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SDFO NEWS
Monthly Meeting
Tuesday, March 16, 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: Phil Unitt will be presenting “Building Biology from the Ground Up: 145 Years of Remarkably Rich History of the Collection of Birds and Mammals at the San Diego Natural History Museum.”
Collections of specimens are fundamental to biology. At the San Diego
Natural History Museum our collections encompass over 51,000 specimens of birds representing 2600 species and over 25,000 specimens of
mammals representing 535 species.
How did this collection grow, what
resources does it offer, and what science has emerged from it? Science is
a human endeavor, so the story of the
collection is the story of the people
who contributed to it—people who
overcame many challenges to build
biology from the ground floor up. In
this presentation Phil Unitt takes us
on a voyage of discovery through the
Wild West of natural history.

Phil Unitt, with SDFO Treasurer Conny Jamison on a field trip in Colombia.

Philip Unitt is a native of San Diego
and graduate of San Diego State University. Curator of birds and mammals at the San Diego Natural
History Museum, he has published nearly 50 articles and book chapters on the distribution, ecology,
identification, and conservation of birds. He is a co-author of Birds of the Salton Sea (2003), author of
the San Diego County Bird Atlas (2004), and editor and co- author of the San Diego County Mammal
Atlas (2017). Since 1986 he has served as editor of Western Birds, the regional journal of ornithology
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SDFO NEWS (cont.)
for western North America. Phil co-authored four articles in the symposium on avifaunal change in
western North America published in 2018 by Western Field Ornithologists, addressing latitudinal and
elevational changes in the distribution of southern California birds, the effects on birds of California’s
massive wildfires, and changing bird distributions from an archaeological perspective. He has pre
pared over 5000 bird specimens, mentored the next generation of biologists and birders, and given
many talks to the general public and interviews with the media on southern California birds.
Next month’s meeting: Tuesday, April 20, same time, same place. Ed Pandolfino will be presenting
“Bird Migration: The More We Learn, The Less We Know.”
Last Call for 2021 SDFO Dues
If you want to join our virtual Zoom meeting, you need to be paid up, as invitations will only be sent
out to paid-up members. Contact Membership Chair Barbara Carlson; her contact information is on
the last page of this newsletter.
Paul Lehman produces the “San Diego County Avian Database 2002-2021”
For the past year I have been working on a "San Diego County Avian Database 2002-2021." With extensive assistance provided by Guy McCaskie and Phil Unitt, and also with much input from many
additional San Diego County birders, past and present, the first version of this missive has now been
posted on-line. This database includes avian records from late 2002 to mid-February 2021—
essentially since the pre-publication cut-off date of records for the San Diego Bird Atlas by Philip
Unitt (2004). Also included are many pre-2002 records of interest not found in, or data-corrected
from, Unitt (2004) and Unitt (1984; The Birds of San Diego County). The data include those involving
rarities, unseasonal records, high counts, early and late dates, specimens of interest, range expansions
and contractions, and some other significant population trends. Each species entry is divided into four
principal "sub-regions" of the county--coast, inland, mountains, and desert--and these sub-regions are
further sub-divided into three seasons--migration, winter, and summer/breeding.
With much-appreciated assistance provided by Jane Mygatt and Natalie Shapiro, the database has
been posted in both WORD and PDF versions on the Buena Vista Audubon Society website:
https://bvaudubon.org/birding-resources/
Once on the site's Birding Resources page, scroll down to "Bird Lists, Checklists, and BVAS Monthly
Bird Count Lists." You should be able to view and download either version, and if you use the WORD
version (especially) or open the PDF version in a PDF viewer, the document should be SEARCHABLE, for ease of finding particular species, observer names, locations, or whatever.
I plan to continuously update this database, and to post updated versions approximately every six
months. If anyone is interested in the most current version at any time between those intervals, feel
free to contact me privately.
And please do let me know about any errors or omissions you might find. No correction is too minor!
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SAN DIEGO COUNTY BIRD OBSERVATIONS, FEBRUARY 2021
Compiled by Paul E. Lehman

Many of the wintering rarities in San Diego County during 20202021 were still present
through much of February, and several additional exciting finds
were made as well. Single Manx Shearwaters
were seen from La Jolla
on 12 Mar (JP) and during a pelagic trip six
miles off La Jolla on 19
Mar (PEL, MSa), which
brings the total number
of individuals seen in the
county to 17, almost all
of which have been recorded between midThe highlight of the 19 Feb San Diego Bird Festival pelagic trip was this Manx Shearwater (rear) some 6 mi. off La
February and mid-April. Jolla. Note the more sharply contrasting black-and-white plumage, pale “ear-surround” crescent, and white undertail coverts compared to the Black-vented Shearwater in the foreground. Photo by Nancy Christensen.
Probably the same individual Warbling Vireo, casual in winter, was at La Jol- Center (Safari Park bird?) 7 Feb (JC-D), Oceanside 7
la Colony Park on 10 Feb (DHa) and then at Doyle
Feb (RF), and Sabre Springs/Scripps Ranch 21-28 Feb
Community Park from 17-23 Feb (EM). A Virginia’s (LR), bringing the month’s total to at least eight birds;
Warbler on private property in Rolando Park from 8- yet two more Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers, these in
26 Feb+ (BW) was only about the eighth winter record Bonsall 16 Feb (LC) and at Santa Ysabel Mission 17
for the county and the first since 2001 (Unitt 2004). A Feb (MSa); and a Merlin of the “Prairie” subspecies,
Chestnut-sided Warbler was in University City from
F. c. richardsoni, along Rangeland Road on 20 Feb
16 Feb-2 Mar+ (ED), and new Grace’s Warblers were (JS). A new wintering Ash-throated Flycatcher was in
in residential Pt. Loma from 20 Jan-26 Feb (SBM, JP) the Dairy Mart area on 21-27 Feb (JP); another unseaand at La Jolla Colony Park from 3-17 Feb (JDes).
sonal Western Kingbird was at Tecolote Canyon on 4
Feb (JB); and yet another winter Hammond’s FlyOther new birds of note during the month incatcher was at Liberty Station 25 Feb-2 Mar+ (PEL).
cluded a White-winged Scoter on South San Diego
Single Cassin’s Vireos were in Encinitas/Rancho SanBay on 2 Mar (MSa), a very cooperative immature
Swainson’s Hawk in the Tijuana River Valley from 6- ta Fe on 13 Feb (JDet) and returning in Nestor 15-18
Feb (BLC). Single Grasshopper Sparrows were at
17 Feb (SB)—northbound migrants have arrived in
Mission Trails Regional Park on 14 Feb (MSa) and
recent years already by the end of January; single
near San Elijo Lagoon on 26 Feb (MT); yet two more
Zone-tailed Hawks at La Costa 7 Feb (BH), Valley
dark-lored White-crowned Sparrows (an excellent fall
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and winter season for this form) turned
up, at Rangeland Rd. 1-26 Feb (DB)
and in Oak Park/City Heights, San Diego, on 24 Feb (PEL), and single yellow-billed, presumably pugetensis,
White-crowned Sparrows, also very
rare in the county, were in residential
Pt. Loma on 3 Feb (PEL) and in Del
Mar 15 Feb (MT). A Yellow-headed
Blackbird was in Del Mar from 4-14
Feb (JC). A “Western” Palm Warbler
was found in downtown San Diego on
25 Feb (KK), and single Hermit Warblers turned up in Serra Mesa on 22
Feb (JB) and in residential Pt. Loma 27
Feb (RP). An unseasonal Black-headed
Grosbeak was in Oceanside 25 Feb
(TG).
Continuing rarities from January or earlier were many. They included the Cackling Goose of the especially rare subspecies B. h. minima at SanThis very cooperative immature Swainson’s Hawk was along Sunset Rd. in the Tijuana River
tee Lakes (m.obs); the Red-necked
during early February. It was enjoyed by scores of birders and photographers. Photo by
Grebe in the Shelter Island area on San Valley
Sonja Beeve.
Diego Bay (NC); at least two Pacific
Tricolored Heron roaming between the San Diego
Golden-Plovers in the Tijuana Estuary area (m.obs)
River mouth, Famosa Slough, and Mission Bay (DB)
and up to three Lesser Yellowlegs at the South San
and another Tricolored along the Chula Vista bayshore
Diego Bay salt works (CAM, MSa); the returning
since November (MSa); the “second” Dusky-capped
adult Lesser Black-backed Gull in Coronado (DJ); the
Flycatcher, in western Balboa Park (RN, MSt); an Ash
-throated Flycatcher in residential Imperial Beach (PEL); up to two Tropical
Kingbirds (PEL) and a Western Kingbird (DT ) in the Dairy Mart area; the
ancient Thick-billed Kingbird at Poggi
Greenbelt (DJ); returning Scissor-tailed
Flycatchers at both Poggi Greenbelt
(WA) and in the Tijuana River Valley/
Nestor area (up to two; DJ, DB); the
exceptional-in-winter Olive-sided Flycatcher from Rose Canyon which
moved to nearby La Jolla Colony Park
(CH, JDes); Eastern Phoebes at both
San Miguel Ranch (JS) and southeast
Mission Bay (JB); the Thick-billed
(McCown’s) and two Chestnut-collared
This Dusky-capped Flycatcher in western Balboa Park was one of two found in the county this
Longspurs at Fiesta Island (GN); the
winter but the only one still present in February. Photo by Nathan French.
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February was an excellent month for both Purple Finch (l) and Lawrence’s Goldfinch (r) in San Diego County. There was a record number of the former in the lowlands all winter, and a notable surge of the latter species beginning in January. These February birds were in residential Bay Park. Photos by Thomas Ford-Hutchinson.

A very rare visitor in San Diego County, dark-lored White-crowned
Sparrows occurred in greater than normal numbers locally during the
fall and winter of 2020-2021. This individual was present during February along Rangeland Rd. near Ramona. Photo by Dean Budd.

“Pink-sided” Dark-eyed Junco is a rare-but-regular fall and winter visitor to
the county’s mountains, but it is very rare in the lowlands. This bird was at
Agua Dulce in the Laguna Mts. on 19 Feb. Some reports of this subspecies
actually involve “Oregon” Juncos with slightly pinkish-buff sides. Note the
pale blue-gray head, distinct dark lores, and the pinkish wash extending well
out toward the middle of the breast. Photo by Alison Davies.

Swamp Sparrow in National City (MSa); a continuing
dark-lored White-crowned Sparrow in residential Pt.
Loma (SM); a coastal Vesper Sparrow at Fiesta Island
(JTS); an Orchard Oriole in residential Encinitas from
10 Dec-28 Feb+ (MB, PEL); the adult male Baltimore
Oriole at La Jolla Colony Park (LE, JDes); the
“Yellow” Palm Warbler at the Tijuana River Valley
community gardens (PEL); the sneaky Pine Warbler in
Mission Hills (PEL); the well-watched Cape May
Warbler at Lake Murray (JP); the returning Grace’s
Warbler in Encinitas (SES); the Painted Redstart in
University City (DHo); the returning Hepatic Tanagers in Tierrasanta (PEL) and at North Clairemont
Community Park (MH, JRK); and a Black-headed

Grosbeak in Tierrasanta (NB). Other continuing birds
included three additional Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers,
another Cassin’s Vireo, two Northern Waterthrushes,
four Black-and-white Warblers, another Hermit Warbler, and two American Redstarts. “Official” last-dates
for all long-staying wintering rarities will be published
in the March and April Skimmer reports.
Some exceptionally high winter-season totals
for 2020-2021 include some 51 lowland Purple
Finches during February alone (and with probably 75+
for the season), and the following full winter-season
(December-February) tallies: Pacific-slope Flycatcher:
16 (previous winter record was 10 birds); coastalslope Gray Flycatcher: 13; Clay-colored Sparrow: 13+
(previous record was 8); White-throated Sparrow: 15
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(new record); Green-tailed Towhee:
29 (more than double the previous record!); Bullock's Oriole: 39
(approximately third highest total—a
bit surprising given that this species,
and its favored trees, seem to be declining); Nashville Warbler: 24 (new
record by 8); Yellow Warbler: 31
(recent average); Black-throated Gray
Warbler: 40 (new record by 5); Wilson's Warbler: 40 (new record by 11);
and Western Tanager: 50 (near average; all-time record is 66). Be aware,
however, that for a fair number of
these species, many of the birds seen
in December are never seen again.
Whether these individuals did not survive, shifted slightly, were simply not
looked for again, or were, in fact, very
late fall migrants rather than truly wintering locally is uncertain. Observers
should properly document sightings of
continuing rarities which appreciably
extend date-spans.

This Virginia’s Warbler in residential Rolando Park during February was the rarest new bird
found during the month. It establishes the first winter record for the county in some 20 years.
Photo by Barbara Wise.

This dull, female-type Pine Warbler in residential Mission Hills during February was hard to
pin down. It frequented blooming eucalyptus trees as much or more so than it did pines.
Photo by Barbara L. Carlson.

In contrast to these high numbers, a mere three
Plumbeous Vireos and six Summer Tanagers during
the month were appreciably below recent winter totals.
Presumed early migrant arrivals included a
Rufous Hummingbird in Escondido on 30 Jan
(KW); two Elegant Terns at the salt works from 18-
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21 Feb (MSa); and single Pacific-slope Flycatchers in Mission Hills 21 Feb (PEL), at Presidio Park 23 Feb (MSa), and in La Jolla 24
Feb (HI).
Unusual inland in winter was a Red-breasted
Merganser at Dixon Lake from 10-16 Feb
(PT). Unusual close to the coast in winter was
a Brewer’s Sparrow in Carmel Valley since
Nov through 2 Mar+ (EM).
Abbreviations used: m.obs = many observers

Literature Cited:
The wintering Cape May Warbler in eucalyptus trees at Lake Murray was still present at the end of February, much to the enjoyment of countless birders. Photo by
Rodney Gast.

Unitt, P. 2004. San Diego County Bird Atlas.
Proceedings San Diego Society Natural History 39. San Diego Natural History Museum,
San Diego.

Acknowledgments: Many thanks to Sara B.
Mayers and Guy McCaskie for their careful
editing.

This Hepatic Tanager was one of three individuals present this winter in the county.
It returned for its third year to private property in Tierrasanta. Photo by Eitan Altman.

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. Will
Anderson, Maryanne Bache, Nick Barber, Sonja Beeve, John Bruin, Dean Budd, Barbara L.
Carlson, Jackie Catino-Davenport, Nancy
Christensen, Joni Ciarletta, Lauren Craft, Emily
Davis, Jay Desgrosellier (JDes), James Determan (JDet), Leo Edson, Ryan Fick, Tito Gonzalez, Michelle Haglund, Derek Hameister
(DHa), Charley Herzfeld, Barbara Higgins,
Dave Holway (DHo), Hank Ingersoll, Dan Jehl,
Kenny Kimbrough, J. R. Kinander, Paul E.
Lehman, Curtis A. Marantz, Eve Martin, Sara
B. Mayers, Rich Norgaard, Gary Nunn, Robert
Patton, Jim Pawlicki, Lisa Ruby, Matt Sadowski (MSa), Susan E. Smith, Jonny Sperling,
Justyn T. Stahl; Mark Stratton (MSt), Paula
Theobald, David Trissel, Manolo Turner, Ken
Weaver, Barbara Wise.
.
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Your contributions to The Skimmer are appreciated. Submit
articles and notices by the first of the month of publication by
mail to John Walters, 5552 Horse Ridge Way, Bonita, CA
91902, or by e-mail to johnfwalters5552@gmail.com

San Diego Field Ornithologists
c/o Barbara Carlson
11192 Portobelo Dr.
San Diego, CA 92124

Dues for Calendar year: $25.00, including all renewals.
Add $10.00 for each additional member in same household. MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO SDFO and
mail or give check to Membership Chair: Barbara Carlson, 11192 Portobelo Dr., San Diego 92124. For membership information, call Barbara at (858) 268-1937.

Visit our website at
www.sandiegofieldornithologists.org

