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2016 Olive-Sided Flycatcher 
Capture Effort Trip Report 

Kristin DuBour & Constance Johnson 
Tetlin National Wildlife Refuge 

October 19, 2016 

 
Field Crew: Kristin DuBour (TNWR Wildlife Biologist), Constance Johnson (TNWR Biological Science Technician), 
Sara Germain (TNWR Volunteer), J. Byron de Yampert (TNWR Volunteer). 

Dates: April 20-August 4, 2016 

Location: Fish Camp Lake, in the NW corner of Tetlin NWR and several sites along the Alaska Highway and Tok 
Cutoff.   

Introduction and Background 
2016 marked the third season that Tetlin National Wildlife Refuge (Tetlin NWR) participated in a large-
scale research project investigating migration, breeding habitat, food availability, and mercury 
contamination of olive-sided flycatchers (OSFL) in Alaska. OSFL are neotropical migratory landbirds that 
breed in the boreal forest and winter as far south as the Andes mountains in South America. Interest in 
this species has increased after 30 year declines were documented from Breeding Bird Survey data 
(Altman & Sallabanks 2012).  A significant proportion of the population (25-49%) breeds in the boreal 
forest and OSFL are one of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Region 7 Priority Species, and a 
USFWS Species of Management Concern. 

Tetlin NWR is an important area for breeding and migrating birds.  It is situated along three major 
migratory flyways and is largely composed of intact wetland and boreal forest habitat. However, little is 
known about the life histories and migratory connectivity of many of Tetlin’s breeding bird species. 

USFWS/Sara Germain 
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Information from this project will help us better understand migratory connectivity by identifying 
overwintering and staging areas of the olive sided-flycatcher. It will also provide insight into breeding 
and habitat requirements and potential causes for deficits in reproduction. This information is vital to 
addressing conservation concerns and identifying actions important for OSFL conservation. 

This project is a state-wide effort spearheaded by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game Threatened, 
Endangered and Diversity Program.  Additional partners include USFWS Region 7 Migratory Birds 
Division, the American Bird Conservancy, the Biodiversity Research Institute, the Smithsonian National 
Zoological Park Migratory Bird Center, the University of Alaska Fairbanks Museum of the North, the 
Bureau of Land Management and the Alaska Songbird Institute.  

The purpose of this report is to document the 
work done on Tetlin NWR during the 2016 
field season.  Reports on previous seasons can 
be found in DeGroot (2013), DuBour (2014) 
and Klimas (2015).  Information provided in 
this report is intended to document field 
efforts and accomplishments.  It can also be 
used as a guide for future field seasons, to 
document problems, provide logistical 
guidance and generally help future crews to 
be more effective and efficient.  

Figure 1. the 2016 crew.  From left to right: Byron de 
Yampert, Constance Johnson, Kristin DuBour and Sara 

Germain.  Photo K. DuBour 

Study Sites 
Efforts were primarily based out of Fish Camp Lake on Tetlin NWR, with highway-accessible (Alaska and 
Tok Cut-off Highways) areas acting as secondary sites (Figure 5).   

Fish Camp Lake is located on the far northern end of Tetlin NWR (Figure 6).  It is approximately 25 miles 
southeast of Tok, and 5 miles south of Midway Lake and the Alaska Highway.  We accessed Fish Camp 
Lake via float plane (Cessna 185) operated by 40 Mile Air, a charter based out of Tok.  40 Mile Air pilots 
flew personnel and gear from Midway Lake to Fish Camp Lake, a 5-minute flight (Figure 6). 
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Figure 2.  Fish Camp Lake, Tetlin NWR.  Photo K. DuBour 

 

Figure 3.  left: the cook tent at the Fish Camp Lake camp.  Right: crews hauled lots of gear.  Photos S. Germain 
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Figure 4.  crews got around the Fish Camp Lake study site using Packboats (left) and Packrafts (right).  Photos K. DuBour. 

 The site used in 2013-2016 (and in previous years for Alaska Landbird Monitoring/Off-Road Point Count 
Surveys) is within the Tetlin NWR administrative boundary but is owned by the regional Native 
Corporation.  The corporation granted access permission for 2016 but this needs to be renewed via 
verbal confirmation each year. 

 

Figure 5.  Overview of study sites on and around Tetlin NWR.  The red symbols indicate sites on the highway system, the blue 
symbol indictes the Fish Camp Lake site 
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Figure 6.  Overview of the Fish Camp Lake study site (orange box) on the northern portion of Tetlin NWR, where the majority 

of work was focused.  Midway Lake can be seen at the top of the figure, where floatplane operations were based. 
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Figure 7.  Location of 14 olive-sided flycatcher territories (indicated by prefix “FC”) monitored at the Fish Camp Lake study 
site on Tetlin NWR in 2016. 
In addition to the primary Fish Camp Lake site, crews worked at sites on the Alaska and Tok Cutoff 
Highways (Figure 5).  These sites were established in 2014 to allow crews to begin field efforts prior to 
lake melt, when Fish Camp Lake was inaccessible.   

Methods 
In order to address project goals in 2016, we located and captured territorial OSFL at the Fish Camp Lake 
(FC) study site on Tetlin NWR and at sites around Tok, AK on the Alaska and Tok Cutoff Highways (AH).  
Birds were captured by target mist-netting using conspecific and predator (red squirrel) decoys with call 
playback and passive mist-netting at nests (Figure 8).    
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Figure 8.  olive-sided flycatcher and red squirrel decoys were used to lure birds down from the canopy and into mist nets.  
Photos K. DuBour and S. Germain 

All birds were marked with a standard metal leg band and unique combination of color bands.  Color 
bands allowed crews to identify individuals from a distance using a spotting scope (Figure 10, Appendix 
1).  In addition, in 2016 most birds were marked with a Lotek GPS Pinpoint unit (7 of 9 captures).  
Pinpoint units replaced geolocator units deployed in 2014 and 2015.  Pinpoint units weigh 
approximately 1g and accurately record locations at pre-programmed times during the birds’ migration 
and wintering period (Figure 11).  They provide very precise (latitude, longitude) locations.  However, 
they only store up to 12 locations.  In comparison, geolocators collect data every minute throughout the 
birds’ migration and wintering periods but the data are course and provide a broad swath of area that 
birds may be using (Figure 9).  Consequently, we used the broad geolocator data to inform how 
Pinpoints were programmed. In this way, Pinpoints will provide a good complement to the course 
geolocator data provide more precise information on where OSFL migrate and winter.   

 

Figure 9.  Example of geolocator data illustrating OSFL wintering areas.  Data are from 10 geolocators recovered in 2015.  
Analysis by Michael Hallworth and provided by Julie Hagelin. 
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In addition to applying leg bands and PinPoint units, we took standard measurements and collected 
biological samples from captured birds. This included extraction of feathers and a small amount of blood 
when possible. Blood and feathers will be analyzed for mercury content. Mercury has long been known 
to have toxic effects on both humans and wildlife alike (Eagles-Smith, et al. 2016).  It has recently been 
linked to reduced fecundity in terrestrial, arthropod consuming passerines (Brasso and Cristol 2008). 

 

Figure 10.  technician Constance Johnson applies colored 
leg bands to the first olive-sided flycatcher captured in 
2016.  Photo K. DuBour 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11.  a male olive-sided flycatcher ready to be released.  The image on the right highlights the PinPoint GPS unit on the 
bird's back.  Photos K. DuBour 

Field crews attempted to locate nests on many identified OSFL territories.  In some cases, locating nests 
was crucial to capturing birds, especially those that had been captured in previous years.  Locating nests 
allowed field crews to use the birds’ innate parental defense behavior to lure birds into nets.  In 
addition, we monitored all nests to determine nest fate, collected habitat data and collected feces from 
inside nests for diet analysis. 
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Lastly, crews deployed an array of insect traps on OSFL territories in order to quantify biomass of aerial 
arthropods. Malaise traps were hung from trees to target high-flying prey, such as flies and dragonflies 
(Figure 12).  Pollinator traps were placed close to the ground to capture insects such as bees and wasps 
that are attracted to flowering plants in the understory.  Insects collected from these traps will provide 
the first basic information on prey availability on established OSFL breeding sites in Alaska.  Feces 
samples collected from birds and nests will supplement this data by providing information about bird 
diet. 

 

Figure 12.  a hanging Malaise trap used to capture insects on OSFL territories. Photo S. Germain 

Season Summary 
In 2013, preliminary efforts began to locate breeding territories at the Fish Camp Lake site (DeGroot 
2013).  2014 was the first official field season on Tetlin NWR: crews located 5 territories and captured 
and marked 3 birds (DuBour 2014).  In 2015, we located 6 additional territories, captured and marked 8 
OSFL and recovered one geolocator from a bird marked in 2014 (Klimas 2015; Appendix 1).  

During the 2016 field season, crews built upon lessons learned in previous years and reached or 
surpassed most goals (Table 1). 
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Table 1.  Goals set and achieved during the 2016 field season on Tetlin NWR 

In addition to the above goals, crews… 

• spent 15 weeks in the field 
• resighted 29 OSFL on 21 territories (14 at Fish Camp Lake, 7 at Highway sites);  10 of these were 

new territories unknown to us in previous years 
• Captured 11 OSFL  

o 9 were new captures  
o 8 were males 
o deployed 7 new Pinpoint GPS units 
o recovered 2 geolocators deployed in 2015 (these were the only individuals resighted 

with geolocators) 
• 5 of 9 nests are thought to have successfully fledged young, 2 failed and 2 nests had 

undetermined fate 

A summary of all birds captured at Tetlin is in Appendix 1. 

2017 will be the last full-scale field effort for this project.  We do not plan on deploying new Pinpoint 
units but we will continue to locate and re-capture individuals from previous years’ deployment efforts, 
capture new individuals to collect biological samples, locate new territories and monitor nests. 

Season Timeline 
April 20 - Tetlin’s thrice-weekly spring bird migration phenology survey began, so efforts to detect OSFL 
in the Tok area began at this time. 

May 9 – technician Constance Johnson begins work at Tetlin. 

May 10 – efforts began to locate OSFL on known (2015) territories on the road system using playback 
methods.  No OSFL were detected. 

May 15 - first OSFL detected west of Tok at MP 1345 on the Alaska Highway. 

Season Goals Season Outcome 
Recapture all birds carrying a geolocator unit 
deployed in previous years 

Recaptured all birds (n=2) carrying a geolocator 
unit deployed in previous years 

Capture and mark 6 OSFL with PinPoint GPS units Captured and marked 7 OSFL with PinPoint units 
Monitor all known (n=11) territories and locate 6 
new territories 

Monitored all known territories and located 10 
new territories 

Deploy and monitor 8 insect trap arrays  Deployed and monitored 8 insect trap arrays  
Locate and monitor 10 nests Located and monitored 9 nests 
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May 16 – volunteers Byron de Yampert and Sara Germain begin work 

May 16 – 27 – training.  Includes bear, shotgun, dunker, IACUC, FISSA, etc.  On May 18 and 20 we spent 
all day mistnetting birds at South Gravel Pit to practice extracting from mist nets, banding, taking 
standard measurements, etc. 

May 23 – attempt first capture of a singing male at MP 1273 (AH02).   

May 24 – First bird captured.  We successfully captured male at MP 1273.  We did not mark him with a 
geolocator because it was so early in the season and he could have been migrating.  As predicted, we 
were never able to resight this bird later in the season. 

May 26 – earliest date estimated for first laid egg. 

May 27 & 29 – we make two unsuccessful attempts to capture a second male OSFL at MP 1273.  

May 30 – Sara and Byron successfully capture an unmarked male at Mineral Lake (AH04).  Again, he was 
not marked with a Pinpoint 

June 1 – four people plus gear fly out to Fish Camp Lake with 40 Mile Air in their 4-seater Cessna 185 on 
floats.  We have 2000 pounds of gear.  It takes 4 trips to get everything out.  We used Packboats and 
Packrafts to shuttle gear from our landing site to camp. We leave the office at 8am and work until 
midnight to get camp setup.  

June 2 – First female detected.  First nest located at territory FC07.  She is building.  First marked bird 
resighted.  This bird is at territory FC09 (but occupied adjacent territory FC07 in 2014 and 2015).  He is 
also the bird that we recaptured last year with a geolocator (carrying his second geo).  

June 4 – First attempt at recapturing at FC09 using OSFL decoy and playback.  Male is unresponsive. 

June 5 – First Pinpoint unit deployed.  We captured the male at territory FC07. 

June 13 and 14 – all insect traps deployed. 

June 18-20 – a wildfire near Tetlin village forces us to evacuate camp at Fish Camp Lake.  We work from 
Tok during this time. 

June 27 – latest date estimated for first laid egg. 

July 1 – first bird recaptured at territory FC09 

July 18 – last bird captured (and recaptured geo recovered) and last Pinpoint deployed at territory 
AH01 

July 25 – last check of a nest/marked bird.   

August 2-4 – all insect traps taken down.  OSFL field season has come to an end (although we do check 
on AH01 one more time on August 9). 
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Recommendations for the Future  
• Start earlier.  If weather and ice conditions allow, crews should arrive at the Fish Camp Lake site 

in late May.  This means crews should start employment in mid-April to begin training. 
• Spend more time training on mist net handling and bird capture techniques (up to two weeks) 
• Get training on collecting blood.  Due to time constraints and lack of training on blood collection 

in passerines, we were not able to collect blood this year.  However, this additional information 
is important for assessing mercury burden in birds. 

• Allow at least 2 weeks in late August for the entire crew to enter and proof data, manage gear, 
etc. 

• Allow 3-4 weeks for one technician to organize data, write a summary report, write social media 
and website updates and give a presentation. 
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Appendix 1. Summary of information from OSFL captured at Tetlin NWR sites, 2014-2016 
  Bird Info Territory/Year Locator Information 

Site Name Left Leg1 Right Leg Band Number Sex 
Terr. Last 

Seen 
Year Last 

Seen 
Terr. 1st 
Marked 

Year 1st 
Marked Geo/Pinpoint2 

Year 
Deployed Unit Recovered (Year) 

Alaska 
Highway 

B/G W/m 266148942 M AH01 2016 AH01 2015 Q334; 876 2015; 2016 
Q334(2016); 876(new unit 
2016) 

W/m Y/Y 266148866 F AH01 2016 AH01 2016 NONE 2016 N/A 
Not 
Color 
Banded   266148943 M AH02 2015 AH02 2015 Q357 2015 not resighted 

W/m B/R 266148949 M AH02 2016 AH02 2016 NONE 2016 N/A 

G/W W/m 266148944 M AH03 2015 AH03 2015 Q342 2015 not resighted 

B/O W/m 266148948 M AH04 2015 AH04 2015 Q322 2015 not resighted 

W/m R/B 266148950 M AH04 2016 AH04 2016 NONE 2016 N/A 

Fish Camp 
Lake 

W/m Y/B 266148871 M FC01 2016 FC01 2016 1004 2016 N/A 

W/m R/Y 266148870 M FC02 2016 FC02 2016 1000 2016 N/A 

B/O W/m 255137863 M FC06 2014 FC06 2014 K655 2014 not resighted 

R/W W/m 266148947 F FC07 2015 FC07 2015 Q354 2015 not resighted 

W/m G/O 266148862 M FC07 2016 FC07 2016 1003 2016 N/A 

B/G W/m 266148945 M FC09 2015 FC09 2015 Q325 2015 not resighted 

G/Y W/m 255137864 M FC09 2016 FC07 2014 K659; Q330 2014; 2015 K659(2015); Q330(2016) 

none/m R/O 266148863 F FC10 2016 FC10 2016 1001 2016 N/A 

W/m G/R 225137865 M FC12 2014 FC12 2014 K662 2014 not resighted 

W/m B/O 266148864 M FC12 2016 FC12 2016 1002 2016 N/A 

R/B W/m 266148946 M FC14 2015 FC14 2015 Q320 2015 not resighted 

W/m O/G 266148865 F FC15 2016 FC15 2016 1005 2016 N/A 
1Color band codes: B=blue, G=green, W=white, O=orange, R=red, Y=yellow, m=metal USFWS band 

2Geolocators are identified by a number/letter combination (K,Q); Pinpoints are identified by numbers 876 and 1001
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