SPECIES

BIRD SIGHTING REPORT

Common Pochard (Aythya ferina)

OBSERVATION DATE January 1, 2013 and various dates through February 10, 2013

NUMBER

LOCATION

CONDITIONS

IDENTIFICATION

(This report was written for the January 1 sighting; photos and notes were added later.)
One adult male

Lake Champlain, approximately 150 yards west of the northern end of the Champlain Bridge,
West Addison, Vermont (44.035, -73.424).  The bird subsequently crossed into Port Henry,
New York and was last seen in flight nearly three-quarters of a mile west of its original
position (44.037, -73.440), presumably intending to join a large flock of ducks near the mouth
of Bulwagga Bay.

This bird was observed at about 4:15 p.m. for about 5 minutes at distances ranging from
approximately 150 yards while perched on the water to three-quarters of a mile as it flew away.
The sky was clear and though the sun had gone behind the Adirondacks, plenty of light
remained. The temperature was about 20 degrees Fahrenheit, and the wind roughly 10 miles
per hour from the northwest. The bird was observed from a vantage point next to the base of
the bridge roughly 30 feet above the water. This high angle minimized atmospheric distortion
which would have undoubtedly been significant at lake level. Atmospheric distortion was not
noticeable at the closest observation distance, but became more apparent as the bird flew into
the distance. Observations were made with a Nikon 20-45x60 spotting scope, and a Celestron
8-inch Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope with a Televue image erector and Celestron Plossl 26mm
eyepiece (effective 78x magnification) mounted on a custom platform, Manfrotto 3066 video
head, and Manfrotto 132XB heavy duty tripod. Overall viewing conditions were very good
when the bird was at its closest point on the water, and fair at its farthest point in flight.

This duck gave the initial impression of a Canvasback (Aythya valisineria) or Redhead (A.
americana), however the head and bill stood out as unusual. Overall the bird was slightly larger
than the nearby Lesser Scaup (A. affinis) but quite smaller than nearby Common Mergansers
(Mergus merganser). It also appeared much more plump and buoyant than the scaup, with a
seemingly larger proportion the bird showing above the water line. Generally, the head and
neck were red, the breast and tail area black, and the remainder of the bird light gray. All
borders separating colors were sharply defined. The head first struck me as more shaped like a
Canvasback, with a more sloping forehead and angular peaking appearance cresting near the
center, although the overall structure was not as elongated. This also was unlike the rounded
head of a Redhead with its steeper forehead and the highest point somewhat forward similar
to a Greater Scaup (A. marila). The red of the head was also rather uniform, not becoming
darker approaching the bill as with Canvasback. The bill, however, appeared more similar in
size and shape to a Redhead than a Canvasback, though perhaps somewhat stretched, but its
coloration was dramatically different. The base was dark gray, the tip darker still, and the two
were separated by a very broad light subterminal band. The band was lighter, near white
toward the nail, and only slightly and gradually darkened to very light gray adjacent to the dark
gray base. This was quite unlike the entirely dark bill of a Canvasback or the blue bill of a
Redhead with dark tip and narrow white subterminal band. In flight the wings were generally
light gray and diffuse, with only slightly darker coverts, some undetermined slightly grayer
accents in the primaries and a thin white trailing edge to the secondaries. Eye color was not
detected. Large webbed feet appeared dark. The bird appeared rather attenuated in flight,
with a relatively short tail and gave the impression of being fairly front-heavy.
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BEHAVIOR

DISTINCTIONS

OBSERVER(S)

PHOTOS

The bird swam and dove with a mixed flock of ducks, mostly scaup and some goldeneye. A
larger portion of the scaup flock converged, packed in more densely, and then began to swim
restlessly west. The pochard became isolated and then began to pursue the scaup on the water.
Eventually many of the scaup began to fly around. The pochard took flight rather
lethargically, gradually gained steam and headed west then southwest. The bird flew in close
proximity to a single scaup at first, both of which then joined a group of about a dozen other
scaup in flight. Most of the birds seemed to settle back to the water and though the pochard
was not spotted again, it presumably joined a group of roughly 300 scaup on the New York
side of the lake. There were several hundred scaup, perhaps roughly 200 Common Goldeneye,
several hundred Mallards and American Black Ducks and an assortment of various other duck
species in the neighborhood this afternoon.

Head shape and bill configuration distinguish this bird from the superficially similar Redhead
and Canvasback as discussed above. Red, light gray, and black coloration distinguish as adult
male.

Theodore G. Murin, 77 Overlook Drive, South Butlington, VI' 05403
Allan Strong, South Burlington, VT

Justin LeClaire, VT

Tyler Pockette, Middlebury, VT

Photos by Ted Murin January 2, 2013 except as noted

In midst of duck mayhem and wave trough (top left); preening in snow squall (top right); note overall
color pattern, profile, bill and size relativity (bottom left); note eye color (bottom right).
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NOTES

Photo by Tom Berriman January 6, 2013 at Port Henry, NY showing leg band

Photo by Tom Berriman January 6, 2013 showing detail of leg band

The bird was observed again January 2, 2013 at the same Vermont location periodically from
about 11:30 a.m. to 4 p.m. in various conditions including direct sunlight. The eye color was
determined to be red - an even brighter red than the somewhat cinnamon red of the head.
Numerous other observers saw the bird this day including Kaylee Pollander, Craig Provost,
Ron Payne, Ian Worley, Flavio Sutti, Henry Trombley, Pat Folsom, Alison Wagner and possibly
30 others. There were perhaps 3,000 diving ducks in the vicinity including two male Tufted
Ducks (Aythya fuligula). The bird was also photographed using a Canon 400D digital camera
connected to the above mentioned Celestron telescope with a T-ring and T-adapter (effective 64x
magnification) at distances ranging from about 150 to 300 yards.

This bird was first discovered at this site on January 1, 2013 by Ian Worley and identified as a
possible Redhead. He pointed the bitd out to Ron Payne. They agreed on the Redhead
identification although with some reservations. Ron photographed the bird and posted the
photo on the Internet where Jeremiah Trimble viewed the photo and re-identified the bird as a
Common Pochard - making all three “observers” critical in the discovery.

This bird was seen by a myriad of observers in the ensuing days (last seen by this observer on

February 10 near Rock Island in Panton, VT) and there was little doubt concerning its
identification. Its provenance, however, has been an entirely different matter.
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The only prior record I could find of Common Pochard in eastern North America came from
Quebec. According to the North American Rare Bird Alert, a male was discovered and
photographed by Olivier Barden and Isabelle Lechasseur in Saint-Barthelemy, Quebec on May
2,2008. A photo is displayed on NARBA's web site www.narba.org with additional photos at
www.flick.com/photos/zeledonia/page7/. Saint-Barthelemy is adjacent to the St. Lawrence
Estuary and roughly 150 miles north of the Lake Champlain bird's location. It is not known if
the origin of the Quebec bird was investigated or if the bird was sporting a leg band.
(Curiously a Garganey was present at the same time about 5 miles away on the opposite side
of the St. Lawrence.) Could this particular pochard have remained in this region for the past
five years?

After seeing the Lake Champlain bird's leg band, associates of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology
inquired about captive birds. An aviculturist in Connecticut responded “I did some checking
and I can verify that this is an escapee out of a collection in NY state.” An ornithologist at
Louisiana State University responded “I have first-hand information that an aviculturalist who
raised Pochard recognizes the band in the photo as almost certainly his and that he sold some
to an aviary about 80 miles south of where the bird is being seen.” Additional correspondence
with both these intermediaries by Allan Strong of the Vermont Bird Records Committee
revealed that they had received their information from the same unnamed source, hereafter
“Deepbill.” Followup questions regarding when the bird was lost - to establish compatibility
with the Lake Champlain bird's appearance - and if the band number was consistent with the
photo were not answered, and Deepbill ended communications. Perhaps he wished to protect
his customer from embarrassment, harassment from disappointed birders, or investigation
from the Centers for Disease Control or US Fish & Wildlife Service? Unfortunately it was
also unclear if Deepbill knew that a pochard had actually escaped or if he just sold pochards
with similar bands to someone in the vicinity. In support of his story's veracity, why would
someone so interested in secrecy call attention to himself? On the other hand, could he be
someone unusually interested in such attention? So as tantalizing as the initial statements
might be, we are left with only a weak case of hearsay evidence.

The Connecticut aviculturist also pointed out that this band was thinner than those used for
wild birds. He indicated he was certain that it was a band used on captive birds due to its lack
of a split, and so could only be slipped onto a duckling's foot. This conclusion was apparently
based on the band's thinness rather than the lack of a visible split, since a photo of only one
side of the band was available at that time. In the leg band close-up above, the band appears
to possibly be split. Regardless of a split or not, the thinness of the band does appear unusual.

I corresponded with three European “ringing schemes” in the UK, Iceland and Sweden. The
British Trust for Ornithology indicated that this bird's band appeared thinner than bands used
there and they were unfamiliar with any other schemes that would use such a band. The
Icelandic Bird Ringing Centre indicated that the last Common Pochard banded in Iceland was
in 1963, so the bird did not originate from there. The Bird Ringing Centre at the Swedish
Museum of Natural History did not discount the band offhand but indicated they could not
provide an origin, of course, without a sequence or location noted on the band. Subsequent
attempts to read the bird's band have been unsuccessful.

Interestingly, this bird was seen in the vicinity of two Tufted Ducks, a species which has
become nearly annual on Lake Champlain during the past ten years. (Of course we are
presuming that their repeated appearances help support their own cases for vagrancy from
Europe as opposed to being multiple escapees themselves.) However, the Icelandic Bird
Ringing Centre also remarked that Common Pochard is “very rare” in Iceland. Ideally, a
record in northeastern North America might be preceded by increased frequency in
intermediate locations such as Iceland. All in all, a case for wild origin is far from robust.
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We probably have much more information than is typically available for a rare species of
questionable origin, i.e. nothing. The physical evidence of an atypically thin band is perhaps
the most compelling clue. So although a definitive conclusion is lacking, it is my opinion that
this bird probably did indeed “fly the coop.”

DATE OF REPORT  January 1, 2013; revised to update observation date and location and to add photos and notes

SIGNATURE Jd T
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