
              BIRD  SIGHTING  REPORT

SPECIES          Pacific Loon (Gavia pacifica)

DATE             November 3, 2015

NUMBER One adult in non-breeding plumage

LOCATION Lake Champlain off  Thompson's Point, Charlotte, Vermont,  roughly 400 meters from the
western end of  the point.  (44.267° latitude, -73.311° longitude.)

CONDITIONS       This  bird  was  observed  for  about  30  seconds  at  6:53  a.m.  at  distances  ranging  from
approximately 400 to 500 meters.  The sky was mostly cloudy, the wind about 10 miles per
hour from the southeast, the air temperature approximately 48 degrees Fahrenheit and the
water temperature 51 degrees Fahrenheit.  Light was somewhat limited but adequate at this
early hour as evidenced by the photos, however visibility  was extremely sharp due to the
similarity  of  air  and water  temperature.   Observations  were  made with  Zeiss  8x42 TFL
binoculars,   a  Nikon  20-45x  60mm  spotting  scope,  and  a  Celestron  8-inch  Schmidt-
Cassegrain telescope fitted with a T-ring, T-adapter and Canon 400D digital camera (effective
64x  magnification) mounted  on  a  custom  platform,  Manfrotto  3066  video  head,  and
Manfrotto 132XB heavy duty tripod.  Overall viewing conditions were good.

IDENTIFICATION This  bird  first  appeared  as  a  relatively  small  and  compact  loon  compared  to  the  other
Common Loons (Gavia immer) migrating this morning.  The plumage also appeared to be a
more high contrast black and white including the head and neck, generally with black above
and white underneath.  Structurally it's neck appeared relatively shorter compared to both
Common Loon and Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata).  Its head was much smaller than that
of  Common Loon - appearing essentially headless as though the bill was attached to the end
of  the neck.  Its neck was relatively thicker and not thinning as much toward the base as with
Red-throated  Loon.   The  bill  was  smaller  than  Common  Loon's  but  larger  than  Red-
throated's.  The line where the dark nape and side of  the neck met the white front of  the
neck was cleanly delineated, darkest at the interface, and without intrusions of  white (unlike
the gray, diffuse border of  juvenile Red-throated Loon or the white side of  neck like adult
Red-throated Loon in non-breeding plumage).  A dark chinstrap was the only intrusion of
dark into the white - a feature absent in any plumage of  Common or Red-throated Loon. The
dark upper face was also nicely delineated where it met the white lower face at the lower edge
of  the eye;  this  coupled with the chinstrap produced a smaller white face patch than on
Common Loon.  A diffuse light partial eye ring appeared in front of  the eye (unlike the large,
conspicuous, partial white eye ring above the eye of  Common Loon in winter plumages).  See
photos below. 

BEHAVIOR This bird flew south down the lake in a straight line not far above the water into a south wind
- a no-nonsense migrant.  There were no other birds in its proximity.

DISTINCTIONS Distinguished from Common and Red-throated Loons as described above.  The distinction
from Arctic Loon (Gavia arctica) was suggested by this bird's head and neck structure which
appeared toward the smaller end of  the scale, its overall compact and streamlined body, and a
probable dark vent strap in the photos. (The white flank edge appeared somewhat borderline
between Pacific  and  Arctic.)  Though  the  lighting  was  not  outstanding,  I  believe  it  was
sufficient  to  show  any  light  feather  edging  expected  on  a  juvenile  bird.   So  the  rather
uniformly dark upperside along with the head and neck pattern distinguishes as an adult bird
in non-breeding plumage. 
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ROUGH PHOTOS
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OBSERVERS Theodore G. Murin, 77 Overlook Drive, South Burlington, VT 05403
Jim Mead, Williston, VT

DATE OF REPORT November 3, 2015

SIGNATURE
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