RARE SPECIES DOCUMENTATION
Records of Vermont Birds

The following form has been prepared to encourage full documentation, when requested, of rare
or unseasonal birds in the state of Vermont. These reports are put into a permanent file and
should be as detailed as possible. New reports are reviewed annually by the Vermont Bird
Records Committee, which evaluates records for their acceptability to future researchers and for
inclusion in the state bird list.

SPECIES: Nelson’s Sparrow (subspecies subvirgatus)
NUMBER OBSERVED: 1

OBSERVER MAKING REPORT:
Leah Tansey

190 Howard Street, Unit 1
Burlington, Vermont 05401
leah.tansey@yahoo.com

Phone: 802.291.1155

OTHER OBSERVERS: Ted Murin

LOCATION: Pomainville Wildlife Management Area, Pittsford, Vermont

DATE: October 9th, 2013

TIME AND LENGTH OF OBSERVATION: Estimated 8:30-8:35 AM and 9:30-9:30 AM

DISTANCES FROM BIRD:

First sighting: when we first spotted this bird, it was approximately 3m from us for about 5
minutes before taking flight. At this point we viewed the species at an estimated 7m for roughly
another minute. Second sighting: the second time we spotted the species, | was at about 8m
from the bird. As soon as we spotted it, | walked closer, moving to approximately 3m from the
bird.

WEATHER:

Wind direction: SE

Wind speed < 5mph

Sky cover: Variable, light clouds

Light in relation to observer's position: The first time we observed the bird, the sun was at our

backs, rising in the east and the bird was directly in front of us. The light was shining nicely on
the bird. The second time we spotted this bird, it was in the same general location. At this time
the sun was to the left of my body, almost overhead and the bird was in flight in front of me,


mailto:leah.tansey@yahoo.com

moving left. The bird dipped into the sedges and was slightly shaded by the sedges with the
overhead sun.
Temperature: 49°F

OPTICAL EQUIPMENT: Nikon Monarch 5 8x42

OBSERVER'S PREVIOUS ACQUAINTANCE WITH THIS SPECIES OR SIMILAR FORMS:

This was my first time viewing this species. We visited this area with the intention of finding a
Nelson’s Sparrow (in fact, we were in the same location searching on October 2nd), and so |

had prepared by studying my field guides. Additionally, Ted has previous experience with the
Nelson’s Sparrow, so he offered his insight to the species before our expedition.

OTHER DOCUMENTATION: No other documentation.

HABITAT: Wetlands just east of the Otter Creek. We viewed the bird in a field of sedges on a
grassy marsh just off a tributary which leads into Otter Creek.

BIRD'S BEHAVIOR: During the first observation, the bird was perched within the sedges
directly in front of me. It was foraging on available seeds and preening itself. After about five
minutes of this behavior, the bird flew south east into another section of sedge. During my
second observation, | saw the bird in short flight before it settled back into the sedges. After a
short time popping around in the sedges, the bird flew south east into another part of the grassy
marsh.

VOCALIZATION: None observed.

DESCRIPTION: (Describe what you actually saw during the observation. We hope that
observers will take field notes during the observation and before consulting field guides, etc.
Additional pages with sketches and copies of field notes are encouraged.)

Relative size and shape: | estimate the species to be less than 6” and greater than 4” in length
with sparrow-like characteristics (similar to a finch but with brown/gray coloration). | observed
the bird to be sparrow-like, intricately patterned with a large head and short tail similar to the
characteristics of the Sparrow genus Ammodramus.

Head (crown, cheeks, eye, throat, nape):

The characteristics | observed are as follows:
e dull orange/pale yellow malar stripes
e crown with dull gray medium stripe and brown lateral stripes
e triangle on face and sides of the neck were a dull gray

Feet and Bill (shape, color, length):
The characteristics | observed are as follows:



e medium length Sparrow-shaped bill; bill length appeared intermediate between Saltmarsh
and of Nelson’s (characteristic of the subspecies subvigatus)

Upper back:
The characteristics | observed are as follows:
e pale grayish with no distinct streaking

Lower back and rump:
Not thoroughly observed.

Wings (shape, length, markings):
| observed the wings to be pale and grayish.

Breast, belly, flanks, undertail coverts:

The characteristics | observed are as follows:
e breast a buffy-orange/pale yellow similar to the face with a sharply contrasting white belly
e dull gray breast streaking obvious but quite blurry

Tail (shape, length, markings):
Not thoroughly observed.

IMPORTANT: WHAT SIMILAR SPECIES WERE ELIMINATED WHEN MAKING THIS
IDENTIFICATION AND HOW WAS THIS BIRD DIFFERENT?

Based on the characteristics of the species listed above, | was able to eliminate the possibility of
it being a Saltmarsh Sparrow (my species has a well defined white belly, blurry grayish streaks
along its flanks, drab gray overall, dull orange/pale yellow eyebrow and malar stripes, and drab
gray streaks on it's back). From this | compared my observations to the characteristics listed in
my field guides and identified this bird species to be a Nelson’s Sparrow. After identifying the bird
as a Nelson’s Sparrow | reviewed additional literature on the species (see literature listed below)
to help identify the subspecies | observed. From the literature reviewed, | identified the bird | saw
at Pomainville WMA with Ted Murin as the subspecies subvirgatus. From the characteristics |
observed of the bird (see characteristics listed above) compared to what the literature described
as characteristics typical of nelsoni and alterus, | am confident the subspecies | observed was
that of subvirgatus. Below | have listed some characteristics typical of nelsoni and alterus from
the literature | reviewed. The following characteristics of subspecies nelsoni and alterus,
compared to the characteristics of bird | observed at Pomainville (see characteristics listed
above), helped me eliminate subspecies nelsoni and alterus and subsequently identify the bird
as a Nelson’s Sparrow (subspecies subvirgatus).

Subspecies nelsoni: This subspecies is the most brightly colored subspecies of Nelson’s
Sparrow. The typical characteristics observed of nelsoni are as follows: strongest contrast in it’s
plumage, it's facial triangle is bright yellow, it has rich brown flank streaking, and a strongly



patterned crown with black streaking in the lateral stripes.

Subspecies alterus: This subspecies is very similar to nelsoni. A typical alterus has a smaller bill
and exhibits brighter colors and more distinct streaking than subvirgatus.

COMMENTS:

Shortly after observing this bird, Ted and | referenced “The Sibley Guide To Birds” by David
Sibley. Based on the characteristics of the bird we observed by the marsh, we tentatively
identified the bird as the Atlantic subspecies of the Nelson’s Sparrow. Upon returning from
Pomainville WMA, we spent the next couple days researching this species. | read multiple
articles dedicated to proper identification of the subspecies of Nelson’s Sparrows (see articles
listed below). It is from my observations in the field and research conducted afterwards that |
identify this bird species as a Nelson’s Sparrow (subspecies subvirgatus).
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This report was written from memory.

NAME: Leah Tansey

MAILING ADDRESS: 190 Howard Street, Unit 1, Burlington, Vermont 05401
DATE: October 28, 2013

Return electronically (preferred) to: vbrc@vtecostudies.org or mail to: Vermont Bird Records
Committee, Vermont Center for Ecostudies, PO Box 420, Norwich, VT 05055



