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This issue of the Shore Stewards news focuses on marine bird decline in Puget Sound and on the Pigeon Guillemot, a nesting seabird who lives in our bluffs. These two fascinating articles were guest written by respected local contributors, and were printed with full permission of the contributing authors. Hilary Culverwell, who writes about marine bird decline, is a Regional Liaison for  Puget Sound Action Team (PSAT), covering Skagit, Whatcom and San Juan counties.  This article was previously printed in the Puget Sound Action Team newsletter, Soundwaves, which is published quarterly and  can be viewed at http://www.psat.wa.gov/Publications/soundwaves/soundwaves.htm   Hilary Culverwell can be contacted at hculverwell@psat.wa.gov, or by phone at 360-676-2233.

Frances Wood and Phyllis Kind, who write about Pigeon Guillemots,  are WSU Beach Watchers from Whidbey Island. This article was also published this month in the Beach Log, the monthly newsletter of the WSU Beach Watchers in Island County.

Marine Bird Decline in the Puget Sound Region

Over 100 species of marine birds, from the prehistoric-looking cormorant to the dainty sandpiper, are either part or full-year residents of Puget Sound.  These birds display an astonishing array of survival skills and migration patterns.  The common murre, for example, routinely dives to depths of 200 feet seeking fish, squid and crustaceans.     Western sandpipers, the most abundant shorebird in Washington, migrate thousands of miles each year between their breeding grounds in W. Alaska and E. Siberia to their wintering grounds in N. and S. America. Flying in huge, lock-step formations that Blue Angels pilots would envy, these tiny migrants spend only 2-3 days in the region, where they refuel by feeding on tiny organisms in N. Puget Sound mud flats. 

Recent research by John Bower at Western Washington University largely confirms what prior research had already concluded: precipitous declines have occurred in a number of marine bird populations since the 1970s.  These include a 70% decline in surf scoters, an 81% decline in western grebes, and a 91% decline in common murres.  The total number of marine birds in the region has declined by 47% during this time.  “Think about it,” says regional bird researcher and PhD candidate Eric Anderson of the University of Wyoming, “in just about two decades—a blink of the eye in evolutionary time—we’ve lost over half of the scoters that winter in our backyard!” 

Why the decline? 

Researchers point to a variety of reasons for these declines.  Pollution, climate change, nonnative species, and collisions with man-made structures have all been blamed. So have derelict fishing gear and some fishing practices, which can trap and drown marine birds. Food sources are also a factor.  Anderson found that the fattening rate of surf scoters is correlated with the availability of herring. Decreases in herring have occurred almost simultaneously with dramatic decreases in surf scoters, indicating that availability of herring is a potential limiting factor in surf scoter abundance.  Yet another factor is the recovery of some predator populations.  Peregrine falcon populations have increased within Boundary Bay at the same time that sandpiper populations, a favorite falcon food item, have declined.  According to Washington Audubon, however, it is the loss of habitat from human population growth and landscape alterations that poses the greatest threat to birds.  

Why are these birds important? 

Birds have fascinated humans for centuries. Their sounds and images have been captured in the art, poetry and literature of almost every culture on almost every continent. “Spring would not be spring without bird songs,” said Teddy Roosevelt. Today, bird watching is the fastest growing form of recreation in the U.S. Birding is a $25 billion/year industry in North America, employing more people than the steel industry.

Their importance within the greater Puget Sound ecosystem is equally important. “Most of our marine birds are at or near the top of the food chain,” says Anderson, “and thus can have very powerful impacts on shaping communities of plants and animals they consume or otherwise affect.” Birds are effective indicators of ecosystem health as well. Birds that use marine resources have been used as indicator species for monitoring the health of both marine feeding and terrestrial breeding ecosystems and for studying how environmental degradation affects wildlife populations.

Finally, our birds connect us to the rest of the world in a way that few other species can.  Puget Sound is a critical stop on the Pacific Flyway, the “bird highway” linking the Arctic to South America that migratory Pacific Coast birds take to find breeding, feeding, and over-wintering grounds. The same snow goose grazing in the Skagit delta has fed from the hand of a Siberian peasant woman; the same sandpiper wading through the mudflats of Birch Bay has visited the Andes and beyond.

What we know and what we don’t

Considerable research has been done on Puget Sound’s marine birds.  For example, Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) is entering its final year of a four-year study on surf and white-winged scoters. So far, they found that scoters exhibit considerable “site fidelity”, often returning daily and yearly to the same location; that they use different daytime and nighttime habitats; and that surf scoters breed near the Beaufort Sea to North Saskatchewan, where they mix with other scoter populations. “We thought that our birds were separating out, but it turns out that there is overlap with other scoter species in the breeding grounds” says lead researcher Dave Nysewander of WDFW.  However, much remains to be learned. What is the main cause of decline of the western grebe?  What are the specific seasonal prey items of many marine bird species?  What is the relative impact of hunting on marine duck populations?  “For each of these species, I think that the ultimate question is whether the factors leading to these declines are found all or in part in Puget Sound (vs. on breeding or migration areas elsewhere)” says Anderson. “Once we have targeted a suite of factors in Puget Sound affecting these declines, subsequent efforts would need to address how they affect these birds, and how and whether we can initiate policy changes to stem the declines.”

Conservation efforts

Efforts are underway to better understand the declining populations of marine birds in Puget Sound and to attempt to reverse this trend. For example, commercial shellfish growers have historically treated scoters as a threat to their oyster and clam production and prevented them from foraging in their growing areas. Now, shellfish growers are working with Washington Department of Natural Resources to seed nearshore areas apart from commercial beds with clams expressly for the birds to feed on.  In September, 2005, the SeaDoc society, with support from the Puget Sound Action Team (PSAT), convened a group of 34 scientists and resource managers to begin to identify gaps in the science, research and management of marine birds.  To learn more, download a summary of the September meeting at: www.psat.wa.gov/bird_report.  Finally, PSAT recently added at-risk marine birds to its list of priority issues and will begin focusing increased attention to the issue.   

Who Lives In Your Bluff?

When walking the beach this spring or summer, you may see a person sitting quietly, staring intently through binoculars at the water, the bluff and then taking copious notes. If so, you’ve probably encountered a volunteer with the Pigeon Guillemot Breeding Bird program.  The study, which is designed to assess the productivity of Pigeon Guillemots on Whidbey Island, is sponsored by Whidbey Audubon Society and the Marine Resources Committee.

Pigeon Guillemots are the only true seabird to breed on Whidbey Island. They’re charming, black pigeon-shaped birds, with white wing bars and bright red feet, which are visible when they dive to catch fish. Guillemots nest colonially in burrows in the bluffs where they lay 1 or 2 eggs.

Volunteers count the birds, record their behavior and locate their nesting burrows.  Early in the season the birds reestablish their pair bond (they mate for life) by billing and singing.  Later on we watch them apartment hunt.  The established pairs go to their previous burrow if it was not destroyed by winter storms.  Newly bonded pairs hunt for unoccupied burrows to establish a new nesting site.  After incubating the eggs for about 30 days they begin to bring small fish to their chicks.  They leave the bluffs in early September after the chicks have fledged.

Last year about 28 volunteers visited 18 colonies, counted 792 pigeon guillemots and identified 153 burrows.  Each volunteer chose a site and visited the colony at least 6 times during the breeding season (June through August).  We plan to continue this project for several years in order to track the Pigeon Guillemot population.  Since these birds are near the top of the food chain, their vitality will be a good indication of the overall health of Island County’s Marine Stewardship Areas.

We’re now recruiting new volunteers to participate in the program on Whidbey or perhaps to organize a similar program on Camano Island.  It’s grand fun, a great excuse for walking a beach and an opportunity to contribute to a citizen science project.  We have a training program so there is no requirement for experience.  If you’re interested, contact Frances Wood, 360-341-2326, wood@whidbey.com, or Phyllis Kind, 360-331-6337, phizhawk@whidbey.com or just come to our training and organizational meeting at 7 p.m. on Thursday, May 4, at Trinity Lutheran Church in Freeland.
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Calendar of Events

Friday, April 7th, 5:00 – 7:30 pm: Italian Night! Enjoy lasagna, bread, salad, dessert and drinks at the Coupeville Middle School Performing Arts Center. Tickets available at the WSU Extension office in Coupeville: 679-7327 (N/C Whidbey) or 321-5111, ext 7327 (S. Whidbey). All proceeds support WSU Extension programs. 

Saturday, April 15, 10:00 am – 5 pm: Welcome the Whales Day. Celebrate the spring arrival of resident gray whales at the Langley Waterfront. For more info, contact the Orca Network: (360) 678-3451, or email info@orcanetwork.org 

Saturday, April 22nd, Noon – 6 pm: Camano 101.  Join Shore Stewards, WSU Beach Watchers, WSU Waste Wise, and several other groups at Four Springs Lake Preserve on Camano Island for a day of fun and entertainment in celebration of Earth Day! Fun for the whole family, including kids activities & tree planting, geo-caching, birding and nature hikes, games and prizes, food and refreshments! Free admission. Four Springs Lake Preserve is located at 585 Lewis Lane, off Camano Hill Road. Look for signs. 

Wednesdays, May 3rd , 10th , 24th  & 31st , 8:30 – 4 pm: WSU Waste Wise Training on Camano. Free training helps you learn about recycling, septic system care & water conservation, household hazardous waste & alternative cleaning solutions, composting, and sustainable living. Teach others in your community! For information, call 629-4522, ext 7974, or email halljn@wsu.edu 

Saturday, May 21st, 9:00 am – 3:00 pm: Recycle Your Junk Tires!  Volunteers from WSU Beach Watchers and WSU Waste Wise programs, with help from the Island County Health Department,  will help you get rid of that junk tire problem.  Prices are $2 for each off rim passenger or light truck tires, or $3.75 on rim. Large truck tires are $6.75 off rim, and $15.75 on rim. No tractor, plane, or other very large tires. They should be relatively clean and free from contamination. On Camano, go to the Camano Road Shop on Can Ku Road, behind the CASA Animal Shelter. On Whidbey, location is at the Coupeville Solid Waste Facility, 20018 SR 20, behind the Recycling Facility. For details, contact Janet Hall halljn@wsu.edu, or call her at 678-7974 or 321-5111, ext. 7974. Phone number on Camano: 629-4522, ext 7974. 

To view archived copies of past Shore Stewards Newsletters, go to www.shorestewards.org
Island County Shore Stewards is a program of the WSU Beach Watchers, and is supported by the Washington State University Extension in Island County and the Island County Marine Resources Committee, with grants from the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Puget Sound Action Team, the Salmon Recovery Funding Board, Northwest Straits Commission, the Washington State Department of Ecology, and the Camano Island Watershed Management Program.

Website: www.shorestewards.org
email: shorestewards@wsu.edu
Contact: Shore Stewards Coordinator Scott Chase at schase@wsu.edu, or phone

360-629-4522, ext. 6012 (Camano), 360-321-5111, ext. 6012 (South Whidbey), or

360-678-5111, ext 6012 (North/Central Whidbey). 


