INTRODUCTION
After two falls of preliminary data collection on a purely 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), The
Tiscornia Waterbird Count was initiated in the fall of 2012 in an attempt to document the daily and
seasonal fall waterbird movements and numbers on the southeast shoreline of Lake Michigan. This
report details the second annual fall waterbird migration count at Tiscornia Park, St. Joseph, Berrien
County, Michigan which was conducted August-November 2013.
METHODS
The 2013 fall waterbird count was conducted at
Tiscornia Park, Saint Joseph, MI. This park is located on the
north side of the St. Joseph 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 1.4 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.
Weather variables were recorded at the beginning of
every hour during the count period. Cloud cover was
determined by estimating 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, and wind speed
was recorded using a hand-held weather meter. 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 and barometric
pressure were measured at the count site using a hand-held
weather meter.

Tiscornia, September 11th

The official count period was August 20th to November 30th, 2013. 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 both the previous years fall counts,
and the nearly 40 years data from Tiscornia found in the Berrien County Field Notes.
RESULTS
Weather
The weather variables for
the waterbird count were as
follows; Mostly clear
visibility (17-25 km) made
up 38 days, medium
visibility (8-16 km) made up
17 days, reduced visibility
(0-7km) made up 5 days,
and the remaining 43 days
had variable visibility.
Overcast skies (20-100%
cloud cover) were recorded
as the dominant sky on 43
days. Clear skies (0-20%
cloud cover ) dominated on
29 days. The additional 31
days had variable skies. Rain, drizzle, or thunderstorms
Tiscornia, November 27th
were recorded on 17 days, and was considered to dominate (and negatively bias) the count on 9 days.
Snow was recorded on five days, and dominated (and negatively biased) the count on 2 days. Fiftyeight days had a wave height under 3 feet, while 24 days had a wave height over 3 feet with the
remaining 21 days having variable wave heights. The peak wave height recorded this season was 10
feet recorded on October 26th, and November 22nd and 23rd. Twenty days recorded winds with a
northerly component, while 56 days recorded winds with a southerly direction. The remaining 27 days
had winds with a variable direction. Wind speeds ranged from 0 to 32 knots (November 23rd), with 24
days recording a dominant wind speed over 11 knots. The remaining 79 days had winds under 11 knots
(these were considered calm conditions).
General Flight Summary
The 2013 fall waterbird count tallied 85 species of 62,616 individuals. Both the overall species
and individual counts were down from last falls count (92 and 75,174). Hours of observation totaled
795.5. The ten most numerous species were (in order of decreasing abundance): Scaup (n=18,394),
Blue-winged Teal (n=8,637), Red-breasted Merganser (n=8,551), Common Tern (n=3,430), Redhead
(n=3,245), Ring-billed Gull (n=3,108), Double-crested Cormorant (n=1,817), Bonaparte's Gull
(n=1,682), Gadwall (n=1,601), and Mallard (n=1,465). These ten species accounted for 83% of all
migrants counted.
Record or near record totals were established for Blue-winged Teal, Redhead, Red-necked
Grebe, Common Tern, and Gadwall.
The peak movements of waterbirds occurred on three separate days with 3,579 on October 26th,
4,250 on November 24th, and 4,740 on October 2nd.

Of the regularly occuring species Harlequin Duck, Hudsonian Godwit, Red-necked Phalarope,
Wilson's Snipe, and Franklin's Gull were missed this fall.
Noteworthy species seen during the count this season included: Tufted Duck, Eared Grebe,
Pacific Loon, Marbled Godwit, American Avocet, Red Knot, Western and Stilt sandpiper, Red
Phalarope, Little Gull, Sabine's Gull, Black-legged Kittiwake, Arctic and Least tern.

Species Summaries
Swans, Geese and Ducks
Tundra Swans (n=221 vs. 61) numbers
were greater than last season but on par with
expectations. The high count of 106 on November
7th is the highest Tiscornia count since 20101.
Unusual was a juvenile that landed on the beach
on November 13th. Three Mute Swans were
recorded which is lower than last season (n=7) but
within expectations.
After being missed last fall, 2 Snow Geese
this season were nice, but the 13 Ross's Geese
this season is both a record season and day count
for Tiscornia (all on November 6th), and ties the county
high count. Also notable was a blue phase Snow X
Ross's Goose hybrid that was mixed in with the Ross's
Geese on November 6th, the first for the county.
Canada Goose (n=861 vs. 848) numbers were slightly
greater than last season, however, Cackling Geese
(n=4 vs. 14) numbers were dramatically lower than last
season. The high count for Canada Goose occurred on
November 7th with 81 individuals counted, while the
Cackling Goose high count of 4 occurred on the
October 10th.

Juvienal Tundra Swan, November 13th

Canada and Cackling Geese, October 10th

Dabbler numbers were above last falls
count. However Wood Ducks (n=37 vs. 73)
were down dramatically from last season.
While American Black Duck (n=37) and
Mallard (n=1,437) were down slightly from
last fall (n=38 and n=1,734 respectively).
American Wigeon (n=850 vs. 591),
Northern Shoveler (n=818 vs. 560),
Northern Pintail (n=530 vs. 503), and
Green-winged Teal (n=692 vs. 582) numbers
Black Scoter, American Wigeon, and Green-winged Teal October 18 th
were above last fall. Gadwall (n=1601 vs. 850) were the only dabbler with numbers noticeably higher
then last fall. Once again, Blue-winged Teal (n=8,637 vs. 8,230) stole the dabbler show with another
excellent flight. It is another season high count for the county, and the high count of 4,252 on October

2nd is a new record day count for
the county2. It was also
surprisingly late in the season for
that high of a count as Blue-winged
Teal typically peak in early to midSeptember.
After the impressive Redhead
flight of last fall (n=2,618) which
was the largest in 38 years3) it was
surprising to have an even better
Blue-winged Teal, October 2 nd
flight this season. The Redhead total count of 3,245 is an excellent count and the high count of 1,020
occurred November 24-the same day as last falls high count. Canvasback (n=56 vs. 61) numbers were
slightly lower then last fall, but on par with expectations. Ring-necked Duck (n=35 vs. 57) numbers
were well below last fall. Scaup (n=18,394 vs. 19,945) had a solid flight despite a high count of just
2,644 on November 24th. The rarest bird of the fall was a male Tufted Duck that was mixed in with
the Blue-winged Teal on October 2nd. After having seen more
than 60,000 Scaup and Ring-necked Ducks fly past Tiscornia
over the last couple years it was incredibly exciting to see a
Tufted-type duck, much less one that showed all the
characteristics of a pure Tufted Duck. This represents the first
record for the county.
Tufted Duck with Blue-winged Teal October 2nd

Harlequin Duck was missed this fall for the first time at Tiscornia since 2008.
Surf Scoter (n=235 vs. 669)
numbers were below last fall and
expectations, although once again the
main flight period was in October with
210 counted in that month alone.
White-winged Scoter (n=440 vs. 990)
numbers were also down and the high
count of 67 on November 29th is below
expectations. Surprisingly Black Scoter
(n=136 vs. 140) numbers were
seemingly unrelated to the other scoters
and were on par with last season and
expectations.
Male White-winged Scoter, November 28th

Long-tailed Duck (n=27 vs. 79) numbers are typically low before January (when more than 10,000
have been recorded off of Tiscornia) but this fall's numbers were even lower then expected. Bufflehead
(n=249 vs. 798) had a poor fall and Common Goldeneye (n=73 vs. 97) numbers were lower then last
season and expectations. For all three of these species I am surprised at the low numbers. In theory, the
cold November should have resulted in a better push of ducks. Obviously that was not the case and will
no doubt result in the rethinking of our previous theories on duck migration.

Hooded Merganser (n=44 vs. 35) numbers were up, while Common Merganser (n=4 vs. 12)
numbers were well below last fall and expectations. However, with Red-breasted Merganser
(n=8,551 vs. 11,879) having an unimpressive flight, the low Common Merganser count wasn’t
surprising.
Ruddy Duck (n=27 vs.15) numbers were greater than last fall, but due to the lack of long-term
data, it is hard to judge what is normal for this species.
Loons to Herons
Loon numbers were very
low this fall. Red-throated
Loon (n=119 vs. 419) had
one of the smallest flights on
record, while Common Loon
(n=406 vs. 906) numbers
were likewise just as
unimpressive. It is possible
that the botulism outbreaks on
the north end of the lake4 played
Red-throated Loons, November 21st
a role in this season’s low count. Additionally, poor flight conditions during the typical peak migration
period likely contributed to this low count. A flyby Pacific Loon on September 6th was both a new
count bird and the first fall record for Tiscornia.
It was a average fall for grebes at Tiscornia with 4 species being recorded. Pied-billed Grebe (n=7
vs. 22) numbers were down dramatically from last fall and below expectations. Horned Grebe (n=419
vs. 449) numbers were slightly lower than last fall but within expectations. The high count of 47 on
November 7th is 50% lower than last fall, but oddly enough occurred on the exact same date. Eared
Grebe (n=1 vs. 4) had an average showing with a singleton in the company of a Horned Grebe on
October 24th. Red-necked Grebe (n=42 vs. 22) had an above-average season. The season total was
well above last season’s record flight and represents a county fall record. The high count of 6 on both
October 25th and November 25th is a new county
high count. With a poor showing across the Great
Lakes it wasn't a surprise that Western Grebe was
missed this fall.
Double-crested Cormorant (n=1,817 vs.
2,328) numbers were well below last fall and
expectations. The high count of 260 on October 7th
was over 50% lower then last fall's high count, but
occurred on the exact same date.
It was a below-average fall for herons, with
Great Blue Heron (n=16 vs. 33) and Great Egret
(n=1 vs. 10) numbers being much lower than last
Double-crested Cormorant, September 8th
fall, but within expectations. In comparison to last fall, the lower numbers this fall are likely due to
the lack of a drought to the south.
Always rare at Tiscornia, Sandhill Crane (n=9 vs. 4) numbers this fall were above expectations.

American Coot (n=15 vs. 38) numbers were below expectations and the high count of 9 on
November 30th was much later then expected.
Shorebirds
Shorebird numbers and diversity was down from last fall with 24 species recorded this season.
Plover numbers were down this fall with
Black-bellied Plover (n=10 vs. 47) having a
poor showing with numbers well below last
season and expectations. Surprisingly,
American Golden-Plover (n=15 vs. 14)
numbers were slightly greater than last fall.
Semipalmated Plover (n=17 vs. 47) numbers
were very low and well below expectations.
Killdeer (n=27 vs. 26) had an average flight;
the high count of 6 on October 18th was on par
with expectations.
A calling male Marbled Godwit made
several passes past the pier on August 20th
representing a new species for the count and is
one of the later fall records for the county. The only
Willets (n=4 vs. 1) of the count occurred on August 22nd. This
is not unexpected as Willet is typically a late summer to early
fall migrant and has thus almost completed its migration by
the end of August. American Avocet (n=40 vs.13) numbers
were well above expectations. Of interest were two on
September 11th that were getting chased by a Peregine Falcon
and ended up finding shelter by dropping in with the gulls
that were roosting on the water! The high count of 26 on
October 2nd is a new high count and 2 on October 13th is a
record late date for the county5.

1st winter Black-bellied Plover October 10th

Marbled Godwit, August 20th

26 American Avocets, October 2nd

Both Whimbrel and Hudsonian Godwit were both missed this fall for the first time since 2008.

Greater Yellowlegs (n=6 vs. 7) numbers were average, while Lesser Yellowlegs (n=14 vs. 3)
numbers rebounded after last fall’s poor showing. Spotted Sandpiper (n=5 vs. 3) numbers were up
slightly this season but within expectations (much like the Willet, Spotted Sandpiper numbers drop off
by mid August). Ruddy Turnstone
(n=1 vs. 64) numbers were very low
and well below expectations.
Sanderling (n=649 vs. 700) numbers
were down this fall and once again fell
below expectations. While the high
count of 61 on September 4th is just two
below last fall's high count, it is well
below the expected high of 90+.
Notable this season was a single adult
Red Knot that spent the day feeding on
the beach on September 13th. This is the
first Red Knot at Tiscornia since 20116
and only the second fall record in the
last decade.
Red Knot, September 14th
For the second fall in a row, a Western
Sandpiper made an appearance at Tiscornia. This
year's was a juvenile that spent three days
(September 29th-October 1st) giving excellent
views along the beach with a Sanderling flock.
This is also the latest county record in more than a
decade. Semipalmated Sandpiper (n=13 vs. 46)
and Least Sandpiper (n=6 vs. 23) numbers were
down dramatically from last fall and were much
lower then expected. Baird's Sandpiper (n=12 vs.
15) were on par with expectations. Pectoral
Sandpiper (n=4 vs. 21) numbers dropped from
last fall to a more expected level, while Dunlin
(n=150 vs. 21) numbers were back up to expectations.
The high count for Dunlin of 55 on October 19th
is one of the higher counts this decade.
Stilt Sandpiper (n=2 vs. 1) set a new Tiscornia
high count with two August 23rd. This is only the
second time since 1990 that Stilt Sandpiper has
been recorded at Tiscornia. Purple Sandpiper
(n=2 vs. 3) numbers were on par with
expectations including one on October 28th that
spent more than an hour resting on
the pier. Buff-breasted Sandpiper (n=1 vs. 6)
numbers were well below last fall’s numbers
and expectations. Two American Woodcocks on
October 28th represented the first fall records at
Tiscornia in several years.

Western Sandpiper, September 29th

Baird's Sandpiper, September 13th

Buff-breasted Sandpiper, August 29 th

Purple Sandpiper, October 28 th

This was a very poor fall for phalaropes. Red-necked Phalarope (n=0 vs. 11) was missed
completely, the first time this has happened since 20087. Red Phalarope (n=1 vs. 1) numbers matched
last year and expectations, and was represented by a singleton on November 13th feeding offshore in the
breakers. Two phalaropes, unidentifiable to species, were also recorded this season.
Jaegers, Gulls, and Terns
Jaeger numbers were slightly below
expectations with 27 total for the fall (vs. 32 in
2012). As typical, the best push of Jaegers was in
the first two weeks of September, with thirteen
recorded in that time period. Parasitic Jaeger
(n=15 vs. 13) numbers were on par with
expectations. Several gave excellent looks
including an intermediate morph juvenile that
spent several hours attacking the gulls right at the
end of the pier. Of the 12 unidentified jaegers,
only one was not a Parasitic type. Distance and
visibility played a large role in having to leave
these birds unidentified to species. Long-tailed
and Pomerine Jaeger was missed this fall, the
first time either one has been absent since 2009.
1 st winter Parasitic Jaeger, September 12th

Eleven species of gulls (and one hybrid) were recorded
this season (vs. 12 in 2012).
While always a highlight of the fall at Tiscornia, Little
Gull (n=1 vs. 10) this fall had the poorest showing since
2010. However, the lone Little Gull this season was a
gorgeous fresh juvenile on September 14th that spent the
afternoon feeding and resting just off the end of the pier
giving fantastic views. Bonaparte's Gull (n=1,682 vs.
3,119) had a below-average fall. However the high count of
588 on October 7th is the highest Tiscornia count since 19728.

Juvienal Little Gull, September 14th
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1st winter Iceland Gull, November 20th

Ring-billed Gull (n= 3,108 vs. 3,453) numbers
were slightly lower than last fall . The high count
of 940 on November 23rd was during the expected
1st winter Glaucous Gull, November 28th
time period for a late fall push (in fact it was on the exact same day as
the high count from last fall). Iceland Gull (n=2 vs. 1) was represented
by first winter juveniles on November 17th and 20th . Thayer's Gull
(n=3 vs. 2) numbers were on par with expectations. Herring Gull
(n=816 vs. 1263) numbers were below expectations. Lesser Blackbacked Gull (n=7 vs. 14) numbers fell from last fall's record count,
however, they were still greater than expectations. Great Blackbacked Gull (n=22 vs. 9) rebounded from last fall's poor showing to
have one of the most-impressive falls ever at Tiscornia. Glaucous Gull
(n=11 vs. 2) also had a good showing with numbers noticeably greater
than last fall and expectations. Enjoyable was a 1st winter and an adult
that gave excellent looks as they spent several days feeding on a dead
carp that had washed up on the beach. Sabine's Gull (n=3 vs. 1) had a
excellent showing with both a record early for Tiscornia (September
1st), and a record late for the county individuals (November 10th).
Black-legged Kittiwake (n=6 vs. 3) numbers were on par with
expectations and notable was an adult on November 24th, the first at
Tiscornia since 2010.

Above: Hybrid Gull November 28th
Upper R:1st winter Lesser Black-backed Gull, October 10th
Right: 1st winter Great Black-backed Gull, November 28th

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, Indiana to St. Joseph,
Michigan since at least 2005. When first photographed it was an adult, thus making it at least eleven
years old! It made one visit to Tiscornia this fall on November 28th.
Franklin's Gull was missed this fall for the first time since 2008

Common Terns, September 3 rd

Caspian Tern (n=41 vs. 38) numbers were
on par with expectations. Common Tern (n=3,430
vs. 3572) had an average fall. The high count of
447 on September 3rd was slightly below
expectations. Two Arctic Terns this fall was above
expectations, and the first for Tiscornia since 2011.
The first was an adult on September 30th and the
second was a juvenile on October 5th. Both were
mixed in with Common Tern flocks and spent
twenty minutes to a couple of hours feeding
offshore. These represent the second and third
Tiscornia records, and the 7th and 8th county
records9. Forster's Tern (n=222 vs. 563) had a lower
Forster's Tern, September 22nd
count than last fall, but it was within expectations. A high count of 47 on August 20th is the third
highest count in county history and was just three birds off of last fall's high count. Black Tern (n=293
vs. 538) had a poorer flight than last fall, and the high count of 102 on August 20th was well below last
fall's high of 233 on August 27th. Another highlight of the fall was a juvenile Least Tern that flew in
from well offshore and spent ~20 minutes feeding in the river outflow before working its way north and
out of sight on September 7th.. This represents the 4th county record and the first for Tiscornia.

1st winter Arctic Tern, October 5th

Nonwaterbirds

1st year Bald Eagle, September 15th

1 st year Peregine Falcon, September 10th

While waterbirds are the focus of this count, we do make an effort to
record all the birds that visit Tiscornia during the season. Ninty-eight
species considered non-waterbirds, totaling 2,078 individuals, were
recorded during this season’s waterbird count. This is less than the 119
species totaling 6,054 individuals recorded last season. H
J
Highlights included 14 species of warblers including the first Pine
Warbler for Tiscornia (September 23rd). Twelve species of raptors were
counted this fall. Three Northern Goshawks this season is a record
season count, with the highlight being a juvenile on November 4th that
flew down the beach giving a short but fantastic view. These represent
the 2nd through 4th Tiscornia records and the first since 2011. A high
count of 52 Broad-winged Hawks on September 24th was a good count
for Tiscornia. Twenty-eight Rough-legged Hawks this fall represents a
new season high count for Tiscornia while 3 Osprey and 10 Bald Eagles
were both good season counts respectively.
A conservative total of 16 different Merlins
migrated past Tiscornia this fall, as mentioned in
the past that’s a conservative count as up to two
Merlins spent more than a month hunting the pier
and dune area feeding on passerines coming in off
the lake. A total of 47 Peregrine Falcons passed
by the pier this fall. Notable was a record flight of
22 on October 7th. Short-eared Owl (n=12 vs.2)
numbers rebounded this fall with the highest fall
total since 2010; the first recorded date of one on
September 24th is only the second September
record for the county10. Three Snowy Owls this
season were the first fall records for Tiscornia
since 2001 and the start of a record-setting winter
Snowy Owl flight. A Northern Saw-whet Owl wing

Merlin, October

Snowy Owl, November 23rd

found on the beach the morning of November 13th
represents the first evidence of this species at Tiscornia.
Cave Swallows were missed this fall for the first
time since 2009. This wasn't much of a surprise though as
only a few were seen across the Great Lakes this fall.
Clay-colored Sparrow set a new Tiscornia high count
with 2 on October 3rd. Le Conte's Sparrow was missed
this fall for the first time since 2008, however a Nelson's
Sparrow on October 9th gave brief but good views and
represents only the second fall record for Tiscornia and
the first since 201111.

Nelsons Sparrow October 9th, , Winter Wren October 8th,
1st winter Black-throated Green Warbler September 27th

Bats
Fifty-one bats were recorded during this seasons waterbird count. All
were observed as they flew in off the lake during the morning hours. Most
had to be left unidentified to species, however eleven were identified as
Silver-haired, 5 as Eastern Red, and 1 as a Hoary Bat. The high count was
15 on August 20th and the last recorded date was 3 (including the Hoary) on
October 8th. Little is known about bat movements along the lakefront
despite being severely impacted by wind turbines.

Bottom L: Eastern Red Bat, August 22nd
Bottom R and side:Silver-haired Bat, August 24th, October 8th

In Closing
The season total of 62,616 birds was lower than expected, perhaps due to adverse weather
conditions and possibly the botulism outbreaks on the north end of Lake Michigan. In only its second
season this count is already giving us a window into the annual patterns and numbers of waterbirds
using the Lake Michigan corridor during fall migration. Through continued coverage of the fall season
this count will help us better understand and monitor waterbird movements, numbers, and diversity
during their annual fall migration. It will also aid 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 can play a large roll in monitoring loon (and other waterbird) numbers on a year to year
basis.
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