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SUMMARY 

Metric 2014  2015  

# of people reached 2650 (+ 5 local newspaper stories) 
1200 (+ 8 local tv and 5 print 
media stories) 

# parishes with education 
programming & outreach 

4 10 

# of volunteers 18 active, 44 on list 47 active, 153 on list 

# of volunteer hours 109 195 

Acres monitored 1100 acres 1100 acres 

Acres protected 130 acres 130 acres 

# nesting pairs monitored 
Least Tern: 835 
Wilson’s Plover: 44 

Least Tern: 414 
Wilson’s Plover: 55 

# nesting pairs under protection 
Least Tern: 130 
Wilson’s Plover: 15 

Least Tern: 80 
Wilson’s Plover: 28 

# nest fates monitored 
Least Tern: 163 
Wilson’s Plover: 1 

Least Tern: 159 
Wilson’s Plover: 17 

Overall Fledging Rate 
Least Tern: 0.11 - 0.42/pair 
Wilson’s Plover: 0.37 - 0.72/pair 

Least Tern: <0.11 - 0.25/pair 
Wilson’s Plover: 0.40 - >0.92/pair 

 

The nesting season of 2015 presented new opportunities and new challenges. Unfortunately for the first 

time since the Louisiana Coastal Stewardship program began in 2012, American Bird Conservancy was 

unable to partner with us to support funding one seasonal technician. Despite those challenges, we 

were able to maintain nesting success metrics consistent with 2014, and continue to grow our reach and 

influence, and bring awareness to coastal communities. Overall, sites we monitored had only about 50% 

of the Least Terns as in 2014, but 25% more Wilson’s Plovers. This can largely be explained by an 

increase in vegetation density as sites in southeastern Louisiana continue to recover since Hurricane 

Isaac in 2012, and perhaps as sites experience ongoing predation pressure, particularly from coyotes. In 

addition, the landscape context is worth considering; as more and more barrier island projects are 

constructed, these early successional habitats may be highly attractive to nesting Least Terns compared 

to many of the sites we currently monitor, and may be drawing birds away from older sites experiencing 

habitat succession. Human disturbance at sites we protect with symbolic fencing and stewards (staff and 

volunteers) was minimal, but nest success across the coast was hampered by Tropical Storm Bill, which 

passed through the southern Gulf in early June 2015, inundating many coastal nesting sites at the peak 

of nesting season. The data we collected are helpful in understanding site-specific management 

strategies, and we provide recommendations for each site we monitored in 2015. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Beach-nesting birds are among the fastest group of declining birds in North America (Niven and Butcher 

2011). Frequent human disturbance and changes to coastal ecosystems are thought to be primary 

drivers of these declines. In Louisiana, many coastal habitats are disappearing into the Gulf of Mexico 

due to substantial and multifaceted erosion issues – over the last 80 years, about 1800 mi2 of coastal 

forests, marsh, beach, and barrier habitats have been converted to open water in Louisiana (Couvillion 

et al. 2011). 

Grand Isle is Louisiana’s only inhabited barrier island, and this site provides a unique opportunity to 

educate the public about issues surrounding beach nesting birds, while simultaneously protecting these 

birds from ever increasing human disturbance. About 1300 people live on Grand Isle year-round, but as 

many as 20,000 visitors can inundate the island on summer weekends. In 2010, the BP Deepwater 

Horizon oil spill created a situation where beaches were impacted not only from oiling, but also the 

clean-up crews sent to remove oil. This led to a year of near complete reproductive failure for Least 

Terns (Sternula antillarum) on Grand Isle and locally elsewhere in southeastern Louisiana (Johnson, pers. 

obs.). 

After monitoring the Grand Isle colonies in 2010 and 2011, the National Audubon Society’s state office, 

Audubon Louisiana (Audubon), partnered with the American Bird Conservancy (ABC) in 2012 to 

implement a bird monitoring and community education program on Grand Isle to adaptively manage 

these colonies based on immediate and long-term threats guided by on-the-ground nest and habitat 

monitoring, as well as tracking relevant local, state, and national policy actions. Learning from and 

mirroring similar programs from around the country, this program was novel to Louisiana and is 

designed to enhance community awareness of beach-nesting bird ecology and threats and find strategic 

solutions for birds and humans to share the beach in harmony. In many ways, Louisiana residents are 

already very connected to natural ecosystems through their cultural and economic history, but it is 

important to continue providing education about the threats their natural heritage faces.  

Louisiana’s beach-nesting bird stewardship project entered its 4th year in 2015, but for the first time 

without funding support from ABC. As such, Audubon worked to maintain existing protection and 

monitoring efforts on Grand Isle and Elmer’s Island, and to continue monthly monitoring efforts in 

Cameron Parish.  

PROJECT SCOPE 

During the breeding season (April – August) of 2015, Audubon worked at field sites in southeastern 

Louisiana on and in the vicinity of Grand Isle and also in Cameron Parish in southwestern Louisiana. In 

southeastern Louisiana, we focused our protection, outreach, and monitoring efforts on Grand Isle State 

Park (GISP) in cooperation with the Louisiana Office of State Parks (LOSP). In addition, we worked with 

the LA Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) to protect and monitoring beach-nesting bird 

habitat and nests on Elmer’s Island (just west of Grand Isle). We also worked with Fieldwood Energy XXI 

staff to work on a management solution for a Least Tern colony on their Grand Isle property. In Cameron 
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Parish, we continued monthly nesting bird surveys similar to the Florida Shorebird Alliance protocol to 

monitor several nesting sites. 

Audubon hired one full-time and one part-time seasonal coastal biological technician based on Grand 

Isle, and one full-time seasonal education coordinator based in Baton Rouge that provided some 

monitoring and education programming support to the coastal program. In addition, Audubon 

Louisiana’s Baton Rouge-based director of bird conservation and newly hired avian biologist provided 

additional training, field support, and guidance for technicians. Housing was provided for technicians on 

Grand Isle. Seasonal staff worked between 7 April 2015 and 7 August 2015 on our coastal and education 

programming.  

This program’s goals were as follows: 

1) Educate Grand Isle residents and tourists about beach-nesting birds and involve the community 

and others throughout southeastern Louisiana to help protect these birds, particularly Least 

Terns and Wilson’s Plovers.  

2) Grow a volunteer network to assist with bird protection and education near nesting sites, and 

event-based outreach programs. 

3) Identify nesting areas and protect these areas with signs and symbolic fencing to be maintained 

throughout the season. 

4) Monitor nesting birds, specifically Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers, using published scientific 

protocols to assess disturbances, nest fates, and breeding productivity.  

5) Continually improve the program for future years by building on lessons learned in the field and 

the community. 

6) Acknowledge funder’s support for the program during public and scientific presentations. 

FOCAL SPECIES & STUDY SITES 

Least Tern and Wilson’s Plover (Charadrius wilsonia; Figure 1) are listed on the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service (USFWS) Birds of Conservation Concern (2008). We protected and monitored coastal nesting 

sites for these species in Jefferson Parish and Cameron Parish, Louisiana. We also provided outreach 

about the threats these birds face at events elsewhere in south Louisiana, including East Baton Rouge, 

Iberia, Lafayette, Orleans, St. Bernard, St. Mary, and Vermilion Parishes (Figure 2). 

  
Figure 1. Least Tern (left) and Wilson’s Plover (right). 
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Figure 2. Map of Louisiana with parishes in red illustrating where we monitored nesting shorebirds and provided 

community education programs to increase awareness about beach-nesting birds. Parishes highlighted in gray are 

where we engaged the community and signed up additional volunteers at festivals and community events. 

 

Jefferson Parish Sites: Grand Isle and Elmer’s Island 

The most intensive of our efforts built upon four years monitoring and three years of stewardship on 

Grand Isle beaches (Figure 3). We also monitored two nesting colonies on Elmer’s Island, which 

established in 2014 after protection efforts were implemented guided by our management 

recommendations to LDWF, whose Fisheries Division manages the property (Figure 4). We worked with 

local land managers (LA Office of State Parks and LDWF) to protect nesting Least Tern colonies, which 

also served to benefit Wilson’s Plovers, a solitary and cryptic nester. In addition, we worked increasingly 

closely with Fieldwood Energy staff to manage and protect a Least Tern colony on their property (Figure 

3). Lastly, we provided some monitoring assistance to Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary Program 

(BTNEP), who monitored target species on the Energy XXI Oil Fields (also known as the “Exxon fields”, an 

interior nesting colony on Grand Isle.  
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Figure 3. Least Tern and Wilson’s Plover protection areas (orange polygons) on Grand Isle, Jefferson Parish, LA. One 

beachfront colony was located in Grand Isle State Park, and three additional island “interior” colonies (red 

polygons), from east to west: Fieldwood Energy facility, Energy XXI “mudflats”, and Energy XXI “Exxon fields”. 

 

 
Figure 4. Nesting Least Tern colonies (left two polygons) and Wilson’s Plover protective fencing (right polygon) on 

Elmer’s Island, Jefferson Parish, LA. 
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Cameron Parish Sites: Rutherford Beach, Broussard Beach, and Holly Beach 

Surveys conducted by Audubon in 2012–2014 have identified key nesting sites in Cameron Parish that 

potentially experience disturbance from human recreation. In 2015, we continued monthly monitoring 

efforts on Rutherford Beach, Broussard Beach, and Holly Beach (Figure 5). 

 

 
Figure 5. Monitoring sites in Cameron Parish from left to right: Holly Beach, Broussard Beach, Rutherford Beach. 

 

PUBLIC EDUCATION, OUTREACH, VOLUNTEERISM, and STEWARDSHIP 

Building upon education, outreach, and volunteer-based stewardship on Grand Isle in 2012–2014, we 

continued with these programs in 2015. We have not yet established a stewardship component to the 

Cameron Parish program, although continue to provide the occasional education in the region, but have 

plans to hire a full-time seasonal biological technician in 2016 to grow the program in southwestern 

Louisiana.  

Table 1. Outreach and stewardship activities by location in coastal Louisiana. 

Parish Location 
Community 
Outreach 

Volunteer 
Stewardship 

Nesting 
areas fenced 

Nesting 
areas signed 

Vehicles 
allowed 

Jefferson Grand Isle SP x x x x  

Jefferson Grand Isle Interior x     

Jefferson Elmer's Island x  x x x 

Cameron Holly Beach x     

Cameron Broussard Beach x    x 

Cameron Rutherford Beach x   x x 
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Our strategy to provide education to communities about beach-nesting birds continues to be multi-

pronged, including tabling at area festivals, providing in-depth education programs at schools and 

libraries, offering presentations to the public, conservation, and scientific communities, offering 

programmatic and conservation information through social media, having one-on-one conversations 

through regular tabling, and opportunistic encounters with beachgoers at nesting sites (Figure 6). 

 

 
Figure 6. Coastal bird technician, Becky Doane (left) teaching children about beach-nesting birds at the Grand Isle 

Migratory Bird Celebration, April 2015. 

 

Each weekend since the start of the summer tourist season, technicians were available on the beaches 

of Grand Isle to interact with beachgoers. Every day in the field was an opportunity to speak with the 

public and teach them about beach-nesting birds and the importance of their nesting habitat not only 

for birds, but also for human communities. On many weekends, volunteers also helped provide 

additional outreach and helped educate beachgoers about the importance and need for protecting 

nesting areas. Generally speaking, these interactions are highly positive, resulting in people thanking us 

for this work. Community leaders on Grand Isle are also highly supportive of our continuing 

programming there. 
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We also worked to engage the broader community by participating and tabling at area events and 

festivals to recruit volunteers and provide education about beach-nesting birds not only near nesting 

sites, but also at venues around south Louisiana. We set up education tables at two local festivals and 

events: Grand Isle Migratory Bird Celebration and Jeff Fish Fest and Rodeo.  

Audubon staff worked throughout the season to build upon our network of volunteer stewards to help 

protect nesting sites and enhance our capacity to educate beachgoers about the threats the beach-

nesting birds face. Volunteer stewards were recruited and engaged by setting up educational tables at 

festivals, reaching out to local organizations, using social media, actively stewarding and recruiting on 

the beach, and utilizing personal networks, both near focal sites, but also in high population areas, such 

as Lafayette, Baton Rouge, and New Orleans. Among 154 people that have signed onto our contact list 

as volunteers, 35 volunteered their time on Grand Isle to be trained on beach-nesting conservation 

issues and helped spread this message to the public, spending 150 hours on the ground; each steward 

has reported success in engaging and interacting with the public. 

This year we were excited to provide a half-day volunteer training program in May 2015, which taught 

30 interested volunteers about the ecology of beach-nesting birds, why coastal nesting bird populations 

are threatened, and how volunteers can play an important role in the conservation of these species. An 

hour-long indoor presentation by our director of bird conservation was followed by a series of bird walks 

to nesting sites at the Grand Isle State Park led by our coastal bird technicians. All volunteers finished 

the day with a social where they were treated to boiled crawfish (Figure 7). 

 

 
Figure 7. Coastal bird technician, Becky Doane (lower left) and volunteers gathering for the Beach-nesting Bird 

Volunteer Training Workshop, May 2015. 
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Figure 8. A volunteer teaching beachgoers about Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers at Grand Isle State Park, July 

2015. 

 

Audubon Louisiana’s director of bird conservation continued to engage the Grand Isle Town Council to 

maintain awareness among community leaders to the goals and successes of the program. Technicians 

regularly attended town council meetings throughout the summer to stay updated on activities around 

the island and communicate with residents. We provided semi-regular reports to the Town Council on 

locations of nesting birds around the island. 

The use of social media continues to be a growing component of volunteer recruitment and education in 

this program. Audubon Louisiana hired its first communications coordinator in June 2014, who has 

begun to build Audubon’s Facebook following in Louisiana, which now has tripled in reach from 768 likes 

in November 2014 to 2,368 in February 2016. The “We Love Grand Isle” Facebook group also began 

promoting our program and has a following of 3,339 members. We connected volunteers to the Bird 

Stewards Facebook group, which has a growing following of 501 members, up from 413 in November 

2014, to exchange experiences and knowledge. Seasonal technicians and Audubon staff also used their 

personal Facebook accounts to promote the program and attract additional volunteer stewards. In 

addition, Baton Rouge Audubon Society’s member list serve and LAbird list serve (used by bird watchers 

in LA) were utilized to recruit volunteers. 

Through these events in Jefferson and Cameron Parishes, as well as the broader region, Audubon staff 

provided over 50 hours of education and outreach relevant to coastal nesting bird protection, and all 

told, we reached over 1200 people with face-to-face interactions, and hundreds if not thousands more 

through social media. 
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NESTING SITE PROTECTION, MONITORING & THREATS ASSESSMENT 

Methods 

Nesting sites for Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers along 20 miles of publicly accessible beachfront on 

Grand Isle, Elmer’s Island, and in Cameron Parish were identified by foot surveys beginning in April 2015, 

and periodically (every 3-5 weeks) afterward. Nesting pairs start to form following spring migration; pre-

nesting behaviors indicative of Least Tern colony establishment includes feeding fish to each other, 

digging nest scrapes, flight displays, posturing displays and defensive flight behaviors towards nest site 

intruders. Where these behaviors were noted, sites were revisited every three or four days on Grand Isle 

and Elmer’s Island. We estimated individual nest fates, subsampled within sites, and estimated fledging 

success by banding chicks. We visited sites in Cameron Parish approximately monthly to document 

colony persistence, and roughly estimate nesting productivity (Table 2). Similar data collection efforts 

were done in 2012–2014 in collaboration with ABC. 

 

Table 2. Survey effort and Least Tern breeding metrics measured at each study site in 2015. 

Parish Location 
Colony Survey 
Interval 

Colony 
Size 

Nest 
Fate 

Chick 
banding 

Jefferson Grand Isle State Park 3 - 4 days x x x 

Jefferson Other Grand Isle Beaches 1 month x   

Jefferson Grand Isle Interior 2 - 5 days x   

Jefferson Elmer's Island 3 - 4 days x x x 

Cameron Rutherford Beach 1 month x   

Cameron Broussard Beach 1 month x   

Cameron Holly Beach 1 month x   
 

We monitored a subset of Least Tern and all known Wilson’s Plovers nests at Grand Isle State Park and 

Elmer’s Island from early April through July 2015. Individual nests were marked with a handheld GPS 

unit (Garmin, 3-5 m accuracy) as well as a labeled popsicle stick sprayed with Scent-a-Way (Hunter’s 

Specialties, Cedar Rapids, IA) placed about 1 m away at a known direction from each nest; this helped us 

reduce the number of nest sites that were “lost” after hatching or depredation. There was no obvious 

evidence to suggest that predators, like coyotes or gulls, were using these markers to depredate nests, 

but this is something we continue to consider and monitor closely. Subsequent checks of each nest were 

made using varying approaches to avoid leaving trails marked with human scent that might have 

attracted predators.  During each nest visit, the number of eggs and/or hatched chicks was recorded 

along with the fate of the nest, such as depredated (and predator identification if possible), washout, 

abandoned, human-caused destruction (people, dogs, and vehicles), successfully fledged, or an 

unknown fate. 

We calculated number of breeding pairs, nest success, and productivity (i.e., number of fledglings/pair). 

The number of breeding pairs was calculated as the highest estimated pair count on regular (about bi-

weekly) surveys for Least Tern colonies. Wilson’s Plover territories were generally delineated through 

regular surveys, allowing us to add-up the maximum number of pairs along any given stretch of beach. 
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Nest success was calculated in two ways. First, in some cases, we report raw nest success calculations: 

simply the number of nests that hatched divided by those we found and followed to a known fate. This 

can overestimate nest success as it does not account for nests that failed before they were found. In 

some cases where we had enough data, we used program MARK (White 2014), to model maximum 

likelihood unbiased estimates of nest success. Preliminary comparisons using Least Tern data collected 

in 2014 suggest that our biased and unbiased estimates are remarkably similar (Johnson 2014). 

We estimated breeding productivity (overall nesting success) by banding chicks with unique 

combinations of acetal plastic color bands on the lower legs and conducting resighting surveys every 2–5 

days, not only recording color-banded young, but also unbanded young and their approximate ages into 

categories of “downy,” “feathered flightless,” and “flight-capable” (i.e., fledged) and unless banding data 

suggested otherwise, we assumed that all feathered chicks fledged. Although this assumption can imply 

some margin of error, studies have demonstrated that survival to fledging may increase with increasing 

age as predation threats change and chicks become more mobile and depend less on their parents to 

regulate their body temperatures (Thompson et al. 1997, Elliot-Smith Haig 2004, Colwell et al. 2007). 

Although we did not calculate daily survivorship estimates, this may be possible given the data in the 

future. It is also worth noting that generally speaking these estimates may be biased low. Given that 

detection of banded young is not 100%, it is possible (and likely) that some chicks fledge without us 

knowing as they can begin moving large distances up and down the beach before fledging (E. Johnson, 

personal observation). 

It is worth noting that nest success and overall fledgling success metrics may not necessarily positively 

correlate through two mechanisms. First, frequent renesting can result in low nest success estimates, 

but even a single successful nesting attempt will count towards site productivity. Second, depredation 

rates and pressures may differ between nesting and chick-rearing stages, depending on the predator, 

vegetation composition/density, and other factors. As such, both metrics provide vital, and differing, 

insights into habitat or site management. 

Grand Isle, Jefferson Parish 

Grand Isle is the only inhabited barrier island in coastal Louisiana and is home to about 1300 year-round 

residents. The length of Grand Isle is 7.3 miles, all of which is fronted by sandy beach towards the Gulf 

and a mix of saltmarsh, mangroves, residential homes, and industry along the bay side. Tourism is a 

substantial and important economic driver for the community, and 20,000 people can visit the island on 

busy summer weekends. Memorial Day, the 4th of July, and King Tarpon Rodeo in late July are the 

busiest weekends. Some of the islands main attractions are fishing and recreational beach-going. Bird 

watching also draws visitors year-round, and although Grand Isle is mostly well-known to birders for its 

Migratory Bird Celebration in late April, summer birding can be excellent, especially to view large 

numbers of coastal waterbirds.  

For management purposes, we break Grand Isle into two major categories: the beachfront, with three 

subcategories (Grand Isle State Park, State Park to Tarpon Park, and Other Beaches) and interior lands, 

which can be broken up into two subcategories (Energy Facilities and Port Commission Lots).  
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Figure 9. Grand Isle, Jefferson Parish management units.  

 

Grand Isle beaches are generally sandy with a man-made hard dune protecting the community against 

storm surge. A fore-dune is variable in width and where present has mixed dune vegetation. Driving 

recreational vehicles on the beach is generally prohibited, although electric golf carts are now allowed 

to transport people and recreational equipment to and from parking areas, and emergency vehicle 

access points are available and will have an upgrade finished by March 2016. In addition, wrack that 

washes ashore is raked daily by machinery to minimize trash accumulation and increase the beach’s 

aesthetic appeal to recreational beachgoers.  

Across the entire 7.3 miles of beachfront, we typically symbolically fence 0.25 – 1.25 miles of upper 

dunes for nesting birds, based on the activity and needs of the birds in any given year. Vegetation has 

grown in across much of the beach since Hurricane Isaac in 2012, through natural regeneration and 

accelerated by various vegetation planting and dune fencing projects by other organizations, especially 

in the state park which contains the only remaining suitable beachfront nesting areas for Least Terns 

and Wilson’s Plovers on Grand Isle.  

In 2015, birds nested only on the island’s beachfront at the State Park along 0.3 mi of beach. In this area, 

we placed protective materials, including posts, signs, and rope to warn beach goers of nesting habitat 

(Figure 10). Motorized vehicles are not allowed on Grand Isle state park beaches, so this “symbolic 

1) Grand Isle State Park 

2) State Park to Grand Tarpon Park 

3) Other Grand Isle beaches 

4) Energy Facilities 

5) Port Commission gravel lots 
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fencing” was designed to keep foot traffic away from nesting birds and occasional rogue ATVs that 

violate beach-driving regulations. “Please Do Not Disturb” signs were posted that notified the public 

about what type of bird species were nesting in the dunes and the laws in place that protect the beach 

nesting bird species. A second type of signage doubled as a form of public outreach. Students in 2nd – 7th 

grade from the Grand Isle School in 2013 and 2014 provided drawings of birds or their nests with catchy 

phrases to remind people to respect the birds and share the beach. The drawings printed on durable 

metal and posted around nesting sites. These protection measures were on the beach for over three 

months (late April through July) and we did not experience vandalism of these signs.  

 

 
Figure 10. Artwork depicting images and messages about nesting birds created by Grand Isle 2nd – 7th graders in 

2013 and 2014 continue to be used at sensitive nesting areas. 

 

Since we began stewarding and monitoring Grand Isle beaches in 2011 (Table 3), Least Tern densities 

have decreased, particularly in the last two years. Nest success remains low, typically because of a 

combination of overwash and heavy rains, coyote depredation, and ghost crab depredation (Table 4). 

However, Wilson’s Plover numbers have increased, nearly quadrupling since 2012, with nest success 

generally remaining moderate (20-60% nest success and 0.2-1.0 fledglings/pair) to high (>60% nest 

success and >1.0 fledglings/pair). 

We attribute this tradeoff of decreasing Least Tern and increase Wilson’s Plover populations to a shift in 

habitat from more open to more vegetated, while reduced human disturbance encouraged by symbolic 

fencing and limiting access to nesting areas allowed this natural response to occur. 
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Table 3. Least Tern (LETE) and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL) nest success on Grand Isle beaches since 2005. 

Grand Isle Beaches 

Year LETE Pairs LETE Daily Nest 
Successa,b 

LETE Chicks 
Fledged 

WIPL Pairs WIPL Daily 
Nest Success 

WIPL Chicks 
Fledged 

2005a 0 NA NA 0 NA NA 

2011 125 Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown 

2012 133 50.6%b 0.15/pair 3 20-60%? 0.2-1.0/pair? 

2013 125 11.6%b <0.20/pair 4 20-60%? 0.2-1.0/pair? 

2014 45 32%c >0.18/pair 5 >60%? >0.80/pair 

2015 23 23.9%b >0.08/pair 11 75%b >0.45/pair 

a Zdravkovic (2006) 
b raw percentage (unadjusted for nests that failed before discovery) 
c maximum likelihood modeled estimate 

 

Table 4. Causes of nest failures for Least Terns on Grand Isle beaches, Jefferson Parish since 2012. 

Year Total 
Number 
of Nests 

% 
coyote 

% 
ghost 
crab 

%     
other/unk. 
predator 

% 
washout 

% 
abandoned 

%    
human/ 

vehicle/dog 

% 
unknown 

failure 

2012 83 10.8 0.0 0.0 16.9 4.8 1.2 15.7 

2013 147 10.7 7.5 1.4 24.5 8.8 10.2 25.2 

2014 44 4.5 4.5 0.0 40.9 4.5 2.3 11.4 

2015 46 0.0 13.4 6.5 26.1 4.4 6.5 15.2 

 

The interior of Grand Isle is mainly occupied by residential homes and summer camps, but open areas 

near industrial facilities near the eastern end of the island provide nesting habitat for Least Terns and 

Wilson’s Plovers. Most of the bay side of the island is bordered by marsh and mangroves, but this is 

variable in width and absent in some locations. A few cheniers remain, mainly in the east-central part of 

the island and much of what remains is under conservation protection. 

Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary Program conducts monitoring efforts at the “Exxon Fields”, and 

Audubon biologists provide assistance where helpful. Audubon also works with Fieldwood Energy staff 

to find management solutions for nesting Least Terns inside of their facilities. The interior part of the 

island is apparently becoming more favored by Least Terns as beachfront areas are becoming 
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increasingly vegetated (Tables 3 and 5). Nest success, appears to be decreasing as densities increase, 

probably largely because of mammalian predators, but also some flooding risk associated with nesting in 

low-lying areas (Table 6). 

 

Table 5. Least Tern (LETE) and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL) nest success at Grand Isle interior sites since 2005. Nest 

success data do not include “Exxon Field” nests surveyed by BTNEP. 

Grand Isle Interior 

Year LETE Pairs LETE Hatch 
Success 

LETE Fledge 
Success 

WIPL Pairs WIPL Hatch 
Success 

WIPL Fledge 
Success 

2005a 0 NA NA 0 NA NA 

2012 66 >50%? 1.35/pair 4 >60%? ~2.0/pair 

2013 85 Unknown Unknown 4 Unknown Unknown 

2014 123 8.5%b 0.07/pair 4 Unknown Unknown 

2015 120 <10%? <0.1/pair? 6 Unknown Unknown 

a Zdravkovic (2006) 
b raw percentage (unadjusted for nests that failed before discovery) 

 

Table 6. Causes of nest failures for Least Terns on Grand Isle interior sites (saltpans and Port Commission lots), 

Jefferson Parish since 2014. Nest success data do not include “Exxon Field” nests surveyed by BTNEP. 

Year Total 
Number 
of Nests 

% 
coyote 

% 
ghost 
crab 

%     
other/unk. 
predator 

% 
washout 

% 
abandoned 

%    
human/ 

vehicle/dog 

% 
unknown 

failure 

2014 117 3.4 0.0 3.5 59.8 2.6 0.9 21.4 

2015 0 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 

 

Grand Isle Management Recommendations 

Grand Isle State Park 

Grand Isle State Park offers a variety of recreational activities from a scenic viewing pier to beach 

camping to fishing to sunbathing. It also hosted the only beachfront-nesting Least Terns on Grand Isle in 

2014 and 2015 (others nested in the interior of Grand Isle). As beach vegetation recovers from 

Hurricane Isaac through natural processes, plantings, and encouraged by dune fencing, the high open 

sandy areas favorite to Least Terns have dwindled. There are still excellent open areas for nesting at the 

state park, particularly near the western edge near the public camping area. 
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Biological Significance 

- Nesting colonies of dozens of pairs of Least Terns between April and July. 

- Increasing nesting densities of Wilson’s Plovers each year between March and July. 

- Important foraging area for migratory shorebirds including the endangered Red Knot and Piping 

Plover between September and May. 

- Important staging area for Black Skimmers, Royal Terns, and other migratory shorebirds in April 

and May. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- A swale between the normal high tide line and the front dunes continues to be problematic for 

nesting Least Terns. Piles of wrack were created in 2014 and 2015 and these could be 

redistributed into smaller piles along the swale to trap sediment. This could be done year-round, 

except where Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers are nesting between April and July. 

- It would be most practical to entice Least Terns to nest east of the large pier, where access by 

humans is not allowed for safety reasons. Birds did not nest here in 2014 or 2015, but about 5 

pairs nested here in 2013. This area is becoming increasingly vegetated and an attempt to lure 

Least Terns here with decoys in 2015 was unsuccessful. A combination of vegetation control, 

decoys, and playback may yet be successful, and would not necessarily negatively impact 

Wilson’s Plovers. 

- The beach in front of the RV camping area still appears to be suitable for beach-nesting birds, 

and this was the only beach area used by Least Terns on all of Grand Isle in 2014 and 2015. With 

symbolic fencing and regular outreach to beachgoers informing them of the birds’ needs, birds 

were successful in raising young here in 2014 and 2015 without substantially disrupting 

recreational activities, and we would like to set this area aside again for nesting terns in 2016. 

- Continuing education and outreach programs is needed to not only inform beachgoers of the 

nesting birds, but also to not chase other birds like shorebirds, herons and egrets, terns, and 

skimmers from the beach, especially in April and May. These birds depend on high quality 

habitat at the state park to forage and roost, which is critical to their success in migration and 

nesting elsewhere. 

Grand Isle State Park to King Tarpon Park 

Biological Significance 

- This area has become increasingly vegetated since Hurricane Isaac in 2012 and was no longer 

used by nesting Least Terns in 2014. It has continued to support several pairs of Wilson’s 

Plovers, but low use by humans did not necessitate symbolic fencing in 2014 or 2015. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- Continue monitoring the site for bird use. Should Least Terns nest here in 2016, we will set up 

symbolic fencing and work with landowners by setting up walking corridors to not prevent 

access to the front beach. 
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Other Grand Isle Beaches 

Biological Significance 

- West of King Tarpon Park, the beaches are heavily used for recreational activities. Few if any 

Wilson’s Plovers nest along these beaches and rarely will Least Terns nest here. In 2013, a small 

colony of Least Terns established on the front beach across from the Sureway Grocery and 

symbolic fencing worked well to minimize human disturbance and not disrupt recreational use 

of the beach.  

Suggested Management Actions 

- We will continue to monitor the length of the Grand Isle beaches for Least Tern colony 

establishment to protect areas where needed, and we will work with associated landowners and 

town officials to minimize disruptions for beachgoers. 

Exxon Fields 

The “Exxon fields” include interior parts of the island between Willow Ln and Grand Isle State Park, 

including partially vegetated salt pans and a series of gravel lots inside the Energy XXI and Fieldwood 

Energy Facilities. 

Biological Significance 

- Several of the salt pans and other unvegetated areas, as well as gravel lots associated with the 

industrial facilities here are used by a variety of beach-nesting and ground-nesting birds, 

including Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- Although it is not necessary to erect symbolic fencing to protect these birds, they face other 

threats. The most devastating can be accumulating rain, but apparently high coyote or other 

mammal depredation risk (personal communication, R. DeMay and D. LeBlanc, Barataria-

Terrebonne National Estuary Program [BTNEP]), and also occasional mowing and other work-

related activities. BTNEP is considering working with landowners to erect a more substantial 

fence around the Exxon Field site to eliminate mammalian depredation, which Audubon would 

support. 

- Fieldwood Energy has been a cooperative partner to provide safe nesting areas within their 

fenced facilities (which should also keep predators out), and we hope to continue this 

productive relationship. We would support hazing to prevent Least Terns from setting up in 

areas where work is planned during the 2016 nesting season, but also would prefer to see 

nesting sites set aside where it might be consistent with their 2016 property objectives. 

- Hazing may be necessary in some low lying salt pans to prevent Least Terns from setting up in 

areas with a high probability of flooding, or where work is planned during the nesting season. 
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Port Commission Gravel Lots 

Biological Significance 

- In 2014 and possibly occasionally in previous years, small numbers of Least Terns nested in 

these gravel lots. These appear to only be used as second attempts (i.e., these colonies typically 

establish later in the season, after late May) and may not ultimately be successful because of 

mammalian or avian depredation. They were not used by nesting Least Terns in 2015. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- Monitoring the sites for Least Tern use is necessary, and communication with the Grand Isle Port 

Commission is critical to facilitate nesting success. On the other hand, if human use of these 

areas is necessary between May and July for Port Commission objectives, then we can work to 

haze birds to avoid using these areas.  

- Given that in 2014 the few nesting birds here did not appear successful, it is important to 

determine what the limiting factors are to improve management directives. Since the lot is 

gravel, we cannot identify mammalian tracks and trail cameras may be the best way to monitor 

nesting birds. 

Elmer’s Island, Jefferson Parish 

Elmer’s Island is an approximately 2.2-mile long beachfront owned and managed by the Louisiana 

Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF). The beachfront property extends east of a gravel access 

road that connects the management area to LA-1. LDWF allows motorized vehicles to access and travel 

along beach. Since 2013, following Hurricane Issac, we have worked with LDWF managers to 

strategically place fencing along three areas of beach with high concentrations of nesting Wilson’s 

Plovers, one of which also held a large Least Tern colony for the first time in 2014 since at least 2010 

(Figure 11).  

Elmer’s Island can be divided up into four primary areas of management focus: 1) the entrance flats, 2) 

mid-way flats located about 0.5 miles east of the access road, 3) Caminada Pass, and 4) other vegetated 

dunes (Figure 12). 

 

 
Figure 11. On the LDWF-managed Elmer’s Island, Audubon helped guide the establishment of protected areas for 

Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers to reduce threats of driving and human recreational disturbance. Photo: Matt 

Nussbaum (volunteer).  
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Figure 12. Map of Elmer’s Island, Jefferson Parish management units. 

 

Fencing has been established along the front dune edge of the mid-way flats since 2013, which has 

substantially reduced the amount of human traffic in that area, and has allowed the colonization by 

Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers to nest (Table 7). Unfortunately, these nests were heavily depredated 

by coyotes with almost no success until late June when suddenly and inexplicably, coyote depredation 

rates diminished (Table 8). In June of 2015, we also found renesting Least Terns establishing along the 

entrance flats, and LDWF responded by placing additional symbolic fencing extending from the entrance 

road to the foredune to the east. These nests were largely successful in hatching, although fledgling 

success was not very high (but also not zero), probably because of the intense human traffic. 

Elmer’s Island has been a very dynamic beach-dune zone as a consequence of hurricane activity. Since 

the last major hurricane, Isaac in August 2012, that destroyed large dune areas and created the mid-way 

flats, Least Terns have increased by 2–3 fold and Wilson’s Plovers have increased substantially to 19 

pairs, although the only pre-Isaac numbers that exist are three pairs reported by Zdravkovic (2006) in 

2005 (Table 7). Undoubtedly some of this can be explain by local changes in habitat, but also the 

protection efforts have been largely successful in minimizing human disturbance.  

1) Entrance flats 

2) Mid-way flats 

3) Caminada Pass 

4) Other vegetated dunes 
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Table 7. Least Tern (LETE) and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL) nest success on Elmer’s Island since 2005. 

Elmer’s Island 

Year LETE Pairs LETE Hatch 
Success 

LETE Fledge 
Success 

WIPL Pairs WIPL Hatch 
Success 

WIPL Fledge 
Success 

2005a 0 NA NA 3 Unknown Unknown 

2012 <25 <10%? <0.1/pair? Unknown Unknown Unknown 

2013 <25 <10%? <0.1/pair? Unknown Unknown Unknown 

2014 85 10-50%? 0.1-0.5/pair? 11 20-60%? >0.36/pair 

2015 45 17.8%b 0.20/pair 19 46.2%b 0.2-1.0/pair 

a Zdravkovic (2006) 
b raw percentage (unadjusted for nests that failed before discovery) 

 

Table 8. Causes of nest failures for Least Terns on Elmer’s Island, Jefferson Parish in 2015. 

Year Total 
Number 
of Nests 

% 
coyote 

% 
ghost 
crab 

%     
other/unk. 
predator 

% 
washout 

% 
abandoned 

%    
human/ 

vehicle/dog 

% 
unknown 

failure 

2015 84 60.7 4.8 3.6 1.2 1.2 0.0 22.6 
 

Elmer’s Island Management Recommendations 

Elmer’s Island is anticipated to close to the public (and to Audubon monitoring) in March 2016 because 

of the Caminada Headland Phase II Beach Renourishment project1. Audubon will make itself available to 

the Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority and Louisiana Department of Wildlife and 

Fisheries in 2016 to support nesting bird abatement planning and implementation on Elmer’s Island. We 

anticipate resuming monitoring in 2017, which will be an excellent opportunity to examine pre- and 

post-beach renourishment nesting success by Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers. The following 

management recommendations may not apply in 2016, but should be considered as tentative 

recommendations for post-construction management. 

Entrance Flats 

The “entrance flats” is an extensive area of open sand with sparse vegetation that extends about 1/3 mi 

east of the access road. This section breached from Hurricane Isaac in August 2012, but quickly filled in 

through natural processes within about six months. Since then it has been possible to drive vehicles and 

indeed, this area is the most impacted area by human disturbance.  

                                                           
1 http://cims.coastal.louisiana.gov/outreach/ProjectView.aspx?projID=BA-0143 

http://cims.coastal.louisiana.gov/outreach/ProjectView.aspx?projID=BA-0143
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Biological Significance 

- Fewer than 20 pairs of Least Terns have nested each summer since at least 2012. These usually 

don’t appear until June and may be renesting birds that failed at other locations in the region. 

These birds are typically not highly successful due to heavy human disturbance, even if the nests 

are protected by symbolic fencing and eggs make it to hatching. 

- One to two pairs of Wilson’s Plovers nest in the dunes adjacent to this section, and they can be 

seen foraging here. Their success is unknown, but chicks have not been documented between 

2012 and 2015. 

- The higher sandy areas with wrack are used by roosting migratory and wintering shorebirds. 

- Pelicans, terns, and gulls roost along the shore of the back bay year-round.  

Suggested Management Actions 

- Vehicle and foot traffic is one of the primary threats to nesting and roosting birds here. As such, 

we would recommend symbolically fencing off a section of flats to eliminate car traffic in the 

most sensitive areas, which will allow for birds to roost and possibly even nest successfully. 

Access to the back waters is important to fishermen, and we would recommend allowing foot 

traffic only along a corridor east along the eastern section of the flats (Figure 13). 

- The area remains a low area along Elmer’s Island. Reducing driving and planting vegetation in a 

protected area would serve to more quickly build primary dunes and reduce the risk of 

breaching in future storms. 

 

 
Figure 13. Suggested management option to stabilize beach and protect nesting and roosting birds at the Elmer’s 

Island entrance flats. 
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Mid-way Flats 

Before Hurricane Isaac in August 2012, this area about 0.5 mi east of the access road was dominated by 

a series of large vegetated dunes created through dune fencing. It breached during Hurricane Isaac and 

filled in through natural processes. Today it is an expanse of low sandy flats with small dunes and patchy 

vegetation that grades into a mudflat along the back bay. The area is only about 0.4 miles wide (east-

west) and 0.15 miles deep (north-south) at its maximum. 

Biological Significance 

- In 2013, Least Terns began setting up a colony in April and early May, but quickly abandoned for 

unknown reasons, probably not due to human disturbance as symbolic fencing successfully kept 

the public out. In 2014 the terns returned and over 100 pairs of Least Terns seemed largely 

successful in producing young, but early-season coyote pressure in 2015 was problematic. 

- This area hosts one of the highest densities of nesting Wilson’s Plovers in the region. 

- A roost of pelicans, terns, gulls, and shorebirds typically occupies the back shoreline. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- Symbolic fencing has been successful in this area over the last two years to minimize human 

disturbance and allow for successful nesting by birds.  

- Beach-nesting bird protection by symbolic fencing has reduced human traffic in the area 

substantially and reduced erosion allowing the dunes to reestablish, which could be enhanced 

through additional dune fencing and vegetation plantings. This should be done between late 

August and early March to avoid disturbing nesting birds, if the opportunity should be 

presented. 

Caminada Pass 

Here, we refer to the section of beach that runs north-south (along Caminada Pass) and the back marsh 

and mudflat system.  

Biological Significance 

- The primary focus in this area is of Wilson’s Plovers, which nest in reasonably high density for 

such a small area on the bay side mudflats and marsh.  

- The mudflats and marsh in the back also support other nest shorebirds, particularly Willets, and 

serve as a foraging location for small numbers of migratory shorebirds and waterbirds. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- Riprap (piles of large rocks) protects this area to the east and signage was erected to the south 

in 2014 to restrict driving access along this back marsh. We would suggest continuing this 

management strategy to prevent Wilson’s Plover chicks from being accidentally run over by 

vehicles. The young do not typically visit the front beach areas (where driving is allowed), 

although adults will frequent this area to forage and roost. 
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Other Vegetated Dunes 

The grassy and vegetated dunes of Elmer’s Island were once more dominant before Hurricane Isaac, but 

have been reforming and growing. 

Biological Significance 

- The grassy dunes provide little significant habitat for beach-nesting birds, although a few 

scattered Wilson’s Plovers can be found here and there along these stretches. Most importantly, 

these dunes help stabilize the entire island, with the vegetation grabbing and securing sand. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- Maintain fencing along the fore-dune to minimize human disturbance, especially by vehicles. 

These dunes could quickly be lost by joyriders on ATVs, UTVs, and other off-road vehicles. 

- Enhanced dune fencing would be welcomed, although ideally installed outside of the nesting 

season to avoid disrupting nesting Wilson’s Plovers or away from known nesting locations. 

Rutherford Beach, Cameron Parish 

Here we refer to the stretch of Rutherford Beach on both sides of Rutherford Beach Road, extending 

about 1.2 miles to the east, and 5.1 miles to the west, thus Rutherford Beach can be broken into two 

basic management areas: 1) Rutherford Beach East and 2) Rutherford Beach West (Figure 14). 

Rutherford Beach is privately owned, but public access, including driving and camping is allowed. Access 

via Rutherford Beach Road makes this a popular beachgoing destination. The slope from the foredune 

area into the water is steep, but a plateau above this with a mix of sand and vegetation is ideal for 

nesting Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers. Both sides of Rutherford Beach are relatively elevated and not 

prone to high waters or small storms, unlike other parts of the Cameron-Vermilion Coastline. The upper 

areas of the beach are grazed by cattle, which poses interesting trade-offs to beach-nesting birds. On 

one hand, the cattle may disturb or even occasionally trample nests or young, but on the other hand, 

their grazing keeps this plateau relatively unvegetated, providing attractive nesting habitat for beach-

nesting birds. 

We have monitored East and West sections of Rutherford Beach about once a month each year since 

2012. Starting in 2013, we worked with USFWS to place bird-nesting signs around a Least Tern colony on 

Rutherford Beach. Even so, we have seen a decrease in both Least Tern and Wilson’s Plovers numbers 

each year since 2012 (Table 9). This is probably because prime nesting areas are becoming increasingly 

vegetated, and it is not clear if this is because of a reduction in cattle, time since hurricanes (the last 

major hurricane in the region was Hurricane Ike in 2008), or a combination of the two factors. 

Unfortunately, we do not have a good grasp on nesting threats or causes of failure, but we do see 

fledgling terns and plovers during June and July visits each year. 
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Figure 14. Map of Rutherford Beach, Cameron Parish management units. 

 

Table 9. Least Tern (LETE) and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL) nest success on Rutherford Beach since 2005. 

Rutherford Beach 

Year LETE Pairs LETE Hatch 
Success 

LETE Fledge 
Success 

WIPL Pairs WIPL Hatch 
Success 

WIPL Fledge 
Success 

2005a <72 Unknown Unknown ~10 Unknown Unknown 

2012 320 10-50%? 0.1-0.5/pair? 35* 20-60%? 0.2-1.0/pair? 

2013 280 10-50%? 0.1-0.5/pair? 27* 20-60%? 0.2-1.0/pair? 

2014 200 10-50%? 0.1-0.5/pair? 13* 20-60%? 0.2-1.0/pair? 

2015 103 10-50%? 0.1-0.5/pair? 6 20-60%? 0.2-1.0/pair? 

a Zdravkovic (2006) 

*Also one pair of Snowy Plovers 

 

Rutherford Beach Management Recommendations 

Rutherford Beach East 

For the first ¼ mile east of Rutherford Beach Road, the area is largely unprotected, but hosts nesting 

Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers. Beyond that to the east is a fenced area for cattle, which does contain 

additional beach and nesting birds of both species. 

Biological Significance 

- Large numbers of Least Terns and high densities of Wilson’s Plovers nest along the upper beach 

areas. 

1 

2 

1) Rutherford Beach West 

2) Rutherford Beach East 
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Suggested Management Actions 

- A more comprehensive understanding of nest success will be important to inform management 

guidelines, which may or may not include managing cattle, beachgoers, and predators. 

- By and large, signage without symbolic fencing appears to do a suitable job at keeping most 

vehicle traffic out of nesting areas. At the minimum, we would recommend maintaining this. 

Given the use of the area at night, including by ATVs and UTVs, we would have to carefully 

weigh human safety concerns if erecting symbolic fencing. 

Rutherford Beach West 

Biological Significance 

- Although this area once hosted very high numbers of Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers, nesting 

areas have become less suitable here more rapidly than Rutherford Beach East. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- A more comprehensive understanding of nest success will be important to inform management 

guidelines, which may or may not include managing cattle, beachgoers, and predators. 

- A manual reduction of vegetation here may be appropriate for restoring the area for beach-

nesting birds. 

Broussard Beach, Cameron Parish 

Broussard Beach is a relatively underused beach in the greater Cameron region, but does draw the 

occasional fisherman or local ATV rider. West of the access point (to about 1.4 miles), it has extensive 

flats that at low tide are exposed to foraging shorebirds. The upper beach offers a mixed of grassy and 

herbaceous vegetation with gaps, that serves as a good nesting area for Wilson’s Plovers. The area is 

privately owned, although as far as we know, there are no restrictions for public access. Located just 

east of Calcasieu Pass, this beach is dominated by fine sediments, thus is muddy, and accumulates large 

amounts of wrack, which makes it attractive to migratory shorebirds and waterbirds. East of the access 

point extends 4.4 miles to Rutherford Beach West (Figure 14). 

 

 
Figure 14. Broussard Beach, Cameron Parish management units. 

1) Broussard Beach West 

2) Broussard Beach East 

1 
2 
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Broussard Beach West is primarily a Wilson’s Plover nesting site to the west of the access point, 

although Least Terns suddenly established in 2015 (Table 10), perhaps as habitat becomes less suitable 

on Rutherford Beach, or perhaps because Tropical Storm Bill overwashed nearby nesting areas in early 

June 2015. We have not conducted intensive nesting surveys to the east of the access point (where 

Broussard Beach meets with Rutherford Beach West), but it generally appears less suitable for Wilson’s 

Plovers and Least Terns with little available nesting habitat above the high tide line. 

 

Table 10. Least Tern (LETE) and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL) nest success on Broussard Beach West since 2005. 

Broussard Beach 

Year LETE Pairs LETE Hatch 
Success 

LETE Fledge 
Success 

WIPL Pairs WIPL Hatch 
Success 

WIPL Fledge 
Success 

2005a 0 NA NA ~10 Unknown Unknown 

2012 0 NA NA 12 Unknown Unknown 

2013 0 NA NA 8 Unknown Unknown 

2014 0 NA NA 3 Unknown Unknown 

2015 40 10-50%? 0.1-0.5/pair? 5 High? >1.4/pair 

a Zdravkovic (2006) 

 

Broussard Beach West Management Recommendations 

Biological Significance: 

- High densities of nesting Wilson’s Plovers use the upper beach areas here. Lots of wrack and 

vegetation probably aids chick survivorship. 

- This may be one of the best non-breeding Snowy Plover sites in southwest Louisiana, if not the 

entire state. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- A more comprehensive understanding of nest success will be important to inform management 

guidelines, which may or may not include managing cattle, beachgoers, and predators. 

- On this relatively remote and less visited beach, symbolic fencing may not be a strategic use of 

resources.  

Broussard Beach East Management Recommendations 

Biological Significance: 
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- None known. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- More comprehensive nesting surveys are needed here. 

Holly Beach Restoration Site, Cameron Parish 

The Holly Beach Restoration Project was completed in March 2014, which renourished about 5 miles of 

beach from east of the town of Holly Beach to Calcasieu Pass. Previously, the shoreline was retreating 

rapidly, placing LA-82 at risk to washing away (which partially occurred in Hurricane Rita in 2005). 

Driving is not allowed at the restoration site, but there are many access points to the visiting public 

along LA-82, and some driving still occurs along beach from Holly Beach. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, newly placed sand was highly attractive to nesting Least Terns after the beach 

renourishment project was complete before the 2014 nesting season (Table 11). Nest success may have 

been hampered by depredation, human disturbance, or other factors, and 2015 use appeared to be 

substantially lower, which was further hampered when about 90% of the restoration area was 

overwashed by Tropical Storm Bill in early June 2015, at a most unfortunate time, when Least Tern nests 

were just about to or just had hatched. Eggs and newly hatched young appeared to be nearly completely 

lost as a result of the storm. Renesting appeared to be minimal, perhaps because the disturbance 

occurred so late into the nesting season. 

 

Table 11. Least Tern (LETE) and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL) nest success on the Holly Beach restoration site since 2005. 

Holly Beach Restoration Site 

Year LETE Pairs LETE Hatch 
Success 

LETE Fledge 
Success 

WIPL Pairs WIPL Hatch 
Success 

WIPL Fledge 
Success 

2005a <31 Unknown Unknown 6 Unknown Unknown 

2014 382 10-50%? 0.1-0.5/pair? 8 Unknown Unknown 

2015 83* <10%? <0.1/pair? 8 20-60%? 0.2-1.0/pair? 

a Zdravkovic (2006) 

* Also 12 pairs of Black Skimmers 

 

Holly Beach Management Recommendations 

On Holly Beach, now newly restored after a 2-year, $31 million beach nourishment project, we did not 

place nesting signs in 2015, but instead monitored monthly in preparing for more extensive stewardship 

in 2016. Fortunately, public driving is not allowed on the restored areas, but regular human foot traffic 

at some access points may continue to pose a threat for nesting birds. 
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Figure 15. Holly Beach, Cameron Parish. For reference, the town of Holly Beach is just west of the project site and 

Calcasieu Pass on the right. A public ferry transports cars from one side of Calcasieu Pass on LA-82 to the other.  

 

Biological Significance: 

- The site has a high potential for large numbers of nesting Least Terns, and as vegetation 

plantings take hold, we anticipate the habitat successional process to increasingly benefit 

Wilson’s Plovers. 

- This is one of the few mainland sites where Black Skimmers occasionally nest. 

Suggested Management Actions 

- A more comprehensive understanding of nest success will be important to inform management 

guidelines, which may or may not include managing beachgoers and predators. 

- The site is ideal for placing symbolic fencing and conducting outreach to beachgoers. 
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CONCLUSION 

Audubon’s Coastal Nesting-Bird Stewardship Program has been successful at minimizing risk of nesting 

birds to human disturbance and destruction while working with property managers and landowners to 

find solutions that minimize disruptions to recreational and other needs. Even so, Least Tern and 

Wilson’s Plover populations continue to fluctuate locally, and sometimes dramatically, between years. 

As habitats change, predator pressures shift, and storms cause nest failures, clearly a combination of 

site-based management strategies is needed to increase their populations in the region. Of concern is 

the continuing challenge to increase nesting success of Least Terns at several sites. Electric fencing may 

be one way to combat mammalian predator pressures, but we might expect to see ghost crab pressures 

increase as a consequence, which appears to be playing out unintentionally to some degree at the 

Grand Isle State Park over the last four years. Solitary nesting Wilson’s Plovers, on the other hand, 

appear to be doing well particularly where we can implement a combination of staff and volunteer-

based nest protection efforts in combination with naturally and human-assisted increases in vegetation 

density, such as on Grand Isle beaches and Elmer’s Island. 
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