2011 Endangered and Threatened Species Report for the Lake Puckaway Protection and   

                                                         Rehabilitation District 

Purpose: Conduct surveys of the Lake Puckaway proper to determine stop-over, feeding and nesting sites of Wisconsin threatened and endangered species, specifically Forster’s Terns, Common Terns, Caspian Terns and Great Egrets and make recommendations to improve or enhance habitat for said species.
History: The shallow waters of Lake Puckaway and the presence of small islands phragmites beds and dredge spoil have provided optimum nesting sites for waterbirds as well as Great Egrets over the past 150 years. Surveys from 1978-2011 have shown successful nesting attempts by Forster’s Terns and Great Egrets as well as occasional unsuccessful attempts by Common Terns. 

     Forster’s Terns primarily used the phragmites bed that extends north to south to the mid-lake dredge bank island as well as Pancake Island during periods of high water. Great Egrets also used Pancake Island as well as the main lake dredge bank. Common Terns attempted nests on both Pancake Island and the dredge bank during the past decade.

Survey Results: A total of eight surveys were conducted to determine presence of target species from the nesting season through fall migration. The results of the surveys are as follows:

June 3, 2011: An initial survey was conducted to determine presence of nesting terns and egrets. Twenty-two Forster’s Terns were observed on Pancake Island and 19 Forster’s Terns were observed on the dredgebank rocks. An adult Caspian Tern was also seen loafing on the rocks. A total of 29 Great Egret nests were observed on the dredge bank island.  No Common Terns were observed.

June 8, 2011: Andrew Sabai and I conducted and extensive survey of possible nesting sites throughout the Lake Puckaway proper. We observed 80 Forster’s Terns pair-bonding on Pancake Island in the phragmites and bulrish beds as well as the exposed mudflats. Great Egret nest numbers were unchanged on the dredge bank at 29. We surveyed the rest of the shoreline and shallow areas throughout the lake and found no additional evidence of nesting, loafing or breeding endangered or threatened species.

June 17, 2011: An estimated 300 Forster’s Terns were observed nesting on Pancake Island. Nest numbers were 143-150. Unfortunately, rising water levels due to heavy rain was washing out most of the nests. 

June 19, 2011: The Pancake Island nest site was completely abandoned as the island was mostly under water. 
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June 29, 2011: No evidence of terns nesting, loafing or feeding on the lake. The 29 Great Egret nests were still active with a count of 85 young in the nests. No Forster’s Terns were observed.

July 6, 2011: A survey of the Egret colony revealed 61 young on 21 active nests. 8 nests were without 24 young from last week’s survey and abandoned for unknown reasons.

August 2, 2011: A total of 46 fledged Forster’s Terns were observed on the dredge bank rocks. Some were still being fed by adults. It is likely these birds came from Hope Marsh or Grand River. All of the Great Egret nests were abandoned as the birds were close to fledging when surveyed in July. Juveniles and adults were observed feeding throughout the shoreline areas and marshes surrounding the lake. A surprise was the presence of 21 Cattle Egrets on the dredge bank. A species of special concern, Cattle Egrets have nested on the dredge bank and Pancake Island in past years, but not in 2011. Also observed was and adult Caspian Tern feeding a juvenile.

August 21, 2011: Most terns and egrets had dispersed from the lake as fall migration for these species has begun. 12 Forster’s Terns were observed and only 3 Great Egrets. Historically, however, both of these species are normally seen well into October in the Lake Puckaway watershed.

Habitat Improvement Recommendations: High water levels and the rapidly deteriorating phragmites beds, Pancake Island erosion and eroding dredge bank habitat are significant threats to nesting Forster’s Terns and Great Egrets. In fact, without immediate intervention, these birds will most likely disappear from the Lake Puckaway system within a few years other than for feeding or loafing.

Habitat improvement projects would include the rip-rapping of Pancake Island to protect it from further erosion. Additional nesting islands could be created through sediment re-distribution. The mid-lake dredge bank would need to be built up and rip-rapped to protect it from further erosion and allow trees to grow to create nesting habitat for Great Egrets.

In addition, a nesting island could be created east of the mid-lake dredge bank and directly south of Pancake Island for a Common Tern nesting site. Studies have shown that Common Terns will find these unique man-made habitats and begin nesting. Since these birds are site-faithful, they will return to the same island into perpetuity. Specific location of the site would be N43 45.228 – W89 09.838. This is a “high spot” that was formally part of the dredge bank but is now underwater. 

Finally, to assure some nesting success for Forster’s Terns, artificial platforms could be placed in the vegetation on the edge of Pancake Island. These platforms have proven successful in the past and are high-water proof (not withstanding the flood of 2008) and are easily placed, surveyed and removed by August.

Summary: Due to clean, shallow water and the historical significance of Lake Puckaway as a nesting site for Forster’s Terns and Great Egrets it would be quite easy to improve, 
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protect, enhance and maintain nesting habitats for these endangered and threatened species. In addition, a nesting island created solely for Common Terns, would create a new colony for this critically endangered species.

Due to the abundance of emerald shiners, gizzard shad and frogs, Lake Puckaway continues to also be an important stop-over lake for migrating waterbirds such as other terns, herons and egrets. It is also an important feeding area for terns fledged on Grand River and Hope Marsh. 
Water quality and clarity are extremely important to these and other sight feeders that use the lake. It is also critical for the improvement of emergent vegetation density, submergent weed growth and forage for gamefish and panfish. 

Carp are a significant threat to water clarity and vegetative growth and continued control programs will be necessary to assure a clean, healthy lake in the future.

Additional Comments: Lake Puckaway and its surrounding marshes, wetlands, fields and forests provide nesting, feeding and loafing habitats for more than 150 species of birds – many of them on the endangered, threatened, watch or special concern list as identified and established by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. Since much of the marsh and dry-land habitat is privately-owned and not in imminent threat of loss due to development or natural disasters, the focus needs to be on the lake itself, for as the lake goes, so does the quality of the surrounding habitats.

I would like to express my thanks to the Lake Puckaway Protection and Rehabilitation District for their continuing work and support to improve habitats in and around the lake these past four decades. 
Respectfully submitted by:

Daryl Christensen,

Consultant
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