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Review of the 112th Christmas Bird Count in the 
Central Valley of California: 
December 2011—January 2012 
 

Edward R. Pandolfino, 1328 49th Street, Sacramento, California 95819 

 

This is the sixth in an annual series reviewing the results of the Central 
Valley (CV) Christmas Bird Counts (CBC). This series notes high species counts 
of the CBC season and examines some of the interesting trends the data 
suggest. 

Data used for this series come from 24 CBC circles within or overlapping 
the CV (Figure 1). Of these, 23 were conducted during Count Year (CY) 112. 
The Milburn-Fresno count has been abandoned for the past two years 
following 15 consecutive years of activity. Because the real value of CBC data 
comes from collection of long-term datasets, I encourage someone from the 
Fresno area to restart this count. I realize that this area is largely dominated 
by agricultural and urban uses now, but that is all the more reason we need to 
see how bird numbers and diversity change over time. 

I used only data obtained from the actual CBC count day, omitting records 
reported as occurring within the ‘Count Week’. Data were obtained from the 
National Audubon Society’s online data base (National Audubon Society 2010) 
and supplemented with data from individual compilers when needed. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

High Species Counts 

Among North America's 2,000-plus CBCs, CV counts consistently record 
the highest numbers for many species. Categories where the CV tends to 
dominate in terms of total numbers include waterfowl, raptors, and species 
associated with oak woodlands and grasslands. This year our circles had the 
high count for 21 species, just over our 6-year average of 20 species. 

After dropping out of the top spot for Ross’s Goose (Chen rossii) last year, 
the Merced NWR count was back in first place with over 22,000 Ross's. 
Marysville's total of over 20,000 Greater White-fronted Geese (Anser 
albifrons) made that circle the top count for the third time in the past 5 years 
with Rio Cosumnes taking 3rd. Caswell-Westley dropped one spot to 4th for 
Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii). Marysville tallied the 2nd highest total for 
Tundra Swan (Cygnus columbianus) with Stockton coming in 4th. 
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Figure 1. The 24 CV CBC circles used. From north to south, they are: Redding, 
Anderson, Red Bluff, Chico, Oroville, Peace Valley, Marysville, Lincoln, Folsom, 
Sacramento, Putah Creek, Rio Cosumnes, Benicia, Stockton, Wallace-Bellota, 
East Contra Costa, Caswell-Westley, La Grange-Waterford, Merced NWR, Los 
Banos, Lost Lake-Fresno, Milburn-Fresno, Bakersfield, and Buena Vista-Kern. 

 

Peace Valley had the 4th highest total for Gadwall (Anas strepera). While 
Sacramento once again led all counts for Cinnamon Teal (Anas cyanoptera) 
with over 1,400 birds, it did not account for the majority of all Cinnamon Teal 
counted this year as count circles in Mexico (where the bulk of the species 
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winters) are becoming more active. Buena Vista-Kern's 536 Cinnamon Teal 
was good enough for 2nd place with Chico taking 5th. Sacramento took first 
with 24,322 Northern Shovelers (Anas clypeata), that count's 2nd-highest 
historical total for that species. Peace Valley tallied the 5th best shoveler 
totals this year. Northern Pintail (Anas acuta) numbers were up a bit from last 
year's totals and CV counts took the two top spots with Marysville in first 
(more than 60,000 pintail) and Peace Valley 2nd. Sacramento led all counts 
with over 15,000 Green-winged Teal (Anas crecca), with Los Banos and 
Benicia taking 3rd and 4th. Sacramento again led all counts for Black-crowned 
Night-Heron (Nycticorax nycticorax) (733) for the 6th straight year and for the 
10th of the past 14 years. Marysville took 2nd for White-faced Ibis (Plegadis 
chihi), one place better than last year. 

CV totals for White-tailed Kite (Elanus leucurus) this year were the lowest 
seen in over 30 years and the past four years have all been below the 
historical average. Benicia was one of the few CV circles to record kite 
numbers above their average and was the top count with 173, while 
Sacramento's sub-par total of 100 was good for 3rd. Benicia took 4th for 
Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus). CV counts normally dominate the standings 
for Red-tailed Hawks (Buteo jamaicensis) with CV counts taking the top spot 
in 9 of the past 12 years. However, this year we could only manage the 4th 
and 5th spots (Benicia and Lincoln, respectively). Lincoln posted the 5th 
highest total for Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis). 

Benicia, having led all counts for Black Rail (Laterallus jamaicensis) for 12 
of the last 17 years, fell to 2nd place behind the Cheep Thrills circle (south 
Sonoma and east Marin counties) which tallied 22 Black Rails. Lincoln 
managed to tie Marysville for 5th thanks to rails recently found on the valley 
floor near Lincoln. This is only the second known valley floor site for Black Rail 
(the other being White Slough in San Joaquin County). Benicia again led all 
counts for Virginia Rail (Rallus limicola) (147). Los Banos took 3rd for 
American Coot (Fulica americana). Stockton's total of nearly 12,000 Sandhill 
Cranes was a distant second to the 30,000 recorded on the Muleshoe CBC 
(Texas). CV counts failed to break into the top five for any shorebird species, 
but we did take 2nd and 4th places (Bakersfield and Sacramento, respectively) 
for California Gulls (Larus californicus). 

After four good Lewis's Woodpecker (Melanerpes lewis) years in a row we 
were due for a poor one for this locally inconsistent winterer and CY112 saw 
no CV counts in the top five and generally low numbers throughout the valley. 
Perhaps our Acorn Woodpeckers (Melanerpes formicivorus) enjoyed a break 
from competing with Lewis's for acorns as Putah Creek led all counts with 646 
and Folsom finished in 5th. After taking top count for Nuttall's Woodpecker 11 
of the last 12 years, the CV could only manage 3rd (Putah Creek) and 5th (Rio 
Cosumnes) this year. Sacramento's 480 Northern Flickers (Colaptes auratus) 
was good enough for 2nd place to Victoria, British Columbia. 
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American Kestrels (Falco sparverius) continue to decline in the CV as 
elsewhere. This year no CV circle made the top five and CV counts recorded 
the 2nd lowest overall kestrel abundance (birds per party hour) ever seen. In 
contrast to kestrels, Merlins (Falco columbarius) are on the increase and this 
year Benicia's total of 13 was enough to tie for 4th place with two British 
Columbia circles. For those wondering why I put the falcons here, note that 
the American Ornithologists' Union just moved the falcons and parrots away 
from the hawks and just below woodpeckers! Turns out falcons are not close 
relatives of hawks at all. A great example of convergent evolution leading to 
similar traits (e.g., sharp, hooked bills and powerful talons) in unrelated taxa. 

Putah Creek recorded more Western Scrub-Jays (Aphelocoma californica) 
than any other circle (1,070) but fell to 2nd for Yellow-billed Magpies (Pica 
nuttalli) behind Sacramento's 417. Putah Creek, Anderson River, and Caswell-
Westley took 2nd, 3rd, and 5th places for magpies. Folsom led all counts for 
the 5th straight year with 469 Oak Titmice (Baeolophus inornatus), with Putah 
Creek just behind with 425. Benicia was 1st for Marsh Wren (Cistothorus 
palustris) with 326. The Putah Creek count recorded the 5th-most Ruby-
crowned Kinglets (Regulus calendula) and the 3rd-most Hermit Thrushes 
(Catharus guttatus), while Folsom was 4th for Western Bluebird (Sialia 
mexicana). Rio Cosumnes' total of 290,000 European Starlings (Sturnus 
vulgaris) paled in comparison to over 1 million on the Sooner Lake, Oklahoma 
count. A significant portion of North America's American Pipits (Anthus 
rubescens) winter in the CV, as evidenced by Rio Cosumnes taking first with 
1,105 pipits and Sacramento close behind with 1,080. Los Banos and 
Sacramento took 4th and 5th for Yellow-rumped Warbler (Dendroica 
coronata). Wallace-Bellota set a new CV record (1,675) in taking first place for 
Lark Sparrow (Chondestes grammacus) and Putah Creek finished 3rd. Rio 
Cosumnes was on a sparrow roll this year, taking first place for both Lincoln's 
(Melospiza lincolnii) (417) and White-crowned (Zonotrichia leucophrys) 
(4,493) sparrows, and 5th place for Golden-crowned Sparrows (Zonotrichia 
atricapilla). Stockton, Lincoln, and Wallace-Bellota took 2nd, 4th, and 5th for 
White-crowned Sparrow. 

A CV count was back on top for Tricolored Blackbird (Agelaius tricolor) 
this year as Lincoln tallied 4,168 (most of which were in a single huge flock at 
a dairy southwest of Lincoln). Fifteen hundred tricolors was enough for 2nd 
for Lost Lake-Fresno. Rio Cosumnes was again the top count for Brewer’s 
Blackbirds (Euphagus cyanocephalus) with nearly 55,000. Sacramento, 
Stockton, and Lincoln took 2nd through 4th for this species. As usual, CV 
counts dominated Western Meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta) totals with 
Lincoln taking first place (as it has for every year since its inception) with 
3,426 meadowlarks. Benicia was 3rd, Rio Cosumnes 4th, Sacramento 5th, 
and, for good measure, LaGrange-Waterford took 6th. After recording the 
highest House Finch (Carpodacus mexicanus) counts for many years, the CV 
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has fallen behind the last two winters. This year we could manage no better 
than Stockton's 3rd place as counts in southern California dominated. Lesser 
Goldfinch (Spinus psaltria) tallies were good with Chico taking 2nd and 
Oroville and Putah Creek finishing in 4th and 5th. 

Irruptions of the Seedeaters 

As I write this in late November 2012, California is in the midst of a 
remarkable irruption of Red-breasted Nuthatches (Sitta canadensis), (Figure 
2a) with the birds fairly common this fall in nearly every part of the state. In 
most coastal and CV locations which normally have few to none, the 
nuthatches are being found in nearly any wooded habitat. Pine Siskins (Spinus 
pinus) are also present in higher numbers than in previous years in most areas 
(Figure 2b). However, as Figure 2a shows, these fall irruptions don't always 
last into CBC season and it appears that the Red-breasted Nuthatch irruption 
may be waning as we enter December. 

Periodic irruptions of boreal seedeating birds such as Red-breasted 
Nuthatches and Pine Siskins into more southerly areas and lower altitudes is  
a well known phenomenon. They are generally thought to be linked to years 
with poor seed crops available in the boreal forests that stretch across Alaska 
and Canada (Bock and Lepthien 1976), or to overpopulation of these bird 
species in years following particularly good crops (Widrlechner and Dragula 
1984), or a combination of a good seed year (resulting in a population boom) 
followed by a poor one (Koenig and Knops 2001). 

Three of these species that occasionally irrupt in the CV are the Red-
breasted Nuthatch, Pine Siskin, and Evening Grosbeak (Coccothraustes 
vespertinus). Figure 3a, Figure 3b, and Figure 3C shows past patterns of 
occurrence of these species on CV CBC counts. While Red-breasted 
Nuthatches still occur in good numbers from time to time, both Evening 
Grosbeaks and Pine Siskins have been largely absent from the CV in recent 
years, and the occasional irruptions are not as large or as widespread as in the 
past. This same trend toward fewer and smaller irruptions has been noted in 
the eastern United States, particularly with Evening Grosbeaks (Hochachka 
2002). 

It is generally believed that the birds responsible for these CV irruptions 
are not individuals descending from the nearby Sierra Nevada, but come from 
much further north and east. This is difficult to prove with the nuthatches and 
the siskins, but Evening Grosbeak call notes are distinctive between 
populations (Sewell et al. 2004). Thus, we were able to conclude that the 
Evening Grosbeaks that were widespread in coastal California and the CV 
during the fall and winter 2010-11 were actually from populations breeding in 
the Pacific Northwest and the northern Rockies (Davis et al. 2011). 
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Figure 2a. Comparison of eBird data (% of checklists recording the species) for 
2012 and the five-year period 2007-2011 for Red-breasted Nuthatch (RBNU) 
in California. 
 

Figure 2b. Comparison of eBird data (% of checklists recording the species) for 
2012 and the five-year period 2007-2011 for Pine Siskin (PISI) in California. 
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Figure 3a. Abundance (birds per party hour) and distribution (% of CBCs 
recording the species) of Red-breasted Nuthatches on CV CBCs from Count 
Years 79-112. 
 

 

Figure 3b. Abundance (birds per party hour) and distribution (% of CBCs 
recording the species) of Pine Siskins on CV CBCs from Count Years 79-112. 

 

Another interesting, but still controversial, aspect of these irruptions is that 
more than one species of seedeater may be involved in a given year. Koenig 
(2001) used CBC data from all over North America to detect synchronicity 
between species during these irruptions. Across the continent he found 
significant correlations between irruptions of certain species into different 
areas. Among the three species analyzed here, he found synchronicity in 
western North America between irruptions of the Pine Siskin and Evening 
Grosbeak, but not between these species and the Red-breasted Nuthatch. 
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Figure 3c. Abundance (birds per party hour) and distribution (% of CBCs 
recording the species) of Evening Grosbeaks on CV CBCs from Count Years 79-
112. 
 

I examined CV CBC data to look for any signs of synchronicity between 
these three species (Figure 4). I used a semi-quantitative standard 
(combination of abundance and geographical spread) to determine if a 
particular species was present in unusually low or high abundance each year. 
At least until the late 1990s when both Evening Grosbeaks and Pine Siskins 
became much less frequent visitors to the CV, those two species appeared to 
be fairly synchronous. In five of the seven years prior to CY 100 in which at 
least one of those two species was present in high numbers, the other was 
likewise present in high numbers. There was no apparent synchronicity 
between nuthatches and either of these two species. 

 

Figure 4. Comparison of years of high or low abundance of the Red-breasted 
Nuthatch (RBNU), Pine Siskin (PISI), and Evening Grosbeak (EVGR) on CV CBCs 
from Count Years 79-112. 

White Goose–Blue Goose 

The Snow Goose (Chen caerulescens) comes in two distinct color morphs: 
white and blue (Figure 5). Finding the occasional "Blue" Snow Goose in a large 
flock of white Snow Geese is always a treat here in the CV where blues are 
present in small numbers. This is in striking contrast to the Snow Geese 
populations that breed in eastern Canada and winter east of the Rockies, 
where "Blue" Snow Geese can sometimes significantly outnumber the white 
ones (Cooke et al. 1975, Mowbray et al. 2000). 
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Even more rare is the "Blue" morph of Ross's Goose (Figure 6). In fact, it 
is possible that there is no such thing as a "Blue" morph Ross's Goose. Unlike 
Snow Geese, which have been shown to have a specific gene coding for this 
morph (Cooke and Mirsky 1972), no such gene has been found in the Ross's 
Goose. "Blue" Ross's Geese may be the result of hybridization (and perhaps 
subsequent backcrosses) with "Blue" Snow Geese (Ryder & Alisauskas 1995, 
Pyle 2008). Geese with clearly intermediate characters (plumage, size) are 
seen among birds identified as "Blue" Ross's Geese (McLandress and 
McLandress 1979). However, some show only Ross's Goose characteristics 
and those tend to have some very distinct plumage features (blacker dark 
areas, more white in wing coverts, more distinct dark 'hood') from "Blue" 
Snows, as well as having physical measurements consistent with "pure" Ross's 
Geese (McLandress and McLandress 1979, Sibley 2000, Graves 2003). To my 
knowledge, no genetic work has been done to resolve the identity of blue 
Ross's Geese. 

I examined CV CBC data (where the bulk of all Ross's Geese winter) to 
look at the relative abundance of these color morphs. Table 1 compares the 
data from McLandress and McLandress (1979) (based on observations of over 
59,000 Snow and 38,000 Ross's geese in the CV during 1975-1977) to data 
from all CV CBCs from CY79 to CY112 (over 3 million observations of Snow 
Geese and over 400,000 observations of Ross's Geese). McLandress and 
McLandress (1979) found much higher proportions of "Blue" Snow Geese and 
of "Blue" Ross's Geese (approximately three and eight times higher, 
respectively) than have been reported on CV CBCs. Also, their ratio of "Blue" 
Snow: Ross's geese was much higher. A number of factors could explain these 
differences. 

1. These authors were looking specifically for "Blue" morph birds and, as 
they note, looking particularly diligently for "Blue" Ross's for collection 
purposes.  

2. Many CBC observers are likely not reporting morphs of these geese, just 
totals for each species. 

3. Since we do not know exactly where in the CV McLandress and 
McLandress (1979) made their observation (Sacramento and San Joaquin 
valleys are the only details provided), it is possible that they surveyed 
areas of the CV with higher numbers of "Blue" geese. 

4. Also, it is possible that the proportion of "Blue" geese may have changed 
since their mid-1970s observations. 
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Table 1. Comparison of percent "Blue" morph Snow and Ross's geese in the 
Central Valley. 

 
  1From McLandress and McLandress (1979). 

I suspect that reason number 2 is the main explanation for this 
discrepancy. I urge all CBC participants to pay close attention to these 
attractive color morphs and include their numbers in the data submitted to 
each compiler. 

Please feel free to contact me by email with any comments or 
suggestions about this series. Let me know if you have particular species you 
would like me to review in future installments. 
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Figure 5.  “Blue morph” Snow Goose (Chen caerulescens) January 2012. 
Sacramento NWR, Glenn County, California. Photo © 2012 Phil Robertson 

 M&M1 CBC 
Snow Geese 0.020% 0.006% 

Ross's Geese 0.008% 0.001% 
Ratio Blue Snow:Ross's 2.5 4.9 
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Figure 6  “Blue Morph” Ross’s Goose (Chen rossii) November 2007. 
Sacramento NWR, Glenn County, California.   Photo © 2007 Phil Robertson 
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