9 November 2007

Greetings Stephen (and American Oystercatcher Working Group),

My sincere apologies for not being (physically) present to this year’s meeting.  Below is an informal report detailing some of the most recent work on oystercatcher breeding in Massachusetts and winter birds in Long Island, NY.  
I. MA Current status
Breeding pairs in the state continue to increase:
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Annual productivity (chicks fledged per breeding pair):


2003 = 0.58
2004 = N / A
2005 = N / A
2006 = 0.62
2007 = 0.44 (unofficial)
II. MA Distribution
In 2006, the largest number of breeding pairs were reported on Nantucket (48), Lower Cape Cod (43 – this includes Monomoy Island), and Martha’s Vineyard (31).  The bulk of Massachusetts breeding population continues to be on the islands south of Cape Cod (Nantucket, Tuckernuck, Muskeget, Martha’s Vineyard, Nomans Land, Elizabeth Islands, North Monomoy, South Monomoy, and Minimoy).  In 2006, these islands contained 87% (167/191 pairs) of the state’s breeding population.
It is important to note that the number of breeding pairs on islands seem to have leveled in recent years.  The source of continued growth across the state may be a result of the rising numbers of breeding pairs on the Boston Harbor islands (2007- 34 pairs), or it may be a mere artifact of increased surveys.

III. MA Research
In 2008, the color banding and monitoring of breeding populations will continue in Nantucket and Dukes County with the addition of molecular techniques to begin a preliminary investigation into the population genetics of oystercatcher populations along the Atlantic Coast.  Using breast feathers collected from oystercatchers breeding along the coast, microsatellite data will be analyzed to detect whether oystercatchers breeding in Massachusetts constitute a genetically distinct population.   The mark-resight data, combined with microsatellite data, will add resolution to the evaluation of the movement dynamics of oystercatchers throughout the breeding and non-breeding seasons and its effects on gene flow.  The techniques for extraction continue to be tailored to maximize the amount of DNA captured from the ‘pulp’ cells found within the rachis.  

In the table below is a summary of the number of birds color banded from 2005-2007.   Note-Martha’s Vineyard and Chappaquiddick were not part of the 2005 study, and Ram Island in Mattapoisett was not part of the study from 2005-2006.

	Island
	2005
	2006
	2007
	Total

	
	Adult
	Juv.
	Adult
	Juv.
	Adult
	Juv.
	Adult
	Juv.

	Nantucket
	7
	0
	25
	7
	18
	17
	50
	24

	Tuckernuck
	15
	1
	6
	4
	1
	4
	22
	9

	Muskeget
	4
	0
	2
	0
	2
	0
	8
	0

	Martha's Vineyard
	
	4
	2
	3
	2
	7
	4

	Chappaquiddick
	
	4
	4
	6
	3
	10
	7

	Ram
	
	
	3
	0
	3
	0

	Total
	26
	1
	41
	17
	33
	26
	100
	44


IV. MA Future directions
As some of you know, Massachusetts surveys are carried out by numerous groups during the statewide census.  The data are retained by the MA Division of Fish and Wildlife (MDFW) but recorded by a cooperative network of agencies and organizations.  I am working closely with Scott Melvin and Carolyn Mostello (from the Natural Heritage Program - MDFW) to include a form with the state survey forms that will inquire about color banded birds.  This form would facilitate many of the seasonal employees and volunteers to report marked individuals, as well as their behavior (breeding or nonbreeding).  

Furthermore, I encourage anyone who is handling oystercatchers to collect 3-5 breast feathers for an eventual genetic study.  The feathers can be stored in a paper envelope and kept in a dry place (long-term storage in a freezer).  If you have feathers that could be donated to this portion of the work, please contact me about transporting them.  

We are working toward combining the microsatellite analysis with sex determination using molecular techniques.  If these methods develop properly, then we will be able to provide researchers with the sex of each bird (assuming feathers have been collected).

V. Expansion of winter distribution

For the past two years, I have surveyed a traditional roosting site for oystercatchers at Jones Inlet, NY.  This protected sand spit is located on the western portion of Long Island within Jones Beach State Park.  

In 2006, 85-100 individuals were observed through November.  As winter began to set in, the numbers were reduced (15-25 individuals) but maintained until the spring of 2007.  This fall the numbers seem higher.  As of last week (11/1/07), there were 322 oystercatchers roosting at Jones Inlet.  In 2006 and 2007, one and two marked individuals were observed, respectively, within the roosting flocks.  With a large proportion of Massachusetts birds marked, one may speculate that the general breeding location of these wintering birds is unknown.  Unfortunately, there is not much attainable data on the number of breeding pairs throughout Long Island.
If you have any questions, comments, and/or ideas, please let me know.  I look forward to hearing about the some of the discussions and eventual progress made during this year’s meeting.  
Wishing I was there,
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