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BARRED OWLS IN CALIFORNIA
THE EFFECTS OF THEIR RECENT ARRIVAL
Mike Stephens
January 16th
7 pm Fort Bragg Town Hall
Learn about the Barred Owls'
expanding range across the US
and their effects on other species
and the environment. Spotted Owl
conservation and timberland
management in Mendocino county
will be emphasized.
Mike Stephens started
working with Spotted Owls in
1996 and been employed by the
U.S Forest Service, Redwood
Sciences Lab, and The National
Council for Air and Stream
Improvement. Since 2006, Mike
has owned and operated his own
business, now called Strix Wildlife
Barred Owl
Consulting. He moved to the
photo by Wikimedian Mdf
Mendocino Coast in 2000 to
undertake a 5 year radiotelemetry study tracking Spotted Owls' use of habitat in redwood
forests. He decided to stay on the coast after that project was completed.
Mike now provides Spotted Owl surveys for a variety of landowners
throughout the county including the Conservation Fund, Redwood
Forest Foundation, Jackson Demonstration State Forest and Mendocino
Redwood Company.
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BIRD WALKS, FIELD TRIPS AND PROGRAMS
January 14 Field Trip: 9:00 am, Ten Mile River and
Beach. Meet at south end of Ten Mile Bridge.
January 16 Barred Owls in California: the Effects of
their Recent Arrival, Mike Stephens Fort Bragg
Town Hall, 7:00 pm,
January 18 Bird Walk: 8:30 am, Mendocino Coast
Botanical Gardens
February 4 Beginners' Bird Walk: 9:00 a.m.,
Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens.
February 11 Field Trip: Owls of the Mendocino
Coast. Starting time and location TBD.
February 15 Bird Walk: 8:30 am, Mendocino Coast
Botanical Gardens
February 20 East Africa on Steroids, Ed Harper
Fort Bragg Town Hall, 7:00 pm,

Varied Thrush photo Ron LeValley
www.LeValleyphoto.com

March 3 Beginners' Bird Walk: 9:00 a.m., Point
Cabrillo.
March 10 Field Trip: 9:00 am, Lake Cleone and
Laguna Point, MacKerricker State Park. Meet at the
Lake Cleone parking lot.
March 19 Environmental Groups Partnership
Potluck.
March 21 Bird Walk: 8:00 am, Mendocino Coast
Botanical Gardens
White-throated Sparrow photo Ron
LeValley www.LeValleyphoto.com
Save the Date:
2012 Point Reyes Birding & Nature Festival
April 27-29
Registration Opens Mid-February
Send an email to prbnfestival@gmail.com to be
notified when registration begins
The 2012 Point Reyes Birding & Nature
Festival is sponsored by
Environmental Action Committee of West
Marin
415-663-9312, eacmarin.org
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PAM HUNTLEY ON KZYX FM 88.3, 90.7, AND 91.5
PILEATED WOODPECKER
There is no mistaking the Pileated
Woodpecker. It is the crow-sized
black woodpecker with the
flaming red crest and a call like a
maniacal laugh which inspired
the character Woody
Woodpecker.
The Pileated Woodpecker
is our largest woodpecker, at
nineteen inches. Pileated are
mostly black but in flight flash
white from the undersides of the
wings and a wingbar on top. Both
sexes appear much alike, but the
male’s red crest extends lower on
its head and the moustache line is
red instead of black. Both have
yellow eyes and a large daggershaped bill. Instead of singing to
attract a mate and establish
territories, woodpeckers drum by
banging on hollow logs. Each
species has its own rhythm. The
drumming of the Pileated is
unmistakably loud due to the
large bill.

Pileated Woodpecker photo Nöel Lee

These bills are used for
chiseling out fist-sized,
rectangular holes in dead or dying trees to search for their favorite food–carpenter ants. You
often see two of these distinctive holes, one directly on top of the other. Many species of birds
and small mammals depend on these holes for shelter and nesting.
Pileated Woodpecker pairs generally require a hundred acres of mature forest to support
themselves. Their numbers have increased with the change in lumber practices. A pair will take
three to six weeks to excavate a nesting cavity. The female lays four white eggs on a bed of
wood chips. The male takes the night shift and incubates the eggs and later the young brood.
Young leave the nest in about a month.
Other names include Black Woodpecker, Carpenterbird, Woodcock or Good God bird.

The Whistling Swan January 2012

Page 4

Save Our Shorebirds

The Dark Side
Of Sanderlings

Becky
Bowen
Strange notes began to show up on Save Our Shorebirds
data sheets December 3: Many Ten Mile Beach Sanderlings were doing funny things. Gone were the comical
“wind-up toys” that chased waves and fed comfortably
together in large groups.
We saw lone, noisy Sanderlings viciously
guarding 100-foot beach segments at the water’s edge. On
December 17, surveyors observed one puffed up case-inpoint take on a California Gull (3 ounces vs. 36 ounces).
Puffed up is the right description. These offensive
running backs were hunched forward with heads down
and so tangled up with each other they looked for all the
world like they were copulating.

A call to State Parks Environmental Scientist Angela Liebenberg confirmed some non-breeding
Sanderlings can behave aggressively. We also called
Dorothy Tobkin (who has recorded observations of
coastal birds for more than 30 years) and biologist and nature photographer Ron LeValley (who steered us to studies by Peter Connors and others about territorial Sanderlings that winter in Bodega Bay).

Ten Mile Sanderlings who need a
dose of anger management: Chasing
a Western Snowy Plover (above
right) and assuming the aggressive
pose .

By the end of December, the Ten Mile Sanderlings were still at it. According to The Shorebird Guide by M. O’Brien, R. Crossley and K. Karlson, it’s not unusual for Sanderlings to exhibit
territorial behavior in wintering locations, displaying aggression, which by all rules of
reproduction should be reserved for summer breeding in the Arctic.
Young Sanderlings are the last Sanderlings to leave the Arctic on migration to wintering
grounds located on the Pacific Flyway anywhere from the Northwest Coast to Tierra Del
Fuego. It seems miraculous that young birds with no one to show them the way find wintering
grounds at all. Many of them will not survive the migration that can take them as far at 10,000
miles to a winter destination they have never seen.
Whether they are spurred on by winter food (mostly aquatic invertebrates), tidal action,
the moon, or mis-timed sex (Ron LeValley suggested the young birds were performing dress
rehearsals), many Sanderlings that have made Ten Mile Beach their winter home will celebrate
the new year by jump-starting their hormones and drawing lines in the sand.
Save Our Shorebirds is a long term on-going Mendocino Coast Audubon citizen science project in partnership with California State Parks. Volunteers monitor shorebirds on three MacKerricher State Park beaches. To participate, contact Angela Liebenberg at ALIEBENBERG@parks.ca.gov and visit us on Facebook.
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FORT BRAGG CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT
On Monday, January 2, MCAS conducted
the first official Christmas Bird Count for
the new Fort Bragg circle (CAFB). The day
began wet and gray, with a mercifully brief
drizzle so the birds were not particularly
active. About 60 people took to the field
anyway, some beginning by calling up
owls in the wee hours of the morning, and
some ending by calling owls in the night.
Another dozen or more participated by
counting birds in their yards and feeders.
More than 40 people attended the
Tim Bray (center) receiving the Fort Bragg bird
Count dinner, where we found a warm
count. Left Al DeMartini. Right Erica Fielder and
hall, hot pizza, and salad fresh from
Larry Knowles. Photo Ginny Wade.
Angela's garden. We were a happy bunch
of birders, excited to share our data and
hear what others had found.
Results are still being tallied, but so
far, it looks as though we counted over 14,000 birds. The species count is currently at 149,
including several rarities. Of special note is a sighting of a staked out Baltimore Oreole at Rose
Memorial Park a new bird for the county list. I will provide the final tally and species count once
the Audubon Regional Editors have passed judgement on the rare bird documentation.
Many thanks to
everyone involved: especially
Angela Liebenberg and Judy
Steele for taking care of the hall
and dinner, the Area Leaders
(Ron LeValley, Dorothy Tobkin,
Warren Wade, Bob Keiffer, Art
Morley, Jim Havlena, Dave
Jensen, Richard Hubacek) for
managing all those people and
all that territory, and Joleen
Ossello for managing the feeder
watchers.
Next year's count is scheduled
for Saturday December 22,
2012. Join in the fun, and help
us reach 150 species.
Baltimore Oriole photo Geoff Dennis

Tim Bray CAFB Compiler
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WESTERN SNOWY PLOVER

Western Snowy Plover chicks and egg
photo courtesy Kerry Ross

Donald Shephard

Once upon a time, Western Snowy Plovers
nested at MacKerricher State Park and
Manchester State Park. Alas, no more. In
2005, before the start of the Mendocino
Coast Audubon Society’s Save Our
Shorebirds (SOS) program, volunteers
monitored the last nesting site of the
Western Snowy Plover on Virgin Creek
within MacKerricher State Park. Dorothy
Tobkin found the nest. The pair may just as
well have laid their eggs in Grand Central
Station. Beachgoers surrounded it every
day, including one family of seven, who set
up their picnic lunch right next to the nest-and then pulled out a giant frisbee for a
toss-around. The male plover remained
sitting on the nest and never left, even
though plovers usually react to kites and

frisbees as predators.
According to Becky Bowen’s notes, June 28, 2005, was a foggy day with partial sun on
Virgin Creek. No bird sat on the nest when she arrived at 10 a.m. At 10:30 a.m., Pink Lady and an
unbanded female plover flew in from the north and foraged near the nest. At 11:35 a.m., the unbanded female sat on the nest briefly. Nine people walked or jogged near the nest. At 11:55 a.m., a
female Northern Harrier flew about ten feet above the nest. The two plovers, who were feeding
near the nest, "made an alarm sound" and flew south together. That was the last time Becky saw
a plover near the nest. These are Becky’s personal observations of the last nest on Virgin Creek
Beach.
The Snowy Plovers abandoned that nest and the eggs never hatched. Tragically, the eggs
were just hours away from hatching, according to Ron LeValley. That year also saw the last
Snowy Plover nest in Manchester State Park.
The news is not all bad. The number of Western Snowy Plovers observed at Ten Mile and
Virgin Creek in the non-breeding season has increased in the last few years. Migratory birds, they
visit us almost year round, coming and going during breeding season, and returning for the
winter. Ten Mile Beach in particular attracts a number of plovers every winter. In 2011 we had
the highest winter number since 2004: we logged fifty-five in December.
As State Park crews eradicate the European beach grass at Ten Mile and Virgin Creek
beaches, the Western Snowy Plover winter population increases. We work hard to educate
people about sharing the beach with plovers. State Park rangers have cited people with dogs
in the Ten Mile preserve. Even leashed dogs will stress the plovers unduly.
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continued

Becky hopes to find plovers nesting here again. For now, they return in good numbers in
the winter. Angela Liebenberg tells me, these plovers evolved to leave and return to areas that
changed due to natural fluctuations in coastal habitats, such as tidal inundation. So populations
have likely used and then abandoned certain areas over time.
Right now, SOS volunteers monitor a few banded birds that have returned to Ten Mile
Beach every winter since 2007, several of them from Coos County, Oregon. Becky contacts the
researchers at Coos County and applauds their excellent program. Because of strict oversight
and aggressive protection, they have had success in the nesting and chick department.
People on the beach often ask Becky, "Why should we care about these birds? What's the
point?" Plovers lived along this beautiful coast long before man arrived, but we think them less
important than ourselves on the beaches. Man introduced invasive plants and animals. Falcons,
raccoons, coyotes, ravens, owls, fox and dogs all prey on shorebirds. Humans can be thought of
as predators too, because people drive vehicles, ride bikes, fly kites and bring their dogs to
beaches where the Western Snowy Plover lives and breeds.
Nature has many lessons we should carefully heed. Bird behavior, including their
absence, indicates the wisdom or otherwise of man’s stewardship of the earth. Shorebirds,
because they live on the long, narrow littoral zone, are a particularly sensitive indicator. The
mean annual life span of snowy plovers is only three years.
About two thousand snowy plovers may breed along the U.S. Pacific coast and at least a
similar number breed on the west coast of Baja California. So what is it about our coast that
attracts these birds? Nests typically occur in dune-backed flat, open areas with sandy or saline
substrates; vegetation and driftwood are usually sparse or absent. Nests consist of a shallow
scrape or depression lined with beach debris such as small pebbles, shell fragments, plant debris,
and mud chips. Nest lining increases as incubation progresses. Driftwood, kelp, and dune plants
provide cover for chicks that crouch near objects to hide from predators. Invertebrates are often
found near debris, so driftwood and kelp are also important for harboring plover food sources.
continued

Banded Western Snowy plover photo Becky Bowen
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WESTERN SNOWY PLOVER

continued

Snowy plovers re-nest readily after loss of their eggs. Up to five re-nesting attempts have
been observed for a pair. Double brooding with polyandry is common; the female successfully
hatches more than one brood in a nesting season with different mates. Some females triple brood
and some males double brood.
Snowy Plover chicks leave the nest within hours after hatching to search for food,
accompanied by a parent. Adult plovers do not feed their chicks, but lead them to suitable
feeding areas. They are not able to fly for approximately four weeks after hatching: fledging
requires 28 to 33 days. Broods rarely remain in the nesting area until fledging. Plover broods may
travel along the beach as far as four miles. Washington, which had five breeding sites, now has
three. Oregon had twenty-nine sites, now has only nine. California had fifty-four breeding areas,
but now has twenty, which includes MacKerricher State Park although it is not currently active.
What to do? There are many key things you can do to help save the Western Snowy
Plover. Allowing these small birds to remain in their breeding area, undisturbed, throughout the
breeding season is most important. Share the shore means having fun while protecting our
natural environment. Most importantly, share your knowledge with friends and family.
The Western Snowy Plover has lived on the Pacific Coast for thousands of years, but was
listed by the federal government as threatened in 1993, due to low population and decreased
habitat. Point Reyes Bird Observatory monitored their decline and petitioned for their listing.
California designated them a Bird Species of Special Concern. When a species goes extinct, it is
gone forever.
Here is Angela’s assessment of their chances. “I think that with the correct combination of
education, restoration, management, and law enforcement, plovers have a good chance of
maintaining their populations and
Western Snowy Plover photo Becky Bowen
potentially reaching federally-prescribed
recovery goals. What I think most likely
is that as the overall range-wide coastal
population of plovers grows, some of the
“overflow” individuals from other sites
will settle here to breed.”
I asked Angela what the world
looked like to a snowy chick. She replied:
“On a bad day, it would look like the
sole of a shoe. On a good day, it surely
looks like a dreamy world of a warm
beach full of savory salty sandhoppers,
flies and small crustaceans.” If the latter
comes to pass, we may yet have a
“living happily ever after” end to our
story. For an interesting overview, check
out westernsnowyplover.org/
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MCAS BOARD MEMBERS AND PROGRAM CHAIRS 2011-2012
President
Vice President
Secretary
Treasurer
SOS Program
Membership
Programs
Conservation
Historian
Newsletter

David Jensen
Tony Eppstein
Becky Bowen
Judy Steele
Angela Liebenberg
Charlene McAllister
Adam Hutchins
Joleen Ossello
Ginny Wade
Donald Shephard

964-8163
937-1715
962-1602
937-2216
962-9267
937-4463
962-9055
391-7019
964-6263
962-0223

djensen@mcn.org
tonyepp@mcn.org
casparbeck@comcast.net
judys@mcn.org
aliebenberg@parks.ca.gov
charmac@mcn.org
raptorous@mac.com
j_ossello@earthlink.net
wwade@mcn.org
donshephard@comcast.net

Sarah Grimes

937-4322

zewa@mcn.org

Off-board chair:
Education

MISSION STATEMENT
The mission of the Mendocino Coast Audubon Society is to help people appreciate and
enjoy native birds, and to conserve and restore local ecosystems for the benefit of native
birds and other wildlife.

MENDOCINO COAST AUDUBON SOCIETY
P.O. BOX 2297
FORT BRAGG, CA, 95437

