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LARID NESTING POPULATIONS OF THE WINNEBAGO POOL
AND RUSH LAKE, WISCONSIN, 1985

By Arthur F. Techlow, III
and
Michael J. Mossman

SUMMARY

He surveyed nesting larid populations on selected marshes and islands in the
Hinnebage Pocol and Rush Lake, Winnebago and Fond du Lac Counties, Wisconsin,
during 1985. The upriver lakes of the Winnebago Pool contalned the following
numbers of nesting pairs: Forster's tern - 260, Common tern - 5, herring gqull
- 85, and ring-billed gull - 133. Black terns nested in several areas but
were not counted. The 201 Forster's tern nests on artificial nest platforms
appeared largely successful while the 59 nests on natural substrates had mixed
success. The 5 common tern nests represent a newly established or
re-established colony site. Forster's tern numbers declined 17%, herring
gulls declined 9%, and ring-billed gulls declined 597 from 1984 in the upriver
lakes. A traditional colony of common terns at Willow Tree Island in Lake
Winnebago contained only 5 nests, a 79% decline from 1984. Forty-three pairs
of Forster's terns nested on Rush Lake, mostly on artificial platforms, but
few If any young fledged. Recommendations for the entire study area include
future monitoring, continued use of artificial nest platforms, local
management of common tern colony sites, and large-scale management of the
Winnebago Pool and Rush Lake ecosystems.

BUREAU OF ENDANGERED RESOURCES
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
Box 7921
Madison, HWisconsin 53707
608-266-7012

December 1985




Larid Nesting Populations of the Winnebago Pool
and Rush Lake, Wisconsin, 1985

By Arthur F. Techlow, III and Michael J. Mossman. Bureau of Endangered
Resources, Wisconsin Department of MNatural Resources, Box 7921, Madison,
Wisconsin 53707

INTRODUCTION

Winnebago and northern Fond du Lac Counties contain Wisconsin's largest
nesting population of Forster's tern (Sterna forsteri) and a smaller
population of common tern (S. hirundo)--both considered endangered in the
state--as well as nesting black terns (Chlidonias niger—Hisconsin "watch"
status), the largest inland population of herring gull (Larus argentatus) and
the only known inland colony of ring-billed gull (L. delawarensis) in the
state (Mossman et al. 1984)., The latter species is a common nest-site
competitor with common terns in Wisconsin. MWinnebago County has also been the
site of intensive nest-site management for Forster's terns since 1977 (Techlow
in press). This paper reports on our 1985 monitoring of the major gqull and
tern nesting populations in Winnebago County and the northern edge of adjacent
Fond du Lac County, with special emphasis on the Forster's tern.

STUDY AREA

The Winnebago Pool (Fig. 1) covers ca 640 km* and includes lakes Winnebago,
Butte des Morts, Winneconne, and Poygan in Winnebago County, East Central
Hisconsin. The latter 3 lakes are referred to as the upriver lakes. A vast
majority of the Winnebago Pool consists of open water. Although most of the
former beds of emergent and submergent vegetation have gradually disappeared
since the construction of dams at the outlet of Lake Winnebago, several
marshes still occur along the shores of the upriver lakes, and a few isolated
islands of phragmites (Phragmites australis) persist in shallow sites of open
water areas. A1l 4 lakes contain riprap islands, varying in size from ca
1-4.,000 m*. This study area is further described by Mossman et al. (1984).

Rush Lake is a shallow 12 km” lake in southwest Winnebago County and

northwest Fond du Lac County. A “prairie pothole" lake with scattered beds of
hardstem bulrush (Scirpus acutus) and cattail (Typha sp.), the lake has lost
much of its emergent vegetation since construction of the most recent dam at
its outlet in 1953. By mid-summer the lake becomes choked with dense beds of
submergents, mostly the alga Chara.




METHODS AND MATERIALS

We installed 200 artificial floating nest platforms for Forster's terns
(60x6dcm—Techlow 1983 and in press) in 3 phragmites beds in lakes Poygan
("WW", "E" sites) and Winneconne ("CP" site) on 26 and 27 April 1985. At Rush
Lake we installed 20 platforms in a bulrush stand southwest of the lake's
center on 10 May and 24 platforms among bulrush in the north part of the lake
on 20 June. Sixteen of the latter platforms were 40x40cm. Techlow visited
the upriver lake colonies on 13 occasions during 5 May - 2 August. Rush Lake
platforms and potential natural nesting sites were monitored by Mossman on 4
occasions between 10 May and 24 July, by Bruce Eichhorst (University of
Wisconsin-Oshkosh) on 7 occasions between 17 May and 9 July, and by

Thomas Ziebell on 29 June. MWe retrieved all nest platforms in September.

Techlow visited all potential nest sites for Forster's tern, common tern and
both gull species in the upriver lakes during 22-24 May. This included all
marshes, riprap islands, and breakwaters, including the Wolf River upstream
from Lake Poygan, as far as the mouth of the Rat River. Certain sites were
revisited later in the season. Monitoring of Lake Winnebago was limited to
the 2 riprap islands of the “Friendship” site on the north edge of Fond du Lac
County, where gull and tern populations were also monitored during 1983 and
1984. Techlow visited these islands on 4 dates between 3 June and 15 August.
Aerial and ground surveys by Mossman in 1983-84 revealed only one other larid
nest site on Lake Winnebago -- a herring gull colony on Blackbird Island,
north of Oshkosh. This site was not monitored in 1985.

Paul Kivlin (pers. comm.) spent several days in a blind at the Poygan "W"
Forster's tern subcolony, photographing and noting behavior of nesting birds.
Techlow and Mossman spent 14 person-hours observing tern behavior and platform
use, from blinds in the "WW" and "CP" platform colonies.

RESULTS

Forster's Tern--Winnebago Pool

A total of 260 Forster's tern pairs nested in the upriver lakes of the
Winnebago Pool. HMe found the first active nests on platforms on 5 May. On
13 May 70% of the 200 platforms contained nests. MWe first found chicks on

30 May, by which time all platforms had been used for nesting. As in years
past, some platforms were used for nesting more than once during the season.
One platform contained 2 simultaneously active nests, a phenomenon previously
unrecorded. Mean clutch size for the 201 nests was 3.1 (Table 1).

We did not attempt to estimate production from these colonies, because of the
wide span of fledging dates, the ability of chicks and young fledglings to
hide from intruders among emergent vegetation within the colony site, and the
rapid dispersal of fledglings. We first saw young birds flying on 24 June,
almost 4 weeks after the first eggs had hatched. We saw fledglings with
adults in various feeding areas of the upriver lakes throughout July, and by
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10 July the number of adults at the nest colonies was less than half of what
it had been on 24 June. From a distance we often noted young birds of
approximate fledging age standing on nest platforms--usually 2 young per
platform—and we feel that overall production from platform nests was very
good, probably averaging at least 1 fledgling per nest.

Our observations from blinds showed that chicks older than ca | week readily
swim from nest platforms at the approach of humans, and hide in emergent
vegetation. MWe watched this on 8 occasions, and in all cases after the
intruder left or entered the blind, the chicks returned to the platforms,
climbing up the hardware cloth strips attached to the platforms for this
purpose. Younger chicks stayed on the platforms as intruders arrived, but
often hid under hardboard chick shelters if the platforms included these
shelters. Forster's tern behavior at platform and natural nest sites is
further discussed elsewhere (Techlow in press).

Forster's terns also nested on natural substrates at | site in the "HW"
phragmites bed and at 2 sites within the "W" phragmites bed, all in Lake
Poygan. One of the sites in the "W" bed was the mudbar described by Techlow
and Linde (1983). The bar was under several cm of water soon after ice-out,
but a prolonged dry spell in May and June, and a water level 10cm lower than
normal caused parts of the bar to become exposed during the breeding season.
At this site we found a maximum of 16 nests on 23 May (Table 2), and 3 small
young on 24 June. Some nests were destroyed by wave action during the
breeding season, and we believe that very few young were produced.

The other natural nesting site in "W" was a mat of windrowed phragmites stems
located in a small phragmites stand adjacent to the mudbar. The mat rested on
the lake bottom in 15¢cm of water during the breeding season. The size of the
mat remained constant at approximately 1.5x4.5m. MWe found a maximum of 17
nests on the mat on 23 May (Table 2). Paul Kivlin witnessed many nesting
activities, including the hatching of young, and many young apparently
fledged.

The natural nesting site in "WW" was a floating mat of phragmites stems in an
opening of the phragmites bed. The size of the bed was approximately 3x10m
when the first nests were found on 13 May. By 23 May, 26 nests were present
(Table 2), but wind and waves were continually shifting and loosening the mat,
resulting in a constant loss of stems from the outer edges. On 23 May carp
were spawning along the edges of the mat, causing stems to be dislodged and
eggs of nearby nests to be rolled about. The combined activity of carp, wind,
and waves had totally destroyed the nest mat by 24 June, and no Forster's
terns fledged.

Forster's terns did not nest at any of the other former colony sites (Mossman
et al. 1984) on the Winnebago Pool in 1985.




Forster's Tern--Rush Lake

At the southern subcolony, Forster's terns nested in all 20 platforms, with
one platform containing 2 nests. Bruce Eichhorst (in 1itt.) first saw chicks
on 3 July but adults deserted all nests by 8 July, at which time he found 2
live and 6 dead young, viscera of another, and many eggs, most of which had
been crushed or punctured. Three of the chicks had been decapitated,
indicating great horned owl (Bubo virginianus) predation as the major cause of
the colony's failure. Great horned owl predation has been a major problem for
over-water nesting birds on Rush Lake in recent years (Eichhorst 1985).

At the northern subcolony on 15 June we found an active nest and several loose
eggs recently laid on small rootstocks of hardstem bulrush, and we set out 24
artificial platforms 5 days later. On 9 July, 20 of the platforms in the
second natural site contained active nests (Eichhorst in 1itt.), but the
colony was abandoned by 24 July, when we found that most eggs had been crushed
or punctured. The variety and extent of egg damage suggested predation by
various animals after desertion by the adult terns, the cause of which remains
unknown .

No renesting took place at either Rush Lake subcolony. No young fledged from
the 22 nests in the northern colony and although it is possible that up to 5
young fledged from the 21 nests in the southern subcolony, it is unlikely that
any fledged.

In early July Jack Kaspar (pers. comm.) reported seeing approximately 24
Forster's terns on the Rat River upstream from the bridge on Hwy M in
Winnebago County (T20N R16E S.6). A week later John Dunn (pers. comm.)
reported approximately 15 birds in the same area. Both sightings were made
from the bridge.

On 19 July we checked this area and found no nests. However, 4 adults and 3
juvenile Forster's terns defended a site located approximately 165m upstream
from the bridge and 45m north of the river. It consisted of numerous,
sparsely vegetated mud flats in an open area of cattail marsh. It is likely
that Forster's terns nested there.

Common Tern

We discovered a new nesting site of common terns on Lake Butte des Morts on a
14%20m rock island known as Bare Island (Mossman et al. 1984). This may be
the same island on which Jack Kaspar (pers. comm.) found a nesting colony of
common terns in the early 1960's; however the birds have not been recorded as
nesting there since. A palr of herring gulls nested on the island from at
least 1982 to 1984.







