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Red Phalarope description: 5/25/03

I found the Phalarope on the Flyash Basin at around 0830 with a mist/drizzle coming
down. A stalled storm system on the East Coast may have brought this bird inland.
After viewing the bird through my scope for 5 minutes, I went to my vehicle to check my
field guides. I thought it was a Red Phalarope because of the reddish neck and
underparts and thick bill but wanted to be sure. After checking my 2 guides, I grabbed
my cell phone and went back to the flyash to make sure it was still there. I called Rick
Wiltraut and a few other birders so someone else could verify my find. Rick arrived in
35 minutes and others arrived later. Floyd Miller brought a digital camera for pictures.
Amazingly the bird stayed until the next morning allowing other birders a chance to see
this rare bird.

The bill was thick and yellow in color with a black tip. It was shorter and thicker than
the 2 Red-Necked Phalaropes I have seen, which had long needlelike black bills. The
neck and underparts were chestnut-red with no streaks or markings. The head had a
dark brownish cap and forehead and there were white cheek patches that partially
encompassed its dark eyes. The upperparts were dark brown with buff or golden feather
fringes. Part of the white wing stripe could be seen when it was sitting.  Most of the
time it was jabbing its bill at the water’s surface, moving side to side but never spinning
in a complete circle. Several times it flew to a new spot but always within a short
distance. This got me nervous because no one else had arrived. In flight, the white
wing stripes could be seen on the upperparts. Underneath, the body looked dark and the
wing linings were white. It was a consensus among the birders that it was a male
because the reddish underparts were not extremely bright and the white face patches were
not extremely pronounced as seen in the field guides. It stayed in the water the entire
time and was by itself. The legs were not seen well and size estimated at about 8 inches.

Comparisons:

Paging through my Sibley Guide for shorebirds that might be similar, which have reddish
underparts and less than 10inches that might be possible alternatives yielded only 2
species. Red Knots in breeding plumage have similar reddish underparts but are larger,
stocky birds with black bills, a grayish back, and no white face patches. Curlew
Sandpipers are reddish underneath but have a very different long decurved black bill and
rufous color on its back and no white face patches when in breeding plumage.

The most likely confusing birds would be the Red-Necked and Wilson’s Phalaropes.
Bill length, color, and shape elliminates these 2 species. Both have long needlelike,
black bills. The Phalarope observed had a shorter thick bill that was yellow with a black
tip. The Red Phalarope was in breeding plumage, which makes it easier to distinguish
from the other species.  Neither have the complete reddish underparts like the Red
Phalarope. The two Red-Necked Phalaropes I have seen (both in winter plumage) had
longer thinner necks compared to the shorter, thick neck of this Red Phalarope. The
white cheek patch is not present on a Red-Necked Phalarope and Wilson’s has a white
throat with a dark stripe going thru the head and a gray cap which elliminates these two
species. In flight, the Red-Necked and Wilson’s show primarily white underparts and
this Phalarope had completely dark (reddish) underparts.
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Voting Tabulation — Round One

Species: Red Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicaria))

Date of Sighting: 25 May 2003 to 25 May 2003

Location. MARTIN’S CREEK FLYASH BASIN

County : NORTHAMPTON

Observer(s): Michael Schall, Rick Wiltruat, Devich Farbotnik, Dave DeReamus mobs

Date of Submission: 2003
Submitted by: Michael Schall

Written Description: Yes Photo: Yes Specimen: No Recording: No
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