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Arctic Coastal Plain Survey
(in thousands of birds)
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YBLO

GRSC

• Large bird, biggest loon
• Large yellow bill usually obvious (all other loons, dark billed)
• Checked back looks dark
• Large dark head w/shorter neck
• Most often seen on large lakes in coastal tundra
• SIMILAR: Common loon (diff range), 

Greater scaup (glanced at a distance)

Survey Distribution:
ACP  Tan-Kusko Kenai-Su Y-KDelta

common       absent absent rare

breeding

wintering

High                  Low

Pair with chick



NGS

PALO

• White-black-white (“skunk”) across back; white crescents through wings
• Large silver-gray head and neck; “fluffy”, “fat”, “velvety” gray head and neck
• Black bill, throat
• Smaller than YBLO, COLO
• In flight, dark, narrow wings and body, pearl gray neck
• Frequent diver, but can often be identified underwater
• Widespread and most common (“pair on every lake”) on medium to large lakes in coastal tundra

and variable-sized lakes in boreal forest
• SIMILAR: Other loons

Similar Species

High                  Low

High  Med Low  None

BP

BP

PALO can be observed 
underwater (left, below)



COLO

• Large loon
• Black head, black bill
• Black/white (checked) back; white on breast
• Similar to yellow-billed loon (virtually no overlap in distribution)



RTLO

• Mousy brown/gray, sometimes silvery, appearance
• Narrow, snaky head
• Sits low in water, bill raised
• Head-forward, wings-out threat display
• At flyover, often lays down on water, head flat on the water, bill raised 
• Frequents smaller lakes and ponds, usually close to coast
• in pairs even more often than other loons
• Often seen on sloughs, shallower lakes

High                  Low

High  Med Low  None



SWANS

Difficult to tell apart from a distance.  
Tundra Swan has yellow on bill, Trumpeter Swan has a straighter, thicker neck.
Tundra Swan downy young are a lighter gray, almost white.
Mostly, we define swans by habitat, range: 

roughly: boreal habitat = Trumpeter Swan,  tundra habitat = Tundra Swan

High                  Low

High  Med Low  None



• Dark brown goose with gray- brown wings, back; lighter than BRAN darker than EMGO
• Wings more monotone (vs. two-tone GWFG), lighter and set off from black/white rump
• Black rump and tail separated by white band (almost straight to U-shaped or even V);

terminal black band in flight
• Black head/ white chin sometimes visible
• Smaller, with more agile flight than GWFG
• Often reluctant to flush; on breeding grounds, often flying away from aircraft
• SIMILAR: Other, especially dark, geese

CAGO

Bob Platte

High                  
Low

High  Med Low  None



• Light tan-colored goose; lighter than BRAN, darker than EMGO
• Light line on wing (coverts extend laterally), appears like a mid-wing bar
• Thick light band on tail (more V shaped than on CAGO) plus 
minor light terminus band (see tail shots)
• Slower flight than other AK geese
• Usually flushes readily from aircraft
• SIMILAR: other geese

CAGO above, GWFG below

GWFG

High                  Low

High  Med Low  None



• Overall light grey appearance in flight; light head-neck and rear; gray body: light-dark-light
• Appears white-gray-white (white head and tail, gray in middle); head may be stained yellow
• Tail and body lighter than GWFG or CAGO, white head in spring
• Dark primaries
• Juveniles have dark heads that don’t stand out against water like adult head and neck
• Usually flushes readily from aircraft
• SIMILAR: Other geese

breeding

wintering

EMGO



(Alaska)

BRANT

• Dark brown, nearly black, on back, neck and wings; more uniformly dark above than others
• Smaller than most other dark geese
• Sharp “V” white rump pattern, extends to center top of tail
• Usually seen in flocks near the coast
• Sometimes standing on the mudflats
• Usually flushes readily from aircraft
• SIMILAR: Other, especially dark, geese

breeding

wintering





LSGO

CD

“Blue Goose”



MALL

• Large, stocky duck, tan body with dark back, 
almost a stripe

• Dark head, neck
• Tail appears white; in flight, brown stripe down centerl
• White-bordered speculum
• SIMILAR: Long-tailed duck in flight

A

Uncommon on N.Slope



NOPI

• Drab, light brown, blends in to vegetation
• Slender body, longer, streamlined head & neck (“greyhound duck”), long tail
• Sleek appearance in flight 
• White on underside of neck, makes neck appear thin
• Longish, thin wings, dark speculum
• Often seen standing in grass (white/brown blob) at lake margins

High                  Low

High  Med Low  None

note “2-tone” speculum -BP

FWS



AGWT/BWTE

• Small, dark duck; “2-toned” bird: chocolate head 
contrasting with lighter gray-brown body

• In good light, red with dark patch on head      
• Dark speculum, with iridescent green in good light and generally dark wing
• Rapid wing beats and tight formations in flight
• SIMILAR: Goldeneye hen

BWTE

Uncommon on N.Slope

Aleutian nimia, below
(carolinensis near top of photo)



AMWI

• White patch on top of head (adult male) sometimes visible
• White underside, light and black on rump if side view
• Flying, white leading edge, white wing patch (coverts, like KIEI) 
• Dark speculum, iridescent green in good light
• Often seen in sloughs and rivers and in variable-size flocks



NSHO

AMWI (r), NSHO (l) 

• Boldly patterned duck: white scapulars/ breast, dark back and head, large bill
• In good light. pale blue and white leading coverts (similar to BWTE wing)
• Dark (green) speculum, dark chestnut sides, white tail 
• Blocky, humpback appearance in flight
• Commonly seen in shallow marshy areas
• SIMILAR: Possibly green-headed mallard



GADW

• Gray/brown bird
• White square patch on speculum, secondaries
• Black swath on rump when viewed from the side 



GRSC/LESC

• Lots of dark over lots of white
• White “footballs” on sides, even when flying (vs. LTDU)
• Lighter gray on back than dark RNDU
• Scapular (2) white “stripes” down back
• Wings dark with light secondaries, extending full wing on greater, inner 2/3 on lesser
• Flies in a straight line with rapid wingbeats, female usually in front
• Generally: greater scaup - tundra habitat; lesser scaup - woodland habitat
• Similar to ring-necked duck, compare with LTDU departing

High                  Low

High  Med Low  None

BP

Redhead and G. Scaup



RNDU

• Similar to scaup; longer neck, “humpier” head than scaup on the water
• Black back, compared to lighter gray scaup back
• Appears mostly dark in flight; dark wing with grey trailing edge
• Vertical white stripe in front of the wings on water
• Black and white bands on bill only visible if very near

Lesser Scaup

Distribution:
ACP T-K KSU YKD

+ u u +



CANV

•Male dark head/breast--white body, gray back--dark rump and tail (dark--light--dark)
• Large, chunky duck with long, sloping, dark bill, wedge-shaped head and stout neck 
• Wings in-flight appear pale; light/dark on wing reversed (front of wing vs. trailing edge pale)
• Larger than scaup
• Flight straight and direct
• SIMILAR to scaup, redhead



REDH

• Pale bill, rusty head
• Very similar size, shape and color patter to Greater Scaup
• Darker than CANV and Scaup; gray back and wings, black upper back
• Bill is shorter than CANV and head more rounded and petite than CANV
• SIMILAR to scaup, redhead, canvasback



COEI

• Mostly white, whitest of the 3 “common” eiders; black wing “edges”
• Black crown patch sometimes visible; less black on lower back, rump than SPEI 
• Neck, back and inner wing white; looks like flying triangle in flight, from above
• Female mottled tan/brown
• Biggest eider, with slowest wing beats, sometimes “humpbacked” flying profile
• Typically seen near the coast or a short distance offshore during breeding season
• Commonly fly in a line low over the water, common over or on sloughs
• Eiders often fly away and perpendicular to aircraft flight path
• SIMILAR: SPEI (smaller, more black posteriorly, “mottled” head from air, see below)

breeding

wintering

SPEI for comparison; note black 
up back and paler head

Flocks on water w/NOPI; note “humpbaack” look



SPEI

breeding

wintering

High                  Low

• Smaller than common eider
• More black on back (up rump to mid back)
• Pale head, sometimes looks “mottled” from distance
• Black on belly and chest comes closer to throat than COEI
• White on back extending onto wings, similar to common eider but not as white
• Female mottled tan/brown with paler head and neck than COEI
• Smaller and quicker wing beats than COEI and more erratic in flight
• SIMILAR: COEI



KIEI

• Black back, white shoulders to head
• White flanks show up as white in rear; bird has white--black--white appearance
• White wing patches on forewing (similar to AMWI) surrounded by black
• Females mottled dark brown

Abby Powell

breeding

wintering

High                  Low



EIDERS

Large, black and white eiders
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Drawings by Chris Dau
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SPEI (above), COEI, KIEI (below)
photos, Chris Dau, USFWS



STEI

• Pale body, white shoulders
• Broad white wing patch, scapulars, with dark speculum bordered by white on trailing edge
• Darkest eider; black goes all through back
• Female with large dark iridescent speculum with white borders (resembles mallard wing)
• Smallest eider; Scaup sized; quick wing beats 
• Usually very dense flocks in spring, fall and winter

C.Dau

breeding

wintering



1. Scoter relative abundance by strata in 2003.  From Conant and Groves 2003.

2. Scoter population and density, 1957-1993.  From Hodges et al. 1996

Scoters



BLSC

• All black males, females dark brown with pronounced single light cheek/throat/neck patch
• Males with orange knob on bill, generally difficult to see from air (may look white)
• Pale outer wing/primaries can look pale in flight (see below)
• Often in pairs, with slightly lighter female
• When approached, will start to fly (vs. WWSC/SUSC- on fall/winter survey) 
• SIMILAR: difficult to distinguish from SUSC, WWSC at a distance

A

breeding

wintering

http://birds.cornell.edu/onlineguide/coebio_expanded.html


Mixed Scoter flock, BLSC and WWSC (two circled)

WWSC

• Bigger than Black Scoter,  “dumpier” looking, lighter and longer 
• White around eye sometimes visible (often more so than white on wing if sitting vs. flying)
• Females dark brown with two indistinct white cheek patches each side
• Both sexes have white speculum
• Reluctant to flush from aircraft
• SIMILAR: other scoters

breeding

wintering



SUSC

• White on head, neck (“skunkhead”)
• Females dark brown with double light cheek patches (vs. BLSC, similar to WWSC)
• Typically near shore vs. other scoters
• When approached, will hold tight as passed over (vs. BLSC)-Fall/Winter survey)
• SIMILAR: difficult to distinguish from BLSC at a distance

breeding

wintering

Mixed Scoters (foreground), SUSC, WWSC



HARD

• Small duck with steep forehead, short bill, short thick neck & head; small white    
markings on head and neck 

• Male’s plumage appears dark at a distance
• Mostly dark wings; males with some white in speculum
• Typically along rocky or gravelly coastal shorelines, close to shore or in kelp beds
• Plumage blends in well, often difficult to detect w/o practice
• Commonly on swift streams (when not in ocean) 
• Usually flushes readily from aircraft

breeding

wintering



High                  
Low

High  Med Low  None

LTDU

• Unusual looking 2-toned duck:
head to breast dark, uniform dark wings, light rear half

• Head and sides of back in males white in winter, brown May-October
• May be seen in winter, summer or intermediate plumage
• Scapulars white in winter, brown in summer
• White “Y” (black in center) on back when flying
• Fly in straight line, low to water, fast wing beats

M
al

la
rd

s

CD

winter/spring male-a

C. Dau

TB

1st fall 
male



Goldeneye- Barrow’s and Common
• More plump and fat than “narrow, pointy mergansers”
• Short head, neck, bill vs. mergansers
• Dark head, white breast and belly (with contrasting black back)
• Bigger than bufflehead, smaller than mergansers
• White secondaries, coverts in flight (scapulars more black in BAGO)
• Tail and rump black & dark grey (vs. much lighter mergansers)
• Barrows much less white showing on scapulars vs. common
• Takes off with patter as in mergansers
• Favors more boreal habitat
• SIMILAR: Mergansers, bufflehead (above); see wing page

Goldeneye

COGO

BAGO



BUFF

• Black on head, back, gray rump, light underside
• Smaller duck, male white on head shows well
• Solid white secondaries, coverts on male, vs. partial band on goldeneyes
• Females & juvs. very small white wing patch vs. large on female goldeneyes
• Fast wing beat
• Favors more boreal habitat, often on treed lakes

Mixed flock of diving ducks



Mergansers, general
• Big bird
• Large block of white on wings
• Light grey lower back and rump vs. black for goldeneyes
• Long neck, head, bill vs. goldeneyes
• Long takeoff patter on water vs. near vertical takeoff for goldeneyes
• Flies low to water surface, shallow, fluttery wing beats, straight vs. erratic for BUFF, GOLD
• Often near rivers, sloughs
• Similar: Goldeneye

Red-breasted Merganser

Common Merganser



COME

• White breast and body to waterline vs. brown for RBME 
• Dark head, appears small compared to white body
• Gray lower back/rump, black upper back/upper scapulars
• Much larger than RBME (rarely in mixed flocks)
• White wing secondaries and coverts
• Similar: Goldeneye



RBME

BP

Red-breasted Merganser
• Long, slender bird
• White neck “ring”, stops at dark breast
• Gray lower back/rump, black upper back and scapulars
• White secondaries/coverts
• Dark head appears small next to white body; green head, long, slender bill
• Diver, slow off the water
• Similar: Goldeneye





ARTE

MEGU

LTJA

PAJA

Larids

BP

GLGU, CD

GWGU

TB



BOGU

Larids, cont.
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Misc Waterbirds

Jesse Achtenberg

USFWS

SACR

The American Coot is a rare but known breeder in SE, southcoastal and central Alaska

RNGR

GBHE

breeding

wintering



RAPTORS

Look for moth-like, floppy and 
erratic, wing beats

SEOW

SNOW

Juveniles can be fairly dark

NOHA
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