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Several North American bat species 
have suffered near extinction due to a 

fungal disease called White-nosed Syndrome. 
This disease probably came to North America 
from Europe and was first found in 2006 in 
a cave of hibernating bats in New York. It 
has spread across the continent year by year, 
reaching Seattle Washington by 2015 and San 
Antonio Texas by 2018. About half of North 
America’s 47 bat species hibernate for winter 
survival; twelve are affected by this disease. 
The Little Brown Bat, once the most abundant 
bat species in eastern North America, is now 
listed as endangered, as is the Indiana Bat. A 
third species, the Northern Long-eared Bat, 
is listed in Vermont as endangered but so far 
is only considered threatened by the federal 
government. 

The Northern Long-eared Bat was listed as 
federally threatened in 2015. After a success-
ful lawsuit by several conservation groups in 
Feb. 2020, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
proposed that the Northern Long-eared Bat be 
reconsidered for endangered status within four 
years. The five regional or national conservation 

organizations again 
brought suit, demanding 
that a decision on the Long-eared Bat’s sta-
tus be made more quickly. In March 2021, 
the judge ruled that the time allowed the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for review to 
be “unreasonable.” Further, if the Northern 
Long-eared Bat were relisted as endangered, 
the “4(d) rule”, would be rescinded. This 
rule allows most habitat-destroying activities 
within the species’ range to proceed during 
the review despite the presence of threatened 
species. The Northern Long-eared Bat occurs 
along wooded ridges in coal country and is 
more solitary in roosting and hibernating site 
selection than the two bat species already clas-
sified as endangered. Northern Long-eared 
Bats choose tight crevices instead of open areas 
in caves, which the other two species prefer. 
The current coal mining procedure, graphi-
cally described as mountaintop removal/valley 
fill, would become illegal if the U.S Fish and 
Wildlife Service relists the current threatened 
species as endangered.

Unequal Mammal Movement Across the Isthmus of Panama

Twenty million years ago, North and South 
America were separated by the Central 

American Seaway, preventing mixing of mam-
mals between the two continents. Between 
twenty million and three million years ago, 
magma from the collision of the Pacific Plate 
and the Caribbean Plate gradually created 
islands and ultimately a land bridge between 
the two continents. The land bridge enabled 
the fauna of the two continents to mix.

Paleontologists have been puzzled by what 
appears to be a disproportionate movement of 
North American mammals to South America.  
Ten percent of North America’s mammals 
evolved in South America whereas fully forty 

percent of mammal species in South America 
evolved in North America.

Mammals that evolved in the southern 
continent and moved north included opos-
sums, porcupines and armadillos. Going in the 
other direction, several very effective preda-
tors, including foxes, cats and bears, moved 
from north to south. These predators brought 
with them specialized carnivorous teeth and 
larger brains than their South American coun-
terparts. Carnivores originating in South 
America were all eliminated by their northern 
competitors. This experiment on a continental 
scale began three million years ago and contin-
ues today.
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Northern Long-eared Bat: 
Endangered 

or Threatened?

Immature Northern Shrike     
Photo by Gary Starr
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A 2013 study by S. Loss, T. Will and P. Marra (2013, Nature 
Communications, 4:1396) estimated that the roughly 100 

million household cats in the U.S. kill about 2.4 billion birds and 
12.3 billion small mammals each year. The only way to be certain 
that cats won’t kill birds or small mammals is to keep them inside 
year-round. Cats raised inside seem to be content to stay inside.

A variety of products on the market claim to reduce cats’ suc-
cess in hunting birds and small mammals. One such product, 
BirdsBeSafe, is a collar with a colorful ruff-like cover, manufac-
tured and sold in Vermont.  It was the subject of a 2015 study in 
Global Ecology and Conservation, 3: 359-366. The authors, S.K. 
Willson, I.A. Okunlola and J.A. Novak, examined its effectiveness 
for cats who are allowed to go outside. The presence of this collar 
and its cover reduced the number of birds killed by those cats by a 
factor of 19 in the spring and by a factor of 3.4 in the fall. Presence 
of the collar and cover reduced mammal prey by one half.

Eager: The Surprising Secret Life of Beavers and Why They Matter  
by Ben Goldfarb 
2018 Chelsea Green

Review by Barbara Osuka 

Ben Goldfarb’s 2018 book Eager, The Surprising, Secret Life of Beavers 
and Why They Matter, focuses on American beavers as wetland engi-

neers and habitat creators in the North American landscape, past, pres-
ent, and future, with a quick side-trip over to the British Isles. 

The author is not a long-term beaver researcher/biologist.  In fact, he 
admits to becoming a Beaver Believer in 2015 after attending a day-long 
meeting in Seattle, Washington attended by tribal, federal, and university 

scientists devoted to bringing back beavers. Voila! He became a Beaver Believer!  As a member 
of that ever-expanding coterie, and as an author and avid researcher, he presents this superbly 
referenced book. Much of it is story after story of his visits in the field with biologists, watershed 
council members, and researchers working on ecological restoration projects, primarily across 
the American West.

Can a beaver family be persuaded to set up shop in a watershed?  Their tiered dams will func-
tion not only to slow the water, but also to contain sediment washed off the hillside.  A myriad 
of other species will be attracted to the new mini-wetland.  The weight of the waterbody will sink 
into the ground, re-charging an aquifer that a farmer might want to draw from.  Goldfarb gives 
a whole course in fluvial geomorphology. 

Goldfarb does not mince words about the challenges of beaver re-introduction projects, 
including conflicts with agencies, trappers who like to get the business of trapping out nuisance 
beavers, stream restorationists with their “Tonka Toys,” and the lack of good quality long-term 
studies on the effectiveness of particular strategies.

Written with a sly, understated humor that pops up unexpectedly in a turn of phrase, this 
book is a joy to read.

Help for birds and cats on a yard sign?
Right before Earth Day this year I read (yet another) article 

about the enormous toll pet cats who go outside alone take on 
birds... 700 million each year in the U.S. As Audubon members 
you are most likely aware of this and may have wondered if 
there is anything that can be done. The Earth simply cannot 
afford to keep losing birds at the current rate. The issue is sur-
prisingly contentious! There are “bird people” and “cat people” 
and, though there is actually some common ground, they agree 
on very little.

Noticing the variety of yard signs in our neighborhood, I 
decided I could make a cat-bird yard sign as one way to address 
it. A kindly worded, colorful sign might increase awareness of 
the issue. It might generate conversations about protecting cats 
as well as birds. I decided to make one for our yard, but when I 
ran the idea past two friends they both said they wanted one! 
Encouraged, I decided maybe people in OCAS would also be 
interested. 

The sign (which is still a work in progress) will most likely read 
“When cats live safely inside, birds are safe outside”. Along the 
bottom in smaller letters it will say, “ Cats who go outside alone 
get lost and hit by cars. They also kill millions of birds every 
year.” There will be colorful graphics. 

If you think you would like a yard sign, or have any ideas relat-
ing to it, please send me an email: dottienelson2@gmail.com.

One Way to Collar a Cat
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OCAS Calendar of Events 
May – September 2021

OCAS-MALT MArSh MeAdOw And GrASSLAnd 
wiLdLife wALkS 

Due to COVID-19, the monthly joint OCAS-MALT Marsh, 
Meadow and Grassland Wildlife Walks, normally on the 
second Thursday of each month, are cancelled until further 
notice. Check the OCAS website for changes in the status of 
this popular monthly event.

Female  
Northern Flicker    
Photo by Craig Zontag

SundAy, MAy 2 OCAS BirdAThOn  
TO MOndAy, MAy 31 Our main fundraiser of the year.  
 OCAS teams identify as many spe-
cies as they can under social distancing and self-imposed 
rules in a 24-hour period. OCAS members are encouraged 
to count bird species on a day of your choice. Ask friends 
to support your efforts or efforts of a board member at an 
amount per species or with a flat sum. Report your efforts 
and send raised funds to OCAS Treasurer Kathy Starr, 782 
Weybridge Rd, Weybridge VT 05753. Contributions to OCAS 
are tax deductible. See insert, this issue.

Owls of the Eastern Ice  
by Jonathan Slaght 
2020 Farrar, Straus and Giroux 

Review by Mike Winslow 

Standing over two feet in height 
and weighing up to eight pounds, 

Blakiston’s Fish Owl (Bubo blakistoni) 
is the largest owl in the world. The 
bird inhabits stream-side habitats in 
a few Eastern Russian provinces and 
the northernmost islands of Japan. 

Ornithologist Jonathan Slaght earned his PhD identifying criti-
cal habitat characteristics for the species in Russia and devel-
oping a conservation plan for its protection. He documents 
his field seasons learning how to capture and track the elusive 
birds, while navigating the deep winters and eccentric fellow 
field researchers and residents of remote Primorye Province.

Slaght’s tale is engaging and evocative. Most of his work took 
place in the last weeks of winter. Travel hazards included racing 
across a frozen river before the ice became too weak, trapping 
him and his field crew in the wild for weeks. They raced down 
a forest road before the local logging company permanently 

closed it off with massive earthen berms. He got his field vehicle 
stuck in the snow two kilometers away from either the nearest 
main road or the cabin where they would be staying, meaning 
the vehicle would stay in place for weeks. Through it all is the 
eastern Russian landscape of remote wilderness, salmon-filled 
rivers, and stately Chosenia trees (a type of willow) with owl 
nests.

Memorable characters Slaght spent weeks with included a 
hermit named Anatolyi, who believes the nearby mountains 
have been hollowed out and are inhabited by men in white 
robes. Fellow field worker Andrey Katkov is an incessant talker 
and unparalleled snorer. Wise Sergey Avdeyuk guides Slaght 
through his field seasons and spends his free time “sampling 
prey density” (i.e. fishing). 

While the book excels at describing the habitat of the owls 
and the frustrations of field work, it does have some weak-
nesses. Some of the anecdotes seem forced, untied to the larger 
narrative, and I would have liked to have learned more about 
the sociology and economics of the remote regions where 
Slaught worked. Still, it is a wonderful opportunity to escape to 
a different world and better understand a fascinating bird and 
its researchers.

Nurturing Bird-a-thon Birders
By Carol Ramsayer

Since 2014, Amy Clapp has held an annual all-school Bird-
a-thon at her Salisbury Community School.  Funds raised are 
donated to OCAS.  She has always encouraged participation, 
more than monetary donations.  Students with sponsors, how-
ever, tended to be more involved and enthusiastic.  So this year, 
using $900 profits from her Naturally Literate sales as “seed 
money,” she will support students who are unable to find spon-
sors.  Her goal is two-fold: to get more kids out birding for 
Bird-a-thon, and, as Amy says, “to provide all students with the 
opportunity to know how good it feels to help out organizations 
that they care about.”  Thank you, Amy!

Marty Illick
The Otter Creek Audubon Board of Directors regrets the 

passing of Marty Illick and her husband in a recent boating 
accident. Marty founded and was the long-time director of the 
Lewis Creek Association, with which OCAS was a frequent col-
laborator. In 1997 the OCAS board awarded Marty the Silver 
Feather, our annual honorary award. We extend our condo-
lences to Marty’s family, friends and colleagues.
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The November 2019 Otter Tracks included a report on the 
distribution of Emerald Ash Borer (EAB) in Vermont. At that 

time 11 of 14 Vermont counties had reported the presence of 
EAB. Addison County was represented by a population 
discovered in Bristol in 2019. Thankfully, the local situ-
ation is still the same, although we’re approaching the 
time of year when adult EABs emerge from their tree host 
and move to new ones. On their own, EABs move only a 
mile or two a year. The reason for most of their spread is 
people unknowingly transporting egg- or larva-infested 
firewood for camping or heating. Vermont has advised 
against moving ash firewood further than 25 miles from 
its source. Now that 35 states have EAB populations, the 
federal government has given up on a quarantine. 

Emerald ash borers only attack ash trees. A tiny per-
centage of trees seem not to get infested. But once in a tree, 
the insect is nearly always lethal – and quickly. If a tree gets 
infested with EAB, there’s nearly 100 percent certainty that it 
will die within five years. Vermont has three species of ash: white, 
green and black. All are subject to EAB. With about 150 million 
ash trees in the state, 5 to 7 percent of all Vermont trees, their 
loss will have a significant impact on some local ecosystems and 
economies. 

The purple prism-shaped boxes you see hanging in ash trees 
are used to find or confirm the local presence of EAB but they 
don’t have any control value. Biologists monitor these “Barney 
Traps” (remember Barney?) to see if any EABs have been attract-

ed to the trap’s lure where they are trapped by its sticky surface. 
One avenue being explored to somewhat reduce the impact 

of EAB nationwide is the use of biocontrols. The Vermont 
Department of Agriculture has been growing wasp-like parasit-

oids of three varieties, including one with a long ovipositor 
to penetrate trees with thick bark and another that 
lays eggs in the eggs of EABs. Extensive lab testing has 

shown that the parasitoids don’t affect any other insect 
group. The parasitoids seem to reduce EAB populations 

but not to the point of eliminating them. Last summer, 
parasitoids were released at two sites in Vermont. 

If you have an ash tree or small grove that you 
particularly value, individual ash trees may be treated 

every other year by a chemical treatment that protects 95 
percent of ash trees from being infected. Pick your trees 
carefully because treatment is expensive. Bear in mind that 
individual ash trees are male or female but not both, so if 

your aim is for future seedlings, you’ll need to protect both 
sexes. The chemical inoculation of a number of ash trees to 

ensure a continuing population can run up a breathtaking bill. 
Contact your county forester for certified professionals who 

provide this service. 
Emerald Ash Borer Awareness Week, May 15 to 22, is a good 

time to look over your ash trees for the little D-shaped holes that 
adult EABs make exiting the bark or to see if ash trees are dying 
on your land. Dead ash trees fall unpredictably when cut. Cutting 
them while still alive is safer for the cutter. A great source of 
information on EAB in Vermont and what to do about them  is 
https://www.vtinvasives.org/land/emerald-ash-borer-vermont.

Emerald Ash Borer Update
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