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RAPTORS AND WATERBIRDS ON THE MAURICE RIVER

July 2011 through June 2012

The TWENTY-FIFTH FIELD SEASON
of an Ongoing and Long-term Avian Use Study

Citizens United to Protect the Maurice River and its Tributaries, Inc.

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

The period from July 2011 through June 2012 marked the amazing twenty-fifth field
season of long-term avian use studies carried out on the Maurice River under the auspices of
Citizens United to Protect the Maurice River and its Tributaries, Inc. Studies included the
monitoring of fall migration in 2011, spring migration in 2012, breeding bird studies, and the all
important core winter studies carried out from December 2011 through March 2012.

Because an in-depth review of long-term status and trends was presented in 2007 (at the
twenty-year milestone) and because a major report/paper is in preparation analyzing all twenty-
five years of data, this current report will only offer brief discussion of the 2011-2012 findings in
relation to previous years.

Also, because all of the first twenty-four years of individual reports are available on-line
(archived on the CU website: www.cumauriceriver.org ) little discussion of methodology or
techniques will be offered in this short-form yearly report. The basic methodology has remained
the same since 1987: nine sites (point counts) on the Maurice River between Millville and East
Point are sampled by Sutton and Dowdell for a period of 45 minutes each during each survey.

Visit the website for in-depth review of all methodologies and sampling locations, as well
as the goals and objectives of this long-term project. In-depth analysis of findings have been
prepared at the five-year, ten-year, fifteen-year, and twenty-year milestones of this long-term
study; see “Literature Cited / For Further Reference” for a complete listing of these reports.
These milestone reports will soon be joined by an in-depth twenty-five year look at the
considerable avian resources of the Maurice River, and will include an analysis of status and
trends in bird populations over the entire study period.



FINDINGS

The results of the Maurice River Raptor and Waterbird Survey for the period July 2011
through June 2012 are shown in Table 1. Nine full surveys were carried out during the core
winter period (1 December 2011 to 22 March 2012). Four surveys were conducted during the
fall period of the study cycle, July through late October 2011, and five spring surveys were
carried out between 12 April and 4 June 2012. Spring and fall survey results are also shown in
Table 1, but are not included in the core winter season averages for key species shown in the
table. Peak winter season daily high counts for key species are shown in Bold Face,
although note that for a number of migratory species, spring and fall totals exceed the peak core
winter season count.

As in the past, comparative studies were conducted on the Cohansey River and on the
Salem River as an adjunct to the core winter Maurice River studies. The Cohansey River was
sampled three times and the Salem River was surveyed two times in winter 2011-2012.
Cohansey River and Salem River winter raptor and waterbird surveys are shown in Table 2.
Data from these adjunct studies of Delaware Bayshore “comparison rivers” will be fully explored
and analyzed in the upcoming planned twenty-five year in-depth report. All Cohansey and Salem
River surveys were carried out pro bono, at no cost to Citizens United.

As in past seasons, Canada Goose numbers on the Bayside State Prison grounds (adjacent
to the Maurice River) were again estimated; birds were counted from Route 47. Most, if not all,
“Bayside geese” use the Maurice River for roosting and feeding, and these counts offer insight to
regional goose populations and the potential for seasonal herbivory on Maurice River wild rice
marshes. The numbers are shown below, but note that these “prison numbers” are not included
in the river count totals shown in Table 1.

2011 -2012
Canada Geese Populations
Bayside State Prison Grounds

Date Number Date Number
08/04/11 270 02/23/12 1015
09/16/11 175 03/08/12 450
10/25/11 890 03/22/12 240
12/01/11 840 04/12/12 90
12/14/11 1210 05/02/12 144
01/03/12 1020 05/22/12 120
01/24/12 1075 06/04/12 25

02/07/12 13
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TABLE 2
Cohansey River and Salem River
Winter Raptor and Waterbird Survey

2011 -- 2012
COHANSEY RIVER SALEM RIVER
DATE 1211111 115112 | 2120112 || AVG. 12912 | 2126112 || AVG.
n=3 * n=2
LOONS to CORMORANTS
Red-throated Loon 4
Pied-billed Grebe 1
Double-cr Cormorant 1
BITTERNS to VULTURES
Great Blue Heron 7 5 5 5 6
Great Egret 2 1
Black Vulture 3 7 17 9 44 6 25
Turkey Vulture 112 50 111 91 159 99 129
WATERFOWL
Snow Goose 1751 6700] 2748)f 3733 3075 2001 2538
Ross's Goose 1**
Cackling Goose 1+
Canada Goose 1558 1450 936f 1315 1670 1828i 1749
Mute Swan 2 2 33 35
Tundra Swan 34 26
Gadwall 6 220 165
American Wigeon 15 28 152
Am Black Duck 58 27 71 52 314 39 177
Mallard 8 26 30 21 87 79 83
Blue-winged Teal 5
Northern Shoveler 22
Northern Pintail 35 800 492
Green-winged Teal 12 850
Ring-necked Duck 2 4
Scaup (sp.) 8
Long-tailed Duck 1
Bufflehead 12 6
Common Goldeneye 1 4
Hooded Merganser 2 13 2
Common Merganser 10 5 1
Red-breasted Merganser 4
DIURNAL RAPTORS
Bald Eagle 25 25 18)f 22.67 32 31 315
Northern Harrier 13 21 12 15 17 5 11
Sharp-sh Hawk 2 3 1 2 1 0.5
Cooper's Hawk 2 1 2 1.67 1 0.5
Red-sh Hawk 1 2 1 1.33 1 2 1.5
Red-tailed Hawk 28 23 37 29 19 23 21
American Kestrel 2 1 1.67 1 0.5
Merlin 1 0 0 0.33 0

* partial survey only
** Seen either on a date other than official
10 survey date or seen by other observers



TABLE 2
Cohansey River and Salem River
Winter Raptor and Waterbird Survey

2011 -- 2012
COHANSEY RIVER SALEM RIVER

DATE 1211111 115112 | 2720112 || AVG. 1/29112 | 2126112 || AVG.

n=3 * n=2
GROUSE to CRANES
Wild Turkey 3 7 3 115
Am. Coot 50 30
Sandhill Crane 18 9 5
SHOREBIRDS
Killdeer 20 8
Greater Yellowlegs 1 10
Dunlin 20 30 50
Wilson's Snipe 30 21
JAEGERS to ALCIDS
Ring-billed Gull v N \/}} N #H
Herring Gull N v v N v
Gt Bl-backed Gull v v V v v
PIGEONS to WOODPECKERS
Belted Kingfisher 4 2 1

11

* partial survey only

** Seen either on a date other than official
survey date or seen by other observers



DISCUSSION: CORE WINTER SURVEYS

Winter raptor and waterfowl surveys, the core effort of CU-sponsored ornithological
studies, were conducted for the twenty-fifth consecutive winter season. Nine full river surveys
were carried out between 1 December 2011 and 22 March 2012. Based on the findings, once
again the Maurice River was shown to host regionally significant numbers of raptors and
waterfowl in winter. However, although still significant, waterfowl numbers were down
considerably in winter 2011-2012.

Table 1 presented the findings for the core winter studies (as well as for all seasons), and
for winter surveys, peak counts for all species are shown in Bold Face. The winter average for
key species is shown as well in Table 1. Table 3 presents 2010-2011 wintering raptor and
waterfowl numbers on the Maurice River in comparison to the previous four winter seasons, as
well as the previous 5 year segment (2002-2007) peaks and averages. The rather dismal showing
of waterfowl in 2011-2012 is readily seen in Table 3.

Canada Goose numbers were below average in 2011-2012 when compared to recent
winters, although Snow Goose numbers were slightly above average. American Black Duck,
Mallard, Northern Pintail, and Green-winged Teal numbers were well below both recent and
long-term averages. These key species of the Maurice River continue their ongoing and ominous
decline, probably due to a combination of sea level rise, the continuing loss of brackish and fresh
water marsh habitats along the river, the loss of Wild Rice due to both herbivory by Canada
Geese as well as Wild Rice being crowded out by a non-native and invasive Bidens, and finally
the trend towards mild winters (due to climate change). See discussions in previous seasonal
reports, and anticipate a full discussion of these issues in the upcoming 25-year summary to be
prepared later in 2012.

In contrast to waterfowl numbers, raptors faired somewhat better in winter 2010-2011.
Turkey Vulture numbers were again high, and Black Vultures were found in above average
numbers as well. Northern Harriers were present in fair numbers, but were well below recent
averages. Red-shouldered Hawks showed an interesting pattern; only three true wintering birds
were found, well below recent averages, but the average shown in Table 1 was bolstered by the
record 26 late migrant Red-shoulders counted on December 1, the first day of the core winter
study period. Accipiters — Sharp-shinned Hawks and Cooper’s Hawks — continued their upward
trends as wintering birds.

American Kestrel were absent from the Maurice River for only the second time in 25
years. Both of these times occurred in two out of the last three years. We are coming very close
to the need to use the word “extirpated” for the American Kestrel as both a wintering bird and
breeding bird in Southern New Jersey.

Red-tailed Hawk numbers were comparatively very low during winter 2011-2012. The
average of 33 birds per survey tied 1987-1988 and 1988-1989 (the first two winter seasons of this
long-term study) as the lowest average in the twenty-five years of study. (And in fact, the
average would be even lower if not for the 64 Red-tailed Hawks counted during the late fall
migration event of 1 December — technically the first day of the winter study period. By deleting

12



1 December, and using N = 8 instead of N = 9, the average for Red-tails would be 29 for the
winter of 2011 — 2012 (a number that presents a truer picture of their lack of abundance on the
Maurice River this past winter season).

But there is a clear cause and effect to be found in the Red-tailed Hawk low average (and
in the numbers of other raptors and waterfowl too). The entire study period was characterized by
temperatures that were well above average. November’s average temperature of 51.4 degrees F.
at Atlantic City International Airport in Egg Harbor Township was the sixth warmest November
on record. Warm temperatures continued in December, and January 2012 was 6.2 degrees F.
above normal at Atlantic City International Airport, the fifth warmest January on record ever.
Finally, March was the warmest in New Jersey since 1895, when record keeping first began. (All
data from the US National Weather Service, Mt. Holly, NJ).

Snowfall was negligible, quite unlike the previous two winter seasons. In many ways, it
was the winter that never happened, and for many expected winter bird species and numbers, this
was most certainly the case. Many “winter birds” simply did not — nor need to — fly south to our
region. The warm fall, and winter and the resultant lack of ice cover on waters throughout the
northeast was no doubt a very large factor in the low numbers of diving ducks recorded during
the winter season. “Puddle duck” averages were way down (because ducks either never arrived,
stayed so briefly in the region, and/or departed north quite early).

The lack of snow cover on the ground to our north was a strong factor in low raptor totals
in winter 2011-2012, as many birds simply stayed north. Also, the extremely warm fall was a
major factor too. At Hawk Mountain, Pennsylvania, the autumn 2011 Red-tailed Hawk count
was 45% below average, and the lowest count sincel1956. (So too, the Red-shouldered Hawk
count was 48% below average, and the lowest since 1971). The Cape May Point Red-tailed
Hawk count, although yet unpublished, was extremely low as well, the entire fall total count not
reaching what had been recorded in a single day in some years past (those years with cold
Novembers and powerful northwest wind cold fronts). Because fall migration is the largest
factor in bringing “winter raptors” to our region, it is no surprise that our winter Red-tailed Hawk
average tied the lowest average ever recorded in our twenty-five years of study.

13
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DISCUSSION: SPRING, SUMMER, AND FALL SURVEY EFFORTS

As we have discussed earlier, principal studies both in 2011-2012 and in all previous
seasons have focused primarily on winter raptors and waterfowl. In recent years however, a
greater emphasis has been placed on spring and fall migration. Also, over time, comparatively
little effort has been focused on the breeding birds of the Maurice River watershed. However,
because much of spring migration through the region is virtually concurrent with the local
breeding season for many species, and because early “fall” (southbound) migration for shorebirds
occurs in mid-summer, current survey efforts and protocol have allowed for a significant (if not
in-depth) look at the breeding birds of the Maurice River.

During survey efforts, we continually saw ample evidence of the continuing and booming
resurgence of Osprey and Bald Eagles on the Maurice River, but these are well documented and
reported elsewhere by CU and the ENSP, and will not be elaborated on here. Suffice it to say
that Osprey and Bald Eagle have made a truly remarkable recovery in the Bayshore region.

Highly significant on the Delaware Bayshore is the continuing wader rookery at
Heislerville WMA. Active in both the 2010 and 2011 breeding seasons, in spring 2012 this roost
and rookery contained as many as 200 Black-crowned Night-Herons — possibly up to 100 pairs —
and at least one pair of Yellow-crowned Night-Herons (Endangered). At least one pair, if not
more, of Great Blue Herons are in the rookery, along with hundreds of Snowy Egrets and Great
Egrets. Again in 2012, Double-crested Cormorants nested there in numbers, perhaps as many as
70 pairs. This is only the second known Cormorant nesting colony on the Bayshore to our
knowledge, the other being the few pairs that have nested for about a decade on the navigation
towers near the mouth of the Cohansey River. Double-crested Cormorant is well-known to be
expanding its numbers and range throughout the East.

Shorebird use of the Maurice River was explored in depth in the 2009 — 2010
seasonal report and subsequently, and will not be elaborated upon here. Suffice it to say
however, as Table 1 will attest, that the Maurice River in spring and fall continues to host
globally significant numbers of migratory shorebirds. The fall 2011 season saw counts of up to
10,087 shorebirds, and spring 2012 produced a count of 19,283 on 22 May, principally at
Heislerville WMA and the Bivalve EEP site. Shorebird use and significance will be discussed at
greater length in the upcoming twenty-five year summary report currently in preparation.
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SUMMARY AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Winter 2011-2012 marked the twenty-fifth year of study of wintering raptors and
waterfowl on the Maurice River and the ninth year of focused spring and fall counts. Studies
conducted for Citizens United to Protect the Maurice River and its Tributaries, Inc. again
documented an amazing array of avian use of this key South Jersey river. 2011-2012 efforts
augmented and supplemented the findings of the first twenty-four seasons of study and
documented and substantiated the Maurice River as a premier avian resource area of not only
New lJersey, but of the entire Mid-Atlantic Region. Greater in-depth discussion, as well as
recommendations, were offered in the twenty-year summary report (see: “Wintering Raptors and
Waterfowl on the Maurice River, Cumberland County, New Jersey — A Twenty-Year Summary
of Observed Status and Trends, 1987-2007"). Subsequently, five additional years of study have
now substantially underpinned and supported the findings of the previous seasons and continued
to document the Maurice River as an important bird area by any standard applied.

After twenty-five years of study, we now firmly know the depth and diversity of the
substantial birdlife of the Maurice River. Long-term studies have created a baseline of avian
resource data rarely equaled for the Delaware Bayshore and the Mid-Atlantic region, and will
allow a better understand of true distribution, status, and trends of the substantial avian resources
of the Maurice River.

In conclusion, we thank Brian and Karen Johnson, Janet Crawford, Tom Reed, Bob Fogg,
Sam Galick, Steve Glynn, and Sandra Keller for shared sightings and insights, and for their
continuing interest in the Maurice River and the Delaware Bayshore. Clay thanks Ward Dasey
and Pat Sutton for their support and assistance during the pro bono Cohansey River and Salem
River comparative surveys.

We thank the many members, supporters, and friends of Citizens United for allowing us
to be a long-term part of the continuing significant work on this great South Jersey river. Thank
you for all of your important conservation efforts in Southern New Jersey, and for your ongoing
vision of a wild and scenic Maurice River. We particularly thank Jane Galetto for her vision of
what role these long-term studies might play in the protection of these valuable avian resources.

Finally, we sincerely thank the U.S. Department of the Interior’s National Park Service,
Wild and Scenic Rivers Program, for continuing assistance to Citizens United. The award of a
Wild and Scenic Rivers Partnership Grant to CU supported this project and enabled these surveys
to be conducted. We recognize and thank the NPS for their continuing interest in this study and
in the wildlife resources of the Maurice River.

— Clay Sutton
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DISCLAIMER REQUIRED BY COOPERATIVE AGREEMENT OF CITIZENS UNITED

WITH THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF INTERIOR, NATIONAL PARK SERVICE:

The views and conclusions contained in this document are those of the authors and
should not be interpreted as representing the opinions or policies of the U.S. Government.
Mention of trade names or commercial products does not constitute their endorsement by the
U.S. Government.
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On the cover and above:

An immature Bald Eagle with a juvenile Black Drum — two signature species of the Delaware
Estuary. The eagle had just taken the fish, perhaps temperature shocked, from the surface of the
shallow waters of the back impoundment at Heislerville WMA.

— Photo by Clay Sutton, 3 January, 2012



