Sheboygan River AOC Belted Kingfisher Monitoring Summary/Narrative


Surveys for Belted Kingfishers (Cyrele alcyon) along the Sheboygan River began on April 29th, 2011.  The first several surveys involved walking the banks of the river watching and listening for any kingfisher activity.  When a kingfisher was spotted, I would mark the area on a map for follow up observations.  Quietly observing the kingfishers often revealed patterns of activity as they moved from feeding areas to possible burrow locations. The alternative method for discovering nest burrows involved floating down the river in a kayak while scanning any shear/vertical eroded banks with binoculars.  A combination of observation of kingfisher behavior and knowledge of nearby suitable banks were used to locate nests.  

Nest 01 was discovered while floating down the river in the kayak on May 12th, 2011.  This location is downstream from the confluence of Weedens Creek and the Sheboygan River.  There are several riffles in the area which provide ideal foraging habitat for the kingfishers.  As I approached this area, a kingfisher flushed while sounding it’s rattling territorial call. A subsequent scan of the exposed dirt banks in the area led to the discovery of a potential burrow.  
The burrow was confirmed active on June 1st when I was able to look inside the burrow with a video probe and observe an adult incubating.  The burrow was excavated on June 10th and a count was taken of the number of eggs.  At this time, I also installed a PVC access tube for future video monitoring of the nest and its contents. This access tube allowed me to continually observe the nest with minimal labor and minimal disturbance.  
The six eggs hatched sometime between June 21st and June 24th.  Assuming a 23 to 24 day incubation period, the last egg was most likely laid approximately June 1st. Initiation of egg-laying would have been approximately May 26th, and the nest was likely completed approximately May 18th or 19th. 

Between June 27th and June 29th, the six young kingfishers from Nest 01 died in the nesting chamber.  It is not certain what occurred but it appears that a mammal dug adjacent to the burrow and caused it to collapse.  All of the young were intact and undisturbed within the burrow.  The only sign of activity was burrowing from an unknown medium-sized mammal.  The kingfisher burrow entrance was partially excavated to approximately half-way to the nest chamber.  This digging collapsed the access tunnel to the chamber.  There was also burrowing activity to the left side of the kingfisher access tunnel and chamber that also ended short of the nest chamber.  
It is unclear if this mammalian digging is the cause of the nest failure, or if it took place after the nestlings had already perished.  The slope of this bank may not have been sufficiently vertical to eliminate the risk of mammalian nest predation. With a nest failure that late into the breeding season, it is unlikely that the pair would have attempted to re-nest. 
The second nest location (Nest 02) was discovered on May 11th, 2011 while performing a survey on foot along the river bank of the Riverbend property.  The banks on the opposite (south) side of the river were potentially suitable for kingfisher burrowing.  A male kingfisher was observed sitting on a perch in a ravine off of the main river.  He was uncharacteristically quite but calling softly and his attention seemed to be directed at the west bank of the ravine, which was eroded.  Though I could not see it at the time, I suspected that there was a nest burrow in that bank and he was calling to his mate inside.  I was able to return the next day while doing a kayak survey.  After climbing up into the gulley, I discovered a burrow entrance near the top of an eroded 30 foot embankment.

Nest 02 was confirmed active on June 1st.  Due to the height and overhanging nature of the bank, this nest was the most difficult to access initially.  On June 9th, I returned with a coworker experienced in repelling.  With his assistance, I was able to probe the burrow with the video camera and determine the location of the nest chamber.  The next day I returned and excavated an access hole into the back of the nest chamber.  I was able to place a PVC access tube to allow for easier viewing of the nest contents on subsequent visits.  At this time, I was able to confirm a clutch of 5 eggs.

On my next visit 4 days later, I discovered that the eggs had hatched.  I could only count 2 chicks, which is all that I would ever find in this nest.  It is unknown whether or not the other 3 eggs failed to hatch, or if they hatched and did not survive.  This low hatch rate is unusual, as Kingfishers are known for high hatching (87%) and fledging (97%) success rates (Hamas 1994). 

Through backwards dating, the eggs likely began incubation approximately May 21st.  Egg-laying would have begun on approx. May 16th, and the nest chamber excavation would have been finished approximately May 9th or 10th.    

This nest was visited bi-weekly through July 12th, at which point the nest was found to be empty.  On the previous visit, July 8th, only 1 chick was observed.  Kingfishers fledge at approximately 27 to 29 days.  Assuming a hatch date of June 13th, the chicks would have been 25 days old on July 8th and 29 days old on July 12th.  This puts them within the probable age of fledging, and I assumed that these 2 kingfishers successfully fledged. 
Nest 03 was discovered indirectly on April 1st.  While helping to check fyke nets in the Sheboygan River just downstream from the Taylor Drive bridge, I noticed a potential burrow on the opposite (North) side of the river.  This area was also frequented by several kingfishers, as there is an abundance of riffles for foraging.  It wasn’t until May 12th, when lower water and access to a kayak allowed me to reach this bank, that I was able to confirm the presence of an active burrow.  This bank contained several old burrows or abandoned burrow excavations from previous years.  
On June 3rd I was able to video probe Nest 03.  On my first visit, I was unable to accurately count the nest contents due to one of the adults sitting in the chamber. I was able to count a minimum of 6 chicks in the nest.  Eventually I counted a maximum of 7 chicks in this nest.  Keeping an accurate count of so many chicks huddled together was difficult. 

I was unable to excavate to the back side of the nest chamber for setting up a PVC access tube.  The embankment containing the burrows was part of a much larger, steeply sloped bank with extensive tree root systems.  All of the monitoring was done through the burrow access tunnel.  Monitoring of Nest 03 continued until July 5th, when the burrow was discovered empty.

The chicks are assumed to have fledged sometime between June 30th and July 5th.  Backwards dating would put these chicks hatching approx. June 4th.  Egg incubation would have begun around May 11th or 12th.  Egg-laying would have been initiated approx. May 3rd.  The burrow excavation would have been completed approx. April 26th.

   This was much earlier fledging date than the other pairs discovered on the river.  It may be possible that this pair did not excavate a new burrow and instead used a burrow excavated in years past. Or perhaps an abundance of food or foraging locations nearby allowed for this pair to begin nesting so much earlier. 

Nest 04 was discovered by co-workers touring the AOC by canoes and kayaks on July 18th, 2011.  This burrow was excavated on a vertical bank on the north side of Wildwood Island.  It appears that this pair successfully fledged young from this burrow, because immature and adult kingfishers were observed foraging in this location through late July and early August.  At least 4 young birds were seen food-begging to adults around the island. The only information recorded for this burrow is a GPS location & estimated number of fledglings.
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