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White-breated Nuthatch                  
photo by Nick Sanders/GBBC

The 2016 Great Backyard Bird Count 
(GBBC) takes place Friday, February 12, 

through Monday, February 15. Last year for 
the third time GBBC joined up with eBird to 
provide global coverage. It’s easy to participate 
in the GBBC by making your observations and 
then submitting your list. Before you submit a 
list you must create a free GBBC account. You 
can no longer mail in your observations. Go to 
www.birdcount.org and click on Get Started. 
You’ll find downloadable instructions to create 
your free account, to enter your 2016 observa-
tions, and to learn about other opportunities. If 
you are already registered with eBird or Project 
Feederwatch, you can use the same login infor-
mation. Count the birds in your backyard, your 
favorite birding spot, even traveling. There’s a 
tally sheet inserted in this issue, but remem-
ber you need to create your GBBC account to 
report sightings. Your records help provide a 
4-day snapshot of bird distribution and abun-
dance around the globe. 

Here’s what you do:

 Count the highest total of each bird species 
for at least a 15-minute period in your yard, 
or wherever you want. Taking the highest 
total avoids duplicate counting. 

 Create your GBBC account and send your 
totals for one or more days during the 
GBBC period to www.birdcount.org. Use a 
separate checklist for each day or each site 
on a given day. The on-line checklist is user-
friendly. If you are unable to submit your 
list, ask a friend to create an account and to 
submit your list for you.

National Audubon collaborates with the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology and Bird Studies 
Canada to bring GBBC to you. To continue this 
kind of monitoring through the winter, look 
into participating in Project FeederWatch by 
going to www.feederwatch.org.
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Vagrant Plastic
Editorial by 

Warren King

Seabirds come in quite a variety of shapes and sizes and their food choices vary, too. Data from 
2012 projected to 2016 and taking into account a doubling of the global production of plastic 

every eleven years, 90 percent of seabirds ingest plastic. By 2050 99.8 percent of all seabirds will 
have done so.

Ships dump an estimated 6.5 million tons of waste at sea each year. The oceans receive 
about 300,000 tons of plastic annually. 
Additional plastic comes from coastal cit-
ies’ landfills and trash heaps or is carried 
to sea by rivers. The UN Convention on 
Biological Diversity states that more than 
600 species, from microinvertebrates to 
whales, are affected by plastic waste.

Plastic particles on the world’s ocean 
surface range from a few per linear kilo-
meter in the Arctic to 580,000 per square 
kilometer in the center of the six oceanic 
gyres, known today as “garbage patch-
es.” The average density over the world’s 
ocean surface is 13,000 plastic particles 
per square kilometer. Fortunately, sea-
birds are seldom attracted to these gyres since they are occupied by few food species. The greatest 
impact of plastic ingestion on seabirds occurs “in a band around the southern edges of Australia, 
South Africa and South America” according to an Australian biologist. 

Non-food particles found in the stomachs of seabird chicks, harvested by their parents at sea 
and regurgitated to their offspring, include beads, synthetic foam fishing line, buttons, cigarette 
lighters, toys, PVC pipe, plastic bags, golf tees, dish-washing gloves, marker pens, aluminum foil, 
metal wire, neoprene O-rings, light bulbs and rope. Ninety-eight percent of Laysan Albatross 
chicks have at least one of these items in their gut. Nearly 200 plastic pieces have been found in a 
single seabird gut, according to one researcher.

Plastic particles occupy an increasingly larger portion of a seabird’s gut over time, leading to 
malnutrition and starvation. The particles also contain toxic chemicals, particularly polychlori-
nated biphenols (PCBs), which then pass to the birds’ body tissue. Not infrequently, ingested items 
are too large or the wrong shape to be regurgitated.

Bear in mind that plastic won’t decompose in your lifetime, and that the ocean is still the ulti-
mate receptacle for all too many items. Your vagrant plastic may kill a seabird.
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The Laysan Albatross “Wisdom” 
with a newly hatched chick at 
Midway Atoll National Wildlife 
Refuge, March 2011
photo by John Klavitter/U. S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service

Wisdom Returns

A female Laysan Albatross with the apt name Wisdom has 
returned with her mate to Midway National Wildlife Refuge 

in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. As the years progress, she 
has become a celebrity: the world’s oldest known free-living band-
ed bird. In May 2011 she and her chick made national headlines, 
including an article in Otter Tracks, for having survived a tsunami 
that killed more than 100,000 albatross chicks in the Northwestern 
Hawaiian Islands. Laysan Albatrosses begin breeding at age 5 and 
lay one egg a year. Wisdom is at least 64 years old, banded while 
incubating an egg in 1956 by ornithologist Chandler Robbins. 
Over the years she has raised at least 36 chicks to fledging.

Stomach contents of Midway Island albatross   
photo by Chris Jordan
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Odd Ducks and Others:  
Local Results of the  

2015 Christmas Bird Counts

As usual, the past year’s Addison County 
Christmas Bird Counts produced 

some surprises. Due to record warmth in 
December open water on Lake Champlain, 
the rivers, and even the smaller ponds due 
to ensured unusual number of waterbirds 
and northern winter visitors, but in sur-
prising ways.

The Ferrisburgh count, which covers 
a large chunk of open, deeper waters of 
Lake Champlain, normally leads the other 
counts in total numbers of species, includ-
ing waterbirds, but this time around had 
only 11 waterfowl species, compared with 
a 10-year average of 19. Middlebury’s 
count, by comparison, had 22 water-relat-
ed species, one below the count’s record 
for that category.

Missing entirely on the Ferrisburgh 
count were Hooded and Red-breasted 
Mergansers, species that had been record-
ed on all previous Ferrisburgh counts. By 
contrast, Middlebury had a record 270 
Hooded Mergansers, but also no Red-
breasted Mergansers, which aremalways 
rare or absent on the Middlebury count. 
And even the Mount Abe count, usu-
ally handicapped by iced-over water, had a 
Hooded Merganser.

Among Middlebury’s surprises were 
two Pacific Loons and a Tufted Duck, 

both records new to that 
count. The Tufted Duck, a 
common European scaup rel-
ative, appeared on a Vermont 
Christmas count for the first 
time, but has been sighted in 
Vermont at least ten times 
previously.

Northern raptors and 
songbirds that move south 
into Vermont often swell 
Christmas count lists, but not 
this time. There were about 
half as many Rough-legged 
Hawks although Red-tailed 
Hawks, were as abundant as 
usual. And unlike 2013 and 2014, no 
Snowy Owls were seen. No Bohemian 
Waxwings appeared on any Addison 
County counts, Snow Buntings were 
scarce (15 on the Ferrisburgh count, 1 on 
the Middlebury count, where numbers 
sometimes reach four digits). No Lapland 
Longspurs were reported among the Snow 
Bunting flocks. Also no siskins, redpolls, 
crossbills or grosbeaks were reported, 
except in Ripton, where 11 Pine Siskins 
and 5 Evening Grosbeaks were reported at 
a feeder in Ripton on the Mt. Abe count.

Other unusual species included a Pine 
Warbler, a Greater Yellowlegs and a 

Hermit Thrush for Ferrisburgh: a Bald 
Eagle, Lesser Scaup and a Hermit Thrush 
for Mt. Abe; and a Blue-winged Teal, 
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, and 2 Belted 
Kingfishers on the Middlebury count. 
Going further afield in Vermont, an 
unprecedented White-eyed Vireo was 
observed and photographed in Burlington 
and a record 84,500 Snow Geese were seen 
on the Grand Isle count. And for the first 
time, Middlebury led all Vermont counts 
with 74 species. Ferrisburgh, usually the 
leader, had 68 species, and Mt. Abe had 
57 species.

Eastern Bluebird in staghorn sumac on the Middlebury 
Christmas Bird Count                                                          photo by Gary Starr

One highlight of the 2015 Middlebury 
Christmas Bird Count was a Fish 

Crow recorded by Dick Harlow in Crown 
Point Village south of Crown Point Bridge 
and just within the Middlebury Christmas 
Bird Count 15-mile circle. Fish Crow is 
a species not previously recorded on the 
Middlebury Count. 

Fish Crows are common along the 
Atlantic shoreline and major river systems 
from southern Maine through the Florida 
peninsula, west along the Gulf coast to east Texas and up the 
Mississippi valley to southern Illinois and Indiana. In New York, 
Fish Crows have spread up the Hudson valley to the Champlain 
Canal, along the western Champlain valley, and Lake Ontario. The 
species has extended its range northward by leapfrogging, estab-
lishing new colonies well beyond nearest neighbors. Tiny disjunct 

populations persist at the southern end of 
Cayuga Lake in Ithaca and also in suburban 
Burlington near Lake Champlain, where a 
few birds have nested since 1998.

Identification is a challenge because Fish 
Crows look extremely similar to American 
Crows. They’re both all black but Fish 
Crows are usually slightly smaller in size, 
their tails are slightly longer, and their 
heads and bills are slightly smaller. These 
differences are perceptible only if the two 

species are side by side and in the same posture. One diagnostic 
character is the Fish Crows’ nasal “uh-uh” call, given less fre-
quently in winter than in summer. It helps to have heard them 
calling “uh-uh” a number of times in a site known to have Fish 
Crows. Dick Harlow was quite familiar with their calls and was 
confident about his record.

Fish Crow on Middlebury Christmas Count
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On warm, wet nights from mid-March 
to mid-April frogs and salamanders 

move from their wintering sites on high 
ground to wetlands to mate and lay eggs. 
Their route to the nearest vernal pool 
sometimes takes them across a road. 

This is the thirteenth spring that 
Otter Creek Audubon and the Salisbury 
Conservation Commission will patrol 
an amphibian crossing site in Salisbury. 
Across Vermont, groups of concerned 
individuals attempt to alter amphibians’ 
lethal odds by moving them off the road 
during nights of significant movement. 
At the most dangerous crossings they may 
suffer 50 percent mortality, but this cross-
ing has very little traffic. This site retains 
not only large numbers of amphibians 
but also remarkable species diversity: four 
salamander and three frog species. On a 
big night we’ll move more than a thou-
sand amphibians in a two-hour period. 

The site affords all who 
participate an opportunity 
to experience this remark-
able natural phenomenon 
at first hand, since traffic is 
infrequent and slow.

You can witness and 
help perpetuate this migra-
tion if you sign up for the 
2016 amphibian email 
alert. You’ll receive an 
email alert on the morning 
of a projected big night and 
then a confirming email 
at about 6 pm. Movement 
starts around 8:30 pm and 
can run for several hours. 
Volunteers may arrive and leave when 
they wish and are responsible for their 
own safety and the safety of others in 
their group. Upon arrival OCAS provides 
you with species identification tips and a 

reminder of appropriate behavior. With 
your help we’ll record the numbers of each 
species we move for the first two hours. 
Sign up at kinglet@together.net even if you 
were on the list in another year.

2016 Salamander Escorts

Songbirds At Night

One consequence of climate change is the relative inability of migrant birds to 
time egg-laying and hatching to coincide with an abundant but short-lived 

insect food supply. Failure to time egg-laying correctly, or phenological mis-
match, takes place because the tropics and subtropics, where many migrant birds 
overwinter, experience a less pronounced shift in the onset of climate-induced 
seasonal cues than the arctic or subarctic, where these birds may breed. As a result 
migrants arrive late for maximum availability of their prey, reducing their produc-
tivity and, ultimately, the species’ population.

Researchers at the Hubbard Brook Experimental Forest in New Hampshire’s 
White Mountains have assembled 25 years of data on Black-throated Blue 
Warblers. They have a certain amount of flexibility in the timing of their egg-
laying. This flexibility does not cover not as many days as variation of dates of leaf-
out and the initiation of insect availability, but is sufficient to optimize breeding 
success. Whether they will continue to demonstrate adequate flexibility as climate 
change increases in intensity is not known, nor is the ability of other migrant 
species to demonstrate a similar amount of flexibility in an increasingly, but not 
uniformly, warming world.

Dealing with Phenological Mismatch

Songbirds at Night

Most of what we know about songbirds 
during their breeding season is what takes 
place between sunrise and sunse. Because 
radio transmitters are now small enough 
to be used on songbirds, research finally 
is turning to where songbirds spend their 
nighttime hours.

Wood Thrush males, it turns out, spend 
the night mostly outside their breeding 
territories in areas of denser foliage, where 
they would be less likely to be found by noc-
turnal predators. Female Wood Thrushes do 
the incubating and are therefore tied to the 
nest day and night. Once her initial incuba-
tion and brooding duties are completed, 
she remains within the breeding territory 
to get ready for her second nesting, where 
the male joins her. The researchers presume 
the male’s motivation in returning to the 
female’s side is not out of loyalty but to pre-
vent other males from mating with his mate.

This study has a conservation message 
for us. Protection of habitat needs to take 
into account not only a bird species’ habitat 
selected by day, but also the male’s noctur-
nal habitat, which may differ significantly 
from a pair’s breeding territory habitat.

Comparing Appendages            photo by Jennifer Murdoch

Black-throated 
Blue Warbler 
photo by Gary Irwin
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FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 12  GREAT BACKYARD BIRD COUNT. 
TO  See article this issue, page 1, 
MONDAY, FEBRUARY 15 and www.birdcount.org.

MONDAY, MARCH 21 2016 SALAMANDER ESCORTS. 
TO SUNDAY, APRIL 10 See article, this issue. Contact 
 Warren or Barry King 388-4082 
or kinglet@together.net to sign up for volunteer amphibian 
email alert list, even if you participated last year.

SUNDAY, MAY 8 WARBLER WARM-UP. Ron Payne 
7:30-10:30 AM and Warren King will lead a 
 search for newly arrived spring 
migrants. Hone your birding identification skills before leaf-
out. Co-sponsored with the Watershed Center. Meet at the 
Bristol Waterworks, Plank Road east of North Street, Bristol. 
Call Warren at 388-4082 if in doubt about the weather.

SUNDAY, MAY 1  OTTER CREEK AUDUBON 
TO SUNDAY MAY 15 BIRDATHON. See further informa
 tion in the May 2016 Otter Tracks.

OCAS Calendar of Events
February - May 2016

SEVENTH ANNUAL 
CABIN FEVER LECTURE SERIES 

(Second Thursdays, January – March)
Downstairs at Ilsley Library, 75 Main Street, Middlebury

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 11, 7 PM

GARY STARR: 
BIRDS OF PARADISE 
AND OTHER STORIES

THURSDAY, MARCH 10, 7 PM

STEVE HAGENBUCH: 
BIRD FRIENDLY MAPLE SYRUP

On July 19, 2015, 51 educators from all over the US and the 
world embarked on a weeklong experience with the National 

Audubon Society at their Hog Island Camp. Some of them had 
been there before and felt as if they were coming home. Others 
had never been there or in such a remote place before and were a 
bit apprehensive. Some were excited and eager to bird, equipped 
with binoculars, scopes, tripods and high-powered cameras. 
Others had never birded before and could not quite grasp the 
intensity of their peers. However, every one was concerned with 
how to get their students more connected to and invested in 
nature. We all very much believed in Camp Director Stephen 
Kress’ words, “As educators, there is an enormous need in getting 
people to care.” I was very lucky to be one of them, thanks to you 
all at Otter Creek Audubon Society.

Each day, I had the amazing opportunity to work with natural-
ists and expert instructors to explore the surrounding habitats; 
ponds, bogs, tidal pools, forests and fields! It was a beautiful place 
with so much to explore! We also got to take part in workshops to 
model active, hands-on nature lessons that could be used in our 
classrooms. It was invigorating and exciting to work with such 
wonderful experts as well as learning alongside like-minded edu-
cators! I certainly left the island excited to get ready for the school 
year and to share my experience with you all and with my school!

In addition to daily workshops, we had evening programs 
and excursions out to Eastern Egg Rock to a re-established puf-
fin colony. On the evening of July 20, we were lucky enough to 

actually meet and hear from Stephen Kress, the man who worked 
tirelessly to re-establish that puffin colony and who now runs the 
camp as a way of supporting his bird work. 

Stephen’s method of re-establishing the puffin colony is now 
a model for bringing back seabirds to places all over the world. 
And his persistence and dedication is a model for all people. He 
told us, “we are going to have to be stewards- not just for birds 
but for the whole world... People can make a real difference”, and 
through his story he proved it. 

Thank you all for the opportunity to attend the Educator’s 
Week at Hog Island. It has made a difference in my life and I 
intend to pass it along! Hog Island has programs for all ages. I 
encourage you to consider visiting, volunteering and support-
ing this amazing and inspiring place, a place that proves that we 
should care and that we can make a difference.

We Can Make a Difference
by Danielle Levine

MARSH, MEADOW AND GRASSLAND 
WILDLIFE WALKS 

A monthly joint OCAS-MALT event. We invite community 
members to help survey birds and other wildlife at Otter 
View Park and Hurd Grassland. Meet at Otter View Park 
parking area, Weybridge Street and Pulp Mill Bridge Road, 
Middlebury. Shorter and longer routes possible. Beginning 
birders are welcome. Come for all or part of the walk. For 
information call 388-1007 or 388-6019.

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 12, 8-10 AM

SATURDAY, MARCH 11, 8-10 AM

SATURDAY, APRIL 8, 8-10 AM

SATURDAY, MAY 14, 7-9 AM

[top] Lesser Bird of 
Paradise  photo by Gary Starr     
[bottom] Maple Syrup 
Pre- and Post-Processing   
photo by Steve Hagenbuch, Audubon Vermont
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Pine forest   photo by Hannu

Forest Birds Losing Ground

For 25 years the Vermont Forest Bird Monitoring 
Program (FBMP) has monitored the abundance 

and diversity of unmanaged interior forests throughout 
Vermont. This study was created to complement the 
long-running Breeding Bird Survey, which is road-based 
and doesn’t monitor interior forest well. Starting with 11 
transects in 1989 and increasing gradually to 31 transects 
by 2012, the FBMP has involved 60 volunteer citizen 
scientists who identify by sight or sound all birds in a 
10-minute period at five sites about 250 yards apart along 
a defined forest survey route. Counts are made twice in 
June each year. In all, 2500 site counts have yielded over 
32,000 birds of 125 species. 

The Vermont Center for Ecostudies (VCE) organizes 
the program. VCE conservation biologist Steve Faccio 
runs it. For the past two years Faccio has been undertak-
ing an analysis of the massive body of data. His report 
will be released in May or June, but we have a preliminary 
look at some of the data now. Considering the species 
with the most statistically robust data (those most widely 
distributed, abundant and easily detected), eight have 
increased significantly, 13 have declined significantly 

and 13 are unchanged. Considering guilds - clusters of 
bird species that make a living the same way - two have 
increased, seven have declined, and four are relatively 
unchanged.

Among the obvious abundant species Red-eyed Vireo, 
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Black-throated Green Warbler 
and Ovenbird have increased. Each species occupies a 
different ecological habitat. Eastern Wood Pewee, Great 
Crested Flycatcher, Downy Woodpecker and Blue Jay 
have declined. The first two of the declining species are 
aerial insectivores, a guild that has declined precipi-
tously regionwide. Among species of deciduous forest-
ed wetlands Veery, White-throated Sparrow, Common 
Yellowthroat and Canada Warbler have declined, as have 
three species found most frequently in coniferous wetland 
forests, Blackburnian Warbler, Winter Wren and Yellow-
rumped Warbler. In summary, 24 percent of species (half 
of them neotropical migrants) increased, while 38 percent, 
(two-thirds of them neotropical migrants) decreased. The 
impact of West Nile virus on Blue Jays and several other 
species in the years on both sides of 2000 was significant. 
Some species have recovered fully; others have not.


