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THE RED-NECKED GREBE IN WISCONSIN: STATUS AND PRELIMINARY SURVEY, 1983

by Michael J. Mossman

SUMMARY

The red-necked grebe (Podiceps qrisegena) was added to Wisconsin's threatened
species list in 1982, This report summarizes all breeding season records for
Wisconsin, from approximately 32 sites. Nesting has been documented at 6
sites in Columbia, Dane, Polk, St. Croix, and Winnebago Counties, and has been
suggested for at least 3 additional sites.

Surveys of 13 former breeding season localities in 1983 revealed that the
species was absent from 6 sites, and nested at 3 sites (45-65 pairs at Rush
Lake, 5 pairs at Oakridge Lake, and 1 pair at Grassy Lake). At 3 sites,
red-necked grebes were not found but the vast extent of the available habitat
precluded conclusions regarding the species' presence or absence.

Red-necked grebes were not found at 5 additional sites with typical nesting
habitat. Other observers found evidence suggestive of nesting at 3 other
sites in St. Croix and Polk Counties.

Habitat at the state's major nesting population at Rush Lake continues to
deteriorate.

Recommendations for 1984 include continued surveys and the completion of a
species recovery plan.
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Introduction

The red-necked grebe (Podiceps grisegena) was added to Wisconsin's threatened
species list on 1 December : ring this first year of its listing, I
collected historic and current information on the species' abundance,
distribution and nesting in the state, and conducted preliminary surveys of
known and potential breeding sites. Nesting data at 2 of the species' 3
nesting areas were collected by other observers: Jim Evrard in St. Croix
County and Bruce Eichhorst at Rush Lake.

Historic abundance and distribution

The red-necked grebe has been recorded uncommonly during migration at many
sites in Wisconsin, mostly from 10 April - § May and 25 September - 10
November (Wis. Soc. Ornithol. records). Breeding season records have been
scarce and the species has probably always been a rare nester here since the
time of settlement. Table 1 summarizes breeding season records(l May - 30
August) for the state; it includes some records from migration periods for
those areas where nesting is suspected.

Although Kumlien and Hollister (1903. The Birds of Wisconsin. Bull. Nat.
Hist. Soc. Wis.) found a young grebe near Green Bay which they thought was
probably this species, the state's first definite nest record was at Fish
Lake, Dane County, where 1 pair nested successfully in 1938, and 1-2 pairs
nested in 1939(Table 1). The next nest records are from Rush Lake, Winnebago
County, in the late 1960's. The species has evidently nested at Rush Lake
since at least the 1930's, and the colony is by far the largest in Wisconsin
at present: 35-65 pairs have probably nested here annually in recent years.

In St. Croix County, nesting was documented at Twin Lakes for several years
during the period 1969-1977, but the species has evidently not nested there
since. Red-necked grebes were first noted at Oakridge Lake in 1975, and 2-6
pairs have apparently nested here each year since 1976. Nesting was suggested
this year in 2 nearby Waterfowl Production Areas (WPA's), as discussed in the
following section.

In extreme southern Polk County, a pair produced young at an unnamed site in
1977. A young bird was found at North Fish Lake this year, suggesting that
nesting may have occurred.

At Grassy Lake Wildlife Area, Columbia County, 1-3 pairs have evidently nested
during most or all years since 1975.




Nest records from Grand River Marsh, Green Lake County, reported in Badger
Birder No. 210 (July 1982) and Passenger Pigeon (45:57. 1983) were erroneous
due to an editorial mistake (John Idzikowski, in litt., 25 March 1983).

Nesting is suggested for a few sites throughout the state where red-necked
grebes have been reported repeatedly durin? breeding and migration periods,
These include Crex Meadows (Burnett County), Horicon National Wildlife Refuge

(Dodge County), and Lake Maria (Green Lake County).

1983 Surv

During the period 12 April - 26 July 1983, I visited 13 wetlands in which
red-necked grebes had been previously reported, and 5 additional wetlands that
were near known sightings and where habitat conditions appeared suitable for
nesting (Table 2). Based on my observations of Wisconsin red-necked grebe
nesting areas and the accounts of other observers, I considered as suitable
habitat these wetlands with patches of open water and thin stands of bulrush
(Scirpus validus, S. acutus) or similar emergents.

Wetlands were observed from vantage points with 7X binoculars and a 20-45X%
scope, and some were also inspected by canoe or motorboat. At some sites I
played taped calls of red-necked grebes through a “Johnny Stewart's"™ game
ca?{er. Calls were played for ca. 20 sec., followed by a one-minute ?istening
period, another 20 sec. broadcast, and another one-minute listening period.
This sequence was repeated from different spots in some wetlands.

Of the sites surveyed, red-necked grebes definitely nested at Rush, Oakridge,
and Grassy lakes. I am fairly certain that no nesting occurred at Fish, Mud
(Dane Co.), Crystal, Maria, Emily, and Hope lakes, Goose Pond, Beaver Dam
Marsh, and in T32N R17 S.32 SW. Although I found no birds at the remaining
sites, these are all relatively large and the absence of nesting is difficult
to document, although based on habitat conditions, nesting was unlikely at all
sites except Phantom Lake and parts of Horicon NWR.

A thorough search of Grassy Lake on 7 June revealed a single red-necked grebe
nest with 4 eggs. Six eggs were present on 12 June, but the nest was
subsequently abandoned and I do not know if renesting occurred. Five of the
€ggs were collected and deposited at the University of Wisconsin - Madison
Zoology Museum. Embryos were undeveloped. There is no known disturbance at
this site during the nesting season, except for occasional visits to monitor
nesting activities.

At Oakridge Lake, Jim Evrard (in 1itt. 22 Sept. 1983) and DNR workers found a
minimum of 6 red-necked grebe pairs during repeated visits to the site. This
is more than found in any previous year (Table 1). He recorded 7 nests, of
which at least 5 were active simultaneously on 21 June. Two nests were
destroyed by a windstorm but the fate of other nests and the occurrence of
renests is not known. Only one young bird was found on 18 August. Leech
trapping has been known to disturb nesting red-necked grebes at this site, and
DNR waterfowl surveys and trapping activities are possible sources of
disturbance.




Evrard et al. also found a pair apparently nest building on Amschler WPA (T31N
RI7W 5.17 NE), near Oakridge Lake on 8 May. One bird was seen flying here on
9 May, and 5 were seen on 18 August, but no other evidence of nesting was
obtained. While nightlighting on 27 July, Evrard et al. found one

young grebe unable to fly; it was much too large for pied-billed grebe
(evidently redneck ), on wetland no. ? of Erickson WPA (T3IN R17W S5.30, east
of center). Evrard also recorded an immature red-necked grebe 50-75 yds. from
shore on North Fish Lake, Polk County, during the week of 18 August. He did
not know if the bird was able to fly.

At Rush Lake, Bruce Eichhorst (pers. comm.) found 45-65 nesting pairs. A few
nests were destroyed by great horned owl predation. A detailed report from
Eichhorst's study is pending. Possible sources of disturbance to nesting
birds include research activities and the c1a1m1n? of duck blinds by hunters
in mid to late summer. This wetland is deteriorat ng as a result of high
water levels maintained by a dam at the outlet.

Recommendations for 1984
- Lomplete statewide survey of potential nesting areas.
- Repeat nesting surveys of known nesting areas, including 1983 sites near
Oakridge Lake.
3. Complete species recovery plan. This should include a plan for protecting
the 3 main nesting areas and a method of monitoring annual breeding
populations.

Acknnu1edagggnts
m Evrard et al. and Bruce Eichhorst provided detailed information which
could not have been obtained otherwise. Several observers accompanied me on

canoe and boat surveys: Lisa Hartman, Daryl Christianson, Karen Etter Hale,

John Bielefeldt, David Fallow, Kevin Kenow, Summer Matteson, Tom Ziebell,
David Sample, and Karen Agee.

Thanks also to the many observers noted in Table 1 who submitted details on
past red-necked grebe sightings.




*UBQUNU Uew) Deds “wnesny ABC|O007 LOS|DEW-U |SUDDS| M
TS M=tALUR Trupjuag t0g CE(M) WOy fiodey PiB| | = M4 fuOS|pEy

o AL ss@ajun = 7un Tuoeb|d sebuessEd = dd T(4U| D4 SUBABLE
fgsaaunosey peJaBumpuy *ang) |Joded Aaadns UJB) WORIE = SIE

{SBOUBIBIBL 1O SUS|LR|ABI00Y,

‘awe Blg uj *rpy ew)q uley Buoje | HIT Ul +5ay uaJdoy pp&|l eunp ¢ iy UOD | oy
- DS00GL# M4 ssebeeg Aucbeug ClE| AW ¢ - ebpog
‘pag | __PIEICEH M4 BLE04 ‘w ‘sEENg ‘4 EG61 1|48y 7 e |eishag
11 Ul 9506 od SU|Qq0y WES Lo6! Aoy oz e ys|4
M1 UL tyTErCCH M TiE 48 faooyg
“pd|g | wl1:c] dd 494504 ISUIGQQDY °S §Ch1 Avy p7=T e US) 4
*BHLOU DIR]L
* BU s | ™S 7 |Ruosied rracc SeUDr "4 g ECEl Bunp 7 ewe |eisddn
*EBLOU DB}
“puncy 4S8l | *sJjed 7 jeucssed *rrdtg SBUOT "d g GrA1 ARy G-C SR USiy
"S@oU plely
*pIODaS |gucsJed " 45
$5BU BUBLS LSJ)4  cA|injssesons sisou Jdied | lomaiae Wy SBUOr *d 'S BCE&I GUNP 9] = | jJOy 27 e s iy sueg
pELSeUe w0 *sJed UCSedLRW g fEeyg v
4] umauwup cAj|njssEscnsun Siseu Jjod aup USSBLLEY ‘ERUE fURWLJIBH T UDWSSON caal Ainr il = 1|ty o7 ey AsBEug
*pdIg | sie uBw) JoH Apusy 7AG| sunr g ewe Assedg
JEY | PE W
*sfife yiim 4seu | ¥ 4INpE | Sif fusppog || URWSSOW 1861 eunf & awey Assedg
Uewy ey ‘sfuey 'y
‘purcy siseu Aydws 7 ¥ pdig | wwm ‘uBwsEoy ')|B4deg 0eE| eunp gl ‘g ewe ASsedn
‘umcs *S
*pojdad inoubnosyy spijg 7 TLESTY od uemy jon Apuey &l61 AIRE f - Bunp o) e¥E ASEEn
YN SERASNEUR A
Alquepiae ‘4s8u sajed 7 *s4Inpe 7 o4 dn Rl U] Liesaeg Adler g6l sunp ¢F = | |Jdy €I owe Assedg
. . Fomua | 4 'UBSsE)
(441 U *sujagoy -5y Bujaseu jo eouep|Ae oy fq1:60 SuU[ggoy ‘Jos|E4sng GLAI AR Z7 - |1d4dy 17 o4 esoon
*|nissaoonsun A|LuepiAe ‘iTed sdied ¢ T Lialdeg Adser LBl Ainr oz = ey 7 aye Asse iy
“pdig | LE:GT dd - TOR! BUNT ¢=7 puCd B5000 BQwn jon
*JAL) up "oy T
*Spdig ¢ ‘CIGZALF M4 pJEdAz | si61 Anp 67 BEET WoLlUEYL
__B1EE o 45| ideg ciE) Bmy gy SHOpEBY KB
"SR 0L puSd MU JO BER| LD PUB ULJOU UD Tad| | W] fRLi9g dd BOTWED UR|Y L6l BuUnp EgF=IZ7 BHET] WOLUTYY
. L
Ul TyiaTAo# W4
‘poydefojoyd ‘eboutn|d Bu|Jds up Ajisow ) £9:7¢ dd UDE R4S S |UUBy gogl Aimp 77 e walieyd
*S@| 1) wg Banasiuesn u) Splooed oy PZ8T &d BUCLS UPRLICOy CI61 1|40y ¥T =
*S81 |} ung Bingsjuelg u| paplodey 6ol T IZ dd BUCHE URadOy feh| Aoy g e WoLLBy-
*S@114 MNQ DJNOSIURIG U] SPJODed oN BZI161 & BUCLS URLLICOy La6l 114dy 77 - 44eUang
SOLON SHOUBIBLEY S8 205 00 CIET A} EDo AJUnoT

“fujsseu jo eagselbne sue yeus sBujiyb|s saedb pewosu-peY U|SUCDIS|M

oIyl







