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Can Migration Counts Detect the Effects
of West Nile Virus?

Allen T. Chartier

According to several sources
(including the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control, and Health
Canada), West Nile Virus was first
detected in North America in New
York in 1999, infecting 62 people
and causing 7 deaths. Several thou-
sand birds, mainly American Crows
(Corvus  brachyrhynchos) were
found dead, many confirmed killed
by the virus through testing of blood
and tissue. The summer and fall (the
primary seasons of infection) of
2000 saw an expansion of the dis-
ease through the northeastern U.S.,
but it was not detected anywhere in
Canada. In 2001, West Nile Virus
was found in Canada for the first
time, mainly in southern Ontario,
with 128 dead birds testing positive
for the disease, but there were no
human cases. The 2002 outbreak
was the worst to date, with the
greatest spread of the discase (to
the far western U.S.), and the
largest number of human casualties.
In Canada, dead birds tested posi-
tive in Ontario, Nova Scotia,
Quebec, Manitoba, and Saskatche-
wan. The 2003 and 2004 seasons
were not as serious as 2002
However, West Nile Virus is clearly
here to stay, and annual outbreaks
are to be expected into the foresee-
able future.
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West Nile Virus in birds is con-
firmed only through testing of
blood and tissue of dead birds
turned in to local health agencies.
To date, more than 100 species of
birds have tested positive for the
disease. It has been clear that mem-
bers of the family Corvidae (Crows
and Jays) are particularly suscepti-
ble. Most detections were of dead
American Crows, partly due to the
visibility of dead birds, and partly
due to testing policies of health
agencies. So if migration counts
have any potential to show the
effects of West Nile Virus, members
of the family Corvidae should be
ideal subjects.

Annual counts of Blue Jays
(Cyanocitta cristata) have been con-
ducted at the Holiday Beach
Migration Observatory (HBMO)
near Malden Centre, Essex County,
Ontario with fairly consistent effort
since 1983. The low count of 72,591
in 2002, which was significantly lower
than the previous year’s count, drew
commentary from several local
observers that perhaps this might be
due to West Nile Virus. This led to
the natural question, can the effects
of West Nile Virus be detected
through migration counts? An exam-
ination of the data (Figure 1) reveals
several interesting patterns.



One important observation is
that the low count in 2002 was not the
lowest ever, but in fact there were
three other years with even lower
counts, 1984, 1998, and 2000. The low
count in 1984 was possibly affected
by lower observer effort (see actual
count data in Appendix 1).

There is also a clear pattern of
even-numbered years having lower
counts than odd-numbered years; a
two-year cycle. From 1983 through
2004, there are only two years
where this cycle was broken, 1986
and 2004, though both those years
were “up” years when they should
have been “down” years.

Beginning in 1998, through
2002, the pattern of alternating high
and low counts becomes more
dynamic, with two record high
counts and three near-record lows.
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1t is unclear what this greater insta-
bility in counts tells us.

A closer examination of the
data from even-numbered yecars
only shows a trend within a trend
(Figure 2). A hand-drawn best-fit
curve indicates a longer-term trend
of perhaps 7-10 years between low
and high points in this cycle. This
suggests that recent low numbers
should not be unexpected.

Conclusion

Blue Jay count data from Holiday
Beach show a consistent two-year
cycle that has only been broken
twice, once unrelated to the pres-
ence of West Nile Virus. Data from
1998-2004 indicate greater instabili-
ty in numbers, which might be an
effect of West Nile Virus, but the
first year the disease was detected

HBMO Blue Jay totals (1983-2004)
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Figure 1: Holiday Beach Migration Observatory annual Blue Jay count trend, 1983-

2004.
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HBMO Blue Jay totals, even years (1984-2004)
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Figure 2: Holiday Beach Migration Observatory Blue Jay counts for even-numbered
years only.

in North America, 1999, there was a expected from a normal pattern
record high count at Holiday  than recent low counts.

Beach, and the first year the disease Thus, the variations in migra-
was detected in Ontario, 2001, pro- tion counts are more easily
vided our second highest count  explained by normal patterns and
ever. It is intriguing to think that  trends. The data seem to provide
the very low count in 1998 might  very little, if any, insight into the
signal an earlier presence of the dis-  effects of West Nile Virus on the
ease in North America, but without  population of Blue Jays migrating
actual blood and tissue tests of Blue  past Holiday Beach, as there is not
Jays from that time, this is only a strong correlation with known
speculation. Although the low levels of infection in the region.
count in 2002 appears to correlate

with an extensive outbreak of West ~ Acknowledgements

Nile Virus that year, not all of the 1 wish to thank the numerous
low counts show such a correlation.  observers who counted Blue Jays at
An examination of the alternating  Holiday Beach from 1983-2004. I
even (down) years suggests that the ~ am also grateful to the Holiday
recent low numbers fall within a  Beach Migration Observatory for
pattern of longer-term trends. In  making Blue Jay data from recent
fact, the recent record high counts  years (1997-2004) available on their

are more outside what might be  website.
ONTARIO BIRDS APRIL 2005




41

Information Sources

Canadian Cooperative Wildlife Health Centre:
http://wildlifel.usask.ca/ccwhc2003/west_nile_virus/wnv_north_america.php
Centers For Disease Control: http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dvbid/westnile/
Holiday Beach Migration Observatory: http://www.hbmo.org/

Appendix 1: Holiday Beach Migration Observatory Blue Jay annual count data,
1983-2004.

Year Count Year Count Year Count Year Count
1983 161,921 1989 346,455 1995 412,186 2001 524,685
1984 21,487 1990 257,745 1996 165,898 2002 72,591
1985 305,152 1991 422,660 1997 383,952 2003 368,998
1986 323,386 1992 165,863 1998 64,689 2004 367,825
1987 306,825 1993 418,187 1999 629,990

1988 106,882 1994 247,837 2000 65,731

Allen T. Chartier, 1442 West River Park Drive, Inkster, Michigan 48141
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Reviews

e,

Klaus Malling Olsen
Hans Larsson

Gulls are magnetic and magical for
many birders. Interest in gulls
surged in 1982 when the late Peter
Grant published his classic book
titled Gulls: A  Guide to
Identification. Grant’s revised guide
in 1986 added North American
gulls. It became the gull watcher’s
bible until the recent publication of
the Olsen and Larsson book. Their
new book with its superb illustra-
tions, excellent photographs and
detailed text now make it the finest
book on gull identification.

I purchased a copy of the first
printing of this book just before it
was taken off the market in
September 2003. The recall hap-
pened because of numerous errors,
mainly in the form of mixed cap-
tions, incorrect photo credits, and
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Gulls of North America, Europe
and Asia. 2003. Reprinted with
many corrections in 2004. By Klaus
Malling Olsen (author) and Hans
Larsson (artist). Princeton
University Press, Princeton, New
Jersey. Hardcover, 608 pages, 938
colour plates, 17 x 24.5 cm. $80.00
Canadian. ISBN 0-691-11997-X.

inaccurate and poor quality range
maps. The intent of this review is
not to list all the errors, but to give
selected examples. I also praise this
important new book.

We had my first printing copy of
Olsen and Larsson’s book on a gull
watching trip to Newfoundland in
January 2004. It was invaluable, par-
ticularly for European species such
as Yellow-legged Gull (Larus micha-
hellis), European Herring Gull (L.
argentatus  argentatus/argenteus),
Lesser Black-backed Gull (L. fuscus
graellsii), Common Gull (L. canus
canus) and Black-headed Gull (L.
ridibundus).

The information in this book is
much better, more extensive and
more accurate for European gulls
than for North American gulls. The




Danish author and Swedish artist
have little field experience with
North America gulls and likely
none in Canada. They also did not
use the large collections and
resources in the Canadian Museum
of Nature. If they had, for example,
they might have noticed that
Glaucous Gulls (L. hyperboreus) in
Canada are distinctly different from
European Glaucous Gulls. Our
juvenile/first year birds are paler
with less coarsely marked body
plumage, and winter adults lack the
heavy dark head/neck streaking of
European birds. There are no pho-
tos in this book showing Canadian
Glaucous Gulls. Currently,
Canadian and European Glaucous
Gulls are listed as the nominate
subspecies hyperboreus. However,
Canadian and Greenland birds
should be the subspecies leuceretes
as proposed by Banks (1986), but
this split is rejected by Olsen and
Larsson on page 195. Note the cor-
rect spelling of leuceretes, which is
incorrectly spelled leucerectes in the
book.

Olsen and Larsson treat 43
species. They split Herring Gull
into three species: the Herring Gull
(L. argentatus) of Europe,
American Herring Gull (L. smith-
sonianus) and Vega Gull (L. vegae);
however, the Herring Gull in
Europe should be called the
European Herring Gull to distin-
guish it from the North American
species. The Yellow-legged Gull (L.
michahellis), Caspian Gull (L.
cachinnans) and Heuglin’s Gull (L.

43

heuglini) also are treated as sepa-
rate species. The Mew Gull (L.
brachyrhynchus) of North America
is split from the Common Gull (L.
canus) of Eurasia, but the Siberian
subspecies kamtschatschensis
(Kamchatka Gull) remains a race
of the Common Gull.

Gull enthusiasts tend to be
splitters interested in subspecies,
identifiable = populations  and
hybrids. Thus, some subspecies
such as the aforementioned
Kamchatka Gull and the Kumlien’s
Iceland Gull (L. glaucoides kum-
lieni) are given the same full treat-
ment as species in the book. I like
this idea of treating field recogniza-
ble forms in the same manner as
full species.

The illustrations are excellent,
with only minor problems. For
example, the white eye crescents of
Franklin’s Gull on plate 73 are too
narrow, being the same size as the
Laughing Gulls on plate 71. The
wide “arching” eye crescents of
Franklin’s Gulls help separate them
from Laughing Gulls. Plate 74
shows the crescents more accurate-
ly. I like the seven introductory
colour plates comparing wingtip
patterns of large gulls. Note the
caption error in number 18 on page
29 that refers to Figure 4 on page
30; it should refer to Figure 3. This
is an example of an error not cor-
rected in the second printing.

The 800 plus colour photo-
graphs in Olsen and Larsson are
worth the price of the book com-
pared to 544 black-and-white pho-
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tographs in Grant (1986). The high
quality photographs showing most
age classes are the most impressive
feature of this book.

Range maps for some North
American gulls could be improved.
For example, the breeding range of
Bonaparte’s Gull is inaccurate for
northern Ontario south of James
Bay. Its range extends farther east
and south than mapped. The princi-
pal breeding range of the Little
Gull in eastern North America is
likely northern Manitoba and
Ontario near Hudson Bay and
James Bay, but breeding in the
Hudson Bay Lowland is not shown
on the map.

I recommend reading and
learning the introductory informa-
tion on judging size, judging photo-
graphs, colour abnormalities,
abnormal bills, topography dia-
gram, effects of wear and fading,
hybrids, ageing, molt and plumage
terminology. However, the inter-
pretation of the Humphrey and
Parkes (1959) plumage terminology
on pages 13 and 14 should be
ignored because it is totally wrong.
In the topography diagram on page

21, the line pointing to the gonys
points only to the angle of the
gonys. The gonys is the ridge at the
bottom of the bill from the tip to
where the two sides (rami) of the
bill branch, which is at the gonydeal
angle.

Not all errors in the first print-
ing were corrected in the second
printing. I heard that the author
tired while making numerous cor-
rections and revisions. Neverthe-
less, this book is a major contribu-
tion to gull identification. The 800
plus photographs, excellent illustra-
tions and detailed text rank the
Olsen and Larsson gull book as one
of the best specialty identification
guides. No serious gull watcher
should be without it.

I thank Jean Iron and Kevin
McLaughlin for helpful comments
and discussions while preparing this
review.

Literature Cited

Banks, R.C. 1986. Subspecies of the
Glaucous Gull, Larus hyperboreus (Aves:
Charadriiformes). Proceedings of the
Biological Society of Washington 99:
149-159.

Ron Pittaway, 4 Anson Street, Box 619, Minden, Ontario KOM 2K0
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The Birds of Northumberland County:
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http://homepage.mac.com/wings_4d/bonc/bonc_index.html

This website was prepared by Clive
Goodwin, who collected and verified
the sightings with the assistance of
Joy Goodwin, and by Steven Furino,
who authored the software
(Wings2003, version 3.0.5) which
managed the data and created the
charts. It summarizes 208,544
records (back to 1817) of 357 species
(excluding 13 “doubtful” species) for
Northumberland County. The coun-
ty is located on the north shore of
Lake Ontario from west of Port
Hope, east to Trenton, and north to
Rice Lake and the Trent River.
Accounts are presented for all
the accepted species for
Northumberland County as a whole,
and also separately for Presqu’ile
Provincial Park. Each species
account contains short summary data
and then four tables showing number
of records by month, number of indi-

viduals by month, number of records
by year (1975 to 2002), and number
of individuals by year (1975 to 2002),
unless ten or fewer records exist, in
which case the records themselves
are listed. These specific records
show date, location, and number of
individuals, but not observer(s) or
source of the data (although both
could be requested from Goodwin
where required, presumably).

Checklists for Northumberland
County and Presqu’ile Provincial
Park are available on the site in
html, text and checkbox formats.
Other lists, rarest birds for exam-
ple, are also available.

This website is of interest for the
wealth of information it presents
about the birds of the study area, and
as an example of a possible format
for other regions of Ontario.

Ron Tozer, 1017 Spring Lake Road, R.R. 1, Dwight, Ontario POA 1HO
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Letters

Black-necked Stilt

We would like to correct three
errors in our paper entitled “First
Breeding and Nest Record of
Black-necked Stilt in Ontario”,
published in the last issue (Ontario
Birds 22: 106-119).

1) The pair of Black-necked Stilts
involved in the 2004 nest record at
Jarvis was originally discovered at
the Jarvis sewage lagoons by
Barry Jones on 18 May 2004, prior
to the sighting at the Townsend
sewage lagoons on 19 May by
John Keenleyside and Daniel
Salisbury.

2) In Table 1 on page 107, the 26
May 1998 Black-necked Stilt record
from Bath, Lennox & Addington,
was mistakenly attributed to Alfred
H. Rider. This Black-necked Stilt
was found by Glenn Barrett,
Cynthia Pekarik, Jeremy Rouse
and Ross Neureuther.

3) Reference to the sighting of the
2004 Black-necked Stilts at the
Jarvis sewage lagoons on 22 May by
Ian Burton (page 108) and I
Burton (page 110) should have cor-
rectly referred to Dan Burton of
Gravenhurst.

Mark K. Peck, Department of Natural History, Royal Ontario Museum, 100
Queen’s Park, Toronto, Ontario M5S 2C6

Glenn Coady, 604 — 60 Mountview Avenue, Toronto, Ontario M6P 21.4

A. Geoffrey Carpentier, 155 Ravenscroft Road, Ajax, Ontario L1T 1Y3

Barry S. Cherriere, 506 — 575 Queenston Road, Hamilton, Ontario L8K 1K1
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April 2005 Quiz

Glenn Coady

Imagine you are walking through
your favourite local patch and up
from the ground pops a secretive,
unfamiliar passerine such as this
quiz bird.

The initial impression is that of
a small, bull-necked, ground-
dwelling bird, with a short, conical
bill, and a back dappled in dark
chestnut, drab brown and pale
whitish-buff. Intuitively, most bird-
ers would correctly categorize the
bird as belonging to the family
Emberizidae, one of 33 Ontario
emberizine sparrows and their allies.

Many of the members of this
family can be easily excluded from
consideration. The three Ontario
species of towhee all have tails much
longer than this bird. The Green-
tailed Towhee’s overall green and
grey plumage is certainly not a
match. Likewise, the dark, uniform
head colour of both the Eastern
Towhee and Spotted Towhee elimi-
nate them as candidates.

The three Ontario species of
longspur (Lapland Longspur,
Smith’s Longspur and Chestnut-
collared Longspur) should all show
dark central tails with some visible
white in the outer tail feathers.
None of them would show a uni-
formly grey auricular area, as does
the quiz bird, in any plumage. Snow
Buntings, with their long black pri-
maries and white wing patches, can

also be quickly dismissed.

The four species of Zonotrichia
sparrow (White-throated Sparrow,
White-crowned Sparrow, Harris’s
Sparrow and Golden-crowned
Sparrow) all have a much different
structure than the quiz bird, with
longer tails, longer primary exten-
sion, a more pot-bellied appear-
ance, and prominent white wing
bars. The Dark-eyed Junco’s uni-
form grey head and white outer tail
feathers easily rule it out.

The five Ontario members of
the genus Spizella (American Tree
Sparrow, Field Sparrow, Chipping
Sparrow, Clay-colored Sparrow and
Brewer’s Sparrow) all have longer
tails and longer primary projection
than the structure evident in our
quiz bird. Also, they all have promi-
nent lighter edging to the greater
and median secondary coverts,
resulting in two discernable wing
bars. None of them show the flank
streaking which is clearly seen on
our quiz bird.

Two species with bright, imme-
diately striking, harlequin head pat-
terns (Lark Sparrow and Black-
throated Sparrow) can be quickly
dismissed. Likewise, the overall
darker Lark Bunting with its white-
tipped tail and large whitish area in
the outer greater secondary coverts.

The large size, long tail, and
rufous and grey head and back of
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the Fox Sparrow quickly eliminate
it. The Swamp Sparrow’s grey
supercilium, rufous crown, and
prominently rufous wings are
inconsistent with our bird. The
Lincoln’s Sparrow’s combination of
grey supercilium, buffy submous-
tachial area, and prominent malar
stripe rule it out as well. Besides
their much longer tails and less
elaborately patterned backs, the
Song Sparrow, Savannah Sparrow
and Vesper Sparrow always demon-
strate obvious malar stripes as well,
and their head pattern is not nearly
this colourful.

Cassin’s Sparrow is a much
drabber bird with a much longer
tail, a streaked crown and an indis-
tinct supercilium, and, therefore, is
also a poor fit. Bachman’s
Sparrow’s grey-edged rufous back
feathers are unlike our quiz bird
with its buff-edged, chestnut back
feathers. Its plain, buffy flanks also
lack the distinct streaks we see on
the quiz bird.

Most observers would have
quickly discerned that our quiz bird’s
short, spiky tail, very short primaries,
relatively large, flat-headed appear-
ance and intricate pattern and
colouration would place it in the
genus Ammodramus, and indeed we
have already eliminated all but the
five Ontario sparrows of that genus
(Grasshopper Sparrow, Baird’s
Sparrow, Henslow’s Sparrow, Le
Conte’s Sparrow and Nelson’s Sharp-
tailed Sparrow).

Grasshopper Sparrow lacks the
bright, extensively orange supercili-
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um of the quiz bird, instead demon-
strating a buffy-yellow supraloral
area and a much greyer rear por-
tion to the supercilium. Its under-
parts are a plain, unmarked buff-
ochre, lacking the flank streaks
seen on our quiz bird.

Baird’s Sparrow’s head colour
is a much paler ochre than the bold
orange found on our quiz bird. It
would show a more prominent
malar stripe and would lack the
grey auriculars of our quiz bird.

Henslow’s Sparrow differs from
our quiz bird in its olive-green head
colour and bright rufous-edged ter-
tials and greater secondary coverts,
giving the general impression of
much more rusty wings.

To the surprise of few, we have
come to a choice between the very
similar Le Conte’s Sparrow and
Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrow.
Let’s examine a few useful charac-
ters in separating these two species.
Both species have grey auriculars
and a grey nape patch. These grey
areas are more extensive and a
slightly colder lead grey in Nelson’s
Sharp-tailed Sparrow. The grey
nape patch in the Le Conte’s
Sparrow is finely speckled with pur-
plish spots giving it a more plum
cast than the larger, colder grey
nape patch in Nelson’s Sharp-tailed
Sparrow. Looking at our quiz bird,
this character likely favours Le
Conte’s Sparrow.

Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrows
tend to show more obviously con-
trasting, fine bright white (rather
than buff) streaks on an overall dark-




er back. Le Conte’s Sparrow shows
wider buffy edges that contrast less
with its chestnut-centred back feath-
ers. This character would also seem
to favour Le Conte’s Sparrow.

Le Conte’s Sparrow is more
likely to have grey extending into
the lores, whereas Nelson’s Sharp-
tailed Sparrow is likelier to exhibit
bright orange lores similar to the
supercilium. Our bird’s greyish loral
colour is once again more in keep-
ing with Le Conte’s Sparrow.

The tertial feathers in Le
Conte’s Sparrow are usually dark
chestnut-centred with wide whitish-
buff edges. In Nelson’s Sharp-tailed
Sparrow, the tertials are chestnut-
centred with finer rufous edges.
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This feature favours Le Conte’
Sparrow as well.

Most importantly, Le Conte’s
Sparrow has two lateral chestnut
crown-stripes surrounding a fine
white median  crown-stripe.
Alternately, Nelson’s Sharp-tailed
Sparrow has two lateral chestnut
crown-stripes surrounding a promi-
nent grey median crown-stripe. We
can clearly see a bit of the fine,
lighter median crown-stripe of a Le
Conte’s Sparrow in this quiz bird.

All of our useful field charac-
ters are pointing to the same con-
clusion, and indeed this bird is a Le
Conte’s Sparrow which I pho-
tographed at Point Pelee National
Park on 13 May 1988.

Glenn Coady, 604 — 60 Mountview Avenue, Toronto, Ontario M6P 214

OFO Annual Convention and Banquet
Point Pelee National Park
10 and 11 September 2005

Plan now to attend the OFO Annual Convention at Point
Pelee on 10 and 11 September 2005. This weekend of bird-
ing and presentations, with new and old friends, is always
great fun. Saturday’s events will include Ron Scovell’s popu-
lar book sale, and an evening banquet and special featured
speaker at the Roma Club in Leamington.

On both Saturday and Sunday, experts will lead groups
of convention participants to several of the very productive
early fall birding locations in Point Pelee National Park and
nearby areas. During our 2003 convention there, 156 species
were observed on the field trips.
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President: Chris Escott, 1 Shouldice Court, Toronto, Ontario M2L 2S3
(416) 444-8055 E-mail: chris@escott.ca
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dinated by Mark Cranford; hosts field trips throughout Ontario; and holds an
Annual Convention and Banquet in the autumn. Current information on all of
its activities is on the OFO website (www.ofo.ca ), coordinated by Sandra
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(ofo@ofo.ca).

All persons interested in bird study, regardless of their level of expertise, are
invited to become members of the Ontario Field Ornithologists. Membership
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