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This report summarizes bird sightings from Southeast Alaska for the spring season, MarchīMay 

2016, and is intended to provide interesting observations for inclusion in an Alaska-wide column written 

by Thede Tobish for the journal North American Birds (published by the American Birding Association 

http://www.aba.org/nab )ðsightings of birds that are out of range or out of season or occur regularly in 

small numbers, noteworthy breeding records, unusually large or small numbers of a particular species, 

unusual migration dates, etc., and so on, and so forth.  

A few extremely early migrants turn up nearly every spring.  Often, however, those early 

migrants are detected well ahead of the next arrivals for the species and donôt necessarily indicate that 

migration for the species as a whole was early.  Spring migration in 2016 was different.  Not only did a 

wide variety of species arrive notably early, many first arrivals were represented by multiple birds, or 

were immediately followed by more observations, indicating the entire population arrived earlier than 

normal.  Many new early arrival dates were established at the local, regional, and statewide level.  I 

included all the extraordinarily early sightings that I could below, but there were many species that, while 

not first detected on record early arrival dates, certainly arrived on the early side (e.g., Spotted Sandpiper, 

Arctic Tern, Red-breasted Sapsucker, Northern Waterthrush, MacGillivrayôs Warbler, Yellow Warbler, 

Golden-crowned Sparrow, and many others).  The early timing was almost certainly related to the 

incredibly warm winter and springðMarch was the warmest on record throughout the region and April 

was the warmest on record at Juneau and Sitka (second warmest at Ketchikan).  The average temperature 

for the first quarter of the year (JanuaryïApril ) set new highs for Sitka, Juneau, and Ketchikan
1
.  While 

average temperature in May was not in record territory, it marked the 8
th
 consecutive month in which 

temperatures were above normal. 

I would like to thank the people who shared observations and photographs and answered inquiries 

about their sightings, all of whom are cited below.  I particularly appreciated reports from Matt Goff 

(Sitka), Bonnie Demerjian (Wrangell), and Elaine Furbish (Skagway).  This report also benefited from 

access to sightings entered into eBird (www.ebird.org)ðat least 75% of the sightings included here had 

been entered in eBird.  I would like to thank Gus van Vliet for reviewing the eBird data from Juneau, and 

Mark Schwan, Nat Drumheller, Andy Piston, and Matt Goff provided information and reviews that 

improved the final draft of this summary.  Past seasonal reports (since fall 2008) have been archived at 

the Juneau Audubon website (http://www.juneau-audubon-society.org/SE%20AK%20Birding.html). 

 

Southeast Alaska:  ñSoutheast Alaskaò as a biogeographic region was defined by Kessel and Gibson 

(1978) as all of Alaska east of Cape Fairweather and south to Dixon Entrance.   

Checklist of Alaska Birds:  A list of all the species of birds known in Alaska (currently up to 510 

species) is compiled and maintained by the Alaska Checklist Committee and is available free online at 

http://www.universityofalaskamuseumbirds.org/products/checklist.pdf. 

 

Names and Initials of observers cited in the text or who reported sightings:  Beverly A. Agler (BAA), 

Gwen S. Baluss (GSB), Lynn E. Barber (LEB), Andrew Beierly (AB), Joanne Beierly (JB), Nick 

Bowman (NB), Alan Burger (Abu), Jason Colon (JC), Amy C. Courtney (ACC), Bonnie H. Demerjian 

(BHD), Janene Driscoll (JD), Nat K. Drumheller (NKD), Cameron D. Eckert (CDE), Kevin Fitzgerald 

(KF), C. Elaine Furbish (CEF), Connor P. F. Goff (CPFG), Matt R. Goff (MRG), Nick R. Hajdukovich 

(NRH), Steven C. Heinl (SCH), Jerrold F. Koerner (JFK), Laurie A. Lamm (LAL), Kris R. Larson 

(KRL), Paul E. Lehman (PEL), Jim H. Lewis (JHL), Tania M. Lewis (TML), John McDermott (JMc), 
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Bill  Messmer (BM), C. L. Millsaps (CLM), J. A. Millsaps (JAM), J Millsaps (JM), Anna Mulyca (AM), 

Bill K. Neumann (BKN), Chris Niemela (CN), Bruce B. Paige (BBP), Eric V. Parker (EVP), Alisha 

Phillips (AP), Andrew W. Piston (AWP), Kathy M. Ripley (KMR), Patty A. Rose (PAR), Jim F. Saracco 

(JFS), William T. Sampson (WTS), Jeffrey F. Sauer (JFSa), Scott C. Schuette (SCS), Mark W. Schwan 

(MWS), Pamela H. Sinclair (PHS), Chuck P. Susie (CPS), Andrew Thoms (AT), Leif Torgerson (LT), 

Gus B. van Vliet (GBV), Michael A. Wood (MAW), Rusty F. W. Yerxa (RFWY), E. L. ñButchò Young 

(ELY), Frank Young (FY). 

 

 

SPECIES ACCOUNTS: 
 

GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE:  Two Greater White-fronted Geese that wintered at Hoonah 

lingered into March, and one remained through 11 April 2016 (ACC).  Conversely, at least 20 

Greater White-fronted Geese at Gustavus 19 March 2016 (NKD, JFS) represented extremely 

early migrantsðthe earliest ever there by more than two weeks and well ahead of the main 

migration. 

A massive flight of geese was observed over the Ketchikan area 18 April 2016.  It began 

early in the morning, and flock after flock after flock passed well into the early evening.  During 

just one 2.5 hour period between 12:00PM and 2:30PM an estimated 39,000 geese passed 

overhead across a front half-mile or more wideðthe vast majority (33,000) were estimated to be 

Greater White-fronted Geese, and the rest a mixture of Canada and Cackling geese (about 3,000 

of each; AWP, SCH).  Smaller numbers of ducks (including a new local high count of 1,020 

Northern Pintails) and shorebirds were also observed amongst the goose flocks.  Later in the same 

day, and clearly part of the same movement, many flocks of geese were observed passing over the 

Icy Strait area, where a minimum 3,000 Greater White-fronted and 500 Cackling geese were 

reported at Gustavus (NKD) and 2000 (also mostly Greater White-fronted; ACC) were reported 

at Hoonah.  Geese continued to fly over both locations until well after 8:00 PM.   

 

CANADA GOOSE:  The Lesser Canada Goose (subspecies parvipes) is a rare or uncommon migrant in 

most of Southeast Alaska, though it sometimes occurs in ñpretty good numbersò at Gustavus (fide 

NKD), where maximum counts this spring included 95 on 7 April 2016 and 80 on 14 April 2016 

(NKD; Figure 1).  A single Lesser Canada Goose was reported at Hoonah 3 April 2016 (ACC) 

and one or two were reported on five days in the Juneau area 9 Aprilï21 May 2016 (MWS, 

GBV). 

A large, pale-breasted Canada Goose at the Mendenhall Wetlands 22 April 2016 was 

identified as subspecies moffitti/maxima (GBV).  The bird was described as being slightly larger 

than the local, dark-breasted fulva Canada Geese it accompanied.  There are two prior local 

reports of large pale-breasted birds (Pt. Bridget S.P., 19 May 2008, PMS; Mendenhall Wetlands, 

30 April 2007, GBV), which breed as close as central interior British Columbia (Campbell et al. 

1990).  Subspecies maxima and moffitti are similar in size and coloration, the differences being 

largely clinal from western North America (moffitti) east to the Midwest (maxima), and they 

intergrade extensively; introductions of both subspecies throughout North America have also 

confused their distributionsðas a result, some authors treat them as one subspecies (moffitti; see 

Mowbray et al. 2002).  

 

WOOD DUCK:  The drake Wood Duck found at Sitka last February was present all spring and into the 

summer (MRG, photos; m.obs.).  A female discovered at Juneauôs Rotary Park 13 April 2016 

(LT; Figure 2) remained through at least 22 May 2016 (m.obs.).  This duck is a rare, annual 

visitant to Southeast Alaska, primarily from fall through spring. 
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Figure 1.  Lesser Canada Geese at Gustavus 7 April 2016ðthe birds are paler and gray-chested compared 

to our resident fulva subspecies which, like the name suggests, tends to be richer, darker brown 

on the underparrts and chest (and larger, too).  Photo by Nat K. Drumheller 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.  Tara Kelly wrote the Audubon Society on 13 April: ñMy 11 year old son (Leif Torgerson) just 

became hysterical after observing a wood duck in the midst a group of mallards at our Rotary 

Park duck pond in Juneau. He is adamant that this is a very rare occasion and wanted me to report 

it immediately. He got a few pictures, one of which I have includedò.  Photo by Leif Torgerson 

 

 
EURASIAN WIGEON:  Eurasian Wigeon reports included three at Gustavus 8 April 2016 (NKD), 

followed by one or two there on six other dates through 29 April 2016 (NKD), and singles at the 

Mendenhall Wetlands, near Juneau, 2ī3 April 2016 (GBV, Marsha Squires), Eagle Beach, near 

Juneau, 19ī30 April 2016 (m.obs.), Skagway 16 April 2016 (AB, photo; JB, CEF), and Sitka 4 

May 2016 (MRG).  This duck is a regular, rare spring migrant. 
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CINNAMON TEAL:  There were two reports of Cinnamon Teal this spring: a drake at Eagle Beach 27 

Aprilï3 May 2016 (GBV et al.) and two at the Chilkat River flats, near Haines, 14 May 2016 

(CN). The Cinnamon Teal is a rare, regular spring migrant in Southeast Alaska (Kessel and 

Gibson 1978). 

 

CANVASBACK:  Canvasbacks were reported in ones-twos in the Juneau area 11ï28 May 2016 (m.obs.), 

with a maximum of three at the Mendenhall Wetlands 14 May 2016 (BAA). 

 

REDHEAD:  Rare Redheads included two males at Ketchikan 11 May 2016, which provided only the 

third local report (AWP, SCH, photo), and one at Sitka 9ï20 April 2016 (MRG, CPFG photo).  

More typical were up to four males at Eagle Beach 27 Aprilī5 May 2016 (PAR, BAA, GBV, 

MWS) and small numbers in the Mendenhall Forelands and Wetlands 20 Mayī6 June 2016+, 

including maximum three on 26 May 2016 (PAR) and 3ī6 June 2016 (GBV, PAR, MWS). 

 

 
 

Figure 3.  White-tailed Ptarmigan near the Mendenhall Glacier, one of two observed there 30 March 

2016.  This species is an uncommon, high-elevation resident in mainland Southeast Alaska.  

Photo by Kerry M. Howard 

 

 

WESTERN GREBE:  A Western Grebe at Gustavus 1 May 2016 provided only the second local spring 

record (NKD).  This species is locally common on inside waters from Sumner Strait south 

(Kessel and Gibson 1978), but it is a rare, annual visitant north of that area, primarily in fall and 

winter. 

 

BRANDTôS CORMORANT:  An adult Brandtôs Cormorant nicely documented at Sitka 3ï10 April 2016 

provided about the third local record in recent years (MRG; Figure 4).  More than 30 years ago, 

Brandtôs Cormorants were discovered nesting at nearby St. Lazaria Island on 13 June 1984 (J. D. 

Webster; 20 nests and 130 birds; Nelson et al. 1987); however, Webster found only three birds 

there on 19 June 1985, and none have been seen subsequently, despite the fact that the U. S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service has maintained a research camp on the island since 1994 (L. Slater; Heinl 

and Piston 2007). 
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Figure 4.  Nice comparison of a fully-plumed adult Brandtôs Cormorant (right), with Pelagic and Double-

crested cormorants at Sitka 3 April 2016.  Photo by Matt R. Goff 

 

 

WHITE-FACED IBIS:  A White-faced Ibis photographed at Klawock 19 May 2016 (JC; Figure 5) was 

the first of its kind to be reported in the state.  Remarkably, another Plegadis ibis found three days 

later at Haines 22 May 2016 (AM; photos) was likely also this species, though the photos do not 

eliminate the very similar Glossy Ibis. 

Populations of this primarily western species increased in the 1970s and 1980s following 

banning of DDT and other pesticides in the U.S., and improved management of nesting habitat, 

and improved success at major nesting centers (Ryder and Manry 1994).  Nesting populations 

increased exponentially in southeastern Oregon beginning in the mid-1980s (Ivey 2003), and 

reports away from breeding areas increased in Oregon (Ivey 2003) and Washington in the late 

1980s, primarily in MayīJune (Wahl et al. 2005). It is also a very rare visitant to southern British 

Columbia, primarily in MayīJune (Campbell et al. 1990).  The White-faced Ibis is somewhat 

nomadic in response to environmental conditions (Ivey et al. 1988, Ivey 2003); e.g., a large 

incursion into Washington in 2001 was triggered by the most severe drought in its primary 

nesting range since 1977 (Wahl et al. 2005). 

 

VIRGINIA RAIL:  A Virginia Rail that sang from a Gustavus bog 7ī26 May 2016 provided the fifth 

local record (NKD et al.).  There are now at least 18 reports for Alaska, all from Southeast and 

nearly all from the mainland. 

 

AMERICAN COOT:  The wintering American Coot at Ketchikan was last observed on 27 March 2016 

(AWP). 

 

BLACK-BELLIED PLOVER:  A Black-bellied Plover at Gustavus 13 March 2016 (NKD) eclipsed last 

yearôs local early arrival date by 10 days and was certainly the earliest arrival date ever for 

Southeast Alaska.  Perhaps that bird wintered in Southeast Alaska?  The next Gustavus 

observation was not until 7 April 2016 (NKD) and they were mostly noted on time elsewhere. 
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GREATER YELLOWLEGS:  A Greater Yellowlegs at Petersburg 20 March 2016 (ELY) tied the earliest 

arrival date for Southeast Alaska.  The species was noted on time elsewhere, beginning with one 

at Ketchikan 27 March 2016 (AWP). 

 

 
 

Figure 5.  This beautifully documented White-faced Ibis at Klawock 19 May 2016 added both a new 

species and a new family of birds (Threskiornithidae) to the Alaska list.  Photo by Jason Colon 

 

 

WHIMBREL:  A Whimbrel at Gustavus 8 April 2016 (NKD) was exactly a week ahead of the previous 

early arrival date for Southeast Alaska.  There are actually not many Southeast Alaska reports for 

the month of April, so another Whimbrel at Gustavus 23 April 2016 (NKD) was also noteworthy.  

This species was otherwise reported in May. 

 

HUDSONIAN GODWIT:  A Hudsonian Godwit at Gustavus 23 April 2016 established a new Alaska 

arrival date by five days (NKD); it was followed there by five on 27 April (NKD), maximum 34 

on 29 April (NKD), and small numbers through 14 May 2016 (BBP).  Twenty-two at the 

Mendenhall Wetlands 2 May 2016 (MWS, PAR, GBV) was maximum in the Juneau area, where 

mostly small numbers were observed through 8 May (PAR). Finally, two were reported at Sitka 

10 May 2016 (MRG; Figure 6), where the species has been reported in five of the past six 

springs. 

 

BAR-TAILED GODWIT:  A Bar-tailed Godwit was well-described at Gustavus 10 May 2016 (NKD). 

This species is a casual visitant in Southeast Alaska; most reports are from Gustavus and Juneau. 

 

MARBLED GODWIT:  Marbled Godwits arrived within normal or slightly early timing, but were 

reported in very small numbers.  Earliest were three at Ketchikan 18 April 2016 (AWP), which 

also provided the maximum count for the spring.  Other reports included maximum of two at 

Gustavus 23 Aprilï10 May 2016 (NKD), one at Eagle Beach 27 April 2016 (GBV, PAR), two at 

Sitka 10 May 2016 (MRG; Figure 6), and up to two at the Mendenhall Wetlands 24ï26 May 2016 

(MWS, PAR). 
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PECTORAL SANDPIPER:  A Pectoral Sandpiper at Eagle Beach 23 April 2016 (MWS) likely set a new 

early arrival date for Southeast.  This species otherwise moved through 1 May+, and maximum 

was 300 at Gustavus 14 May 2016 (JFS). 

 

SEMIPALMATED SANDPIPER:  Semipalmated Sandpipers moved through Southeast 1ī24 May, with 

nice high counts of 110 at Skagway 4 May 2016 (CEF) and 100 at Gustavus 14 May 2016 (JFS). 
 

   
 

Figure 6.  Godwit sightings at Sitka included a rare Hudsonian Godwit 10 May 2016 (left) and an earlyish 

Marbled Godwit (right) 20 April 2016.  Photos by Matt R. Goff 

 

 

SHORT-BILLED DOWITCHER:  Three Short-billed Dowitchers at Ketchikan 18 April 2016 (AWP) tied 

the local early arrival date.  Four at Gustavus 19 April 2016 (NKD) were also early. 

 

LONG-BILLED DOWITCHER:  Two Long-billed Dowitchers that spent the winter in the Juneau area 

were last observed 5 March 2016 (MWS).  The first spring migrants were not observed until early 

May. 

 

RING-BILLED GULL:  Single Ring-billed Gulls were found at both Hoonah and Ketchikan on 28 April 

2016 (ACC, SCH; photos).  The Ketchikan bird was observed intermittently through 18 May 

2016 (SCH).  This species is a rare spring visitant to Southeast Alaska. 

 

CALIFORNIA GULL:  A California Gull at Eagle Beach, Juneau, 14 May 2016 (GBV) provided the only 

report away from the Ketchikan area (where it is an uncommon spring migrant; Heinl and Piston 

2009).  

 

THAYERôS GULL:  The annual eulachon (also known as ñhooliganò) spawning event in the Taiya River, 

near Skagway, attracted thousands of gulls 3 May 2016, including approximately 4,500 Thayerôs 

Gulls, a very large number for Southeast Alaska (CDE).  Also present were 3,000 Mew, 1,500 

Herring, and 1,000 Glaucous-winged gulls. As pointed out by Cameron Eckert, the eulachon 

spawning runs in the Taiya River (and nearby Berners and Chilkat rivers) ñpower the migration 

of Thayer's Gulls from their last spring staging point on the Pacific Coast to their nesting grounds 

in Canada's central High Arcticða non-stop 2,000 km flight!ò  Pacific herring spawning events 

in Berners Bay also regularly attract large numbers of Thayerôs Gulls in May, including the 

largest estimated counts reported in Alaska (e.g., 10,000 on 7 May 2008, GBV, P. M. Suchanek; 

12,000 on 9 May 1999, R. J. Gordon). 
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SLATY-BACKED GULL:  Several interesting dark-mantled gulls were found in the Sitka area this 

spring.  Single adults 30 March 2016 (CPFG) and 5 April 2016 (MRG; Figure 8) exhibited 

markings of the Slaty-backed Gull, but in both cases the paleness of the birdsô upperparts 

suggested they may have been hybrids.  An adult Slaty-backed Gull at Sitka 28 May 2016 (CPS, 

MRG; Figure 8) provided the latest spring record for Southeast by two weeks.   

 

 
 

Figure 7.  Separating Long-billed and Short-billed dowitchers can be a challenge.  Note the subtly redder 

color of the Long-billed Dowitcher on the right, particularly the darker, redder color of the 

scapulars, compared to the oranger color of the Short-billed Dowitcher on the left (Gravina Island 

11 May 2016).  The Long-billed Dowitcher also has broader, more contrasting white tips to the 

scapular feathers, a great field mark that is especially noticeable when the birds are viewed from 

behind.  Finally, the Long-billed Dowitcher has more densely streaked face, neck, and chest, and 

more black-and-white barring on the flanks compared to the plainer face and sparser spotting and 

chevrons on the chest and flanks of the Short-billed Dowitcher.  Photo by Steven C. Heinl 

 

 

   
 

Figure 8.  The dark-mantled gull in the photo on the left, taken at Sitka 5 April 2016 (photo by Matt R. 

Goff), shows a wing pattern that is perfect for a Slaty-backed Gull, yet it appears a little too pale, 

particularly on the center of the back, and is perhaps (?) a hybrid of some kind.  Compare the 

back color of that bird to the back color of the Slaty-backed Gull on the right, which was found at 

Sitka on the late date of 28 May 2016 (photo by Chuck Susie).  
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CASPIAN TERN:  As usual, most of the Caspian Tern action was at Gustavus.  The first arrival was very 

early on 18 April 2016 (NKD), and maximum was 42 on 18 May 2016 (BBP).  Up to 60 adults 

and nests with eggs were reported at Boulder Island, Glacier Bay, 23 May 2016 (TML; fide 

NKD).  Typical small numbers were observed elsewhere (Sitka, Ketchikan, Juneau).  

 

BAND-TAILED PIGEON:  Band-tailed Pigeons arrived on time at Ketchikan 3 April 2016 (one; SCH, 

JHL) and 12 April 2016 (two; JFK), and numbers built at local feeding stations through the 

spring.  Band-tailed Pigeons arrived at Wrangell 28 April 2016 (FY, BHD) and a flock at one 

feeder increased to more than 15 birds by 18 May 2016 (BM).  

 

EURASIAN COLLARED-DOVE:  Small numbers of Eurasian Collared-Doves moved into Southeast 

Alaska beginning in late April.  Although this movement could be categorized as a small influx, it 

was made more apparent by the very low numbers that were present through the winter at some 

locations (e.g., three arrived at a Ketchikan feeder 25 April 2016, where none had been present 

most of the winter; JFK).  At least a few collared-doves were reported from most towns 

(maximum was a single flock of 16 at Ketchikan 17 May 2016; JHL).  Collared-dove reports 

away from urban areas included one near Leask Lake, Revillagigedo Island, 15 May 2016 (JHL), 

one along the highway 36 miles north of Juneau 21 May 2016 (GBV), one that landed aboard a 

vessel in Endicott Arm 23 May 2016 (ABu, photo), and six at a feeder on Knig Slough, Stikine 

River, by the end of the period (BKN). 

  At least some of our collared-doves are getting to Alaska in style, as made apparent by 

Paul Lehmanôs account of collared-doves riding a cruise ship north from California.  A flock of 

eight joined the Grand Princess the first evening out of San Francisco on 11 May; five were still 

on board (free-flying) far off the Oregon coast 12 May; two were still flying around the ship well 

offshore along the entire British Columbia coast 13 May; and at least one was still flying around 

the ship in Chatham Strait, Alaska, 14 May (all PEL). 

 

NORTHERN HAWK OWL:  A Northern Hawk Owl photographed along a logging road north of 

Ketchikan 10 April 2016 (NB; Figure 9) provided only the 2
nd

 Revillagigedo Island record. This 

owl is very rare in Southeast Alaska and most reports are from the northern mainland. 

 

 
 

Figure 9.  Northern Hawk Owl near Leask Lake, Revillagigedo Island, 10 April 2016.  Photo by Nick 

Bowman 


