Sarson’s Island Bird Counts – Spring/Summer 2008
At the request of Friends of Sengekontacket, Mass Audubon’s Coastal Waterbird Program staff completed counts of all birds visible on Sarson’s Island 12 times throughout the breeding season, from April 30 – July 18. The island was observed from the vantage point of the bridge, using either binoculars or a spotting scope, with one incomplete count (focused on observing chicks and staging terns) by kayak. Observations were made by CWP staff member, Rich Stanton on April 30, May 15, May 19, June 1, June 15, June 21, June 25, July 3, July 13, July 16, and July 18. Counts included adults and juvenile birds visible from a single vantage point, and do not represent a count of breeding pairs. Double-crested cormorants are especially difficult to count when breeding with gulls, because walking through or even approaching the colony will cause adult cormorants to scatter, leaving eggs and chicks vulnerable to gull predation. This year, no attempt was made to walk around the colony, which is the only way (typically in late May) to get an estimate of breeding pairs that would be comparable to historical data.
Historical data for breeding waterbirds are limited, and state decadal census data provide some background, but are spotty. These data are not extensive enough to provide any trend information on double-crested cormorants, and suggest that breeding herring gulls on the island might be declining, while great black-backed gulls might be increasing slightly (data courtesy of MA Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program).
	HISTORICAL DATA - STATE CENSUSES

	 
	1974
	1984
	1994
	2007

	DCCO
	Nd
	nd
	230
	254

	COTE
	Nd
	250
	0
	0

	HERG
	260
	175
	90
	28

	GBBG
	Nd
	5
	5
	58


Double-crested cormorant adults and juveniles were not distinguished, and counts in 2008 do not represent breeding pairs, but likely include a large number of loafing and non-breeding individuals. The high count was on July 18, with 468 total adults and juveniles, many likely from other sites, during post-breeding dispersal. This total could represent some young produced in this colony, but this was difficult to determine, and unlikely that productivity was very high, as a maximum of 2 young chicks were ever seen (June 21). On other dates throughout the peak nesting season counts of adults and juveniles ranged from 139 on May 15 to 205 on June 1. Mean number of adults and juveniles throughout the entire count period was 270.  An increase later in the season could be due to individuals moving in from other sites to rest, as well as more adults becoming visible at the colony site as incubation ceased. In order to accurately assess the use of the island by breeding pairs vs. post-breeding dispersing/migrating individuals, more frequent adult counts and more accurate breeding pair counts would be necessary in the future. With a higher quality scope, a more concerted effort could also be made to distinguish juveniles from adults.
Early in the season, on April 30, a high count of Larus spp. (gull species not distinguished) was 112. A high count of herring gulls was observed on June 1, with 63 total adults and juveniles, with a mean of 37 individuals when counts are averaged throughout the season. Great black-backed gull peak count was on July 3, with 26 total adults and juveniles, with a seasonal mean of 16 individuals. Productivity appeared to be poor for both gull species based on the number of chicks observed (a high count of 3 species of each chick seen on June 25).

In future years, depending on staffing levels and funding, we will attempt to complete at least one boat-based survey in late May to try to conduct a more thorough count of breeding pairs of gulls and cormorants (by counting incubating adults). 

Loafing / foraging common terns were observed throughout the season, starting with 60 on May 19, with a high count of 120 June 1 (may have included some roseate terns / not distinguished on that date). Roseate terns (2) were definitively identified from kayak on June 21. Common terns were likely from the Haystack breeding colony (high count of 141 nests on June 14; productivity poor to none). Both common and roseate terns are known to use other areas on Martha’s Vineyard more extensively throughout the breeding season to rest and forage, and some sites are used by known post-breeding (color-banded) roseate terns from Bird and Ram Islands. A high count of 4 foraging / loafing least terns was observed on June 21, likely from a small breeding colony on Sylvia State Beach.
A total of 18 species were observed on Sarson’s Island throughout the season, with possible breeding willets, based on territorial behavior (chasing gulls). American oystercatchers are also possible breeders on this site, but territoriality was difficult to determine, and one or two birds observed repeatedly could have come from Big Gravel or the pond shore, where known breeding pairs were located. Other species that used the island in small numbers (but were not known breed) include: Canada goose (2), laughing gull (2), black skimmer (1), and piping plover (3 foraging). A few migratory shorebirds used the island in June and July including black-bellied plover, semi-palmated plover, semi-palmated sandpiper, short-billed dowitcher, and ruddy turnstone. 
