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The Lincoln Land Community College bird banding station (LLCC BBS) began its third overall season and second fall season of operations on Monday, 26 August 2013 (a full month ahead of last year’s inaugural starting date).  The site was the same as the two previous seasons, primarily the northern edge of the LLCC property (just north of the baseball fields and northeast of the campus lake).  The purposes of the station were to use bird banding as a tool to a) document, quantify and monitor bird populations that permanently live in or visit the site during the spring and fall migratory seasons, and b) provide educational opportunities for students, staff and others interested in learning more about birds and the environment.  Objectives included 1) documenting, quantifying and monitoring the seasonal bird populations, 2) comparing seasonal results with similar projects or studies at other Illinois or national sites, 3) publishing project results; and 4) providing “hands-on” experiences to students, staff and others who visit the station.

The station was in operation on 64 mornings (most weekdays and Saturdays) from 26 August through 15 November.  The number of mist nets used to capture birds varied each day from 7 to 28.  On banding days (days without rain, heavy winds, or cold temperatures) the nets were set to capture birds from just before dawn (most days) until about 11:00 a.m.  The nets were placed in four habitat types: a) an older, regenerated, deciduous woods with a thick honeysuckle understory and a slightly sloped ravine with a narrow, shallow stream that flowed from the campus lake (below the dam) to Lake Springfield (off campus) – 14 nets; b) the forest edge and its adjacent grassy lane – 3 nets; c) a partially restored prairie – 4 nets; and d) an area in the vicinity of a group of bird feeders and close to the lake – 7 nets.  To capture birds, net “lanes” were established and the nets were stretched between two 10’ aluminum poles (½” ENT conduit) placed vertically in the ground.  The nets were “unfurled” (usually before sunrise) then “furled” at the end of the daily banding sessions (to prevent accidental captures of any birds when not in operation).  During the fall season, the nets were in operation for 5596 net-hours (one net-hour is the use of one standard, 12-meter x 2 meter mist net for one hour during daylight hours).  Banding Station Protocols were exercised throughout the season and The Bander’s Code of Ethics – as developed and promoted by the North American Bird Banding Council (2001) – was an essential part of the banding operations.  

The season’s final banding total was 1902 birds of 70 species for an average of 30 birds per day and 0.34 new birds per net-hour.  Another 35 birds were captured as “returns”, birds previously banded at the site 90 or more days earlier; and, 470 birds were captured as “repeats”, birds previously caught within the past 90 days.  There were five days in which 100 or more birds were banded, the highest number was 194 (107 were goldfinches) on 18 October.  On the other hand, there were six days in which five or fewer birds were banded (with one rain-shortened day when only one bird was banded).  Even though the 70 species captured was a good number (the same total as last spring in 40 mornings of operation), more were anticipated. The total number of birds captured this fall was also lower than it could have been because of the excessive (and too frequent) southerly to westerly winds that not only challenged birds to migrate into the area, but made it difficult to capture and/or hold them (because the birds could see the nets or would bounce off of rather than get caught in them).  Although the nets in the woodlands were responsible for capturing several species not caught in the other habitats, only four of the fourteen nets could be considered consistently productive.  All four prairie nets, six of the seven feeder-area nets and one of the edge nets could be rated as excellent for catching birds.  The American Goldfinch was by far the most abundant species banded (579) and exceeded the second-most common species, the Dark-eyed (Slate-colored) Junco (104 banded), by a factor of five.  In Table 1 the left side identifies the 10 species with the highest 2013 banding totals (and their ranked position in 2012) and the right side lists the species that are typically in the top ten (in approximate descending order) in most Eastern and Midwestern fall banding operations.  If the fall 2013 rankings included all species in which 30 or more birds were banded, it would encompass seven more species, with only the House Wren and Common Grackle falling outside the typical group.  





TABLE 1

The 10 most commonly banded species

Species typically in the top 10


      (fall 2013)

      2012 Rank

    (all fall years combined)
American Goldfinch

579
  3

White-throated Sparrow

Dark-eyed Junco

104
  2

American Goldfinch
White-throated Sparrow

  98
  7

Yellow-rumped Warbler

House Sparrow


  91
  5

Gray Catbird

Yellow-rumped Warbler
  88
  1

Hermit Thrush



Song Sparrow


  86
 nr

Ruby-crowned Kinglet

Chipping Sparrow

  84
 nr

American Robin

Swamp Sparrow

  83
10

Northern Cardinal

House Finch


  52
  6

Magnolia Warbler

Hermit Thrush


  44
 nr

Swainson’s Thrush

nr = not ranked




Ovenbird








Nashville Warbler








Golden-crowned Kinglet

In contrast to the most common species, 12 species were represented by only a single banding and another 8 by just two birds.  Of these 20, eleven were first time bandings at the station.  For the record, another four (with three or more birds banded) were also “first timers” for the station, bringing the station total (after three seasons) to 94 species.  The most surprising capture of the season was a Yellow-fronted Canary, an exotic bird that was assumed to be escaped from captivity.  We also captured two Sharp-shinned Hawks on back-to-back October days.  Other pleasant surprises were a Philadelphia Vireo, Marsh Wren, Black-throated Blue Warbler and Blackburnian Warbler. Thinking in terms of species groups for the season, only two of the seven vireo species possible were captured, but, warblers and sparrows were fairly well represented, with 20 and 9 species, respectively.  It is expected, since this was only the third season for the station, that new seasonal totals for individual species would be relatively easy to achieve.  For 2013, single-season high totals were set for 44 species (including the 15 first-time species).  Of course, the 579 goldfinches and 104 juncos were new highs.  But, so were the 16 Tufted Titmice, 7 Carolina Wrens, 34 House Wrens, 44 Hermit Thrushes, 8 Black-throated Green Warblers, 40 Ovenbirds, 84 Chipping Sparrows, 86 Song Sparrows, 15 Lincoln’s Sparrows, 83 Swamp Sparrows, 98 White-throated Sparrows, 40 cardinals and 52 House Finches.  On the negative side, some of the anticipated species that were not captured this fall were: Cooper’s Hawk, Hairy Woodpecker, Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Great Crested Flycatcher, two or three other vireos, Wood Thrush, Cedar Waxwing, other warblers, one of the tanagers, American Tree Sparrow and Savannah Sparrow.  One, and often two, Cooper’s Hawks were regularly observed around the banding area this fall; one actually hit a net on the last day and killed a junco near the feeders.  Casualties, such as this, can be expected, but, were, once again, rare at the banding station this fall – an ideal situation.  As a side note, this was the first year in which a vole was actually captured in a net (because the net was partially on the ground at that point).
The four primary issues affecting the banding operations and the variable number of nets used on a daily basis this year were the wind, frost, leaves and deer.  There’s not much that can be done about the wind – we can only hope that the number of days when it is moderate to excessive are few and far between (which was not the case this fall).  Banding operations were shortened on many days because of too much wind.  There’s not much that can be done about frost either, which occurs primarily on cold and humid November nights.  When frost covers the nets, mostly those in the open areas, the nets cannot be unfurled until the frost has melted (often 2-3 hours after sunrise); this, too, affects the number of net-hours of operation.  The leaf issue is something all banding operations have to contend with each fall.  Some days there are no leaves in the nets, other days there are only a few leaves to contend with, and then a few days (perhaps 4-6 each fall) when all nets (especially those in the woodlands) are completely filled with leaves – then it’s a wonder any birds are captured at all.  Considerable time is required to remove leaves from the nets (and many thanks to everyone who helped in removing them).  If those days could be predicted, the woodland nets would not be unfurled those mornings (or quickly furled once the leaves were removed).  When leaves are in the nets, the number of birds captured are reduced in two ways: 1) the birds can see and avoid leaf-filled nets, and 2) considerable time (and the presence of people) is required to take the leaves out of the nets and during that time, birds are not present in the capture area.  In addition, all leaves (and remnants) MUST be totally removed from the nets prior to their being furled, otherwise, the nets could not be readily unfurled the next morning.  As for the deer, the only hope continues to be that they will learn where the furled nets are (when they are readily visible) and hopefully avoid them when they are unfurled.  However, when the deer are caught off-guard (which they sometimes are), they disperse quickly and a net in their departure path does not stop them.  Only two nets were totally lost to deer this fall but others were somewhat damaged (but are reparable -- if someone is willing and has the time).  Two other nets, while furled, were knocked to the ground by deer, but were retrieved and not seriously damaged.  
.
Finally, many thanks to everyone who volunteered time at and visited the LLCC banding station.  Special thanks to a) Lincoln Land Community College for permitting the project to continue (in particular, Dr. Charlotte Warren, Dr. Eileen Tepatti, Bill Bade, Dave Bretscher  and Steve Handy); b) Anthony Rothering (LLCC Biology Faculty) for near-daily assistance in all aspects of the project from beginning to end; c) Anna Kozlov and Kelsey Thornton for near-daily assistance in tending the nets; d) other regular assistants (especially Butch Tetzlaff, Jim Mordacq, Susan Shaw, Paul Biggers, and Joe Gardner; e) Paul Biggers and Anthony Rothering for reviewing and providing pertinent comments on the draft of this report, and f) everyone else who helped and/or visited any time during the season (including 102 LLCC students, 8 LLCC classes and an LLCC Saturday conference group).
The LLCC BBS is scheduled to resume banding operations next spring from about March 24th through late May.  We all look forward to seeing you then.  
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