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PIPING PIOVER TN WISCONSTIN = 15987

By Sumner W. Matteson and Fred C. Strand

Summary

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources initiated a survey
30 May-14 June 1987 of historic and potential nesting sites along
the Lake Michigan and Superior shores to determine the present
status of the piping plover and to assess habitat availability if
the species is to be reintroduced or reestablished. No piping
plovers were observed during the survey, but 1 piping plover was
reported occurring periodically on Renard Isle in Lower Green Bay
throughout the summer. Also, 2 piping plovers were observed on
Long Island in Lake Superior during mid-summer and 1 piping
plover was observed on Stockton Island in the Apostle Islands
during the spring. No active nests were located anywhere in the
stte in 1987. Potential nesting habitat was mapped, quantified,
and assessed; potential cross-fostering sites were identified.

To determine the availability of food items at historic and
potential piping plover nesting sites on Lake Superior, random
samples of invertebrates in optimum nesting habitat were
collected at 4 separate locations: southern Long Island,
Wisconsin Point in Allouez Bay, and at Hearding Island and
Interstate Island in the Buluth-Superior Harbor. Because of the
recent additio of Long Island to the Apostle Islands National
Lakeshore and the desire by National Park Service officials to
study habitat suitability, no control of Ammophila breviliqulata
occurred on the island in 1987. On Wisconsin Point approximately
2 ha of sand beach habitat was manipulated to enhance suitability
for nesting plovers.
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Abstract

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources initiated a survey
30 May - 14 June 1987 of historic and potential nesting sites
along the Lake Michigan and Superior shores to determine the
present status of the piping plover and to assess habitat
availability if the species is to be reintroduced or re-
established. No piping plovers were observed during the survey,
but 1 piping plover was reported occurring periodically on Renard
Isle in Lower Green Bay throughout the summer. Also, 2 piping
plovers were observed on Long Island in Lake Superior during mid-
summer and 1 piping plover was observed on Stockton Island in the
Apostle Islands during the spring. No active nests were located
anywhere in the state in 1987. Potential nesting habitat was
mapped, quantified, and assessed; potential cross-fostering sites
were identified. To determine the availability of food items at




- -

historic and potential piping plover nesting sites on Lake
Superior, random samples of invertebrates in optimum nesting
habitat were collected at 4 separate locations: southern Long
Island, Wisconsin Point in Allouez Bay, and at Hearding Island
and Interstate Island in the Duluth-Superior Harbor. Because of
the recent addition of Long Island to the Apostle Islands
National Lakeshore and the desire by National Park Service
officials to study habitat suitability, no control of Ammophila
breviligulata occurred on the island in 1987. On Wisconsin Point
approximately 2 ha of sand beach habitat was manipulated to
enhance suitability for nesting plovers.

Job 213.1 Determine Distribution and Candidate
Sites for Cross-fostering and Identify
Areas for Site Enhancement

Objective: Determine the current distribution and status of
nesting piping plovers, identify potential piping plover nesting
habitat, and identify candidate sites for cross-fostering.

: From 30 May to 14 June historic and potential
nesting locations in lake dune and beach communities identified
by the Wisconsin Natural Heritage Program along Lake Michigan and
Superior were investigated on foot and with the use of binoculars
and a 20X spotting scope. Suitable nesting habitat was
identified based on the following criteria: 1) linear beach
width of at least 20 m from water's edge to the beginning of
dense vegetation or steep slope and covering an area at least 100
m in length; 2) open (little or no vegetation present), sand and
gravel beach; 3) relative isolation or no human disturbance, i.e.
no recreation or development, within 100 m of a likely nesting
territory; and 4) ready access to feeding areas, including but
not restricted to beach pools, inlets, channels, and tombolo
edges. Suitable nesting habitat was mapped and quantified.
Occurrences of killdeer (Charadrius vociferus) were noted and

recorded.

The criteria for identifying suitable piping plover nesting
habitat was based on reports by Wilcox (1959), Cairns (1977),
Lambert and Nol (1978), Haiq (1983), Allan (1986), and Matteson
(unpubl. data). The criteria developed is conservative and may
underestimate the minimum size of beach width necessary to
establish or reestablish a nesting pair. 1In Nova Scotia Cairns
(1977) determined that the mean size of a piping plover nesting
territory was 4000 m sg with 50-100 m of waterfront for feeding.
Allan (1986) determined that the mean territory size was 24,952 m
sq for Lake Superior piping plovers in northern Michigan. Allan
found that piping plover nests occurred on sand and cobble
beaches that averaged 62 m in width, with nest locations an
average of 33 m from the water's edge. Lambert and Nol (1978)
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defined suitable piping plover breeding habitat as dry, sandy
beaches at least 20 m wide and 100 m long with access by young to
"rich™ feeding areas--beach pool or marsh and channel. Matteson
(unpubl. data) determined that the mean beach width was 53 m
where piping plovers nested on Long Island/Chequamegon Point in
the Apostle Islands during 1979-1983. The average distance to
the water's edge was 33 m, identical to Allan's (1986) data.

Given the obvious differences in beach widths recorded by Lambert
and Nol (1978) as compared to Allan (1986) and Matteson (unpubl.
data) it is tempting to use a beach width greater than 20 m as
one of the criteria in assessing habitat suitability.

On beaches with widths 20 m or greater measurements were taken
from the water's edge to the beginning of dense vegetation (areal
coverage ca. 70% or greater) or the beginning of a steep slope or
bank. Beach length was measured by pacing off 100 m at locations
where the width was 20 m or greater. An estimate was made of
ground covered by wood debris, large pieces of driftwood, gravel
or cobble, and artificial items (litter). Human uses of beach
areas were recorded and the presence of other bird species noted.
Evidence (prints in sand) of potential predators was also
recorded.

We also investigated the availability of food items at historic
and potential piping plover nesting sites at four locations:
Long Island/Chequamegon Point, at Hearding Island and Interstate
Island in the Duluth-Superior Harber, and on Wisconsin Point in
Allouez Bay.

Findings: A total of 36.8 km of linear beach habitat was
surveyed along the Lake Michigan shoreline and a total of 10.9 km
of beach habitat along the Lake Superior shoreline during 30 May-
14 June (Figure 1). No piping plovers were ocbserved. One piping
plover was reported (Tom Erdman in litt.) as occurring
periodically on Renard Isle in Lower Green Bay throughout the
Summer. Also, in mid-summer 2 piping plovers were reported on
Long Island in the Apostle Islands of Lake Superior (Fred Strand
pers. comm.). In early spring 1 piping plover was observed on
Stockton Island in the apostle Islands (Merryll Bailey pers.
comm. ) .

No nesting piping plovers occurred in Wisconsin in 1987.

Historic nesting habitat south of Kenosha, Wisconsin, on Lake
Michigan, is no longer suitable or has disappeared due to urban
development, high water levels, and/or recreational pressures.

No suitable nesting habitat exists between the Wisconsin-Illinois
border and Point Beach State Forest in Manitowoc County.
Formerly, between 1923 and 1938, when piping plovers were known
to nest south of Kenosha, as many as 6 pairs of piping plovers
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nested at Chiwaukee, Kenosha County, TO1N, R23E (Owen Gromme
unpubl. data). Second-home development, high water levels,
erosion, and riprapping have transformed the lake front. No
suitable habitat exists here. High lake levels that have
contributed to beach erosion, and development, have negated wide
beaches and relative isolation as a factor at almost all
locations surveyed along the Lake Michigan shore.

At Point Beach only 1 location (T20N, R25E, S21, SWl/4, and 528,
NWl/4 of NEl/4) was assessed as providing suitable habitat if
human disturbance is not used as a criterium. This location,
adjacent to a warm-water lagoon that could provide a relatively
abundant food source of invertebrates, receives moderate use by
recreating humans and dogs. The beach width here was exactly 20
m but could change in subsequent years depending on fluctuating
water levels. High lake levels along the Wisconsin shore of Lake
Michigan in recent years have precluded piping plovers from
nesting simply because of the loss of available beach habitat.
But there are so few plovers, even migrants, that use the Lake
Michigan shore that even with available habitat no nesting would
occur until Great Lakes' stock increases significantly.

Although water levels dropped noticeably between 1986 and 1987,
there was little improvement (as far as suitable piping plover
nesting habitat is concerned) in exposed beach habitat at
Whitefish Dunes State Park (T28N, R27E, 52, 9, and 10) in Door
County. There were two locations where the beach width exceeded
20 m, but was not greater than 30 m, for stretches of 100 m or
more. Noticeably absent from suitable beach areas was gravel--
fine stones that piping plovers use to line their nest scrapes.
Even if gravel could be present that beach habitat here may never
be suitable for nesting piping plovers because of the
recreational pressures that are constant during spring and
summer. Dirt bike tracks were observed in the dunes, signs of
illegal entry obvious, and erosion visible even in closed areas.
The Wisconsin Heritage Program considers the dunes here to be one
of the premier examples in the state of a lake dune community.
Given the recreational pressures and numbers of people that visit
the dunes it is hoped that the quality of the dunes can be
maintained.

Another historic area for nesting piping plovers was Lilly Bay in
Door County. It is not known where piping plovers nesting in
1942 (Wright 1942), but a total of 1.8 km of sand and gravel
beach habitat (T28N, R27E, 531, SEl/4; T27N, R26E, S23, SWl1l/4 and
S27 NEl1/4) was surveyed in 1987. Beach widths did not exceed 15
m and homes and buildings were a common feature along the areas
surveyed. No suitable habitat exists here.







