Aquatic Birds in the Lower ﬁ%@é

Coos Watershed

Summary:
= Duck populations have recovered from
late-1980’s lows. Some species populations
appear to be increasing while others are
decreasing.

Canada geese have become increasingly
abundant in the Coos estuary since their
reintroduction in the 1970s.

There are few significant changes in

wading bird populations statewide. Local
populations appear to be relatively stable.
The exception is cattle egret populations
which have declined locally since the 1980’s.

Brown pelicans appear to be more abundant -
in Coos Bay in recent years. Few other
seabirds and shorebirds show clear trends.

Evaluation

Most aquatic bird
populations appear

to be stable,

displaying neither increasing
nor decreasing trends.

Evaluation

Waterfowl are abundant.

Ducks have recovered

from record low

populations. Canada geese @ Christmas Bird Count

are increaSingly common. (ON. America Breeding Bird Survey

Figure 1. Aquatic bird survey sites in and near the project area. Data:
Rodenkirk n.d., USGS 2014
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What’s happening?
Waterfowl

This section summarizes the status and trends
of geese and ducks. Regional data are pre-
sented at a statewide level using breeding
population estimates as a proxy for abun-
dance. Coos estuary bird information is also
presented which uses Audubon’s Christmas
Bird Count (CBC) data from Coos Bay to char-
acterize trends in local waterfowl abundance
(Figure 1). Finally, a Local Waterfowl Trends
section highlights waterfowl species that
display the most apparent trends since the
1980s.

Pacific Flyway, Statewide, and Regional Wa-
terfowl Trends

Oregon is part of a North American migratory
corridor known as the Pacific Flyway (see
Background). During their annual midwinter
survey, the United States Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS) estimated approximately
5.76 million waterfowl in the Pacific Flyway,

—— Population Estimate  ----- Long Term Average (1955-2012)

All Waterfowl (millions of birds)

Figure 2. Trends in midwinter population of Pacific Flyway
(1955-2012). Data: Olson 2014

Central and Eastern Oregon
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Western Oregon

Survey Zone 69-1

Figure 3. Spatial extent of Pacific Flyway midwinter population
survey zones. Source: Modified from Olson 2014

700 A

800 © Duck Population Estimate 350
4 Goose Population Estimate

== Goose Population: Two-period Moving Average
== Duck Population: Two-period Moving Average t 300

Figure 4. Trends

in midwinter
population of ducks
(blue) and geese

g

g

Midwinter Duck Population
(thousands of birds)
g §

200

o i

(red) in Oregon
(1965-2014). Point
estimates for mid-
winter population
of ducks (dots) and
geese (triangles)
are connected by a
two-period moving
average, which
helps to bring

out underlying
trends by imposing
= “smoothness” on
the population
data. Data: USFWS

o
I}
=}

g

Midwinter Goose Population

(thousands of birds)

g

1965 1968 1970 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014

o

2014b

16-38

Birds in the Lower Coos Watershed




including all species of ducks, geese, and 3). Figure 4 shows historic waterfowl abun-
swans (Olson 2014). The estimated midwin- dance in Oregon (i.e., in all three of the Ore-
ter Pacific Flyway population has increased gon midwinter Pacific Flyway survey zones);
since record lows in the late 1980s and early Figure 5 shows the abundance in western
1990s, but has not recovered to historic levels  Oregon alone.

(Figure 2).
Since 1965, duck abundance statewide shows

In Oregon, the midwinter Pacific Flyway sur- no clear trend. Goose abundance in Oregon
vey is conducted in three survey zones (Figure generally increased from the early 1970s to

Figure 5. Trends in
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400 | | e Duck Population: Two-period Moving Average o and geese (red)
in the Western
Oregon Pacific
Flyway survey
zone (see Figure 3)
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geese (triangles)
are connected
by a two-period
moving average,
which helps expose
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by imposing
. S L 2 . “smoothness” on
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Figure 6. USGS Patuxent Wildlife
Research Center conducts the
North American Breeding Bird
Survey (BBS) along observational
routes at 144 sites in Oregon
(white), including one site within
the study area (yellow). The proj-
ect area (cross hatch) has been
highlighted for reference. Habitat
within proximity to the project
area (< 20 miles) is also highlight-
ed (see Figure 1 for reference).
Data: USGS 2014
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Figure 7. North American Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data for
statewide abundance trends (1966-2012).The BBS data show six
waterfowl species exhibiting clear trends over time. The cinna-
mon teal (Anas cyanoptera) and Canada goose(Branta canaden-
sis) have shown statistically significant increases. The other four
birds show clear trends that are not statistically significant. Data:

USGS 2014
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the early 2000s. Oregon waterfow! popula-
tions (i.e., both geese and ducks) declined
substantially in both the mid-2000s and in
recent years. Annual variation in waterfowl
abundance appears to be larger than average
in the past 15 years than it has historically.

Similar to statewide trends, the western Or-
egon duck population is neither consistently
increasing nor decreasing. Duck abundance in
western Oregon has been variable from year
to year, with the greatest changes occurring
in the early 1980s, the mid-2000s, and during
recent years. Western Oregon goose abun-
dance increased significantly from 1965-2000.
However, similar to ducks, the regional goose
population also declined in the mid-2000s
and in recent years. Regional waterfowl
trends mirror the statewide patterns in that
waterfowl abundance appears to vary more in
the past 15 years than it has historically.

The United States Geological Survey (USGS)
Patuxent (MD) Wildlife Research Center
(2014) conducts the North American Breeding
Bird Survey (BBS) which includes 144 survey
sites in Oregon. One of the Oregon sites is lo-
cated within the project area and three sites
are located near the project area (Figures

1 and 6). This survey is conducted annually
along preselected observational “routes.” The
BBS data are used here as indices of relative
bird species abundance and should not be in-
terpreted as estimates of the total population
size (D. Ziolkowski, pers. comm., 2014).

Figure 7 displays the BBS abundance data for
six waterfowl species in Oregon which have
displayed clear trends in relative population

change between 1966 and 2012. It should be
noted that some of these trends are subject
to data limitations (e.g., small sample size)
that can reduce the reliability of the results.
Please see the chapter summary for more
information about these limitations.

Local Waterfowl! Trends

Midwinter waterfowl sightings in the Coos
estuary have increased over time for some
species (e.g., Canada goose, mallards, and
harlequin ducks) and decreased for others
(e.g., brant, redheads, and canvasbacks).
Some waterfowl species (e.g., buffleheads)
are abundant in the study area but have dis-
played neither clearly increasing nor decreas-
ing population trends over time.

Local waterfowl species which show strong
evidence of changing populations:

Canada Goose (Branta canadensis)

Similar to regional trends, Canada goose
sightings have steadily increased over the
past few decades (Cornu et al. 2012)(Figure
8). Historically, the local CBC recorded as few
as one sighting per hour in 1991, a number
that increased to more than eight sightings
per hour by 2010 (T. Rodenkirk, pers. comm.,
January 19, 2012).

Brant Goose (Branta bernicla)

Brant sightings have decreased since the mid-
1980s. The CBC has not recorded any brant
sightings since 2007 (Figure 9 black line).
Brant have generally declined across western
Oregon (Figure 9 dashed line).

Birds in the Lower Coos Watershed
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Greater White-fronted Goose (Anser albi-
frons)

Historically, the greater white-fronted goose
was not sighted in Coos Bay. However, sight-
ings have increased dramatically since the
late-2000s. Local greater white-fronted goose
populations remain much higher relative to
previous decades (Figure 10).

Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos)

Mallards have been sighted in the lower Coos
watershed every year during the Christmas
bird count, and the number of sightings has
steadily increased over the past decades (Cor-
nu et al. 2012)(Figure 11).
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Figure 10. Greater
white-fronted
goose abundance
in the Coos estuary.
Data gaps in CBC
data exist for years
during which the
Count was not
conducted (2010)
or not reported
(1987-89). Data:
Audubon 2014,
Rodenkirk 2012
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Figure 11. Mallard
abundance in the
Coos estuary. Data
gaps in CBC data ex-
ist for years during
which the Count
was not conduct-
ed (2010) or not
reported (1987-89).
Data: Audubon
2014, Rodenkirk
2012; Sketch: Csuti
et al. 1997
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Redheads (Aythya americana)

Redheads, once a relatively common CBC
sighting in the Coos estuary, have not been
recorded every year the CBC, especially since
1999. Redhead sightings appear to have fallen
dramatically over the past few decades (Cor-
nu et al. 2012)(Figure 12).

Canvasbacks (Aythya valisineria)

Canvasbacks appear to be relatively abundant
in the Coos estuary prior to the early 1990s.
However, sightings have decreased dramat-
ically over the past few decades (Figure 13).
This trend, though more pronounced for the
Coos estuary, generally matches the decline
shown in the regional data.
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Figure 12. Redhead
abundance in the
Coos estuary. Data
gaps in CBC data ex-
ist for years during
which the Count
was not conduct-
ed (2010) or not
reported (1987-89).
Data: Audubon
2014, Rodenkirk
2012; Sketch: Csuti
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Harlequin Ducks (Histrionicus histrionicus)

Harlequin duck sightings have increased
throughout the early 2000s, with peak-levels
occurring in the most recent years (Cornu et
al. 2012)(Figure 14).

Other Common Waterfowl

In addition to the species mentioned above,
several waterfowl species were observed
during the local CBC every year since 1980
and are worth mentioning: northern pintail
(Anas acuta), scaups (Aythya spp.), American
wigeon (Anas americana), mergansers (Mer-
gus spp.), northern shoveler (Anas clypeata),
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Figure 14. Harle-
quin duck abun-
dance in the Coos
estuary. Data gaps
in CBC data exist for
years during which
the Count was not
conducted (2010)
or not reported
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scoters (Melanitta spp.), gadwall (Anas
strepera), and ruddy duck (Oxyura jamaicen-
sis). Although these birds commonly occur
within the study area, they have displayed
neither clearly increasing, nor clearly de-
creasing population trends over the past two
decades (Figure 15).

Wading Birds

This section summarizes the status and trends
of herons and egrets. Statewide abundance
trends are presented using the BBS data (see
Pacific Flyway, Statewide, and Regional Wa-
terfowl Trends). This presentation is followed
by a discussion of local data generated by the
Coos estuary CBC.

Wading Bird Trends in Oregon

The Oregon BBS data include eight wading
bird species that show either clearly increas-
ing or clearly decreasing trends in the past
several decades (Figure 16). These data indi-
cate that breeding herons (i.e., the great blue

heron, Ardea herodias, and black-crowned
night heron, Nycticorax nycticorax, collec-
tively) may have decreased marginally from
1980-levels. This interpretation is supported
by Liebezeit and Larson (2014), who report
that the BBS data show a declining trend for
heron populations in both the Pacific North-
west region as well as in Oregon. However,
they add that the decline does not appear

to be statistically significant. Contrary to the
marginal decline in heron abundance, breed-
ing egrets (i.e., the great egret, Ardea alba,
and the snowy egret, Egretta thula, collec-
tively) appear to be more abundant in recent
years than in the past.

Local Wading Bird Trends

Historically, heron and egret species have
been abundant locally. However, the most ap-
parent population trend within the study area
has been displayed by the cattle egret:

Birds in the Lower Coos Watershed
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Figure 15. Common
waterfowl species
that display neither
clearly increasing nor
clearly decreasing
population trends

in the Coos estuary
(1980-2013). “Scaups”
include both the
greater scaup (Aythya
marila) and the

lesser scaup (Anthya
affinis); “Mergansers”
include the hooded
merganser (Lopho-
dytes cucullatus),
common merganser
(Mergus merganser),
and the red-breasted
merganser (mergus
serrator); “Scoters”
include the surf scoter
(melanitta perspicil-
lata), white-winged
scoter (melanitta fus-
cal),and black scoter
(Melanitta ameri-
cana). Data: Audubon
2014, Rodenkirk 2012;
Bird Sketches: Csuti et
al. 1997
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Cattle Egret (Bubulcus ibis)

This species rapidly expanded its range in the
1970s and 80s (Cornu et al. 2012). It was ob-
served in the Coos estuary every year during
the CBC until 1986 but has not been sighted
since (Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012)(Figure
17).

Other Common Wading Birds

Several common heron and egret species
have been observed during the Coos estuary
CBC every year since 1980 (Figure 18). The
great blue heron and great egret are the most

abundant wading birds in the Coos system,
with numerous CBC sightings (approximate-
ly 50-100) occurring every year (Audubon
2014, Rodenkirk 2012). In addition, the snowy
egret and the black-crowned night heron are
also commonly sighted but appear to be less
abundant- fewer than 10 sightings most years
(Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012). Although
these species occur within the study area,
they have displayed neither clearly increasing
nor clearly decreasing trends over the past
two decades.
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Figure 16. North American Breeding Bird Survey (BBS)
data for statewide abundance trends (1966-2012).The
BBS data show eight wading bird species exhibiting
clear trends over time. The black-crowned night

heron (Nycticorax nycticorax) has shown a statistically
significant decline. No species has shown a statistically
significant abundance increase. Data: USGS 2014
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Seabirds and Shorebirds While some species’ local presence exhibits

increasing or decreasing trends, most have
BBS data include eight seabird and shorebird

species that exhibit clear trends in the num-
ber of sightings since 1966 (Figure 19).

displayed neither clearly increasing nor clear-
ly decreasing trends. Their historical abun-
dance is characterized by substantial “inter-

Local Seabird and Shorebird Trends annual variability” (i.e., substantial changes
from year-to-year) and statistical “noise” (i.e.,

Historically, seabird and shorebird species unexplained variation or randomness that

have been abundant in the Coos estuary. deviates from long-term trends).

Below we focus on two seabird and shore-
bird species that have exhibited clear trends

over time. Because of their special status, we
focus on two additional seabird and shorebird
species, double-crested cormorant (Phalacro-
corax auritus) and snowy plover (Charadrius

Cattle Egret
Coos Bay Christmas Bird Count

alexandrinus), in greater detail in the Birds of
Special Concern data summary.

172

Figure 17. Cattle egrete abundance in the Coos estuary. Data Brown Pelican (PEIGCGHUS occidentalis)
gaps in CBC data exist for years during which the Count was not

conducted (2010) or not reported (1987-89). Data: Audubon

2014, Rodenkirk 2012 Brown pelicans averaged about seven Coos
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Figure 18. Common wading bird species that display neither clearly increasing nor clearly decreasing population trends in the
Coos estuary (1980-2013). Data gaps in CBC data exist for years during which the Count was not conducted (2010) or not reported
(1987-89).Data: Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012; Bird Sketches: Csuti et al. 1997
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Figure 19. North American Breeding Bird Survey (BBS)
data for statewide abundance trends (1966-2012).

The BBS data show six seabird and shorebird species
exhibiting clear trends over time. The spotted sandpip-
er (Actitis macularius), western grebe(Aechmophorus
occidentalis), and killdeer (Charadrius vociferous) have
all shown statistically significant declines in Oregon. No
species has shown a statistically significant abundance
increase. Data: USGS 2014
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estuary CBC sightings annually from 1980-
2000 (Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012).
However, anomalously high brown pelican
counts occurred from 2002- 2009 (813 annual
sightings on average) with the largest anom-
aly (2,717 sightings) occurring in 2008 (Cornu
et al. 2012; Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012).
Brown pelican sightings have since returned
to pre-2002 levels. Local CBC efforts reported
20 sightings in 2011, 8 sightings in 2012, and
no sightings in 2013 (Audubon 2014, Roden-
kirk 2012).

In 1973, USFWS listed the brown pelican as a
federally endangered species (USFWS 2009).
It was removed from the endangered species
list in 2009 due to recovery (see Why is it
happening?)(USFWS 2009, 2014a). However,
it remains listed by the Oregon Department
of Fish and Wildlife as an endangered species
in Oregon (ODFW 2014).

Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus)

The CBC has not sighted Whimbrel in the
Coos estuary since 1982 (Cornu et al. 2012,
Audobon 2014). Local bird experts speculate
that citizen scientists may have confused this
species with the long-billed curlew (Nu-
menius americanus) in previous counts (T.
Rodenkirk, pers. comm., January 19, 2012).
The long-billed curlew is seen more regularly,
although in small numbers (Cornu et al. 2012,
Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012).

Northern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis)

Historically, northern fulmars are rarely
sighted during the local CBC, with only two
sightings prior to 1980 (Cornu et al. 2012,

Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012). However,
sightings have since increased, occurring on
seven separate occasions between 1980-1997
(Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012).

Other Common Seabirds and Shorebirds

There have been 28 seabird and shorebird
species counted every year since 1980 during
the Coos CBC. The majority of these species
do not exhibit any clear abundance trend.
However, data for a few species may suggest
weak trends (e.g., red-necked grebe, west-
ern sandpiper, etc.). Table 1 presents data
describing the relative abundance of the 28
most common seabird and shorebird species
in the Coos estuary.

Why is it happening?

Resident and migrating waterfowl, wading
birds, seabirds, and shorebirds are inextrica-
bly linked to wetland habitats, which they use
for food, shelter, nesting, and roosting (ODFW
n.d., NRCS 2005). As with other animals, the
abundance of local bird populations is deter-
mined by a complex set of biophysical rela-
tionships. Local bird population shifts often
result from a combination of several factors,
including human activities, climatic variables,
and biological interactions. These factors can
work together to change the suitability of
wetland habitat, affecting local bird species
abundance.

Some aquatic birds are highly migratory and
depend on many other (sometimes distant)
terrestrial systems (e.g., grasslands, forests,
tundra, rocky offshore islets, etc.)(NAWMP
2012). For this reason, it can be difficult to
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Abundance Index, Raw Christmas Bird

Average
Count

Count (1980-2013)

Maximum

Count Abundance Trend

Herring Gull L. argentatus 53 215 225 ¢
150
S
] e
Red-throated  G. stellata 48 175
Loon ::: U
s0
[RAS >
Brandt's P. penicillatus 45 238 228
Cormorant 150 |
P b\ -
o0
Red-necked P. grisegena 35 131
120 |
Grebe = L
2Ll
o X,
Belted C. aleyon 33 59 60
Kingfisher | \
*k W
ol
Black H. bachmani 24 43 50
Oystercatcher ol 1
20 W
10
ol — &
Pied-billed P. podiceps 15 52 -
Grebe 30 4 1
15 1 Mﬁj}
Spotted A. macularia S 20
P o
Sandpiper

Photo: Bob Gunderson

Table 1. Abundance of common seabirds and shorebirds
in the Coos Watershed (1980-2013) from local CBC

data (raw count). The data should be interpreted as an
index of relative abundance rather than an estimate of
the total population size. Species are arranged by their
30-year average count (1980-2013) in order of highest
average abundance to lowest average abundance.
Abundance trends (right) are graphed by plotting
annual raw count against year. Gaps in the data occur
during years for which no local CBC data were collected
(2010) or not reported (1987-89). Data: Audubon 2014,
Rodenkirk 2012; Photos: Cornell 2011
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Figure 20. Waterfow! “flyways” of North America showing
major migratory corridors of ducks, geese, and swans. Prarie
Potholes Region (cross hatch) is superimposed over the Pacific
(greend), Central (red), Mississippi (Blue), and Atlantic (teal)
Flyways Data: Ducks Unlimited 2008a, 2008b

understand the exact reasons behind local
trends, because seemingly unrelated factors
affecting far away habitats may have a direct
impact on survival rates and, therefore, local
abundance.

These difficulties notwithstanding, scientists
offer the following explanations for changes
in resident and migrating waterfowl, wading
birds, seabirds, and shorebird abundance in
the study area:

Waterfowl!

A substantial amount of research examining
the factors that influence waterfowl abun-
dance has been focused on an area called

the “Prairie Pothole Region” (PPR)(Figure

20). Although the PPR represents only 10% of
North America’s waterfowl breeding habitat it
accounts for over 50% of the continent’s duck
population (Wong et al. 2012). The PPR re-
search has shown that waterfowl abundance
is correlated with several variables, including
both climatic (i.e., precipitation, soil moisture,

North American Waterfowl Mgmt. Plan

In 1986, the United States and Canadian
governments outlined strategies for

the conservation, protection, and
enhancement of waterfowl habitat in the
North American Waterfowl Management
Plan (NAWMP; the Plan). Mexico became a

Plan signatory in 1994.

The Plan, last updated in 2012, identifies

three waterfowl conservation goals:

1.  Abundant and resilient waterfowl!
populations to support hunting and other

uses without imperiling habitat.

2. Wetland and related habitat

sufficient to sustain waterfowl populations

at desired levels, while providing
recreational areas and ecological services

that benefit society.

3. Growing numbers of waterfowl/
hunters, other conservationists, and
citizens who enjoy and actively support

waterfowl! and wetlands habitat.

Sources: USFWS 2014c, NAWMP 2012
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and pond density) and land-use attributes
(i.e., agricultural activities)(Podruzny et al.
2002, Baldassarre et al. 1994, Bethke and
Nudds 1995, Miller 2000).

In the Pacific Flyway (Figure 2), waterfowl
abundance declined to historic lows in the
late-1980s and early-1990s (Page et al. 1992,
NAWMP 2012, Olson 2014, USFWS 2014c).
Following the decline, waterfowl populations
recovered throughout the 90s. However, they
declined again in both the mid-2000s and
recent years (USFWS 2014b).

The decline of waterfowl in the late 1980s
and early 1990s was due, in part, to habitat
loss. Approximately 53% of all original wet-
land habitat in the contiguous United States
had been converted to human land uses by
1985, including wetlands in the PPR and along
the Pacific Flyway that were diked/drained or
filled for agricultural, industrial, and resi-
dential development (USFWS 2014c, Page et
al. 1992). The loss of wetland habitat likely
contributed to sharp decline of many wet-
land-dependent species during these years
(Page et al. 1992).

The recovery of waterfow! populations in the
1990s was largely due to increased habitat
restoration efforts. The North American Wa-
terfowl Management Plan (NAWMP, the Plan;
see sidebar), an international agreement
designed to restore waterfow! populations by
protecting, enhancing, and restoring habitat,
was signed in 1986 (USFWS 2014c). Since the
implementation of the Plan, “joint ventures”
(i.e., partnerships between stakeholders,
including but not limited to federal, state,
provincial, tribal, and local governments)
have made strategic investments totaling $7.5
billion to protect, conserve, and restore 22
million acres of key waterfowl habitat across
North America, resulting in substantially larg-
er populations in many cases (USFWS 2014c,
NAWMP 2012).

Declines in waterfowl abundance since 2000
may be related to climatic trends. In their
Waterfow! Population Status Report, USFWS
(2014d) notes that, “In the Pacific Flyway,
below-normal winter precipitation and snow-
pack [in 2013] led to continued poor habitat
conditions in many areas.” They go on to cite
below-normal winter precipitation as a cause

Palmer Drought Severity Index (PDSI)

800 Figure 21. Midwinter abundance of
both geese and ducks in the Pacific
200 Flyway (red) plotted against Decem-

ber “dryness” (i.e., a measure of
both precipitation and temperature)
in Oregon (1995-2014). Dryness is
indexed using the Palmer Drought
Severity Index (PDSI), which uses
both precipitation and tempera-
ture to measure dryness; positive
values correspond to wet years and
negative values represent dry years.
Generalized periods of drought
(2000-2005 and 2008-2014) are
highlighted by blue boxes. Data:
USFWS 2014a, NOAA 2014.

g & & 8
Waterfowl Abundance
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of deteriorated habitat conditions in western
Oregon. Climate data in Oregon appear to
align with waterfowl abundance (Figure 21).
Periods of drought are followed by periods of
reduced waterfowl abundance. While climatic
variables likely contributed to the waterfowl
abundance trends, some unexplained varia-
tion remains.

Goose populations in Oregon have consistent-
ly increased since the 1970s (USFWS 2014b).
The Subcommittee on Pacific Population

of Western Canada Geese (2000) explains
that a series of Canada Goose transplanting
programs and natural population growth

has resulted in the expansion of this spe-
cies’ historic distribution. They add that the
goose’s range expansion has been supported
by numerous management programs (e.g.,
provision of nesting structures) designed to
increase the production of Canada geese in
the western United States. Local bird experts
note that introduced populations of Canada
Geese have been present in Coos County
since at least 1976. The CBC recorded dou-
ble-digit Canada goose sightings in 1984, and
their findings have been increasing ever since
(T. Rodenkirk, pers. comm., January 19, 2012,
2012b).

Wading Birds

Local wading bird populations have displayed
few clear trends in the past decades. CBC data
in the Coos system suggest that cattle egret
populations may be less abundant in the
Coos estuary now than they were prior to the
mid-80s (Audubon 2014, T. Rodenkirk, pers.
comm., January 19, 2012). Similarly, the BBS

suggests that several species of wading birds
may be in decline in Oregon, but these trends
are generally not statistically significant (See
Figure 16)(USGS 2014).

Similar to other aquatic birds, the conversion
of wetland habitat for agricultural, residential,
commercial, and other land uses may threat-
en their well-being or directly affect wading
bird abundance (NRCS 2005). It’s important
to recognize that habitat limiting factors (e.g.,
wetland conversions to human uses, poorly
implemented compensatory wetland mitiga-
tion projects, declines in water quality, etc.)
could lead to declines even in wading bird
populations that currently appear to be rela-
tively stable (Liebezeit and Larson 2014).

Seabirds and Shorebirds

Most seabird and shorebird populations in
the study area have shown neither a clearly
increasing nor a clearly decreasing population
trend over the past few decades (Table 1).
There are two notable exceptions: the local
brown pelican populations appear to have
recovered since the 1980s, while whimbrel
populations have declined (Audubon 2014, T.
Rodenkirk, pers. comm., January 19, 2012).

The USFWS (2009) explains that brown peli-
can populations declined in the early 1970s
primarily due to exposure to DDT and other
contaminants, which affected pelicans’ ability
to produce hard egg shells. Decreased food
availability and human disturbance of nesting
colonies during that time also affected brown
pelican populations. USFWS suggests that
regulations and restrictions controlling the
use of DDT and other contaminants as well
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as the establishment of nesting reserves have
led to a successful recovery.

The local trend of declining whimbrel popula-
tions may reflect data quality assurance and
control concerns. CBC data are the best avail-
able tool for tracking the status and trends

of local bird populations. These data are
generally reliable, because bird sightings are
most often recorded by, or in the presence
of, observers with ample birding knowledge.
However, not all sightings take place in the
presence of experienced birders so there’s
always the possibility for error. Tim Rodenkirk
(pers. comm., January 19, 2012), a local bird
expert and long-time coordinator of the Coos
Bay CBC, speculates that early Coos Bay CBC
volunteers may have confused the whimbrel
with the long-billed curlew. The long-billed
curlew is seen in the Coos estuary more regu-
larly, although in small numbers (Cornu et al.
2012, Audubon 2014, Rodenkirk 2012). For
more information about data concerns, see
the Chapter Summary.

Shorebirds use the Coos estuary in winter
and during migration for many purposes (e.g.,
roosting and foraging). Foraging flocks tend
to occupy the habitat around the estuary
(Rodenkirk 2012). The abundance of flocks in
proximity to the estuary is influenced largely
by food availability, access to exposed mud-
flats, presence and exposure to predators,
and human disturbance (Cornu et al. 2012).

During high tide, human disturbance affects
the distribution of roosting shorebirds (Pe-
ters and Otis 2007). The Coos estuary is used
extensively for recreational fishing, crabbing,

and shellfish harvesting, and its shores used
for ATV riding, camping, hiking, horseback
riding, and other activities.

In some cases, human disturbance can create
roosting habitat. For example, one of the
best high tide roosts for shorebirds in the
project area is located on the North Spit in
the Lower Bay Subsystem. Historically, birds
roosted here in the deflation plain at the site
of an effluent holding pond for a Weyerhae-
user pulp mill. However, after the closure of
the mill, natural succession has reclaimed
the site, limiting the suitability of this hab-
itat for shorebird roosting. The Cape Arago
Audubon Society is working with the Oregon
International Port of Coos Bay to develop a
habitat management plan that would support
features necessary for high-tide roosting in
this area.
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