
 

Wisconsin Kirtland’s Warbler 2015 Season Report 

 
The Kirtland’s warbler 2015 breeding season was one of a few surprises, novel findings, new partnerships, 
and was the most successful season since the population was confirmed nesting in Adams County in 2008. 
The first confirmation that Kirtland’s were back on their breeding site in Wisconsin, the end of their 1500 
mile migration from the Bahamas, was made by Barry Benson (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Wildlife     
Services). On May 8th, Barry heard 4 singing males while at the site checking cowbird traps  On June 2, nest 
monitor Ashley Hannah confirmed the first Kirtland’s nest of the season with 5 eggs.     

Surprises for the season include the second confirmed successful Kirtland’s warbler nest outside of Adams 
County.  This nest was found in a jack pine stand in Marinette County. Nest monitors confirmed two eggs in 
the nest and fledging for the nestlings occurred on July 31.  In total, three male Kirtland’s warblers and two 
adult females were confirmed at the Marinette County site.  Three males were also confirmed in a jack pine 
stand in Bayfield County; however, nesting was not confirmed at the site.  We are enthusiastic about the 
Kirtland’s warbler observations in both Marinette and Bayfield counties and are hopeful that these two areas 
will become important nesting sites in the future.   

Novel findings for the season include the return of a male Kirtland’s warbler to its fledging grounds in Adams 
County that was color-banded as a nestling in 2014.  This male established a territory, paired with a female, 
had a successful nest, and produced 3 nestlings which we color-banded.  All three nestlings fledged and we 
wait in anticipation to see if any young return to nest at the Adams County site in 2016.  The banding of 
these fledglings marks the first time that we have had color-bands on three generations of Kirtland’s         
warblers. 

We are pleased to be working with new partners and volunteers this year who helped advance the project 
by surveying the playback sites, searching for new sites during the census, collecting vegetation and site   
data, and monitoring nests in Marinette and Adams counties. Two projects initiated in 2014 were continued: 
(1) the playback experiment and (2) nestling banding. Both projects will be continued in 2016. In the           
following report we summarize the major highlights of the 2015 Kirtland’s breeding season.  

Photo courtesy of Joel Trick 



Table 1. 2008-2015 comparison of Kirtland’s Warbler nest data, Adams County. Includes numbers of males 
confirmed, returning males (color-banded males present that were also present the previous year),      
number of pairs, number of nests, successful nests (determined if nestlings fledge the nest), and an        
estimated number of fledglings. 

Kirtland’s Warbler Monitoring Summary 

Summary Highlights 

 15 males and 14 females were confirmed in Adams 
County, 3 males and 2 females in Marinette County, 3 
males in Bayfield County   

 15 nesting attempts were made by 14 pairs in          
Adams County, 1 nesting attempt by 1 pair in          
Marinette County 

 8 of the 15 Adams County males had been 
banded in previous years; 1 of those was 
banded as a nestling 2014 

 3 of the 14 Adams County females had been banded 
 in previous years 

 16 nests: 15 in Adams County, 1 in Marinette      
 County 

 13 nests were successful: 12 in Adams County, 1 in            
 Marinette County 

 36-53 young fledged: 34-51 in Adams County, 2 in 
 Marinette County 

Kirtland’s Warbler Data for Adams County, WI, 2008-2015 

Year 
Number 
of Males 

Returning 
Males 

Number 
of Pairs 

Number of 
Nests 

Successful 
Nests 

Estimated 
Fledged 

2008 7 -  5 5 2 (40%) 10 

2009 10 5 (71%) 10 10 6-7 (60-70%) 23-27 

2010 20 10 (100%) 11 16 3-5 (19-31%) 12-18 

2011 20 16 (80%) 11 11 4 (36%) 9-17 

2012 20 14 (70%) 10 14 4 (29%) 8-13 

2013 16 13 (65%) 9 12 4 (33%) 13 

2014 11 7 (44%) 7 8 3 (38%) 8-10 

2015 15 8 (73%) 14 15 12 (80%) 34-51 

Top: Three banded nestlings, Adams County. Photo courtesy of 

Sarah Warner (USFWS). Left: Fledgling Kirtland’s at the Adams 

County Site. Photo courtesy of Ashley Hannah (DNR).   



Kirtland’s Warbler Census Summary 
 
Census Highlights       
                                                                                                                                      
 Census period: June 6-20 

 14 Volunteers and 7 staff surveyed 36 stands 
in 7 Wisconsin Counties (Figure 1) 

 Douglas County (5), Bayfield County (2), Vilas 
County (6), Marinette County (5), Eau Claire 
(2), Jackson County (7), Adams County (9)  

 19 singing males were detected during the 
census period (Figure 1) 

 5 singing males recorded in northern        
counties: 2 in Bayfield County, 3 in Marinette 
County 

 14 singing males recorded at the Adams 
County breeding site 

Table 2. Singing males recorded during the       

Wisconsin census 2008-2015. In 2007, 8 males 

were documented at the Adams site, but a 

statewide census was not conducted that year.  

Figure 1. Wisconsin counties surveyed in 2015.    

Number represents singing males confirmed during 

the census.  

Table 1. Summary Highlights 

In comparing the 2015 Adams County nesting season to past nesting seasons (Table 1), 2015 had the   

highest number of pairs (14) and the highest percentage of successful nests (80%) compared to past years.         

The estimated  number of fledglings was the highest on record compared to the estimated numbers from 

previous years.    

Kirtland’s warbler, Marinette County. Photo Courtesy of Jack 

Swelstad (volunteer).  



Kirtland’s Warbler Banding Summary 

Adult and Nestling Banding Highlights 
 

 11 adult males were captured and 10 were 
banded in 2015 

 1 male was captured that was previously 
banded as a nestling in 2014 

 1 male was banded in Bayfield County, 2 
males were banded in Marinette County,  
and 7 males were banded in Adams County 

 Of the newly banded males, 6 were second-year 
  (SY), 3 were after-second-year (ASY) and 1 could only 
  be determined to be after-hatch-year (AHY, a   
  broader category that includes SY and ASY) 

 11 nestlings from 3 separate nests were banded at 
  the Adams County site: 5 nestlings from the  
  first nest, 3 from the second, and 3 from the third 
  nest  

 All 11 color-banded nestlings fledged successfully 

Kirtland’s Warbler Playback Experiment 

Study Highlights 

 The playback experiment involves the use of audio playback of Kirtland’s songs to attract and consoli-
date roaming northern birds to attempt to establish new breeding populations 

 Playbacks were conducted in Bayfield County Forest and Marinette County Forest   

 3 male Kirtland’s warblers were observed at the playback site in Bayfield and 3 males and 2 females 
were observed at the playback site in Marinette 

 A nest at the Marinette playback site fledged two young  

 North et al. (2015) Kirtland’s Warbler Conspecific Playback Experiment 2015 Report is available  upon       
request 

Top: Ron Refsnider (retired USFWS biologist), Ashley Hannah (DNR), 

and Sarah Warner (USFWS) band nestlings in Adams County. Photo 

Courtesy of Joel Trick. Left:  Male Kirtland’s warbler with color-

bands. Photo Courtesy of Joel Trick.   



Adams County Cowbird Trapping 

Trapping Summary 

 5 traps were placed at the Adams County breeding site for 11 weeks 

 Traps were placed two weeks earlier than previous years and were moved to new locations that were 
within 0.5 miles from the closest Kirtland’s warbler core territory 

 363 cowbirds were captured (229 males, 134 females) producing the highest numbers since trapping 
was initiated in 2008 

 For comparison, a total of 110 cowbirds were caught in 2014, 207 were caught in 2013, 216 in 2012, 
166 in 2011, 216 in 2010, and in 2009 a total of 303 cowbirds were caught 

 Traps were placed and managed by Barry Benson, USDA APHIS-Wildlife Services 

Kirtland’s Warbler Field Trips 

Trip Summary 

 4 field trips to the Adams County site were 
offered in 2015 

 1 on May 15 (33 people) and 1 on May 16 (23 
people) through the Natural Resources        
Foundation of Wisconsin 

 1 on May  17 (4 people) for the International Crane Foundation board members and staff 

 1 on May  22  (7 people) for the American Bird Conservancy board members and staff 

 The field trips were attended by a combined total of approximately 67 people 

 The field trips raised funds (approximately $3,065) that will be used for Kirtland’s warbler                
conservation in Wisconsin 

Left: Barry Benson releases cowbirds in a trap 

that will be bait to attract free-flying cowbirds, 

Adams County. Photo Courtesy of Kim Grveles 

(DNR). Bottom: Natural Resources Foundation 

Kirtland’s Warbler Trip participants watch a male 

Kirtland’s, Adams County.  Photo Courtesy of 

Rich Staffen (DNR).  
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