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Welcome! 
Welcome to the Maine Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuge Island Researcher blog! Here you’ll find 

posts and multimedia projects created by island researchers spending the summer on the refuge’s many 

islands. Please check back often for updates! 

 

Archive for August, 2017 
The Home Stretch 
Posted in Uncategorized on August 4, 2017 

 

The season is winding down here on Petit Manan Island, but there is still much to do before the rest of 

the crew leaves! While we have begun deconstructing our observation blinds, most of our terns have left 

and begun their migration to the Southern Hemisphere! Common terns will migrate to South America, 

while Arctic terns will end their migration in Antarctica. It can be assumed that Common terns winter in 

Argentina and Brazil, as we had some birds with their bands nesting on PMI. However, we are excited to 

see the exact migration route and destination of our 5 satellite nano-tagged Common terns! 

Despite the terns leaving, we still have our hands full with other birds. We’ve been quite successful in our 

puffin trapping efforts! We use box traps with a see-saw top and one peg in the side of the box. When 

the puffins walk onto the side without the peg, the top tips and you have yourself a puffin! Crew 

members sit in a blind and watch carefully to minimize the time and stress on the puffin inside the box. 

After measurements are taken and they are banded (if they aren’t already), we release them back to the 

sea. 

 
Puffins showing some interest in one of our box traps.  

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2010/07/19/welcome/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/08/04/the-home-stretch/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/


 
 

We’ve also been monitoring Leach’s Storm Petrel productivity by determining the activity of sod burrows 

all over the island. Burrow scopes come in handy to look inside them because most burrows are too small 

to be grubbed by hand. We also play Leach’s Storm Petrel calls to hear callbacks from potentially active 

burrows. When possible, we take out adults and chicks to band them! 

 
One of our Leach’s Storm Petrel chicks (Ziggy) has grown quite a bit over the past couple weeks! 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/08/04/the-home-stretch/img_4776/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/08/04/the-home-stretch/img_4791/


This may come as a surprise to some of you, but poop has become very handy to us lately. We collect 

fecal samples from tern chicks, puffin chicks, and adult puffins. Afterwards, a lab will process them and 

based on DNA in the fecal matter, we will know what exactly the birds have been eating. In addition to 

our provisioning data, this is helpful in determining what species of fish are making up the birds diet. 

 
One method of collecting fecal samples, wrapping foil around chicks and waiting patiently. This puffin chick 

looks like the world’s cutest burrito! 

It’s our last week here, and we can’t believe the season is coming to an end already! I’m going to miss all 

of the amazing creatures that inhabit this island, but more than that, I’m going to miss the crew that 

gave me an awesome experience for my first field job. They’re truly wonderful people and make the work 

so much fun. 

~Jennalie Lutes 

 

Archive for July, 2017 
Tern Down For What? 
Posted in Metinic 2017, Uncategorized on July 31, 2017 

 

So much has happened since our last blog post! 

All summer, I have been telling Ravin and the refuge staff that all I wanted to do was see one puffin 

while in Maine.  I was not disappointed to say the least.  Last week, Ravin and I were taken off Metinic 

for a day of puffin grubbing on Seal Island.  As we unloaded the boat, we were greeted by large 

congregations of puffins, razorbills and guillemots swimming in the water.  Puffins burrow similar to 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/31/tern-down-for-what/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/metinic-2017/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/


guillemots, but they prefer larger rocks to burrow under.  It was truly a unique experience handling and 

banding such an iconic Maine bird. 

  

 
My first grubbed puffin! 

One thing that is unique to Metinic Island is that we have neighbors!  A lobster fisherman and his wife 

own a house about 400 meters from our house, and they were so kind to check on us a few times during 

the season.  The day after puffin grubbing, we came back to the cabin from a feeding study stint to find 

that they had left us a large bucket of crab claws and 2 large lobsters.  We had a great dinner that night, 

and lunch the next day! 

 
Our last day on Metinic 



Both tern and guillemot productivity plots have done really well this season.  Very few chicks died, and 

most of the terns already fledged! As we reached our final days on the island, the terns have quickly 

been decreasing in numbers.  Many of them have begun their migration, and now it is our turn.  Ravin 

and I are spending our first full day on the mainland today, and we already miss these spunky little birds 

and the island that we called home for a short 11 weeks. 

  

Aya 

  

Shippin’ Off of Ship Island 
Posted in Uncategorized on July 26, 2017 

 

We’re down to our final day on Ship Island. This week was filled with all of that picking-up and sorting-

out craziness that comes with closing down an island. We’ve done a lot of work from taking down the 

blinds, provisioning plots, mink and owl traps, to cleaning up the cabin, to entering last minute data into 

our spreadsheets, and more. 

Being on Ship was a completely new experience for me. This summer was my first time working with 

seabirds and I’ve learned SO much about them as well as many of the other breeding species we see 

almost on a daily basis (e.g. Common Eiders, Spotted Sandpipers, Double-crested Cormorants, Peregrine 

Falcons, sparrows, warblers, Harbor Seals, and more). Not only this, but I learned a ton of new field work 

techniques. Here I got to do lots of “firsts.” I got to help diminish an invasive plant species from the 

island, re-capture my first bird, re-sight my first bird, band my first chick, saw over 50 species that were 

new to me, and the list goes on and on. 

Living on an island was definitely an interesting yet exciting adventure, and it was surprisingly much 

easier to get used to the “island life” than I thought. I can say that I’ll miss it at times. There’s something 

about the quiet nights, sunsets, and escape from all the busyness back on the mainland that makes it 

special. I’ve also learned to never take my warm showers, cozy bed, and tasty dinners back at home for 

granted, that’s for sure. 

 
View of Ship Island from one of the blinds 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/26/shippin-off-of-ship-island/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/


 

As for our terns, we’re seeing more fledglings every day and still even some newly hatched chicks. We’ve 

continued our predator control efforts up until the very last minute. It’s especially important now that we 

have chicks because they’re an easy catch if they’re not hidden well in the vegetation. It seems that the 

peregrine is coming more frequently because of this. Sometimes we see it over 4 times in one day! 

 
Common Terns hangin’ out 

It’s been an eventful year on Ship, and it’s sad to see it come to an end. Soon our terns will be departing 

for their long southern migration and will return again next spring! Hopefully next year there will be less 

disturbance and more chicks! Thanks for letting me share our research and island experiences with you, 

and thanks for reading! 

-Amanda 



 
One of our last sunsets on Ship! 

 

The beginning of the end 
Posted in Petit Manan 2017 on July 24, 2017 

 

 
The milky way over PMI, photo by Jenna Lutes 

This past week on PMI has transformed from a tern chick takeover to flight school for fledglings. Over the 

past few weeks during our feeding studies we could observe our tern chicks flapping their feather-less 

wings, or at least attempting to. As time passed and they gained more feathers this flapping became a 

very large jump… and typically a crash landing. However their practice has paid off, our skies are now 

filled with fledglings getting ready for their migration. As exciting as this is the crew is now racing the 

clock to band as many chicks as possible before everyone is flying away. 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/24/the-beginning-of-the-end/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/petit-manan-2017/


 
PMI crew each holding a tern fledgling during a banding sweep. 

We also have a few brand new additions to our island family. Last week we found our first Leach’s Storm 

Petrel chick. LHSP chicks will be brooded by their parents for up to twelve days and after that the adults 

will only come back every other day and can be gone for up to 3 days based on weather. They will stay in 

their burrows till they fledge at about 8-9 weeks of age. 

Leach’s Storm Petrel chick (Oceanodroma leucorhoa) 

 

We also found our first Razorbill chick last week and were able to grub him from the burrow on Friday. As 

of right now we only know of the one chick, but we are hoping to find more. This little bundle of fuzz will 

head out to sea with its dad at around 18-20 days old! 

 
Our Razorbill chick (Alca torda), we have decided to name it Jasper 



As our tern chicks begin to fledge and the rest of our sea bird chicks put their work into growing so they 

can head out to sea; we have one more member of our island family preparing to leave. One of our 

fellow island techs Micaela Griffin (known for her love of puffins and stellar gopro skills) will be leaving us 

this Friday. We hope you have enjoyed her blog posts as much as we have, she will be missed as we 

finish the next two weeks here on PMI. Much like many of our birds this is her first island season, and we 

are so proud of how easily she adapted to island life and field work. 

 
Micaela weighing a puffin chick on puffin point 

That’s all for now! 

-Kelby Leary on PMI 

  

The Lingering Effects of a Nocturnal Predator 
Posted in Ship Island 2017, tagged Abandonment, Bird Research, Bird Study, Common Tern, Common Tern 

Chick, Common Tern Research, Common Tern Study, Egg Incubation, great horned owl, Maine Coastal Islands, Maine 

Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuge, Maine Coastal Islands NWR, Maine Island, Maine Summer, Nocturnal 

Predator, owl, Owl Predator, Predator, Predators, research, seabird, Seabird Research, Ship 

Island, Summer, tern, Tern Abandonment, Tern chick, Tern Egg, Tern eggs, Tern Incubation, Tern Study on July 20, 

2017 

 

It has already been over two weeks since the Great Horned Owl roamed the surface of Ship Island 

looking for a late-night snack. You would think that over time, the terns would settle down and begin to 

behave “normally.” But that’s not the response we’re seeing. Even today most of the colony begins to 

sweep high above the island soon after sunset, then disappear quietly out over the ocean. It seems that 

small numbers do come back to warm their chicks and eggs, but the majority aren’t seen again until 

sunrise. 
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The owl caused full colony abandonment during the nights on the island. This occurred for over a week 

straight, which might have led to some long-term effects on chick physiology. Many of the eggs didn’t 

end up hatching since they weren’t incubated during the nights. But, some eggs were still able to make 

it. Typically, eggs hatch after 21-23 days of incubation. With the owl disturbance, incubation length 

increased, which is why our chicks arrived slightly behind schedule. 

Although we have many healthy chicks all around the island, there are a select few that are showing 

what we assume to be the negative consequences of this over-exposure to the cold and wet nights on a 

Maine island. When terns incubate, they are constantly rotating the eggs around. This allows for even 

nutrient and heat distribution throughout the egg as well prevents the embryo from sticking to the shell, 

allowing it to float in the middle and develop successfully. Without this constant rotation, it’s possible that 

the chicks could have developed certain physical defects. 

  

 
 

Not only are we seeing odd chick appearances, but we are also seeing a huge change in colony behavior. 

The terns have been extremely sensitive to any presence that might seem or sound threatening. This 

even includes species that are not considered predators. In order to protect themselves, terns often mob, 

dive-bomb, or attack the predator. They also might flee, just as they did with the owl. Their actions 

depend on the level they feel threatened themselves versus how threatened their young are. We’ve 

observed terns going after Common Eiders, Dowitchers, and Harbor Seals. They were even frightened by 

the sound of a nearby fishing boat. Although we can see that these species are here to do no harm, it’s 

still good to see the terns working hard and being extra protective. 

These actions displayed by the tern colony isn’t uncommon among populations who are or were at risk of 

nocturnal predation. In fact, it has been witnessed in several other Common Tern studies where owls 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/20/the-lingering-effects-of-a-nocturnal-predator/img_2305/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/20/the-lingering-effects-of-a-nocturnal-predator/img_2307/


were present. Looking at a well-known colony observed by Monomoy NWR in particular, you can read 

how they experienced very similar results years ago (Nisbet and Welton, 1984). 

It’s amazing how a single bird can influence an entire colony in only a few days. This owl left an 

impression on the terns to last the entire season. The fate of this years fledgling was greatly altered and 

we can only hope that next year the colony works to make up for this years loss. 

On a better note, we’re still waking up to a few more chicks every day, and we’ve already seen a few 

fledge! Based off of our provisioning efforts and weight measurements, our current chicks are growing at 

a steady rate and being fed a healthy diet, which mostly consists of Atlantic Herring. Some chicks are 

being fed so much that they actually have to lose weight in order to lift themselves off the ground and 

fly! We’re glad to finally start seeing our chicks transform into successful adults! 

 
One of my healthy provisioning chicks. Not quite ready to fledge yet! 

 
Chicks that were recently born. Only a couple days old! 

https://sora.unm.edu/sites/default/files/journals/condor/v086n01/p0053-p0060.pdf


Only one more week until the island closes. This season really flew by! I’ll keep you updated on any more 

unusual or exciting events happening on Ship! 

-Amanda 

 

Approaching Flight 
Posted in Uncategorized on July 19, 2017 

 

 
Measuring wing chord on a black guillemot chick 

It’s hard to believe that we only have one week left on Metinic Island. It seems like yesterday that we 

arrived in the chilly May weather.  As we count down the days, we have been busy collecting our last 

stretch of data before the birds too leave the island.  The terns that just hatched weeks ago are taking 

flight from our productivity plots. The forage fish held out during July and we are expecting a high rate of 

overall survival. The black guillemot chicks in our study burrows are also doing well. We have been 

monitoring their weight and wing growth since hatching. Black guillemots tend to gain lots of weight 

before they shift to wing growth. The chick pictured here is 278 grams and has a wing chord of 84 

millimeters. 

 
Black guillemot chicks attempting to hide in their shallow burrow. 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/19/approaching-flight/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/


The last few days have been plagued with fog which means limited work out with the birds. But we have 

been keeping busy from the cabin entering all the data we have collected into excel spreadsheets and 

Microsoft databases. We have also had to keep an extra eye on the window as the number of nuisance 

sheep has increased to seven! Herding them away from the tern colony has become a daily 

routine.  Tomorrow we are greatly looking forward to a day trip out to Seal Island to see some puffins! 

Cheers to a wonderful season! 

Ravin 

 
Arctic tern chick approaching fledging! 

 

Chicks are Ready for Takeoff at Metinic! 
Posted in Uncategorized on July 12, 2017 

 

Hello again from Metinic! 

We have just two weeks left here on the island, and it has been amazing how much things have changed 

since we got here.  Most of our little fluffy chicks have grown in actual feathers and some of them have 

even begun to fledge!  It has been a truly unique experience being able to watch them develop from an 

egg to a bird that will make a journey all the way down to Antarctica. 

 
A box of common tern chicks waits patiently as we weigh and record other prod plot chicks. 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/12/chicks-are-ready-for-takeoff-at-metinic/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/


We have also been busy monitoring our black guillemot burrows and marking their location on our 

GPS.  They have also grown a lot, some weigh over 200 grams!  Sometimes when we approach a burrow, 

the adult is in the burrow with the chicks and we band the adult as well.  They require a bit more force to 

handle than the chicks, we need to use both hands when handling them! 

 
Ravin with an adult black guillemot 

In other news, as our large crop of wild strawberries begins to dwindle down, we anxiously await the 

ripening of the wild blueberries, raspberries and blackberries that litter the island.  We ordered a few 

mason jars from the mainland in hopes of making wild berry jam! 

Till next time, 

  

Aya 

 

Hatching Chicks and More Eggs on their Way 
Posted in Ship Island 2017, Uncategorized, tagged Baby Bird, Baby Tern, BBC Band, Bird Band, Bird Banding, Bird 

Research, Common Tern, Common Tern Chick, Common Tern Egg, Egg, Island, Leg Band, Maine, Maine Coastal 

Islands, Maine Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuge, MCINWR, Pipping, Predator Control, Productivity, Productivity 

Plot, research, seabird, seabird conservation, Seabird Research, Ship Island, Summer, Tern chick on July 8, 2017 

 

This past week on Ship Morgan and I both took our short breaks off the island. While Morgan was away I 

was joined by Kelby from PMI to work on predator control, productivity plot management, chick banding, 

and more! 

We’re starting to see more and more chicks every day! Usually when we’re checking the productivity 

plots we can see when they start pipping. This is when their little beaks start to break open the egg. This 

lets us know that the next day we will definitely have some new arrivals to weigh and band if they’re dry 

and ready. 
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Before we start provisioning, we still have some time to re-sight birds from previous years. Typically, 

they will have a small silver BBL band on their ankle which contains either 8 or 9 numbers. We can use a 

spotting scope to see these numbers and enter them into a database where we can learn more 

information about that bird, such as its age. To make re-sighting easier, we put up posts for them to 

perch on so they aren’t being covered by the vegetation and are closer for us to see. While I was re-

sighting from the blind, I spotted a tern that hasn’t been re-sighted in 19 years! I also found one with an 

orange band. This means that it was banded all the way in Argentina, which I thought was pretty cool. 

 
An example of a BBL band that can be found on the leg of a Common Tern. As you can see they are very small, 

which makes them difficult to read. 

Now that the owl is gone, we are starting to see more birds come back to the colony. Many of them left 

during the time he was here and abandoned their nests. Thankfully now they’re starting to scrape the 

ground and re-nest. Chick age distribution around the island will surely be scattered, but at least they’re 

not giving up! 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/08/hatching-chicks-and-more-eggs-on-their-way/dscn0125/
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Now that I’m back on the island, there’s a lot more chicks running around and much more work to do! 

-Amanda 

 

Puffin Chicks on PMI! 
Posted in Petit Manan 2017, tagged Petit Manan Island, PMI, PMI 2017, Puffins on July 8, 2017 

 

Greetings from Petit Manan! 

This week we have been focused on monitoring the productivity and provisioning for the chicks on the 

island. The tern chicks in our productivity plots have been growing strong, many now weighing over 100 

grams. So far during our provisioning stints, we are seeing tern chicks mainly being fed herring, hake 

and sand lance. These are good food sources for the chicks! 

 
Common tern feeding its chick a sand lance 

We have also seen many adult puffins flying into burrows with fish, which means more puffin chicks may 

have hatched this week. So far we have confirmed that 3 puffin chicks have hatched, but we are seeing 

puffins enter some of the deeper burrows carrying fish, which suggests more may have hatched as 

well.  We will begin puffin productivity this coming week, where we will do a more thorough search to 

determine how many chick have actually hatched! Unlike terns, which usually only bring one fish at a 

time when feeding chicks, puffins are able to carry multiple fish in their beaks at a time! This makes 

provisioning a bit trickier, since rather than having to identify one fish, there could be multiple. Also, the 

puffins tend to duck into their burrows quickly after landing with food for their chicks which can also 

make identification difficult. We decided to try putting a GoPro in one of our puffin boxes this morning to 

see if we could possibly use GoPros in some of the man-made puffin boxes to add to our puffin 

provisioning data. We were able to take some pictures of a puffin chick being fed by its parent! 
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Puffin chick being fed by its parent 

 
Puffin chick checking out the GoPro 

The puffins are my favorite birds on the island, so I look forward to finding more chicks this week! 

~Micaela 



Fish and Chicks! 
Posted in Metinic 2017, Uncategorized on July 5, 2017 

 

 
Aya reaching for 2 black guillemot chicks at a numbered burrow 

We are currently in full swing of tern feeding studies and productivity checks for terns and black 

guillemots chicks! The majority of the tern chicks have hatched and are doing well. Our feeding studies 

reveal that the adult terns are continuing to bring in hake and sandlance as the primary food for the 

chicks. Both of these fish are very high in nutrients which means the chicks are getting nice and plump. 

Warmer water temperatures could change the fish composition for the worse so our fingers are crossed 

that it stays the way it is as the chicks approach fledging in the next few weeks. 

  

 
Arctic tern chick with a BBL band on the bird’s right leg and a field readable on its left.  

We have begun banding the older arctic tern chicks with field readable bands, so they can be easily 

identified as adults. This allows the Refuge and our partners to collect information on the importance of 

each island as a nesting location for specific individuals and to determine adult survival. We have been 

reading field readable bands on adults during resighting stints throughout the summer and will continue 

to identify as many birds as we can for the rest of the season. 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/07/05/fish-and-chicks/
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We have also returned to the Leach’s storm petrel burrows that we flagged earlier in the season to 

determine if they are active by playing the call of a petrel on our phones and waiting for a response from 

an adult. So far, we have located 41 active burrows! Most of them are deep in the old stone walls that 

are scattered across the island and impossible to reach but we did find one that we were able to reach 

into a feel one adult with one egg. We will return in late July to check hatching success. 

 

Yesterday evening we had a spectacular view of the mainland fireworks and enjoyed some of our own 

sparklers for 4 of July celebrations! 

Until next time, 

Ravin 

 

Archive for June, 2017 
Let’s Talk Balloons 
Posted in Petit Manan 2017, Uncategorized, tagged Balloons, PMI 2017, trash on June 29, 2017 

 

Here on Petit Manan Island, we’ve been playing catch up after the long spell of fog that decended upon 

us shortly after wrapping up GOMSWG census. It’s been a little hectic, which is why this post is a little 

late. 

The first day after the fog cleared was a beautiful day on PMI. We were finally able to get up the tower to 

count alcids for the first time in days. While taking a moment to admire the beauty of our island, we 

noticed a lot of trash marring that beauty along the western edge of the island. As a crew, we decided to 

walk the berm to pick it up, and upon closer inspection we realized it was almost entirely balloons… 

51 balloons, to be exact. 

On one small island, four people collected 51 balloons. Many of these balloons were clearly from recent 

high school and college graduations, but one in particular really got under my skin. We collected these 

balloons on the Wednesday following Father’s Day, and this balloon had hand written notes wishing the 

recipient “Happy Birthday and a Belated Father’s Day.” If you take a second to think about that, a 
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“belated” Father’s Day suggests the balloon was given out after Sunday, which means that in a roughly 

48 hour period, or less, that balloon made it’s way from who-knows-where, to the ocean, and to our 

island. 

PMI is just one island out of hundreds off the coast of Maine, and it just happens to be inhabited during 

this time of the year. Think of all the uninhabited islands where balloons and other trash are washing up 

and no one is there to clean it up. Or the balloons that never make it back to land. I’m not here to tell 

you balloons are horrible and you are a bad person for buying some for your next celebration. I hope that 

by sharing the story of this one balloon, and 50 of its companions, you’ll take a moment to consider 

where that balloon will end up, and know that if not properly disposed of, that place may be in the 

stomach of a marine mammal, sea turtle, or the middle of a nesting seabird colony. 

I know many of you were hoping for lots of chick pictures this week, but I couldn’t let that many balloons 

wash up without saying something. I promise the next post from PMI will be all about chicks. We are 

inundated with them, and though we don’t have guillemot chicks yet, we do have at least two very 

adorable, very fluffy, puffin chicks! 

-Bradford 

 

Surprising Visitors on Ship 
Posted in Ship Island 2017, tagged bird, Bird Predator, Birds, Capture, Common Tern, Common Tern Chick, Foothold 

Trap, great horned owl, Harbor Seal, Harbor Seal Pup, Maine, Maine Coastal Islands, Maine Coastal Islands 

NWR, Maine Islands, Maine Wildlife, nature, owl, Owl Capture, Predator, research, seabird, Seabird 

Research, Seal, Seal Pup, Ship Island, Summer, tern, Tern chick, Tern Research, Tern Study, Trapping, Wildlife on 

June 28, 2017 

 

So far around the island we’ve come across Common Eider, Mallard, Savannah Sparrow, and Spotted 

Sandpiper chicks. Although a little behind schedule, we were beyond happy to finally find our first 

Common Tern chicks! Soon we will start banding them and taking measurements. Hopefully we will start 

seeing more every day! 
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Our first Common Tern chick! 

Our terns have been acting different than normal. Rather than settling down to incubate, many of them 

appear to be much more active flying around and leaving the island. We grew suspicious that there might 

be an owl around. In order to make sure it doesn’t disturb our terns, we set up a total of 17 foothold 

traps covering all sections of the island. When we placed the traps, we put them in areas that seemed 

suitable for an owl to land. If the owl lands on the platform that contains the trap, its leg will be caught. 

This trap doesn’t hurt the owl because it’s padded, but it allows us to capture it so it can be relocated. 

Though our minds were focused on an owl, we didn’t forget about our frequent Peregrine Falcon visitors. 

To prevent any unintended capture, we made sure to set off the traps during the day. 

 
The sign is lined with chicken wire at the top making the post with the trap the only suitable place to land 

Only a few days after setting the traps, we caught the owl! Morgan and I noticed the terns were once 

again acting strange during our night stint, where we took shifts watching the colony between 6:00 PM 

and 12:00 AM. The next morning the terns were dive-bombing at the ground, and I could see through 

my binoculars that the trap wasn’t on the post anymore. It seemed unlikely that we caught an owl, 

especially since we weren’t completely sure we even had one, and last year it took over 2 weeks to catch 

it! We walked over expecting to find something like a gull caught up in our trap, but to our surprise it was 

a Great Horned Owl! We safely caught the owl, covering its head so it would stay calm, and removed him 

from the trap. It already had a band on its leg, so we suspect that it might be the same one from last 

year. The owl will be brought to a rehabilitation center to make sure it isn’t hurt, and it will be released 

somewhere far from our terns! We are so thankful we caught it in time, especially now that our eggs are 

hatching! 



 
Morgan about to cover the infamous Great Horned Owl with a blanket to keep him calm 

 

Outside of bird research, we enjoy watching the Harbor Seals bask in the sun and swim around with their 

pups. The seals can be found on two adjacent islands. One pup decided to visit us on Ship this week. We 

were nervous when we didn’t see the mom around, but we were taught that after 3 weeks the pups 

begin to live on their own. 

 
Curious pup visiting our island 

Ship has been very busy this week. We’re hoping to continue to wake up to new surprises every day, but 

only good ones! 

-Amanda 
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Guillemot Chicks on Metinic! 
Posted in Uncategorized on June 27, 2017 

 

After 5 days on the mainland (and a few showers) it is great to be back on Metinic! 

The day I got back, I came with a crew of four MCINWR biologists that were coming out to help trap and 

band a few terns.  The goal with this particular trapping session was to collect blood and fecal matter 

from the birds.  The samples will be put through a few tests that will reveal what specific fish or 

invertebrates the adults are eating. 

Besides that, Ravin and I have been pretty busy here.  This week we set up feeding study plots where we 

have been observing a few nests from the blinds to record what the adults are feeding their chicks.  So 

far, most chicks are being larval sandlance and hake.  These are good fish for the chicks to be fed 

because they are high in nutrients, can be easily swallowed and thrive in cooler water which is an 

indicator of sea temperature. 

 
A marked “A” feeding study chick.  Feeding study chick “B” is beginning to hatch from its egg! 

We also found our first black guillemot chick this week!  Black guillemots lay their eggs in crevices 

between large rocks, so reaching in to grab the chicks can take some acrobatics sometimes, but the 

result is definitely worth it.   We will be monitoring a few nests for the season to estimate probability of 

chick survival.  Later in the season when their legs get a bit bigger, we will also be banding the chicks! 

 
Our first black guillemot chick! 
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At the end of each day we have been going into the tern colony to weigh and band the chicks in our 

productivity plots.  It is amazing how much they can grow in just one day. 

 
After weighing, Ravin sets down a chick in our productivity plot. 

Its amazing to me that we are already halfway through the season!  I have already seen so many cool 

things here.  One morning during bird count, I got to see a puffin and harbor porpoises from the shore.  I 

am looking forward to more cool encounters and also to watch the chicks grow up. 

 ~Aya 

 

Four Days of Fog and Chicks! 
Posted in Metinic 2017, Uncategorized on June 20, 2017 

 

 
First productivity plot chicks of the season 

https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/four-days-of-fog-and-chicks/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/metinic-2017/
https://mainecoastalislands.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/


Today the sun shone for the first time in four days! Camille and I, Aya has been off island this week, 

were beyond excited to get back in the colony after spending so much time in the cabin. The fact that we 

were pretty sure chicks were hatching made it even more agonizing. Just as suspected there are chicks! 

We will now conduct daily checks of our fenced productivity plots to band the newly hatched chicks and 

weigh them as they as they grow.  This will allow us to estimate the survival rate and overall productivity 

of the colony. 

 
Banding productivity plot chicks 

The chicks are tantalizingly cute but it is important that we remain focused on collecting data when 

working in productivity plots. After chicks hatch they cannot regulate their own body heat until they 

begin to lose their down and grow feathers usually around 8-12 days old. Until then the adults will brood 

the chicks to help keep them warm.  We limit our time in each plot to no more than 30 minutes and only 

enter the colony for productivity checks in good weather to allow the adults to tend to small chicks and 

minimize disturbance. 

 
Michael, refuge biologist, being attacked during tern census 



The next few days we plan to take full advantage of the nice weather to finish up tern trapping before too 

many eggs hatch and then transition into chick provisioning studies. We will also be starting black 

guillemot productivity by visiting burrows and checking for eggs. Also in big news, we conducted tern 

census last Thursday and estimate that there are 623 common and Arctic tern nests here on Metinic 

Island! 

Until next time! 

Ravin 

 

Tern Trapping and Monitoring on Ship 
Posted in Ship Island 2017, tagged Bird Monitoring, Bird Research, Common Tern, Common Tern eggs, Common Tern 

Research, Flowers, Island, Maine Beach, Maine Island, nature, Peregrine Falcon, Predator, Predators, Productivity 

Plot, research, Ship Island, Sunset, Tern Conservation, Tern eggs, Tern Monitoring, Tern Research on June 20, 2017 

 

This past week on Ship has been very similar to what has been going on at Metinic and PMI. Most of our 

days have been pretty dreary. On these foggy and rainy days we spend our time reading (A+ to Morgan 

for reading 8 books so far), eating snacks, catching up on sleep, writing letters, drawing, and staying 

updated on what’s going on in the real world. It is relaxing, but we’re anxious to get back out there and 

get a closer look on how our terns our doing. 

When it’s not too foggy out, we are able to sit outside and watch the colony. We don’t sit too close 

because we don’t want to surprise or scare them. We’ve been doing this frequently to deter the Peregrine 

Falcon who has been stopping by from the island. 

 
Sunset view while watching for predators 

Before the bad weather, we spent most days attempting to re-sight bands, making productivity plots, 

and trapping adult terns to band, measure, and weigh. To trap the terns we use a Treadle Trap. We first 

need to replace the eggs with fake eggs. This prevents the tern from damaging their eggs once he/she is 

trapped. After this we place a wired box over the nest with one end open. When the bird steps through 
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the opening onto the pad, the door will shut and the tern is unable to escape. We quickly retrieve the bird 

to collect our data, put back the original eggs, set him free, and repeat. It was pretty cool when I got to 

hold and release my first tern! 

 
One of our productivity plots 

The results from our GOMSWG census indicated that we have about 620 nests in total. Hopefully we’ll 

start seeing some chicks soon! 

-Amanda 

 

Trapping & Tagging & GOMSWG…. Oh my! 
Posted in Uncategorized on June 18, 2017 

 

Despite the foggy/rainy weather on PMI these past couple days, this past week has been a huge success! 

Our team was joined by Sara Williams & Linda Welch from MCINWR, Dr. Pam Loring from USFWS, Dr. 

Ken Meyer from the Avian Research and Conservation Institute in Gainesville, FL, and his daughter, 

Claire Meyer, to delve into an interesting new frontier in tern research. Satellite nanotags were attached 

to 5 Common Terns to observe their migration patterns, with hopes that we can use the same methods 

to track migration of the endangered Roseate Tern. Our team is carefully observing each of the tagged 

birds (with the help of GoPro cameras) to monitor any changes in behavior compared to 5 untagged 

Common Terns. 

The PMI crew also began trapping and banding Arctic Terns. The crew sets traps over nests and waits up 

to 30 minutes for a bird to go into the traps. Talk about a test of patience! However, the experience is 

very rewarding when you catch a tern. 

Later in the week were GOMSWG days! Our team along with staff members from MCINWR and a few 

volunteers conducted a general census on the island of Terns, Laughing Gulls, and Common Eiders. The 

crew worked hard, but luckily the weather held out so that we had 2 (mostly) rain-free days. Thanks to 
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everyone who helped! We even came across Spotted Sandpiper and Savannah Sparrow chicks. Speaking 

of chicks… 

We are also expecting our first nests to hatch sometime this week! Our productivity plots are just about 

ready, with minor adjustments to be made. Bring on the chaos! Stay tuned for pictures of chicks. 

Happy hatching! 

-Jennalie Lutes, PMI 

 
 

 

It’s (tern)ing into a great season! 
Posted in Uncategorized on June 13, 2017 

This week Ravin and I have been joined by Camille, who is an undergrad from University of Florida and a 

Doris Duke Conservation Scholar for the Main Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuge this summer. 

Thursday was our first day trapping terns and it has been really exciting!  After weeks observing them 

from the blinds, we are so happy to finally be handling them.  Terns handle a bit different from the 

passerines I am used to because their wings, tails and beaks are so long.  I also got to band my first tern 

today with hopefully more to come in the coming weeks! 

 
Ravin measures an Arctic tern wing (256mm) 
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This week, we have started setting up our productivity plots for the season.  We are currently putting 

fencing around a small sample of nests that will allow us to estimate probability of chick survival.  They 

basically act as a playpen for the baby terns so that we can watch them and they won’t wander off into 

the colony where they could get lost in the chicks that we aren’t monitoring. 

 
Camille and Ravin stake down some fencing for a productivity plot 

As we get further into the season, the terns get more aggressive towards us so we have been making 

sure to wear hats into the colony.  Though this keeps us from being pooped on, it doesn’t protect us from 

dive bomb attacks.  Terns will hit the tallest point that they see (which is usually the back of the head), 

so we have started taping flags to our hats to protect our heads.  Getting hit isn’t that bad, but it can 

certainly be a bit surprising. 

Stay tuned for tern chicks, black guillemot eggs and more dive bomb attacks! 

 -Aya 

 

Ship Takes on Pond Island 
Posted in Ship Island 2017, Uncategorized, tagged Beach, Beach clean-up, Bird Monitoring, Bird 

Research, Boat, Clean-up, Cleaning, Common Tern, Common Tern eggs, Common Tern 

Population, Eggs, Garbage, Island, Maine, Maine Coast, Maine Coastal Islands, Maine Coastal Islands NWR, Maine 

Island, Pond Island, research, Ship Island, Tern eggs, Tern Monitoring, Tern 

Nest, Terns, trash, Volunteering, Volunteers, Washed-up on June 10, 2017 

 

This weekend the Ship Island crew headed over to Pond Island to take part in a beach cleanup along the 

shore. Morgan and I, as well as several other volunteers, collected dozens of trash bags filled with lost 

buoys, cans, bottles, and more. This year is the first year the group will be able to actually recycle the 

plastic that was collected. Through the company, TerraCycle, our collection of plastics, no matter how 

dirty or broken they may seem, will be sent over to be thoroughly cleaned and re-purposed. Typically, 

most objects made out of recycled plastic only consist of about 30% reused material. Though it doesn’t 
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seem like a lot, or maybe even not enough, if the concentration is increased then the new object 

becomes closer to the end of its lifespan and can no longer be reused. It was good to get off the island 

and spend some time with others working to keep our environment clean, but we’re glad to be back on 

Ship with our terns! 

  

 
Section of a boat that was found washed to shore. We needed all hands on deck to carry this one over! 

 
Beach Cleanup Volunteers 

Back home on Ship, we’ve had problems with other birds predating on our Common Terns and their 

eggs. Currently, Great Black-backed Gulls, Herring Gulls, American Crows, Peregrine Falcons, and 

Northern Harriers are our main concerns. Almost every day we spend two hour shifts in the blinds to 

observe the tern behavior and keep an eye out for any of these predators that might pass by. During the 



evening we’ve been marking nests with predation sticks so we can notice if any eggs have gone missing. 

By doing this we are also able to get a good idea on how many terns we really have on the island. It 

doesn’t look like it, but so far we have counted over 500 nests, which means we have over 1000 terns! 

So far so good! In a few days we will be doing a GOMSWG census which will give us an even closer 

estimate on our tern population size. We’re excited to share the results with you next week! 

-Amanda 

12 Weeks of Island Life 
Posted in Petit Manan 2017, Uncategorized on June 6, 2017 

 

12 Weeks Of Island Life 

On the first week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                A puffin standing on the blind 

On the second week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on a blind 

On the third week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the fourth week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the fifth week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 

                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the sixth week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Six gillies laying 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 

                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the seventh week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Seven eiders swimming 

                Six gillies laying 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 
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                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the eighth week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Eight eggs a hatching 

                Seven eiders swimming 

                Six gillies laying 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 

                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the ninth week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Nine petrels digging 

                Eight eggs a hatching 

                Seven eiders swimming 

                Six gillies laying 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 

                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the tenth week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Ten terns attacking 

                Nine petrels digging 

                Eight eggs a hatching 

                Seven eiders swimming 

                Six gillies laying 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 

                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the eleventh week of island life my field job gave to me: 

                Eleven birding tours 

                Ten terns attacking 

                Nine petrels digging 

                Eight eggs a hatching 

                Seven eiders swimming 

                Six gillies laying 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 



                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

On the twelfth week of island life my field job gave to MEEEEEEE: 

                Twelve holes for grubbing 

                Eleven birding tours 

                Ten terns attacking 

                Nine petrels digging 

                Eight eggs a hatching 

                Seven eiders swimming 

                Six gillies laying 

                FIIIVE RAZOR BILLS 

                Four field techs 

                Three common murres 

                Too many gulls 

                And a puffin standing on the blind 

 Till next week, 

Kelby on PMI 

 

Gull Census Completed-Metinic Island 
Posted in Uncategorized on June 5, 2017 

 

After spending a few days in sunny Florida for a beautiful wedding, it’s good to be back on chilly Metinic 

Island! 

 
Herring gulls near their nests 

Aya and I jumped right into gull census when I returned so we could get a count of nests before they 

started hatching. This consisted of walking a large area of the island counting nests, number of eggs and 

identifying whether the nest belonged to a great black-back gull or a herring gull. The gulls nest along 
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the shore and in small openings in shrubby areas on the hillside. This meant that Aya and I had to climb 

through some pretty dense bushes to reach some of these areas. It took us much longer than I had 

expected to finish census because of this and we both walked away with a few minor bruise and 

scratches! After two and a half days we counted a total of 155 herring gull, 6 great black-backed gull, 9 

common eider nests and 1 mallard nest. 

 
Herring gull nest found during census 

The last few days we have been working in the tern colony where we have been marking tern nests 

to species. Metinic has a mixed species colony of common and arctic terns and to determine population 

estimates for both we sample around 25 percent of the colony to calculate a species ratio. To identify the 

species of the nest we sit in observation blinds and wait for the parents to return to the nest. Arctic and 

common terns have different colored bills along with a few other subtle differences that allow us to 

identify them. Our marked nests will be counted during tern census in mid-June. 

  

 
Arctic tern with blood red bill 



 
Common tern with black tipped bill 

We have also been searching for black guillemot burrows along the rocky shoreline. Coming up later this 

week we will be joined by refuge staff to help us with tern trapping. More on that next time! 

Cheers, 

Ravin 

 

Archive for May, 2017 
Tower Counts on PMI 
Posted in Petit Manan 2017, Uncategorized, tagged Petit Manan Island, PMI 2017 on May 31, 2017 

 

Greetings from Petit Manan Island! 

Bradford and I have been on PMI for two weeks now, and yesterday we were joined by Kelby and Jenna 

so now our island crew is complete! 

A lot of the work so far has depended on whether or not the birds are around and if the weather is nice, 

but one constant effort has been the daily tower counts. We have been climbing up the 134 steps of the 

lighthouse once in the morning at 7:00AM and once in the evening at 5:00PM to count the number of 

Atlantic Puffins, Razorbills, Black Guillemots, Common Murres, and Common Eiders in the water and 

around the island. In the morning, we usually see around 70 puffins, 50 razorbill, 150 guillemots, 90 

eiders and there is a pair of murres that are seen from time to time. This morning, we had our highest 

counts of the season for puffins, at 121, and for razorbills, at 63. In the evenings, we have been counting 

fewer birds overall as many have ventured further out to sea to forage for food. 
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PMI Lighthouse 

 
Steps leading up to the top of the tower 



 
The view of the grounds from the top of the tower 

 
View of Green Island and the boat house from the top of the tower 



I have really enjoyed doing these tower counts daily. The view from the top of the lighthouse of the 

grounds and surrounding islands is beautiful. It is also amazing to be able to observe all of the birds that 

are hanging out on and around the island. Plus climbing up and down all those steps is great exercise:) 

That’s all for now! 

~Micaela 

 

Shippin’ Off to Ship Island 
Posted in Uncategorized on May 30, 2017 

 

Hello fellow birders! 

It’s been a busy start to the season on Ship Island! My fellow field technician and I have been spending 

our days counting birds, fighting off invasive species, and harassing predators. Ship has got a bit of an 

issue with a common invasive plant species called Garlic Mustard. In an effort to eradicate from the 

island we have been working to reduce the seed bank by hand pulling flowering plants before they can 

disperse their seeds. Garlic Mustard is a biannual though, which means it flowers every other year. For 

the plants that are currently not flowering, we’ve been spraying with vinegar which acts as a safe 

herbicide.  So far we’ve probably pulled around 7 contractor sized trash bags of the pesky plant, and 

there’s still more to find! 

 
What we think is an owl pellet and some unknown body part  

As for predators, there seems to be a whole lot of them this year! We’ve been getting thrice daily visits 

from an American Crow that may be eyeing our Common Tern eggs for dinner, but we won’t let that 

happen! Ship has also been known to have owls frequent it and judging by what I found today, we might 
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have another! Tonight we’ll be using night vision goggles to stake out the island for any signs of an owl. 

I’ll keep you all updated! 

Till next time! 

-Morgan 

 
Lion’s Mane Jellyfish, don’t touch! 

 

First Egg on Metinic! 
Posted in Uncategorized on May 29, 2017 

 

Greetings from Metinic Island! 

Ravin is gone this week so the MCINWR Public Outreach Coordinator, Hannah, and I have been 

continuing to monitor the tern colony. 

We found our first tern egg on Wednesday!  As the number of terns has begun to steadily increase, we 

have been searching the colony for eggs.  Tern eggs can be difficult to find because they look very similar 

to the many speckled rocks that we have on our island.  Therefore, we always have to pay special 

attention to where we step in the colony because the eggs can be camouflaged very well.  After the eggs 

are laid, they take about 23 days to hatch.  The first egg was exciting, but I am even more excited to 

find our first tern chick! 
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First tern egg! 

 
A flagged egg in a scraping. We have to be careful where we step! 

Yesterday, we also spent a portion of the day looking for snakes.  Snakes have been known to eat tern 

eggs in the past, so we are doing our best to remove them from the island.  After we collect them, we 

put them on a boat which takes them to Rockland where they are released.  So far we have caught 12 

snakes this season! Sometimes when we catch them, they release a scent called “musk” which they use 

to ward off predators.  It smells somewhere between a skunk and a wet dog.  I got some of it on my 

flannel last week and it still smells a bit snakey… 



 
Hannah adding a new addition to our snake box.  

In other news, it has been very cold, windy and damp here so Hannah and I have taken full advantage of 

our cabin’s cozy little wood stove.  Though it’s small, it produces a lot of heat, and is much appreciated 

when we come back inside.  On rainy days (of which we’ve had a few) we spend time inside reading, 

drinking tea, and of course, writing letters to our fans. 

-Aya 

PMI Firsts 
Posted in Petit Manan 2017, tagged Eggs, First Egg, Petit Manan Island, PMI 2017 on May 26, 2017 

 

It’s been a little over a week since I first came to Petit Manan Island, and I’m already in love with it. 

Before coming, I was a little skeptical about climbing the second tallest lighthouse in Maine twice a day to 

do tower counts, as well as the 3-mile foghorn that goes off roughly every 30 seconds, 24/7. I have 

definitely gotten used to the heights and the foghorn, the latter becoming more like a calming constant 

throughout the day, much like the constant ticking of a wall clock, only bigger, and much louder. Other 

than getting used to the ins-and-outs of island life, bird activity has been slow. Generally, the terns and 

alcids are here during the morning but leave to forage for most of the day, only coming back to roost just 

as the last rays of light are disappearing over the horizon. When the birds are here though, we are seeing 

more and more nesting behavior, including courtship displays, copulation, and scraping. We have already 

found our first eggs of the season, eider, tern, and puffin! I’m excited for the season to really ramp up 

and to find a lot more nests in the coming week. 

 
First tern nest found of the season, 5/23/2017. 

— Bradford 
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 Season Beginnings on Metinic Island 

Posted in Metinic 2017, Uncategorized, tagged biology, nature, research on May 22, 2017 

 

Aya and I arrived on Metinic Island to find a cozy two-story cabin surrounded by cobble beaches, sheep 

and birds, lots of birds. Metinic Island has a diverse patchwork of forests, grasslands, rocky and cobble 

shoreline that is ideal for nesting and migratory birds. Our job here is to act as stewards for nesting 

seabirds and to monitor other species passing through. 

One of our first jobs is to locate Leach’s storm petrel burrows that are located in rock crevices and soft 

sod soil. Petrels are nocturnal seabirds that reside in their burrows during the day and also nest in these 

burrows during the summer season. We have been searching along old rock walls and natural rocky 

outcroppings searching for freshly dug holes. As we move along, we also sniff these entrances to 

 
Petrel burrow entrance marked by a blue pin flag. 

 
Aya looking for petrel burrows. 
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try to pick up on the distinct musty, earthy smell that the petrels give off. So far we have flagged thirty-

three possible burrows that we will revisit at the end of June to determine if there is an active nest and 

then we will monitor the chicks until they can fly. 

We have also acted as sheep shepherds since we have arrived on Metinic. The sheep belong to the family 

that owns half of the island and graze the sheep on the northern end during the fall, winter and spring. 

Tomorrow we will be fencing the sheep to just the southern end of the island. Until then we will continue 

to discourage them from grazing the northern end, where Arctic and common terns are beginning to nest 

on the ground.  As the terns start to lay their eggs, we will soon be re-sighting banded terns to identify 

individuals and to better understand their movements, nesting locations and survival rate. 

Stay tuned for more updates! 

Ravin 
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