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Figure 1: Snowy Plover, 4-9 May 1987, Long Point, Haldimand-Norfolk.
Photo (5 May) by Alan .Wormington.

judged to be about the size of a
Semipalmated Plover
(Charadrius semipalmatus). It
appeared slimmer than a
Semipalmated Plover, with a more
horizontal stance, proportionately
longer legs, a slightly longer and
thinner bill and a flatter crown,
giving it a rather "square headed"
appearance (Figure 1).

General Appearance
A decidedly pale plover, it was
pale sandy brown above and pure
white below, with distinct black
patches on the ear coverts and
sides of the upper breast and a
black stripe on the forehead, sepa­
rated from the eye by a white
supercilium. The dark, bold
colouring of these head and breast

markings distinguished the bird as
a male (Figures 1 and 2). The thin
black bill and dark greyish-black
legs were also distinctive. It fed in
typical small plover fashion, run­
ning in short bursts and abruptly
seizing prey from the surface of
the sand. It flew twice and showed
a pale brown rump, the colour of
the mantle, and a darker brown
tail. Both rump and tail showed
white outer edges. There was a
faint, conspicuous white wing bar.

Head
The shape of the head was "squar­
ish" due to the fairly flat crown (as
opposed to the rounded crown of
the Semipalmated Plover). There
was a narrow black band on the
upper part of the forehead and a

VOLUME 6 NUMBER 1



6

"black patch on the sides of the face
fonned by a black eyeline (behind
the eye only) continuous with
black ear coverts. These black
patches were clearly defmed. The
lower part of the forehead. lores
and supercilium were white. The
white supercilium separated the
forehead band from the eye. The
supercilium extended to the rear
edge of the black face patch. The
crown, from behind the black fore­
head bar to the nape, was pale
sandy-brown. as were the sides of
the neck. There was a narrow
whitish collar separating the sandy
brown crown from the upperparts.
This showed best when the bird
raised its head, extending the neck.

Upperparts
The mantle, rump and wings
(excluding the primaries) were the
same uniform pale Sandy brown as
the crown. This colour was
approximately that of the sur­
rounding sand and was much paler
than that of a Semipalmated
Plover. The primaries and the tail
were darker brown. In flight, both
the rump and tail showed white
sides, and the secondaries were
darker brown like the primaries.
On the sides of the breast there
was another very distinct black
patch, longer than it was broad,
extending on to the underparts.

Figure 2: Snowy Plover. 4-9 May 1987. Long Point, Haldimand-Norfolk.
Photo (5 May) by Alan Wormington.
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Underparts
The whole of the underparts was
gleaming white, apart from the
black patches on the sides of the
upper breast. The white extended
on to the white of the lores and
head and also around the nape as a
narrow white collar (Figure 2).

Bill
The entirely black bill was longer
and slimmer than that of a
Semipalmated Plover.

Legs
The legs were proportionately
longer than those of a
Semipalmated Plover. At a dis­
tance, they appeared black but at
close range they were seen to be
greyish-black.

Eye
The iris was dark. There was no
noticeable eye-ring, so at any dis­
tance the eye seemed to merge into
the black face patch. This gave
the bird a "stern" rather than "gen­
tle" facial expression.

Call
No call was heard.

Discussion
This sighting constitutes the rust
record of Snowy Plover for
Ontario. There are two specimens
of this species, both of which
reportedly originated from the
province in the nineteenth century.
One, taken at Toronto in May
1880, was identified by Ernest
Thompson Seton, but the specimen
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was subsequently destroyed
(Godfrey 1986). The second,
allegedly collected at Toronto on
6 July 18% (James 1984), report­
ed erroneously as 1897 by Speirs
(1985) and Godfrey (1986),
resides in the Royal Ontario
Museum. The Ontario Bird
Records Committee reviewed
these old specimen reports and
found them to be unacceptable
(see James 1984). The 1880 report
was rejected on identification and
the lack of a specimen, while the
1896 report was rejected because
the specimen was of questionable
origin (James 1984). As such,
Snowy Plover was not included on
the 1984 Checklist of the Birds of
Ontario (Wormington and James
1984). The Long Point bird con­
stitutes the frrst record of Snowy
Plover for Ontario.

Snowy Plover is a resident or
/ partial migrant (withdrawing in

winter from ~e extreme portions
of its range) on the Pacific coast,
ranging from central Washington
to southern Baja California and
along the Gulf coast from western
Florida through Texas (Terres
1980). Migrant populations breed
inland in Oregon, western
California, western Neva~ Utah,
eastern Colorado, southern New
Mexico, southeastern Arizona,
southwestern Kansas, northwest­
ern Oklahoma and north central
Texas (peterson 1961; Terres
1980; DeSante and Pyle 1986).
The Snowy Plover winters along
the Pacific coast from northern
Oregon south to Baja California
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(pageet al. 1986) and along the Plover, the paler Gulf coat fonn of
Gulf coast from central Florida the Gulf coast and West Indies and
down both coasts of Central the darker western form of the
America to the Yucatan Peninsula Pacific coast and inland U.S. The
(pearson 1917; Peterson 1980; A.a.U. (1957) gives these forms
Terres 1980). It is vagrant in win- subspecific designations, C.a.
ter to the West Indies (Bond 1960; tenuirostris for the Gulf form,
Meyer de Schauensee 1970) and as which it calls the Cuban Snowy
far south as Panama (Hayman et Plover, and C.a. nivosus for the
al. 1986) and Venezuela (Altman western Snowy Plover. Hayman
and Parrish 1978). The species is et al. (1986:292) describe these
also considered a rare and irregular two races as a single subspecies,
winter resident in Washington, C.a. nivosus. Wallace felt, based
Arizona and New Mexico (page on his experience with both forms,
et al. 1986). that the bird seen at Long Point

In North America, there are two was more likely the darker western
distinct forms of the Snowy form.

Table 1: Status and extralimital records of Snowy Plover in North America
Vagrant status follows that of DeSante and Pyle (1986), except in Michigan,
where Payne (1983) was followed.

U.S.A.
Vagrant

State Status Date Number and Location Source
Idaho ex. rare - - DeSante &: Pyle (1986)
Montana ex. rare 24 August 1959 1 Red Rock Lake Skaar (1969)
Wyoming ex. rare - .- DeSante &: Pyle (1986)
Nebraska ex. rare 17 May 1903 2 (specimens) Lincoln Bent (1929)
Minnesota ex. rare - 1- Eckert (1983)

undated 1981 1 Lac qui Parle Eckert (1983)
'summer' 1982 1 Lake oCthe Woods Co. Eckert (1983)

Missouri ex. rare - - DeSante &: Pyle (1986)
Arkansas ex. rare - - DeSante &: Pyle (1986)
Wisconsin ex. rare 1 June 1934 1 (collected) Kenosha Ford (1936)
Tennessee ex. rare - - DeSante &: Pyle (1986)
Penn. ex. rare 29JWle 1886 1 (collected) Berks Co. Wood (1979)

17 May 1986 1 Erie (Presque Isle) Hall (1986)
Indiana hypothetical 19 May 1980 1 (sight record) Gary Mlodinow (1984)
Michigan hypothetical 23 May 1963 1 Escanaba Payne (1983)

CANADA
Province
B.C. ex. rare - 1 Denman Island Godfrey (1986)

Aprflune 1972 1 Tofmo Hatler et al. (1978)
12 July 1980 1 Queen Charlotte Us. Godfrey (1986)
May 1985 Ilona Island Mattodcs (1985)

Alberta ex. rare 31 May 1975 1 Beaverhill Lake Dekker (1975)
Sask. ex. rare May 1964 1 (specimen) Buck Lake Wade (1964)

Junefluly 1984 2 Old Wives Lake Gollop (1986)
July 1986 2 Old Wives Lake Gollop (1986)
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The literature contains a smat­
tering of vagrancy records, which
are summarized in Table 1.
DeSante and Pyle (1986) describe
"extremely rare" as having
occurred ten times or less in a
given state or province.

In Canada, the Snowy Plover
has previously been recorded in
three provinces (Table 1). There
are four records from coastal
British Columbia: Tofino, April to
June 1972; Denman Island; Queen
Charlotte Islands, July 1980; and
Iona Island, May 1985 (Hatler et
ala 1978; Mattocks 1985; Godfrey
1986). Until 1984 Saskatchewan's
only record was a specimen col­
lected at Buck Lake in May, 1964
(Godfrey 1986). In June or July
1984, two plovers were found on
Old Wives Lake, in southwestern
Saskatchewan (Gollop 1986). A
nest discovered at this location in
July 1986 established Canada's
first breeding r~ord. There is one
record of the species from Alberta,
where a bird was found at
Beaverhill Lake on 31 May 1975
(Dekker 1975).

These records indicate that the
Snowy Plover is not overly prone
to vagrancy. Although it breeds
regularly as far north as central
Washington, at Leadbetter Point at
the mouth of Willapa Bay
(Wallace, pers. comm., 1987),
there are only four sightings of this
species from British Columbia.
The species breeds along the Gulf
coast of Florida as far south as
Naples (paul 1981). However, in
the decade from 1970-1980 it was
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recorded only three times in the
Florida Keys (Atherton and
Atherton 1980). It is considered
casual on the Atlantic coast of
Florida and has not been recorded
on the Atlantic coast north of that
state (A.O.D. 1983). Thus, coastal
populations of Snowy Plover, Le.,
both western and Gulf forms,
appear highly sedentary. The
specimen taken at Buck Lake,
Saskatchewan was identified by
Godfrey as belonging to the west­
ern form (Wade 1964). The
A.O.V. (1957) cites casual records
of the western fonn in Wyoming
and Nebraska. Vagrant birds in
Alberta and other U.S. locations
also probably originated from the
migratory inland population.
Considering thatour plover was
thought not to be a Gulf coast
fOnTI, we speculate that it too was
a stray from the inland breeding
population.

Virtually all of the Snowy
Plover vagrancy records for which
we were able to obtain dates
occurred during the spring/early
summer. The appearance of the
Long Point bird confonned to this
temporal pattern.
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Blue Jays Mimic the Calls of
Red-shouldered and

Broad-winged Hawks
by

Ross D. James

Blue Jays (Cyanocitta cristata) vival value to the birds.
have long been known to mimic On 21 July 1987, about 10 km
the calls of other birds. Some con- southeast of Dwight, Muskoka
sider that they are able to repro- District Municipality, Ontario, in
duce the calls of many different an area where I have heard Red-
species (Baird et al. 1875; Terres shouldered Hawks for many years
1980), although they are most (including 1987), I was recording
renowned for vocal mimicry of Blue Jays and the associated scold-
hawks, particularly the Red-shoul- ing by Least Flycatchers
dered Hawk (Buteo lineatus) (Empidonax minimus) and Red-
(Nicholson 1936; Bent 1946; eyed Vireos (Vireo olivaceus)
Godfrey 1986). The Red-tailed when I realized that it was the jay
Hawk (B.jamaicensis) and the giving Red-shouldered Hawk-like
American Kestrel (Falco screams, rather than a hawk itself.
sparverius) have also been includ- To my ears the jay call was a very
ed in 'the jay repertoire (Baird et good rendition of the hawk, except
al. 1875), and I can add the Broad- that the jay gave only single, well-
winged Hawk (B. platypterus). If spaced syllables, rather than the
jays are as good a mimic of small- usual repetitive call of the hawk.
er birds as they are with hawks, Spectographs (Figure la, Ib)
the habit may often be overlooked. revealed that the syllables uttered
The mimicked sound heard by a by the jay (a) were similar to those
field observer might be assumed to of a Red-shouldered Hawk. The
emanate from the appropriate dominant frequency is nearly iden-
species, rather than from a jay that tical and the structure of the calls,
might not even be seen. But why including hannonics, is similar. In
they should mimic other birds, and the second half of the call, howev-
particularly hawks, has not been er, the jay (a) has emphasized the
adequately answered. The follow- lower of two simultaneous fre-
ing observations, while not provid- quencies in the 2 to 3 kHz range
ing definitive answers, suggest that (that soon blend together), while in
the habit is not of significant sur- the hawk call (b), this lower band

Ross D. James, Dept of Ornithology, Royal Ontario Museum, 100 Queen's
Park, Toronto, Ontario MSS 2C6
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Figure 1: Sonograms (wide band) of:
(a) a Red-shouldered Hawk-like call given by a Blue Jay on 21 July 1987 in Muskoka District

Municipality, Ontario (dominant frequency 2-3 kHz; durations .47 sec);
(b) a syllable from a longer call given by a Red-shouldered Hawk. recorded earlier on 21 July

1987 in the same locality as (a) (dominant frequency 2-3 kHz; duration.51 sec);
(c) a Broad-winged Hawk-like call given by a Blue Jay on 26 July 1987 in Muskoka District

Municipality, Ontario (dominant frequency 4.0-4.5 kHz; duration 1.1 sec);
(d) an example of a Broad-winged Hawk call recorded 7 JlD1e 1983, in Hastings Coonty,

Ontario (dominant frequency 4.5-5 kHz; duration 1.45 sec).

has all but disappeared. The jay
call is slightly shorter and notice­
ably less pure in tone, but given
the complexity of the call, it is a
remarkable resemblance.

Only five days later, as I stood
recording a bird on the shore of a
small lake, in the very same area, I

heard what I thought was a Broad­
winged Hawk calling on the other
side of the lake. I expected Broad­
winged Hawks, as I have also
found them nesting there, and
birds were present in 1987. Soon,
I noticed a Blue Jay fly across the
lake to land within 30 m of where
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I stood. Both as it flew, and after
landing in the forest, it uttered a
series of calls that I would have
continued to think were given by a
hawk if I had not seen the jay.
Sonograms (Figure lc, d) again
revealed a similar call. The jay
version (c) is shorter and fades out
more noticeably toward the end,
but the frequency of the call is
very close to the Broad-winged
Hawk example (d), and there is
likely variation among hawks.
When given by the jay, the open­
ing syllable is prolonged some­
what, there are small but inaudible
breaks, and the call is less pure in
tone, but to human ears it sounds
essentially identical except for
duration.

As would be appropriate at the
end of July, what appeared to be
family groups of jays, with young
long out of the nest, were seen in
this area on a number of occasions
during the week these recordings
were made. But on both recording
occasions, lasting about one
minute each, the jays giving the
calls appeared to be alone,
although likely within hearing dis­
tance of other jays.

There have been nwnerous the­
ories put forward as to why birds
in general mimic other species (see
Bayliss 1982) or why jays in par­
ticular might do this (Goodwin
1976). Unfortunately there is as
yet no proven reason why Blue
Jays should want to mimic the
sounds of hawks. The fact that
jays have been doing it for decades
suggests that it may happen more
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than just by chance. However, a
jay uttering hawk calls while for­
aging alone in the forest late in the
breeding season does not lend sup­
port to theories of enhanced sexual
selection during pairing, mate
identification within pairs, or of
territorial defense during the mat­
ing season. And since nests were
not involved in these examples,
nor were the hawks present, theo­
ries relating to their use in mob­
bing or of enhancing threats to
other birds that might be approach­
ing nests are also not supported.
The vireos and fl ycatchers were
seemingly unaffected by the mim­
icked hawk calls, as they contin­
ued to scold the jays.

Perhaps the hawk calls are of
value to jays at some particular
time during the year. The birds
that I recorded may well have been
young, practicing their vocal
repertoire for the future. But why
should they learn hawk calls in the
first place? If such calls really
were of advantage to jays in con­
veying a more precise indication
of a threat to the birds themselves
or to their nest, a possible reason
suggested by Goodwin (1976),
why should they not mimic
Accipiter species (Sharp-shinned
HawKs Accipiter striatus, were
also seen in these forests in 1987)
rather than Bweos that are less
dangerous to small passerines.
And if the hawk calls were of
value in such situations, why
would all jays not quickly acquire
the habit (assuming they do not,
because it is not apparent to us that

VOLUME 6 NUMBER I



14

all jays have this habit)?
At present, the hawk calls given

by Blue Jays have no more ade­
quate explanation than that they
may be sounds that the jays could
easily learn, and amount to noth­
ing more than "copying mistakes"
of no value to the jays. Goodwin
(1976) indicates that mimicked
sounds are often given by jays in
highly emotional situations, pre­
sumably similar to those under
which the jays first heard the
sound. The hawk calls that I
recorded then, although not given
at a time of any apparent stress,
may have been acquired during a
period of emotional stress caused
by the presence of hawks near
them, at a time when they were
learning their own songs and sen­
sitive to such sounds in their envi­
ronment. Calling B weos could
easily be near Blue Jay nests or
newly flying- young and could cre­
ate such stress.

Perhaps the quieter nature of
Accipiters when hunting lessens
the possibility of jays acquiring
Accipiter calls. Even more likely
to preclude this possibility, howev­
er, is the fact that the Accipiters
are going to be much more lethal
to young jays. When learning
calls, the jays are likely to be
rather young, and better able to
survive the presence of Buteos in
close proximity.
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First Records of Roof
Nesting by Ring-billed Gulls

and Herring Gulls in Ontario
by

Hans Blokpoel and Blake Smith

In recent years there has been an Ring-billed Gulls on roof of
increase in the incidence of birds commercial building near
nesting on roofs. Fisk (1978) pro- Owen Sound
vided an annotated list of reports This building is located on the east
of roof nesting and mentioned that side of Owen Sound, just north of
this behaviour has been reported the Town of Owen Sound, Grey
for eight Larus species, including County. The building's flat roof is
the Herring Gull (Larus argenla- approximately 22,000 m2 in size
IUS) but not the Ring-billed Gull and 7 m high. The top layer is
(L. delawarensis). gravel.

Roof nesting by Herring Gulls In 1985 there were 20 nests
in the United Kingdom and Ireland with eggs. Few, if any, chicks
has been documented by Cramp fledged because there was heavy
(1971) and Monaghan and depredation by a Raccoon
Coulson (1977). In North (Procyon IOlor) that could reach
America, Herring Gulls have nest- the roof via an emergency ladder
ed on roofs near Boston, at the rear side of the building (T.
Massachusetts (paynter 1963), Moulton, pers. comm.).
Long Island, New York (Buckley At the end of May 1986 there
and Buckley 1980) and in were more than 100 nests with
Manchester, New Hampshire eggs (T. Moulton, pers. comm.).
(R.M. Bollengier, pers. comm.). On 12 June there were onIy 24

This note reports one case of nests with eggs and there were
roof nesting by Ring-billed Gulls many depredated eggs. On 19
and two by Herring Gulls in June there were 23 adult Ring-
Ontario. billed Gulls and 81 nests (11 with

one egg, seven with two eggs,
three with three eggs and 60
empty). Fragments of egg shells

Hans Blokpoel, Canadian Wildlife Service, 1725 Woodward Drive,
Ottawa, Ontario KIA OH3

Blake Smith, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, 611 9th Avenue,
Owen Sound, Ontario N4K 3E4
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and dried yolk were present at
many of the empty nests. There
were 11 depredated eggs scattered
about over the roof. Raccoon scats
were present on the roof and on a
landing of the emergency ladder.
On 23 June there were only seven
nests with eggs. On 6 July there
were no intact eggs or chicks and
the colony had been deserted.

Virtually all of the 81 nests that
were present on 19 June were built
against structures (exhaust vents,
gas lines, expansion joints, low
platforms, etc.).

On 3 June 1987 there were two
separate Ring-billed Gull colonies
on the roof: one had 143 and the
other 18 nests with eggs. There
were no chicks or hatching eggs,
nor were there any obvious signs
of Raccoon predation. As in 1986,
virtually all nests were located
against roof structures. The nest­
ing gulls fouled the roof with
excrement, nesting materials, food
remains, feathers and regurgita­
tions of undigestable objects. The
owner of the building was afraid
that during a heavy rainstorm these
materials would clog drain pipes,
causing puddles or leaks. In addi­
tion, the gull droppings corroded
the metal structures on the roof.
At the request of the owner of the
building, 'the Canadian Wildlife
Service issued a pennit to collect
the eggs. On 8 June all eggs were
collected and destroyed by staff of
the Owen Sound District office of
the Ministry of Natural Resources.
There was no renesting after the
egg collection.
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Herring Gulls on roof or Grey
County Mall, Owen Sound
The flat roof of the Grey County
Mall is about 14,000m2 in size and
about 7m high. The top layer of
the roof is gravel. Opposite the
County Mall are three franchised
fast-food outlets.

In 1985 there was one nest with
< three eggs (R. Jackson, pees.

comm.). On 5 June 1986 there
was one nest with two eggs and
another with two eggs and one
small chick. On 11 June there
were four more nests (each with
three eggs) and on 19 June another
nest with three eggs. The gulls
occupied only a small section of
the roof and fonned a loose
colony.

The gulls apparently preferred
to nest near one of the several
structures on the roof rather than
00 the open roof itself. Of the
seven nests, one was on top of a
ventilation unit, three were.against
ventilation units, two were against
gaslines and one was out in the
open about 1m from a roof drain.

The nesting Herring Gulls
caused problems similar to those
mentioned above for Ring-billed
Gulls. Under a CWS pennit all
eggs were collected repeatedly by
the staff of the mall and at most,
one chick fledged from the roof in
1986.

In 1987 there were no Herring
Gulls nesting on the roof, presum­
ably as a result of the persistent
harassment in 1986.




