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What Counts? And Why? Says Who?
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“What? You’re counting Whooping Crane
on your Tennessee list?”
“Sure! They are wild, native birds.”
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hich birder is right? And why?
Listing is a game played by thousands of birders throughout the ABA
Area, and determining “what counts” seems
simple enough, until you start digging. It then
becomes a more complicated issue where individual and organizational biases, prejudices,
and preferences make it a research project
that produces many good answers and
a few nagging questions. Below, I
have attempted to thoroughly and
logically answer questions of
“countability” in specific
scenarios. Of course,
the rules for games
aren’t always logical, and the conclusions
reached here may yet prove
to be incorrect.
These Whooping Cranes,
photographed in Indiana,
clearly have bands and radio
transmitters attached. Do they
“count”? Photo by © Dan Kaiser.

Who makes the rules?

Before diving into the nitty-gritty, it’s important
to understand who actually makes the “rules” for
those of us who want to play the listing game
on a level playing field and who submit our list
totals to the ABA for publication. Most people
would probably reply that the ABA makes the
rules. Though correct, the full answer is more
complicated. (On the other hand, if you don’t
care to have your totals published, you are free
to count whatever you like.) Two different ABA
committees are responsible for determining
“what counts”: The ABA Checklist Committee
(CLC) and the Recording Standards and Ethics
Committee (RSEC).
Continued on page 4

What Counts? And Why? Says Who? Continued from page 1
tion of the ABA Checklist; and, (2) revision of the ABA
Checklist.
Not specifically stated as responsibilities but items
that the committee includes in its “ABA Checklist
Committee Bylaws” as “unwritten purposes” include:
1 • Gather, archive, and evaluate documentation for birds
newly recorded within the ABA Checklist Area;
2 • Share and work with the AOU Committee on
Classification and Nomenclature;
3 • Review/reevaluate species on the ABA Checklist as
necessary; and,
4 • Produce a report to be published annually in
Birding that informs the membership of committee
decisions. (the 2011 report: <http://www.aba.org/
birding/v43n6p26.pdf>)
The CLC evaluates records of species not on the
Checklist, whether the records are brand new or reconsidered old ones. Once a species is added, subsequent sightings are not ruled on by the CLC. It may
revisit whether to include any of the species already on
the list, but when it comes to “countability”, its purview seemingly ends with deciding whether a species
should be included on the Checklist.
In practice, it is usually the case that species new to
the ABA Area are reviewed by provincial/state records
committees first. After that, the records are taken up
by the CLC. But there is no rule that this must be
the case. Within its currently published “bylaws”, the
CLC states that
It is generally the policy of the CLC to wait for review
of potential first ABA Area records by the appropriate
state or provincial records committee before taking the
Can you count this condor when it flies over next month during your trip to Bitter Creek NWR in California? Only if
record under consideration. This will not always be the
you think its population fulfills all the ABA’s criteria of an established population. In other words, you shouldn’t.
case (e.g., a few states/provinces do not have functionPhoto by © Pacific Southwest Region USFWS.
ing records committees).
Within the ABA Bylaws <www.aba.org/about/bylaws.pdf> is the
Potential first ABA Area records that have NOT been
language which establishes the CLC.
accepted by state/provincial records committees may still undergo
[CLC] review if requested by one or more [CLC] members.”
The [CLC] shall assemble for publication a master checklist of
the birds of North America. For purposes of the checklist, “North
The CLC has a long history of waiting for and showing deference
America” shall be defined as the continental United States (includto the individual regional records committees, where they exist. It
ing the District of Columbia), Canada, St. Pierre and Miquelon…
determines which species are on the Checklist, but “what counts” is
The checklist shall be revised from time to time by the committee, and
more complicated than that. This is where the Recording Standards
shall serve as the basis for all North American [life] lists and other
and Ethics Committee (RSEC) comes in. The RSEC was also cretypes of lists recognized by the Association for areas that include, or
ated in the ABA Bylaws.
are included by, North America as delineated herein. The committee
shall consist of five or more members and shall file its report annually
The [RSEC] shall establish and amend the rules and procedures for
with the board of directors.
the submission to, and publication by, the Association, of both bird
lists and Big Day Reports... In submitting such lists or reports a
The CLC is guided in its deliberations by guidelines <http://aba.
member shall be required to adhere to the decisions of this commitorg/checklist/bylaws.html> last revised in 1997 and reaffirmed by
tee…[which] shall consist of three or more members.
the committee in 2007. Though the document listed does have provisions for governance, it does not appear to truly be a functioning
The RSEC, which is not governed by any published bylaws, has
set of bylaws with an “Article, Section” format. Regardless, according
the power to create nearly any rule it wants pertaining to the “countto this document, the CLC’s specific responsibilities are (1) publicaability” of birds on a list reported to the ABA. Last updated in 2004,
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the ABA Recording Rules and Interpretations (RRIs) <http://aba.
org/bigday/rules.pdf> is the most important document in this discussion, and it will be referred to often later in this article. It states that
Members who submit lifelist and annual list totals to the American
Birding Association for publication in the annual ABA List Report
must observe the ABA Recording Rules.…A bird included in totals
submitted for ABA lists must have been encountered in accordance
with the following ABA Recording Rules.
1 • The bird must have been within the prescribed area and time
period when encountered.
2 • The bird must have been a species currently accepted by the ABA
Checklist Committee for lists…within its area, or by the AOU
Checklist for lists outside the ABA Area and within the AOU
area, or by Clements for all other areas.

3 • The bird must have been alive, wild, and unrestrained when
encountered.
4 • Diagnostic field marks for the bird, sufficient to identify to
species, must have been seen and/or heard and/or documented
by the recorder at the time of the encounter.
5 • The bird must have been encountered under the conditions that
conform to the ABA Code of Birding Ethics.
Another important document the RSEC has created is mentioned in RRI 5: the ABA Code of Birding Ethics <http://www.aba.
org/about/ethics.html>. To summarize, the four clear principles of
the ABA Code of Birding Ethics are:
1 • Promote the welfare of birds and their environment.
2 • Respect the law, and the rights of others.
3 • Ensure that feeders, nest structures, and other artificial
bird environments are safe.
4 • Group birding, whether organized or impromptu, requires
special care.
Any bird seen while breaking one or more of these guidelines is
not countable on a list reported to the ABA. If you went on private
property without permission to see that rare bird, it doesn’t count.
Know the ABA Code of Birding Ethics, and follow the code if you
want to be a lister who is respected by your peers.
The combined work of both the CLC and the RSEC has established a robust set of parameters of what counts, and why. We may
count any of the 976 species on the ABA Checklist provided the
sighting does not break any of the five rules listed in the RRIs.
Yet, despite the substantial efforts of these two committees, more
work needs to be done. There are number of key “What counts?”
questions that remain unanswered and perplexing.

Can I count a repatriated Whooping Crane I saw in Tennessee?

Let’s now revisit the initial question of what to do with those pesky
Tennessee Whooping Cranes by applying the RRIs set forth above.
1 • The Whoopers were in the ABA Area and in Tennessee, meaning
that if they don’t run afoul of the other rules, they may be counted
on those lists.
2 • Whoopers are on the ABA Checklist.
3 • The birds were wild and unrestrained.
4 • Field marks were clear and unmistakable.
5 • The observer followed the ABA Code of Birding Ethics.
So this lister is correct in counting the Whoopers, right?
Wrong—probably.
But it’s only possible to reach this conclusion by taking the time
to carefully read the fine print of the RRIs. In particular, reading
the Interpretations of the Recording Rules is often critical to understanding how to determine “what counts”. The devil is in the
details. Specifically, for this Whooper conundrum, two rules
need to be considered. First, RRI 2, B, (iv): an indigenous
Monk Parakeets are known to eat seeds and fruits
from naturalized plants in the Chicago area. Here they
are seen eating lilac (Syringa sp.) seeds (bottom) and
hawthorn (Crataegus sp.) fruits (top). But does that
mean they’re countable? Top photo by © Derek Zaraza,
bottom photo by © Timothy O’Brien.
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species which is [repatriated] into [a] historic range of the species may be
counted when it is not possible to reasonably separate the reintroduced
individuals from naturally occurring individuals. And second, RRI 3,
B, (iii): Birds descendent from [escapees] or released birds are considered
“wild” when they are part of a population which meets the ABA definition of an established introduced population.

Since not all, and perhaps none, of these four thresholds has been
achieved, Wisconsin-breeding Whooping Cranes wearing bands
do not currently meet the criteria necessary to be considered an
established introduced population, and they cannot be counted.
But again, here’s the important part: the observer is the one who
makes this determination. The RSEC, though it has the power to,
has not addressed particular populations, and the
CLC seemingly has no authority in this instance.
There is another player involved with this question: the Tennessee Ornithological Society. Each
local organization has its own rules about what
can be counted when reporting totals to that organization. TOS does not currently recognize
the Wisconsin-breeding Whoopers as countable.
Thus, if the above birder reports his list to TOS,
his Whoopers are not countable. But in this article
we’re concerned with reporting totals to the ABA.
And in that case, what local organizations have to
say, as it relates to ABA listing, is not relevant.
The broader question this situation brings us to
is, “If a state or provincial authority does not consider a population countable, can a birder submit it
as part of his list to the ABA List Report for publication?” It is expected that all listers playing this
game observe some manner of pragmatism, self
censorship, and practicality, but state committees
have absolutely no power when it comes to reporting one’s totals to the ABA. You can indeed report
This Barnacle Goose was recently photographed in Illinois, where it’s not on the state list. Does that mean
to the ABA species and records not accepted by
it’s off-limits for your ABA total? Photo by © Andrew Aldrich.
your local records committee. It’s up to you, but
Concerning RRI 2, B, (iv), the Wisconsin-breeding Whoopers
you are expected to use your best judgment!
can still, more often than not, be reasonably distinguished from the
As we can see from this Whooping Crane example, what counts
western “countable” birds. The two migrating populations are almost
is not always easy to discern. And there are at least three other naalways geographically separate, and as of November 2012, all of the
tive species with similar repatriated population concerns: Aplomado
Wisconsin-breeding birds have leg bands. There are times, though,
Falcon, Trumpeter Swan, and California Condor. On top of that, we
when that distinction cannot always be made. In February 2012, nine
have the problem of species which are native to one part of the ABA
Whooping Cranes were seen in Indiana with the famous Hooded
Area and introduced to others (e.g., California Quail and Northern
Crane. Some of the Whooping Cranes seen with the Hooded Crane
Cardinal). But in all of these cases save one (the condor), the same
did not have leg bands. Were they countable birds from the Alberta–
rules apply as for the Whooping Cranes: using the RRIs as guidance,
Texas population? Since at least those two unbanded birds could not
it is up to the observer to decide whether the birds seen belong to a
be reasonably distinguished from the established population, a valid
population which meets the standards of “countability”.
case can be made that those two Whoopers were indeed countable.
The CLC has no authority to rule on this particular sighting. The
Can I count the California Condors I saw at Big Sur in 2010?
RSEC could, if it wanted to, but it has never engaged in such activLet’s now consider the California Condor. It is different from the
ity. Until then, it’s up to the observer to decide whether the sighting
prior example because of its “Code 6” designation. The current ABA
breaks the RRIs, and thus, whether the birds are countable.
Checklist comprises 976 species listed taxonomically in compliance
As for RRI 3, B, (iii), the ABA’s only published criteria definwith the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) Check-List. The
ing an established introduced population of birds are the compreCLC then assigns each species with a code (ABA Checklist codes
hensive ones created for introduced exotic species <http://www.aba.
can be found at <http://www.aba.org/checklist/codes.html>.) indiorg/checklist/exotics.html>. In particular, the Wisconsin Whooping
cating how common or rare the species is within the ABA Area.
Cranes need to meet these four criteria:
These codes range from 1, the most common, to 5, accidental.
4 • The population is large enough to survive a routine amount of
And then there’s Code 6. Our 10 ABA Area Code 6 birds, sadmortality or nesting failure.
ly, include eight extinct or likely extinct species: Labrador Duck,
5 • Sufficient offspring are being produced to maintain or increase
Eskimo Curlew, Slender-billed Curlew, Great Auk, Passenger
the population.
Pigeon, Carolina Parakeet, Ivory-billed Woodpecker, and Bachman’s
6 • The population has been present for at least 15 years.
Warbler. It also includes the California Condor, which is not ex7 • The population is not directly dependent on human support.
tinct but is not yet considered to have an established population, and
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Thick-billed Parrot, a mainly Mexican species which is considered
to be extirpated from the ABA Area. The CLC defines Code 6 as
follows: Cannot be found. The species is probably or actually extinct or
extirpated from the ABA Checklist Area, or all survivors are held in captivity (or releases are not yet naturally re-established).
So a Code 6 species cannot be counted, right? Wrong. The RSEC
has made no rule regarding Code 6 birds. It has, however, stated
that if a species is on the main list of the Checklist, as Code 6 birds
are, the species is countable. But the other RRIs also apply, so Code
6 birds should be counted only if the observer truly thinks the bird in
question originated from a population which meets all the other requirements. Besides, why would that Bachman’s Warbler you saw in 1950
no longer be countable because it’s since gone extinct? It’s as countable now on your life list as it was in 1950.
But any reasonable person would not conclude that current condor populations reach the threshold of being reestablished. So, no,
condors seen since the mid-80s should not be counted on an ABA
list with the rules as they are now written. There is a special case,
however: that of the condor dubbed AC-8. She was captured in the
wild in the 1986, used in the captive breeding program, and subsequently released in 2000 near Mt. Pinos, CA. Since then, though,
she has disappeared and is thought to have perished. This one individual would be immune from the “established population” rule since
she’s an original bird. But she is not immune from the “transport”
clause in RRI 2.B: “has [n]ever been transported or otherwise assisted by man.” She was transported with no effect on her location
since she was released near where she was captured. Does it matter
where a bird ends up relative to its capture site? And she was assisted
by man while she was in captivity. Both points make interpretation
of this rule unclear, though, and are areas the RSEC could help
clarify in the future. The bird’s apparent demise makes this particular issue moot, though. (For more on condors and “countability” see
Ted Floyd’s “Why Can’t We Count Condors?” in the October 2010
Winging It.)

“Can I count the Monk Parakeets that I saw in Chicago
on my ABA list?”

Within the 970 species on the ABA Checklist are 19 exotics that,
for now, are “countable” within the ABA Area. Those species are
Mute Swan, Chukar, Himalayan Snowcock, Gray Partridge, Ringnecked Pheasant, Rock Pigeon, Eurasian Collared-Dove, Spotted
Dove, Budgerigar, Monk Parakeet, Green Parakeet, Nanday Parakeet, White-winged Parakeet, Red-crowned Parrot, Rosy-faced
Lovebird, Red-whiskered Bulbul, Spot-breasted Oriole, House
Sparrow, and Eurasian Tree Sparrow. (If you were surprised
to not see European Starling on this “exotics” list, it is now
considered a native vagrant because of a specimen from
Shemya Island, Alaska. But away from the Aleutians, it is
also an exotic species.)
The sighting of a Monk Parakeet in Chicago does not break
any of the five RRIs. However, at <http://www.aba.org/checklist/
exotics.html> the CLC states that, the Monk Parakeet population at
Chicago, Illinois is wholly dependent on bird seed provided by humans
during the winter months, and this population therefore is not recognized
by the CLC as established, despite its size or persistence. Regardless of
the actual winter diet of Chicago’s Monk Parakeets (see photos),
there is nothing in the ABA bylaws which gives the CLC purview
here. This decision rests, instead, with the RSEC. In light of that, it’s
Winging It • December 2012

puzzling that the CLC has made this statement at all, and it may be
responsible for much of the confusion surrounding this issue.
The CLC goes on to say that, The CLC hopes to eventually determine
the states or provinces in which establishment has been attained for each of
the 17 exotics that are on the main list of the ABA Checklist (we cannot
determine establishment of a species on a more local level). The criteria—
or more accurately, the lack of criteria!—used to determine establishment
varies among the local records committees so substantially that the CLC
feels it is necessary to produce its own list based on the above eight criteria.
Again, according to the ABA Bylaws, the above statement is seemingly outside the purview of the CLC, which would make it merely
advisory and lacking authority when discussing “countability”. So,
yes, you may count the Chicago Monk Parakeets—or Monk Parakeets anywhere in the ABA Area—if you believe they fit the criteria
for an established introduced population as outlined in RRI 3.

“I saw a Barnacle Goose in Saskatchewan.
Can I count it on my ABA list?”

RRI 3 is also applicable here. Is the bird wild? Within the explanation of RRI 3 is the following: “A species observed far from its
normal range may be counted if in the observer’s best judgment and
knowledge it arrived there unassisted by man.”
If, in the observer’s best judgment, the bird arrived unassisted by
man, then the sighting violates none of the RRIs. However, prevailing “common wisdom” seems to be that if a record is not accepted by
the state/provincial records committee, it is uncountable on an ABA
list. This is stated nowhere in the RRIs. Indeed, the phrase “records
committee” appears not once in the RRIs. The bird must, therefore,
be countable if we follow the RRIs. (The same can be said of the
New Mexico Thick-billed Parrot from early last decade, if in the
observer’s best judgment, the bird arrived unassisted by man.) An
explicit statement from the RSEC that regional records committee
decisions play only an advisory roll in their decisions would be helpful in dispelling the widely-held but false belief that records rejected
by local committees are not countable on ABA lists. Otherwise, the
ABA risks wading into the politics of local records committee rulings, which could have unintended consequences, like a Trumpter
Swan magically becoming uncountable when it flies across a state/
provincial line.
When a bander pulls this Connecticut Warbler out
of a mistnet, who can count it? Good question!
Photo © Black Swamp Bird Observatory.
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ing or early sleeping or roosting near the release point.
(ii) A nocturnal species released during daylight which
goes to roost near the point of release is considered under the influence of captivity until the next nightfall,
when it has left its roost and…
(iv) Banders working on licensed projects under proper permits may count, for their personal lists, the birds
that they band, without the restrictions described in
(i) and (ii).
According to the explanation of the rule, a bander
who watches the bird being released can count it,
but the birder attending the banding demonstration
cannot. But which banders can count it? Only the
one who releases it? All of them involved if they see
it and are licensed? Do they have to see it fly away?
This is very ambiguous territory, but even more confusing is that this definition explicitly contradicts
the rule itself. This issue should be clarified by the
RSEC.
But in (iv), who exactly are “they?” The whole
banding team or just the one person who pulls the
Yellow-winged Tanager is expanding its range northward in northeast Mexico. If you’re lucky enough to find the ABA
bird from the net? Unfortunately, the RRIs give no
Area’s first one, can you count it on your year list? Photo by © Michael L. P. Retter.
answer to this question. And what about visiting birders? On this
“I saw a Muscovy Duck in Florida, a Northern Cardinal in
latter question, at least, the rule is clear. The visiting birder attendsouthern California, a California Quail in Idaho, and a Eurasian
ing the banding demonstration cannot count the bird. Another
Tree Sparrow in Manitoba. Can I count them on my ABA list?”
confusing aspect of this rule is that it interpretation (iv) explicitly
Each of these sightings seems to again be governed by RRI 3. Withcontradicts the rule itself: “‘Unrestrained’ means not held captive in
in the interpretation is, “Birds descendant from escape[e]s or rea…mistnet.” How can a bird in a mistnet be simultaneously unreleased birds are considered ‘wild’ when they are part of a population
strained when viewed by a bander and restrained when viewed by a
which meets the ABA [CLC] definition of an established intronon-bander? Additional guidance (and consistency) from the RSEC
duced population.” Without a ruling to the contrary, the sightings
would be extremely helpful in this case.
violate none of the 5 RRIs and are countable if in the observer’s
best judgment they are from established populations—whether
“I saw a Selasphorus hummingbird that was later identified
the bird be resident like the Idaho quail or a vagrant like the Manias a Rufous Hummingbird by DNA analysis that I didn’t conduct.
toba tree sparrow. Invalidating any of these sightings would require
Can I count it on my ABA list?”
a specific ruling from the RSEC.
If you were one of the many birders who saw the Selasphorus hummingbird in Oak Park near Chicago last year, you likely know that
“I was at a bird banding demonstration, and I saw
the bird was captured, and that DNA analysis identified the bird as
a Connecticut Warbler being pulled out of the net and
a Rufous Hummingbird—something that purely physical data were
then released. Can I count it on my ABA list?
unable to determine. The RSEC’s Rule 4 applies here: Diagnostic
At first, the answer would seem to be “no”. RRI 3 states quite unfield-marks for the bird, sufficient to identify to species, must have been
equivocally that, “The bird must have been alive, wild, and unreseen and/or heard and/or documented by the recorder at the time of the
strained when encountered.” When defining unrestrained, the
encounter.
RSEC says:
At first, it would seem as thought the bird is not countable. Nothing present in the observation was sufficient for identification. But
“Unrestrained” means not held captive in a cage, trap, mistnet,
the RSEC also says:
hand, or by any other means and not under the influence of such captivity. A bird is considered under the influence of captivity after its
In rare, tricky identifications, for example, photographs sometimes
release until it regains the activities and movements of a bird which
reveal minute, yet critical, details, that were not visible during the
has not been captured.
initial encounter... On rare occasions a species may not be identifiable
until after it has been captured and studied in the hand, or feather
But then, it goes on to say that
and blood samples analyzed. In such instances of “after-the-fact” ID,
the bird may be counted on one’s life-list.”
(i) A bird is under the influence of captivity during its initial flight
away from its release point and during subsequent activity reasonJust as the in the bird banding conundrum above, this interpretation
ably influenced by the captivity, such as initial perching and preenviolates the language of the Rule itself. But assuming it does not, the
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record must also satisfy the “by the recorder” provision of the rule. In
that definition it is stated that
the recorder himself/herself must discern the distinguishing characteristics either visually or audibly. The recorder’s identification is not
valid if it is based on characteristics seen, heard, or recognized by
another person but not by the recorder.
So it would seem that the bird is only countable if the recorder is
able to view the DNA results and is able to decipher them himself.
This almost certainly makes the bird uncountable for our hypothetical birder. These constraints seem much too tight. Unless you
gathered the DNA yourself, did the DNA work yourself, and independently came to the ID based on that DNA analysis, you cannot
count the species on your list.
Do we really want everyone to be collecting separate DNA samples for their own analysis? No, we do not. Occasionally, there are
rare birds seen, and evidence gathered, that require the knowledge
of experts to accurately ID. Shouldn’t all those who went to enjoy
seeing the rarity allowed to list a species seen in such circumstances?
I don’t think any pragmatic birder would say “no,” and it’s puzzling
that the RSEC seems to disagree. In light of the changing frontiers
of bird ID, it would behoove the RSEC to loosen this rule to include
anyone who sees a bird that is later identified by others, by whatever
means.

“I just saw a Yellow-winged Tanager in the Rio Grande Valley;
it’s the first ABA Area record. Can I count it on my ABA Area
Year List this year?”

RRI 2 states, the species must be (a) included in the current published
ABA Checklist, as modified by subsequent Supplements, or (b) formally
accepted by the ABA Checklist Committee for inclusion in the next published ABA Checklist or Supplement. Since this won’t happen before
you report your big year, no you cannot count the bird. Furthermore, if the mega-rarity you saw is not approved quickly enough by
the CLC, it doesn’t ever count for your ABA Big Year. This seems
absurd, and I cannot understand how this could be the case.
This is the root of the debate that exists over just what Sandy
Komito’s 1998 Big Year record is. It was published at 745 species.
But Komito saw four species not on the ABA Checklist that year.
Three of those species, Belcher’s Gull, Bulwer’s Petrel, and Yellowthroated Bunting, were all eventually added to the ABA Checklist.
So was Komito’s famous 1998 Big Year number 745 or 748?
No doubt John Vanderpoel’s 2011 Big Year of 743/744 will inspire someone to believe that Komito’s 1998 record can be surpassed.
Records are made to be broken. But what is the record? Does anyone else agree that the ABA should, for it’s most prestigious listing
achievement, the ABA Area Big Year, clearly allow all of the species
recorded to be reported, despite the bureaucratic delays that might

need to be worked through?

“I saw a Eurasian Collared-Dove in Florida a day before it was
added to the ABA Checklist. I also saw a Plumbeous Vireo before
Solitary Vireo was split. I haven’t seen either species since.
Can I count them on my ABA list?”

There is seemingly nothing that addresses this issue within the RRIs,
and since it’s a countability issue, the RSEC has purview. Until the
RSEC specifically addresses this question, there is no hard answer,
and each birder will have to do what feels best.

“I saw a Crested Myna in Vancouver in 1985. Can I still count it
on my ABA Lifelist?”

At <http://www.aba.org/checklist/exotics.html> the CLC states
that, “The [RSEC] has ruled that extirpated exotics cannot be
‘counted’ on lists submitted to the ABA.” According to the ABA
bylaws, the RSEC should indeed have authority here. RRI 2 says
that, “currently accepted by the ABA Checklist Committee means:
(i) the species must be (a) included in the current published ABA
Checklist… [S]pecies that have been deleted from the main ABA
Checklist are NOT considered to be accepted.” Since “Extirpated
Exotics” is part of Appendix 1, and not part of the main Checklist, Crested Myna is no longer countable, period. But should it
be? How is its disappearance substantively different from that of,
say, Thick-billed Parrot? Was it not a significant part of the region’s
avifauna for over 100 years, before it was overwhelmed by the onslaught of European Starlings?
The Crested Myna situation reminds us of one of the “unwritten”
purposes of the ABA-CLC, to “Review/reevaluate species on the
ABA Checklist as necessary”. It would not be surprising to see species like White-winged Parakeet, Budgerigar, and Red-whiskered
Bulbul reëvaluated by the ABA Checklist Committee, especially after the Florida Records Committee makes a determination on the
request(s) it has had to delist these three species as established exotics. If Florida does delist these species, it is hard to imagine that
the CLC would keep these species on the ABA Checklist. Removing exotics from the Checklist has precedent. Four species, Black
Francolin, Crested Myna, Blue-gray Tanager, and Yellow-chevroned
Parakeet, were all once part of the ABA Checklist but have since
been removed. And two of them (the tanager and the parakeet) were
Florida birds.
Still, in an attempt to bridge the demands
of hobbyist listers, who helped to form the
ABA in the first place, and the desire to
create a biologically defensible list of
birds in the ABA Area, there may be
a simple solution. Just as the ABA
Checklist has eight extinct native
species on the main list, why not

The Crested Mynas you saw in Vancouver may
have counted on your ABA list last century,
but not any more. Photo by © David Irving.
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What Counts? And Why? Says Who? Continued
also include extirpated exotic species? Call
it “Code 6X” or “Code 7”. Isn’t the enjoyment of listing these species an important
consideration for those who have expended
the effort to do so? Or is the need to have
a biologically defensible list of avian life in
the ABA Area more important? Are the
two mutually exclusive? I don’t believe they
are. The CLC could work with the RSEC
to clearly determine before what date, and
even in what location(s), an exotic species
was countable, keeping the listers happy by
not losing ticks, which they now do when
an exotic species is delisted. In addition, it
would become an accurate history of species
that were historically considered as a viable
established exotic species, rightly or wrongly.
vvv
Having waded through some rather arcane
counting rules minutiae, it’s become apparent to me that all listers should be thankful
of what the ABA has accomplished in creating standards for “what counts”. As best
as I can tell, perhaps 98% of listing situations are clearly defined and—if one reads
the RRIs—easy to understand and apply.
I have outlined some specific outstanding
issues that many would still like to see addressed by the RSEC, and my interpretations may prove incorrect in other instances.
There are some tensions between the science
that is required and what the listers want,
but these are not mutually exclusive needs.
Both scientific need and recreational enjoyments can be accommodated with measured
and practical leadership, something that the
CLC and the RSEC have been providing
the birding community for many decades
now—and something I think we can expect
to prevail into the future.
Jeff Skrentny grew up near Wisconsin’s Horicon
Marsh, and from his earliest memories of
Canada Geese coming in for a landing there,
he has loved birds. But it was only after reading The Big Year and Kingbird Highway in
2005 that he knew birding was for him.

Over 500 birders saw the Thick-billed Parrot near Engle, New Mexico
in 2003. Though there was no hard evidence of captive origin, it was
rejected by the state committee and the ABA CLC because they thought
a wild origin was unlikely. But when it comes to counting the bird on
your ABA list, the rules seem to say that it’s up to you whether you
think it was wild. Photo by © Michael L. P. Retter.
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