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M osT TAXONOMIC SPLITS result in
an increase in the number of
sightings of the rarer species (e.g.,
Yellow-green Vireo) or a renewed
interest in the distributional pat-
terns of former subspecies (e.g.,
the rosy-finches and Bullock’s and
Baltimore Orioles). Bur since the
split of Arctic (Gavia arctica) and
Pacific (G. pacifica) Loons in 1985
(AOU 1985), there have been only
three confirmed records of Arcric
Loons in North America outside
of Alaska, all from California

IDENTIFYING LOONS
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Figure |. On the basis of range,
this adult, basic-plumaged Arctic Loon
photographed in February

in Japan is presumably

G. a. viridigularis. Note the blocky
head shape, uptilted posture,
flaring of the white flanks,

and lack of a chin-strap.

This individual is unusual

in that it has at least a partial
vent-strap, a character more
typical of Pacific Loons.

HIROZO MAKI

(there is an additional possible
late-fall record for Massachusetts;
Evered 1985). This species is prob-
ably more frequent and wide-
spread in North America than
these records suggest, a result of
its similarity to Pacific Loon and
of Arctic Loon’s poor treatment in
field guides. Although several
valuable papers have discussed dif-
ferent aspects of the Arctic/Pacific
Loon identification problem, a
comprehensive article has not
been published in North America.
To alert European birders to this
problem, we summarized the find-
ings of previous authors and pre-
sented new information resulting
from our field observations in the
United States and Europe and
from our examination of study

skins at the Museum of Vertebrate
Zoology at the University of
California at Berkeley, the San
Bernardino County Natural
History Museum, and the Los
Angeles County Natural History
Museum (Birch and Lee 1995).
Here we present much of the same
information but have added new
photographs and modified the
text so as to present the material
from a North American perspec-
tive. We urge readers to refer to
the following papers that provided
much of the foundation and inspi-
ration for this article: Walsh
(1984, 1988), Roberson (1989),
Schulenberg (1989), McCaskie et
al. (1990), Dunn and Rose (1992),
and Reinking and Howell (1993).
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There are two subspecies of Arctic
Loon: G.a. arctica, which breeds
from northern Europe to western
Siberia, and G.a. viridigularis,
which breeds in eastern Siberia
and locally in western Alaska
(Cramp and Simmons 1977, AOU
1983, Walsh 1988, Sibley and
Monroe 1990; Figures 1 and 2).
The subspecies viridigularis aver-
ages larger and longer-billed than
the nominate subspecies, and has
the foreneck glossed with green
(rather than purple) in alternate
plumage. It is not considered a
distinct species because intergra-
dation occurs in eastern Asia
(Sibley and Monroe 1990). The
subspecies viridigularis winters in
the western Pacific Ocean south to
Taiwan; arctica (Figure 3) winters

Figure 2. This Arctic Loon, photographed in May near Aichi, Japan, is
almost fully molted into alternate plumage.The green-glossed throat,
uptilted posture, blocky head shape, white sides and flanks, and broad
white neck stripes are typical of Arctic Loon.There are four white neck
stripes visible, and they are wider than the dark stripes. In Pacific
Loon, these stripes are more numerous and thinner, resembling “pencil
lines” (see cover photograph and Figures 4 and 5). Pacific Loons also

primarily in the Baltic, Black, and
eastern Mediterranean Seas
(Cramp and Simmons 1977). All
records of Arctic Loon along the
Pacific Coast are presumably
viridigularis. A loon observed 29
October 1984 at Plymouth Beach,
Massachusetts, was believed by
the observer to be an Arctic Loon
(Evered 1985), but this observa-
tion did not conclusively allow
identification to subspecies.
Pacific Loons and viridigularis
Arctic Loons have been reported
breeding sympatrically in eastern
Siberia and western Alaska, some-
times even on the same pond
(Bailey 1943, Stepanyan 1978,
Kistchinksi 1980, Portenko 1981,
Douglas and Sowl 1993).
Specimens suggesting intergrada-
tion between the two species have
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typically show a paler nape contrasting with the remainder of the
head and neck.This bird’s bill appears larger than those of the Pacifics

in Figures 4,5, and |0.
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been reported by Bailey (1943)
and Storer (1978), but the over-
whelming evidence supports full
specific status. Pacific Loons win-
ter primarily along the west coast
of North America south to Baja
California. They are very rare to
casual migrants and winter visi-
tors to the Atlantic coastal states
and in the Midwest; they occur
rarely but annually in the Gulf
Coast region. Recently, sightings
on large lakes and reservoirs in in-
terior United States and Canada
have increased, but this change in
status is probably the result of in-
creased birder coverage and ability
to distinguish Pacific Loon from
other loon species (see Appleby et
al. 1986, Kaufman 1990). Com-
pared to Common (G. immer),
Yellow-billed (G. adamsii), and

MIKKD POLLANEN

Figure 3. This adult and juvenile Arctic Loon were photographed in
late September in Finland, and thus are likely of the nominate race,
G. a. arctica. Compare the adult’s flank color, head shape,

and neck striping to those of the Pacific Loons in Figures 4 and 5.
This adult shows a paler nape than do most Arctics. The juvenile’s
whitish flanks and ear-coverts are easy to discern.The thin gray malar
stripe is a character shown by many juvenile Arctics and Pacifics.
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Red-throated Loons (G. stellata),
Pacific Loons along the Pacific
coast are relatively more pelagic,
uncommonly entering bays and
inlets.

Structure

Pacific Loons are smaller and
more delicate than Arctic Loons.
Although there is considerable in-
dividual variation in the size of
Arctic Loons (viridigularis being
larger than arctica), the smaller
size of Pacific Loon should always
be detectable in direct compari-
son. In general, Arctic Loon ap-
proaches Common Loon in overall
shape (Figure 1), whereas the
daintiness of Pacific Loon is more
comparable to that of the smaller
Red-throated Loon. Nominate

Figures 4 and 5. Pacific Loons in alternate plumage differ from Arctic Loons of both races in having

Arctic Loons may approach the
size of large Pacific Loons, so cau-
tion is warranted when viewing an
apparent Arctic Loon, particularly
on the East Coast of North
America, where the nominate race
might occur.

Bill. In the field, Arctic Loons
show a larger and thicker bill than
Pacific Loons (Figures 1, 2, 4, and
5). Measurements of specimens
support this distinction; on Arctic
Loons, the culmen averages 20
mm longer (c. 25 percent), and the
bill base is consistently propor-
tionately thicker than in Pacific
Loons. The overall shape and im-
pression of the bill, combined
with the body size, may create a
distinctive impression in the field,
although McCaskie et al. (1990)
concluded that the difference in
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narrower white neck stripes that are thinner than the dark stripes. In these Pacifics, the white
stripes number six on the left bird (photographed in July 1993 at Prudhoe Bay,Alaska) and five
on the right bird (photographed in June 1996 at Churchill, Manitoba). Pacifics average five

to seven such stripes; Arctics average four to six. The foreneck patches on these Pacifics are purple-
glossed.The napes are pale silvery-gray and contrast with the remainder of the neck.The relatively

short and stocky neck and smoother, more rounded head of many Pacific Loons often give them
a “puffy” or “cobra-like” appearance—a look shown by fewer, but some, Arctics.

IDENTIFYING LOONS

bill size was not particularly use-
ful in the field for identifying
Arctic Loon.

Head Shape. Arctic Loons tend
to have a more angular “block-
like” head shape, often with a dis-
tinct peak at the forehead, which
gives them a flat-topped appear-
ance (Figure 1). Pacific Loons, on
the other hand, tends to have a
smoother, rounder head (more
rarely showing a forehead bump),
which McCaskie et al. (1990)
aptly described as appearing
“puffy” (Cover Photo, Figures 4
and 5). Combined with the small
bill, this gives Pacific Loon a more
“gentle” appearance.

Neck. The necks of Arctic
Loons are proportionately longer
than those of Pacific Loons. In al-
ternate plumage, Pacific Loon’s
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