Alvaro lives with his family in Half Moon Bay,                      

 California.  

 Next month’s meeting: Tuesday, February 16, same time, same place.  Rob Williams will be present-

 ing “The Andean Condor: The demise and fall of a deity .” 

NANCY CHRISTENSEN’S REALLY BIG BIG YEAR  

by Mel Senac 

 Nancy Christensen had an unbelievable 2020 in re-

 gards to her "Big Year" in San Diego County. Nancy 
 had an incredible 393 “clean, countable” species for 
 the year, and if you throw in a few of our common  
 “non-countable’s” such as Red-masked Parakeet,    
 Lilac-crowned Parrot, Black-throated Magpie-Jay 
 etc., she had 399. This broke the longstanding record 
 of 388  held by Barbara Carlson. She raised the bar 
 by five birds! 

  This is an amazing number when you consider 2020  
 was the year of Covid-19 and lockdowns. Further-
 more, Nancy was President of San Diego Field Orni-
 thologists and put in hours of time. Along the way, 
 she was dealing with a bad back and her father’s 
 failing  health. Despite her quest, she was always the 
 first person to get someone on a bird who had just 
 arrived, was struggling to get on the bird, or giving 
 precise directions on how to find a specific bird 
 through the listserv or via her phone. She is far too 
 humble to admit any of this.  

  I can attest as her birding pal that Nancy did not set out to do a Big Year. Not in this crazy 2020. It 
 was not until October when her husband Russ and myself independently told her that her numbers were 
 on a record-breaking pace.  She finally took notice. Then through hard work, some luck (Covid kept 
 Paul Lehman in town), perseverance, and San Diego County being blessed with so many good birds/
 birders, she was able to earn this remarkable achievement. According to our own Barbara Carlson, this 
 number of 393 species is not only a new record for San Diego County but also for any ABA area   
 county. Incredible!  

 Congratulations Nancy! That is quite an accomplishment. 
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This month’s col-

umn starts with several 

important acknowledg-

ments: 

After compiling 

the data and authoring this 

monthly sightings report 

for The Skimmer since its 

inception many, many 

years ago, Guy McCaskie 

has recently retired from 

these duties. (He contin-

ues to compile county data 

for the journal North 

American Birds.) He per-

formed this time-

consuming, and often only 

slightly appreciated, 

SDFO task with dedica-

tion, care, accuracy, and 

timeliness. A big THANK 

YOU to Guy for all those many years of hard work! 

As December 2020 has come to a close, a con-

gratulations to Nancy Christensen for setting a new 

San Diego County Big Year record of 393 species! 

The previous record was 388. True signs of dedication 

and effort, through the thick and thin. These are the 

highest county year list totals ever obtained in the 

United States. 

This is also a great time to thank those birders 

who go pound the pavement (or the sand, or weeds), 

looking for and finding those new and rare birds that 

so many of us love to go and see. Lots of searching 

and other forms of investigation, all of which contrib-

ute to our general knowledge of San Diego County’s 

avifauna. Some of these people search far and wide in 

the county, but others remain more locally, concen-

trating in their favorite “local patch” and 5MR region. 

Their contributions are very important. These observ-

ers are often the ones who census sites that almost no-

body else would dream of visiting. Also, kudos to all 

those who not only regularly go search, but who also 

carefully and accurately document what they find, for 

the permanent record. And a huge shoutout to the sev-

eral individuals who, over the years, spend much of 

their time cataloging and writing about our regional 

avifauna, and to those who run the local rare bird 

alerts and review the copious piles of eBird data gen-

erated daily…. time they might otherwise spend chas-

ing rare birds or otherwise just birding. These are the 

birding “heroes” of San Diego County. 

 New top-end rarities found in December 2020 

include an immature Sandhill Crane at the Fairbanks 

Ranch horse pastures on 16 Dec (DAK); a Flesh-

SAN DIEGO COUNTY BIRD OBSERVATIONS, DECEMBER 2020 

 

Compiled by Paul E. Lehman 

This well-watched Little Stint returned for its third winter to the same small island at the salt works on South San 

Diego Bay, present since October (and probably July) through December 2020. Photo by Matt Sadowski. 
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footed Shearwater 15.9 miles west of Ocean Beach on 

11 Dec (GN); a Neotropic Cormorant on salt water at 

Mission Bay and then at the San Diego River channel 

on 9-10 Dec (JD); and an unseasonal Swainson’s 

Hawk at Mission Trails Regional Park 20 Dec (BM). 

Two different Dusky-capped Flycatchers were discov-

ered: one at North Clairemont Community Park from 

7 Dec-5+ Jan (MSa) and the other in Balboa Park on 

19-20 Dec (RN, MSt). A coastal Verdin was in Carls-

bad from 23-26 Dec (PAG). Up to two Chestnut-

collared Longspurs at Fiesta Island 7 Dec-1+ Jan (GN) 

included an adult male. A Lark Bunting was in Mira 

Mesa on 27 Dec (JeS), and a male Pine Warbler was 

at the San Diego Country Club in Chula Vista on 19 

Dec (TF-H). 

 Rarities of note continuing from earlier month

(s) were many, and they included a fair number which 

are returning for two or more winters. The grand-

daddy of them all is the Poggi Greenbelt, Chula Vista, 

Thick-billed Kingbird, back for its 11th year (DJ), fol-

lowed by a Hammond’s Flycatcher near Marston 

House in Balboa Park (CA) that might be the same 

bird present now for nine winters, and a Pacific Gold-

en-Plover at the Tijuana River Estuary for “N” years 

(with from one to three additional, new individuals 

seen there, in the Tijuana River Valley, and at the salt 

works). Other geriatrics, relatively speaking, include a 

Red-necked Grebe off Shelter Island in San Diego 

Bay (fourth year, NC), a Little Stint at the salt works 

on south San Diego Bay (third year, PEL), a Tropical 

Kingbird at vicinity Dairy Mart Ponds (ca. five years, 

PEL), and single Grace’s Warblers in both Del Mar 

(four years, AA) and Encinitas (three years, SES). 

Multi-year Zone-tailed Hawks were back at such sites 

as the Safari Park/Escondido/Lake Hodges, Ramona, 

and Lake Jennings (with additional birds at Valley 

Center (RA) and Lake Murray (KR)). Other returnees 

include an adult Lesser Black-backed Gull in Coro-

nado (DJ); single Scissor-tailed Flycatchers at both 

Poggi Greenbelt (WA) and at Dairy Mart Ponds (DJ); 

a Painted Redstart in Tierrasanta (PEL); and single 

Hepatic Tanagers at North Clairemont Community 

Park (MH, JRK) and on private property in Del Mar 

(DAK). A White-winged Dove, happily having re-

turned to Guy McCaskie’s feeder in Imperial Beach 

Both a first-cycle (left, with Herring and Western) and second-cycle (right) 

Lesser Black-backed Gulls were found on Lower Otay Lake during the 

month. Photos by Barbara Wise and Alison Davies. 

A Red-footed Booby took up residence on the San Diego Bay bait barges 

since late October and remained through December 2020, being fed by 

the local barge workers. Photo by Alison Davies. 
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for its second winter, 

met an untimely demise 

mid-month “at the tal-

ons” of a Cooper’s 

Hawk. 

 The female Cape 

May Warbler at Lake 

Murray since 29 Nov 

(JP) was still present 5 

Jan and certainly appears 

to be wintering locally, 

as is the “Yellow” Palm 

Warbler in the Tijuana 

River Valley since 10 

Nov and still present 1 

Jan (PEL). A Tundra 

Swan over Mission Bay 

on 13 Dec (MG) may or 

may not have been the 

same individual seen 

there on 28 Nov. The 

tame, hand-fed Red-footed Booby at the San Diego 

Bay bait barge continued since late Oct through the 

month (m.obs). Three separate Tricolored Herons 

were at the San Diego River mouth/Famosa Slough/

Mission Bay (DB, 1 or 2 birds?), on south San Diego 

Bay (MSa), and at San Elijo Lagoon (SBu), the latter 

only until early Dec. A Thick-billed (McCown’s) 

Longspur at the limited-access D St. Fill in Chula 

Vista remained through 2 Dec (RTP), but another at 

Fiesta Island from 10 Nov-1 Jan (GN) appears to be 

wintering locally. A Lapland Longspur remained 

slightly late at Crown Point/Fiesta Island through 11 

Dec (GN). 

 Miscellaneous excellent finds dur-

ing December included single first-cycle 

and second-cycle Lesser Black-backed 

Gulls at Lower Otay Lake, from 13-29 Dec 

(MSa) and 17-22 Dec (PEL), respectively; 

and 3 Short-tailed Shearwaters in the vicin-

ity of Nine Mile Bank 11 Dec (m.obs). 

New Tropical Kingbirds were in Chula 

Vista 19 Dec (TF-H) and Carlsbad 23-30 

Dec (TG); new Hammond’s Flycatchers 

were at Upper Otay Lake 10-11 Dec (MK), 

in Carlsbad 15-26 Dec (PS), and in Univer-

sity City 21-30 Dec (PC, PEL); and single 

Eastern Phoebes were found at City 

Heights, San Diego, from 24 Nov-4+ Jan 

(KT) and at San Miguel Ranch near Sweet-

water Reservoir from 6 Dec-2+ Jan (JoS). 

A Cassin’s Vireo was at North Island on 19 

Many observers saw the stakeout Dusky-capped Flycatcher present in North Clairemont Community Park for 

much of December 2020, one of two Dusky-cappeds present in the county during the month. Photo by Matthew 

Binns. 

Chestnut-collared Longspur is of only casual occurrence in San Diego County in winter. 

This male was one of two individuals present for much of December at Fiesta Island. 

Photo by Becky Turley. 
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Dec (RTP), a Sage Thrasher was espied at Torrey 

Pines on 4 Dec (TS), a Harris’s Sparrow was in El Ca-

jon on 15 Dec (SM), a casual pugetensis White-

crowned Sparrow was found near Montgomery Field 9 

Dec (MSa), and a Swamp Sparrow turned up in Na-

tional City from 19-23 Dec (MSa). Four Hooded Ori-

oles were tallied, and single Baltimore Orioles were 

returning in Solana Beach from 14 Nov-27 Dec (PEL) 

and new in Balboa Park 19 Dec (A&TL, JTS). Rare 

warblers included single Northern Waterthrushes at 

the Dairy Mart Ponds through 23 Dec (PM) and in Na-

tional City 19 Dec (JP), a total of nine Black-and-

white Warblers (one of which was at Borrego Springs 

on 20 Dec (HC), where casual), single Lucy’s War-

blers in Mission Valley from 5-10 Dec (PEL) and at 

San Dieguito County Park from 22 Dec-3+ Jan (PEL), 

a Northern Parula in Mission Valley from 5-8 Dec 

(PEL), a “Western” Palm Warbler in the Tijuana River 

Valley through 7 Dec (NB), a total of three Hermit 

Warblers (including a very unusual winter bird in the 

mountains at Agua Dulce on 22 Dec (BLC)), and a 

Painted Redstart in University City from 20 Nov-2+ 

Jan (DH). A total of 10 Summer Tan-

agers was close to average and included 

an adult male in Borrego Springs from 

20-22 Dec (PEL), where casual in win-

ter. 

 Unseasonal birds included a 

Vaux’s Swift bordering south San Diego 

Bay on 4 Dec (JM), two Scripps’s 

Murrelets 12 mi. off Pt. Loma on 11 Dec 

(NC), three separate Ash-throated Fly-

catchers (JB, PCK, PEL), a Western 

Kingbird at Liberty Station 18 Dec 

(MH), a Bell’s Vireo in the Lincoln Park 

section of San Diego on 14 Dec (PEL), a 

Warbling Vireo in El Cajon on 17 Dec 

(EA), a Brewer’s Sparrow on 1 Dec in 

Bonsall (PT), a Grasshopper Sparrow in 

Poway on 27 Dec (KWi), and a Black-

headed Grosbeak at Emerald Hills Park 

in San Diego on 19 Dec (KWe). Surpris-

A total of six dark-lored White-crowned Sparrows during December 

2020 was a much larger total than usual, which typically borders on 

one or zero! This individual was in the Tijuana River Valley through 

mid-month. Photo by Curtis A. Marantz. 

White-crowned Sparrows of the Pacific Northwest coastal subspecies 

pugetensis are only casual visitors to San Diego County. This bird was 

near Montgomery Field on 9 Dec. Note the yellowish bill, brownish un-

derparts, and blackish back streaks. Photo by Matt Sadowski. 

One of two Northern Waterthrushes present during December was this bird seen by many at 

the Dairy Mart Ponds, one of the best sites for this species. Photo by Barbara Wise.. 
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ing (some record-breaking) totals of other unseasonal 

species between 1 Dec and 4 Jan included 18 Pink-

footed Shearwaters in the vicinity of Nine Mile Bank 

on 11 Dec (GN); 12 Pacific-slope Flycatchers; 11 

Clay-colored Sparrows; and 18 Nashville, 21 Black-

throated Gray, and 26 Wilson’s Warblers; as well as a 

very high 11-18 Northern Rough-winged Swallows at 

Lake Murray from 5-31 Dec (KWe). Other very high 

counts included up to 25 White-winged Doves in 

Julian (GP), 14 Yellow-crowned Night-Herons at 

the Tijuana R. Estuary on 15 Dec (DP), too many 

Vermilion Flycatchers to calculate, six Yellow-

bellied Sapsuckers, seven Gray Flycatchers west of 

the desert, at least 19 out-of-range coastal Purple 

Finches, six dark-lored White-crowned Sparrows, 

11 White-throated Sparrows, 24 (!) Green-tailed 

Towhees, and five American Redstarts. A Black-

chinned Sparrow appears to be wintering at Val-

lecito in the Anza-Borrego Desert (BLS). 

 Unusual along the coast was an immature 

Bald Eagle at Batiquitos Lagoon on 18 Dec (LH). 

Two Hooded Mergansers at the Imperial Beach Pier 

1 Dec (RB) were most unusual for alighting in the 

ocean. Unusual inland was a Pacific Loon in Oliv-

enhain from 27-30 Dec (SBr). A flock of 16 Bush-

tits at Rams Hill, Borrego Springs, on 6 Dec (RT) 

were east of normal, as was a Scaly-breasted Munia 

in Borrego Springs on the 29th (RT).  

Abbreviations used:  m.obs = many observers 

Cited observers:  Observers listed are limited to those 

finding, identifying, and/or last reporting each species. 

Some sightings reported to eBird are included without 

specific attribution. Alex Abela, Christopher Adler, 

Eitan Altman, Will Anderson, Ryan Andrews, Nick 

Barber, Steve Brad (SBr), Richard Breisch, John Bru-

in, Sean Buchanan (SBu), Dean Budd, Barbara L. 

Carlson, Paul Chad, Nancy Christensen, Hal Cohen, 

Jay Desgrosellier, Thomas Ford-Hutchinson, Peter A. 

Ginsburg, Tito Gonzalez, Matt Grube, Michelle Hag-

lund, Leslie Handa, Dave Holway, Dan Jehl, Matthew 

Keenan, J. R. Kinander, Dan A. King, Patti C. Koger, 

Paul E. Lehman, Aedyn & Trysten Loefke, Susan 

Mahr, John Martin, Paul Marvin, Brennan Mulrooney, 

Rich Norgaard, Gary Nunn, Robert T. Patton, Jim 

Pawlicki, Glenn Pickett, Dave Povey, Kerry Ross, 

Matt Sadowski (MSa), Britta Lee Shain, Patrico Ship-

ley, Susan E. Smith, Jeff Spaulding (JeS), Jonny Sper-

ling (JoS), Justyn T. Stahl, Mark Stratton (MSt), Tim 

Swain, Paula Theobald, Robert Theriault, Knut 

Tjelmeland, Kathryn Wendell (KWe), Kirsten Winter 

(KWi). 

Acknowledgments:  Many thanks to Barbara L. Carl-

son, Sara B. Mayers, and Guy McCaskie for their 

careful editing. 

This male Northern Parula frequented cottonwood trees in Mission 

Valley during early Dec, until the leaves dropped. Photo by Mel 

Senac. 

This well-watched, tipu-loving Painted Redstart remained in University City 

from late November through year’s end. Photo by Beth Fife. 
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