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ABSTRACT

Alphabetic (“alpha”) codes, abbreviations of
English or scientific bird names, have long been
employed by omithologists. They allow quicker
data entry than filling out the entire English or
scientific name of a species, and they can also
serve to cross-check other recorded names or
numeric data. The Bird Banding Laboratory (BBL)
has long used alpha codes, which have become an
integral part of large ornithological programs across
North America. However, because of taxonomic
and English-name changes and the application of
different conflict-resolution strategies, the BBL
alpha-code list has become increasingly incon-
sistent. Moreover, the BBL list excludes most
resident species found in Mexico, Central America,
and the Caribbean. Because current North Ameri-
can avian conservation efforts (e.g., NABCI - North
American Bird Conservation Initiative) include
resident species, expansion and revision of the
BBL alpha-code list is appropriate. Here we
propose two lists of alpha codes for use by North
and Central American and Caribbean ornithologists.
The first list contains four-letter codes, based on
English names, broadly following the rules and
strategies adopted by the BBL. This list differs from
that of tha BBL in that: 1) all 2030 species recorded
from the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU
2002) area are included, as well as 91 non-species
forms, many of which were recognized by the BBL,;
2) standardized, species-categorization definitions
and conflict-resolution formulae have been derived
and strictly adhered to; and 3) English names for
subspecies, unidentified forms, hybrids, intergrades,
morphs, and intermediate morphs, for which alpha
codes have been assigned, have been standardized.
Discrepancies between our list and that of the BBL
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are included in appendices. The second list follows
the same basic principles except that it contains
six-letter codes based on the scientific names
(genus, species, and subspecies) of the species or
form. We hope that this list will be useful for
ornithologists, particularly thoss in Latin American
countries, who would prefer using scientific rather
than English names. These lists can be
downloaded from http://www.birdpop.org/
AlphaCodes.htm and will be updated every two
years, following taxonomic and name changes |
adopted by the AOU in future biennial supplements.

INTRODUCTION

Bird banders and other ornithologists have long §
used alphabetic (“alpha™) codes to record bird
species on data sheets. Alpha codes allow more: :
efficient and error-free data entry than filling outthe

entire English or scientific name of a species, and |

they can also serve to cross-check other recorded
names or numeric data such as “AOU numbers®
assigned to each species by the American |
Ormnithologists’ Union (AOU 1983; abandoned by .
the AOU 1998) or “S-M world numbers” listed by
Sibley and Monroe (1990). Additionally, alpha
codes can be used in computer databases,
resulting in the substantial reduction in computer file

sizes that omit fields or columns for the entire

English and/or scientific names. Bird banders, in
particular, have benefitted from using alpha codes }
to reduce the amount of handling time that a bird §
incurs during banding, and the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service’s (USFWS; now the U.S. Geological §
Service/Biological Resource Division) Bird Banding
Laboratory (BBL) has adopted acceptable four-
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letter alpha codes for banders to use when
submitting their data (USFWS 1988). The codes
are constructed such that they utilize the initial
letters in the words of the English name (often
providing somewhat phonetic abbreviations) and
thus, are easier to remember than numeric codes.

The most widely used alpha codes in North
America are four-letter codes based on English
names, as originally proposed by Klimkiewicz and
Robbins (1978). These authors established a set of
five rules for assigning alpha codes, dependent on
the number of words (including hyphenated words)
in the English names of each species. When these
rules resulted in two species having the same code
(hereafter “confiicts”), Klimkiewicz and Robbins
opted to give the code to the species that was “more
common or widely distributed” and to define an
alternate alpha code for the less-common species.
They list 28 species for which alternate codes were
suggested based on conflicts; no standardized
rules appeared to exist for assigning alternate
codes.

Since 1978, periodic corrections and suggested
adaptations have been made to the four-letter alpha
code system proposed by Klimkiewicz and
Robbins (e.g., Hamel and Klimkiewicz 1981,
Canadian Wildlife Service [CWS] and USFWS
1984, Pyle et al. 1987, USFWS 1988, Jones 1992).
The CWS and USFWS (1984) included a new rule
suggesting that, when conflicts arose, all species
involved would be- assigned alternate codes, as
‘ong as the species were “normally occurring” (cf.
USFWS 1988) in North America north of Mexico. In
addition, many new codes have been added to the
list based on extralimital species, new hybrid
combinations, and recognized subspecies sub-
sequently banded with USFWS bands, and the
alpha-code system has undergone necessary
revisions based on taxonomic and English-name
changes endorsed biennially by the AOU (e.qg.,
AOU 1998, 2000, 2002). The result of these
changes and additions is a BBL alpha-code list that
has become complex and inconsistent based on
many revisions by different BBL personnel, varying
rules for assigning alternate codes during conflicts,
different interpretations of what constitutes a “nor-
mally occurring” species, changes in the distri-
butions or status of species, and inconsistent
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naming of unidentified forms, subspecies, hybrids,
intergrades, morphs, and intermediate morphs.
Moreover, the BBL list excludes most resident
species found in Mexico, Central America, and the
Caribbean.

The BBL alpha codes have become an integral part
of large omithological programs across North
America such as The Institute for Bird Population’s
(IBP) Monitoring Avian Productivity and Survi-
vorship (MAPS) program (DeSante et al. 2002).
Because current North American avian
conservation efforts (e.g., NABCI - North American
Bird Conservation Initiative) include resident Neo-
tropical species for which no codes exist,
expansion as well as revision of the BBL alpha-
code listis appropriate. Here we present two lists of
alpha codes for use by North and Central American
omithologists. The first list contains four-letter
codes, based on English names, broadly following
the rules and strategies adopted by the BBL
(USFWS 1988). Our list of four-letter codes differs
from that of the BBL in that: 1) all 2030 species
recorded from the AOU area (AOU 2002) are
included, as well as 91 non-species forms, many of
which were recognized by the BBL, 2) standardized,
species-categorization definitions and conflict-
resolution formulae have been derived and strictly
adhered to; and 3) English names for subspecies,
unidentified forms, hybrids, intergrades, morphs,
and intermediate morphs, for which alpha codes
have been assigned, have been standardized.
Discrepancies between our list and that of the BBL
are included in appendices.

The second list follows the same basic principles
except that it contains six-letter codes based on the
scientific names (genus, species, and subspecies)
of the species or form. We hope that this list wilt be
ussful for ornithologists, particularly those in Latin
American countries, who would prefer using
scientific rather than English names. These lists
can be downloaded from http://www.birdpop.org/
AlphaCodes.htm, and will be updated every two
years, following taxonomic and name changes
adopted by the AOU in future biennial supplements.

Page 65



= ——

METHODS AND RESULTS

Note that, for conciseness and clarity, we do not
include scientific names for all species mentionedin
text; we refer readers to http//www.birdpop.org/
AlphaCodes.htm for a full list of species and their
scientific names.

FOUR-LETTER ALPHA CODES
BASED ON ENGLISH NAMES

Coding Rules, Species Categorization, and
Confiict-Resolution Strategles - Because omi-
thologists have become familiar with many of the
alpha codes currently recognized by the BBL, our
four-letter coding system adheres closely to the
original BBL coding rules, as derived by Klim-
kiewicz and Robbins (1978) and updated (to
include seven rules) by the BBL (USFWS 1988).
These seven rules (USFWS 1988) were as follow:

1. “if the English name is a single word, use the first
four letters; e.g., Canvasback, CANV.”

2. “If the English name consists of two words, use
the first two letters of the first word, followed
by the first two letters of the second word;
e.g., Common Loon, COLO.”

3. “If the English name consists of three words, use
the first letter of the first word, the first letter
of the second word, and the first two letters
of the third word; e.g., American Tree
Sparrow, ATSP.”

4. “If the English name consists of three words and
the first two are hyphenated, use rule three;
e.g., Pied-billed Grebe, PBGR.”

5. “If the English name consists of three words and
the last two are hyphenated, use the
reverse of rule three; e.g., Eastern
Screech-Owl, EASO.” [In other words, use
the first two letters of the first word, the first
letter of the second word, and the first letter
of the third word:]

6. “if the English name consists of four words (with
or without hyphens), use the first letter of
each word; e.g., Great Black-backed Guil,
GBBG.”
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7. “lf the English name consists of five words, treat
it as four words f{eliminating the fourth word
first]; e.g., Puget Sound White-crowned
Sparrow, PSWS."

Contfiict resolution subsequently entailed several
rules depending on the word count and occurrence
category of the species or form (USFWS 1988). We
have adhered to these principles as closely as
possible, with slight modifications to conflict-
resolution strategies for clarity, consistency, and
better phonetic matching in a small number of cases
(see below).

Our four-letter alpha coding system depends on the
definition of four occurrence categories of species
or forms, based generally on the intentions of the
BBL (USFWS 1988). These four categories, from
highest to lowest priority, are:

Category 1. Extant species and forms occurring in
the AOU (1998) area that breed in North America
north of Mexico, not including the Hawaiian Islands,
with the exception of 25 resident upland gamebird
species (primarily in the order Galliformes) that
have been given lower priority (due to differing
banding status) by the BBL.

Category 2. Species or forms occurring in the AOU
(1998) area that 1) have cccurred but have not bred
in North America north of Mexico, 2) are resident or
have occurred in the Hawaiian Islands but not in
North America north of Mexico, 3) had occurred and
bred in North America north of Mexico or in Hawaii
but are now extinct, or 4} are resident upland
gamebird species that were given lower priority
(due to differing banding status) by the BBL.

Category 3. Extant or extinct species that have
occurred in the AOU (1998) area (south through
Panama and Grenada) but not in North America
north of Mexico or in Hawaii.

Category 4. Species that have not occurred in the
AQU (1998) area but had been assigned BBL
codes. These 75 species are not further considered
here, except to point out cases in which our system
results in conflicts with codes previously assigned
by the BBL, in which case we suggest alternate
codes for the Category-4 species (see Appendix
1).
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