
Bird and Other Wildlife Hazards 
to Air Navigation 

This past winter’s major invasion of Snowy Owls into the 
eastern half of the United States and reports of the birds 
being indiscriminately shot at a couple of airports has raised 
awareness of the hazards that birds bring to the aviation 
world and how airport operators deal with the situation. 
It was unfortunate that a few of these were slaughtered but 
public awareness and the outcry that came with it caused 

Snowy Owl next to runway at BWI 
on Christmas Day, 2013 (Photo ©Ed Boyd)
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Special Announcement

The Carroll County Bird Club will be sponsoring an art 
exhibit of the Carroll County Arts Council.  For the Birds 
will feature work based on avian themes from regional 
artists including our own Melinda Byrd.

The exhibit will be housed at the Arts Council’s galleries 
in downtown Westminster from April 29 - June 7.  An 
artists reception is scheduled for May 1st from 5:30pm 
to  7:30pm.   The club is paying for the refreshments that 
evening.

During the course of the exhibit, the CCBC will also have a 
small display in the lobby of the Arts Council.

Please make an effort to attend the exhibit and show your 
supposrt for the Arts and the birds in Carroll County.

Continued on page 2

By Edward Boyd

This winter’s invasion of Snowy Owls has kept Carroll birders busy.  There was only one confirmed sighting of a Snowy Owl in 
Carroll County this winter, at a house near Westminster on December 17. However, club members have sought the species in 
many other parts of the state.

On four consecutive weekends Bob Ringler led field trips for the Natural History Society of Maryland to Reagan-National Air-
port to see the two Snowy Owls wintering there. Bob has also documented as many as four of the birds on Hart-Miller Island.   

The club’s annual foray to the Eastern Shore produced some more Snowy Owls.  See an article on that trip on pages 7-9.

First, however, Ed Boyd describes what sort of problems Snowy Owls and other birds can make at airports.
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the operators to change their tactics, capture the birds alive and release them at a location far removed from the airport. 
Although seemingly an uninformed way of dealing with the situation, wildlife and especially bird collisions have cost the 
North American civilian aviation industry more than 17.5 billion dollars and the lives of 250 people worldwide.

Although not the only wildlife hazard to air navigation (deer, coyote and moose are some of the other most common airport 
invaders in North America), birds are on a yearly average responsible for more incidents and damage than all of wildlife 
collisions combined over the years since tracking began. This is due to the fact that birds have wings and not only run into 
the paths of aircraft on the ground, but they are even more likely to be involved in entanglements in the air as they fly into 
aircraft flight paths as well.

Here are some facts from the Bird Strike Committee U.S.A. to open your eyes to the problem:

1. Wildlife encounters cost civilian owners and operators $700 million annually in North America alone. 

2. In 2012 there were 10,900 reported civilian wildlife strikes (these include wildlife other than just birds) and the 
U.S. Air Force reported 4,800 bird strikes during the same period.

3. Since 1960 there have been 66 collisions that have resulted in the complete loss of large aircraft weighing more 
than 12,500 pounds, killing 265 people.

4. About 90% of all bird strikes in the U.S. are by species federally protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.

5. From 1990-2012, 482 different species of birds and 42 species of terrestrial mammals were involved in strikes with 
civil aircraft in USA that were reported to the FAA.

6. The North American white pelican populations have increased six-fold from 1966-2011.

7. The Great Lakes Cormorant population has increased from only about 200 nesting adults in 1970 to over 200,000 
nesting adults in 2012, a 1,000-fold increase.

8. The North American population of greater Snow Geese has increased from about 90,000 birds in 1970 to over 
1,000,000 birds in 2012.

9. The North American non-migratory Canada Geese population has increased about four-fold from one million 
birds in 1990 to over 3.5 million in 2012.  About 1,400 Canada geese strikes with civil aircraft have been reported 
in the USA during the period from 1990-2012; 42% of these strike events involved multiple birds. A 12-lb Canada 
goose struck by a 150-mph aircraft at lift-off generates the kinetic energy of a 1,000-lb weight dropped from a 
height of 10 feet.

10. The nesting population of bald eagles in the contiguous USA increased from fewer than 400 pairs in 1970 (two 
years before DDT and similar chlorinated-hydrocarbon insecticides were banned) to over 14,000 pairs in 2012.  
From 1990-2012, 155 bald eagle strikes with civil aircraft were reported in USA.  Mean body mass of bald eagles 
= 9.1 lbs. (male); 11.8 lbs. (female).

The first record of a bird strike was recorded in 1905 by the Wright Brothers, and the problem has plagued aviators ever since. 
Although bird strikes can occur almost anywhere – more than 400 bird strikes over North America have occurred at over 
12,500 feet and the highest recorded collision occurred off coastal Africa when a flight hit a Griffon Vulture at 37,000 feet 
– the vast majority of collisions occur close to or at airports. Since most birds fly at lower altitudes and most of an aircraft’s 
flight happens at an altitude above that.

We know that migration puts millions of birds into the air at the same time. Although these are detected on radar (we have 
all seen radar images of massive clutter during nights of passerine movements), the radar used to monitor and direct flights 
treat this phenomenon in the same manner as precipitation and filters most of these targets out. An exception is when the 
large groups of geese or other large birds take to the air in the spring and fall in mass movements. Some of these flocks are 
large enough to push through the filters and show up on FAA radar scopes. 



Although endangered species may not be killed under any 
circumstances, as a last resort airport operators are issued 
state and federal permits to kill a limited number of native 
species when their proximity to flight operations poses a risk 
to aviation operations. These permits are issued only after 
the airport operator demonstrates that non-lethal measures 
are ineffective. The use of deadly force has been shown to be 
effective with species like gulls that feed on worms and other 
insects that might be in the areas next to the runways. When 
one or two birds are shot the flock will usually disperse from 
the airport and not return quickly. 

In the last decade or so, increased awareness of wildlife issues 
and outcry from environmental organizations have caused 
managers to refine their control measures and seek outside 
assistance with the problem. For this reason most large 
airports now employ a wildlife biologist to assist in developing 
plans for wildlife control and to take action when necessary 
to assess the then current situation and provide the active 
control measures deemed appropriate for that specific case. 
At smaller airports, the operators pay consultants and receive 
special training in the latest methods of wildlife management 
techniques.

In the cases of BWI and the other major airports in the 
Maryland/Virginia area, the authorities responsible for the 
airport operations (the Maryland Airport Authority and the 
Metropolitan Washington Airport Authority) pay for U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Wildlife Services contractors to 
be on duty for this purpose. During this past winter, they were 
all advised of the Snowy Owl situation and they had a plan 
to capture the owls and relocate them elsewhere. This was 
accomplished with the Snowy Owl at BWI, but Washington 
National Airport chose to not take action against a pair that 
showed up there.
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During bird peak migration, numerous birds take to the air 
at once, and pose a major threat to flights close to the ground 
during their final decent and initial departure. This is often 
when flights are most vulnerable due to slower speeds that 
create reduced room for errors or recovery when something 
major happens, like the loss of an engine or engines. 
Although most incidents reported are of a minor nature, 
most people reading this are familiar with the US Airways 
incident at La Guardia Airport in January, 2009 when flight 
1549 encountered a flock of Canada Geese two minutes 
after taking off at an altitude of just over 2,800 feet. With a 
complete loss of power in both engines from the damage 
sustained after ingesting the geese, the crew was unable to 
make a return glide back to the airport. The flight’s captain 
successfully guided the aircraft away from the congestion of 
New York City and crash landed the aircraft into the Hudson 
River six minutes after departing. Although the aircraft was 
a complete loss (more from the damage incurred during 
its recovery than from the landing and submersion in the 
Hudson), there were only five serious injuries and no loss 
of human life.  For those interested in seeing a fascinating 
simulation of the incident that includes the actual air traffic 
control audio recordings between the controllers and the 
flight crew, it can be watched on a link to YouTube at: 

http://www.wired.com/autopia/2009/11/incredible-new-
look-at-us-airways-flight-1549/

Large commercial aircraft are certified to continue flying 
after a encounter with a bird weighing up to four pounds. 
One of the big issues, though, is that there are at least 36 
species of birds in North America that routinely travel 
in flocks and weigh in excess of four pounds. 30% of 
incidents involving birds over four pounds also involve 
multiple strikes.  Incidents like this, and the high annual 
cost of wildlife encounters in general, have spurred airport 
operators to develop various means of mitigating the 
number of incidents and controlling wildlife populations 
on and around their fields. 

Measures taken to reduce bird activity and other wildlife at 
airports are extensive. For larger mammals, the first barrier 
is to install a high fence around the perimeter (which acts 
as a security barrier to keep unauthorized people out as 
well). For smaller animals that can get through the fences 
holes and birds that can fly over the fence, other measures 
are needed. The reduction of wildlife preferred habitats is 
used to limit the attraction of most species, especially near 
the runways. Trees are cut down, and grasses and fields are 
mowed closely to reduce attractive cover. Operators then 
increase the deterrent by installing visual scares such as 
flags and predator decoys, and audible scares like acetylene 
cannons. To reduce the chance of the wildlife getting 
accustomed to these, the visual scares are often moved 
around. The latest weapons added to the deterrent arsenal 
are remote controlled drones.

A Tundra Swan after colliding with a Kitana Diamond. Its Pilot managed 
to successfully land the aircraft at BWI after impact over Chesapeake Bay. 
Its head was decapitated by the propeller, and the bird then cartwheeled 
into the tail section, cutting into the structure. (Photo ©Kendra Cross)
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Although the Snowy Owl situation this winter was high 
profile, these operators fight a battle that occurs 365 days a 
year at most airports. At BWI, frequent patrols use infrared 
scopes to seek out large animals like deer and foxes. For 
these animals there is zero tolerance of their presence and 
deadly force is usually the only option. Each year during peak 
migration, numerous Kestrels are captured and relocated 
away from the airport. In one year alone 66 birds were 
captured and moved at BWI. I remember a single March day 
several years ago in which at least a half dozen birds were 
struck and killed on the runways at BWI.

With increased pressure on the natural world from the 
development of open spaces, large tracks of open land at 
airports increases the frequency of birds and other wildlife 
being attracted to airports. There is a fine line walked by 
airport operators and the employees assigned to controlling 
the wildlife on and around the areas under their control.  Most 
of these individuals are concerned with the welfare of the 
animals that they are trying to control, but their number one 
priority is to mitigate the safety risk to the aviation community 
that they serve. Unfortunately for the wildlife that ventures 
onto these properties, deadly force is one of the options that 
they may need to use.

_______________________________________________
______________________________________

Ed Boyd is an Air Traffic Controller, Traffic Management 
Coordinator with 32 years of air traffic experience. He has worked 
at four different control towers throughout North America and is 
currently employed by the Federal Aviation Administration at BWI 
Tower in Linthicum, Maryland. 

For those that may be interested in reading additional 
information regarding this topic, you may want to view the 
links listed below:

Top Ten Bird Strike Myths – 
http://www.birdstrike.org/commlink/top_ten.htm

Key Issues in Bird and Wildlife Hazard Reduction Efforts - 
http://www.birdstrike.org/commlink/issues.htm

http://www.prweb.com/releases/2013/9/prweb11123763.
htm

http://www.boeing.com/commercial/aeromagazine/
articles/2011_q3/4/

Return of the Twitcher
John Boughey was visiting again from the UK, so Bob 
Ringler and I took him birding.  Craig Storti usually goes 
too, however, he was a bit under the weather.  I drove my 
Jeep, but even with that John and Bob had difficulty both 
fitting inside.  Long legs in the front and long legs in the 
back just did not work.  As the driver, at least I had all the 
room I needed.

One of the birds on John’s wish list was a Snowy Owl.  
Bob would probably have been able to produce the one 
at National Airport in D.C., but we did not want to drive 
all the way down there.  A bird had recently been seen at 
Glenn L. Martin Airport in Baltimore County.  We decided 
to make a try for that one.  After driving back and forth in 
front of the airport with no success, we debated whether or 
not to go in and ask about it.  Bob suggested we move on.
 
Rocky Point Park was next on our itinerary.  The road to 
the point itself was closed, but we could walk in.  That 
wasn’t that easy either as there was still quite a bit of ice.   
Carolina Chickadees, Northern Cardinals, and a Red-
bellied Woodpecker made the most of it.  We also spotted 
a Bald Eagle as it flew by.  Proceeding all the way to the 
end, we set up our scopes on the rocks and looked out over 
Hart-Miller Island.  Bob thought that, with luck, we might 
be able to spot one of the owls that had been overwintering 
there.  We scanned and scanned.  We may have even seen 
an owl.  Unfortunately, snow mounds can look a lot like 
snowy owls and unless one moved, there was no way to tell 
which it was.  There was no movement.
 
There were some Ruddy Ducks out on the water and as a 
consolation prize, two Peregrine Falcons suddenly flew in 
and sat in some trees nearby on the point.  These two birds 
obviously considered this their personal domain and were 

Continued on Page 5

That owl must be out there somewhere!
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not to be put off by three birders.  They stayed until we left, 
affording great views through Bob’s scope.

Other birds in the area included American Crow, Red-
tailed Hawk, Red-winged Blackbird, Tufted Titmouse, 
Dark-eyed Junco, Blue Jay, Northern Mockingbird, 
Song Sparrow, American Goldfinch, and Brown-headed 
Cowbird.  The Red-winged Blackbirds were eating seeds of 
a sweet gum tree.  We scanned the flock hopefully in case 
a Rusty Blackbird happened to be among them.  That was 
another bird on John’s wish list.  No such luck.

There were also no Rusty Blackbirds in the large flock of 
Common Grackles that flew over as we drove along Bay 
Avenue.  Our next stop was Miami Beach.  This was not 
nearly as glamorous (or as warm) as the one in Florida, but 
it did have something they do not have down there.  That 
was a Brown Creeper.  Bob heard it first.  We had good 
views of the bird.  Other species encountered here included 
American Crow, European Starling, Red-winged Blackbird, 
Tufted Titmouse, and Dark-eyed Junco.  At the feeder of 
a nearby house, we saw Mourning Dove, White-throated 
Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, Red-winged Blackbird, Tufted 
Titmouse, and Northern Cardinal.

We stopped in at the nature center before exploring 
Marshy Point Park.  The staff person there told us that he 
would go out and top off the feeders for us.  This was nice, 
considering the fact that you had to climb a ladder to do it.  
Between the feeders and some of the nature trails, we saw 
or heard American Crow, Northern Flicker, Carolina Wren, 
White-throated Sparrow, Song Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, 
Mourning Dove, Turkey Vulture, Black Vulture, Red-
winged Blackbird, Carolina Chickadee, Ring-billed Gull, 
Sharp-shinned Hawk, House Finch, American Goldfinch, 
Red-bellied Woodpecker, Downy Woodpecker, White-
breasted Nuthatch, American Robin, Tufted Titmouse, 
Eastern Bluebird, and Hermit Thrush.  We also had great 
views of Bobwhite, however, that bird resided in a cage 
inside the nature center.  The trails were mostly still snow-
covered, so we really could not travel too far.

Bob remembered coming to North Point long before 
there was a State park there.  It provided another vantage 
point from which to scan Hart-Miller Island.  Again, we 
were unable to spot any owls, snowy or otherwise.  I was 
excited to see what looked like a concrete ship, however.  
A number of these were build during WWII as an 
experiment.  There is one up at Cape May.  I never knew 
we had one here too.  Some ducks floated offshore.  These 
included Scaup, Bufflehead, and Ruddy Ducks.  We also 
counted three Bald Eagles.  

We then backtracked to a trail that started near the park 
entrance.  It had some snow on it here and there, but was 
mostly dry.  We had walked a while when marsh appeared 
on both sides of the path.  A Great Blue Heron took off at 

our approach.  We heard the rattle of a Belted Kingfisher.  
Yellow-rumped Warblers flitted in the trees.  Just ahead of 
us, a Hermit Thrush attempted to scratch up some lunch.  
At one point, another trail went off to our left.  John was 
tiring out.  Fortunately, there was a bench.  Bob told us to 
wait there.  He was going off to check out the new trail.  
The water in the marsh all about was frozen. What was he 
looking for?

 

When Bob returned, he suggested we continue a bit on our 
original trail.  He also told me it might be a good idea if I 
were to pull out my phone and start playing the call of a 
Virginia Rail.  Before I could even reach into my pocket, 
however, John called out, “What’s that over there in the 
water?”  Sure enough, there, in what appeared to be the 
only flowing water in the entire park, stood a Virginia 
Rail.  This was a bird that had been on John’s wish list for 
a number of visits.  Each time he had missed it.  Now, he 
had found the bird himself.  Or, had he?  It turned out that 
after some interrogation, Bob admitted that someone had 
posted a similar encounter under the same circumstances 
just a couple of days before.  That is why we were there in 
the first place.  
 
The fact that Bob knew where to look for the rail did 
nothing to dampen our enthusiasm about having seen it.  
We were in high spirits walking back along the trail.  A 
Winter Wren joined us for a while.  We all had good views 
of it.  John had seen this species before.  He mentioned that 
the same species of wren inhabits much of the UK.  It was 
then that Bob explained to him how, due to a recent split, 
the bird we saw was no longer the same species as the one 
in the UK.  Another lifer for John.  He was ecstatic!
 
To celebrate, we had lunch.  Bob remembered a little place 
in Edgeware called “The Three Marias”.  He used to go 
there when he came birding in the old days.  Miraculously, 
the place was still there.  The food was even good.  The 
name was actually “Thee Marias”, but who cared.
 

John’s Virginia Rail
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Our last stop of the day was Fort Armistead Park.  Another of John’s wish list species had been seen here recently.  This 
was the Harlequin Duck.  There were lots of birds in the water,  thousands of Canvasbacks, Mallards, Coots, Bufflehead, 
Greater and Lesser Scaup, but we could not find the Harlequin.  Most likely it was around the corner somewhere.  We 
were in good company though. Jim Stasz and Ed Boyd had arrived before us and they hadn’t found the bird either.
 
Still, all in all it had proved to be quite a successful day.  Of course, any day you get to go birding is a success.  John still has 
some local birds left on his wish list.  Bob and I are looking forward to his next visit.  

Carroll County Mid-Winter Count
The 2014 Mid-Winter Carroll County Bird Count was held 
on January 18th.  In many places that morning, there was 
a light dusting of snow on the ground.  Temperatures hung 
in the mid- to upper 20s for most of the day.  However, this 
did not keep our 11 parties (26 individuals) from logging 
in 477.5 miles by vehicle and 35.2 miles on foot.  Thanks to 
all who counted!

The tally rally was held at Amy’s house.  As always, Amy 
made sure that everyone was well-received and well-fed.  
Thanks Amy!

15602 individuals belonging to 84 different species were 
recorded.  Write-ins included Short-eared Owl, Green-
winged Teal, American Pipit, Greater White-fronted 
Goose, Northern Pintail, and Common Grackle.

The top twenty species in terms of numbers included:

Canada Goose              5050
European Starling          2716
American Crow              1909
Dark-eyed Junco              510
White-throated Sparrow    504
Ring-billed Gull                445 
Rock Pigeon                   394
Northern Cardinal             290
Mallard                           263
Carolina Chickadee          236
Horned Lark                     218
Common Merganser        210
House Sparrow                201
Song Sparrow                  187
Mourning Dove                 158
Turkey Vulture                 151
Eastern Bluebird              151
Tufted Titmouse               150
American Robin               149
American Goldfinch          114

Our next count will be on May 10th.  Please mark you cal-
endars and try to participate.  The Tally Rally is scheduled 
to begin at 6:30pm.  It will be hosted by Susan Bollinger at 
her home on Bachman Valley Road.  RSVP to Susan 
(410-848-2050) if you will be attending.  She can also give 
you directions.  Please plan on bringing a cash donation 
($5) or a food item.

Dave Harvey and Noah Swank make their way over a light covering of 
snow to the lake at Piney Run.  Noah is wearing a special camouflage 
hat to help him blend in with the forest creatures.  Dave and Maureen 
Harvey, Noah, and his mother, Colleen, counted there. (Photo ©Colleen 
Swank)



Past Field Trip Reports
2014 Presidents Day Weekend
Day One
Because of the snow, the CCBC Presidents Day Weekend 
trip had to be rescheduled a week later.  The plan was to 
meet at the Jetty in Ocean City around noon.  Laura Tarbell 
and I drove down together.  When we arrived, Bob Ringler, 
Bill Ellis, Dave and Maureen Harvey were still setting up 
their scopes.   Debbie Terry from the Baltimore Chapter 
was also there.  

  
It was a lot warmer than I remembered it being on previous 
winter visits, but still felt pretty cold when the wind blew.  
Scanning the water and the rocks we came up with White-
winged Scoter, Surf Scoter, Black Scoter, Red-breasted 
Merganser, Common Eider, Common Loon, Herring Gull, 
Ring-billed Gull, and Bonaparte’s Gull.  On two of the 
closest buoys sat some Purple Sandpipers.  That seemed an 
odd place for them to be hanging out.
 
Piling into the vehicles again, we drove to Hooper’s 
Restaurant.  Parking out back, we walked to the edge of the 
water.  As we did, a Snipe flew up and away.  Some of the 
stragglers missed it.  Out on the water were Buffleheads, 
Brant, and Long-tailed Ducks.  The latter species was 
actually quite numerous with large rafts of them extending 
left from the bridge.  Other birds were sitting out on 
the sandbar.  These included American Oystercatcher, 
Great Black-backed Gull, Herring Gull, Sanderling, and 
Killdeer.  Bob thought he heard a Yellow-rumped Warbler 
somewhere in the marsh, but he could not find it for us.
 
West Ocean City Pond was next.  Here our list included 
Mallard, Gadwall, Northern Pintail, Shoveler, Black Duck, 
Hooded Merganser, Great Blue Heron, Green-winged Teal, 
Coot, Canvasback, and Ring-necked Duck.  In the trees 
surrounding the pond, we saw Common Grackles, Brown-
headed Cowbirds, and Red-winged Blackbirds.
 

Parking along Selsey Road, we got out of the vehicles.  This 
gave Bill the opportunity to make friend with some of the 
neighborhood canines.  As far as birds were concerned, 
we saw Bufflehead, Great Blue Heron, Red-breasted 
Merganser,  Turkey Vulture, Bald Eagle, Song Sparrow, 
Tufted Titmouse, Brown-headed Nuthatch, Carolina 
Chickadee, Black Vulture, White-throated Sparrow, Yellow-
bellied Sapsucker, Common Grackle, Downy Woodpecker, 
Yellow-rumped Warbler, and Northern Mockingbird.
 
On Griffin Road, which afforded a lovely view of the Lake 
Haven Trailer Park, we again stretched our legs.  On the 
pond nearby were Ruddy Ducks, Coot, and Canada Geese.   
Mixed in with the Canada Geese was one Snow Goose.  
From the marshy area on the side of the road opposite that 
of the pond we heard frogs calling.  The sound resembled 
castanets to me.  Laura thought they were Pickerel Frogs.

On the pond in Bayside development were a lot of 
Redheads.  Bob remarked that there were more than he 
could ever remember having seen there in the past.  Other 
species included American Wigeon, Canada Goose, Ring-
necked Duck, Gadwall, Mallard, Bufflehead, Lesser Scaup, 
and Ring-billed Gull.  A bit farther down the road was a 
small parking lot with a trail that led past some boat racks 
and out to the marsh.  From the boardwalk at the end, 
we watched two Northern Harriers as they tacked in the 
wind above the marsh grasses.  The Belted Kingfisher that 
flew by was going quite a bit faster.  There were numerous 
Greater Yellowlegs here.  Seven of the birds were all 
clustered together out on a little hummock.  They looked 
pretty silly.

 

Castaways Campground is traditionally a good winter 
birding spot.  It was today as well.  After stopping at the 
office to request permission to bird there, we drove down 
to the pier.  Setting up our scopes, we scanned the water 
and the sandbars as far as we could see.  Two Black-Bellied 
Plovers foraged nearby.  Other species spotted included 
Killdeer, Sanderling, Dunlin, American Oystercatcher, Bald 

Black-bellied Plover

At the Jetty
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Eagle, Common Loon, Horned Grebe, Boat-tailed Grackle, 
Ruddy Turnstone, Red-breasted Merganser, Northern 
Harrier, Bufflehead and Black Duck.
 
While we were looking outward, Bill wandered off into the 
wooded campsites.  We were about to call his cell phone 
to see where he had gone when he informed us that he 
had found a Brown Thrasher.  It took a while to find the 
bird again so that all of us could see it.  In the process, Bill 
thought he saw an  Woodcock.  Since Bill was the only one to 
notice the bird, the rest of us were dubious.  We all scanned 
the underbrush, but could not find it.  Not to be doubted, Bill 
decided to step off the trail and try to flush the bird.  He had 
hardly take a couple of steps when out flew the woodcock.  
Good spotting Bill!  We also had an American Robin here.
 
It was getting late in the day, so we decided to make one last 
stop at the Jetty.  There was nothing new there.  The next 
thing on our minds was dinner.  After checking in at Bill’s 
townhouse, we went for dinner at Dumser’s.

Day Two
As is our usual plan on these trips, we drove to the Jetty first 
thing this morning to have a look at what was paddling about 
in the inlet.  First thing in the morning turned out to be a bit 
after 7:00am.  The first thing that I noticed wasn’t a sight, but 
rather a sound.  I asked Bob what it was and he told me that 
the Black Scoters were calling.  There were quite a number 
of this species in the water along with Surf Scoters and fewer 
White-winged Scoters.  Long-tailed Ducks passed close by 
where we were standing.

Farther out, on the opposite side of the inlet, we could see 
other birds in the water.  Red-throated Loons and Red-
necked Grebes were both bobbing up and down on the 
waves.  Those same waves made spotting the Common 
Eiders there more difficult.  The birds played a game of “Now 
you see me, now you don’t” with us.  If it hadn’t been for 

Leslie Starr and her very nice spotting scope, we might 
have missed them altogether.  Leslie and Joe Turner of 
the Baltimore chapter were there when we arrived.  Leslie 
found the eiders and put us on to them.  They were pretty 
far out, but two of the birds came close enough  that I could 
even see them in my own scope.
 
Other birds seen at the Jetty included two Bald Eagles 
sitting on some rocks on the opposite side of the inlet.  
There were also some American Oystercatchers and Purple 
Sandpipers about.
 
Before leaving the Jetty, Bob asked the group if we would 
like to drive down to Assateague and make an attempt at 
seeing the Snowy Owls.  A number of the birds had been 
spotted on the dunes there.  Finding them would probably 
require a bit of a trudge in the sand, but we were all game.
 
After crossing the bridge to the island, we first drove to 
the campgrounds along Bayside Driver.  Here, we parked 
the car and began walking.  There had been a Clay-colored 
Sparrow seen in this area since November.  There were 
other birders looking for the bird as well.   That made 
things easier.  Surprisingly, it didn’t take all that long to 
find it.  Other species here included Northern Cardinal, 
Northern Mockingbird, Red-winged Blackbird, Boat-
tailed Grackle, Yellow-rumped Warbler, Belted Kingfisher, 
Chipping Sparrow, Eastern Towhee, Song Sparrow, Dark-
eyed Junco, Carolina Wren, White-throated Sparrow, and 
Fox Sparrow.
 
We then drove as far south as we were able without on OSV 
(Over-Sand Vehicle) permit.  Most of us didn’t even have 
over-sand vehicles!  Getting out of the vehicles we did have, 
we began walking.  Some Horned Larks made the first 
part of the walk exciting.  Soon, however, the sandy beach 
became a bit monotonous.  There were a lot of other people 
walking as well.  Most of them had come to see the owls.
 
Before long, we came to a small group of people with 
scopes standing around on the beach.  (That is always a 
good sign.)  Unfortunately, when we looked again, it was 
obvious that they weren’t really looking through their 
scopes. (Definitely not a good sign.)  When we caught 
up with them, they pointed out the sand dune where the 
Snowy Owl had been sitting.  It was very close and would 
have made for a great photo op.  “If only you had been here 
a couple of minutes ago,” one of them said.  I remember 
hearing that one before.
 
So, we started walking again.  Anything we saw that looked 
large and white was fair game.  We spent quite a bit of 
time scoping out one possible owl or another.  One of the 
birds managed to take off from a point just ahead of us and 
fly south until it disappeared.  On the wing, it was quite 
impressive.  It seemed huge.   

Continued from page 7

Continued on page 9

Long-tailed Ducks 



This sighting would have probably been enough to satisfy 
many.  However,  a couple of us spotted what looked like 
a definite possibility a little farther along.  Walking a little 
faster now, we could see other birders setting up scopes on 
the beach and looking in the same direction.   We slowed 
down again as we approached.  Not was there just one 
owl.  There were two.  One was perched on a dune that was 
pretty close to the beach.  The other bird sat farther back.

 

While the others were setting up their scopes, I focused my 
camera on the closer of the two birds.  Then it happened!  It 
being a woman with flaming red hair.  She walked out from 
the dunes and headed straight for the owl.  I remember 
hearing Dave trying to warn her off, but it was too late.   
Seeing  people on two fronts was evidently more than the 
nearest of the two birds could deal with.  It took off and 
disappeared.
 

Since this is a family publication, I will not repeat some 
of what was said to this woman or about her.  Needless to 
say, she now knows how to approach wildlife in the field.   
Fortunately, the second owl did not bolt.  We all had good 
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views of it before heading back along the beach.  
On our way, we encountered a ranger who was stopping 
to give everyone his little lecture on how to behave around 
wildlife.  Better late than never I suppose.  Someone 
pointed out the lady with the red hair to him as one who 
definitely needed a talking to.  As we walked back along the 
beach, we could see the two of them engaged in a rather 
spirited conversation.  
 
After lunch at Subway, we drove to Pemberton Park 
in Salisbury.  The main focus here was the many well-
preserved historical dwellings and out buildings.  There 
were also some nice nature trails.  Unfortunately, there 
weren’t many birds.  Our list included Turkey Vulture, 
Eastern Bluebird, Fish Crow, Bald Eagle, American Robin, 
Brown-headed Nuthatch, Hermit Thrush, White-throated 
Sparrow, and Blue Jay.  

Since this wasn’t the usual long weekend at the Shore, we 
parted company here and went our separate ways.  But, not 
before Debbie took a group photo!

Continued from page 8

The one that got away!

Say “Snowy Owl” (Photo ©Debbie Terry)

The one that stayed!
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In the April, 2013 issue of The Whooosletter, I wrote about 
the birding hot spot along Brown Road referred to as the 
Union Mills Wetlands.   Just a short distance away are two 
other very productive locations.  Bill Ellis and I bird these 
at least three times a year since they are on our CCBC 
count route.

From the wetlands, continue down Brown Road to Halter 
Road.   Turn left, cross the bridge, and then pull off on the 
right side of the road.  Walk quietly back to the bridge and 
look up stream.  At any time of the year, a Belted Kingfisher 
might be seen perched on one of the overhanging branch-
es.  In the water, a number of duck species are possible, 
including Mallard, Hooded Merganser, and Wood Duck.

In Spring, the trees and shrubs along the stream come alive 
with birds. In addition to the usual suspects, these 
might include Yellow Warbler, Baltimore Oriole, Or-
chard Oriole, Eastern Phoebe, Eastern Kingbird, Eastern 
Wood-Pewee, Ruby-throated Hummingbird, Great Crested 
Flycatcher, Gray Catbird, Philadelphia Vireo, and Warbling 
Vireo.  We have found the latter species perched in a tree 
along the stream in a number of years.  This is also a good 
place to hear or see Red-headed Woodpeckers.    
 
Once, while Bill and I were standing on the bridge, some 
local boys in a pickup stopped to check us out.  When they 
heard we were birders, they proceeded to tell us about a 
bald eagle that frequented the area.  They also gave us per-
mission to drive across their property looking for it.  From 
what they said, their property was the large field to the left 
of the stream.  The ground there was pretty soggy, so we 
decided to pass on that invitation.  Who knows whether 
there was a bald eagle or not?   Who knows whether it was 
even their property!  On our next visit to the area, however, 
I decided to have a look across the large field.  I scanned 
the large trees in the back and sure enough, there was a 
bald eagle.

Getting back in your vehicle, continue just a short dis-
tance to Study (that’s pronounced “Stoody”) Road.  Turn 
right.  You will pass a house on your left and then enter a 
wooded area.  When you come out of the woods, there will 
be a large open field on your left.  Study Pond will appear 
shortly on your right, surrounded on one side by large 
evergreens.  Study Pond has a long history as a hotspot.  
Birders have reported unusual species for the county there 
for many years.  At first blush, it doesn’t seem like much at 
all – just another farm pond.  The species list here, 
however, is quite impressive.  Naturally, ducks 
predominate.  Those seen include Mallard, Hooded 
Merganser, Ring-necked Duck, Gadwall, Black Duck, Red-
head, Wood Duck, American Wigeon, Northern Pintail, 
Northern Shoveler, Green-winged teal, Blue-winged Teal, 
Common Goldeneye, Ruddy Duck, and Coot.   

Shorebirds sometimes feed along the edges of the pond 
where the water is low.  Killdeer, Lesser Yellowlegs, Spotted 
Sandpiper, Solitary Sandpiper, Least Sandpiper, and Snipe 
have all been recorded.  Other aquatic or (semi-aquatic) 
species included Great Blue Heron, Double-crested Cor-
morant, Canada Goose, Cackling Goose, Green Heron, and 
Great Egret.

In summer, the large fields opposite the pond are excellent 
for sparrows.  Grasshopper Sparrow, Vesper Sparrow, and 
Savannah Sparrow may be heard and perhaps seen. 
The area is usually pretty quiet otherwise.  Few vehicles 
drive down the narrow, unpaved road.  However, it is 
important to not block access. 

Most birds can be easily seen from inside the car but gently 
stepping out is possible without flushing the birds. Do not 
approach the pond any closer and stay on the road.  The 
area on both sides is private property.

Study Pond and Halter Road Bridge lie in the northern 
part of the county.  To reach them, drive north on Route 97 
towards Gettysburg.  Turn left on Brown Road and then 
continue to Halter Road as per the directions given above.

Birding Hotspot
Halter Road Bridge and Study Pond

Study Pond

Field on Halter Road



Species Profile  
Swamp Sparrow (Melospiza grorgiana)

Early American naturalist William Bartram referred to 
this issue’s species as a Reed Sparrow.  Well, that is cer-
tainly close.  After all, there are reeds in swamps.  In 1811, 
however, when Alexander Wilson described the bird for 
his American Ornithology, he decided to call it Swamp 
Sparrow.  That makes better sense.  Think of all the Swamp 
Sparrows you have ever seen and then try to remember 
how many weren’t in swamps.

OK. OK.  I know that someone talked about having one at 
his feeder a while ago.  And, I have seen them in open fields 
that didn’t seem all that wet.  But, generally, if there isn’t 
any water, there isn’t any Swamp Sparrow.  I have noticed 
this when Bill Ellis and I do counts at the Union Mills 
Wetlands along Brown Road.  When the wetlands dry up, 
the Swamp Sparrows seem to disappear.

John Eastman, in his Birds of Lake, Pond, and Marsh adds 
another element to the name game.  He maintains that 
Swamp Sparrows more typically reside in open marsh-
land than in swampland.   So, should we call them Marsh 
Sparrows?

The main habitat requirements listed by Eastman include 
shallow, standing water, low dense (but not uniformly so) 
cover like sedges, grasses, and cattails, and some elevated 
perches.  Ah, home sweet home!

This is the kind of place that two so inclined Swamp 
Sparrows can build a nest and raise a family.  Monogamy 
tends to be only seasonal, however.  Spring migration peaks 
in April.  Males arrive on territory between one and three 
weeks before the females.  The males are more particular 
about returning to the same territory they had defended 
the year previous.  The females aren’t.  That is why new 
couples are more likely to form each year.

Breeding territories vary from less than an acre to almost 
1 1/2 acres.  It all depends on how good the habitat is.  If 
conditions are really favorable to nesting, swamp sparrows 
may almost be considered colonial with as many as 15 
nests per acre.

Not much is really known about the pairing process.  
Nesting usually begins in May.  The male may bring the 
nest material, but the female decides where the nest is to be 
constructed and then does it all herself.  Usually, the site 
selected is about a foot above water, although occasionally, 
a nest may also be built on the ground.  Its outside 
diameter is around 4 inches.  Coarse sedges and grasses 
may be used, but it is then lined with finer plant material.

Four to five eggs are laid.  These are green with heavy 
brown spotting.  The female does all the incubation with 
the male providing meals.  This can take anywhere from 
12 to 14 days.   Once the eggs hatch, both parents feed the 
young.  After they fledge in 9 to 11 days, the female may 
continue to feed them for another couple of weeks.  (Some 
mothers just can’t let go.)  Even then, the family will 
continue to hang out together for some time.

During the breeding season, 88% of a Swamp Sparrow’s 
diet is made up of insects.  Dragonflies, damselflies, beetles, 
crickets, ants, bees, aphids, grasshoppers, and caterpillars 
may be on the menu.  Then, as the young birds fledge, 
Swamp Sparrows start eating more seeds until these make 
up to 84%-97% of their diet.  They might eat the seeds of 
sedges, smartweeds, vervains, docks, panic grass, etc.  
Blueberries are also eaten.

Some Swamp Sparrows remain in the southern portions of 
their breeding range throughout the winter.  The species 
frequently turns up on the CCBC Mid-Winter Count.  
Others may migrate as far as Mexico.  This fall migration 
is a much more protracted affair than that of the Spring.  It 
usually begins in August, peaking in late September and 
October.  They frequently stop on their way south to rest 
for a week here and there in areas with good feeding op-
portunities.  The birds we see here in Winter are probably 
birds from farther North that have migrated south, replac-
ing summer residents.

Like the males that tend to return to the same territories 
each Spring, Winter philopatry is also common.  Small 
flocks of 6 – 10 birds may feed together.  At night, 50 - 60 
birds may roost in the same area.  Spring migration begins 
again in mid-March.

David Sibley describes the song of the Swamp Sparrow as 
“a slow, simple, musical trill chinga, chinga, chinga…fading 
at the end.”  John Eastman thinks it is more like “weet-weet-
weet-weet-weet”, resembling the sound of a squeaky wagon 
wheel.  You can decide for yourself.  Their call is easier to 
describe.  It is a nice hard “chip”.
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Because of their specific habitat requirements, the Swamp Sparrow has few competitors.  Song Sparrows prefer to nest 
where it is a bit drier.  Marsh Wrens and Common Yellowthroats may check a Swamp Sparrow’s territory out, but they 
will almost always be sent packing.  

Parasitism of nests by brown-headed cowbirds is common and flooding can present problems for the Swamp Sparrow.  
Eggs and young may also be lost to predators such as Blue Jays, Common Grackles, Minks, Short-tailed Weasels, Voles, 
Raccoons, Garter Snakes and Water Snakes.  Having avoided all of these, Swamp Sparrows may live for at least six years.

Swamp Sparrows have been described as appearing rather “chunky”.  This would be politically incorrect, however, so I will 
not dwell on it.  Overall, the birds have a rusty color to them, with a reddish cap, white throat, and grayish underparts.  
The juveniles have less distinct markings and striped crowns as in the photo.

April 19, 2014, Saturday - 8:00 am, half-day trip
Liberty Watershed off Bollinger Mill Rd, Eldersburg - Another great place for migrants. Meet at parking area
at east end of Bollinger Mill Rd. Leader Dave Harvey (410-795-3117). Moderate hike; could be muddy if it
recently rained. Expect kingfisher, herons, early migrants, woodpeckers, flycatchers, and warblers.

May 1, 2014, Thursday - 5:30pm - 7:30pm
Artists Reception - Regional artists will be displaying their works at the Carroll County Arts Council in Westminster.  
The exhibit, called For the Birds, features artwork with an avian theme.  The CCBC will be sponsoring the refreshments 
at the reception and will have its own small display in the lobby throughout the exhibit which runs from April 29 - June 7.  
For more information, contact the Arts Council at 410-848-7272. 

May 3, 2014, Saturday - 8:00 am, half-day trip
Susquehanna State Park - Spring migration along the Susquehanna River. All nesting warblers will also be
present. Meet at the parking lot on Stafford Road immediately west of Lapidum Road. From I-95
north exit at Route 155 east and in a quarter mile turn left on Lapidum. Follow it to its end at Stafford Road
and turn left. Leader Bob Ringler (410-303-2792).

May 7, 2014, 7:30 pm
Argentina and Chile: From the Pampas to Patagonia by Gwen 
Brewer with some help from George Jett. South Carroll Senior Center, 
5928 Mineral Hill Rd., Eldersburg, MD. 
Contact Dave Harvey 410-795-3117 for more information.

May 10, 2014, Saturday - up to all day
Carroll County May Count - Parties of counters will set their own 
schedules in their pre-arranged areas, to count resident and spring 
migrant bird species throughout the County. Contact Don Jewell to 
verify your bird counting area (jewelldg@gmail.com or 410-259-4716). 
Tally Rally will be hosted by Susan Bollinger at her home. If you will be 
attending the Tally, please RSVP to Susan no later than Wednesday, 
May 7, 2014, (410-848-2050). Bring a cash donation ($5) or food item.

May 16-18, 2014, Friday to Sunday
MOS Annual Conference, Holiday Inn Express, Solomon’s Island, 
Calvert County, MD — Consult your Yellowthroat or go 
to www.mdbirds.org for more information.

June 28, 2014, Saturday - 1:00 pm until ??
Summer Picnic and Planning Meeting at Amy Hoffman’s - Another 
chance to talk birds, eat, drink, share Amy’s pool, and have fun with 
fellow birders. RSVP to Amy Hoffman (410-549-3598) if you plan to 
attend and say what food item you’ll bring to share.

Upcoming Events

Dave Harvey, President, 410-795-3117
Don Jewell, Vice President, 410-259-4716
Mary Beth Francis, Secretary
Amy Hoffman, Treasurer, 410-549-3598

To contribute to The Whooosletter or for further 
information, contact: 

Don Jewell, 
4685 Geeting Road, 
Westminster, Maryland 21158
410-259-4716
jewelldg@gmail.com

Any uncredited content is the product
of the editor.
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