RARE SPECIES DOCUMENTATION
Records of Vermont Birds

SPECIES: Long-billed Dowitcher (Limnodromus scolopaceus)
NUMBER OBSERVED: 1

OBSERVERS MAKING REPORT:
Don Jones — dwilbertjones@gmail.com
Taj Schottland — tsurfbird@gmail,com
Dave Hof - davehof2002@yahoo.com

LOCATION:
Whitney Creek/Hospital Creek WMA, Addison, VT
44.029078, -73.396147

DATE: 4-5 October 2015

TIME AND LENGTH OF OBSERVATION:
4 October: bird observed by DJ, TS, DH from 1505-1641
5 October: bird observed by DJ from 1425-1541, then by DH from ~1655-1705

We feel strongly that all observations were very likely the same individual bird, as well as the same bird observed by
Jim Mead on 3 October. Never was there more than 1 individual observed, and during all observations the bird
associated with 2-4 Pectoral Sandpipers. Observations of vocalizations and audio recording by DH were made just
over 1 hour after the bird was observed and photographed by DJ.

DISTANCES FROM BIRD:
Approximately 50-100m; close enough to see details of individual feathers on upperparts with scope.

WEATHER:
4 October: clear and sunny, ~60 degrees F, light breeze.
5 October: mostly clear with scattered high clouds, ~60 degrees F, calm wind.

OPTICAL EQUIPMENT:

DJ: Kowa Prominar 25-60x88 spotting scope, Brunton Epoch 8x45 binoculars

TS: Nikon 82mm ED FieldScope with 25-75x eye-piece. Zeiss Victory 10x42 binoculars
DH: Zeiss Victory Diasope 85 20-60X spotting scope, Leica BN 10x40 binoculars

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

DJ: fairly familiar with LBDO, which is a regular migrant where I'm from in Wyoming. I've only ever seen one SBDO,
about two weeks ago.

TS: Having lived in Delaware for the past couple years, I've had extensive experience with both LBDO and SBDO
(including griseus and hendersoni subspecies of SBDO). Both species occur in the hundreds at places like Bombay
Hook NWR.

DH: Has encountered both LBDO and SBDO on a good number of occasions, although SBDO much more frequently
in recent years. Has also heard both species vocalize during the past year, including about 50 very vocal SBDO'’s
less than 1 week prior to the observation (on Cape Cod). Had recently studied recordings of both species’ calls

OTHER DOCUMENTATION:

Reported on 3 October by Jim Mead, who is submitting a separate RSD. Many photographs taken by DJ and TS on 4
and 5 October, along with video footage. Vocalizations heard and audio recordings obtained by DH on 5 October.
Recording contains five single-note “keek” calls and three 2-note “keek” calls, all produced in flight, along with at least
17 flight calls from 2-3 Pectoral Sandpipers. Spectrograms of recordings and known LBDO calls also provided.

HABITAT:
Large area of mudflats with lily pads exposed along Whitney Creek by lowering level of Lake Champlain.



BIRD'S BEHAVIOR:

Foraging, resting, preening, and seen briefly in flight several times. Foraging movements consisted of rapid up and
down probing moments (reminiscent of a sewing machine), often with the bill submerged in mud for extended
periods. Foraged amongst lily pads and exposed mud as well as into nearby shallow water. Associating with PESA,
LESA, and KILL.

VOCALIZATION:
Heard only by DH, and his description is provided below.

During DH’s visit on 5 October, the dowitcher was not initially seen. About 10 mins into the visit, a loud emphatic
“keek” call was heard, and a shorebird was spotted in flight and landing about 50m away and within 2m of two
Pectoral Sandpipers. A quick look through a spotting scope revealed this bird to be a dowitcher, and then the bird
was observed to produce a second “keek” call. Its beak opened slightly and its breast area moved slightly up and
down, confirming that the call had been produced by the dowitcher. These “keek” calls were short, sharp, and
relatively high-pitched notes, somewhat similar to the call notes of downy and hairy woodpeckers, yet distinctive from
those species. Both downy and hairy woodpeckers had been calling fairly frequently beforehand, and this call
immediately caught my attention as sounding different from those species. At this point, | clearing recognized the call
notes as characteristic calls of LBDO, and very distinct from the lower-pitched downslurred notes of the “tu-tu-tu” or
“tu” calls of SBDO. For further confirmation, | immediately listened to recordings on my iPod of LBDO and SBDO
calls (from the Stokes CD series). The known LBDO call note recordings were extremely similar to the vocalizations |
had heard (they sounded like a dead-on match), leaving me with no doubt that the bird in question was indeed a
LBDO rather than a SBDO. At this point, the bird then produced several more vocalizations, which included 2-note
“keek’” calls, i.e. the “keek” call produced twice in rapid succession, giving me the slight impression of a hiccup.
These calls were then followed by an extended series of “keek” calls, i.e. "keek" keek" "keek", etc. strung together in
very rapid succession. I'm not sure how many times the note was repeated during this rapid series. To me, this
“keek” series had a chittery quality. These 2-note calls and the extended chittery series were even more distinctive of
LBDO calls than were the single-note calls. Note that it is possible that the recording | had played elicited these
additional calls from the dowitcher, even though | had only intended to play it “to myself’, and at low volume. | then
began walking to my car to retrieve my audio recorder to document the vocalizations, and as | walked away, the bird
continued to be quite vocal, producing a similar array of “keek” call variations. When | returned a couple of minutes
later, | had the recorder running, but didn't hear any vocalizations. | began propping my shotgun microphone on a
perch pointed at the bird's previous location before | relocated the bird by sight. As | was doing this, 3-4 shorebirds
took flight vocalizing, and | aimed my directional shotgun mic at them as they flew north and out of view. These
vocalizations were much more faint and distant than the initial calls | had heard, and during this flight | didn't detect
any definitive Long-billed Dowitcher calls. This is the recording segment included with this RSD report.

A listen to this recording and examination spectrograms revealed that | had captured 8 LBDO calls, as well as at least
17 PESA calls, indicating the shorebirds in flight were very likely the dowitcher and PESA’s that been present
beforehand. Among the 8 LBDO calls, 5 were single-note calls and 3 were two-note calls. By ear, the calls in this
recording were much less distinct than the calls | had heard beforehand because they were produced at a much
greater distance from me. My examination of spectrograms showed that all these notes appeared chevron-shaped or
hump-shaped indicating a rise then fall in frequency over the course of the short ~0.05 second duration of each note.
| then compared spectrograms from my recording to those | generated for known LBDO calls, and spectrograms of
each were extremely similar. Both showed a similar call structure, i.e. the rise then fall in frequency giving the
chevron shape in spectrograms. Both also showed similar frequency (pitch) characteristics with max frequencies of
about 4-5kHZ. | then compared spectrograms of my recording to all of the calls provided on the Stokes CD series for
other potentially present shorebirds - Short-billed Dowitcher, both yellowlegs species, Pectoral, Least, Semipalmated,
White-rumped, Spotted & Solitary Sandpipers, Semipalmated Plover, and Killdeer. None of those species’ calls
were similar in acoustic structure, i.e. they did not show chevron-shaped notes on spectrograms.

DESCRIPTION: (from field notes)

Initially believed to be an adult in non-breeding plumage, but better photos and analysis from expert shorebirders
later revealed it to be a juvenile/first winter bird molting into non-breeding plumage. Large shorebird with very long,
straight, dark bill and medium-length, dull greenish legs. Distinctive “showing-machine style” foraging habit.
Upperparts generally unmarked gray, except for several retailed juvenile wing coverts which appear browner, more
pointed, with faint dark subterminal marks (Figures 1 and 2). On folded wing, tertials uniform darkish gray with
contrasting pale buffy edges (Figure 3). Breast smudgy gray without distinct streaks (Figure 4). Some gray barring on
sides and flanks (Figures 2-4). Fine spotting on undertail coverts. Uppertail appeared fairly heavily barred black, with



individual black bars equal to or wider than individual white bars (Figures 1 and 5). In relaxed feeding posture, upper
back fairly hunched and rounded, giving the lower back and folded wings the appearance of “swooping up” (Figures
1, 3, and 4; video clip linked in eBird checklist; many unpublished photos).

Relative size and shape:
See above description. Significantly larger than PESA when seen in the same scope view.

Head:
See above description. White supercillium, boldest in front of eye and fading behind (Figure 6).

Feet and Bill:
See above description. Legs and feet dull greenish; bill long (although not outstandingly so for LBDO), dark gray, and
straight.

Upper back:
See above description.

Lower back and rump:
See above description.

Wings (shape, length, markings):
See above desctiption.

Breast, belly, flanks, undertail coverts:
See above description.

Tail:
See above description.

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

Obviously a dowitcher sp. based on size, shape, bill, and “sewing machine-like” foraging habits. Huge potential for
confusion with SBDO, but great pains taken to ensure correct ID.

Structurally different from SBDO in body and back shape, with rounded back and appearance of hunched shoulders
(this varied greatly with momentary activity but appeared to be true in the majority of the 100+ photos taken and in
video footage). As a result of the rounder upper back, lower back and folded wings appeared concave and “swooping
up” at the tail.

Also differed very subtly from SBDO in plumage details. Gray on breast uniform, smudgy, and lacking distinct streaks.
Given the aging of this bird (established by M. O’Brian, see below), uniform gray on interior of tertials and greater
coverts is suggestive of LBDO and should be different on SBDO. Uppertail with black bars slightly broader than white
bars suggestive of LBDO, although likely not diagnostic due to subspecific variation within SBDO.

Calls heard by DH very distinctive of LBDO (see description above): The distinct vocalizations, especially flight calls,
of LBDO versus SBDO were considered in making this identification. No vocalizations were detected during our visit
on 4 October. The sharp “keek” notes heard by DH on 5 October, and confirmed to be produced by the dowitcher,
were reminiscent of a downy or hairy woodpecker, sounding short, sharp, and relatively high-pitched. Spectrograms
of notes showed a chevron or hump shape indicating a rise and fall over the duration of each note. By contrast, calls
of SBDO are lower-pitched and note are downslurred — falling in frequency over the course of each note, and much
more gradually so than notes of LBDO, appearing simply as downsloped notes from left to right on spectrograms (see
spectrogram figure). These calls are often rendered as “tu-tu-tu” (or single note “tu”), and are more reminiscent of a
yellowlegs’ calls than those of a downy or hairy woodpecker. The calls produced by the dowitcher in question were
clearly not these “tu” notes, and distinctly similar to LBDO calls. This was confirmed both in the field by listening to
known recordings of both dowitcher species, and later by studying the field recording of the observed bird. The
double-note, “hiccup”-sounding calls, and “chittery” series are also very distinctive of LBDO, and similar vocalizations
are not known to be produced by SBDO.



COMMENTS: (was age or sex determined?, etc.)

Report prepared from notes taken on eBird checklists from 4 October and 5 October, analysis of photos and video
recordings, and personal communication with shorebird experts. Solicited opinion of Michael O’Brian, who responded
with the following message: “This is a juv/1st winter Long-billed Dowitcher. Aged by relatively small, pointed wing
coverts with faint dark subterminal marks, indicating retained juv feathers. Given the bird's age, the plain patterning of
the tertials and greater coverts indicates Long-billed. Also note the relatively dark, smooth gray breastband. To
answer the question about tail barring, there is overlap in that feature.”

eBird checklists:

4 October 2015 - http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist?sublD=S25300478

5 October 2015 (DJ)- http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist?sublD=525311372

5 Ocotober 2015 (DH) - http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist?subID=525342055

NAME (print): SIGNATURE (not req’d):
Don Jones

Taj Schottland

Dave Hof

MAILING ADDRESS:

Don Jones

Middlebury College Box 3513
14 Old Chapel Road
Middlebury, VT 05753

Taj Schottland
67 King Street, Unit B
Burlington, VT 05401

Dave Hof

83 Gunn Rd.
Keene, NH 03431

DATE: 27 November 2015

Return electronically (preferred) to: vbrc@vtecostudies.org or mail to: Vermont Bird Records Committee,
Vermont Center for Ecostudies, PO Box 420, Norwich, VT 05055
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Figdre 1. Photo by D. Jones.



Figure 2. Photo by D. Jones.



Figure 3.-Photo by‘lz). Jones.



Figure 4. Photo by D. Jones.



Figure 5. Photo by D. Jones.
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Fig-u_re 6. Photo by D. Jones.



