
Since 2006, CWP staff and collaborators have spent thousands of hours staring at 
tern legs. All this effort — to inform a study of Roseate Tern post-breeding move-
ments and habitat use — has paid off. We have confirmed that the majority—if not 
the entire—population of Northwest Atlantic Roseate Terns spends the late sum-
mer on Cape Cod and surrounding beaches! 

The most exciting finding this past year was 
accidental. At one of the northernmost Ro-
seate Tern breeding colonies, Country Is-
land Nova Scotia, Canadian Wildlife Ser-
vice biologists color-banded 14 chicks to 
assess productivity of 24 breeding pairs. The dense vegetation on the island 
thwarted their original plan of recapturing the chicks to remove the bands. The 
biologists left the island thinking only 6 fledglings had survived. 

On August 14, we observed 3 different color-banded fledglings: a surprising ob-
servation, as the banding coordinator wasn’t aware of this color-banding effort. 
Over the next 37 days, a total of 13 Canadian fledglings were observed multiple 
times throughout the Cape Cod region. These incidental observations meant 

that 93% of the Nova Scotian color-banded fledglings were seen on our beaches! We were also able to tell the Cana-
dian biologists that productivity on Country Island was 250% higher than they originally believed. 

These findings, combined with other data from this season, confirm 
the importance of the approximately 12 sq. km. of 15 post-breeding 
sites where Roseate (and Common) Terns spend over two months 
resting and foraging before migrating to South America. This endan-
gered population of Roseates has declined 30% in the past decade, 
so we’re hoping to expand on our initial findings and analyze over 
30,000 individual resightings of adults to elucidate unanswered 
questions about this rare species and focus efforts to protect them 

when they’re here.   - Becky Harris & Ellen Jedrey 

Roseate Terns Rest and Refuel on Cape Cod 
Everyone flocks here - from Canadians to New Yorkers! 

Spring 2010  www.massaudubon.org/cwp 

- Becky Harris     

The Roseate Tern Post-breeding Resighting Project described above emphasizes the impor-
tance of looking beyond the nesting phase of our coastal birds. While the CWP was founded 
primarily to protect nesting Piping Plovers, we continually find that the mission is inextricably 
entwined with many related goals – such as protecting other beach-nesting birds like oyster-
catchers and terns and researching where ―our‖ birds go when they leave their breeding 
grounds. Simply put – the more we do, the more we see there is to be done to keep our ecosys-
tems healthy for the sake of the birds and ourselves.   

One of the biggest challenges in fulfilling our mission is a well-known one – finding the funding. 
We, like most everyone, have felt the sting of the economic situation, with one major source of 
funding cut this year after 5 years of providing up to 30% of our annual budget. As you read 
about the hard work and successes of the past field season, I ask you to look ahead with us to 
this new year, and consider supporting the CWP with a donation, and extend my great appre-
ciation to those who already have. Every gift makes an enormous difference in keeping our 
work going, and I thank you sincerely for your ongoing interest and generosity!     

Happy with our donated 

Zeiss scopes!  

Cate Muther photo. 
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Adult Roseate Tern with 4 colorbands and 2 

metal bands.  A.J. Hand photo. 

Colorbanded fledgling Roseate Tern from Nova 

Scotia, seen on Cape Cod.  Ellen Jedrey photo. 

From the Director 

Becky Harris photo 



 
 
 

2009 was tough for beach nesting birds in Massachusetts. Produc-

tivity was at the lowest level recorded since 1986, when the spe-

cies was listed as Threatened on the Endangered Species List. 

This fledging rate is well below the level estimated to maintain the 

population (shown as a dotted line above.) Although the number of 

pairs in the state increased to its highest level, the decline in pro-

ductivity, with a downward trend over the past 17 years, is discon-

certing. Of the 264 pairs protected by the CWP, 35% were thought 

to be predated, and 14% were lost to tidal overwash this year. 

Storms were vigorous, especially the late June storm that affected 

nests and chicks on dozens of northeast-facing beaches. 

Field Season 2009 Update 
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Stats from the 2009 Field Season 
Piping Plover pairs protected: 264 

 Piping Plover productivity: 0.99 fledglings/pair 
American Oystercatcher pairs censused: 40 

Least Tern pairs protected: > 1,218 at 25 colonies 
Common Tern pairs protected: 168 at 7 colonies  

Total sites monitored: 143 total, 90 active 
Total miles walked daily by 26 staff + 50 volunteers: 180+ 

 Keep in touch! Sign up for field season updates at: 
http://www.massaudubon.org/cwpblog  

Data from MA Natural    

Heritage and Endangered  

Species Program. 

Piping Plover chick on 
Revere Beach. 
 

The Piping Plover below on 
Scorton Neck, Sandwich 
was the most steadfast to his 
nest that Iõve ever seen!    
Ben Carroll photos. 



Ellen Jedrey, Asst. Director, joined a crew from           
Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences  

After years of working in our local coastal ecosystem, I almost forget there are other ecosystems from which we can 
learn a great deal—particularly during the breeding season!  However, this year I had the amazing opportunity to 
spend three weeks working in the Bering Sea near Katovik, Alaska in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. With Mass 
Audubon’s encouragement, I participated in a research project studying post-breeding coastal shorebirds and 
invertebrates, led by Dr. Stephen Brown of Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences, Steve Kendall of the US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, and Roy Churchwell of the University of Alaska Fairbanks. 

How different could it be from my regular work, I wondered? I’d be working on barrier beaches on the coast of Alaska with shorebirds, 
to aid in their protection. However, as is often the case when you leave familiar surroundings, this trip held many surprises and truly 
changed my life—particularly in the context of how I think about climate change. I’m embarrassed to admit, I’d viewed climate change 
as a serious issue, but far removed from Massachusetts shorelines. In Alaska, climate change seemed to be staring us in the face 
each day. For example, I was told it was highly unlikely I’d need a bug net, as it was usually cold enough to keep mosquitoes away. 
Instead the temperature for most of our trip averaged a balmy 60˚F and mosquitoes covered our heads and backs in blankets. The 
high temperatures and constant sun, beautiful as it was, caused the meltwater to come down the rivers at a very fast pace. At times, 
when we crossed these just-above-freezing rivers to do our fieldwork, I had to hang on to some of my taller colleagues for fear of 

being swept away by the rivers, which were running much 
higher than expected.   

We also observed an astounding number of hungry polar bears, 
far from their normal hunting areas on the ice over 75 miles 
away. My colleagues there who saw no bears just a few years 
ago saw many on the 2009 trip. But most impressive of all was 
the sheer number of different species of shorebirds and other 
wildlife that use this vast area. I returned with a much deeper 
understanding of  what drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge could mean for the Alaska coastal ecosystem, and 
recognition of the real implications of the daily choices we make 
about energy consumption and carbon emissions. 

Far Afield ~ Shorebirds in Alaska 
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Observations from the Beach ~ Interesting Occurrences  
A plover pair on Scorton Neck Beach in Sandwich produced a six-egg clutch, highly 
unusual for this species that typically lays three or four eggs in their nests. Unfortu-
nately only two of the eggs hatched, and neither chick survived to fledge.  

We confirmed that very small Piping Plover chicks can swim, a finding that has impli-
cations for management and protection of chicks that might show up on beaches 
where they did not nest. This behavior was observed in three instances: in one case, 
CWP staff watched parents lead their two chicks across a 30-meter wide channel be-
tween Harwich’s Red River Beach and Chatham’s Pleasant St. Beach. 

CWP staff on Martha’s Vineyard helped two plover chicks fledge from Sylvia State Beach by 
closing part of the beach to the intertidal zone. Before the beach closure, these chicks repeat-
edly crossed a busy road to access foraging habitat on the bay side. These were the only two 
chicks to fledge from this beach. 

We documented a confused Piping Plover pair incubating a Least Tern nest after their own 
nearby nest was lost to overwash. They incubated the two tern eggs and brooded the chicks 
once they hatched (photo). Unfortunately the chicks didn’t survive because tern chicks (unlike 
plovers) must be fed, and the plovers defended against the tern parents’ feeding attempts. 

Ellen Jedrey (3rd from right) with friends and colleagues on 

the Jago River, Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, August 2009. 

Ellen Jedrey photo. 

Ben Carroll photo. 

Colorbanded Piping Plover in Harwich: First Bird from Bahamas Seen in MA! 
Town of Dennis monitor Susie Gallagher and volunteer Ed Nash spotted the first 
colorbanded Piping Plover on Bank St. Beach in Harwich on March 27th, 2010. Fifty-
seven were banded in the Bahamas this past winter, and this was only the third sight-
ing of one of these banded birds since they left the Bahamas. On April 2nd the same 
bird was spotted in front the Wychmere hotel, Harwich, this time with what appeared to 
be a mate… stay tuned for updates on this pair! A lot can be learned from colorbanding 
(see page 1), and we’re excited to search for more banded plovers this season. If you 
see any, please report to us and banding coordinator, cheri.gratto-trevor@ec.gc.ca, 
and make sure you record date, location, and positions (above or below ankle, right or 
left leg) and colors of all bands. Ben Carroll photo 



In 2009, just 38% of all 365 Piping Plover nest at-

tempts monitored by CWP actually hatched, with 

more lost to predators than any other cause (35%). 

Predation represents the main factor for which we 

can actively manage as we try to increase the overall 

populations of plovers.   

Where nest predators could be determined, American 

Crows were identified at over double the rates of all 

other species. 24% of all predated nests were highly 

suspected or known to be lost to crows; the second 

highest predator was Eastern Coyote (10%, Figure 

1). These numbers should be taken with some cau-

tion, as crows often consume eggs in the early morn-

ing and are diurnal predators. Thus, they leave easily 

observable signs, unlike signs of nocturnal predators 

(coyotes, skunks) which can be lost to wind/rain be-

tween daily observation of nests. However, there is 

little doubt that American Crows have become an 

increasingly important predator on coastal nesting 

birds in MA.  

Recently the media has reported on lethal management of crows for Piping Plover conservation by the National Park Service. Crows 

are incredibly intelligent, highly social birds that can live for decades, and are known for the ability to learn through family members to 

search for certain types of food, including Piping Plover eggs and chicks. Plovers now represent  prey that crow families quickly key in 

on, with the behavior repeated on certain beaches year after year. Cape Cod’s Christmas Bird Count data (as well as data for MA and 

New England) indicate crow numbers have substantially increased over the past 40 years. Human activity has the potential to attract 

crows to beaches (e.g., garbage on or near beaches).  

Predators are part of healthy ecosystems, but human influences have led to situations where local concentrations of predators and 

reduced suitable nesting sites threaten rare species, sometimes necessitating intervention. The decision to implement selective lethal 

removal of predators like crows as part of an integrated program of predation management should only be used in situations where it 

is likely to significantly reduce impacts of predation on the target species. Data on efficacy of predation management should be col-

lected (productivity of bird species of concern, activity of target and non-target predators post-management), and used to inform fu-

ture management. The ―plan, implement, evaluate‖ approach is the essence of adaptive management.   

In 2010, Mass Audubon began working with Dr. Peter Auger of Wheaton College to better understand American Crow ecology and 

predation rates on Piping Plovers through color-banding and video, as well as developing and testing experimental methods of non-

lethal management for crows, including aversive conditioning. We are looking forward to working with Dr. Auger, his students and 

colleagues, and hope to have preliminary results for next year’s newsletter. 

Adaptive Management and 
Crows  - Ellen Jedrey 

Beach Nesting Birds on CWP Sites - 2009 Data 
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      Piping Plovers 

American  

Oystercatchers 

Least 

Terns 

Common 

Terns 

# Active Sites Region # Pairs # Fledged # Pairs # Fledged # Pairs # Pairs 

8 Buzzards Bay 24 43 4 0 240 40 

3 Greater Boston 4 14 1 3 50 16 

24 Martha's Vineyard 28 17 23 11 71 106 

23 Mid Cape 52 61 4 0 234 6 

4 Nantucket 5 3 0 0 0 0 

14 Outer Cape 81 63 7 2 247 0 

6 South Shore 19 17 1 0 88 0 

8 Upper Cape 51 44 0 0 288 0 

90   264 262 40 16 1218 168 

American 
Crow
24%

Gulls (Herring/

Great Black-
backed)

7%

Avian: 
unknown 
species

4%

Common 
Grackle

1%

American 

Oystercatcher
1%

Coyote

10%

Virginia 
Opossum 5%

Striped 

Skunk 3%

Fox

2%

Racoon
2%

Unknown 

mammal
2%

Canid: unknown 

species
2%

Domestic Dog

1%

Unknown 
predator

36%

Figure 1. Percentages of known/highly suspected 
predators on Piping Plover nests monitored by the 

CWP during 2009 (n=126).  

Please note: data are preliminary; please donôt cite without permission of CWP. 

Sanctuary  

Connections  
This work would not be 

possible without endless 

hours of staff time and sup-

port from Mass Audubon 

sanctuaries in the  

Southeast region: 

North River, Marshfield 

Allens Pond, Dartmouth 

Long Pasture, Barnstable 

Wellfleet Bay, Wellfleet 

Sesachacha Heathlands, 

Nantucket 

Felix Neck,  

Marthaôs Vineyard  
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2009 was an interesting 

year for coastal birds in 

the urban outposts of Win-

throp and Revere. While June storms battered beaches and destroyed nests, in Boston Harbor, the storms also kept people off the 

beaches. Perhaps the weather helped four experienced plover pairs to fledge 14 chicks,  the state’s highest productivity rate! 

Locals were a bit taken aback when Piping Plovers showed up to nest, first in Revere in 2007 and then in 2008 in Winthrop. Soon, the 

plovers had plenty of friends and, with protection, chicks did very well. One large flat section of Winthrop Beach roped off for the plov-

ers also attracted opportunistic Least Terns. About 16 pairs added diversity to the beach in 2008 and helped chase predators away 

from the plovers. This year, the terns returned in force with friends and relations, leading to a high count of nearly 50 pairs, with over 

150 birds sometimes using the beach. Suddenly, a major Least Tern colony sprang up in the most densely populated section of one 

of the most densely populated towns in the state. Drama ensued. 

Much as we love them, it’s hard to deny that terns guarding a breeding colony can appear obnoxious to a beachgoer. Last summer, 

terns occupied one-third of a public beach, terrorizing lifeguards, attacking walkers, buzzing delighted little boys, and defecating in 

peoples’ coffee cups. Tern parents learn to recognize the faces of daily beach walkers, and target them for special abuse. Despite the 

bravado, Least Terns proved more vulnerable than the plovers. They nested closer to the water, and nests 

were continually washed out in storms. Eggs and chicks fell prey to cats and other predators. And sadly, 

adults were kept off nests by some who wished them well – curious beachgoers and photographers. 

It’s hard to know how urban waterbirds will fare in the future. As with all beach nesting sites in this state, 

much depends on how they are managed, and how effectively the public can be educated to understand 

and appreciate their avian inhabitants. If you visit a colony, it’s best to scope from a distance. Birders and 

interested visitors can contribute to the economic health of a town, and a thriving beach nesting colony can 

serve as a reminder of the health of the ecosystem, for both people and birds. 

 

             

 

Many thanks to all donors, supporters and volunteers, foundations and government agencies for their financial support!  

Unfortunately we donôt have space to list all of our individual donors, but they are the backbone of the program ð there were 211 

individual contributors to the CWP in the last calendar year! 

Kay Crawford: Friend to Coastal Birds, Sampsons Island, Marine Conservation 
Kathleen M. (Kay) Crawford, who passed away in January at age 95, provided immeasurable support to the 

CWP, especially for Sampsons Island. In addition to donating generously to keep CWP’s work going, she 

provided housing for a graduate student working with us on tern foraging studies on Sampsons. Having do-

nated her Cotuit estate ―Evergreen‖ to Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in 1996, she provided a facility 

for WHOI events. Through the generosity of Kay and WHOI, we are able to moor our boat and launch in front 

of this beautiful estate, directly across from Sampsons Island. Kay was well-known for her sense of adven-

ture.  She participated in sea-going expeditions to the South Pacific, Red Sea, and North Atlantic with WHOI 

research vessels. Early in her career, Kay worked in Alaska and then Cleveland as a secretary for TRW, Inc. 

In 1978, Kay married Frederick C. ―Fred‖ Crawford, a founder and later President, Chairman, and Director of TRW. Kay and Fred 

shared a strong philanthropic spirit. After Fred’s death at age 103 in 1994, Kay continued to generously support higher education, 

environmental causes, the arts, and medical advancements. She will be dearly missed by all of her friends at Mass Audubon. 

Site Feature ~ Winthrop & Revere Beaches - Susannah Corona 

Least Tern, Winthrop Beach.  
        George McLean photo. 
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Come join CWPôs team!  
Go birding anywhere in the state, or  

Join up with CWP staff on Cape Cod  

Raise $ for our 2010 field program  

Celebrate the arrival of Spring, 

terns, and the first plover chicks!  

Visit www.firstgiving.com/beckyharris17 

for more info and to sign up  

or contact Becky at bharris@massaudubon.org  

FORWARDING SERVICE REQUESTED 

Bird -a-thon May 14 -15th!  

Contact Us!  
Becky Harris, Director  

bharris@massaudubon.org 

Ellen Jedrey, Assistant Director 

ejedrey@massaudubon.org 

508-362-7475 x9351, 9352 

Liz Baldwin, Island Coordinator  

lbaldwin@massaudubon.org  

508-367-7480 

www.massaudubon.org/cwp 

CWP Talk & Reception  
Long Pasture Wildlife Sanctuary  

Sunday May 16, 4:00 p.m.  

Learn about CWPôs 2009 field 

season and plans for 2010. 

Register for free at 

508-648-0663 or bharris@massaudubon.org 

Piping Plover courtship - male 
òhigh steppingó at  Allens Pond.   
Happening on beaches near you 
today!   John Van de Graaff photo. 

Refreshments 

will be served!  


