Rare Sighting at Riverlands

The Smew
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On Saturday, January 13th, members of the St. Louis Audubon society and Webster Groves Nature Study Society recorded the rare sighting of a Smew, an individual male, at the Clark Bridge, near Riverlands Environmental Demonstration Area.  The Smew is a Eurasian sea duck, native to Siberia, the northern Pacific, and the Artic, and in North America found as rare vagrants in the western most islands of Alaska.  Never previously spotted in Missouri, its sighting here is first ever recorded in the St. Louis area.  Over the weekend, birders from across the country came to West Alton for the opportunity to see the Smew.  Visitation at the Rivers Project Office tripled with nearly 4500 visitors on Saturday and Sunday. 
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The Smew, Mergellus albellus, is a sea duck, with a dark, relatively short bill.  Females have a white throat and lower face, with a reddish head and nape.  Males are white, with a black mask and black markings on the body.  In flight the Smew has conspicuous black-and-white wings.  The Smew is considered an accidental species in most of North America.  The term accidental is used when referencing a species that has only been recorded a few times in an area considered far out of their normal range.  Potentially nearly any species of bird could show up nearly anywhere, and birders must be very careful when identifying accidentals.  There are many guides and references available to aid species identification, such as the Peterson Field Guides, National Geographic Society Field Guides, National Audubon Society Field Guides, and many others.  

Rare sightings are nothing new to the Riverlands.  Published in “Birds of St. Louis” by the Webster Groves Nature Society is a list of significant new records for the St. Louis area, a third of which have been seen at Riverlands Environmental Demonstration Area.  Those recorded at Riverlands Environmental Demonstration Area prior to 31 December 1997 include, Red-throated Loon, White Pelican, Wood Stork, Greater White-fronted Goose, Surf Scoter, Swainson’s Hawl, Black-necked Stilt, Red Phararope, Pomarine Jaeger, Glaucous-winged Gull, and Great-tailed Grackle. The recent Smew sighting, along with the Ross’ Gull a few years ago and other species can also be added to that list.  

With its accessibility and close proximity to St. Louis, Riverlands is a favorite among local birders and nature enthusiasts.  Riverlands Environmental Demonstration Area has been sighted on many occasions as the best location in the St. Louis Area to for birding.  Varying landscapes provide habitats to suite species from nearly all the main groups of water-related birds.  Positioned along the Mississippi River Flyway, thousands of migratory birds pass through the Riverlands areas.  In January and February, winter raptors, particularly the American Bald Eagle, and migrating waterfowl such as the Trumpeter Swans, draw huge crowds.  During spring and fall migrations, another popular sight is the large population of American White Pelicans.  Whatever the season, Riverlands offers ample opportunities for viewing wildlife.  
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