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Memorandum 

To: All Regional Directors and Director, National Capital Parks 

From: ft Associate Director, Park System Management 

Subject: Guidelines for the Protection and Management of Colonially 
Nesting Waterbirds 
Reply Dug: November 1, 1976 

Enclosed are two copies of the subject guidelines. The guidelines 
have been prepared through the principal efforts of Dr. Paul Buckley 
of the North Atlantic Regional Office and provide information and 
techniques that can assist in the management and protection of several 
waterbird populations. 

Request was made for such guidelines upon learning that numerous 
populations of waterbirds, primarily those along the eastern seaboard, 
were experiencing declining population success rate0 due to various 
reasons. The lack of success was not limited to areas of the System, 
but also other public and private lands. 

The guidelines document reflects comments received from 20 persons who 
are authorities in the biology, management and protection of waterbirds 
in the eastern part of the country. Moreover, the document represents 
guidelines and not policy requirements. The document will not only 
be used by the National Park Service, but the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, state agencies and numerous other organizations as well. 

The document has been intentionally laid out single-spaced with a blank 
opposite page, so that it can be used extensively—and heavily annotated 
nrougnout cue iiciu season. 

We request that after use of the guidelines by your areas during the 
1976 summer season, they forward their comments concerning the guide
lines to Dr. Paul Buckley, North Atlantic Regional Office, National 
Park Service, 150 Causeway Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02114, by 
November 1, 1976, so revised guidelines for the 1977 breeding season 
can benefit from this year's use. Any specific questions or comments 
regarding the guidelines may also b ; addressed to Dr. Buckley at 
telephone number (617) 223-3778. 



A copy of this memorandum and two copies of the guidelines have been 
forwarded to the park areas in your region on the enclosed list. 

Enclosures 
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PRELIMINARY GUIDELINES FOR THE PROTECTION AND MANAGEMENT 
OF COLONIALLY NESTING WATERBIRDS 

BY 

P.A. BUCKLEY and F.G. BUCKLEY 
NORTH ATLANTIC REGIONAL OFFICE 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
BOSTON, MASS. 02114 

I. INTRODUCTION 

A. PREFACE 

1. Background 

Following the 1880's and 1890's, when terns, herons and other co-
lonially nesting waterbirds were almost exterminated species by 
species, the U. S. slowly but finally developed an awareness of 
the need for protecting these splendid animals as part of our na
tional heritage. Thanks largely to the good offices of the Na
tional Audubon Society, the birds' protection was such that by 
the 1930's and 1940's they were reclaiming their former ranges 
along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts of the U. S. With the expan
sion of the National Wildlife Refuge and National Park systems 
especially of National Seashores and Lakeshores and passage 
of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and similar laws, a kind of com
placency set in. After all, weren't these species now all pro
tected? 

The first glimmerings of possible trouble came from Massachusetts, 
where it was noticed that Common Terns seemed to be declining 
despite increased protection. Pesticides were thought to be the 
culprit, but were soon largely ruled out. Then workers in other 
areas along the Atlantic Coast became aware that despite a thriv
ing appearance, many colonies were in fact producing few flying 
young each year, and that traditional colony sites were being 
abandoned one after another. Other, more subtle, tendencies were 
soon uncovered: birds were concentrating in fewer and fewer, 
larger (and hence more vulnerable) colonies; colonies were shift
ing from beachfronts and other natural sites to man-made area such 
as dredge spoil deposition islands, roof tops, and man-made and 
-maintained impoundments; and sometimes startling changes in hab
itat preferences for colony siting were taking place (e.g. using 
salt marshes instead of sandy beaches). In at least one species 
astounding changes in social structure and population increases 
were detected; similar changes are suspected in several others but 
remain to be documented. 
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In the early 1970's, these impacts of human activity on colonially 
nesting waterbirds were noticed by a number of workers on different 
species and by certain observant refuge managers and park superin
tendents. Consequently, we were asked by Secretary Reed to prepare 
guidelines for use by refuges and parks under his jurisdiction in 
protecting and managing these valuable and threatened resources. 

In the initial stages of the preparation of the present document, 
we drew heavily on a report dealing with the same problem at Cape 
Cod National Seashore, prepared by its Chief Naturalist Richard 
Cunningham, whose contribution we enthusiastically acknowledge. 
However, most of the ideas expressed herein crystallized following 
a meeting we called in December 1975 at facilities graciously ex
tended to us by Deborah Howard and the Massachusetts Audubon So
ciety. We had drafted an outline for this document, and used it 
to elicit additional ideas, criticisms, and material on diverse 
species, areas and approaches. Represented at that meeting were 
Atlantic and Gulf Coasts and inland areas; Herring Gulls, Ring-
billed Gulls, Laughing Gulls, Sooty, Common, Royal, and Least 
Terns, herons and ibises all had their proponents and experts. 

Taking the comments on our original outline offered at that all-
day and evening meeting, we have fashioned this document. It must 
be regarded as it is titled: preliminary. We hope that field 
personnel as well as additional students of the animals discussed 
will read it critically and make suggestions for deletions, addi
tions, changes especially of illustrative material, terms for 
definition in a glossary, and additional appendices. There are 
many sections that need expansion, and we hope succeeding versions 
will have, for example, chapters dealing with the species-speci
fic management problems and biological properties of the birds con
sidered; and that an extensive selection of black and white photo
graphs will augment our meager and yet prolix text. 

2. Acknowledgements 

A first draft of this document was read by a number of people. 
We especially acknowledge the extensive comments and extraordin
arily helpful suggestions for improving the ideas and their ex
pression received from Brian Harrington(Manomet Bird Observatory), 
Joanna Burger (Rutgers University), Michael Gochfeld(Rockefeller 
University), Bradford Blodget (University of Massachusetts), Michael 
Bartlett, Gaylord Inman, Alan Zellig, Ralph Andrews (US Fish and 
Wildlife Service), Kathleen C. Anderson (Manomet Bird Observatory), 
James Baird, Richard Forster, Deborah Howard, Ian Nisbet (Massachu
setts Audubon Society), Jonnie Fisk (National Audubon Society), 
William Drury (College of the Atlantic), Richard Cunningham and 
William Robertson (US National Park Service). 



While we must take the blame for errors of omission, commission, 
interpretation or just bad judgement, we must share any credits 
with all who have contributed ideas to the solution of these vi
tal problems. In any event, what we have presented here must be 
regarded as highly tentative probings to be tested in the crucible 
of the field situation, and to be used. If ultimately it is not 
useful, we will all have wasted our time. Only our combined know
ledge can obviate that unhappy eventuality. 

B. SCOPE 

1. Geographic: We treat colonially nesting waterbirds of the 
Atlantic and Gulf Coasts of the United States, 

and of those inland areas east of the Rocky Mountains. 

2. Taxomonic: For a number of reasons we will not go into here, 
we have decided to exclude from specific consid

eration several species of "waterbirds" that occur, sometimes 
(loosely) colonially,in these geographic areas. These animals 
are adequately considered elsewhere (endangered species programs , 
waterfowl management plans, etc.), or are local and/or have spe
cies-specific problems, or are not colonial, or are in other ways 
simply beyond the original intent of this document. 

EXCLUDED SPECIES 

Leach's Petrel 
all other tubenoses 
all grebes 
all waterfowl 
Osprey 
cranes 
rails 
gallinules &. coot 
Wilson's Plover 
Piping Plover 
Snowy Plover 
American Oystercatcher 

Upland Sandpiper 
Willet 
American Avocet 
Black-necked Stilt 
Wilson's Phalarope 
all alcids 
all kingfishers 
Bank Swallow 
Sharp-tailed sparrow 
Seaside Sparrow 
Boat-tailed Grackle 
Great-tailed Grackle 
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INCLUDED SPECIES 

Brown Pelican 
White Pelican 
Great Cormorant 
Double-crested Cormorant 
Olivaceous Cormorant 
American Anhinga 
Magnificent Frigatebird 
Great Blue (incl. "Great White") 

Heron 
Green Heron 
Louisiana Heron 
Little Blue Heron 
Black-crowned Night Heron 
Yellow-crowned Night Heron 
Cattle Egret 
Reddish Egret 
Great Egret 
Snowy Egret 
Glossy Ibis 
White-faced Ibis 
White Ibis 
Scarlet Ibis 
Wood Stork 

Roseate Spoonbill 
Great Black-backed Gull 
Herring Gull 
California Gull 
Ring-billed Gull 
Laughing Gull 
Franklin's Gull 
Little Gull 

Gull-billed Tern 
Forster's Tern 
Common Tern 
Roseate Tern 
Arctic Tern 
Least Tern 
Sooty Tern 
Royal Tern 
Sandwich Tern 
Caspian Tern 
Black Tern 
Brown Noddy 
Black Noddy 
Black Skimmer 

We do not have space to go into details of identification, ranges, 
the habits and habitat preferences of these birds. Many users 
of these guidelines will already be familiar with these species 
from personal experience, but for additional information please 
refer to Appendix 1. The standard field guides — Peterson; 
Robbins e_t al. — are essential starting points for identification 
and the Bent Life Histories of North American Birds (Dover Re
prints) supply life history data. 

C. NEED AND JUSTIFICATION FOR PROTECTION AND MANAGEMENT 

Frequently, informed persons are hard put to answer the basic ques
tion "Vlhy should we be protecting these animals?" Many of us con
sider that a rhetorical question. Unfortunately to many others 
it is not rhetorical, and unless answered convincingly, they will 
not support protection plans. 

There are many reasons for protecting our colonial waterbirds. 
Some might seem more, others less, obvious, but all are important 

in different degrees to different people. The following enu
meration is not intended to be all-inclusive or a ranking of impor
tance . 
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1. Living Creatures. They are living, vulnerable creatures needing 
man's protection. The initial question might 

better be "Why shouldn't we be protecting them?" 

2. Mandated by Law. Their protection is mandated by numerous Fed
eral and state laws and treaties. 

3. Protected on Public Lands. Where these animals live on public 
lands, a premium should be placed 

on the preservation of all life. Moreover, it is the stated mis
sion of the Fish and Wildlife Service to protect and manage our 
natural resources; and of the National Park Service to protect and 
interpret our natural resources. Wildlife on public lands belong 
to all the people. 

4. Esthetic Value. There is esthetic value in diversity of life, 
and the visibility and diversity of bird life 

in waterbird breeding colonies is high and impressive. Imagine a 
"silent summer" without gulls, terns or herons in our estuaries. 

5. Rectify human disruption. Man has intruded into and disturbed 
so much of the native habitat of 

these birds that it is no longer available. We have an obligation 
to repair that damage insofar as we are able. 

6. Restricted Populations. Many of these animals are either pres
ently rare, endangered or threatened, 

or are showing the declines in productivity and recruitment usually 
preceding population crashes and extirpations. 

7. Educational Value. They offer tremendous potential for natural 
history education, with ecology and biology 

themes readily accessible to millions of people; and they have in
estimable value in ecological research, especially of their role 
in estuaries, only beginning to be understood. 

8. Ecosystem Significance. They are an integral part of all the 
ecosystems in which they occur, and we 

have only the faintest glimmerings of what changes would be wrought 
in those ecosystems should these animals disappear. As one example, 
we can speculate on the condition of our beaches should there be no 
gulls to clean them. 

9. Energy Interchange. Colonial waterbirds are probably respon
sible for some of the greatest interchanges 

of energy between the land and water biotas. The impact of serious 
disruption in this energy flow to the dynamics of estuarine biomass 
production has never been adequately investigated, but must be im
mense. 
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10. Promote Vegetation Growth. Waterbird colonies in many loca
tions supply an enormous amount 

of fertilizer to beaches and coastal uplands, and the resulting 
vegetation often serves to stabilize sand dunes and other coastal 
soils against erosion and blowouts. Likewise, heronries nourish 
plant successional stages and in many places no doubt accelerate 
succession. 

11. Early Indicators of Pollution. Being at the top of the food 
chain, these birds are espe

cially vulnerable to pollution and to prey declines. They can be 
used as indicators or early warning detectors of both conditions, 
but in any event as top predators need special protection if they 
are to survive successfully in their man-changed environment. 

12. Used by Fishermen. Terns and gulls especially are used by 
fishermen to locate schools of bait fish 

being preyed upon by larger sport and commercially valuable fishes. 

13. Recreational Value. A significant number of people derive 
intense recreational value from observing, 

photographing, painting, and writing about colonial waterbirds, and 
a far larger portion of the populace enjoys experiencing the fruits 
of their photography, painting and writing. 

14. Economic Value. Colonial waterbirds have distinct ecomonic 
value when one examines visitor statistics 

(not presented here) for those National Wildlife Refuges and units 
of the National Park Service with significant numbers of colonial 
waterbirds, including the following: 

NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGES NATIONAL PARK-SERVICE UNITS 

Anahusc 
Aransas 
Back Bay 
Bear River 
Bombay Hook 
Bosque del Apache 
Brigantine 
Cape Romain 
Chincoteague 
Crab Orchard 
Darling 
Havasu 

Acadia 
Apostle Islands 
Assateague Island 
Canaveral 
Cape Hatteras 
Cape Lookout 
Cape Cod 
Channel Islands 
Cumberland Island 
Everglades 
Fire Island 
Fort Jefferson (Dry Tortugas) 
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Horicon Glacier Bay 
The Klamaths Jamaica Bay (Gateway) 
Laguna Atascosa Golden Gate 
Loxahatchee Gulf Islands 
Malheur Haleakala 
Merritt Island Hawaii Volcanoes 
Monomoy Katmai 
Okefenokee Olympic 
Parker River Padre Island 
Pea Island Point Reyes 
Sabine River Sleeping Bear Dunes 
St. Marks Virgin Islands 
Salton Sea Voyageurs 
Tule Lake Yellowstone 

An estimation of the economic impact had by just one small portion 
of the nature-enjoying public birders may be gauged by the 
number of participants in the 1975 Christmas Bird Counts (28,000) 
and by the number of copies of Robbins et al.'s Gwide to Field Iden
tification: Birds of North America sold since its publication in 
1966 (1.5 million), to pick just two indices at random. 

D. NEED FOR BETTER INTERPRETATION OF COLONIAL WATERBIRD RESOURCES 

It is widely felt that both the National Park Service and the Fish 
and Wildlife Service have a need to make better interpretive and 
educational use of their colonial waterbird resources than at pre
sent. While there are conspicuous exceptions, the visitor to most 
parks and refuges has been left on his own. This might suffice 
for those already interested in seeing or understanding animals, 
but these are not the people who need to be reached and educated. 

Many of our problems of protection and management could be easily 
solved by the simple expedient of a carefully designed educational 
program, whether keyed to naturalist-led walks or to self-guided 
walk/drive tours. The former is more frequently encountered in 
the National Park Service, the latter more frequently in the Fish 
and Wildlife Service. Each agency has much to learn from the 
other, and both from outside groups. We suggest that in those 
units with an interpretive division, public education or interpre
tation be made an integral part of any management program for 
colonial waterbirds. 

Other interpretive devices or techniques include: (1) signs, 
kiosks, dioramas and outdoor exhibits, especially explaining the 
animals' biology and need for protection, as well as any research 
projects underway; (2) lectures, both recorded and live, before 
visitors enter or approach areas with colonial waterbirds; (3) ex-
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planatory leaflets and pamplets (but the danger of littering is 
of great concern); (4) seasonal wardens, rangers, monitors 
especially effective when there are local inhabitants knowledge
able about, and protective of, the local area and its bird col
onies; and (5) guided tours with signs, such as are in use at 
Brigantine National Wildlife Refuge. 

E. CRITICAL BIOLOGICAL FEATURES OF COLONIALLY NESTING WATERBIRDS: 
MANAGEMENT AND PROTECTION IMPLICATIONS 

Appreciation of a number of critical features of the biology of 
these animals is essential if management and protection plans are 
to be adequate. It is our intention only to briefly outline some 
of the more important features here; for additional information 
see Bent's Life Histories. 

1. Most colonially nesting waterbirds are densely packed into 
only a few small areas while breeding, and thus whole pop
ulations are vulnerable to single disturbances. 

This is quite unlike the condition we are more used to, where 
songbirds, being non-colonial, are widely dispersed in the breeding 
season, with concentrations occuring only during migration or 
winter. 

Despite range maps showing widespread distributions for most of 
the species we are concerned with, actual breeding distributions 
are far more clustered. As an example, "Long Island N.Y." is 
always listed in the breeding range of Common Tern, and indeed 
the species is readily found along the oceanfront there. While 
we tallied in excess of 11,000 pairs nesting in June 1975, the 
critical management data were that (a) there were only four col
onies with more than 1000 pairs; (b) the next largest had only 
500 pairs; (c) of the four largest colonies, one was non-productive 
(on a salt marsh), another is threatened by sewer pipe construction, 
and the third sits between traffic lanes at Jones Beach State Park. 
It would thus not take much bad luck to eliminate Common Tern 
as a breeder on L.I. Other colonial nesters are even more local
ized, and thereby more vulnerable. 

2. When they are clustered in colonies waterbirds must be cen-
sused over wide geographic areas, so that populations on in
dividual Federally-administered areas can be placed in a re
gional perspective. 

It is quite one thing to know that park a has one 2000-pair colony 
of species x out of an area population of 50,000 pairs in 25 colo
nies; it is quite another to know that park a's 2000 pair colony 
is the only colony within, say, a lOOemile radius. And it is dif-
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