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On the cover: 
 
An Osprey carrying a Menhaden or “Bunker.”  
 
While Osprey is not a wintering species on the Great Egg, they are present for at least nine months of the 
year as both breeders and migrants.  And, with recent mild winters, individual Osprey have apparently 
successfully wintered twice over the course of this ten year study.  The Menhaden is a primary food source 
for Osprey, and a major prey item for such species as Striped Bass, Weakfish, and Bluefish.  Menhaden are a 
significant part of the estuarine and near-shore food web. 
 
       – Photo by Clay Sutton.   September 2012. 
Above: 
 
Four Osprey chicks in a nest built by the Great Egg Harbor River Council. 
 
       – Photo by Fred Akers.   June 2013 
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RAPTORS AND WATERBIRDS ON THE GREAT EGG HARBOR RIVER 
 

The Tenth Field Season of a Systematic and Long-term Study 
Fall 2012 through Spring 2013 

 
      

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 
 
 Beginning in August 2012, then through the core winter study period, and finally through 
spring of 2013, raptor and waterbird counts were conducted on the Great Egg Harbor River in 
Atlantic County, New Jersey.  This marked the tenth consecutive field season for these studies 
carried out for the Great Egg Harbor Watershed Association.  This short form summary report of 
the individual 2012-2013 field season will be followed by a separate in-depth analysis and report 
that will summarize the findings over the entire ten years of study.  Ten years of data will allow for 
a full evaluation of ornithological status and trends and avian ecovalues on the Great Egg Harbor 
River.  
 
 Survey locations and methodology remained the same as in the first nine seasons of study 
(see: Wintering Raptors and Waterbirds of the Great Egg Harbor River, Atlantic County, NJ – A 
Summary of the First Five Years of Study, 2003-2008, as well as subsequent yearly reports).  Seven 
core program winter surveys were conducted between 19 December 2012 and 26 March 2013.  The 
results of these counts are shown in Table 1.  Peak winter season counts are shown in Bold Face.  
Also shown are seasonal averages for key winter species.  As in the first nine seasons of study, rare, 
threatened, and endangered species mapping (field sighting locations) for all survey dates are 
included at the end of this report. 
 
 While the core winter segment of this survey was carried out with the exact same  
methodology as the prior nine seasons of survey efforts, in 2012-2013 the survey scope was again 
expanded to include the migration cycle, including fall and spring surveys.  Survey efforts were 
conducted in order to assess and document spring and fall migration as well as breeding species.  
Table 1 also shows the findings of two systematic counts conducted in fall 2012 and two counts 
done in spring 2013. 
 
 Accordingly, core winter studies were carried out for the tenth consecutive winter season, 
and were complemented by surveys carried out during the “shoulder seasons” of fall and spring.  
Waterfowl and raptors use the Great Egg Harbor River at all seasons; numbers build in fall and the 
extent and duration of the fall migration in part determines wintering numbers.  In addition, many 
birds, particularly waterfowl (ducks and Brant) linger and remain well into the spring season, and 
other birds, including shorebirds, stage or concentrate in large numbers as they journey north.  
Finally, good numbers and a wide variety of breeding birds nest in the Great Egg watershed, and 
these are partially censused during spring and early fall surveys.  Migratory shorebird use was a 
particular focus of these expanded spring and fall efforts. 
 
 While core winter studies remained the major focus, expanded survey efforts in fall and 
spring were carried out in an effort to document the full extent of avian resources of the Great Egg 
at all seasons of the year. 
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TABLE 1 (page 1) 
Great Egg Harbor River 

Winter Raptor and Waterbird Survey 
2012 -- 2013 

 
 Peak winter counts     * Lower River Survey only 
 Shown in BOLD FACE    ** Seen on date other than official survey date or by other observers 

AVG.

DATE 8/17 11/25 12/19 12/30 1/18 2/4 2/25 3/9 3/26 N=7 4/8 5/22

*
LOONS to CORMORANTS

Red-throated Loon 1 7 4 16 18 17 17 10 4

Common Loon 13 10 14 19 11 31 23 39 28 7

Pied-billed Grebe 1 3 1 2 3 1 2

Horned Grebe 2 3 6 13 12

Northern Gannet 25

Double-cr Cormorant 3 69 90 10 57 33 77 115 126 464 166

BITTERNS to VULTURES

Great Blue Heron 8 17 19 11 17 12 19 14 17 2 3

Great Egret 31 5 1 1 2 5 2 3 30 56 168

Snowy Egret 59 21 99

Little Blue Heron 4

Tricolored Heron 4

Black-cr Nt-Heron 2 1 2

Yellow-cr Nt-Heron 2 9

Glossy Ibis 3 2 25

Black Vulture 4 7 11 2 12 4 11 5 5 7.14 1 2

Turkey Vulture 38 91 109 51 95 50 89 119 93 87 102 52

WATERFOWL

Snow Goose 0

Cackling Goose 2

Canada Goose 36 210 262 379 337 444 209 63 71 252 78 44

Brant 779 992 398 325 629 390 404 700 538 796 42

Mute Swan 15 70 46 74 87 60 59 45 49 48 72

Tundra Swan 1 14 2 2

Gadwall 4 4 18 6 22 5

Eurasian Wigeon 1 1 1

American Wigeon 14 86 57 190 180 28 14

Am Black Duck 5 206 644 365 670 294 319 384 381 437 111 11

Mallard 1 157 83 34 230 126 102 41 10 89 33 24

Blue-winged Teal 8

Northern Shoveler 13

Northern Pintail 17 61 11 560 167 521 39 52 202 42

Green-winged Teal 49 6 1 180 38 644 45 26 134 428

Common Teal 2

Ring-necked Duck 1 1 2 7 2 10

Greater Scaup 2 2

Lesser Scaup 4 18 19 2 12 21 21 8

scaup sp. 30 1 1 35

Surf Scoter 6 16

Black Scoter 4 11 1 1

CORE WINTER PERIOD 2012-2013FALL 2012 SPRING 2013
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TABLE 1 (page 2) 
Great Egg Harbor River 

Winter Raptor and Waterbird Survey 
2012 -- 2013 

 
 Peak winter counts     * Lower River Survey only 
 Shown in BOLD FACE    ** Seen on date other than official survey date or by other observers 

AVG.

DATE 8/17 11/25 12/19 12/30 1/18 2/4 2/25 3/9 3/26 N=7 4/8 5/22

CORE WINTER PERIOD 2012-2013FALL 2012 SPRING 2013

WATERFOWL (continued)

Scoter sp. 7

Long-tailed Duck 8 27 4 8 3 30 38 26 18

Bufflehead 118 119 43 61 119 322 154 269 155 136

Com. Goldeneye 2 22 4

Hooded Merganser 4 18 9 52 26 56 2 8

Com. Merganser 18 11 3 6

Red-br Merganser 6 26 4 27 21 89 83 103 50 106 3

Ruddy Duck 3 1

DIURNAL RAPTORS

Osprey 55 1** 19 63 61

Bald Eagle 6 10 15 17 13 16 15 8 13.43 8 2

Northern Harrier 13 22 6 18 13 20 8 12 14.14 10 4

Sharp-sh Hawk 1 2 0 2 0 0 2 0 0.86 1

Cooper's Hawk 2 1 2 1 1 1 0 2 2 1.29 3 1

Red-sh Hawk 1 0 2 1 0 0 0 0 0.43

Broad-wing. Hawk 1 2

Red-tailed Hawk 6 33 34 16 33 34 40 40 23 31 28 5

Rough-leg. Hawk 1 0 1 2 0 2 2 1 1.14

Golden Eagle 1 2 2 0.71

American Kestrel 1

Merlin 0

Peregrine Falcon 1 2 2 4 3 4 4 4 3 3.43 2 1

GROUSE to CRANES

Ring-nk Pheasant 3

Wild Turkey 1 4

Clapper Rail 7 1 26

SHOREBIRDS

Black-bellied Plover 1 32 1 2 18 114

Am Golden-Plover 3**

Semipalmated Plover 122 6 6 113

Piping Plover 1

Killdeer 25 1 2 2

Am Oystercatcher 76 69 68 29 25 19 14 18 22 32 15

Greater Yellowlegs 29 7 16 3 19 22 7 2 9 65 4

Lesser Yellowlegs 27 10 1 4 6 2 2 2

Willet 1 69

Spotted Sandpiper 2

Whimbrel 2

Ruddy Turnstone 35

Red Knot 49
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TABLE 1 (page 3) 
Great Egg Harbor River 

Winter Raptor and Waterbird Survey 
2012 -- 2013 

 

 

 
 
Peak winter counts      * Lower River Survey only 
Shown in BOLD FACE     ** Seen on date other than official survey date or by other observers 

AVG.

DATE 8/17 11/25 12/19 12/30 1/18 2/4 2/25 3/9 3/26 N=7 4/8 5/22

CORE WINTER PERIOD 2012-2013FALL 2012 SPRING 2013

SHOREBIRDS (continued)

Sanderling 200 70 8 12 12 26 11 248

Semipalmated Sdp 180 2621

Western Sandpiper 10

Least Sandpiper 49 1 5

Wh-rump. Sandpiper 4 1

Purple Sandpiper 2

Dunlin 586 6 444 62 460 1 18 1087

Sh-billed Dowitcher 14 64

Wilson's Snipe 1 1 4

American Woodcock 3

unidentified shorebirds 300

TOTAL shorebirds 1019 791 119 4430

JAEGERS to ALCIDS

Laughing Gull √ √ √

Bonaparte's Gull 2

Ring-billed Gull √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

Herring Gull √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

Gt Bl-backed Gull √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

Gull-billed Tern 10 1

Common Tern 75 56

Forster's Tern 73 1 2 118

Least Tern 20

Black Skimmer 1000+ 249

PIGEONS to WOODPECKERS

Great Horned Owl 1

Belted Kingfisher 1 1 1 3 2 3 3 5 2
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FINDINGS: WINTER RAPTORS AND WATERBIRDS – CORE WINTER STUDIES 
 
 Because the ongoing and long-term winter studies were extensively summarized and 
discussed at the five-year milestone, (see: Wintering Raptors and Waterbirds of the Great Egg 
Harbor River, Atlantic County, NJ – A Summary of the First Five Years of Study, 2003-2008), and 
because all previous reports dating back to 2003 are archived on the Great Egg Harbor Watershed 
Association website ( www.gehwa.org/newsletter ), we will not present an in-depth review of goals 
and objectives or methodologies here.  For this tenth season, methods for core winter studies 
remained the same in winter 2012-2013 as in the first nine seasons of study.  Nine point counts on 
the tidal Great Egg Harbor River and Bay were conducted by Sutton and Dowdell for a period of 45 
minutes per site. 
 
 In 2012-2013, seven surveys were conducted between 19 December 2012 and 26 March 
2013.  At least two additional surveys were planned, but were “weathered out” and could not be 
rescheduled.  The findings of winter 2012-2013 compared favorably with the previous nine seasons 
of study, again confirming and corroborating the known high ecovalues of the Great Egg Harbor 
River.  Red-throated Loons and Common Loons were abundant in the lower estuary, and Great Blue 
Herons were common throughout the winter.  American Oystercatcher and Dunlin wintered on the 
lower rivers, mudflats, and beaches in good numbers. 
 
 Waterfowl numbers, particularly for key Great Egg species such as Brant, American Black 
Duck, and Green-winged Teal were consistent with recent years, although with the warm fall and 
well above average winter temperatures, followed by a normal spring, few lingered as late as 
normally expected – a factor that kept seasonal averages down for many/most ducks.    
 
 Winter raptor populations were again significant on the Great Egg Harbor River in 2012-
2013.  Most species and numbers were either at or near recent averages.  The Bald Eagle winter 
average of 13.43 birds per survey bested the 2011-2012 average, and a peak count of 17 Bald 
Eagles was tallied on 18 January 2013.  Golden Eagles were seen on three survey dates, and 
included at least two (perhaps three) individuals.  Two “Goldens” were seen on 25 February and 
two on 9 March.  Of interest, we saw no Golden Eagles on the two surveys carried out on the 
Mullica, and none were reported by others – perhaps due to access issues in the wake of Hurricane 
Sandy.    
 
 It was another “non-flight” year for the irruptive Rough-legged Hawk, yet at least three 
individuals were known to be present in the Great Egg system.  Peregrines were consistent 
throughout the season – recorded on all survey dates – with two breeding pairs present.  Red-tailed 
Hawk numbers were well below average, no doubt due in part to the warm autumn and very warm 
winter, and reflected an observed region-wide trend.  (See discussion below).  
 
 Once again, adjunct comparative studies were carried out on the Mullica River in winter 
2011-2012.  Although scaled back due to time constraints, for the ninth consecutive year counts 
were undertaken on the Mullica River in order to compare and contrast raptor and waterfowl 
numbers and thereby gain perspective on Great Egg Harbor River bird populations.  Mullica 
methodology was the same as in previous seasons.  The findings for the Mullica River are shown in 
Table 2.  (As in 2011-2012, the 2012-2013 Mullica counts were carried out pro bono in order to 
continue and maintain this important long-term data set). 
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TABLE 2 
Mullica River 

Winter Raptor and Waterbird Survey 
2012 -- 2013 

 

DATE 2/10/13 3/17/13 AVG. DATE 2/10/13 3/17/13 AVG.

N=2 N=2

LOONS to CORMORANTS DIURNAL RAPTORS

Red-throated Loon 13 8 Osprey 2

Common Loon 4 19 Bald Eagle 12 7 9.5

Pied-billed Grebe 7 Northern Harrier 17 17 17

Horned Grebe 7 9 Sharp-sh Hawk 0

Double-cr Cormorant 1 7 Cooper's Hawk 1 0.5

BITTERNS to VULTURES Red-sh Hawk 1 0.5

Great Blue Heron 23 15 Red-tailed Hawk 22 22 22

Great Egret 2 Rough-leg. Hawk 3 1 2

Black-cr Nt-Heron 1 1 Golden Eagle 0

Black Vulture 0 0 0 American Kestrel 0

Turkey Vulture 60 68 64 Merlin 1 0.5

WATERFOWL Peregrine Falcon 2 1

Snow Goose 300 50 175 SHOREBIRDS

Cackling Goose Black-bellied Plover 1

Canada Goose 372 152 262 Killdeer 2

Brant 208 153 181 Am Oystercatcher 2 6

Mute Swan 2 Greater Yellowlegs 2 3

Am Black Duck 240 157 199 Sanderling 6

Mallard 347 231 289 Dunlin 200

Northern Pintail 0 Wilson's Snipe 1

Green-winged Teal 4 2 JAEGERS to ALCIDS

Canvasback 2 Ring-billed Gull √ √

Redhead 1 Herring Gull √ √

Ring-necked Duck 5 Gt Bl-backed Gull √ √

Greater Scaup 50 3 PIGEONS to WOODPECKERS

Lesser Scaup 2 3 Belted Kingfisher 4 1

scaup sp. 12 94

Black Scoter 1

Long-tailed Duck 15 6

Bufflehead 315 97 206

Com. Goldeneye 12

Hooded Merganser 176 33

Com. Merganser 5

Red-br Merganser 45 101 73

Mullica River Mullica River
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FINDINGS: EXPANDED SPRING THROUGH FALL STUDIES 
 
 For the fifth fall season and for the fourth time in spring, expanded seasonal studies sought 
to document the value of the Great Egg Harbor River Watershed throughout the year.  During the 
spring migration period, the breeding season (which mostly coincides with the spring migration 
season), and the all-important fall migration for which South Jersey is so aptly known, counts were 
conducted for all raptor and waterbird species, and data was indeed kept for all birds encountered, 
including passerines (songbirds).  Table 1, in addition to showing core winter studies findings, also 
presents the results of these expanded seasonal studies. 
 
 Even though a full seasonal analysis is planned in the ten year comprehensive report that 
will soon follow this individual season report, it is important to note here that these five years of 
spring, fall, and breeding season surveys have been extremely successful.  As Table 1 attests, 
waterbirds use the Great Egg Harbor River and estuary at all seasons.  Loons are present in good 
numbers in spring and fall.  Wading birds – herons, egrets, and ibis – abound in the warmer months, 
and findings from 2009 through 2013 have documented major wading bird rookeries in the Ocean 
City and Longport areas. 
 
 Fall 2012 and spring 2013 observations confirmed the continued presence of the “beach-
nester” colony at the Longport Sod Banks, aka Malibu Beach WMA (see previous season report).  
The tern and skimmer colony on the lower Great Egg Estuary is a major avian resource of the 
region.  It is the largest and most successful Black Skimmer colony in New Jersey.  Also in spring 
2013, breeding  Piping Plover (endangered) were found on the lower Great Egg Estuary –  with a 
bird seen in flight near at Malibu Beach WMA (see mapping). 
 
 A total shorebird count of 1019 birds was achieved on the “fall” (southbound) date of 17 
August, and an excellent 4430 shorebirds were counted on 22 May 2013.  While these numbers are 
substantial and significant, they still only hint at the shorebird use of the lower Great Egg due to the 
fact that the current methodology and point count locations are far from prime low tide mudflats 
and high tide roost sites.  In short, shorebirds are drastically undercounted; access by boat would be 
required to fully assess shorebird numbers using the Great Egg Harbor estuary. 
 
 In summary, Great Egg Harbor River core winter survey results confirmed and corroborated 
previous study results, and continued to document the Great Egg as a highly important area for 
raptors, waterfowl, and other waterbirds.  Expanded coverage in fall 2012 and spring 2013 again 
amply proved the value of the area to migrating waterbirds, waterfowl, raptors, and shorebirds alike.  
Both early fall and spring dates overlapped the breeding season, confirming several wading bird 
rookeries and a tern and skimmer nesting colony unique to the entire region.  Significant shorebird 
use has been found in both spring and fall on the Great Egg Harbor estuary.   It is a place for birds 
and birders at all seasons. 
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DISCUSSION 
 
 
 As was discussed at length in the 5 year summary Great Egg report, (and will be visited in 
depth in the upcoming ten year report), there is a clear cause and effect between weather conditions 
and winter raptor populations.  The most raptors (and waterfowl) generally are found during colder 
winters.  2012 was the hottest year on record in the US, and the Northeast and New Jersey were 
well above average.  (See attached article from the Press of Atlantic City).  December was 5.7 
degrees above normal and January was 2.1 degrees above normal, although February was 1.2 
degrees below normal. (Source: National Weather Service data for Atlantic City Airport).  In short, 
it was a warm winter, with warmer than usual waters and little in the way of snow or ice. 
 

However one weather event had a far bigger impact on raptors.  Hurricane/Superstorm 
Sandy struck on 29 October, devastating coastal New Jersey.  The impacts on fish and wildlife 
populations and habitats were severe, long-term, and far-reaching.  (See attached Newsletter of the 
Monmouth County Audubon Society, which succinctly summarizes this vastly complex issue).  The 
indirect but crucial impact to wintering raptors was the record tide levels and storm surge which 
drowned a very high percentage of tidal wetlands rodents – the prey base on which many raptors 
depend – principally meadow voles, mice, and rice rats.  Natural Lands Trust land manager Brian 
Johnson reported finding dozens of drowned rodents in a very small area near Dividing Creek (on 
the Delaware Bayshore) in the immediate aftermath of Sandy.  There is little doubt that the record 
low Northern Harrier counts – both the peak count of only 22, and the average count of 14 are 
record lows by far – were a direct result of Sandy. (The previous Harrier lowest peak was 28 in 
2010-2011, and the previous record low average was 20 – following Hurricane Irene).  Similarly, 
the Red-tailed Hawk peak count of 40 was the lowest ever (previous lowest was 42 in 2011-2012 
following Irene), and the Red-tail average count was the second lowest (31 – the lowest average of 
28 also followed Hurricane Irene – see below).  In short, with little food available on the Great Egg 
Harbor River and Bay marshes, birds of prey were either forced to move on and hunt elsewhere, or,  
in some cases -- mostly with inexperienced young birds -- possibly starve. 
 

In addition, Hurricane Sandy came on the heels of Hurricane Irene.  Irene made landfall as a 
tropical storm near Little Egg Harbor on 28 October, 2011, and was responsible for severe tidal 
flooding throughout Southern New Jersey.  It was then theorized that Irene’s impacts on prey were a 
factor in winter 2011-2012’s very low raptor totals on both the Great Egg Harbor River and on the 
Maurice River.  It remains to be seen how long salt marsh rodent populations will take to recover 
from the combined effects of two major storm/flooding events back to back, and we eagerly 
anticipate the planned 2013-2014 winter raptor surveys on the Delaware Bayshore’s Maurice River 
to provide further insight on this climate change/sea level rise issue. (See the upcoming 10 year 
Great Egg report for further discussion).  Of interest, these counts such as we have on the Great Egg 
(and on the Maurice) are two of very few studies that have provided definitive data of the cause and 
effect impacts of Hurricane/Superstorm Sandy on raptors.   Ten years of data offers a true long-tern 
perspective of the effects of Sandy on the birds of the Great Egg Harbor River.  

 
Finally, damage from the storm surge from Sandy (and Irene) are suspected in low 

waterfowl totals as well – particularly for Brant – as shallow bays and mudflats were both scoured 
and received siltation from the flooding, potentially severely impacting submerged aquatic 
vegetation and other food resources. 
      
 This individual report is a short form presentation of data from the 2012-2013 season only, 
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and makes no effort to assess long-term status and trends.  These in-depth analyses, and discussion, 
will be done in the major comprehensive report now being prepared following the conclusion of the 
tenth year of studies.  Nonetheless, 2012-2013 survey results are another important piece of the 
ongoing effort that has established the Great Egg Harbor River and Great Egg Harbor Bay to be of 
high value to waterbirds, waterfowl, raptors and shorebirds in both New Jersey and the entire Mid-
Atlantic Region, and at all seasons of the year.   
 
  
 We thank the Great Egg Harbor River Watershed Association for the great opportunity to 
carry out these important studies.  We sincerely thank the many members, supporters, and friends of 
the Association for allowing us to be a long-term part of the continuing significant work on this 
great South Jersey river.  Thank you for all of your important conservation efforts in Southern New 
Jersey, and for your ongoing vision of a wild and scenic Great Egg Harbor River.  We particularly 
thank Fred Akers for his vision of what role these long-term studies might play in the protection of 
these valuable avian resources and of the river upon which they so depend. 
 
  
          – Clay Sutton 
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Attachment 1 (Page 1) 
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Attachment 1 (Page 2) 
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Attachment 2 
 

 
 



 

                  23 bird species listed as Rare, Threatened, Endangered, and of Special Concern were observed and counted during the 2012‐2013 
          Great Egg Harbor field survey.  Table 5 lists the highest daily counts and the number of days these species were observed and counted 
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Rare, Threatened, and Endangered Species 

 
Field Mapping 

 
2012 – 2013 

 
 
     The following Seven field maps, created to provide a spatial representation of rare, 
threatened and endangered species observed during the survey, are marked according 
to the following key:  
 
 
 

BE = Bald Eagle 
Broadwing = Broad-winged Hawk 
BLSK = Black Skimmer 
GBTE = Gull-billed Tern 
CP = Coop = COHA = Cooper’s Hawk 
COTE = Common Tern 
LETE = Least Tern 
NH = NOHA = Northern Harrier 
PBGR = Pied-billed Grebe 
PF = Peregrine Falcon 
YCNH = Yellow-crowned Night Heron 
a = Adult 
i = Immature 
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