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Selected Avian Systematic Problems in the
Northwest: The 1983 A. O. U. Check-l isi

The sixth edicion ( 1981) of the American Ornithologist's Union (A. O. U.) CheckJist
of North American Birds has recenrly been published and conrains oumerous sysrematic
changes from the fifdr edition (1957). The biological justif ication for such changes
has been presented elseg'here (Mayr 1970, Selaoder 1971, Rati 1980), and Arbib
( 1983 ) provided a geoeral critique of rhe new Check-list. The purpose of this clisc-ussion
is to coosicier several systematic ptoblems with species in rlle Northwesr rha! wete nor
solved by changes in the ner-Check,list. In some cases, such problerns tvere not addresserl
bv the Commirtee on Classification aod Nomenclature due to insufficieot claca priot ro
cleadlines for revision ancl publicarion of the neq' Checklisr. The 1981 edirion does
not prcsent subspecies; consequently, discussion of subspecific populations rvil l  refereoce
the 19)7 Check-list eclit ion.

!(esrern Ctebe ( AechDapl)otu! occidetltali! )

Trvo color morphs of 'Westero Grebe, referred to as "light-phase" and "dark-phase"

(Storer 196j, Ratti 1981) rvere originally described as separate species by George
Lawrence (l7r Baird 1858:89.1-895). Lawrence named the clark iorm the rif lestern

Grche (Podiccpr occidentali.r'1 antl che light form Clark's Grebe (P. clatkii). Howeve4
they were later consideretl color phases of tbe same species ( Coues 11174, Henshaw
1881) and A.O.U. (1886, 1931, 1951) classifiecl the forms as a siogle species. Recenc
research has clearly disclosecl thar sympatric populations of these color morphs function
as separate biological species (Rani 1979, Nuechrerleio 1981). Interbreeding (hybridi
zalioo) occurs at a vety lon'rare and isolating mechanisms have beeo identif ied. Regard-
less of this information. rhe new A. O. U. ( 1983 ) Check-list classifies only onc .tecbro
phorn species, the \fesrero Grebe. Arbib (1981:835) nore(l rhar "the 

[A.O.U.] com-
mittee has been alternately, even simulraneously. crit icized for being too radical in its
revisions and for being much roo cooserverive-' I feel this case is an example of beiog
roo conservative. Akhou.qh exisriog data (prior to the 198J revision) adequately
rciriressetl thc crireria oecessarv for classifying rhe forflls as r\r'o distinct species (Mayr
1961, 1970) , recenr research provides aclclit ional informarion important ro rhis problem.
Unpublished research (Alquist, Bledsoe, Rati and Sibley) has revealecl DNA differcnccs
betueen Westero ancl Clarks grebes comparablc ro orher closely rehred, but clearly
distinct aviirn congeoers- Ratri (1984) reports morphological differences bem'een
\Testern ancl Cltrk's grebes. cspecially rvith maoclible morphology. Addirional uopub-
lishecl data (Rani) supports the hypothesis by Nuechterleio (1981:l4zr) rhar'!Cesrern
aod Clark's grebes are ecoiogically segregared by feeding at clifferent v'ater depths (i.e.,

Northrvest Science, Vol. 58, No. 3. 1984 23,1



rvater depth niche partitioning). None of these Iater factors (e.g., DNA, morphology,
niche) are primary criteria of t ire bioltgical species concept, but such differences are
consjstent *'ith ahose commooly observed for most closely related distinct species.

Harlan's Hax'k (B teo jdl)la;centit hd dni')

The Harlan's Hawk has been subjected ro several classificarion changes- The secood
edition of the A. O. U. ( 1895 ) classified Harlan's Han'k as a subspecies; in 1957 ( A. O. U.
1957) this ha*'k *'as consiclerecl a rl istinct species, trut x'as again assigne.l subspecific
status in 1971 (A. O. U. 1971). The new Check-list (4. O. U. 1983) is consistent with
the 1973 supplement and the Herlan's Hawk is considerecl a sLrbspecies of the Red-
tailed Harvk (8. janaicenti.r). The preseot subspecific classificrtion is based on reports
of frequent inrerbreeding betn'ecn B. c. hatlani tocl othcr Red'tailed Harvk subspecies
(Taveroer 1927, Goclftey 1966, Lorve 1978). The taxooomic category of subspecies
has three criteria: 1) discrcte geographic range during reproducrive periods, 2) pheno-
rypic or morphoftrgicai divergeoce, eod 3) insufficient isolating rnechanisms in zooes
of conract rvith other conspccific subspecies (Mayr 1970, Ratti 1980). Classificarion
of l:urlant was based on crireria 2 and 1, and knon'leclge of a discrete geogtaPhic range
did not exist. However, rhis problem has been solved by the recently published work
of Mindell (1981). Mindell (1981:161) repotts "fhe Alaskao breeding range found
to be exclusive to Red-@iled Harvks of rhe ha ani subspecies ran from Farrvell at the
easr slope of the Alaskan mnge! north to Tanana aocl the Yukon Rivet, *est to Noltot
Souncl, and south to St. Marys and Aniak." These clata eliminate a previously existing
problem and substentiate rhe subspecific status of rhe Harlan's Harvk.

Thayer's Gull (Larat thayti) -lcelancl GulL (L. glauoidet'1

Although Thayer's and lcelan<l gulls are classified as <listinct sPecies, available bio-

Iogical evidence suggests rhat a systematic chaoge is likely t'ith a future A. O. U.
Check-lisr supplemenr. A detailed taxooomic discussion of these closely related gulls
( including the subspecies L. g. krnlieni) is presented by \feber ( 19lJ1a). The A. O. U.
(1983) classificatiot of L. thqeri t i L. glarcoitlet as seParate spccies appears to be
based largely oo the research by Snith (1966). However, even Smith (1966:69-70)

seems uncom{ortable *'ith his data regarcling assortative maling between thayeri and
kanlieni. Weller (1981a) also floted teser\.ation t ' i th the data and aoalysis, and con-

cluded drat "his 
[Smith's] tteatmeot of kunlieni and thaleri. as diffetem species is open

to questioo." Weber (1981a) susFected Sreater rates of interbreeding bet*'eet kunlieni
and tl:qeti. than indicated by existing dara, and rvas inclined to favor mergit;'g thayeri
sl.ilh L. glaucoitlei' ( I(reber 1911b). These suspicions are supported by (iodfrey (un'

pr.rblishecl data), rvhose fielcl party, contlarl to Smith (1966), found no eviclence of

assortative malinli amons indivicluals of the thdleri'ktt nlieni complex at Home Bay,

Baffin Islancl, Norrhuest Terrirories. He norv considers these taxa to be conspecific
under L. glaacoilet ( W. E. Corlfrey, pers. comm.).

'Westetn Gull (Laru occitlentalir) -Glaucus-*,inged Gull ( L. glaucescem)

Hotlmxt et nl. (1978) report extensive ioterbreeding and a high frequency of inter-

mecliate morphs in sympatric breecling populations of L, occidertalir ̂ nd L, glduce!ceu.
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However, they recommend contioued recognition of occitlentalfu anC, glduceicen! as
distinct species due to hypothesized introgression scabil iry by the tr"o forms. \feber
(1981b:81) disfavors the scenario offered by Hoffir.ran et dl. (.1978 ) and believes
rhere is "no convincing leason for assuning equil ibrium in the hybricl zone;" he dis-

osses evideflce suggesriog that the zone of contact "is imperceptibiy being driven
toward complele inrergraclatioo.' Weber (198Ib) also notes the vety nxrlow interPre-

rarion of rhe biologicaL specJes coocept by Hoffrnan al a/. ( 1973), ancl favors merging
L, glducetceu *ith L. occident,i i t to becomc L. o. gldtcetceus. The A. O. U. (1981.222)

Checklist cornmitree also appears uncomforteble rvith che present classification of

occidetalL ttr, l glarcetcetx as clistinct species afld notes lhal these t$'o wil l ptobably
prove to be conspecific. '

An associated ploblem is rhe relationship of V/estern Gull subspccies, L. o. occiden'

talir, L. o, 1t:\thDi,  ̂ nLl L. o. l i tett. lXreber (1981b) notes geo,llraPhic isolatioo of
Lixets ftom tlnani anrl nomlnlte c)ccidenttlrr, and menrions clear morphological char-
acters that sepafire lit)ex.t from the latter t\\! subsPecies. He suggests tllat lire .t mr!:ht

be a distinct species (L. l i tens). Hand (1981) has djsclosed distinct vrxalization of

l irett ar.d also believes /lelr shoulcl be classificd as a sePxtate spccies. LeVolley (1980)

has repotted a similar conclLrsion basecl on his rlata that indicate /lt 'err.r to be distioct

in color, morpholo._qy, afld voice lrom L. o. occidentalit :t.nd L. o ttynuni. These data

indicate significant clivergence by lixens. but unfortunarely. syn-rpatric populetions clir

oot exist to examine the effecciveness of isolating mecheoistl ' ls- Ho*'ever, av:ri lable clata

clo suggest that it may be appropriate to classify lr'eerlr a superspecies, i.e.. an alloparric

popnlarion so differeot that effective isolaring mccltanisms are 4.tt///)Ed to exisr that

would prevenr interbrcecling sith closely relarecl popularions in sympatry. Mayr (1970)

noted that over 30 percent of the breeciin.q birds io Nt--rth Amcrica meet the classifica-

tion criteria of a superspecies.

Sapsuckers (SphlMpic .t spp.)

The 198i A. O. U. Check-list classifies three saPsucker species, the Yellow-bell ied
(Sphyrapicu z,ariz.r), Retl-breasrcd (5. rtber'), ancl Vil l iamson s (S thltoidetr) -

S. rzler rvas previously coosiclerecl a subspecies of t.atiu (A. O. U. 1957). An additiooal

subspecies, the Red-oaped Sapsucker (5. r '. ntcltdlir, A.O.U. 1957) may also be eievated

ro distinct species stlrtus rvith future revisions. Johnson and Zink (1933) studied sym-

patric oestiog pnpulations of rrbet. nuchalit. an<1 tltltoideu in south'central Oregon

aod northeastern Califoroia. They report assortative matioll between rubet encl wchalis

and note thaf althoLrgh infrequent hybriclization l>etrveen tther ^nr1 n/rcb,tlit occtlts,

rhere is no evidence of either a hybticl srvarnr ot of the sPecies losing their Phenotypic
identity" (Johnson nnd Ziok 1981:831). Johnsoo and Zink (1981) conclude thar the

Red-naped SapsLrcker (.racl:a/it ) is specifically distinct.

rl/estern Flycatcher ( Enpilonax difficilh)

The Westero Flycatchcr has three designared subspecies (A O U. i9)7), trvo of

rvhich breed in northrvestern states. E. /. dilliciLit occttts along the Paci{ic Coast. and

E. d. hellntl,t i  occuls throughoLr! the inrerior highlands: t iteir range is reported to be

sharply divided by the Cascacie Mountains ( Johnson 1!80 ). .fohoson ( 1980; 1i 1) reports

that in view of thei [d)Jficilit and, Itellnayi] Profouod differences io size, color, and
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voice, these groups approach rhe species-levei of dif ferenciarion." However, this con-
clusion is complicated by limited evicleoce of incerbreeding by sympatric populations

in the Siskiyou region of northern Cali fornia. fohnsoo (1980) rckno*' ledses rhnr addi-
tional research is ncedec] to resolvc tbis problem, but prefers to consider helbwtlri t
"megasubspecies." 

Johnson uses this rerm to reference subspecies approachiog species
status. Mayr (1970) classif ies such ceses as 

'scmispecies"; 
i .e.,  populat ions rhar have

acquirecl some attr ibutcs of species rank but remaio borderl ine cases between species

ancl subspecies. Future tesearch tr lusa concentratc on the sympatric populat ions io the

Siskiyou region to more clearly exxmioe rates of interbree<1ing and potential isolaring

mechaoisms.

Norrhrvestero C.tLtw ( Cort//.r ctrrinat)

The A. O. U. (1983) Checkl ist acknov{edges thet rhe Norths'estern Crow aod

An.rerican Cron, (C. brucl:ythynchot l are closely related, and tbey are classified superspe-

cies (defined above). A. O. U. (191J3:509) also notes that dt/ t t , i1t/ .1.t  a*l  btachl,rhynchot

are 
'considered 

conspecific by some aurhors." This particular sysremalc cootroversy is

especially clifficult- Unlike most superspecies, zones of slmpatry berveen caarinu atC,
brachythlnclsos do cxist,  but f ield idenrif icarioo is a cl i f f icult  problem. Norchwestern

and American crows are phenotlpicalLy vety similar, and are sepdrated prirnari ly by

voice, habitat, behavior, ancl morphology. Unfortunatcly, these factors are subject to

variarion and interpreration. and f ield identi f icarion is much less cl iscrete thao with

other closely related species having dist inct reco{nizable phenotypic charactet ist ics. Con-

sequeotly, i t  is cl i f f icuit  to obtaio a large number of f ield observatioos oo hybridization

retes. johnston (1961 I stu,:lied the relationship l'tet',t'een tatrirtl trr.tl buchyl:ynchot,

and has concludecl that the forms ale conspecif ic. Johnston (1961:Jl) studied voice

patterns io l(ashington ancl reportecl:

a. Birds of extrene mid*oudn'cstern Vashington and those east of the Cascades are of thc
Les[eri :  L' toict l  rypc l i .c.,  (-.  L. hetptt i : ,  A. O. U. 19t]1.

b. Birds of thc Olymp;c Peninsula, mid .rnd probabLy much of nonhwcrtcrn Washington are of
intefmcdiatc voice types. sometimes rcscmbling tatt inr: an<1 somerincs ,rrp.r/r.

c. Bircts of the San Juan klands, and perhaps from th;s locxl i ty norhrvard. are of thc cauimu
tvoicel tlpe.

.Johnston ( i961) also stLrdiecl habitat use aod measuremeots. aod based on evidence of

iorergradation, considers rhe Northsestern Cro*'a subspecies of the American Crow,

^nd tecommends cal l ing the Alaska anrl colscal Bri t ish Coiumbia crows C. b. catr inus,

thosc io Vasl l in.qfon rvest of the Cilsclr. le ran.r. :e intermacliates, anri  t i rose in Cali fornia,

Oregon, interior washin.qton ancl Bri t ish Colurnbia anrl  ldaho C. / : .  I :esperit .  Belore

this probiem can be lcsolved, ut lcl i t ional clata arc neecleci.  Johnston's reports of voice

patteln \r 'ere subjective, i .e.. . l i . l  not ioclut le analvsis of sonograms, aod are equivocal.

Addit ional morphological datr arc also neetlcd, cspecial ly from birds s' i th voice record-

ings. Also. i f  frcqueot mixecl breccl ing by pairs havin.q cl ist inct cal ls of American and

North*'estcrn crows ( i .e..  vocal tvpe C. k. hetpeti t  x vocul type C. cd/h;n/./J) were doc-

umented, rhere q'ould be evidence ro snppor! Johnstons (1961 ) recornmenclat ion for

recLssification. Although Johnston s cleta strongly inclicate a need for adclitional rcscarch,

r irey,:1o not . ,r ' : rrrant rcr ion bl rhc A O LL cornmirtce i l t  rhis t ime.
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Townseocl 's \ \ tatbler lDenfuoica totuntenl i)  -} j .etmit \Tarbler lD. occidental i t)

The taxonomic categolt of superspecies is basccl on the assumption that arlequate
isolat ios mechanisrns exist ro prevent inrerbree,: l ing shorrld congeneric populat ions
becomc symparric. Conscquently, as nerv information is obtaioed in zones of sympatry
for sL:perspecies, we should exfect some svstematic changes. Townsend,s and Hermit
warblers (along wtth D. tirent and D. chrlsoparia) are considerecl supetspecies
(A.O.U. 1983). Sympecric populat ions of ocri lental is anC, Io.u,.ntendi occur in restr icted
areas of Oregon ancl Washington. Motrison ancl Handy (1983) have recently reportecl
rn analysis of Occidettalis x tountendi hybrids based on both phenotypic characteristics
and song (via sonographic aoalysis). Their dara indicate that hyL.rr idizarion has
advanced beyond rhe firsr geoerarion, i.e.. several 

"backcrosses" 
*,ete tlescribed. These

data indicate a neecl for a,: ldi t ionrl  rcsearch that r, ,  i l l  disclosc rates of hybridization and
clerermine i f  assumed isolat ing mechanisns exist.  Due to recognizable phenotypic
characterisr ics, rhese dara * ' i l l  bc obtainecl more easi ly chan for the previously described
problem rvith crows.

Rosy Fioch (Leacolt;cte arctod)

The Gray-cro*'ned Rosy Finch (Letcolt icte tephtucotir ' ) ,  Black Rosy Finch (I_.
dlt tuta), and Brorvn-cappecl Rosy Finch (L, dusttaLit) (A.O.U. 19j7) are al l  norv con_
siderecl coospecific rvith the Asiatic Rosy Finch (L. drctod). No ljteraorre is cirecl ro sup_
porr this srveeping merger of species (A.O.U. 1981), bur recommendations by French
(1969), Vaurie (1956, 1959), ancl Mayr and Short (1970) * 'ere probably considered.
Frcoch (1959) provides l i rnited evidence of intergrades berween the Black and Clrav,
cron'ned Rosy finchcs, but these data are not sufficient ro \varranr a sysrematic change.
Futurc research may prove rhis change to be correc, bua tbe main point is that necessary
dara are not avai iable to jusri fy this act ion. Richard D- Johnson (pers_ comn-r.) has srucl iet l
rosy finches extensively for many years, ald although his data are not compietely analyzed.
i'ie also feels this change is premature. The systemaric iumping of the rosv finches pro-
vides anorher extreme in interpretat ion by the Committee on Taxonony rnd Nomeocla-
ture. Vre began this rliscussion wr'th an example ( i.e.. \Yestern Grebes ) of oo acritrn
despite much data that indicate rhe present classif icat jon js incortec. In this last case, rve
sec a fairly raclical change q'irh little supponing rlara fron-r field research.
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