INTRODUCTION
After two falls of preliminary data collection on a volunteer basis (63 days of the count period
were covered in 2010, totaling 147.5 count hours and resulting in 28,027 waterbirds. 83 days of the
count period were covered in 2011, totaling 268.5 hours and resulting in 49,368 waterbirds). Due to
those two seasons, the lack of any full season waterbird counts anywhere on Lake Michigan, and the
increasing threat of offshore wind development, funding was sought to hire a waterbird counter to
cover a full season. Thus, the first (hopefully) annual fall waterbird migration count at Tiscornia Park,
St. Joe MI was funded by Andrews University and conducted August-November 2012. This report
presents the data collected during that count.
METHODS
The 2012 fall waterbird count was conducted at Tiscornia Park, Saint Joesph, MI. This park is
located on the north side of the St. Joe river. The primary count site was located at the end of the north
pier which extends ~500 meters out into Lake Michigan. During this season the end of the pier
averaged 1.6 meters above water level (this varies year to year depending on lake levels) and the water
depth was ~9 meters deep at the end of the pier. The alternate count location (used during high winds
and/or rough seas) was from the top of a dune ~150 meters north of the pier, 60 meters from the water
and ~10 meters high.

The view from the dune

Weather variables were recorded at the beginning of every hour during the count period. Cloud
cover was determined by the percentage of the sky covered. The wind vector was determined by
noting the direction of the strongest wind relative to a fixed north arrow, wind speed was recorded
using a modified Beaufort scale. Maximum visibility was estimated in kilometers, with a maximum
value of 36 km used when the lighthouse on the pier in South Haven was visible to the north. Air
temperature was measured at the count site using a standard thermometer.
The official count period was August 20th through November 30th, 2012. The daily observation
period began at sunrise and continued for eight hours. Sunrise times were taken from a table entitled:
Sunrise and Sunset Times at St. Joe, Michigan (www.sunrisesunset.com). Migrants were tallied in one-

hour blocks beginning at sunrise.
All waterbirds were counted if they were seen flying in a direction with a southerly component, with
exceptions being made for the first daily sightings of a species. Shorebirds were counted regardless of
flight direction. Any shorebirds seen on the beaches north and south of Tiscornia were also counted. An
effort was made to avoid duplicate counting of the same individual birds. Only birds seen by the
counter from the count site were recorded. Birds considered waterbirds for the purposes of this count
were any species in the orders Gaviiformes, Podicipediformes, Pelecaniformes, Ciconiiformes,
Anseriformes, Gruiiformes, and Charadriiformes.
The phrases “less than, or greater than expected” were based off of counts conducted the previous two
falls (2010, 2011) and the nearly 40 years of data from Tiscornia found in the Berrien County Field
Notes.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Weather
The weather variables for the waterbird count were as
follows; mostly clear visibility (17-25 km) made up 65
days, medium visibility (8-16 km) made up 28 days, reduced
visibility ( .2-7km) made up 5 days, and the remaining 5
days had variable visibility. Overcast skies (20-100% cloud
cover) were recorded as the dominant sky on 51 days. Clear
skies (0-20% cloud cover ) dominated on 44 days. The
additional 7 days had variable skies. Rain, drizzle, or
thunderstorms were recorded on 11 days and were
considered to dominate the count on 4 days. No recordable
amount of snow was recorded during the season. 29 days
had a wave height over five feet with a peak wave height of
twenty feet on October 30th. 32 days recorded winds with a
northerly component while 61 days recorded winds with a
southerly direction. The remaining 10 days had wind with a
variable direction. Wind speeds ranged from code 1 to code
8 (October 30th) with 38 days recording a dominant wind
speed over a code 4 (11-17 knots). The remaining 65 days
had winds under a code 3 (these were considered calm
days). Waterspouts were observed on September 29th.
Waterspout, September 29th

General Flight Summary
The 2012 fall waterbird count tallied 75,174 individuals of 92 species. One hybrid was seen
during the standardized count period. Hours of observation totaled 816. The ten most numerous
species were (in order of decreasing abundance): Scaup (n=19,945), Red-breasted Merganser
(n=11,879), Blue-winged Teal (n=8,230),Common Tern (n=3,572), Ring-billed Gull (n=3,453),
Bonaparte's Gull (n=3,119), Redhead (n=2,618), Double-crested Cormorant (n=2,328), Mallard
(n=1,734), and Herring Gull (n=1,263). These ten species accounted for 75% of all migrants counted.

Record or near record totals were established for Blue-winged Teal, Redhead, Bufflehead, Surf
Scoter, Red-necked Grebe, Hudsonian Godwit, Common Tern, and Bonaparte's Gull.
The peak movement of birds occurred during a three day period (October 26-28) with 3,108
waterbirds on the 26th, 7,514 waterbirds on the 27th, and 3,043 waterbirds on the 28th. The bulk of the
flight was Scaup sp., with 9,222 recorded (including the season high count of 5,295 on October 27th).
Surprisingly Snow Goose and Wilson's Snipe were missed this fall for the first time since 2008.
Noteworthy species seen during the count this season included: Brant, Eared and Western
Grebe, Piping Plover, Hudsonian Godwit, Western Sandpiper, Stilt Sandpiper, Long-billed Dowitcher,
Red Phalarope, Long-tailed Jaeger, Pomarine Jaeger, Little Gull, Sabines Gull, Black-legged Kittiwake,
Ancient Murrelet, and Dovekie.

Species Summaries
Swans, Geese and Ducks
Tundra Swan (n=61) recorded this season was lower then expected. Mute Swan (n=7) seemed
high for the season while the flock of six on October 21st is a high count for the lakefront.
Canada Goose (n=848) and Cackling Goose (n=14) had a good fall, with the high count for
Canada Goose occurring on September 27th with 91 individuals counted while Cackling Goose had
high count of 6 on September 26th.
Despite the good Canada Goose numbers, no Snow or Ross's Geese were observed this season.
However a lone Brant (n=1) on October 8th spent the day sleeping on the beach, representing the
second Tiscornia record (the first since 19681) and the first county record in 12 years (and the fifth
county record overall!)

Brant on October 8th

Blue-winged Teal, September

Green-winged Teal, October 8th

Overall dabbling duck numbers were lower then expected with Wood Duck (n=73), American
Wigeon (n=591), American Black Duck (n=38), Mallard (n=1,734), Northern Shoveler (n=560),
Northern Pintail (n=503), and Green-winged Teal (n=582) numbers lower then expected. Gadwall
(n=850) and Blue-winged Teal (n=8,230) were the only dabblers with numbers noticeably higher than
expected. The Blue-winged Teal total is likely a record season count for the state!
Despite the biggest Redhead (n=2,618) flight in
38 years, Canvasback (n=61) numbers were lower
then expected. The Redhead high count of 803 on
November 24th is the highest count in the county
since 19742! Ring-necked Duck (n=57) numbers
were on par with the good Redhead and Scaup
numbers, but nothing mindblowing. Scaup
(n=19,945) had a solid flight and likely represents a
record season count for the state. Harlequin Duck
(n=3) numbers where on par for the mild fall.

Surf Scoter (n=669) once again had a
fantastic early October flight with 491 recorded
in the first two weeks, and the high count of 212
on October 7th is a new county high count!
White-winged Scoter (n=990) numbers were
good and the high count of 208 on November
26th is the highest count in the county since
19653! Black Scoter (n=140) numbers were on
par with expectations, the three females that
spent the second week of November feeding
next to the pier were enjoyable.

Female Surf Scoters and Ring-necked Duck, October 27th

Female Black Scoters, November 16th

Redhead and White-winged Scoters, November

Long-tailed Duck (n=79) numbers are always low before January (when over 10,000 have been
recorded off Tiscornia) and this fall's numbers were about as expected. Bufflehead (n=798) had a
exceptional fall. The high count of 430 recorded on November 12th is a county record. Interestingly, this
flight occurred two days after Whitefish Point Bird Observatory recorded 901. While there is no proof,
it is plausible that some of the WPBO birds continued south past Tiscornia. Common Goldeneye
(n=97) numbers were lower then expected with the mild November no doubt contributing to the
lackluster flight.

Female Common Mergansers, November 29th

Hooded Merganser (n=35) numbers were lower than
expected while Common Merganser (n=12) numbers were
slightly better than expected. Red-breasted Merganser
(n=11,879) had a good season, but the mild fall no doubt
attributing to the season high count of 1,641 occurring on
November 30th. Also of note was a leucistic individual mixed in a flock on November 4th.
Bufflehead, November 12th

Ruddy Duck (n=15) numbers were lower then expected, but with the limited data currently at hand it
is hard to judge what is normal for this species on the lakefront.

Loons to Herons

Red-throated Loon, November 26th

Common Loon, October 2

Loons had a good fall with Red-throated Loon (n=419) having the one of the highest season counts
in state history. Common Loon (n=906) numbers were good although one wonders how much higher
they could be without the botulism outbreaks on the north end of the lake4.
It was a fantastic fall for Grebes at Tiscornia, with
five species of grebes being recorded! Pied-billed
Grebe (n=22) had a good push in early September
with a high count of 5 on September 7th.
Surprisingly there where no sightings in the last
half of October or all of November. Horned Grebe
(n=449) numbers were slightly lower then
expected, but the high count of 99 on November 7th
is the highest count in the county since 19725.
Eared Grebe (n=4) had a surprisingly good
showing. An adult on the first day of the count
(early county fall arrival record) seemed to foretell the rest of the fall.
These 4 individuals represent the first fall records for the county in
over 12 years and the high count
of 2 on August 27th is a new
county high count! Red-necked
Grebe (n=22) had a great
showing, the high count of 4 on
November 13th was on par with
the expected high but the season
total was well above expectations
and represents a county fall
record. Also of note was one Rednecked Grebe that spent nearly
three weeks feeding on gobies
next to the pier! Western Grebe
(n=1) numbers were on par with
expectations with the only one of the season
feeding just off the beach during the afternoon of November 2nd.

Red-necked Grebe, November 16th

Western Grebe, November 2nd

Double-crested Cormorant (n=2,328)
numbers were on par with expectations and
the high count of 527 on October 7th was 3
birds off the record high count of 530 set last
fall.

Double-crested Cormorants, October 27th

It was a good fall for herons with the first fall records
for Green Heron (n=5). Great Blue Heron (n=33) had a
good flight with a high count of 6 on August 22nd. Great
Egret (n=10) numbers were higher then expected, although
much of that was due to a high count of 7 on August 20th.
Noteworthy was a single Great Egret that landed on the
beach on September 7th and was promptly harassed by the
gull flock until it headed inland.
The only Sandhill Cranes (n=4) of the season were
on the September 30th and presumably represent the first fall
records for Tiscornia.

Great Egret and Great Blue Heron, September 7th

While Soras are regular lakefront migrants and are
usually found roosting in the dune grass, so this
season's Sora (n=2) were unusual in that the first
one (an adult on August 27th) flew down the pier,
then landed in the river and proceeded to swim
upstream. While the second one (a juvenile on
August 28th) was spotted floating on the water off
the end of the pier and was eventually eaten by a
Herring Gull!
Sora, August 28th

American Coot (n=38) numbers were below expectations. And as far high counts go the 22 on
November 17th is barely worth talking about.

Shorebirds
It was a excellent fall for shorebirds with 26 species recorded!
Plovers had a good fall. Black-bellied
Plover (n=47) had a good flight with a high
count of 19 on September 7th. American
Golden-Plover (n=14) numbers were good.
Notable was an adult on the beach on August
29th which represents the earliest fall
Tiscornia record in at least 6 years.
Semipalmated Plover (n=47) numbers were
above expectations and the high count of 10
on August 27th is a Tiscornia record. A
Piping Plover (n=1) on August 27th was the
first fall Tiscornia record since 2003.
Unfortunately it was quickly flushed by a
dog walker carrying binoculars, which
seemed rather poor form for someone
Semipalmated Plover, Buff-breasted Sandpiper, and American Golden-Plover
carrying Swarovoski's. Killdeer (n=26) had a good flight. The high count of 12 on October 26th was
surprisingly late in the season.

American Avocets, September 6th

Whimbrel (n=8) had a good fall with a high count
of 4 on September 7th. A personal highlight was a
single Whimbrel on the afternoon of August 30th that
briefly landed on the pier after I whistled it in from
nearly a ¼ mile away. Hudsonian Godwit (n=47)
had a fantastic fall with two flocks (2 and 16 birds)
on August 24th, a single flock of 25 on August 26th,
and 4 on September 12th. The flock of 25 represents a
new county high count and the season total
represents more Hudsonian Godwits than have ever
been recorded in the histroy of Berrien County6!
Whimbrel, August 30th

The only Willet of the count occurred on
August 26th. This is not unexpected as Willet is a
typically late summer to early fall migrant and
has thus almost completed its migration by the
end of August. American Avocet (n=13)
numbers where slightly above expectations. A
high count of 8 on September 6th was one of the
higher Tiscornia counts in recent years.
Greater Yellowlegs (n=7) numbers were
average, while Lesser Yellowlegs (n=3) had the
lowest count since 2009. Three Spotted Sandpiper's
Hudsonian Godwits, August 26th
this season were slightly
unexpected (much like the
Willet, Spotted Sandpiper
numbers drop off by mid
August). Ruddy Turnstone
(n=64) numbers were higher
then expected and provided
a steady source of
entertainment throughout the
early part of the season as
they fed along the pier (it
was somewhat surprising
how many people thought they were Killdeer!).
Sanderling flock with Western Sandpiper, September 15th
Sanderling (n=700) numbers this fall
were much lower than expected and the high count
of 64 is well below the usual high of 90+ (93 on
September 4th, 2010, and 94 on September 13th,
2011).
One of the highlights this season was an adult
Western Sandpiper that spent the day of
September 15th feeding and resting on the north and
south piers (with the Sanderling flock). This
incredibly obliging individual is the first county
record since 1996 and the first at Tiscornia since 19857!
Semipalmated Sandpiper (n=46) numbers
were lower than expected, while
Least Sandpiper (n=23) was higher than
expected. Baird's Sandpiper (n=15) were on
par with expectations. Pectoral Sandpiper
(n=21) had a excellent fall and the high count
of 18 on October 25th is likely a Tiscornia
record! Dunlin (n=21) numbers were lower
then expected, however the high count of 19 on
October 25th was on par with past years. A flyby

Western Sandpiper, September 15th

Stilt Sandpiper on September 8th was the first
Semipalmated and Least Sandpipers, September 2nd
8.
Tiscornia record since 1990 . A calling flock of 19 Long-billed Dowitchers on October 25th
are the first record for Tiscornia and the
biggest flock in the county since 19669
(that flock was at Tiscornia too!).
Purple Sandpiper was represented ba
flock of 3 in flight on November 24th.
This flock is the highest in the county
since at least 1999! Tiscornia averages
two Purple Sandpipers a year so this
count is slightly above average. Buffbreasted Sandpiper (n=6) numbers
were about as expected although it was
really enjoyable having several
confiding individuals.
Long-billed Dowitchers, October 25. Matt Hysell photo

Buff-breasted Sandpiper, August 22nd

Pectoral Sandpiper, Oct. 7th

Red-necked Phalarope (n=11) and Red
Phalarope (n=1) numbers were as expected. Several
of the Red-necked Phalaropes were very obliging
and spent time feeding close to the pier. The Red
Phalarope was a single flyby on October 11th. Of the
11 unidentifiable phalaropes for the season, 9 were
probably Red-necked Phalaropes while 2 were likely
Red.
Jaegers, Gulls, and Terns

Red-necked Phalarope, August 24th

Jaeger numbers were on par with expectations with 32 total for the fall. What is impressive is that
22 of them came between August 22nd and September 16th! Long-tailed Jaeger had a record fall with 6
individuals. Of the six, 4 were intermediate morph juveniles and 2 were light morph juveniles. The
high count of two is a county record and occurred on September 5th. The last recorded date was an
intermediate morph juvenile on October 31st and is the second latest record in state history10 and likely
was a result of superstorm Sandy's winds. As a side note, this seasons count of Long-tailed Jaegers is

equal to the number of Long-taileds that have ever been recorded in the county11! Parasitic Jaeger
(n=13) numbers were on par with expectations. Noteworthy was a dark morph adult on September 8th,
and a light morph juvenile that attacked and ate a Phalarope sp. on September 3rd! A single
intermediate morph juvenile Pomarine Jaeger on November 12th gave good looks as it chased a Ringbilled Gull inland before cutting back offshore. Of the 12 unidentified jaegers, 8 were Parasitic types, 2
were Pomarine types, and 2 were Long-tailed types. Distance and visibility played a large role in
having to leave these birds unidentified to species.

Juvenile Long-tailed Jaeger, September 29th

juvenile Pomarine Jaeger, November 12 th

12 species of gulls plus one hybrid were recorded
this season.
Always a highlight of the fall at Tiscornia, Little
Gull (n=10) had a good showing with the highest fall
total since 2009! Of the ten, 4 were aged as 1st fall, two
were aged as 2nd fall, and four were aged as adults. The
high count of two juveniles on November 13th is the
most since 2009. Bonaparte's Gull (n=3,119) had a
great fall. The high count of 303 on November 13th is
the highest Tiscornia count since 199212. Franklin's
Gull (n=3) had lower then expected numbers with all
the records occurring between September 30th and
October 5th.

1 st fall Little Gull, November 11th

1st fall Franklin's Gull, September 30th
2nd fall Little Gull, August 26th

Ring-billed Gull (n=3,453) numbers were slightly
lower then expected,. The high count of 1,140 on November
23rd was during the expected time period for a late fall push.
The only Iceland Gull of the season was a record early 1st
fall bird on October 31st13. Much the same were Thayer's
Gull (n=2) with the only individuals of the season being two
1st fall birds on October 15th.These are the earliest Thayer's
Gulls in the county since 199014! Herring Gull (n=1,263)
numbers were on par with expectations. The high count of
630 on November 23rd was noteworthy only in that it only
consisted of Herring Gulls. Lesser Black-backed Gull
(n=14) had a excellent flight. Considering that none were
seen at Tiscornia last fall, this season's count is impressive!
However Great Black-backed Gull (n=9) were much lower
then expected. The high count of 3 on November 30th
suggests that the bulk were staying north with the mild
temperatures. Two Glaucous Gulls are on par with
expectations as was the first recorded date of November 23rd.
The only Sabine's Gull of the season was a northbound
juvenile on September 20th. It is frustrating knowing that the
Indiana lakefront recorded a flock of 23 just a few days earlier.
Black-legged Kittiwake (n=3) numbers were on
par with expectations and all were 1st winter birds.

1st fall Thayer's Gull, October 15th

The hybrid gull is a bird thought to be a
Kelp x Herring Gull hybrid. This particular bird has
been spending its fall and early winter along the
lakefront from Michigan City, IN to St. Joe, MI since
at least 2005. When first photographed it was an
adult, thus making it at least ten years old! It made
two visits to Tiscornia this fall, once on September
6th and once on November 16th.

1st fall Iceland Gull, October 31st

Hybrid Black-backed Gull, November 16th

1st winter Black-legged Kittiwake, November 10th

Forster's and Common Terns, September 2nd

Caspian Tern (n=38) numbers were as
expected, but the last recorded date of October
3rd is the latest county record since 200614.
Common Tern (n=3,572) had excellent fall,.
The high count of 540 on August 27th is the
highest count since 197816. Forster's Tern
(n=563) too had a good fall. A high count of
50 on September 6th is the second highest
count in county history17! Black Tern (n=538)
had a great flight. The high count of 233 on
August 27th is the highest count in the county
since 198918!
Black Tern, September 17th

The two biggest highlights of
the season were both Alcids. An
Ancient Murrelet was briefly seen
feeding just south of the south pier
on November 20th. This is the second
Tiscornia and county record, and the
11th state record19. The other Alcid
was a single flyby Dovekie on
October 31st. This is the first county
record, and fourth state record20.
This Dovekie was likely here as part
of the large scale and incredibly
strong winds from superstorm
Sandy.

Ancient Murrelet, November 20th

Non-waterbirds

1st fall Magnolia Warbler, September 24th

1 st fall Black-throated Green Warbler, August 25th

119 species considered non-waterbird were
recorded during this seasons waterbird count.
Highlights included 19 species of warblers
including Mourning, Canada, and a Northern
Waterthrush that flew in off of a freighter! 13
species of raptors were counted including a high
count of 81 Broad-winged Hawks and a record
early Golden Eagle (1st year type) on September 3rd.
Once again up to 2 Merlins spent over a month
working the Pier and dune area feeding on
passerines coming in off the lake. A total of 40
Peregrine Falcons passed by the pier between
August 29th and October 17th. One of them was
banded in East Chicago as a hatchling earlier this
year21. The mild fall likely played a part in the low
Short-eared Owl (n=2) count. Surprising was that
Merlin, September 20th
both were in October (October 5th and 12th). Three Common Nighthawks
(August 22th and 30th, September 3rd) were a good count for the lakefront. Swallows of note included a
late Barn Swallow on October 23rd. A county record 37 Cave Swallows where observed during the
waterbird count this fall (all between October 25th and November 18th). With a high count of 22 on
October 25th, these represent the 3rd through 8th county records22.

Juvenile Peregrine Falcon, October

Cave Swallow, November 8 th

Le Conte's Sparrow feeding on Praying Mantis, November 8th

Bohemian Waxwings were spotted twice during the fall
(November 6th and 20th), with a high count of 24 on November
20th. A Clay-colored Sparrow on September 27th was
noteworthy. 2 Le Conte's Sparrows (October 22nd, November
8th) were the only ammodromus sparrows of the fall.
The November bird was late and very obliging by
feeding within a couple feet of where we stood!

Red-breasted Nuthatch, September

Finches had an early November flight with good
numbers of Pine Siskins, Common Redpolls, and
White-winged Crossbills. Despite the irruption,
the only Evening Grosbeaks of the fall were a
flock of 6 on November 8th. Probably the most
surprising bird though was a Eastern Whip-poorwill that buzzed the end of the pier on August 29th.
If you've never seen a Whip-poor-will in a
continuous flight, they can be incredibly confusing!
Marsh Wren, September

Eastern Whip-poor-will, August 29th

Eastern Whip-poor-will, August 29th

Mammals
Also of note, 50 Bats were recorded coming in off the lake
this season. Most had to be left unidentified to species, however
the ones that were identified were Silver-haired Bats. In fact one
spent the day sleeping behind my backpack on the lighthouse!
The high count was nineteen on September 1st, and the last
recorded date was one on October 2nd. Little is known about bat
movements along the lakefront, but they are another species that
wind power has proven detrimental too.
In Closing
The season total of 75,147 was slightly better then I was
expecting. In comparison, Whitefish Point Bird Observatory has
been conducting a fall waterbird count for over 20 years on Lake
Superior in the eastern U.P. Their average fall waterbird count is
just under 85,000 waterbirds. The high count is just over
114,000, while their low count is just over 57,000 waterbirds.
Silver-haired Bat, September

Assuming funding is continued this count could be a excellent way to help us better understand and
monitor waterbird movements, numbers, and diversity in response to the increasing pressures from
pollutants, warming lake temperatures, invasive species, and shoreline and wind development. Not to
mention that with the increasing occurrence of botulism outbreaks on the north end of Lake Michigan,
this count could play a large roll in monitoring loon (and other waterbird) numbers on a year to year
basis.
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