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2017-C-1  N&MA Classification Committee  pp. 658-679 

 

Revise the linear sequence of genera in Fringillidae, and transfer Serinus 
mozambicus to Crithagra 

Background:  
 
In the past decade, several phylogenetic papers have elucidated relationships within the 
Fringillidae (Arnaiz-Villena et al. 2007, 2008, Nguembock et al. 2009, Lerner et al. 2011, 
Zuccon et al. 2012). NACC already has taken a series of actions (reviewed below) 
based on this research. Perhaps because these actions were undertaken more or less 
individually, the NACC sequence still does not reflect all the implications of these 
phylogenies, especially with respect to the linear sequence of genera within the family. 
To recap, Arnaiz-Villena et al. (2007, 2008) used mitochondrial DNA (cytochrome b) to 
investigate the affinities of carduelid finches. Their two phylogenies each had a 
somewhat different mix of species, but with broad representation, including 70-odd 
species of carduelids and related taxa. Important results were that drepanidids are 
embedded within carduelids, and that Carduelis, Carpodacus, and Serinus (all sensu 
AOU 1998) are not monophyletic (Arnaiz-Villena et al. 2007, 2008).  
 
Nguembock et al. (2009) used both mitochondrial (ATPase 6 and ND3) and nuclear 
genes (c-mos) and introns (myoglobin intron 2 and transforming growth factor- ß2 intron 
5) for a phylogenetic survey of carduelids. Their paper placed particular emphasis on 
the species-rich genera Serinus and Carduelis, sampling some 50 taxa. This paper did 
not focus on the relationships of the drepanidids, although they included one taxon from 
that group (Drepanis). Lerner et al. (2011) used both mitochondrial and nuclear genes 
(in brief, a complete mitochondrial genome of ca. 17 kb, and 13 nuclear loci totaling ca. 
8.2 kb). As Lerner et al. (2011) was focused on the relationships of drepanidids, they 
included many more drepanidid taxa than did Arnaiz-Villena et al. (2007, 2008), but 
fewer other finch species.  
 
Arguably the most comprehensive phylogeny of Fringillidae was produced by Zuccon et 
al. (2012), who surveyed two mitochondrial genes (ND2 and ND3) and several nuclear 
introns (intron 2 of the myoglobin intron 2, introns 6 and 7 of the ODC gene, and intron 
11 of the GAPDH gene), for a total 3134 bp. Their taxon sampling was broad, 
encompassing 10 species of Euphonia and Chlorophonia (the only study under 
consideration here that included either genus), 3 drepanidids, two species of Fringilla, 
and 78 species of carduelids.  
 
The results of all these studies (Nguembock et al. 2009, Lerner et al. 2011, and Zuccon 
et al. 2012) are broadly consistent with those of Arnaiz-Villena et al. (2007, 2008): 
drepanidids are embedded within carduelids; Carpodacus (sensu AOU 1998) is not 
monophyletic; Serinus is not monophyletic; and Carduelis (sensu AOU 1998) is not 
monophyletic. 
 
The placement of drepanidids was already dealt with by NACC (2013-A-5, Move the 
Hawaiian honeycreepers (Drepanidinae) to subfamily Carduelinae), as have the 
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polyphyly of Carpodacus (2011-C-12, Transfer the three North American species of 
Carpodacus to Haemorhous) and the polyphyly of Carduelis (2008-A-09, Split Carduelis 
into two or more genera). Two additional proposals also resulted from these 
phylogenies: 2011-C-13 (Move genus Pyrrhula to follow Pinicola in the linear 
sequence), and 2013-B-5 (Change the linear sequence of Haemorhous finches).  
 
New information:  
 
Despite these actions, the current NACC sequence of genera: 
 
Fringilla  
Euphonia 
Chlorophonia  
Leucosticte 
Pinicola 
Pyrrhula  
[drepanidids] 
Carpodacus 
Haemorhous 
Loxia  
Acanthis 
Spinus 
Carduelis 
Chloris 
Serinus 
Coccothraustes 
 
conflicts in many ways with the available phylogenetic evidence. The phylogenies 
summarized above all differ in the details, not surprisingly, but the broad conclusions 
are congruent across the board. Below we reproduce one of these phylogenies, taken 
from Zuccon et al. (2012; their Figure 1, which in their paper is spread across two 
pages, with a different scale on each page), which had excellent taxon sampling. 
Specifically, we make the following recommendations: 
 
1) Swap the relative positions of Euphonia (27 species) and Chlorophonia (5 species) to 
follow standard NACC convention ("species listed from the deepest node in the tree, 
beginning with the branch with the least number of species"). Note that according to 
Zuccon et al. (2012), Chlorophonia is embedded within Euphonia (or, one or more 
species of Euphonia belong in Chlorophonia). This merits further investigation, but for 
now, under the current composition of these two genera by both NACC and SACC 
(many species of Euphonia, few of Chlorophonia), their relative positions should be 
switched. 
 
2) Coccothraustes forms a clade with two Old World genera, Eophona and Mycerobas; 
this clade is sister to all other carduelids, or at least is close to the base of carduelids 
(Arnaiz-Villena et al. 2007, Nguembock et al. 2009, Lerner et al. 2011, Zuccon et al. 
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2012; Figure 1). Following the NACC convention for listing genera in a linear sequence 
based on a well-resolved phylogeny, Coccothraustes thus should immediately follow 
Euphonia + Chlorophonia, rather than appearing at the end of the linear sequence. 
 
 

 

Figure 1: Part of the phylogeny from Zuccon et al. (2012; their Figure 1). Note the position of 
Coccothraustes in relation to all other carduelids. Also note the separation between Carpodacus 
(sensu stricto) and Haemorhous (see next figure, below).  

 

3) Carpodacus, represented in North America by the extralimital Carpodacus erythrinus 
(Common Rosefinch, vagrant or rare migrant to western Alaska, with one record from 
California), currently is placed by NACC next to Haemorhous. In fact, Carpodacus is 
separated from Haemorhous by multiple genera, including Leucosticte, Pinicola, and 
Pyrrhula (Arnaiz-Villena et al. 2007, Lerner et al. 2011, Zuccon et al. 2012; compare 
Figures 1 and 2). Consequently, Carpodacus should be placed between Euphonia + 
Chlorophonia / Coccothraustes and Leucosticte + Pinicola + Pyrrhula. 
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Figure 2: Part of the phylogeny from Zuccon et al. (2012; their Figure 1, second portion). Note the 
relative positions of Pinicola + Pyrrhula vs. Leucosticte; of Carpodacus (sensu stricto, from 
Figure 1) vs. Haemorhous; the position of Chloris in relation to Acanthis, Carduelis, Spinus, etc.; 
the polyphyly of Serinus; and the position of Carduelis in relation to Serinus and Spinus).  

 

Note that a close reading of our Figure 1 reveals that Carpodacus erythrinus is 
separated from the remaining Carpodacus (sensu stricto) by two monotypic genera, 
Haematospiza and Chaunoproctus. There are two nomenclatural solutions to this 
situation. Zuccon et al. (2012) recommend transferring erythrinus to the monotypic 
genus Erythrina Brehm, 1828 (type species Erythrina albifrons Brehm, 1828 = Loxia 
erythrina Pallas, 1770 = Carpodacus erythrina). Paynter (footnote in Howell et al. 1968: 
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267) considered Erythrina to be a nomen nudum, but this name was adopted by 
Dickinson and Christidis (2014), so perhaps Paynter was in error on this point; we have 
not investigated the availability of this name any further. On the other hand, Tietze et al. 
(2013) suggested retaining erythrinus in Carpodacus (ñWe would prefer to avoid a 
renaming of the species that has the largest range and is the most well knownò), and 
instead subsume Haematospiza and Chaunoproctus into Carpodacus. This is the 
approach adopted by the IOC World Bird List and by del Hoyo and Collar (2016). In the 
current proposal we do not advocate any action on erythrinus, so by default it is retained 
in Carpodacus, but a case can be made for separating erythrinus in a separate genus. 
 
4) Swap the positions of Leucosticte and Pinicola + Pyrrhula. Viewed within the global 
fringillid radiation, Pinicola + Pyrrhula is sister to a larger clade of mostly Old World 
genera, within which Leucosticte is embedded (Arnaiz-Villena et al. 2008, Lerner et al. 
2011, Zuccon et al. 2012; Figure 2). NACC conventions for linear sequencing, with all 
relevant genera in mind, dictate that Leucosticte should follow, not precede, Pinicola + 
Pyrrhula. 
 
5) Chloris, represented in North America by the extralimital Chloris sinica (Oriental 
Greenfinch, vagrant or rare migrant to western Alaska), currently is placed between 
Carduelis and Serinus. Chloris is sister to the clade that includes goldfinches, siskins, 
and redpolls (Arnaiz-Villena et al. 2008, Nguembock et al. 2009, Lerner et al. 2011, 
Zuccon et al. 2012; see Figure 2); therefore, Chloris should precede, rather than follow, 
the genera Loxia through Carduelis. 
 
6) Serinus, represented in North America by two extralimital exotics, Serinus 
mozambicus (Yellow-fronted Canary; established in Hawaii and Puerto Rico) and 
Serinus canaria (Island Canary; established in Hawaii and Bermuda), currently follows 
Loxia, Acanthis, Spinus, and Carduelis. This is fine with respect to Serinus canaria. The 
genus Serinus is polyphyletic, however, and mozambicus belongs to a group that is 
sister to the clade of Acanthis + Loxia + Carduelis + Serinus (sensu stricto) + Spinus 
(Arnaiz-Villena et al. 2007, 2008, Nguembock et al. 2009, Lerner et al. 2011, Zuccon et 
al. 2012; Figure 2). The available name for this clade is reported to be Crithagra 
Swainson 1827 (type species Loxia sulphurata Linnaeus, "Serinus sulphuratus") 
(Nguembock et al. 2009, Zuccon et al. 2012, Dickinson and Christidis 2014). 
Consequently, mozambicus should be placed in Crithagra, which should be placed 
between Chloris and the remaining genera of carduelids.  
 
7) Swap the positions of Loxia (with at least four species usually recognized globally) 
and Acanthis (currently up to three species are recognized, but there is good evidence 
that there is only one), so that the branch with fewest species (Acanthis, no matter how 
you cut it) is at the beginning. 
 
8) Carduelis, represented in North America by the extralimital Carduelis carduelis 
(European Goldfinch, established on Bermuda, and widely reported but not established 
elsewhere), is sister to the clade Spinus + Serinus. Following NACC conventions, 
Carduelis should precede, rather than separate, the genera Spinus and Serinus. 

http://www.worldbirdnames.org/bow/finches/
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If all rearrangements outlined above are followed, the resulting sequence of genera 
would be: 
 
Fringilla  
Chlorophonia 
Euphonia 
Coccothraustes 
Carpodacus 
Pinicola 
Pyrrhula  
Leucosticte 
[drepanidids] 
Haemorhous 
Chloris 
Crithagra 
Acanthis 
Loxia  
Carduelis 
Spinus 
Serinus 
 
Effect on AOU-CLC area: This proposal would bring the NACC linear sequence into 
agreement with recent phylogenetic analyses of fringillid genera. It also would mean the 
recognition of an additional genus (Crithagra) within the region. 
 
Recommendation: Because the weight of evidence from multiple independent 
phylogenetic surveys supports resequencing the fringillid genera, we recommend the 
following: 
 

1) Moving Chlorophonia to precede Euphonia; 
2) Placing Coccothraustes to follow Chlorophonia + Euphonia; 
3) Placing of Carpodacus between Euphonia + Chlorophonia / Coccothraustes and 

Leucosticte + Pinicola + Pyrrhula; 
4) Moving Leucosticte to follow Pinicola + Pyrrhula; 
5) Moving Chloris to precede Loxia; 
6) A) Placing Serinus mozambicus in Crithagra; 

B) If 6A is adopted, moving Crithagra mozambica to follow Chloris; 
7) Placing Acanthis between Crithagra and Loxia; 
8) Placing Carduelis s.s. to precede Spinus. 
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2017-C-2  N&MA Classification Committee  p. 470 

 

Split Brown Creeper (Certhia americana) into two species 

 

Background: 

 

There has long been confusion regarding the taxonomy of the entire family Certhiidae. 

Constrained by morphology, treecreepers have historically been lumped into species 

with extremely wide distributions, which often span recognized biogeographic zones. 

The first written account of the Brown Creeper came from Barton (1799). In this account 

of the birds of Pennsylvania, Barton first called the species Certhia pinus, but 

reconsidered his original name and concluded that the observed species must be 

Certhia familiaris, as originally described by Linnaeus (1758). Bonaparte (1836), in his 

formal comparison of New World and Old World birds, afforded the Brown Creeper 

species status, giving it the name Certhia americana. The Brown Creeper was again 

merged with Certhia familiaris by Ridgway (1873), a decision that was followed in the 

first edition of the Check-list (AOU 1886). AOU (1983) again recognized the species 

status of the Brown Creeper C. americana, based in part on data on vocalizations 

(Thielcke 1962, Baptista & Johnson 1982). 

 

Substantial range-wide clinal variation in morphology and plumage has led to the 

description of more than a dozen subspecies of C. americana (Fig. 1), although the 

exact number recognized has varied by author (e.g., Webster 1986, Unitt & Rea 1997). 

The most substantial difference is between northern and southern subspecies: northern 

birds are generally larger, with lighter variations of brown on their backs and whites or 

grays on their underparts (e.g., breast). In Arizona, where northern and southern forms 

come into contact, Marshall (1956) described slight intergradation in plumage coloration 

across several isolated mountain ranges. The AOU (1983) currently classifies the 

Brown Creeper (C. americana) as a single species.  

 

New Information: 

 

Over the past six years, we (JDM, GMS) have worked on multiple genetic investigations 

into the evolutionary history of the Brown Creeper throughout its range. Our initial study 

used mitochondrial DNA to identify six geographically structured clades, with northern 

and southern lineages (split at roughly 32° N latitude in Arizona) showing ~4-5% 

sequence divergence (Fig. 1, Manthey et al. 2011a). The split occurs where the 

Sonoran and Chihuahuan Deserts divide pine-forested areas in Mexico from those in 

Arizona and New Mexico. This division is concordant with the distributional boundaries 

of many temperate and subtropical avifauna, and marks a transition zone between two  
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Figure 1. (Figures 1 & 2 from Manthey et al. 2011a). Breeding distribution of subspecies and 

sampling localities of the 341 samples of Brown Creeper from the mitochondrial DNA study. 

Symbols indicating position represent the assigned clade in the phylogeny (Fig. 2). Populations 

with asterisks (*) indicate populations with individual haplotypes assigned to multiple clades. 

Different colors correspond to approximate breeding distribution of subspecies: (1) alascensis 

(red); (2) occidentalis (violet); (3) zelotes (magenta); (4) montana (orange); (5) americana (lime 

green); (6) nigrescens (yellow); (7) albescens (dark gray); (8) alticola (forest green); (9) pernigra 

(cyan); (10) extima (gold). C. a. montana range includes ssp. leucosticta and C. a. occidentalis 

includes ssp. phillipsi; in both instances ranges overlap. ssp. nigrescens overlaps with americana 

in eastern US (not shown). C. a. stewarti, resident of Queen Charlotte Island off of British 

Columbia, is not shown. 

 On right, the mitochondrial DNA phylogeny (based on 1041 bp of ND2, using ML and 

Bayesian phylogenetic analyses), where clade symbols correspond to sampling localities in the 

map. 

 

well-defined North American forest types, the subtropical and temperate coniferous 

forests (Wade et al. 2003). This divergence is also concordant with the most 

pronounced difference in body size and plumage coloration observed within the Brown 

Creeper (Webster 1986). 

 

In two subsequent studies, Manthey et al. (2011b, 2015), using nuclear genetic variation 

(20 neutral loci and ~16,000 SNPs, respectively), identified the same north-south split in 
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lineages, but lacked sampling where lineages may or may not have come into contact 

(Figs. 2 & 3). Most recently, breeding birds were investigated in the sky islands of 

Arizona, the region of putative contact between the two lineages (Manthey et al. 2016). 

In this study, which analyzed ~40,000 SNPs, there was no evidence of gene flow 

between lineages (Fig. 4), with sampling localities as close as ~50 km. Approximately 

2% of the nuclear variation was fixed between lineages in the contact region (Fig. 4). 

Song recordings in Arizona showed local dialects across most sampling localities in the 

sky islands, but no differences specifically clustering northern or southern songs 

(Manthey et al. 2016).  

 

 
 

 

Figure 2. (Figure 1 from Manthey et al. 2011b). Sampling localities and STRUCTURE hierarchical 

results using 20 neutral nuclear loci. Samples are coloured to match the highest level of structure 

(North = blue, South = red). Secondary structure population assignment is shown on far right. 

Southern k = 2 or 3 and northern k = 3 or 4. Inset shows cladogram of species-tree estimate; 

labels on branches are *BEAST posterior probabilities (top), BEST posterior probabilities (bottom 

left) and concatenation bootstrap support (bottom right). 
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Figure 3. (Figure 1 from Manthey et al. 2015). Sampling map (a) and phylogeographic relationships 

(b) inferred from the SNP data set (~16,000 SNPs) inclusive of a minimum of 30% of individuals for 

each locus (i.e., 30% coverage data matrix). All asterisks at nodes in (b) indicate support >0.95 in 

SNAPP phylogenetic analyses for all SNP data sets. The asterisk with an arrow indicates a node 

supported strongly only by the 30% SNP data set (other data sets posterior probability = 0.85).

 All STRUCTURE results identified hierarchical genetic structure for each data set, 

separating northern and southern populations with 100% assignment to either cluster. Secondary-

level STRUCTURE results are shown below phylogeny (north k = 2, south k = 2 or 3), with each bar 

representing an individual. 
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Figure 4. (Figure 1 from Manthey et al. 2016). (A) Sampling map in Arizona, USA. Gray areas 

correspond to montane forest. Inset shows locations of parental populations (solid circles) used 

in this study. (B) STRUCTURE results for the 75% coverage matrix (75% CM) dataset. Each bar 

represents the probability of population assignment to northern (gray) or southern (white) 

lineages. All individuals sorted with population assignment values greater than 0.9. (C) Proportion 

of shared (white), private (gray), and fixed (black) polymorphisms in Arizona between the two 

lineages (based on genetic structure in part B). The 50% and 75% coverage matrices had ~44,000 

and ~23,000 SNPs, respectively. 

 

Based on the aforementioned studies, the breeding range of the southern lineage 

includes all populations of Brown Creeper in Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico. The 

southern lineage reaches three mountain ranges in Arizona: the Huachuca,  

Santa Rita, and Chiricahua ranges. Although unsampled in the genetic studies, the 

Animas Mountains in southwestern New Mexico likely encompasses the southern 

lineage as well. The northern lineage breeding range encompasses all populations of 

the United States and Canada, excluding the four mountain ranges mentioned in 

southern Arizona and New Mexico. The boundaries of the two lineages match 

previously defined subspecific breaks (e.g., Fig. 1). As noted above, these ranges 

coincide with the break between temperate and subtropical coniferous forests (Wade et 

al. 2003), as demonstrated by the different environmental conditions occupied by each 

lineage in the region where they come into contact (Manthey et al. 2016). 
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Although the breeding ranges do not overlap, it is important to note that there is 

potential geographic overlap of the lineages in the non-breeding season in southern 

Arizona and New Mexico and possibly the sky islands of northern Chihuahua and 

Sonora because the northern lineage populations are somewhat migratory (e.g., 

specimen records in Phillips et al. 1964).  

 

Recommendation: 

 

Based on a high degree of genetic differentiation in mtDNA (Fig. 1) and nuclear DNA 

(Figs. 2-4), different environmental conditions occupied by each lineage in the region 

where they come into contact (Manthey et al. 2016), and the prevalence of local dialect 

formation near the contact zone, we recommend that the northern and southern 

lineages of the Brown Creeper be treated as full species. 

 

Split Certhia americana into two species: 

Certhia americana (Northern Lineage), common name: Nearctic Creeper 

Certhia albescens (Southern Lineage), common name: Brown Creeper 

 

[Note from Chair: Alternate English names for the southern lineage, which would 

complement the suggested name for the northern lineage and would be in keeping with 

our policy of new names for both daughter species, would include Neotropical Creeper 

and Mesoamerican Creeper.] 
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2017-C-3  N&MA Classification Committee  p. 295 

 

Transfer Violet-bellied Hummingbird from Damophila to Juliamyia 

 

Background:  

 

The Violet-bellied Hummingbird, Damophila julie, occurs from central Panama south 

through Colombia to western Ecuador and extreme northwestern Peru. Species julie, 

based on Ornismya julie Bourcier, long has been classified in the monotypic genus 

Damophila Reichenbach 1854; among the many authors using the combination 

Damophila julie are Salvin and Hartert (1892), Ridgway (1911), Cory (1918), Peters 

(1945), Meyer de Schauensee (1966), Dickinson (2003), and previous AOU check-lists 

(AOU 1983, 1998). 

 

New Information:  

 

Özdikmen (2008) pointed out that Damophila Reichenbach 1854 is preoccupied by 

Damophila Curtis 1832, a genus of Lepidoptera, and proposed a new name, 

Neodamophila, to replace Damophila Reichenbach 1854. As noted by Dickinson and 

Remsen (2013), however, ¥zdikmenôs action was unnecessary, because an available 

name already exists: Juliamyia Bonaparte 1854, type species Juliamyia typica 

Bonaparte 1854 = Ornismya julie Bourcier.  

 

The combination Juliamyia julie has been used before by some authors (e.g., Simon 

1921), and now is widely adopted (Dickinson and Remsen 2013, McGuire et al. 2014, 

IOC World Bird Names, and del Hoyo and Collar 2014). 

 

As an aside, julie apparently is sister to Chlorestes notata (Blue-chinned Sapphire), a 

widespread South American hummingbird (McGuire et al. 2014); and together these two 

are embedded in a clade that includes species currently classified in the genera 

Hylocharis and Amazilia, both of which are polyphyletic (McGuire et al. 2009, 2014). An 

overhaul of the nomenclature of the emerald group (sensu McGuire et al. 2009, 2014) 

may be necessary in due course. 

 

Recommendation:  

 

As the name Damophila Reichenbach 1854 is preoccupied, I recommend replacing it 

with the available name Juliamyia Bonaparte 1854. 

 

 

http://www.worldbirdnames.org/bow/hummingbirds/
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2017-C-4  N&MA Classification Committee  p. 344 

 

Elevate Colaptes auratus mexicanoides to species rank 

 

Background: 

 

Colaptes auratus mexicanoides Lafresnaye, 1844 (Guatemalan Flicker) is one of four 

subspecies groups of C. auratus currently recognized by the AOS, together with auratus 

(Yellow-shafted Flicker), cafer (Red-shafted Flicker), and chrysocaulosus (Cuban 

Flicker) (AOU 1998). Colaptes chrysoides (Gilded Flicker), formerly placed in that 

complex (Short 1965), was later recognized as a species separate from C. auratus 

(AOU 1995). Prior to Shortôs (1965) work, mexicanoides was treated as a subspecies of 

cafer, then considered a species (Peters 1948; Blake 1953; Eisenmann 1955; Miller et 

al. 1957). In recent years, mostly on the basis of its distinct plumage, some have 

advocated recognizing mexicanoides as a species (Howell and Webb 1995; Navarro-

Sigüenza and Peterson 2004, del Hoyo et al. 2014; BirdLife International 2016). 

 

Colaptes a. mexicanoides is readily diagnosable by plumage and vocalizations. 

Phenotypically, it is most like cafer and chrysoides, with a basically ñbrownò crown, a 

gray throat, a red malar patch in males, and like cafer generally reddish shafts, but it 

differs from them and other subspecies groups in a number of ways (Short 1967; Howell 

and Webb 1995; del Hoyo et al. 2014). The maleôs red malar stripe is often mixed with 

black, and that of the female cinnamon-rufous; the crown is deep rufous-chestnut in 

color; the bars on the back and wings are deeper and more numerous than in the other 

subspecies groups, and typically buff-bordered, imparting a unique tricolored effect to 

the cinnamon brown back; like chrysocaulosus it has rounded wings, broad bar-like 

breast markings, and a longer, less crescent-shaped breast patch (Short 1967). Its calls 

can readily be distinguished from those of the northern forms, and it has unique 

vocalizations that are not shared with any other member of the Colaptes auratus 

complex (Wetmore 1941; online vocalizations at Macaulay Library and Xeno-canto). 

 

C. a. mexicanoides occupies open pine forests and pine-oak woodlands of the 

highlands of Central America from northern Chiapas, Mexico, south to north-central 

Nicaragua, making it the most habitat-restricted member of this complex. Populations of 

mexicanoides are physically separated from cafer by the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, a 

biogeographical barrier for many bird taxa (summarized in Manthey et al. 2017). 

 

New Information: 

 

Manthey et al. (2017) recently completed a molecular study of the Northern Flicker 
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superspecies complex (Colaptes auratus and C. chrysoides) that included individuals 

from all 5 forms (n = 16 birds), including two individuals of the mexicanoides subspecies 

group. The authors examined both mitochondrial DNA and genomic DNA (restriction-

site associated DNA sequencing). They found mexicanoides to be the most genetically 

distinct of all the forms in both mtDNA (ND2, 1041 bp; ~1.4% sequence divergence) and 

large single nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) panels. By comparison there was little 

genetic distinctiveness among the auratus, cafer, and chrysoides subspecies groups, 

with evidence of admixture and a lack of fixed differences. The A.O.S. (2017) continues 

to recognize chrysoides as a species. 

 

The two mexicanoides individuals examined shared the same ND2 haplotype and were 

15 mutational steps from the nearest non-mexicanoides individual in the haplotype 

network. In contrast, no individuals of auratus, cafer and chrysoides were more than 

four mutational steps from each other. With respect to the two SNP datasets (of 

different minimum sequence quality thresholds [Phred scores of Q10 and Q30], 

containing 1255 and 734 SNPs, respectively), only mexicanoides had more than a 

single fixed difference (Figure 3 below). FST pairwise comparisons were  
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also highest for comparisons with mexicanoides (Table 2 below). Analyses of genetic 

structure found different genetic clusters, depending on datasets and analyses, but the 

strongest signal of genetic structure was between the mexicanoides group and all other 

groups (Figure 4 below), although some gene flow into cafer appeared likely. Finally, in 
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the phylogenetic analyses (TreeMix and SVDquartets) the mexicanoides group 

appeared as sister to all the other taxa in this superspecies, and the earliest offshoot of 

the Northern Flicker complex (Figure 5). 

 
Recommendation: 

 

Based on the unique plumage, vocalizations, habitat requirements, and genetic data, 

we recommend that mexicanoides be recognized as a species. 

 

Recommended English Name: 

 

Although ñGuatemalan Flickerò has been used for this taxon, the name denotes only 

part of its distribution, thus we suggest ñMesoamerican Flickerò as the preferred English 

name for this species. 
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2017-C-5  N&MA Classification Committee  pp. 535-536 

 

Split Nashville Warbler (Oreothlypis ruficapilla) into two species 

 

Background:  

 

Western Oreothlypis ruficapilla ridgwayi (van Rossem, 1929) and eastern O. r. 

ruficapilla (Wilson, 1811) have long been treated (e.g., AOU 1957) as allopatric 

subspecies of the Nashville Warbler. Oreothlypis ruficapilla and O. virginiae are 

allopatric superspecies (Johnson 1976), and ruficapilla follows O. luciae and precedes 

virginiae in the AOU linear sequence (Chesser et al. 2011). Weir and Schluter (2004), 

using mtDNA, concluded that O. r. ridgwayi is genetically more closely related to O. 

virginiae than to O. r. ruficapilla.  

 

New information: 

 

Weir and Schluter (2004) reported genetic clustering of ridgwayi with O. virginiae, not 

nominate O. ruficapilla. Lovette et al. (2004), using mtDNA, concluded that eastern 

(nominate ruficapilla) and western (ridgwayi) subspecies are separated by a high 

magnitude of divergence and clustered as reciprocally monophyletic groups in the gene 

genealogy. Mila et al. (2005) also found mtDNA differences between eastern (= 

nominate) and western (= ridgwayi) samples of O. ruficapilla.  

 

In a related paper using the same sample of breeding birds, Smith et al. (2005) 

commented that nominate ruficapilla and ridgwayi differ in morphology and plumage, 

that the western race is brighter in plumage and has a longer tail (see also Williams 

1996; Dunn and Garrett 1997; Lowther and Williams 2011). Lovette et al. (2010), using 

genetic samples from ridgwayi only, grouped the species with a clade constituting O. 

ruficapilla (ridgwayi), O. virginiae, O. crissalis and O. luciae. 

 

As stated above, ridgwayi is closer in mtDNA to virginiae than to nominate ruficapilla. In 

addition to differing genetically and morphologically from nominate ruficapilla, ridgwayi 

differs behaviorally by more frequently bobbing its tail than does ruficapilla (e.g., Dunn 

and Garrett 1997; field guides [e.g., Sibley). Morphologically, males of ridgwayi are 

brighter, with more white on belly, and have longer tails than nominate ruficapilla.  

 

Vocalizations of ridgwayi and ruficapilla differ, including song (Sangster 2008, Fig. 1; 

field guides). Call notes of ruficapilla, compared to those of ridgwayi, are described by 

Dunn and Garrett (1997) as softer and less metallic. 
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Recommendation:  

 

Birds identified as ridgwayi are not as closely related in mtDNA to eastern ruficapilla as 

they are to other species of warblers. Furthermore, ridgwayi and ruficapilla differ in 

morphology, behavior, and vocalizations. Even if they were sympatric, behavior and 

vocalizations would likely be biological barriers for interbreeding. Because of these 

reasons, I recommend elevating Vermivora ruficapilla ridgwayi van Rossem, 1929, to 

Oreothlypis ridgwayi, a species distinct from Oreothlypis ruficapilla.  

The breeding range of O. ridgwayi should read as from line one in AOU 1998, p. 536, to 

line four just before the ñand.ò The breeding distribution of O. ruficapilla should read 

from line 4 (after the ñandò) to line 12. Modify other ranges according to Lowther and 

Williams (2011).  

 

The English name for O. ridgwayi should be Calaveras Warbler, a name often used for 

ridgwayi. To avoid confusion and muddling, the eastern species, O. ruficapilla, should 

not retain the name Nashville Warbler. I suggest Rusty-capped Warbler for the English 

name of O. ruficapilla. Although the name does not differentiate it from some other 

species, the name Nashville is even less useful.  

 

Literature Cited: 

 

American Ornithologists' Union. 1998. Check-list of North American birds. 7th edition. 

American Ornithologists' Union, Washington, D.C. 

Chesser, R. T., R. C. Banks, F. K. Barker, C. Cicero, J. L. Dunn, A. W. Kratter, I. J. 

Lovette, P. C. Rasmussen, J. V. Remsen, Jr., J. D. Rising, D. F. Stotz, and K. 

Winker. 2011. Fifty-second supplement to the American Ornithologistsô Union 

Check-list of North American Birds. Auk 128:600ï613. 

Dunn, J., and K. Garrett. 1997. A field guide to the warblers of North America. Houghton 

Mifflin Co., New York. 

Johnson, N.K. 1976. Breeding distribution of Nashville and Virginiaôs Warblers. Auk 93: 

219-230. 

Lovette, I.J., S.M. Clegg, and T.B. Smith. 2004. Limited utility of mtDNA markers for 

determining connectivity among breeding and overwintering locations in three 

Neotropical migrant birds. Conservation Biol.18: 156-166. 

Lovette, I.J., J.L. Pérez-Emán, J.P. Sullivan, R.C. Banks, I. Fiorentino, S. Córdoba- 

Córdoba, M. Echeverry-Galvis, F. K. Barker, K.J. Burns, J. Klicka, S.M. Lanyon,and 

E. Bermingham. 2010. A comprehensive multilocus phylogeny for the wood-warblers 

and a revised classification of the Parulidae (Aves). Molecular Phylogenetics and 

Evolution 57: 753ï770. 

Lowther, Peter E. and Janet Mcl. Williams. (2011). Nashville Warbler (Oreothlypis 



 
25 

ruficapilla), The Birds of North America (P. G. Rodewald, Ed.). Ithaca: Cornell Lab of 

Ornithology; Retrieved from the Birds of North America: https://birdsna.org/Species-

Account/bna/species/naswar  

Mila, B., S.M. Clegg, M. Kimura, K. Ruegg, I. Lovette, and T.B. Smith. 2005. Linking 

breeding and overwintering areas of five Nearctic-Neotropical migratory passerines 

using molecular genetic markers. USDA Forest Service Gen. Tech. Rep. PSW-GTR-

191. 

Paxton, K.L., and C. van Riper III. 2006. Spatial and temporal migration patterns of 

Neotropical migrants in the southwest revealed by stable istotopes. Open-File Rep. 

2005-1298, U.S. Fish and Wildl. Serv., USGS. 

Sangster, G. 2009. A revision of Vermivora (Parulidae), with the description of a new 

genus. Bull. BOC 128:207-211.  

Smith, T.B., S.M. Clegg, M. Kimura, K.C. Ruegg, B. Mila, and I.J. Lovette. 2005. 

Molecular genetic approaches to linking breeding and overwintering areas in five 

Neotropical migrant passerines. In Greenberg, R., Marra, P.P. (Eds.), Birds of Two 

Worlds: The Ecology and Evolution of Migration. The Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 

Baltimore, pp. 222ï234. 

Weir, J. T. and D. Schluter. 2004. Ice sheets promote speciation in boreal birds. Proc. 

Roy. Soc. London B. Publ. Online. 

 

Submitted by: M. Ralph Browning (ret. Biological Survey at Division of Birds, 

Smithsonian)  

 

Date of Proposal: 27 Feb. 2017 

 

 

 

  

https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/species/naswar
https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/species/naswar


 
26 

2017-C-6  N&MA Classification Committee  p. 604 

 

Adopt new English names for Melozone biarcuata and Melozone cabanisi 

 

Background and Discussion: 

 

With the passage of Proposal 2017-A-1, we voted to split Prevost's Ground-Sparrow 

Melozone biarcuata into two species. The proposal included suggested English names 

for the newly split species, and under ordinary circumstances the English names would 

have been settled as part of the original proposal, but there was enough difference of 

opinion within the committee and the situation is complex enough for us to take it up in a 

separate proposal. The authors of the original proposal suggested that Prevostôs 

Ground-Sparrow be retained for M. biarcuata and that White-faced Ground-Sparrow be 

used for cabanisi.  

 

These species were formerly considered two species, and the English names used by 

Ridgway (1901) were as follows: Prevostôs Ground Sparrow (M. biarcuata) and 

Cabanisôs Ground Sparrow (M. cabanisi). However, by the time the AOU Checklist 

added Mexico and Central America in 1983, the two were generally considered a single 

species, e.g., by the Peters checklist (Paynter 1970). For some reason, the AOU (1983) 

adopted the name of one of the previously separate species, Prevostôs Ground-

Sparrow, as the English name of the combined species.  

 

The relevant parts of our guidelines on English names (from AOU 1998) are: ñWhen a 

species was [previously] divided into two or more distinct species, we have used former 

English names, if available, for the resultant taxa. In general, we have followed the 

policy that no English name should be used for both a combined species and one of the 

components (Groups).ò  

 

If following the first sentence above, we should return to the Ridgway names, but if 

following the second we should use a name for biarcuata other than Prevostôs. The 

problem was that a new name was not devised when the species were combined. As 

for cabanisi, the name White-faced Ground-Sparrow, used in the original proposal, does 

not really seem to be appropriate, because biarcuata has a much more noticeable white 

face than does cabanisi (see the photos from the original proposal below). Jon 

suggested using the patronyms, but made additional suggestions if these are not used: 

White-faced for biarcuata and White-spectacled or White-lored for cabanisi. Note that 

there is already a White-eared Ground-Sparrow in this genus (M. leucotis), so also 

using ñwhiteò in both of the new names would be confusing, if you ask me. 
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Figure 1. Lateral views of specimens of (c) biarcuata and (d) cabanisi (from Sandoval et al. 2014). 

 

The best options, in my view, are the following: 

 

1. Follow the first sentence of the guidelines above and return to the Ridgway names: 

Prevostôs Ground-Sparrow for biarcuata and Cabanisôs Ground-Sparrow for cabanisi. 

The disadvantage of this is that Prevostôs Ground-Sparrow has been used for the 

combined species, but this would be ameliorated somewhat by the fact that the range of 

biarcuata sensu stricto is larger than that of cabanisi. However, biarcuata sensu stricto 

is not nearly as widespread, nor is its scientific footprint nearly as extensive, as some 

other species for which this argument has been invoked (e.g., Red-winged Blackbird, 

King Rail). 

 

2. Follow the second sentence of the guidelines above and use the following names: 

White-faced Ground-Sparrow for biarcuata and Cabanisôs Ground-Sparrow for cabanisi. 

White-faced Ground-Sparrow is a well-established alternate name for biarcuata (e.g., 

see Peterson and Chalif 1973, Stiles and Skutch 1989, Howell and Webb 1995) and a 

very good descriptive name. 

 

Recommendation:  

 

I recommend that we adopt one of the two options listed above. I donôt have a strong 

preference for one over the other, but a slight preference for Option 2, which establishes 

names for the daughter species that both differ from that of the combined species.  
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2017-C-7  N&MA Classification Committee  pp. 190-191  

 

Lump Thayerôs Gull (Larus thayeri) with Iceland Gull (Larus glaucoides) 

 

Background:  

 

The question of whether to lump Thayerôs Gull (Larus thayeri) with Iceland Gull (Larus 

glaucoides) has been hotly debated within the scientific and birding community for some 

three decades. We think that the reasons for lumping Thayerôs with Iceland are 

compelling and that action by the NACC is long overdue. To the best of our knowledge, 

NACC has not voted on this issue since it first split Thayerôs in 1973 (AOU 1973). For 

background, we currently treat the taxa involved as follows: Iceland Gull (L. glaucoides), 

with the subspecies kumlieni breeding in NE Canada and nominate glaucoides breeding 

in Greenland, and Thayerôs Gull (L. thayeri), breeding from NW Greenland and NE 

Canada west to Banks and Victoria islands. 

 

Before addressing the issues, a brief overview of the complex taxonomic history will be 

helpful. Pittaway (1999) presented a useful timeline of events from 1915 partway 

through 1999. Below we summarize the more pivotal events using Pittaway (1999) with 

only minor modifications and omissions.  

 

1. W. S. Brooks (1915) described a new species of gull from a few specimens taken 

at Ellesmere Island and named it Thayerôs Gull (Larus thayeri). 

 

2. Dwight (1917) considered Thayerôs Gull to be a subspecies of Herring Gull (L. 

smithsonianus). He based this on specimens he interpreted as intergrades 

between thayeri and smithsonianus. 

 

3. In his classic study of gulls, Dwight (1925) again treated Thayerôs as a subspecies 

of Herring. He regarded ñKumlienôsò as a hybrid between Thayerôs and Iceland 

Gull. 

 

4. The AOU (1931) listed Thayerôs as a subspecies of Herring, placing Kumlienôs on 

the hypothetical list as a probable hybrid between Thayerôs and Iceland Gull. 

 

5. Taverner (1937) treated ñKumlienôsò as a full species, but noted ñmuch variationò in 

pattern of wing tips, at times almost suggesting thayeri. 

 

6. Brooks (1937) predicted that Thayerôs would prove to be a separate species from 

Herring. 
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7. Salomonsen (1950/1951) reported a small population of Thayerôs Gulls in the 

Middle Thule District of northwest Greenland. He considered Thayerôs the ñHigh 

Arcticò form of Iceland Gull and that the ñmost natural explanation for kumlieniò is a 

ñhybrid population between glaucoides and thayeriò. 

 

8. Macpherson (1961) demonstrated that thayeri must be treated as a separate 

species from Herring Gull because he found them breeding sympatrically without 

interbreeding. He also concluded that thayeri should be treated as a subspecies of 

Iceland Gull. He pointed out that Thayerôs typically nests on cliffs in colonies, just 

like Iceland (and unlike smithsonianus Herring Gulls) and that they share a purplish 

orbital ring (in contrast to the yellow orbital ring in Herring). He also proposed that 

the specimens Dwight (1917) interpreted as intergrades between thayeri and 

smithsonianus might instead be pure Herring Gulls because Dwight was not then 

aware of the geographical variation within North America in smithsonianus ï 

namely that the dark pigmentation in the wing tips declines from west to east. 

Macpherson (1961) prophetically stated ñA study of breeding behavior at one of the 

mixed colonies found in 1955 (ñIripaiyukò) has been undertaken recently by Mr. 

N.G. Smith, a graduate student at Cornell University, and it is expected that his 

observations will throw further light on this interesting problem.ò 

 

9. Godfrey (1966) treated Thayerôs as a separate species from Herring based on 

Macpherson (1961). He also treated Thayerôs as a separate species from Iceland 

based on personal communication with N. G. Smith, who reported that Thayerôs 

and Iceland (subspecies kumlieni) breed sympatrically on Baffin Island. Godfrey 

had access to Smithôs Ph. D thesis. 

 

10. Smith (1966) published his now famous (infamous) study showing that kumlieni 

and thayeri were reproductively isolated. Pittaway (1999) pointed out that no 

subsequent researchers (boldface ours) have reached this same conclusion. 

Pittaway (1999) pointed out that Smith (1966) claimed that he induced formation of 

55 Thayerôs x Glaucous pair bonds merely by painting the orbital ring the same 

color in both species of birds that he caught. (Despite extensive sympatry between 

these two taxa and the well-known tendency of large Larus to hybridize, no natural 

hybrids between these two species have ever been reported.) 

 

11. Sutton (1968) published a somewhat skeptical review of Smithôs (1966) study. As 

quoted in Pittaway 1999) ñSmithôs findings considering ósuper eye ringedô Thayerôs 

Gulls perplex and discomfort me. In one breath he asks us to believe that the 

success of a gullôs reproductive cycle depends on eyesight keen enough to keep it 
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from wasting effort on a gull of the opposite sex which does not have precisely the 

same eyelid colour as its own, and that the same gull will be fooled into considering 

a big black circle as an óeyelidô, an eye as a ópupilô, etc.ò He described Smithôs 

findings as ñintensely interesting to speculate upon whether they be considered 

conclusive or not.ò Reading between the lines, Sutton was almost certainly 

suspicious of Smithôs alleged experiments. 

 

12. AOU (1973) treated Thayerôs as a full species based upon Smithôs (1966) studies. 

 

13. Weber (1981) in a taxonomic review concluded that the Iceland-Kumlienôs-Thayerôs 

complex formed a single polytypic species, thus agreeing with MacPherson and 

essentially dismissing Smithôs results. 

 

14. AOU (1983) maintained Thayerôs as a full species stating that it is ñnow generally 

regarded as a distinct species,ò but added ñthat recent field studies indicate that L. 

thayeri and L. glaucoides kumlieni (once regarded as a separate species, L. 

kumlieni Brewster, 1883 [Kumlienôs Gull]), interbreed in mixed colonies on Baffin 

Island, but the extent and nature of this interbreeding has not been determined 

(see Weber, 1981, Cont. Birdlife, 2, pp. 6-8).ò 

 

15. Gaston and Decker (1985) reported random interbreeding between Thayerôs and 

Kumlienôs phenotypes on South Hampton Island in northern Hudson Bay ï ña mix 

of dark and dark eyed gulls, with varying amounts of wingtip pigmentation and 

patterns.ò 

 

16. Godfrey (1986) in his revision of Birds of Canada treated thayeri and kumlieni as 

subspecies of Iceland and stated: ñTwo of the subspecies (L. g. kumlieni and L. g. 

thayeri) are individually highly variable and unstable, scarcely any two individuals 

exactly alike in the extent and intensity of wing tip and irides pigmentation.ñ In a 

footnote he stated: ñStudies made by Brian Knudson for the Natural Museum of 

Natural Sciences in summers of 1975 and 1976 at Home Bay, Baffin Island (where 

in 1961 thayeri and kumlieni were thought by N.G. Smith (1966. Ornithological 

Monographs No. 4), to breed sympatrically with no observed interbreeding) 

produced no evidence of assortative mating of the morphs but indicated instead an 

area of widespread interbreeding among phenotypes of these two taxa. Additional 

reasons for treating thayeri here as a subspecies of L glaucoides include abundant 

specimen evidence from widely separated localities that colour and pattern 

differences between thayeri and kumlieni are completely bridged by individual 

variation.ò Thus Godfrey had direct, albeit unpublished, evidence that contradicted 

Smithôs findings. 
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17. Snell (1989, 1991) found non-assortative mating between Kumlienôs and Thayerôs 

Gull at Home Bay, Baffin Island. Snell (1989, 1991) questioned Smithôs entire 

methodology and viewed his results as questionable and indicated that they should 

be viewed with caution.  

 

18. Sibley and Monroe (1990) treated Thayerôs as a subspecies of Iceland Gull. The 

late Charles C. Sibley was N.G. Smithôs Ph. D supervisor at Cornell University, so 

by this time even his former major professor did not accept Smithôs conclusions.  

 

19. Snell and Godfrey (1991) presented their findings at the 1991 AOU meeting in 

Montreal. They analyzed 317 museum specimens of adults collected throughout 

the breeding range from Greenland west to Banks Island in the western Canadian 

Arctic Archipelago. They found that mantle melanism, primary feather melanism, 

primary pattern score, and bill size all varied clinally east to west, and that overlap 

was substantial in all characters among geographic regions. They concluded that 

there is no evidence that any of the three subspecies are morphologically distinct.  

 

20. Smith (1991) replied to Snell (1989) and to the earlier review by Sutton (1968) and 

agreed that there were errors in his study, but claimed that they did not affect his 

findings and conclusions. 

 

21. Snell (1991) responded to Smith (1991) in the same issue of Colonial Waterbirds, 

again questioning Smithôs claimed protocols and methodology and concluded with 

ñIt is particularly regrettable that there seems to be no clear means, 30 years after 

Smith was in Home Bay, to unravel the events that occurred and to differentiate 

those data based on Smithôs actual observations from those that Smith 

hypothesized.ò 

 

22. AOU (1998) stated that Thayerôs Gull ñis now generally regarded as a distinct 

species,ò but also stated ñHowever, it is treated as a subspecies of L. glaucoides by 

Godfrey (1986). Recent studies suggest that L. thayeri and L. glaucoides kumlieni 

interbreed on Baffin and Southampton islands (Gaston and Decker 1985, Snell 

1989). Relationships of these populations require further study.ò 

 

23. In Pittaway (1999) Michel Gosselin (in litt.) reviewed 80 adult breeding season 

specimens, plus additional winter adults of Thayerôs-Kumlienôs at the Canadian 

Museum of Nature. His review included measurements, primary pigmentation and 

pattern, and mantle color. His conclusion was that ñgiven the great variability of 

Kumlienôs Gull, its intermediate appearance, and the intermediate position of its 
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breeding and wintering grounds, I firmly believe that Kumlienôs is an intergrade 

population between Iceland and Thayerôs.ò 

 

24. Banks and Browning (1999) responded to Pittaway (1999) and also to Howellôs 

(1999) critique of the treatment of thayeri as a separate species from Iceland. Much 

of their information had been presented at a meeting of the Wilson Ornithological 

Society in 1990. Banks and Browning (1999) pointed out that they have ñlong had 

an intense interest in the systematic position and taxonomy of the Thayerôs Gull 

complex and have done a great deal of research on it, which, unfortunately, we are 

not yet prepared to publish.ò They considered the post-Smith (1966) publications to 

be little more than a collection of opinions and concluded that ñthere has been 

nothing to instigate even serious discussion of Thayerôs Gull by the committee, 

although the committee is aware that there is a problem and its treatment may be 

wrong. There are, in fact, a fair number of species in that category. The Committee 

may eventually change its position, but the reason will not be based on unfounded 

opinions of others.ò They then posed six questions of their own that they believed 

to be important in considering the taxonomic status of Iceland, Thayerôs and 

Kumlienôs gulls.  

 

25. Snellôs (2002) BNA Iceland and Thayerôs Gull account is published in a single (No. 

699) issue. He treated the two as separate species, following the AOU treatment, 

but stated in the account: ñThe taxonomy of Iceland and Thayerôs Gulls is 

unsettled, and whether they should be treated as 1 or 2 species is disputed. These 

birds share a breeding habitat distinct from Herring Gull (L. argentatus). Breeding 

chronologies are similar. Morphological and plumage characters overlap broadly. 

My studies, heretofore unpublished, are suggestive of continuous phenotypic 

variation from darkest to lightest extremes in plumage of adults across the breeding 

range. Where breeding ranges of kumlieni and thayeri overlap (e.g. Baffin Island, e. 

Southampton Island, Digges Sound), there is no evidence of assortative mating: 

gulls as dark or darker than the type of thayeri bred with others much lighter than 

the type of kumlieni, including birds lacking visible wing-tip melanism. Based on 

this, I believe only 1 species should be recognized with all taxa placed under 

Iceland Gull. Where practical, discussions in this account combine the 3 taxa 

involved (nominate glaucoides, kumlieni, and thayeri) as a whole. The names 

ñIceland Gullò and ñThayerôs Gullò are used when referring to the taxa as separate 

species following current classification by the American Ornithologistsô Union 

(1998). Iceland and Thayerôs Gulls are among the least known of all North 

American gulls, and few studies are dedicated to their natural historyé Lack of 

basic knowledge relates to logistic difficulties of studying high-arctic cliff-nesting 

species, inaccessibility of northern wintering areas, and for Iceland Gull in 
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particular, infrequent occurrence in the south. Further studies are needed on 

almost all aspects of the biology of these intriguing and enigmatic gulls.ò 

 

To summarize, Thayerôs was described as a separate species in 1915, was treated as a 

subspecies of Herring by Dwight two years later, and that treatment was maintained 

until it was treated as a full species again by the AOU (1973), following Smith (1966). 

That treatment remains in effect today.  

 

Discussion: 

 

Banks and Browning (1999) prefaced their discussion on Thayerôs Gull by pointing out 

that ñThe Committee on Classification and Nomenclature is a conservative group that is 

inclined to maintain the taxonomic status quo until there is sufficient published scientific 

evidence for us to consider and vote on a change.ò We agree fully with this opinion. The 

treatment of Thayerôs Gull as separate from Herring is based on Macpherson (1961) 

and is not controversial. However, the entire foundation for Thayerôs being treated as a 

separate species from the Iceland Gull complex (glaucoides and kumlieni) is based 

upon Smith (1966), a study that cannot be regarded as reliable, as meticulously detailed 

by Snell (1989, 1991). We fail to see how anyone reviewing Snellôs arguments could 

reach any other conclusion than that Smithôs research is highly questionable and must 

be completely disregarded.  

 

We will not detail all of the issues that render Smith (1966) unreliable, but it is worth 

emphasizing that Snell visited Home Bay in 1985 in the hope of replicating Smithôs 

studies. He was not able to find colonies where Smith reported them on the islets at the 

mouth of Home Bay; nor was he able to find even lichen growth indicating that there 

had been colonies. He did find colonies, however, where Smith did not report them. 

Perhaps the most incriminating evidence is that Smith in 1961 also conducted a detailed 

study of Ringed (Charadrius hiaticula) and Semipalmated plovers (Charadrius 

semipalmatus) and monitored numerous nests (Smith 1969a). Smith collected some 47 

plover specimens, including chicks, all but seven of which were taken between 12 and 

24 July 1961. These were at the heads of fjords, primarily perhaps all along Rocknoser 

Fjord. This was at the same time that Smith claimed he was also doing his gull protocols 

on islets some 30 km away. Snell (1989) included a photo reproduced from the 

collection of the National Air Photo Library showing ice conditions in three fjords 

(Rocknoser, Kangirlugag and Ekalugad), that shows them basically blocked with ice 

with various openings, in Snellôs opinion essentially blocking access to the gull colonies 

at the mouths of these fjords. Snell (1989, 1991) concluded that even allowing for 24-

hour work days during the duration that Smith was there, and even allowing for seven 

day work weeks, there was not enough time for Smith to have completed the protocols 
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with the gulls and plovers he claims to have done. And this allows for ideal weather 

during the duration, whereas Smithôs own account indicates the weather was far from 

ideal in summer 1961. Snell (1989) also pointed out the difficulty in accessing fjords 

other than Rocknoser because there were 3000ô ice-covered ridges between them, and 

they could not have been reached by boat. 

 

Snellôs arguments (1989, 1991) are damning in our opinion, and Smithôs (1991) defense 

actually digs his hole deeper. His seventh point (pp. 194-195) is worth presenting in full:  

 

ñThe final point in Snellôs paper is to me the most important. Given the bad weather 

conditions that prevailed in 1961, the rugged terrain, and the difficult ice conditions, 

how could I have worked on drugging and/or collecting gulls, climbed cliffs (Smith 

1966b) and collected plovers over a relatively short period? The answer is simple. I 

did none of these things in the same time, or in the same place, or even in the same 

season. I never climbed a cliff such as the one shown in Snell (1989, Fig. 3) or the 

one photographed by me in Smith (1966b), but I did partially climb a number of cliffs 

like that shown in Fig. 9 (Smith 1966a) where the faulting in the rocks made partial 

ascent possible. The cliffs on southwestern Baffin Island and those on White Island 

were easier, those of Home Bay more difficult. Of course, the island colonies were 

the easiest, where the normally cliff-nesting Kumlienôs and Thayerôs Gulls behaved 

as if they were on ledges (Smith 1966b). Much of the data presented in Smith 

(1966b) did not require climbing to the ledges. Simple observation from above or 

from the side was sufficient. 

 

ñSnellôs (1989) skepticism that I visited 668 nests spread over five colonies in Home 

Bay is justified. In Smith (1966b: 74, Table 3), the methods section above Table 3 

and the heading labeled óEastern Baffin Islandô are incorrect. The data are correct 

but the heading is not. These data should have been labeled óWhite Island, 1960.ô 

Smith (1966b: 75, Table 44) correctly represents the data from Home Bay, 1961. 

Snell (1989) is incorrect, however, in stating that his Fig. 4 indicates that I was 

isolated at the head of a fiord by the steep terrain of the fiords and the ice conditions. 

He suggested that the only way out, north or south, was over the relatively gentle 

valleys or passes at the western ends of the fiords. That was so, and I walked over 

those valleys. The fiords themselves were impossible to walk down, eastwards to 

Davis Strait after 12 July 1961. Using a rough commercial map of the coast and a 

simple compass, I drew my own maps of the area. When I wrote Smith (1969), I 

transferred my notes and rough drawings to a more modern map. What I interpreted 

as eight fiords was in error. They were diverticula of three or perhaps four fiords 

(Smith 1969:178 Fig. 1). I realized this error only in 1987 through correspondence 

with G. W. Wenzel (Dept. of Geography, McGill University) who was interested in old 
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Eskimo settlements in that area. However, this geographic error does not affect 

analyses or conclusions in Smith (1969a). But this correction should aid researchers 

who may wish to examine those plover populations. I am uncertain how this error 

affected my gull colony locations, but it did not affect my conclusions.  

 

ñI have replied to the first research effort on the eastern Canadian arctic gulls since 

1961. I have explained my rationale and methodology in different and perhaps more 

precise terms than in Smith (1966a, 1966b, 1969). I have made corrections to 

previously published information that in no way affect my conclusions. The thrust of 

this paper is to indicate the need for replication, and that such replication is entirely 

feasible. Researchers seeking current information on the eastern arctic Larus 

complex might start at White and Southampton Islands. That area is relatively easy 

to reach, the colonies are accessible and population levels were high. The drug 

Avertin technique (Smith 1967b) works well. My methodology and that of Snellôs 

(1989) are, at least, now partially archaic. With the use of modern molecular 

techniques which do not require killing large numbers of birds, the question of gene 

exchange between these various populations may be answered unequivocally. Color 

transparencies of my gull work are available from VIREO (Visual Resources for 

Ornithology), Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia.ò 

 

The problem with Smithôs response is that he just digs a deeper hole for himself, in our 

opinion. White Island is adjacent to the northwestern end of Southampton Island at the 

northern end of Hudson Bay, some 500 miles to the southwest of Home Bay, Baffin 

Island. Snell (1991) addressed this and stated that Smith (1966b: Table 3, bottom) 

detailed the reported first egg losses for 668 nests of the cliff-nesting kumlieni (N = 333) 

and thayeri (N = 335). Snell (1991) pointed out that Smith could not have collected data 

on kumlieni on either Southampton or nearby White Islands because Smith (1966a: 18, 

Fig. 1) reported observing no kumlieni on those two islands. It is Snellôs (1991) view that 

Smith presumably went to Home Bay in 1961 with the intention of carrying out his third 

and final season of study of gulls in the high Arctic. Snell (1991) stated that Smith would 

not have encountered the melting ice conditions he experienced in 1961 during the 

previous two summers on southwestern Baffin Island (1959) and on Southampton and 

White Islands (1960). That Smith was at the head of Rocknoser Fjord in July 1961 is 

established by Smithôs own ñselfieò photo of himself there. Snell (1991) took the photo 

by Smith in 1961 (archived in Vireo) and the one he took on 16 July 1985 at the same 

location and published them side-by-side. Smithôs photo was taken just before the ice in 

Rocknoser Fjord broke up. Snell believed that Smith was basically trapped there and 

could not reach the gull nesting islands some 30 km away. What gull studies, if any, that 

Smith accomplished at Home Bay, is unknowable, but Snell (1991) made a convincing 

case that Smith could not have accomplished anything close to what he claimed. 
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In summary, evidence suggests that Smith could not have accomplished the protocols 

he claimed to have done in that pivotal last year (1961) of study at Home Bay, Baffin 

Island. It seems entirely reasonable then to not rely on any of his data or conclusions. 

We agree strongly with Banks and Browning (1999) with their standard for AOU change 

requiring ñsufficient published scientific evidenceò before making a change (otherwise 

maintaining the ñtaxonomic status quoò). However, in this case the sole basis for the 

split was based on Smithôs studies. The ñstatus quoò now is based on a study the 

validity of which has been questioned. We further note that the conclusions from his 

plover studies, conducted simultaneously, have never been regarded as valid and have 

been basically ignored or disputed, including by the AOU. The AOU has allowed this 

ñstatus quoò to stand for a quarter of a century since the back and forth between Snell 

(1989 and 1991) and Smith (1991). 

 

We also note that the likely scientific misconduct by Smith is one of the three examples 

discussed by Montgomerie and Birkhead (2005) in their paper on the topic, as follows: 

 

 ñFinally, in our own field, many questions have been raised about some influential 

publications by Neal G. Smith, a former staff scientist at the Smithsonian Tropical 

Research Institute (STRI) in Panama. Smithôs PhD thesis on the evolution of arctic 

gulls was published as a well-cited monograph (Smith 1966) and an article in 

Scientific American (Smith 1967). At the time, Smithôs work was widely regarded as 

a landmark study, eventually making its way into several textbooks as an 

outstanding example of experimental work on mate choice and isolating 

mechanisms (e.g., Futuyma 1979). Nonetheless, Smithôs (1966) monograph was 

given a skeptical review by Sutton (1966), a very experienced and well-known arctic 

ornithologist, and was often rumored to be ósuspectô for the next two decades. 

Eventually, Richard Snell (1988, 1991) published the results of his attempts to 

replicate Smithôs work, concluding that ñmuch of Smithôs (1963; 1966a, b; 1967a, b) 

1961 data on gulls at Home Bay could not have been based on actual observations 

or experimentation. Other data on the composition of pairs of courting plovers (Smith 

1969: table 2) in Home Bay were evidently not based on actual observations, as 

Smith had not yet arrived in Home Bay at the time those data were reportedly 

collected. Perhaps many of Smithôs reported observations were projections of 

various biological scenarios that he sincerely felt to be correct.ò In a related, but 

unpublished manuscript on Smithôs (1969) study of ringed plovers, V. C. Wynne-

Edwards (1991) concluded that ñthe desire to produce credible statistics in so 

complicated a situation may explain why he found it necessary to incorporate a far 

larger sample than could be found at the head of any one fiord.ò In fairness, Smith 

(1991) did reply to Snellôs (1988, 1991) criticisms, admitting that some mistakes had 
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been made (e.g., errors in transcribing data) but claiming that those mistakes did not 

affect his most important conclusions. The Smith case is particularly interesting in 

the context of this article for three reasons. First, Smithôs gull and plover studies 

were conducted in very harsh environments, under difficult working conditions, 

involving specialized techniques and analyses. These features have made this work 

almost impossible to replicate despite repeated attempts by Snell and others. 

Second, while the work of Snell (1988, 1991) and the analysis by Wynne-Edwards 

(1991) seem to point to some serious misconduct, the reply by Smith (1991), while 

admitting some culpability, might leave some readers uncertain about the validity of 

the published allegations. Finally, despite the published and private reservations 

about these studies, we know of no formal attempts to investigate these issues 

further. Rather, citations of Smithôs arctic research have largely disappeared from 

the textbooks and scientific literature.ò  

 

Surprisingly, Montgomerie and Birkhead (2005) did not mention the disappearance from 

textbooks of Smithôs other suspicious research, namely his studies of oropendolas, 

cowbirds, and botflies (Smith 1968), in which the complex and difficult field methods, 

conducted at night in Panama, have raised widespread suspicion similar to that directed 

at his Arctic studies. Finally, Smith (1969b) claimed that Micrastur forest-falcons make 

ñspishingò noises to attract North American migrants to prey on them, but this has never 

been observed by any other field ornithologists. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendation: 

 

Disregarding Smith (1966) and reversing the AOU (1973) decision does not mean going 

back to treating Thayerôs Gull as a subspecies of Herring Gull. Salomonsen (1950/51) 

and especially Macpherson (1961) demonstrated that Thayerôs was not a subspecies of 

Herring, and all subsequent researchers support this conclusion. Both authors 

suggested that Thayerôs is best treated as a subspecies of Iceland Gull. Macpherson 

(1961) concluded his thoughts with ñSalomonsenôs hypothesis that these forms are 

conspecific cannot be altered by the findings of the present study; on the contrary, it is 

strengthened by the additional evidence.ò Snell (2002), perhaps the worldôs authority on 

this group, is unequivocal in his recommendation that the Iceland Gull complex be 

considered a single polytypic species. We suggest following their conclusions by 

treating Thayerôs Gull as a subspecies of Iceland Gull. It is worth pointing out that there 

were no AOU Supplements between the 31st Supplement in 1956 and the 32nd 

Supplement in 1973. If Supplements had been annual (as now) or even bi-annual, it 

seems reasonable to surmise that the AOU would have voted to remove Thayerôs from 

Herring Gull and place it with Iceland Gull, following Macpherson (1960), although it is 

possible that Smith may have communicated thoughts to the contrary to committee 
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members after his summer at Home Bay in 1961. He did communicate with Godfrey at 

some point in the early 1960ôs.  

 

One of the possibilities noted by some scientists and gull enthusiasts is that even if 

Thayerôs is not a separate species from Kumlienôs that both might be separate from 

nominate glaucoides from Greenland. Indeed Banks and Browning (1999) posed this as 

one of their six questions: ñEven if interbreeding is regular and mixing is thorough, why 

is Kumlienôs Gull, and therefore Thayerôs, associated with Iceland Gull?ò Snell (2002) 

detailed the appearance of nominate glaucoides and shows that they too show 

significant variation and that some are basically not separable from Kumlienôs. He 

stated: ñAlthough most southwest and east Greenland adults (i.e. well south of Thule 

region) lack wing-tip melanism, many nominate glaucoides possess gray wing-tips and 

light patterning on primary feathers. Two east Greenland chicks captured July 1964, 

and reared in captivity, had markings on inner and outer webs of P10 when fully adult; if 

viewed in the south as winter migrants, these birds would doubtless be considered 

kumlieni. Near Nuuk, southwest Greenland, birds with patterned wing-tips were 

relatively numerous in 2001; one documented on a nest in 2001.ò Note that nominate 

Iceland shares with ñKumlienôsò and Thayerôs the same gregarious cliff-nesting social 

behavior and eyering color. 

 

With an expanded Iceland Gull, the question emerges on how to treat the three taxa. 

Many authorities regard ñKumlienôsò as a highly variable taxon that in adults exhibits 

wide variation in the amount of darkness in the primaries. Some are close to Thayerôs, 

some are essentially not separable from nominate glaucoides, and most are in-

between. Any ten-minute visit to Quidi Vidi Lake at St. Johnôs, Newfoundland, would 

demonstrate that variation vividly: in the parking lots around the lake are many 

hundreds of gulls, most of them Iceland, and they show the full range of variation ï no 

two look alike. Many photos showing this individual variation are published in Zimmer 

(1991), demonstrating what other researchers had said (based on specimens) for 

decades previously. Dunn visited St. Johnôs on some five occasions in mid-winter and 

can fully support these conclusions, as does Bruce Mactavish, who has decades of 

experience of gull-watching there. The geographic range of Kumlienôs is large, but it 

seems best to regard it as an intergrade population. It is unlikely to approach a 75% rule 

in terms of a consistent set of characters. Not recognizing Kumlienôs as a valid 

subspecies would partially restore the treatment by the AOU (1931), which stated under 

Kumlienôs Gull (p. 371): ñNow regarded as a hybrid between Larus leucopterus Faber 

and Larus argentatus thayeri Brooks (cf. Dwight, Bull. Amer. Mus. Nat. Hist., LII Art. 3, 

Dec. 31, 1925, 254), and transferred to the Hypothetical List.ò As for Thayerôs, Snell 

(2002) indicated that west of the Bell Peninsula, eastern Southampton Island, there is a 

sharp demarcation among colonies in the frequency of various wing-tip patterns in 
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breeding adults; colonies farther west comprise mostly dark winged birds. He was 

unable to find such a demarcation line in the eastern Canadian Arctic from Baffin Island 

north to Ellesmere Island. Still, it seems reasonable to treat Thayerôs as a subspecies of 

Iceland and treat the intergrade population of Kumlienôs within the range of Iceland, but 

not as a valid subspecies by itself. Snell (2002) pointed out that there is gap of several 

hundred kilometers of glaciated coastline in western Greenland at Melville Bay, north of 

Upernavik, where neither glaucoides nor thayeri breeds. One wonders what will happen 

to this ñno-gullôsò breeding land with the increasing onset of climate change.  

 

We fully agree with the call for further research (AOU 1983). So far, genetic studies on 

large Larus have failed to reveal consistent differences among taxa much less resolve 

their relationships, and so that effort awaits refinement of techniques. However, we think 

that enough data have been published to establish that there is evidence, both direct 

and indirect, for non-assortative mating between kumlieni and thayeri and that the 

burden of proof falls squarely on their continued treatment as separate species. 

 

English names:  

 

Classifications that consider Thayerôs and Iceland as conspecific (e.g., Godfrey 1986, 

Sibley & Monroe 1990, BOU) nonetheless refer to broadly defined Larus glaucoides as 

ñIceland Gullò. Some will argue for a new name to refer to broadly defined Larus 

glaucoides to avoid confusion between treatments. However, we tentatively recommend 

retaining Iceland Gull for the broadly defined species because this follows the status 

quo for that treatment. Nonetheless, perhaps this should be addressed in a separate 

proposal. 
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