Voting Manual for New CBRC Members

Welcome to the Committee! We’re looking forward to knowing your thoughts on California's bird distribution and identification questions. Most records come to a straightforward decision on the first round of votes, but those that don't go away so quickly command the bulk of our work and attention. The varying philosophical viewpoints of members are particularly beneficial to those records, and bringing new people and perspectives into the Committee keeps this process alive and healthy. So don't be intimidated: new members have a lot to contribute!

CBRC work takes a considerable amount of time, but with experience, the voting process becomes streamlined and efficient. This discussion is intended to give you some background to help get you started; the next step, voting on a large numbers of records, will be the most important factor shaping your approach to Committee work. The CBRC bylaws are available on the Internet at www.wfo-cbrc.org; reading through them will be beneficial. The details of Committee processes are covered in detail on that site. Instead of re-hashing them here, this document focuses on the details of voting on records and some major philosophical issues that will be faced by the new member.

 

Beginning your work on the CBRC

Shortly after your election, you will begin to receive batches of both new and recirculating records. Batches begin circulation about once every two weeks. Each batch is given a number (e.g., 07A), the numbers being an abbreviation the year (2007) and the letter(s) assigned chronologically, signifying when the batch began circulation during the year. A batch typically contains 15+ records, depending on the amount of material attached to those enclosed. It is very important to keep batches moving at a relatively quick pace, so that we do not fall behind and become overwhelmed with older and older records. In order to keep up, batches should be mailed on within two weeks. If you will be unable to vote on a batch in this time frame, you need to send it on to the next member and request that it comes back to you later in the circulation. The process of submittal, batching, circulation and review, report-writing, and publication takes time, so everything we can do to expedite the process of making our decisions available to the ornithological community is important. There is no need to devote an excessive amount of time to a batch. 

The majority of records are straightforward, while a small number will bring up questions that require more extensive thought and research. A visit to a library or collection or some field work is often in order. The more difficult and marginal records will most likely re-circulate, and the more complete the findings attached on the first round, the more likely a final decision will be reached in the second round. However, if addressing the question requires a lot of time, it is often more efficient to keep the record moving with your preliminary thoughts and take advantage of the time between circulations to research the problem more thoroughly. Note that while members are encouraged to consult with others about records they are reviewing, members are not to discuss first round records among themselves with the intent to persuade or lobby for particular outcomes. This does not apply on subsequent circulations.

Voting on records

The top sheet of paper in a batch tracks its circulation through the Committee. Simply fill in the date you received the batch, and the date you are parting with it, and mail the packet to the next member on the list. For maximum efficiency, the Secretary circulates the batches through several logical routes around the state simultaneously.

Next is the cover sheet, which summarizes all the documentation enclosed in the batch. It is important to review this sheet, because it provides the basis for all yes or no votes. An “Accepted” vote without further comment indicates that a member has accepted all information presented under the record on the cover sheet. You will see the following on this sheet:

· The record number, name of the species claimed, number of individuals (in parentheses), date span, and location of the sighting. 

· Short comments are attached to some records by the Secretary, which pertain to the age or sex of the bird, the number of individuals involved, or whether it is a returning bird or the same individual included under a different record number. These short notes are generally based on statements made by the observers or assumptions of the Secretary based on obvious evidence, but in the case of thorny same-bird issues, the Secretary may choose one situation or the other in order to make voting (yes or no) more straightforward. This does not necessarily represent a strong opinion on the Secretary's part. 

· For re-circulating records, the voting results from each prior round (R-1, R-2, etc.) are given next, along with the dates during which that circulation took place. 

· Under this information, all documentation included in the record is listed by date of observation and observer. 

The cover sheet should also be checked after compiling your votes to ensure that you have voted on all the records.

There are two ways to communicate your votes to the Secretary: on a single “Without Comment” form for all straightforward records in the batch, or on a “Voting Form” for individual birds you desire to comment on.  

Many records require no further comment than an “Accepted” vote. This is often the case when the identification is straightforward and thorough documentation has been provided by trustworthy observers, especially with the more regular species on the review list. All such records in each batch should be listed on a “Without Comment” form (attached).  There is space to add a few words on the sheet that will be produced from the voting results, so if you have something brief to say about the record, you can add it at the end of your vote. Comments like “adult by tail” or “same as 2001-098” are typical examples. These comments should not be longer than four or five words, as the field available in the CBRC database will not accept anything longer.

Other records require more commentary than this short line. This includes all records deemed to be controversial or receiving “Not Accepted” votes on the first round and, in general, all records on subsequent rounds. Such commentary should be on a “Voting Form” (also attached), which includes the following fields:

· Record number and species (referring to the species claimed by the observer, not necessarily what you believe it to be).

· - DATE: THE SAME DATE SHOULD BE ENTERED ON ALL VOTING FORMS (THE WITHOUT COMMENT FORM AND ANY OTHERS) FROM THE SAME BATCH. This is necessary because the database will accept only one voting date for each member for the batch. 

· “Circulation” (or “round”) refers to the current circulation in which the record is involved.

Next comes the all-important Decision.

Accepted means you believe the documentation provided establishes the identification of the bird as the species claimed and you believe the bird arrived in California naturally.

Not Accepted: identification not established means that you do not feel the documentation provided supports the identity of the bird claimed. This does not necessarily mean that you feel a mistake was made. While one’s belief about whether or not the species was actually present is of critical importance and will certainly influence that person’s vote, the final statement we are attempting to make is whether or not the documentation is adequate to establish that presence.

Not Accepted - natural occurrence questionable means you feel the bird’s wild origin or unassisted arrival in California is questionable. The definition of “questionable” is another complicated issue, which will be discussed below. Note that the question of identification must be dealt with before deciding on natural occurrence: a “natural occurrence questionable” vote can only apply to accepted identifications (otherwise it must be an “identification not established” vote).

The Introduced Birds Subcommittee (or anyone else) may submit the information they have collected on an introduced species in California for review; in this case, you may vote “Accepted” or Not Accepted, establishment of introduced population questionable. The requirements for acceptance of such populations are provided in the bylaws.

The remainder of the Voting Form is used for your commentary. This is a place to bring up or discuss anything you feel is significant to the record and voting process. This may include thoughts on the bird’s identification, natural occurrence, age, sex, or plumage, information on the credibility or experience of the observer, or questions for other members to address on future rounds. These comments become critical in future rounds, allowing members to come to more educated decisions based on the thoughts and information provided by others. Individual members will have species groups or issues that they know particularly well, and the comments of those members most familiar with the problem are usually extremely valuable. This is the advantage of having a varied nine-person Committee. Even if a record does not circulate more than once, the comment sheets are important to the members writing the annual report, and they will, of course, be archived permanently for future viewing.  Please note that once they are archived at the Western Foundation of Vertebrate Zoology, these records can be reviewed by members of the public and are not confidential.

Circulations and acceptance

Records require at least eight votes supporting the identification of the bird for full acceptance. If a record receives an 8-1 or 9-0 vote, no one requests a re-circulation, and there are no further complications, then that record is granted accepted status and is archived. This will be reported in the appropriate annual report. During the first circulation (but not thereafter), any member may request a re-circulation in their voting comments. This will send the record on another round and is usually done when exchange of information in the comments of members is felt to be critical for the record to receive the correct decision. One may request a conditional re-circulation such as “re-circulate if I am the only one not accepting.” This will be useful if the member has information that could be strongly at odds with the final vote, while not necessitating re-circulation if the record receives a vote that agrees with this information. Any requests should be made obvious on your Voting Form, so that the Secretary will not miss them (it is useful to list them in the “Decision” line).

The CBRC bylaws set forth the details of record circulation. After gaining an understanding of the way the voting process functions, most of your development as an experienced reviewer will come through working with various kinds of records and considerable philosophical pondering. The process of reviewing bird records involves numerous situations that simply cannot be set forth in black and white.  A variety of issues regarding CBRC policy are discussed at each annual meeting. There is a constant push toward standardization and consistency in dealing with particular types of records; this is more feasible in some cases than others.

Philosophical issues

Some of the particularly important philosophical issues faced by the Committee are discussed below. These fall into three general categories: identification problems, observer difficulties, and natural occurrence questions. These are all issues that you will become intimately familiar with in the next three years; the following is simply intended to introduce you to some of the more common examples and bring you up to date on the current status of the Committee’s attempts to address them.

 

Identification

The bulk of our questions involve identification.  Fortunately, this is the least speculative issue in most cases. Although we are often faced with a paucity of information on aspects of particular species, there are usually ways to obtain the necessary information - field or museum work or consultation with outside experts. The most basic question becomes how certain we need to be of the identification to accept the record.  This is a decision that must be reached individually. There are too many variables involved in most identifications to reasonably apply a percentage factor to the entire question, although this commonly works for individual field marks.

Birds that resemble the species claimed but are considered unlikely to occur in California present a troublesome dilemma. Attempts to find a consistent method of addressing this problem have been largely unsuccessful. Most of us would agree to factor in probability of occurrence when eliminating a near-extinct flightless island endemic from consideration. But to what extent should we use this method when dealing with Snow and McKay’s buntings, Yellow and Citrine wagtails, Plain-breasted and Ruddy ground-doves, wheatears, or sand-plovers? A few years ago, most Committee members were willing to accept Lesser Sand-Plover records if the field marks were generally in line with Lesser and not Greater, although the extent to which we should be concerned with the latter has always been a point of contention. Now that the Greater Sand-Plover has been confirmed here, the standards for its elimination are likely to rise somewhat. This inconsistency need not be considered a mistake; the CBRC simply must base its decisions on the best information currently available, and that is certainly going to change with time. Again, the extent to which members push for the elimination of unlikely species is an entirely individual matter, although there is a general movement toward conservatism in this regard. For species such as those listed above, most members require some additional supporting evidence that the expected species is involved, but often less than is needed for the elimination of common or more expected California birds.

 

Observer Difficulties

Inseparably tied to identification questions are the experience and integrity of the observers. Because so much interpretation of relative factors is involved in review, observer reputation must be included in the process. People make mistakes; that is why the Committee exists. Some observers are much better at interpreting what they see on particular birds than others. It is not at all uncommon for CBRC members to request re-circulations of marginal records in order to see other members’ opinions on the skill level of the observer. Having been elected to the CBRC, you must already have a certain amount of familiarity with the California birding community.  Serving on the Committee will definitely increase this knowledge base. Factoring in observer abilities will always be a difficult task, however. 

Problems provided by observers at the extremes of the reputation spectrum are worthy of some discussion here. At one end are marginal descriptions provided by excellent observers. Often the entire Committee agrees that the bird must have been correctly identified, but the documentation simply does not establish its presence. The extent to which a member is willing to interpret and make assumptions on the information provided becomes, again, a matter of individual preference.

Observers who have a reputation of coming up with particularly questionable sightings are an endless struggle for the Committee. Some observers are simply too quick to jump the gun; others have been known to make things up. In reviewing single-observer sight records, we have to take a person’s word for virtually everything. Truthful observers are the underlying assumption that forms the basis for most of the Committee’s work. The possibility of accepting fabricated records is unavoidable, and there is very little we can do about this. When we have reason to be suspicious, however, this issue has to be addressed.  It will not take long for you to gain a good working knowledge of problem observers and their individual histories. Most Committee members deal with such observers by holding their records to particularly high standards. Often members feel that the details described may not have been accurately judged in the conditions reported (or the conditions suspected). 

In the rare cases when a “perfect” or otherwise diagnostic description is submitted that a member simply does not believe, it is sometimes unavoidable to vote “not accepted” without any complaints about the information provided. Some members take the stance that a “not accepted” vote based strictly on observer reputation is warranted only if that observer has been clearly proven to stretch the facts in the past. This sort of thing is extremely difficult to prove, however, especially in a sensitive manner. Others feel that circumstances surrounding certain observers are suspicious enough that no uncorroborated records from that observer are acceptable. All of us want to keep the record of birds in California as accurate as possible, and letting mistakes through is certainly worse than stating that an identification was not established. Two things should be kept in mind, however, when formulating your voting philosophy on this issue. One, our job, in its simplest interpretation, is to vote on the documentation provided, and this is what is expected of us; and two, the Committee’s work depends on the cooperation of California’s bird observers, and sensitivity is important to keeping this relationship as strong as possible.  Again, remember that all comments, once archived, are available to the public.

Natural Occurrence Questions

Perhaps the most difficult questions we ever face involve birds for which both vagrancy and human-assisted occurrence appear to be reasonable possibilities. At this point, “questionable” natural occurrence is open to definition. It is sometimes interpreted as meaning that a bird’s appearance is considered more likely human assisted than not; in other cases, it is taken as meaning that the bird’s natural occurrence is not beyond any reasonable doubt, as in identification questions (i.e., less than 95% probability or so). Currently, the voting practice of most members seems to fall closer to the former, but this need not be taken as a guideline.

Waterfowl, and raptors, and Neotropical songbirds provide the bulk of our natural occurrence questions.  In the first two groups, some attempt can be made to track down possible sources for escaped birds. With Neotropical songbirds, the relative abundance of the species in the prevalent markets across the border is usually all the information we can obtain. In the case of all these groups and a few others, proven escapees are found in California on a regular basis; but they also include species for which vagrancy is plausible or even quite obviously occurring. Signs of prior captivity are sometimes obvious, but their absence is rarely of much value, as the bird may have been held in captivity only briefly or molted post-escape. 

For certain species, some members attempt to devise a consistent voting scheme based on geography, seasonality, or plumage (i.e., only birds fitting certain criteria are acceptable).  Other records are better dealt with on a more individual basis. The Harris’s Hawk presumably has a fairly consistent background level of escapes, which is augmented by an annually variable number of wild birds.  Figuring out which birds belong to the latter group in “invasion years” becomes nearly impossible. Finally, there are birds that have only appeared once or a few times in California, and either scenario is easily supportable. Decisions are reached by weighing the typical range and movements of the species, the date, location, and age of the bird, and its status in captivity.  Our understanding is often much improved when records of a species are looked at as a whole, making our current votes on natural occurrence more of a preliminary opinion that is not necessarily critical in the end. This, at least, can be kept in mind to preserve sanity, although any decisions we reach will be used by others in the meantime.

Although there is an endless supply of gray areas and thorny issues, the combined votes of nine members produce a reasonably consistent, conservative judgment on most questions. Of course, these issues are always evolving and receiving input as different records and different Committee members, birders, and outside experts bring them into perspective. The result, we hope, is a continuously improving understanding of California’s avifauna. This process will certainly benefit from your involvement, and we appreciate your commitment to the CBRC. Have a good time!

Tristan McKee and the 2001 Committee
Revised in 2007

