On TUESDAY DECEMBER 18, the 17th annual STURBRIDGE CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT was held. The weather was variable to say the least: downpours early in the morning (parts of Worcester had an ice storm), rain, showers, mist and fog but the temps that stayed in the low 40s (RANGE 37F-46F) and there was no snow cover. To me, this is near perfect CBC weather. Generally when it’s sunny at this time of the year, it’s cold and often windy.

There were 35 observers in 19 teams that spread out through the circle. Owling pre-dawn was pretty much a miss; but some owls were seen during the day and some teams did owling at the end of the day traveling 73.4 miles and spending 10. 25 hours looking for owls. 

Despite the wet weather, it was not a bad day to be outside, so birders spent 39 hours and 37.5 miles outside their cars. Driving totals amounted to 91 hours and 561.3 miles by car. 

All this effort turned up 86 species (plus 1 other species count week) and 17740 individuals. 86 species ties for the second highest species count for this circle. The highest species count was 88 in 1999. some year we will break that 90 species ceiling!

The only new species was seen during “count week”: a HOARY REDPOLL. But there were an astonishing 15 new HIGH COUNTS OF SPECIES!

High counts were gotten for the following species:

1. PIED-BILLED GREBE (2): this is rare species on most inland counts and has been seen on the Sturbridge CBC on only 3 other counts.

2. RING-NECKED DUCK (30). It may seem this species should be more common on inland counts, but it isn’t and is even missed on some counts.

3. GREATER SCAUP (28).

4. BUFFLEHEAD (13): This species has been missed on a number of counts,

5. HOODED MERGANSER (278). Previous high count was 205.

6. COMMON MERGANSER (1396). Previous high count was (1019) on 2001 count. 

7. BARRED OWL (11) tied for high count. This surprised me initially since we had such poor owling weather, BUT the Barred is the most common owl seen diurnally in winter in central MA. We had 3 during the day!

8. DOWNY WOODPECKER (283).

9. RED-BREASTED NUTHATCH (89). Yeah, a high count, but I thought there would be many more because of the huge flight we had this fall. The ones we had in our sector all had to be called out. We never would have known they were there otherwise.

10. CAROLINA WREN (80). That IS  a lot of Carolinas for an inland count! Part of the reason MAY be the mild winter last year and therefore more of this non-migratory species surviving to breed THIS year.

11. EASTERN BLUEBIRD (152), Previous high count was 142 in 1999.

12. COMMON YELLOWTHROAT (2): single birds found on only 4 other counts.

13. FIELD SPARROW (6):(4) birds seen on 3 other counts. 

14. RED CROSSBILL (3). Only found in flight years.

15. COMMON REDPOLL (310). This high count was due primarily to Val Miller’s enormous flock she turned up in  one of her weedy fields. Previous high count was 225. 

OTHER INTERSTING SPECIES FOUND (found on other counts, but certainly not every or even most counts) included:

Green-winged Teal; N Pintail; Lesser Scaup; Canvasback; Red-breasted Merganser; Virginia Rail; Yellow-bellied Sapsucker; Marsh Wren; Hermit Thrush; Yellow-rumped Warbler; Fox Sparrow.

“Winter Finches” other than the redpolls and crossbills included Pine and Evening Grosbeaks and Pine Siskins. 

Other stuff: We had a VERY poor showing of icterids, “blackbirds”. Just a handful of Red-wings, and no grackles and few cowbirds. This was unexpected.

RUFFED GROUSE continue their decline in our circle.

RING-NECKED PHAESANT is a problem species. Chuck Caron and I are on the same page about this bird. It is really a not countable species seeing as they no longer really breed in central Mass and most birds we see are surviving released birds OF THAT YEAR. Still, CBC Central counts them…for now. But in reality I found them as countable as a Chukar here.

Here are a few narratives of the day:

We had one of the better counts despite the weather and I birded most of the day in my sweatshirt despite the rain and mist and walking a lot. Species numbers and variety were very good. We missed owling, but still managed 7 owls of 2 species IN THE DAY. By extensively playing screech owl tapes, we found several new spots for that species we never knew about. Downsides: for the first time we had a hunter in a kayak on the Quabog River. So naturally we had no ducks throughout the day at that end. At a farm where we typically get Horned Larks we found a flock of geese. We were excited till we realized they were all decoys! This was also new. Then, later, we almost passed by another field with geese that we THOUGHT were decoys, but this time they were real. The trails into the Quabog WMA south of the river are a disaster with MANY trees down and blocking the entrance trails. Until this gets cleaned up, this area will be inaccessible for some time. We started the day with one of the loudest, creepiest displays of coyote howling we have ever experienced. Birding strated slow, but picked up after about an hour. Near the river is an area of factories that we bird and this year we found an outstanding flock of sparrows that included huge numbers of Tree Sparrows but also 6 Field Sparrows! (as well as juncos and bluebirds). In the afternoon, there were three men, at least one from the Brookfield city government, closely looking over the bridge and canoe launch area to the Quabog River on Rt. 148. Looks like they had some plans for the area (where they just put in a new bridge). If anyone knows what the plans are, I would love to hear what they are. Big misses included NO blackbirds of any species!

Mark Lynch/Sheila Carroll WEST BROOKFIELD SECTOR. 

******************************************************************************************

While the fog put a damper on scoping some of the amazing vistas in our 

territory,  it gave me more time to investigate the bittersweet tangles 

throughout our sector. As with the Worcester CBC, this seemed to be where 

the action was. At Prindle Lake, I hit an amazing pocket of birds, sparrows, 

both nuthatches, robins, woodpeckers. When I arrived they were scolding 

something up at the top of a grove of white pines. I spent some time trying 

to locate the source of the consternation without success. Just as I was 

leaving, I heard a call that sounded like a Red-shouldered, but couldn't 

locate and/or rule out Blue Jay. Silvestri Pond in Southbridge, was the 

second best pocket of birds with 24 Ring-necked Ducks and a home on the pond 

with tons of feeders, so quite a good haul of landbirds again. Despite all 

the open water, I missed Mallard Duck and Canada Goose.

Lisa Hennin

**************************************************************************************

It was interesting to see how changing weather conditions can change the bird numbers particularly on open water.  I stopped at Glen Echo Lake first thing in the morning and could only see half the lake due to the fog.  Then I counted 10 Common Mergs.  Later in the day John had about 50 after the fog lifted.   At the end of the day when blue sky appeared the number I counted was 25.  Looks like it may be worth checking open bodies of water more than once in a day if you can afford the time.
 
Like John, there was generally an absence of winter food crop in my area so the birds were extremely local.  I had about 5 small groups of Robin, one group of 
Cedar Waxwing, 2 groups of Bluebird and about 4-5 groups of Chickadees and backyard birds.  In many places I regularly have found good numbers of birds in the past, they were absent yesterday. 
 
Song Sparrow and Cardinal numbers were a bit high for my section.  I'm guessing that to be a case of extended relatively mild weather and a lack of snow.    

Paul Meleski

************************************************************************************

waterfowl was big this year. Jen Ohop said she had to go around Hamilton a number of times to count everything as there were so many birds and the fog didn't allow her to see all the way across with the scope. There were a lot of birds found along the rail trail and around lake Siog also. And Tom and Ian got the pine grosbeaks near the elementary school in Brimfield. They also raised a lot of suspicion by standing outside the school. Luckily they are both well known in the town when school administrators came to question them.

Bill Cormier
 
*****************************************************************************************

It was  a very good count despite all the on and off agains and the marginal weather. Next year, back to an actual compilation with food. I need to see your eager faces as we call out that species list!

GREAT JOB EVERYONE!

Mark

2012 STURBRIDGE CBC OFFICIAL PARTICIPANTS LIST: TOTAL 33

DAN BERARD

DAN BERARD JR

DEB BERARD

KEVIN BOURINOT

CHUCK CARON

SHEILA CARROLL

TOM CLAY

GLENN CLARK

BILL CORMIER

NANCY CORMIER

LESLIE DUTHIE

BRIAN FRIEDMANN

LISA HENNIN

SHARON HOEY

RODNEY JENKINS

BART KAMP

DEZEREE KELLEY

DENISE LACROIX

JOHN LILLER

IAN LYNCH

MARK LYNCH

ALAN MARBLE

PAUL MELESKI

PAULINE METRAS

KATHY MILLS

PETER MORLOCK
JEN OHOP

NANCY OLSON

BILL RASKU

TOM SHARP

BONNIE SMITH

SANDY SUTHERLAND

BOB ZADJA

