April 2012

BIRDING THE HORN OF AFRICA

Inside this issue:
President’s
Corner

2

Wind Power
Guidelines

3

BLOYs of
Summer

4

Please join Rich, a retired Obstetrician/Gynecologist with a penchant for
travel, for an adventurous trip through Ethiopia in search of Life Birds,
as well as many intriguing mammal species, such as the endemic Gelada
Baboon, Beisa Oryx, and the endangered Abyssinian Wolf. He’ll explore
the highlands, which dominate the country in spite of being bisected by
the Great Rift Valley that runs through Africa into Mozambique; the
arid desert and bushlands in the north, south, and east; as well as the
moist woodlands in the west; as he attempts to add to his growing Life
List. He’ll also share cultural images of the friendly peoples living there
and the ancient rock-hewn churches at Lalibela.

Varied Thrush

5

ETHIOPIA
Monday, April 30th, 7:00 pm
Speaker RICHARD KUEHN
Gualala Art Center

Family Bird Walk 5
Yellowlegs

6

Navarro Vineyard 8
Bird Trip
Bird Walks, Field
Trips, Programs

8

Pelagic Trip

9

Photos by Rich Kuehn

Board

10

Southern Carmine Bee-eater astride a Kori Bustard, Malachite
Kingfisher, Three-banded Plover and
highlands basket weaver

Mission

10

Page 2

The Whistling Swan April 2012

PRESIDENT’S CORNER

David Jensen

“Wouldn’t it be nice . . .” So goes the refrain of an old Beach Boys
song in which Brian Wilson imagines an idyllic future with his girlfriend, a life where everyone is happy, healthy and in love, and no
one ever quarrels or drifts apart. Wouldn’t it be nice? And wouldn’t
it be nice if we could find a cheap, clean and efficient alternative to
fossil fuel that had no serious side effects? That would definitely be
nice.
On March 23, the Department of the Interior took an important step toward bird-friendly wind development by releasing new
federal guidelines for minimizing bird and wildlife impacts from
land-based wind development in the United States. The guidelines
were developed with the assistance of a 22-member Wind Turbine
Guidelines Advisory Committee, which included experts from
National Audubon Society, The Nature Conservancy, Defenders of Wildlife, Massachusetts
Audubon and Bat Conservation International as well as representatives from the wind industry
and state fish and wildlife agencies. The committee worked with the US Fish and Wildlife
Service to develop workable, science-based guidelines to avoid, minimize and mitigate impacts
to birds and their habitats from wind energy facilities.
“These guidelines set a new industry standard for bird protection,” said Mike Daulton,
Audubon’s VP of Government Relations, who helped develop the new guidelines. “The
guidelines steer wind turbines away from vital habitat, including Audubon’s Important Bird
Areas, and toward land already marked by development. They help protect sites with high
potential risk for birds. It’s a real-world, collaborative approach, with real-world benefits for
birds and their habitats across the country.”
At Audubon’s insistence, the guidelines contain measures to avoid habitat fragmentation,
one of the most significant potential impacts of wind development on birds. As a result wind
developers who cooperate with the guidelines, will be expected to analyze thoroughly the
impacts of their projects on habitat values, and avoid and minimize approaches that cut up and
divide important habitats, like forests and grasslands, making them less suitable for wildlife. The
guidelines also give the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service a place at the table for siting decisions and
a sound basis for recommending measures needed to avoid, minimize and mitigate impacts of
wind projects. Importantly, wind developers that fail to incorporate Fish and Wildlife Service
recommendations risk prosecution under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, Bald and Golden Eagle
Protection Act, and other applicable wildlife law.
In the movie “Sophie’s Choice’” Meryl Streep is forced to decide which of her two
children will live, and which will go to the ovens. The current energy debate is often framed in
similar terms: do we save those species which are threatened by oil exploration and global
warming, or do we save those that are being killed and displaced by wind farms like the lethal
Altamont Pass complex? This new agreement offers a more reasonable solution – proper siting to
minimize impact and maximize the benefit. For that reason your chapter’s board of directors has
notified Interior Department Secretary Salazar that we support this agreement. Wouldn’t it be
nice? We hope that it will.
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NEW FEDERAL WIND POWER GUIDELINES FREQUENTLY ASKED
QUESTIONS
David Yarnald, National Audubon Society President
Q. Audubon says the new guidelines are a “step forward for bird-friendly wind
development.” Why do you think that?
A. The voluntary guidelines will set nationwide standards for study protocols, recommendations
for avoiding and minimizing impacts, and post-construction monitoring. Audubon also worked
hard to incorporate language related to habitat fragmentation. Cooperating wind companies will
be expected to analyze (and avoid, minimize and mitigate) habitat impacts under this regime.
Q. Why is Audubon supporting voluntary guidelines instead of mandatory guidelines?
A. Because we think advocating for strong voluntary guidelines will yield the best result for
birds and for the build-out of renewable energy sources. We believe there is little appetite for
mandatory guidelines in Washington, DC, as evidenced by the Interior Department’s rejection
last week of a petition asking for mandatory guidelines. On the other hand, the voluntary
guidelines will put in place an important new industry-wide standard for how wind
development will be planned and how impacts on birds will be avoided, minimized, and
mitigated. If the Interior Department follows through with strong enforcement, we could see
really meaningful change. "Voluntary" is also a bit of a misnomer. In fact, virtually every major
wind company in the U.S. is on record having voluntarily pledged to comply with these
guidelines. That’s why Audubon, and nearly every other national conservation group (including
TNC, Defenders of Wildlife and many others), supports the guidelines as an important step
forward.
Q. Why did the Interior Department reject the petition for mandatory guidelines?
A. The Department of the Interior does not believe the Migratory Bird Treaty Act can be used in
a practical, implementable way to regulate activities like wind development. That is because the
MBTA would require setting "take thresholds" for more than 1,000 species of protected
migratory birds at every project. It just would not be workable in practice and would likely result
in bureaucratic paralysis. In addition, it is not clear that DOI could issue mandatory regulations
for wind power without also addressing many other activities that harm birds -- like
construction of tall buildings, construction of cell towers, or approval of pesticide applications.
So, from Interior's perspective, a mandatory permitting process could quickly become
enormously complex and burdensome on an underfunded agency.
Q. Are the voluntary guidelines enforceable?
A. The guidelines have explicit ties to federal wildlife law. However, the Fish and Wildlife
Service has not prosecuted a wind company under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. The success of
the framework will depend on strong enforcement of wildlife law and a high standard for
assessing adherence to the guidelines going forward. That’s why we are spearheading a letter to
the Interior Department that urges strong enforcement of the guidelines (to which more than 60
groups, including dozens of Audubon chapters, have already signed on). Note: a copy of the
letter, which the MCAS Board of Directors has endorsed, is available on the internet at the
following link: http://chapterservices.audubon.org/sites/default/files/documents/
letter_to_doi_re_wind_guidelines_implementation.pdf

Page 4

The Whistling Swan April 2012
Save Our Shorebirds

Becky Bowen

Coming Soon To A Beach Near You

The BLOYs
Of Summer

Black Oystercatchers on offshore rocks at the north end of Virgin Creek Beach in
April, 2011-Becky Bowen Photo
Spring and love are in the air and the first signs of shorebird breeding season are the unmistakable chatter and aerial combat of Black Oystercatchers, year-round residents of Mendocino
County beaches. Breeding Black Oystercatchers (BLOYs in bird survey speak) are extremely
territorial and some disputes are downright brutal.
The ferocious behavior started in April last year, so look for it soon at MacKerricher State
Park (Glass Beach and points north of Fort Bragg to the Ward Avenue Ramp). These shorebirds
will pair off and build isolated, simple pebble nests on the ground along, usually on islands, but
occasionally on rocky bluffs, so please step with care and keep on trails.
Even though Black Oystercatchers were removed from the Audubon Watchlist in 2007,
the global population at that time was estimated at only 10,000 according to a report prepared by
Tessler, Johnson, Andres, Thomas and Lanctot for the Alaska Department of Fish and Game and
U.S. Fish & Wildlife (which continues to keep Black Oystercatchers on the list of Birds of
Conservation Concern).
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 Parks
beaches. To participate, contact Angela Liebenberg at ALIEBENBERG@parks.ca.gov and please visit
us on Facebook.
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PAM HUNTLEY ON KZYX FM 88.3, 90.7, AND 91.5
VARIED THRUSH
Late last fall, I heard my first Varied Thrush of the
season. They come down from the north to winter.
Their call is associated with shaded, damp,
coniferous forest of the Pacific north-west. This
unique call is an eerie, quavering single note that
fades. A few seconds later there is another single
note on a different pitch. I remember one camper
thinking it must be somebody’s alarm clock.
Although it is most closely related to the
large group of Asian thrushes, the Varied Thrush
looks like its cousin the American Robin, but with
an orange eyebrow, two orange wing bars and a
black band across its orange chest. The female
looks similar to the male but muted.

Varied Thrush male. Photo Ron LeValley
www. LeValleyphoto.com

They are seen foraging on the ground. They feed on sow bugs, snails, worms, crickets,
ants, bees, acorns and berries from blackberries to madrone and poison oak. Varied Thrushes
are noted for their aggressive behavior at feeding sites even in winter, which is unusual. They
do this by lowering their heads, lifting their tails and spreading their wings. One interesting
report was of an unfortunate Varied Thrush, which was found in Berkeley with an acorn
impaled on its beak. Weak and unable to fly, it was captured, freed of the acorn and released.

FAMILY BIRD WALK
~Fun Free Family Event~
Spring Family Bird Walk Series
April 28, 2012
Saturday 9:00 a.m.
Stanford Inn Gardens
With Sue “Magoo” Coulter & Sarah Grimes
We will go over birding basics and explore
various bird habitats. Binoculars, Bird Books
and Checklists provided.
Please R.S.V.P. to: Sarah zewa@mcn.org or
937-4322

Sarah Grimes

Northern Harrier female photo Ron LeValley
www.LeValleyphoto.com
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YELLOWLEGS

Donald Shephard

When one of the Save
Our Shorebirds (SOS)
volunteers sighted his
first Yellowlegs, he
said, “The people who
name birds have
finally got something
right.” Of the two
Tringa species that
grace our shores, both
have distinctly yellow
legs, hence the names
Lesser Yellowlegs and
Greater Yellowlegs.
They both sport rather
long necks and bills,
and white rumps and
tails. Do not expect to
see either of them
frequently or widely
Greater Yellowlegs photo Ron LeValley
distributed. Becky
www.LeValleyphoto.com
Bowen tells me the
greatest number of
Greater Yellowlegs was seventeen, recorded in July and August on the Virgin Creek estuary in
2008. SOS volunteers recorded a lesser number (eight) of the Lesser Yellowlegs on the same
estuary in summer 2009, again in July and August.
Visual birders will immediately spot long yellow legs and wonder which species to record.
Size is not always easy to assess, but the Greater Yellowlegs are fourteen inches long with a 28
inch wingspan, while the Lesser Yellowlegs are ten and a half inches long, wingspan 24 inches.
Bill length helps. In Greater Yellowlegs, the bill, slightly upturned and blunt, is noticeably longer
than the head, while the Lesser yellowlegs’ bill, straight and sharp, is about as long as its head. In
breeding plumage further distinctions appear . Also the bill of the Lesser Yellowlegs does not
become paler at the base during the winter: it is solid black year round. The Greater’s chest is
more heavily streaked than the Lesser and there are extensive dark bars on the Greater’s flanks,
while the Lesser’s flanks are mostly unmarked.
In flight, the Lesser has a dark back, a white rump, and a dark tip on its tail. Relative to its
size, the Lesser’s legs are longer than those of the Greater Yellowlegs, a difference that can be seen
in flight (entire toes and tip of tarsus visible behind the tail). Lesser Yellowlegs typically occur in
tighter and larger flocks than do Greaters, both in flight and while feeding. Juvenile Lesser
Yellowlegs have finer streaking on their breasts than do juvenile Greater Yellowlegs.
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YELLOWLEGS

continued

My wife and I often saw these birds in vernal pools in the Sierra foothills. Our surest
identification came not through binoculars, but through our ears. The Greater’s flight call is a
loud ringing deew deew deew, higher and more strident than the Lesser’s call of usually two notes.
Take a walk along the Virgin Creek beach and you may notice another difference in these
two species. The Greater wades in water and picks up prey it sees, or sweeps its bill side-to-side
at or near the surface to catch prey by feel. It dashes after prey on land. The Lesser, on the other
hand, often runs through water to chase prey.
Greater Yellowlegs breed on tundra and marshy ground from south-central Alaska to
Newfoundland and spend winters mainly along coasts from Washington State and Virginia
southward, and along the Gulf Coast, where they frequent pools, lakeshores, and tidal mudflats.
Yellowlegs are among the least
studied of shorebirds, so estimates of
population size over time are not reliable.
Christmas Bird Counts indicate that the
wintering population of Lesser
Yellowlegs in the United States is on the
increase. The consensus today is that the
population is stable, and the Canadian
government estimates it at half a million
birds.

Lesser Yellowlegs photo Ron LeValley
www.LeValleyphoto.com

Christmas Bird Counts suggest
that Greater Yellowlegs are becoming
more common in winter. The Canadian
Wildlife Service estimates the population
to number 100,000 birds in North
America.
Their relative scarcity makes
yellowlegs a delight to find. Accompany
an SOS volunteer to the Virgin Creek
estuary in July or August and you may be
fortunate enough to see one of these
sprightly birds. With more luck, you
might discover a small flock. Then you
could tell all your friends you have seen a
group, an “incontinence” of Yellowlegs.
A MESSAGE FROM THE MENDOCINO COAST AUDUBON SOCIETY BOARD
The nominating committee consists of Becky Bowen, Charlene McAllister, and Sarah Grimes.
Please contact one of them if you are interested in serving on the MCAS board of directors.
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NAVARRO VINEYARDS BIRD TRIP

Sarah Grimes

Saturday, April 7th. 10:00 a.m.
This will be the 3rd annual spring bird walk in
the vineyards of Navarro hosted by Dan
Airola. We will walk through the vineyards,
along two ponds and down to our salmon
restoration project. Ninety species of birds
have been seen on the Navarro property. We
usually see 30-40 species on this trip, including
a nice mix of wintering birds (waterfowl,
hawks), recently arriving migrants (swallows,
warblers), and resident species
Western Bluebird photo Ron LeValley
(hummingbirds, woodpeckers, sparrows).
www.LeValleyphoto.com
We also observe vineyard management
practices that are beneficial for creating bird habitat. Last year we had over 20 Western Bluebirds
hatch in the three new houses we placed along the sheep pastures and we should have 5 new
houses to examine for new use. Recently an immature Bald Eagle was foraging around our lower
pond.
The trip is suitable for all ages and birding abilities, and for those who just want to take a
spring walk into the vineyards and adjacent natural habitat. We will start at 10:00 a.m. at the
Navarro tasting room parking lot. The tour lasts a few hours so bring appropriate shoes and
something to eat afterwards. Please R.S.V.P. at 707-895-3686. Of course we would love to have
you taste our wines afterwards and enjoy some of our artisan cheeses with your picnic.

BIRD WALKS, FIELD TRIPS AND PROGRAMS
April 2012:
7 Beginners' Bird Walk: 9:00 a.m., Mendocino Botanical Gardens.
15 Field Trip: 9:00 am, Van Damme Beach and State Park Note this trip has been moved from
April 8th (Easter Sunday) to April 15th.
18 Bird Walk: 8:00 am, Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens
30 Chapter Meeting: 7:00 pm, Gualala Art Center, Gualala. Dr. Rich Kuehn presents “The Birds
of Ethiopia”
May 2012:
5 Beginners' Bird Walk: 9:00 a.m., Mendocino Botanical Gardens.
12 Field Trip: Saturday 8:00 am, Navarro River and Beach. Meet at south end of Navarro River
bridge.
16 Bird Walk: 8:00 am, Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens
21 Chapter Meeting: 7:00 pm, TBA
26 Hendy Woods State Park. Carpool from Harvest Market parking lot at 8:00 am. or meet at
Hendy Woods entrance at 9:00 am.
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PELAGIC TRIP

Karen Havlena

There are only three spaces available
for the Sunday, May 20th, pelagic
trip from Fort Bragg. We will set up
a waiting list. We meet at 7:00 a.m.
for eight hours on the ocean,
returning about 3:30 p.m. Cost is
$105 by check or $110 by credit card.
Make checks payable to MCAS.
Sorry, we cannot accommodate
handicapped folks or children under
eleven.
Leaders are: Rob Fowler, Ron
LeValley and John Sterling. The
vessel is the Telstar.

Black-footed Albatross photo Ron LeValley
www.LeValleyphoto.com

BLACK OYSTERCATCHER WORKSHOP Joleen Ossello
On behalf of MCAS, Audubon CA, & California State Parks, you are cordially invited to the first
Black Oystercatcher workshop along the Mendocino Coast. Anna Weinstein, of Audubon
California, will share the results of last year’s first-ever statewide survey, with a focus on the
invaluable information many of you collected in Mendocino and northern Sonoma counties. We
will discuss plans for evaluating the breeding success of our local birds and how you can become
a citizen scientist and help conserve these amazing birds this coming summer. Short field trip
with mini-training included.
When: Saturday, May 5th 9am - 2pm
Where: Russian Gulch Recreation Hall
Provided: Continental Breakfast
Bring: Binoculars (and scope if available), appropriate dress for weather, sack lunch
RSVP and questions: Joleen Ossello,
707-962-0142, j_ossello@earthlink.net
Black Oystercatcher on nest photo Ron
LeValley www.LeValleyphoto.com

Black Oystercatcher nest and eggs
photo Donald Shephard
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David Jensen
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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

