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Blown Away by NOU's Spring Birding Event in Fairbury 
 

By Robin Harding 
 

Remember that Christmas song; Let it Snow, Let it Snow, Let 

it Snow?  Well change ’Snow’ to ‘Blow’ and it becomes 

Nebraska’s anthem.   

Oh, the weather outside is frightful, 

But the birding is so delightful. 

And since we have places to go, 

Let it blow, let it blow, let it blow. 

Man it doesn’t show signs of stoppin’ 

And I brought my bins for spottin’ 

The temps have turned way down low, 

Let it blow, let it blow, let it blow. 

The Nebraska Ornithologists’ Union held its annual 

spring birding event May 17-19.  It was based in Fairbury, 

home of many exciting bird species as well as much pioneer 

history. 

Hopeful birders endured a hot south wind while driving to 

Fairbury on Friday.  We met for supper and shared stories of 

the birding we have been doing.  Our evening program 

was presented by Jeff Barger, who is manager of Rock Creek 

Station Historical Park.  He told us about all of the wonderful 

things to see and do in the park.  There are many acres of 

woodlands and prairies in the park that host a variety of 

birds.   

A cold front passed through during the night Friday which 

brought a much cooler north wind.  We kept an eye on the 

sky all day Saturday, looking for signs of rain and, of course, 

birds.  A friend who is not particularly a birder told me that he 

admires birders because when something goes wrong, oh 

well, let’s just bird for a while, we’ll work on that problem 

later. 
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Our excellent volunteer field trip leaders guided us to many great birding areas in Jefferson and Thayer counties.  Rock 

Creek State Historical Park, Rose Creek Wildlife Management Area (WMA), Flathead WMA, Little Blue East WMA, Father 

Hupp WMA, and Alexandria State Recreation Area and WMA were some of the public areas visited.  Matt Hansen grew 

up in Jefferson County and generously shared his knowledge of the local area.  He showed us some private property that 

hosted a Louisiana Waterthrush, a life bird for some of us. 

Our Saturday evening program was given by Joe Gubanyi.  He told us about the nightjar survey that he has been doing. 

There is a nationwide organization, the Nightjar Survey Network (www.nightjars.org/) of dedicated volunteers that do 

these surveys every year.  That night Joe took some folks out to one of his routes and did the survey.  They heard Eastern 

Whip-poor-wills and Chuck-wills-widows.   

On Sunday, the wind was even stronger, making the birding more challenging.  It was hard to hold the optics still 

enough to identify waterbirds at Father Hupp Wildlife Management Area.  It was well worth it though.  We saw lots of 

ducks and a Peregrine Falcon made a brief flyby.   

I hope you can join us in Imperial, September 13 - 15 for our next birding event. 

 

 
Dr. Joseph Gubanyi presenting about nightjars at the NOU’s spring meeting in May.   
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Pipilo Towhees In Nebraska 
 

By W. Ross Silcock 
 

Editor’s note:  This article was originally published on the Birds of Nebraska – Online (www.birdsofnebraska.org) 17 July 2019 
 

Although introgression between Spotted and Eastern Towhees on the Great Plains is well-known (Sibley and West 1959, 

Short 1961, Bartos Smith and Greenlaw 2015), the two are currently considered separate species (Banks et al 1995). Strong 

genetic differences between Eastern and Spotted Towhees, including absence of shared haplotypes, were demonstrated 

by Ball and Avise (1992), although, since their samples were from western and eastern extremes (WA, SC, GA) of the North 

American range, this result was not unexpected. Re-evaluation of data in Sibley and West (1959) that showed 56% of 

individuals in the “hybrid zone” were presumed phenotypic Eastern and Spotted Towhees was considered indicative of 

assortative mating and thus species status (Banks et al 1995). Sibley and West (1959) suggested that one factor leading to 

assortative mating might be correlation of degree of back spotting pattern with climatic differences, in particular the 

amount of shade in towhee habitat (more in 

eastern forests than in western open brush). 

Although Sibley and West (1959) pointed out that 

contact between Spotted and Eastern Towhees in 

Nebraska was not on a broad front but limited to 

riparian corridors, and surmised that this resulted 

in “greatly restricted” gene flow, currently, some 

60 years later, riparian corridors are significantly 

more vegetated and apparently not as restrictive 

to gene flow as in 1959 (Williams 1978, Knopf 

1986). Scharf (2005), during a four-season netting 

study in the “nesting season” (no dates were given 

for captures, nor was any breeding evidence 

presented), found 20 Eastern Towhees of 

phenotype category 0 (“pure” Easterns, per Sibley 

and West 1959) along the Platte River in Dawson 

Co 2001-2004. 

 

Current thinking is that essentially all “black” Pipilo towhees in Nebraska are introgressants (e.g., Figure 2 in Bartos Smith 

and Greenlaw 2015), with genotypic Spotted Towhees only in the Panhandle and genotypic Eastern Towhees in the 

extreme east. Sibley and West (1959) found no difference in “hybrid index” between birds at Blair, Washington Co and in 

Lincoln Co. Mixed and unusual songs are common over most of the state. Nevertheless, Bartos Smith and Greenlaw (Figure 

2; 2015) showed that within the “hybrid zone” (most of the state), Spotted Towhee genes predominate in the Panhandle, 

the northwestern Loup drainage, and along the northern edge of the state following the Niobrara River Valley and Missouri 

River Valley east to the Yankton area, while Eastern Towhee genes predominate elsewhere, particularly westward in the 

Platte River Valley to Garden Co (Scharf 2005). An intergrade specimen was collected near Lisco, Garden Co 12 Jun 2018 

and deposited in the Cornell University Museum of Vertebrates. 

 

In recent years there have been increased reports of towhees resembling phenotypic Spotted or Eastern towhees within 

the “hybrid zone” but far from their respective expected summer ranges. In the Panhandle, there were several reports in 

May of 2013 and 2014 from Scotts Bluff Co of phenotypic Eastern Towhees, including males singing Eastern songs, a male 

http://www.birdsofnebraska.org/
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“unspotted, singing an Eastern song”, and six at two locations 4-21 May 2013, one of which was still present 21 Jul. In 

spring 2014, at least one phenotypic Eastern male was near Mitchell, Scotts Bluff Co 12 May; one with a “black back except 

for the white wing spot” was in the same yard 6 May, and a singing male was at Gering Cemetery 9 May. There had been 

no “verified records” of birds resembling phenotypic Eastern Towhees for the Keith Co area until 2000 (Brown and Brown 

2001); since then, one was reported at Lake McConaughy 21 Apr 2007, one was in Dawson Co 25 May 2010, and one was 

found in southeast Lincoln Co 5 Jun 2004, where, however, the “vast majority are Spotted Towhees” (eBird.org). 

 

In the east, phenotypic male Spotted Towhees singing Spotted songs were carefully studied at Rose Creek WMA, Jefferson 

Co 27 Jul 2016, and another was near Steele City, Jefferson Co the same day. A male at Schramm SP, Sarpy Co 21-29 May 

2005 that looked and sang like a Spotted Towhee possessed about half of the white primary patch typical of Eastern 

Towhee. 

 

It is interesting that phenotypic Eastern Towhees are reported in the Panhandle in May, the same time Spotted Towhees 

arrive on their Panhandle breeding range and about a month later than Eastern Towhees arrive in the southeast. It is 

tempting to consider these later migration dates as evidence that these birds are introgressants with a predominance of 

Eastern Towhee genes. The role of epigenetics in expression of phenotypes was reviewed by Fresard et al (2013); whether 

this mechanism is operative among Pipilo towhees in the Nebraska hybrid zone is as yet conjectural. 

 

Recommendations to Observers 

 

Since many readers of Birds of Nebraska- Online (www.birdsofnebraska.org) are eBirders as well, the above outline of the 

best current science regarding Eastern and Spotted towhees (EATO, SPTO) in Nebraska should be kept in mind when 

reporting these species to eBird. Currently, eBird offers four options for submitting checklists: Spotted X Eastern Towhee 

(F1 hybrids), Spotted/Eastern Towhee (introgressants/ backcrosses), Spotted Towhee, and Eastern Towhee. Our Nebraska 

eBird reviewers set their filters to zero for several regions and seasons, which requires observers to provide 

documentation. For example, reporting an Eastern Towhee in the Panhandle will flag and the reviewer will request further 

details. In general, however, these are the guidelines that reviewers follow: 

 

Spotted Towhee X Eastern Towhee: This option should be avoided and deleted from all filters, since it refers to first 

generation (F1) crosses, which would be extremely rare and, in any case undocumentable in Nebraska given the plethora 

of introgressants. 

 

Spotted Towhee/Eastern Towhee: This category is for introgressants/backcrosses, the vast majority of Nebraska Pipilo 

towhees. Except for regions where Spotted Towhee and Eastern Towhee are expected (extreme northwest and southeast, 

see below), and unless documented as Spotted Towhee or Eastern Towhee, all eBird reports should be in this category. 

 

Eastern Towhee or Spotted Towhee: Although at certain seasons and regions determined by reviewers, reporting 

towhees as species will not flag, the vast majority of Nebraska towhees are introgressants and should be reported as such 

(Eastern Towhee/Spotted Towhee) unless a particular bird can be documented (photo, recording, description) as Eastern 

Towhee or Spotted Towhee. 

 

Figures 1 and 2 below show the ranges of both species, as well as the hybrid zone. 
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Figure 1.  Eastern Towhee range in Nebraska showing genotypically pure birds breeding in the extreme east (red), the 

hybrid zone where Eastern Towhees predominate (red with white crosshatching), and the hybrid zone where neither 

Eastern or Spotted towhee predominates (pink with white cross-hatching).  Eastern Towhees are migrants in eastern 

and central Nebraska (yellow), but do not regularly winter anywhere in the state. 

 
Figure 2. Spotted Towhee range in Nebraska showing genotypically pure birds breeding in the northwest (red), the 

hybrid zone where Spotted Towhees predominate (red with white crosshatching), and the hybrid zone where neither 

Eastern or Spotted towhees predominates (pink with white cross-hatching).  Spotted Towhees are statewide migrants 

(yellow) and winter in small numbers in southeast Nebraska (blue). 
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Is eBird’s growing dominance good for birding? 
 

By Joel Jorgensen 
 

Birding has changed over time.   Advancements in information and technology have improved just about every aspect of 

our obsession, but also made resources once considered invaluable and essential less relevant or even obsolete.  I do not 

know many individuals that still use their original Golden or Peterson field guides to identify Empidonax flycatchers.  I have 

not recently called the Nebraska Bird Line via a landline phone on a Friday evening to listen to a recording of Loren 

Padelford’s voice summarizing the week’s bird sightings.  I also no longer wait until summer to receive a hard copy of the 

American Birding Association’s listing report via the U.S. Postal Service to see where my state list ranks relative to other 

birders.   

 

Increasingly, just about every aspect of birding can be done at one place – eBird (www.eBird.org).   With eBird, I can report 

all my sightings, receive an email on the rare birds seen during the previous 24 hours tailored to my area of interest and 

obsessively see where I rank on any state or county list (although, Mark Brogie’s listing report is more complete).  I can do 

all this from my phone, whether I am plopped on my couch or standing in a marsh.   I did not jump on the eBird bandwagon 

right away, but as my use increased, the less I felt the need to use other resources.  Specifically, I no longer feel the urge 

or obligation to report all my sightings to the internet discussion group NEBIRDS if I have already submitted them to eBird.   

Apparently, I am not alone.  As eBird use has increased (Figure 1), the traffic on NEBIRDS has decreased (Figure 2).  In fact, 

the number of NEBIRDS posts from January to June 2019 is about a third (37%) of the total number of posts during the 

same period in 2011 when the listserv’s traffic peaked.    

 

 
Figure 1.  The number of monthly checklists and observations submitted to eBird by year from 2002 to 2018.  Graphic is 

from https://ebird.org/news/ebird-2018-year-in-review. 
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As eBird continues to be the one-stop shop for all aspects of birding, it is displacing older resources and institutions like 

NEBIRDS.  Arguably, eBird is also making state birding organizations such as the NOU less relevant, especially to young 

birders who learn and use eBird as soon as they take up the hobby.  I am curious to know what proportion of birders under 

the age of 18 or 20 do not use eBird.  I bet a very small minority.  eBird currently does not do everything.  It does not host 

public state discussion groups nor does it host annual meetings.  It is possible state listservs and birding organizations may 

co-exist with eBird in the future since each serves a somewhat different function, although the role of the older institutions 

and resources will undoubtedly be different.  Overall, change is not necessarily negative; it is part of the evolution of 

birding.  As new and better resources and tools become available, the older ones fade away.           
 

As we are observing and are part of this evolution in birding, perhaps the broader question is whether eBird’s growing 

dominance in the world of birding raises any concerns.  The question is not about whether eBird serves the greater good, 

is amazingly valuable, and easy-to-use nor is it to suggest eBird’s leadership has nefarious intentions.  The question centers 

more on whether there should be any concerns that every aspect of birding is increasingly monopolized from a central 

location with major decisions rendered by a relatively small number of individuals.  Based on information from eBird from 

2018, there were 420,000 eBirders, but eBird staff totals about thirty individuals (several of whom are software 

developers).               
      

 

 
Figure 2.  Number of posts to the email discussion group NEBIRDS from January to June during the period 2001 to 2019.   

Note that the number of posts peaked in 2011 but has declined since, corresponding to the period when eBird has seen 

its greatest growth.   Graphic created by the author.   

 

The creators of eBird almost certainly did not plan to change the governance of the institutions of birding, but that appears 

to be a consequence of eBird’s rise.  Whether it was the Nebraska Bird Line, NEBIRDS or the NOU, these were/are all things 

created and managed by the grassroots or “local” people.  The NOU and other state birding organizations have duly 

elected officers that can be ousted if they are not acting in the best interest of the organization.  eBird does have local 

reviewers who volunteer their time to ensure erroneous sightings are not accepted.  However, if users become dissatisfied 
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about some aspect of eBird, do they have any recourse?  What happens if birders or even local reviewers disagree with 

the way eBird handles a thorny issue?  What if a local reviewer becomes a problem?   Should anyone have any recourse?  

Few birders any part in the creation of eBird nor do they pay to use it (a few individuals may make donations).  

Furthermore, no one is forcing anyone to use eBird; individuals use it by personal choice.  If you do not like eBird, stop 

using it and use something else.                

 

Realistically, eBird is what the overwhelming majority of 

birders seem to be using.  Just like Google, Amazon and 

Facebook, there may be other platforms out there (e.g., 

inaturalist.org), but eBird is dominant.  Like those other tech 

giants, with eBird’s dominance comes a lot of power, 

influence and (most importantly) responsibility even if it is 

limited to the microcosm of birding.  Without institutional 

checks and balances, concentrated power and influence can 

corrupt the best ideas and intentions.  Without safeguards for 

all that data, including photos and audio, there is a potential 

for loss or misuse.  Do you have your eBird data backed-up?    

 

My guess is that the eBird staff are aware of the challenges 

and pitfalls they now have in front of them.  It seems possible 

the behemoth that eBird has become has exceeded even the 

most optimistic projections the originators may have had 

when it was first spawned.  With respect to the points raised, 

eBird is in some ways a victim of its own success.  The current 

eBird leadership has done a good job addressing a number of 

issues in recent memory, but people move on and staffs 

change.  How many cases are there where something 

wonderful and great went downhill once the “wrong” 

leadership was installed (Husker football, anyone?).  Again, 

institutional checks and balances can address bad decisions 

and the wrong people, if they are in place.                  

   

Unless there is a major technical breakdown or breach of 

trust, it seems likely eBird will become even more dominant 

in future as its growth shows no signs of abating.  If the 

established local institutions disappear and all that remains is eBird, will birders have become too dependent on it?  Maybe 

any concerns about power, monopolization and lack of institutional checks and balances are unfounded, maybe even silly.  

All changes in life have trade-offs and this is a lot of change happening quickly.  The upsides of eBird seem to greatly 

outweigh any downsides, at least for now.  However, some thought should be given to the full range of consequences that 

will likely be here before we know it.                            
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Imperial Meeting Information 
 

The NOU Fall Meeting in Imperial September 13-15 is coming up quickly.  Mid-September means migration and the 

migrant traps in southwestern Nebraska have the potential to be productive for passerines and waterbirds.  Enders 

Reservoir State Recreation Area, Champion Lake and Rock Creek State Recreation Area are just some of the sites that will 

be visited during the field trips.  Lake McConaughy and Swanson Reservoir are both about an hour drive from Imperial.  

All of these sites are far enough west where there is the potential for a few western species.        
 

Lodging and meeting location 
 

Imperial Inn, 748 12th St., Imperial;  866-711-5994 (toll-free) 308-882-4880 
 

All 35 of their rooms are being held for NOU attendees.  Unreserved rooms will be released on August 13, so 

please make your reservations right away.  Seven of the rooms are smoking rooms, but requests can be made to 

air the rooms out and put on fresh bedspreads.  The rooms are $76.65 plus tax for 1 person and $82.13 plus tax 

for 2 people.  Imperial Inn has upstairs rooms, but no elevator.   

Other lodging options 
  

Northside Motel, 1627 Broadway, 308-882-4361 

8 rooms total:  2 rooms have 1 bed $40 + tax; 4 rooms have 2 beds $50 + tax; 2 rooms have 3 beds $60+ tax 
 

The Northside Motel does not provide any breakfast. 
 

The Guest House, 1026 Douglas St, 

Imperial, 308-414-1426 
 

The entire 3-bedroom, 1-

bathroom house rents for 

$140 per night plus tax and 

could easily sleep 5.  See 

details HERE.    
 

Balcony House Bed & Breakfast, 

1006 Court St, Imperial; 

308-882-5597 
 

Camping is available at Enders 

Reservoir, 10 miles from 

Imperial.   
 

Another inexpensive motel with 8 

rooms (Plainsman Inn) is in 

Grant (27 miles from 

Imperial); 308-352-2454. 

 

Sunrise will be at 6:26 a.m. MDT and 

sunset will be at 6:59 p.m. 

MDT on 14 September.   

 

https://www.airbnb.com/rooms/16032536?source_impression_id=p3_1564083086_A7ZM9tUBciKwF9KI&guests=6&adults=6&sl_alternate_dates_exclusion=true
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Registration Form: NOU Fall 2019 Meeting 
Imperial Inn, 748 12th St., Imperial, Nebraska 

September 13-15, 2019 

Registration Deadline:  To reserve meals, registration must be received by September 1.   

Note:  Imperial is in the Mountain Time Zone, all times listed are Mountain Daylight Time. 

 

            Price/person  # of People           Total 

September 13 – Friday Supper – 6 PM MDT                       $9.00   _________  ________  
    Barbecued pork sandwich served with baked beans and potato salad    
 

September 14 – Saturday Breakfast – 6 AM MDT                               $8.00             _________         ________ 
    Continental breakfast – assorted breakfast pastries, fruit cup, orange and apple juice          
   

September 14 – Sack Lunch (pick-up Saturday morning)                          $8.00             _________         ________ 
    Croissant sandwich (assorted turkey, beef, or ham) with potato chips, salad, fruit, bottled water and a cookie 

 

September 14  – Saturday Dinner – 6 PM MDT                          $15.00     _________   ________ 
    Bacon wrapped chicken breast or tender beef medallions with cheesy potatoes, green beans, tossed salad and roll, pie & ice cream 

 

September 15 – Sunday Breakfast – 6 AM MDT           $8.00             _________         ________ 
    Breakfast sandwiches (egg, cheese and sausage), fruit cup, orange or apple juice 

 

Registration            $15.00   _________         ________ 
 

Would you like to become a member?  Dues: 

  Active household                                          $25.00               __________   _________ 

  Sustaining household                          $40.00   

  Student                                           $10.00 
 

Fees include all taxes and gratuities.                                                                    Total:  ______________    

 
  

Name(s) ______________________________________  Address _________________________________________ 

 

City/State/Zip  ______________Phone ________________________ Email _________________________________   

 

Please send registration forms and checks to:   Jan Johnson 

       86252 581 Ave. 

       Wakefield, NE 68784 

 

Special dietary needs?  _____________________________________________________________________ 
                                          Caterer will do their best to accommodate 

           

Please remember that this form must be received by September 1 if you are reserving meals!  Thanks! 
 

Refund policy: Full refunds are available to individuals who make a request to Jan Johnson via email (janbirder@gmail.com) or  

                            by phone (402-369-3435) no later than 1 September 2019. Refunds are not available after 1 September. 


