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2014 Spring Migration Departure of the Common Loon at Apalachee Bay, Florida

Paul R. Spitzer, Ph.D.

31672 Old Orchard Rd.

Trappe, MD  21673

This is my third annual project report.  It follows my 2012 and 2013 research reports, making comparisons.  For “Overall Study Strategy”, “Description of Study Site and Methods”, and detailed “First Year Results” please refer to my 2012 document.  For detailed “Second Year Results” please refer to my 2013 document.

Daily 2014 Observations:  A log, with discussion of causes.

Daily counts and weather are summarized in Table 1, and presented as a bar graph in Figure 1.  A map of the Apalachee Bay study area is Figure 2.
March 21:  Optimal flight conditions, clear sky and very light wind.  With Don Morrow.  20 loons depart, 2 return.  1 to 2 previous days were also under this stable high pressure cell.  But this flight is local loons, all flying low, close, and early in the morning.  This is typical of very early migration—I haven’t missed anything.

March 22:  Overcast; cloud bank to E.  A weather “W” day, but a moderate one.  No loons depart.

March 23:  Fog. No flight.

March 24:  Partial clouds but OK conditions.  Still very early in migration.  10 depart, 0 return.

March 25:  Deep overcast, poor visibility, weather day.  No check.

March 26:  Clear and cold, wind WNW 10-15.  Cold front.  With Don Morrow.  21 depart, 0 return.

March 27 & 28:  Heavy low overcast, not flight days.  No check.

March 29:  Rain and blow from the E all night and at dawn.  No check.

March 30:  The first significant flight: 65 out, 1 back.  Cold front, cold and clear 48 degrees, strong winds 15+ WNW to W.  4 volunteers brave this chilly morning in good spirits.

March 31:  Flat calm, mostly clear.  March goes out like a lamb.  High pressure and stable weather sit over us.  Very good flight conditions.  Alone, I count 61 out, 0 back.  Then in late morning calm off Live Oak Is., I hear and then see a feeding flock of about 140 loons, as large as any loon flock I have ever seen on the Gulf of Mexico.

     That afternoon we cruise the 34’ cabin boat east from St. Marks Harbor to the Aucilla River mouth.  But I see only 5 loons in the St. Marks River, and only 3 outside on the run of 12-13 miles east.  We plot a course for potential predawn travel to that far east migration watch point; but huge numbers of crab trap buoys would complicate such a night run, risking a tangled prop.  (Note: Very heavy April loon flights fully occupied me, so I never tried for this inaccessible far eastern flight survey point in 2014.  It remains unstudied, and very much a logistical challenge!)

April 1:  Calm and clear weather holds.  The first big flight, which lasted 2 hours: 150 out, 2 back.  Shared with Don Morrow.  There were extended flocks of up to 13. Some loons in the second hour came in high, implying a start many miles to the south.  Sustained southerly winds began this afternoon:  I hypothesize they push loons from farther south along the Florida peninsula and from many miles out on the Gulf to stage nearby, clustered in Apalachee Bay (note flight evidence in April 3 entry).
April 2:  Calm, but fog closes in after sunrise.  18 out, 13 back, a weather day.  Flock of 7 overhead was tremolo-calling, clearly uncertain, and disappeared into low clouds.

April 3: Sustained south wind since yesterday afternoon, locally 5-10 SE this morning, mostly clear.  A flying loon tremoloed overhead one-half hour before dawn (6:51), so some initiate departure with little light (also noted several times in 2013, by multiple observers).  I sighted 19 more loons before dawn at 7:21, most of them backlit in the east. Total 86 out, 13 back.  The flight ended early: From 7:57 to 8:30, I saw only 3 single birds.  So no distant arrivals.  I was watching solo.

April 4: Now begins a 4-day period of uncertain weather, marked by completely unprecedented numbers of daily returns and one huge, record-breaking daily departure—off the charts!
     Today we tallied 82 loons departing, and 108 returning!  Mary Anne and Ray Somera were there to help me: It was essential to have help with all this back-and-forth traffic.  Previous high return counts were 25 in 2012, 26 in 2013.  This is a new page of Florida natural history.  Nothing like this has ever been reported, to my knowledge.

     Uncertain weather combined with loons ready to migrate:  At dawn there were partial fog banks and partial low ceiling.  I think things got worse inland: Thus many loons ventured, and many returned.  Especially impressive were returning flocks of 5, 5, 5, 5, 9, 9, and 13:  group decisions.  The northbound loons had a ~10 mph SW tailwind, they were moving fast.  The returns worked against that, some straggling slowly in, perhaps conserving their muscles for the next try.  Loons stay over water as much as possible, so returns converge on the head of the Bay.  Thus observed returns may exceed departures.

April 5:  Flat calm, overcast closing in to low visibility and light rain.  No flight.

April 6:  Record loon departure and return:  484 out, 209 back. Don Morrow shared this amazing morning.  With his very keen vision and 10X Swarovski binoculars he sees loons I miss, especially far away in the west where they are not backlit and can disappear in the sky. With his help, I estimate that on heavy flight days the count is 20-25% higher.  Today I would have been overwhelmed by the spectacular, constant numbers.  Some of these require 10X binoculars (mine are Nikons—adequate, but not Swarovskis), and some pass right overhead.  The pale gray sky made for easy viewing both E and W.  Constant wind energy E to ESE 10-12 mph.  Online National Wind Map shows big southerly flow right up into the interior US.
     My largest previous departures were 199 in 2012 and 205 in 2013. A departing flock size of 26 tied my record from 2012. A returning flock of 20 set a new record.  

     We had flying loons from 7:27 (a notably late start) to 9:50, 2 hours 23 minutes. Then we got fogged in.  The balance gradually shifted:  Over the first 33 minutes we tallied 203 going north, only 9 returning.  During the last 50 minutes we saw 51 out, 59 back.  Don accessed weather maps on his Iphone and found broad massive storm activity about 60 miles north of here, probably visible to the approaching loons from 10-20 miles.  This fit well with the timing of the returning loons.

     Ambient conditions are now warming rapidly, both Gulf water and air.  For the third year in a row, the big loon flights are coincident with the blooming of the lovely Fringe Tree Chionanthus—which is certainly a function of ambient heat energy.  So far, it is a useful terrestrial co-occurrence and bioindicator.

April 7: South wind yesterday afternoon and all night, 10-20 mph, continues this morning.  The loons rip along fast on this big tailwind, estimated 60 mph., requiring a constant watch, and I was working solo.  High ceiling, partial clearing E, after a dawn obscured by clouds.  171 out, 55 returned.

April 8:  Yesterday afternoon and night saw a violent storm.  Wind swung from S to SW, rising to 30 mph with higher gusts. There were sheets of driven rain, and the Gulf was a froth:  Riding this out must be stressful to loons that have yet to migrate.  Certainly, they have been trying to migrate for days now, whenever the weather permitted, including some marginal conditions that caused record returns of 108, 209, and 55.  Nothing resembling this happened in 2012 and 2013.  Note that the far more violent autumn 2012 hurricane Sandy killed many newly arrived southbound loons and gannets along northeast Atlantic coasts.

   This morning the cold front has arrived, 50-55 degrees and still overcast, wind WNW to W 5-8.  Ceiling lowers in the E, and it looks stormy to the N.  Loons refrain: 3 out, 1 back, all possibly local flights.  Roads are littered with fallen vegetation and sticks.

April 9:  The next 6 days of favorable weather can be approached as a unit, and constitute a sort of “natural experiment” approach to loon departure.
     Today wind ranges 10-20, with a clear sky, and cold 45-50 degrees.  Don Morrow, Charles Futch, and Susan Drake are here with me.  89 depart, 6 return.

April 10:  Calm, after a calm night.  Clear sky, 55 degrees.  Only 3 out, 0 return, working solo.  First bird does not fly until 34 minutes after dawn!  No flight on an apparently optimal day.
April 11:  Clear Sky, calm at dawn , later slight zephyrs from ENE.  National Wind Map shows calm over the entire southeastern US, no flow whatsoever.  I share the morning with Don Morrow.  Despite this lack of wind energy, we record 189 departing, and only 7 returning.
April 12:  Clear and calm, 60 degrees.  I arrive 6:45, 27 minutes before dawn (7:12), and then record multiple tremolos overhead, none visible.  A weak flight follows, and is over by 7:47.  I quit at 8:00.  Only 25 out, 2 return, despite conditions as good as yesterday.
April 13:  Clear, wind E to ESE ~10 mph.  With keen-eyed Jody Walthall.  We observe 59 depart before dawn!  Then an hour-long flight to a total of 142 out, 2 returns.  The low return rates of recent days are typical of “mature” migration, when the birds are mostly ready to go.  They also reflect a very favorable run of stable weather.
April 14:  Weather continues favorable, partial high overcast and 70 degrees, wind E to ESE ~15 mph.  George Weymouth and Patti Murray are here to help me, but we tally only 3 out, 2 back.  The weather appears to be changing, gradually casting over, but not enough to account for such a paltry flight.  SO: Since April 9, the big flights have been on alternate days.  I suggest each flight day depletes those ready to go, and social stimulus offshore, premigratory flocks, may shape the next big flight day.  There is much more to learn here—and it may not be easy to access out on the water?

April 15:  A windy, stormy, rainy weather day—not a migration day.  No check, and I must depart for home.  Constant daily counts for the 2014 season end here.

     Stormy, unstable weather continues for a couple days, and no volunteer makes a check for me until Don Morrow on April 21 and 22, when he records no loons moving.

Doubtless, we missed a couple flights before that.  On April 23, Don records 28 departing, 0 returns.  On April 26 he records 29 out, 12 back due to a “high fog layer”.  These low counts are typical of the long “tail” on loons’ spring migration departure, which extends well into May.  It is safe to say, the big days are now over.

Summary of the 2014 Migration at Apalachee Bay:

The continuous daily count ended on April 15, with total departures of 1,612.  Don Morrow’s additional counts bring this to 1,669.  This is similar to 1,678 in 2013.

Although 2014 included three days of unprecedented returns, we also missed several  counts after April 15, so I estimate the years’ totals are similar.  The other two observation posts, at Live Oak Is. and the NWR Eastern spillway (Figure 2), were not manned in 2014.  Assuming their estimated counts would be similar to 2013, we arrive at a total flyway estimate of 3,600.  But this ignores the several miles at the head of the Bay extending east to the mouth of the Aucilla River, so difficult to reach and study.  A flyway total of 5,000 loons would not be unreasonable.
Project Significance:

(1)  This study is a new contribution to Gulf of Mexico biology, Florida biology, and Common Loon biology, reporting previously unknown phenomena.  It has significance for conservation biology.  As such, it should be published in the scientific literature.  My current plan is to combine my 2012, 2013, and 2014 research reports in a three-year project synthesis paper, and submit that work to the Florida Field Naturalist.
(2)  These spring departure observations are a unique window into the biology of a species whose nonbreeding behavior is obscure and difficult to study.  They offer a celebratory “Rite of Spring” event for naturalists who frequent the St. Marks NWR; which can be witnessed by anyone with binoculars who is willing to arrive at the lighthouse at dawn.  
(3)  This work supports the larger educational and recreational mission of the NWR.  The lighthouse has been transferred to the NWR.  It will be refurbished, with interpretive displays.  I am promoting a loon winter biology and migration display, which would explicitly state the likely dates and weather conditions for dawn observation of loon migration. After 3 years, we can offer good predictions as to the timing of flight days—but it may always remain a sporting proposition, as seen from 2014 data.  The beach south of the lighthouse offers a broad vista of 180 degrees from east to west, so there is no limit on the number of visitors who could share this spring event.  More eyes see more loons.

     I will seek substantial funding for both scientific publication and creation of an educational display at the lighthouse—providing the NWR/FWS supports that plan.  
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Table 1.   Lighthouse Point:  Daily flight counts, % returns, and ambient conditions.
Date   Departures   Returns   % Ret.   Ambient Conditions
March 21       20          2       10%    55-60 deg, calm to 5+ W, clear, optimal

March 22        0           0        --      55 deg, WNW 2-5, overcast, squally weather

March 23        0           0        --       calm, dense fog

March 24       10          0        --       50 deg, W-NW 0-10, increasing overcast & wind

March 25       nc          nc       --      heavy overcast, low ceiling 

March 26       21           0        --       40-45 deg, WNW 10, clear

March 27       nc          nc        --      heavy overcast and windy

March 28       nc          nc        --      heavy overcast and windy

March 29       nc          nc        --      rain through night and dawn, strong E wind

March 30       65          1       ~1%     48 deg, W-WNW 15+, clear

March 31       61          0         --       50 deg, calm, clear

April 1         150          2       ~1%     58 deg, calm, clear, optimal

April 2          18          13      72%     60 deg, calm, fog closes in

April 3          86          13      15%     60 deg, SE 5-10, mostly clear

April 4          82         108     132%    60 deg, 8-10 SW, very uncertain fog & ceiling

April 5           0            0        --        65 deg, calm, closes in with rain

April 6        484!!!     209!!!  43%    65 deg, ESE 10, storm to N causes returns  

April 7        171          55      32%     70 deg, S 10-20+, hi ceiling, clearing, S flow 

April 8           3            1        --      50+ deg, after violent storm, had wind 30+, rain

April 9         89            6        7%      45-50 deg, NW 10-18, clear

April 10         3            0        --       65 deg, calm, clear, appears optimal but…?

April 11      189           7         4%     65 deg, calm, clear, optimal

April 12       25            2         4%     60 deg, calm, clear, appears optimal…?

April 13      142           3         2%     60 deg, E-ESE 10, clear, optimal, S flow

April 14         3           2         --       70 deg, E-ESE 15, partial hi o’cast, good tho’?

April 15       nc           nc        --        rain and wind  

