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VICTORIA "BIG DAY" RECORD REACHES 135 --
CAN 140 BE FAR BEHIND?

by Alan MacLeod

One of man's best inventions for having some fun, seeing a lot of
birds, enjoying some healthy competition, getting some exercise, and
covering a lot of pleasing territory in a short time is to join the
growing ranks of Victoria's Big Day aficionados —- birders who get less
of a kick from champagne than they do from listing as many bird species
in a day as they can find.

The Victoria-area record for a Big Day count now stands at 135,
following three May, 1984 assaults on the former record of 121. On May 5,
Harold Hosford, Alan MaclLeod, and David Stirling scored 127 birds, only
to have Roy Prior and Keith Taylor eclipse them the same day, with 134.

A week later, Alan Macleod, Ron Satterfield, and Bruce Whittington eked
out 135 species in a 20-hour marathon.

Not so long ago —- with counts of just over 100 considered respectable -
135 species would have seemed a very impressive total for any Big Day
effort. Not any more. The better part of 150 species could possibly be
seen or heard in the Victoria checklist area in the fullness of spring
migration, and with a modicum of planning and effort no Big Day enthusiasts
should be daunted by the challenge of 140 species. The 140 mark can be
achieved in a future Big Day by building at least eight objectives into a
Big Day assault.

1. Planning. All three of the May, 1984 Big Day teams prepared a '"'Should-
Get" list of the birds they expected to count, as well as itinerary of
the stops they planned to make during the day. Each item is important.
The "Should-Get" list facilitates the tracking of "missing" species as
the day wears on, and an itinerary reduces the possibility that an
important stop will be missed. The "Should-Get" list used on two of
the May Big Days includes some 146 species and the itinerary of stops
included 30 locations or more.
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Composition of the Team. No attempt at 140 species will succeed without
a capability for identifying birds by ear. Experience in the Victoria
area in May indicates that 10 percent or more of any Big Day count
consists of birds identified by ear alone. A Big Day team should
therefore include one or more individuals who are as familiar with

what they hear as what they see. On the other hand, we al Iknow indiv-
iduals who seem to be better at spotting birds than the rest of us are,
and it is just as important to have such an individual on your Big Day
team. A team is also benefitted by the presence of an organizer who can
get away with keeping the whole expedition on track and on schedule
throughout the day. If al lof these skills can be found in three
individuals, that number is an ideal size for a Big Day team.

Commitment. No Victoria Big Day team will count 140 species without a
wholehearted investment of time, travel, and effort. The team which
scored 135 species, May 12, was on the road shortly after 3:00 a.m.,
chasing owls in highlands above Munns Road. Close to 11:00 p.m. the
same day, they were still chasing owls, attempting to list Barn Owl

at Holland Avenue, near Burnside. Between 3:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m.
the team birded non-stop, taking meals "on the fly". In addition to
several kilometres on foot, that team also travelled 360 km. by car,
all of them inside the Victoria Checklist area.

Timing. The timing of a spring Big Day iscritical. A date must be
selected with a view to picking up as many migrants and returning

summer residents as possible, without sacrificing late-lingering winter
residents. As events transpired between May 5 and May 12, there was a
roughly equal trade-off between these two categories. The Hosford/
MacLeod/Stirling team listed six winter residents that were missed by
MacLeod/Satterfield/Whittington. These were Red-throated Loon, Pied-
billed Grebe, Horned Grebe, Northern Pintail, Northern Harrier, and
Black Turnstone. On the other hand, the earlier effort missed these
migrants and summer residents: Semi-palmated Plover, Ruddy Turnstone,
Long-billed Dowitcher, Spotted Sandpiper, Olive-sided Flycatcher,
Hammond®"s Flycatcher, and Lincoln®s Sparrow. Still, on May 12, MacLeod/
Satterfield/Whittington found a large drop in the number of winter water

birds, and they felt that the peak day for a spring day had likely passed.

In 1984, the best possibility for the highest yield was probably about
midway between the two Big Day dates, or some time between May 7 and 10.

Local Birds. A critical element in building a successful Big Day
campaign is to ensure that your team gets that handful of "nemesis"
birds that habitually plague spring Big Days in Victoria. These are
chiefly winter residents which remain in our area in small numbers
during breeding season, ifat all, such as the smaller grebes, Gadwall,
American Coot, and Black Turnstone, or early migrants such as Brant,
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Bonaparte®s Gull and California Gull. Several of these birds are "‘common
residents” 1 fwe are to believe the Victoria checklist, but each of them
has proved difficult to score on May bird counts in Victoria. Another
nemesis category is the group of permanent residents which are found only
in a limited area. Wood Duck, Skylark, Dipper, Hairy Woodpecker are
examples. Then there are the seasonally local species, such as Vesper
Sparrow. A third category to look for are the returning summer residents
primarily passerines such as the flycatchers, Western Tanager and Black-
headed Grosbeak.

In the week before a Big Day 1 tpays to listen to the Rare Bird Alert
and research the whereabouts of the available birds in each of these
categories - not to mention such rarities as the Harris® Sparrow and
White-throated Sparrow at a Colwood feeder — and plan to stop for them.

6. Area Coverage. 1In addition to stops required for local species, a Big
Day itinerary should cover the full range of habitats in our area so
that regularly-occurring species indigenous to those habitats are not
missed.

As self-evident as itmay appear, itis always surprising how much a
Big Day count seems to vary in direct proportion to the number and
variety of stops the Big Day team makes, rather than to the average
time spent at each stop. The rule seems to be the more stops, the
higher the count. Two reasons come to mind in accounting for this.
The first is that, as inmost of life, Big Days never run exactly as
planned. Species that are anticipated for a given spot sometimes do
not show up there, and 1t is therefore important for your itinerary
to include contingent stops for the species that "got away'". But a
second factor is that notwithstandingall the planning, luck is still
an important factor in a successful Big Day, and the more stops you
make, the greater the likelihood will be of turning up "lucky" birds.
An average stay of 60 minutes at 15 stops will seldom be as fruitful
as 30 minutes at 30 stops.

The Prior/Taylor team were lucky to find Trumpeter Swan at Somenos Lake
Ruffed Grouse in the highlands on Munns Road, Spotted Sandpiper at
Coldstream, and Northern Harriers at Somenos and Cobble Meadow.
Hosford/MacLeod/Stirling were fortunate to get Whimbrel at Cowichan
Bay, Gadwall at a pond in the 4000-block, Interurban Road, and a Blue
Grouse at Cobble Hill. MacLeod/Satterfield/Whittington had Golden
Eagles over Mount Finlayson, winnowing Common Snipe at Bolton Farm,
Munns Road, Ruddy Ducks at Somenos and Swan Lakes, and a Solitary
Sandpiper at Blenkinsop Lake. Some of these were contingent stops and
the birds would have been missed had a high number of stops not been
planned.



