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Introduction
Thanks, folks, for tuning in to read about
my ongoing trip to New Brunswick,
Canada. This project is a joint effort
between the US Geological Survey
(USGS), US Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS), and Canadian Wildlife
Service under the Sea Duck Joint
Venture. I have been accompanying Drs.
Glenn Olsen and Matthew Perry, both
from the USGS Patuxent Wildlife
Research Center, on a trip to implant
satellite transmitters in black scoters.
There is still much we don’t know about
black scoters and many other free-living
waterfowl species. Satellite telemetry
gives you the ability to track birds
throughout the year no matter the weather, terrain, or geopolitical borders. By implanting the devices at
specific times of the year into specific ages or sexes of birds, you can learn more about the annual cycles
of the birds and what habitats are important for which ages and genders of birds and at what times of
year. Captured birds are also banded, which can teach us about survivorship long after the transmitter’s
batteries have been exhausted. Measurements and biological samples are also collected to monitor for
diseases and add to the body of knowledge on the species. For example, banked feathers can be used in
the future for DNA or isotope analyses, which can acutally help identify areas where the birds fed during
molting. In this particular project, the main question is where adult female black scoters are heading.
Although we are aware of some of their breeding areas, it appears possible that the birds migrate even
farther than we suspect. It is even possible that they could cross all the way over from the East Coast to
Alaska in some cases. The goal of this trip is to implant 20 adult female black scoters with satellite
transmitters so that they can be tracked to the breeding grounds and on their return trip.

April 29, 2009
Yesterday I flew from Seattle to Baltimore where Dr. Glenn Olsen picked me up. He set me up with a
place to stay on the refuge. Today he gave me a tour of the grounds and facilities at the USGS Patuxent
Wildlife Research Center. There are several different research areas around the 13,000 acre preserve.
Research projects range from feeding habits of wild birds to documenting the effects of environmental
contaminants to improved methods of species preservation to tracking wild bird movements. There are
several groups of captive birds including surf scoters, white-winged scoters, lesser scaup, long-tailed
ducks, harlequin ducks, kestrels, and eastern screech owls. Because research has been conducted at the
Center for decades, a tour of the project areas is a bit like a review of environmental news headlines of
the past 80 years. One complex built in the 1980s had explored how acid rain could affect nesting
waterfowl or how safe pesticides are to secondary consumers such as raptors. Another small plot
interested me in particular. It was an older station where worms were studied to establish a link between
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DDT and poisoned song birds. It turns out that studies such as this and others at Patuxent were the
source of much of Rachel Carlson’s background data for the iconic book “Silent Spring.”
Patuxent is also the largest and one of only a handful of sites that breed and raise whooping cranes for
release to the wild. Their efforts, in cooperation with several other facilities around the country, have
resulted in an increase of whoopers from only 16 at one point to some 500 individuals (wild and captive
birds combined). Conception is by a combination of artificial and natural mating. Eggs are brooded by
birds for the first couple of weeks and then finished in an artificial incubator. Because eggs are removed
from the parents as they lay them, 3 or 4 clutches of 2 eggs each may be induced. Wild birds will
generally lay 1 clutch of 2 eggs or maybe a second clutch if the first is lost. Because there are extra eggs
the parents cannot incubate them all. Therefore sandhill cranes, which are not endangered, are used to
incubate most of the eggs through their first couple of weeks. Once hatched, the young are placed in
brooders and then eventually in individual indoor/outdoor pens. Throughout their upbringing, their
caretakers are clothed in white disguises and they speak only in whispers to each other. Puppets
mimicking the head of a crane are used to feed them.
Ultralight aircraft are used to teach the birds their migratory route. Starting from shortly before hatching,
the young are exposed to the sounds of an ultralight motor. As soon as a week old, they start their
familiarization with the ultralights themselves. At first this is merely exposure to the aircraft and its engine
sounds. Soon they are placed in small fenced circles and encouraged to follow an ultralight around the
yard. Frequent treats from a large crane puppet head help in the training. Once following well, the birds
move to larger field settings and soon they are transported to Wisconsin for final training and their first
migration.
It was really fascinating to take a look around the research station. The number of projects and the facts
we stand to learn from them is very exciting. Also, since I have had little experience with the East Coast,
everywhere I looked was an unfamiliar bird species for me to observe. I added 4 to my life list today!

April 29May 1, 2009
We left Patuxent Thursday morning and made southern Maine by the evening. I had an opportunity to
stay with some old friends in Richmond, Maine (some of you may know Charles and Linda Ellithorpe). It
was a great time. The next day we drove the rest of the way. The scenery on the drive up was very
interesting. In particular it was interesting to see the transition from leafy trees to budding trees to leafless
winter trees by the time we made Canada. Much of New Brunswick that we saw was covered in forested
bogs, gently sloping hills, and patches of snow in the shade. We made it into Dalhousie around six in the
evening. The Canadian Wildlife Service crew had already caught some ducks so we set up, swung right
into surgeries, and completed 2 ducks that night.

May 2, 2009
The capture crews did a great job today and caught about 29 black scoters. We selected out adult
females and implanted 6 transmitters bringing our total to 8. The other captured birds were also recorded
and sampled. It was very interesting learning how to measure the depth of the cloacal bursa and
correlating this with plumage color and retrice (tail feather) condition to determine age. Samples collected
included blood and oral/cloacal swabs. The blood will help determine normal hematology and
biochemistry ranges for free-living birds. The swabs were for avian influenza surveillance.

May 3, 2009
Canadian biologist Keith McAloney is heading the field work. There was a concern that if we only mist-net
capture birds from a single area, we may not get as diverse a sample as we want. In other words, it could
be that birds from one flock might stay together and all migrate to a single breeding area. At about
midnight we went out on the water to attempt spot-light capturing more scoters. The technique involves
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boating at night, spotlighting the birds, and netting them with a dip net. It was cold, very calm, and a
three-quarter moon was shining. The moon was a big problem as ducks are more likely to see well
enough to feel comfortable flying long before you can get close enough to net them. This proved to be the
case as we could no sooner get a spot light on ducks than they would take off, usually at least 100-200
feet before we could get to them. It wasn’t a total waste of time though. When we turned off the motor I
could hear common loon and the calls of the scoters. Despite cold and crawling out of bed in the middle
of the night, hearing those calls and seeing the moon on the calm waters was worth the price of
admission.
We made it back to bed around 3 am and got in a few hours before rising to head back to the veterinary
clinic. I should mention that a local small animal veterinary clinic leased their facility for the surgeries. It
was a far cry better than previous surgery facilities I’ve seen on field trips. We provided our own
equipment but having a warm facility made it much nicer for the birds (and us, of course).
In order to diversify our sample, Keith had the capture crew move the floating mist net to another nearby
cove. Capture success continued through the day and we were able to complete 6 telemetry implants (I
performed 2 of those) and release birds from yesterday. I also had a chance to re-acquaint with Tim
Bowman, a US Fish & Wildlife Service biologist from Anchorage, Alaska. A few folks from the Canadian
crew had to leave today reducing our capture crew to three people. We are hopeful that we can catch 6
more birds tomorrow and complete implanting all 20 transmitters we brought.

May 4, 2009
It was great to get some extra sleep last night—I was starting to get a little ragged. Today we implanted
three transmitters (I did one) in the morning. In an effort to further diversify our sample, the capture crew
dismantled the mist nets and redeployed them on the north shore of the Bay (the Quebec side). The
weather is sunny, warm, but very windy today. With a free afternoon we took a quick hike to the top of
Sugarloaf Mountain near Campbelton. Trees and shrubs are barely starting to bud here and spring
flowers are just emerging. We came across three male yellow-bellied sapsuckers apparently all vying for
the same female. The forests here consist of various birches, cedar, hemlock, and some spruce and fir.
On the top of Sugarloaf is a steel platform that projects out over a cliff to give you a stunning view of the
valley and bay. If you are ever in the neighborhood, take an hour or so and visit this beautiful spot.

May 5, 2009
Today we got up early again and went out on the water to help move ducks towards the mist nets. Later
we returned to the veterinary clinic and performed our last three implant surgeries (yours truly did the final
one). Dr. Perry needed to capture more ducks for a seaduck colony at Patuxent so in the afternoon we
went out again with the Canadian Fish and Wildlife crew (Scott Gilliland and Keith McAloney) to move the
mist net set and help drive ducks towards the area. Driving ducks involves slowly motoring around the
area in a boat, working just close enough to the ducks to urge them to fly or swim to a new spot. The
weather was sunny, warm, and calm most of the day but turned very windy and cold by the evening. We
had a fun time getting the boats safely ashore and into their trailers in the crashing surf. Waves and wind
were pressing on-shore and we were in a Boston Whaler, which has a low stern. It’s a good thing those
boats can float even when full of water because waves were swamping over the stern and filling it up,
rapidly! I jumped ashore and backed the trailer in while Matt drove the boat up on to the trailer quickly and
Glenn bailed like mad. When I glanced in the rearview mirror, it looked a bit like rats escaping a sinking
ship as gear and people were rushing forward, powered either by their legs or by the foaming sea pouring
into the boat. Keith and Scott hooked the bow on the trailer, everyone jumped clear, and I hauled the boat
out. With nobody hurt but a lot of wet clothes, we headed back for a good dinner and a lively discussion
about our fun with the boats.
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May 6, 2009
Today things are winding down. Mostly we took care of ducks captured for the seaduck colony and
released the last of the implanted ducks. Everyone seems to be doing reasonably well. The weather is
very cold and rainy today so we are glad to be done with our outdoor work. Our plan is to start our drive
south tomorrow. I have an opportunity to perform some more implant surgeries on harlequin ducks back
at Patuxent so it looks like I’ll return home on Tuesday the 12th.

May 7, 2009
Glenn, Matt, and I fed and hydrated our remaining four black scoters and boxed them up for the journey
to Patuxent. After a grueling 19-hour drive, taking turns at the wheel, we arrived back at Patuxent at 3 am.

May 8, 2009
After a few hours of sleep the warm, sunny morning and beautiful spring bird song energized me and I
was up and ready to go again. Dr. Perry brought some hen harlequin ducks from the research colony that
are part of a study on the effects that implanted satellite transmitters have on reproduction. He has
already performed these trials on other species but he’d like to see how smaller ducks fair. For these
trials, dummy transmitters are used which are the same weight, size, and shape as the real thing but lack
the expensive electronics. So I implanted dummy transmitters in three harlequins and everything went
well. Behavioral observations and egg-laying success will be tracked in the coming months.

Conclusion
This was a great trip! It was a pleasure collaborating with Drs. Glenn Olsen and Matt Perry and it felt good
to be making a positive contribution to science. I’m already looking forward to future opportunities in
regards to wild duck research. If you are interested in any of the organizations involved, please check out
the links below. I can also be reached by e-mail at vet@alaskabirddoc.com if you would like to ask a
question.

Suggested Sites
Patuxent Wildlife Research Center: http://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/
Sea Duck Joint Venture: http://www.seaduckjv.org/
Canadian Wildlife Service: http://www.cws-scf.ec.gc.ca/theme.cfm?lang=e&category=14

4

