RARE SPECIES DOCUMENTATION
Records of Vermont Birds

SPECIES: Pacific Loon (Gavia pacifica)
NUMBER OBSERVED: 1

OBSERVER MAKING REPORT:
Don Jones
705 S. 22" st.
Laramie, WY 82070
dwilbertjones@gmail.com
(307) 460-8114

LOCATION: (place, township, county)
Lake Champlain - Champlain Bridge, Addison, Addison County, Vermont

DATE: 27 November 2015 (presumed continuing from 24 November)
TIME AND LENGTH OF OBSERVATION: 1150 - 1220
DISTANCES FROM BIRD: Maximum —900m Minimum — 250m (estimates)

WEATHER:

Wind direction — S

Wind speed — 20 mph

Sky cover — 90% light overcast

Light in relation to observer's position — Weak sunlight at our back
Temperature — 60 degrees F

OPTICAL EQUIPMENT: Kowa Prominar 25-60 x 70mm spotting scope, Brunton Epoch 8 x 45mm
binoculars

OBSERVER'S PREVIOUS ACQUAINTANCE WITH THIS SPECIES OR SIMILAR FORMS:
| have seen one PALO before, on the coast in northern Washington state, but it was several
years ago and to tell the truth | cannot remember anything about it’s physical appearance. |
am intimately familiar with COLO and very familiar with RTLO.

OTHER DOCUMENTATION: Photo YES Tape Recording NO Specimen NO

If yes to the above, where is this information deposited? Attached to this form and embedded in the
linked eBird checklist

HABITAT: (be as detailed as possible, include associated bird species)
This bird was swimming and diving in the close company of a RTLO to the north of the
Champlain Bridge. Large, open lake with deep water. There were also several COLO in the
general vicinity.

BIRD'S BEHAVIOR: (feeding actions, manner of flight, displays or interactions, reaction to observer)
Initially diving and feeding actively quite close to shore. When diving, it did not leap up and
jump into the water but rather submerged its head and chest in a smooth motion and
disappeared with a minimal splash. It then swam from left to right for ~ 10 minutes without
diving. At one point the bird reared up on the water and flapped its wings (see attached
photos) before settling back down. It was swimming quite close to a RTLO, but they did not
interact at all. After the initial observation, both birds disappeared before being found again,
much farther out on the lake.

VOCALIZATION: (song or calls)
None heard



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.)

From field notes taken at the time of the sighting and entered on eBird checklist:

“Round head, slender bill, and small size (apparently identical to RTLO) ruled out COLO.
Back dark, without white speckling. No white visible on sides or flanks. Sides of neck and
face very dark gray; virtually no white visible on front of neck, even in frontal view, except
for a small patch under the chin. No dark spurs extending forward from breast or lower neck
as in COLO.”

| had consulted a field guide extensively while observing this bird prior to making these
notes, but | put the book away and attempted to describe only those details that | could
clearly see on this particular individual

Additional details noted from an analysis of my photos later that evening:

Almost the entire neck appeared to be very dark gray, with little white visible from any angle
save for a small patch under the chin. My extensive series of photos (35+ images) never
show this bird holding its head and bill pointed upward, as is expected from a RTLO. The
head is clearly rounded, lacking the protruding forehead of a COLO, and the bill is clearly
too dainty for that species.

Relative size and shape:
In the field, appeared identical in size to RTLO with which it was swimming and offered an
extended, direct comparison. From my photos, it appears to be slightly larger, but the
difference is very small. Clearly much smaller than COLO.

Head (crown, cheeks, eye, throat, nape):
Nape, face, and sides of neck very dark gray. No white visible on neck from side view, and
no white around eye. In frontal view, white breast and small white patch under chin visible.
Head was cleanly rounded, lacking the protruding forehead of a COLO. No dark ‘spurs’ or
points extending forward from sides at base of neck, as in COLO.

Feet and Bill (shape, color, length):
Bill similar in shape and size to RTLO; perhaps slightly thicker, but the difference at that
distance was negligible. Bill was not held upturned, as was that of the accompanying RTLO.
Bill much more slender than that of the multiple COLO also present. Feet not seen.

Upper back:
Uniform dark gray, similar in color to nape. No white speckling.

Lower back and rump:
Lower back same as upper back. Rump not seen.

Wings (shape, length, markings):
No details noted in field. From photos, underwing with significant white, but not a
meaningful field mark.

Breast, belly, flanks, undertail coverts:
Breast and chest area white, without dark points extending forward as in COLO. No details
about belly noted in field; from photos, appears pure white. Flanks and sides all dark when
seen on the water, with absolutely no white visible. Undertail coverts never visible.

Tail (shape, length, markings):
Tail not seen/ no details noted.



IMPORTANT: WHAT SIMILAR SPECIES WERE ELIMINATED WHEN MAKING THIS IDENTIFICATION
AND HOW WAS THIS BIRD DIFFERENT?
This bird was obviously some species of loon. Below are the other possibilities |
considered, in ascending order of similarity:

COLO: This bird was much too small for a COLO (it was similar in size to the RTLO with
which | was able to directly compare it). The bill was much too slender and dainty for a
COLO, and the head was petite and smoothly rounded, unlike the large, blocky head with a
prominently protruding forehead of a COLO. The back was uniformly dark gray, lacking the
‘scaly’ brownish pattern of an adult nonbreeding or juvenile COLO. The nape was a similar
dark gray color to that of a COLO, but there was less white on the sides of the neck and the
throat, and there was no partial dark collar, or ‘spur,’ extending forward at the front of the
breast. There were several COLO present in the area at the time, and | was able to assess
these features on both species.

RTLO: This bird was much darker than the juvenile RTLO with which it was swimming and
offering direct, extended comparisons. The back, sides, and flanks were uniformly dark
gray, unlike those of a juvenile or adult non-breeding RTLO. There was no white speckling
on the back. The nape was of a similar color to the back, and was far darker than any RTLO
I've ever seen. Unlike an adult nonbreeding RTLO, this bird’s neck was almost entirely dark
gray when seen from the side, as was its face, including the area surrounding the eye. In my
photos, its bill appears to be slightly heftier than that of the RTLO, and it did not hold it
upward as is typical of a RTLO. It was similar in size to the RTLO.

ARLO: This bird showed no white on the flanks during the entire time | observed it, in
contrast to what would be expected from an ARLO (which I’ve never seen). It was also very
similar in size to the RTLO, unlike an ARLO, which should be a couple of inches longer. As
mentioned above and visible in my photos, the head was smoothly rounded. | feel that these
details, in combination with the likelihood of occurrence, are sufficient to rule out ARLO.

COMMENTS: (was age or sex determined?, etc.)
Additional details about the sighting from my eBird checklist:

“When we initially arrived, there was a good sized crowd standing around the boat launch
area who announced that they had not yet seen the PALO. Because there was a strong
south wind and | wanted to find a sheltered spot from which to scope, and because the
viewing is easier from an elevated vantage point, | immediate climbed up under the bridge to
the ledge above the sumac bushes and began scoping. There were several COLO to the
north of the bridge, in addition to one RTLO. After about ten minutes, my dad said "look at
this loon in close." It was actively diving, but | got on the bird with my scope and
immediately became excited. The bird was swimming from left to right quite close to the
Vermont shore, in the company of a juvenile RTLO. It offered extended scope views for ~10
minutes.

“Shortly thereafter, both birds disappeared. Dad had run down to tell the crowd at the boat
ramp when we first realized we were looking at the PALO, but none of them came up until
after the birds had disappeared. We continued to scan, and after about five more minutes
they were relocated, two to three times farther away in the vicinity of the green buoy. Almost
everybody got looks. Had | only seen these birds at this far distance, | would not have felt
comfortable making the ID, but having seen them much closer already, | was able to
continue studying them and observe most of the same field marks mentioned above.

“Despite the ‘clear division between dark and light’ on a PALO's neck often being cited as
the most distinguishing feature, | personally did not notice this. Instead, almost the entire
neck appeared to be very dark gray, with little white visible from any angle save for a small
patch under the chin. In the field | had speculated that this might be an adult molting into
winter plumage and retaining more dark on the throat, but | was unable to find any literature
to document this phenomenon. However, the following photo from respected Colorado
birder Bill Schmoker shows a PALO with similarly dark neck and throat:
http://www.schmoker.org/BirdPics/Photos/LoonsGrebes/RTLO_PALOS.jpg. In any case, no
RTLO which I've ever seen, or have been made aware of, would show nearly as dark of nape



and sides of neck, extending onto cheek and surrounded the eye.”
This report was written from notes taken during ___ X__immediately after the observation, or written

from memory (please attach copies of notes if available)
eBird checklist: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist?sublD=S26015431

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

MAILING ADDRESS: 705 S. 22" St. Laramie, WY 82070
DATE: 29 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

Figure 1. PALO (left) with juvenile RTLO (right).



Figure 2. PALO (left) with juvenile RTLO (right).

Figure 3. PALO (rear right) with juvenile RTLO (front left).



Figure 4. PALO (rear, flapping) with juvenile RTLO (front).

Figure 5. PALO (rear, flapping) with juvenile RTLO (front).




Figure 6. PALO (rear right) with juvenile RTLO (front left).



