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SUMMARY 

Metric Jefferson Parish Cameron Parish 

# of people reached 2600 (+ 1 local newspaper story) 50 (+ 4 local newspaper stories) 

# of volunteers 18 active, 33 on list 11 to be activated in 2015 

# of volunteer hours 91 (stewardship) + 18 (volunteering) 0 

Acres monitored 707 acres 395 acres 

Acres protected 85 acres 45 acres 

# Least Tern nests monitored 
Grand Isle State Park: 44 

Grand Isle Interior: 117 
286 nests found, but not tracked 

# nesting pairs monitored 
Least Tern: 285 

Wilson’s Plover: 16 

Least Tern: 580 

Wilson’s Plover: 24 

# fledged 
Least Tern: 45 

Wilson’s Plover: >8 

Least Tern: unknown 

Wilson’s Plover: unknown 
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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 novel to Louisiana 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 education about 

the threats their natural heritage faces has been lacking.   

As the stewardship project entered this 3rd year, we have an established presence on Grand Isle and 

nearby Elmer’s Island and in 2014 expanded this model program to southwestern Louisiana, where the 

National Audubon Society has been monitoring several Least Tern colonies and Wilson’s Plover nesting 

sites since 2012. 

 

PROJECT SCOPE 

During the breeding season of 2014, Audubon and ABC repeated their collaborative beach-nesting bird 

protection and outreach program at 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 beach-nesting bird habitat and nests on Elmer’s Island (just west of Grand Isle).  Finally, we 

began expanding this model program to Cameron Parish where we convened partners for establishing 

beach-nesting bird protection efforts, and began providing education and outreach programs. 
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Per this cooperative agreement, ABC provided $17,000 to Audubon to hire one temporary biological 

technician, provide housing for that technician on Grand Isle, to purchase materials used to protect 

beach-nesting bird nesting sites, and provide support for travel.  Through additional funding raised by 

Audubon, Audubon hired one additional temporary biological technician, and also provided housing, 

travel, and material support for this project.  Both technicians were employed by Audubon and reported 

directly to Dr. Erik Johnson, Audubon Louisiana’s Director of Bird Conservation, who provided training, 

mentorship, and oversight.  ABC’s Beach-Nesting Bird Conservation Officer for the Gulf of Mexico, Kacy 

Ray, co-managed these technicians via a Florida-based field office, but made several site visits in the 

spring and summer of 2014.   

Both seasonal full-time coastal bird technicians began work on 1 April 2014 and were employed through 

31 August 2014.  Housing was provided on Grand Isle between 7 April and 7 August 2014; at other times 

of their employment, technicians worked remotely preparing outreach materials, entering and 

summarizing data, and preparing presentations for public and scientific audiences. 

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) Build a volunteer network to assist with bird protection, communication education near nesting 

sites, and event-based outreach programs. 

3) Promote and support ABC’s “Fish, Swim, and Play from 50 Yards Away…” campaign about 

beach-nesting birds at study sites and other outreach and educational events.  Assess the 

community’s knowledge through time of beach-nesting bird ecology and protection needs as 

based on results from this program. 

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

throughout the season. 

5) Monitor the birds using published scientific protocols to assess disturbances to birds, nest fates 

for Least Terns and other breeding estimates for both species.  

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

the community. 

7) Acknowledge NFWF’s and other foundation support for the program during public and scientific 

presentations. 

 

FOCAL SPECIES & STUDY SITES 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Birds of Conservation Concern (2008), Least Tern and 

Wilson’s Plover (Charadrius wilsonia) (Fig. 1) were protected and monitored at coastal sites in Jefferson 

Parish and Cameron Parish, Louisiana.  We also provided outreach at events elsewhere in south 

Louisiana, including Vermilion, East Baton Rouge, and Orleans Parishes (Fig. 2). 
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Figure 1. Least Tern (left) and Wilson’s Plover (right). 

 

 
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 three years of stewardship on Grand Isle public beaches and 

Grand Isle State Park (Fig. 3).  The same species were also monitored around interior portions of Grand 

Isle, including in collaboration with Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary Program (BTNEP) on the 

Energy XXI Oil fields, but also on Grand Isle Port Commission and Fieldwood Energy properties (Fig.3).  

We also monitored a new nesting colony on Elmer’s Island, established through intensive protection 

efforts guided by our management recommendations to the LDWF, whose Fisheries Division manages 

the property (Fig. 3).  
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Figure 3. Least Tern nesting colonies (orange polygons) on Grand Isle, Jefferson Parish, LA. One beachfront colony 

was located in Grand Isle State Park, and four additional island “interior” colonies were located (from east to west) 

on the Fieldwood Energy property, Energy XXI “mudflats”, Energy XXI “fields”, and Port Commission property. 

 

 
Figure 4. Nesting Least Tern colony on Elmer’s Island, Jefferson Parish, LA. 
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Cameron Parish Sites: Holly Beach, Broussard Beach, and Rutherford Beach East & West 

Surveys conducted by Audubon in 2012 and 2013 have identified key nesting sites in Cameron Parish 

that potentially experience disturbance from human recreation.  In 2014, we began expanding the 

model program now well established in Jefferson Parish to Cameron Parish.  We conducted monthly 

monitoring efforts on Rutherford Beach, Broussard Beach, and Holly Beach (Fig. 4) while conducting 

education and outreach programs there in partnership with Cameron Parish Libraries. 

 

 

Figure 5. Nesting Least Tern colonies on Rutherford Beach (consisting of four subcolonies, east of Cameron) and 

Holly Beach (west of Cameron) highlighted in orange.  Least Terns did not nest on Broussard Beach, which is 

located about half way between Holly Beach and Rutherford Beach; we surveyed here for Wilson’s Plovers only. 

 

PUBLIC EDUCATION, OUTREACH and STEWARDSHIP 

Building upon education, outreach, and volunteer-based stewardship on Grand Isle in 2012 and 2013, 

we continued with these programs in 2014.  For the first time, we provided education and outreach 

programs to Cameron Parish, working closely with the Cameron Parish Library system (Table 1).  We 

have not yet established a stewardship component to this new part of the program, but have plans to 

do so in 2015 as surveys conducted in the area by Audubon between 2012 and 2013 and by ABC and 

Audubon in 2014 suggest that protection efforts would benefit beach-nesting birds there. 
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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 

 

Education & Outreach 

Our strategy to provide education to communities about beach-nesting birds was 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. 

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.   

 

 
ABC and Audubon coastal bird technicians, Nicole Norelli (left) and Heather Fraser (right) tabling at the Grand Isle 

Migratory Bird Fest, April 2014. 
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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 (Fig. 1).  We set up education tables at five local 

festivals and events: Grand Isle Migratory Bird Fest, the Girl Scout S.T.E.M. Conference in New Orleans, 

Grand Isle’s Swoll Fishing Rodeo, the Grand Isle Tarpon Rodeo, and BREC’s Duck Duck Goose Day in 

Baton Rouge. 

   

 
Girl scouts learning about beach-nesting birds, like Wilson’s Plovers at the Girl Scout S.T.E.M. Conference, June 

2014. 

 

Involvement by local communities in our beach-nesting program continues to be a primary goal.  In 

March 2014, Audubon and The Nature Conservancy visited 2nd – 12th graders at the Grand Isle School 

providing a 3-day education program about migratory and beach-nesting birds.  A presentation in an 

assembly format to all the students and teachers emphasized the value of Grand Isle and its remaining 

natural habitat for birds that have to travel sometimes thousands of miles between their breeding and 

wintering grounds.  This was followed by a 2-day bird banding demonstration showing first hand to 

students how the habitats are used by migrating birds.  In April 2014, Audubon, ABC, and The Nature 

Conservancy continued to work with the 2nd – 7th graders in a sign-drawing contest where the students 

drew images of beach-nesting birds and created slogans to warn beach goers about the presence of 

nesting birds.  We printed the artwork on durable material and posted around the nesting colonies on 

Grand Isle. 
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Artwork depicting images and messages about nesting birds created by Grand Isle 2

nd
 – 7

th
 graders were placed 

around sensitive nesting areas. 

 

Audubon’s director of bird conservation offered two presentations to the Grand Isle Town Council, one 

in February 2014, and one in July 2014, to increase 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 also 

presented results of the program to the Louisiana Association of Professional Biologists symposium in 

2013 and again in 2014. 

We convened a coalition of partners at the Rockefeller Wildlife Refuge in southwest Louisiana in March 

2014 and provided a presentation about our Grand Isle Stewardship Program to begin a conversation to 

develop a beach-nesting bird program in Cameron Parish.  This was attended by LDWF, USFWS, and 

several area citizens, who agreed that there is a need and opportunities for establishing a program here.  

We have reached out to and have begun working with the LA Coastal Restoration and Protection 

Authority, Cameron Parish Police Jury, and Cameron Parish Libraries to provide information about the 

needs of protecting beach-nesting birds. 

Through these events in Jefferson and Cameron Parishes, Audubon and ABC staff and technicians 

provided over 260 hours of education and outreach and all told, we reached over 2600 people with face-

to-face interactions, and hundreds if not thousands more through social media. 

Stewardship 

Technicians 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 
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as Baton Rouge and New Orleans.  Among 33 people that live in southeastern LA signed up as 

volunteers, 18 volunteered their time on Grand Isle to educate the public about beach-nesting birds, 

spending 91 hours on the ground; each steward has reported success in engaging and interacting with 

the public.  We have signed up an additional 11 volunteers in southwestern Louisiana that are eager to 

begin stewarding in 2015 in Cameron Parish. 

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

this program.  The Help Gulf Birds Facebook page, newly established in 2014, already has accumulated 

633 likes promoting ABC’s Gulf Stewardship program, including this program in Louisiana.  Audubon 

Louisiana hired its first communications coordinator in June 2014, who begun to build Audubon’s 

Facebook following in Louisiana, which now has 768 likes.  The “We Love Grand Isle” Facebook group 

also began promoting our program in 2014, and has a following of 1990 members.  We connected 

volunteers to the Bird Stewards Facebook group, which has a growing following of 413 members, up 

from 276 in September 2013, to exchange experiences and knowledge.  Both technicians, Audubon 

staff, and ABC 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. 

 

NESTING SITE PROTECTION 

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 in April 2014, and 

periodically (every 3-4 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 two to five days on Grand Isle, 

weekly to biweekly on Elmer’s Island, and monthly in Cameron Parish to document colony persistence, 

success, and/or adaptively manage posted areas.  Protected areas focused on Least Tern colonies also 

served to benefit Wilson’s Plovers, a solitary and cryptic nester. 

On Grand Isle, vegetation has grown in across much of the beach since Hurricane Isaac in 2012, through 

natural regeneration and accelerated by various vegetation planting projects by other organizations.  In 

2014, the birds only nested on the island at GISP along 0.3 mi of beach.  In this area, we purchased 

protective materials, including posts, signs, and rope to warn beach goers of nesting habitat.  Motorized 

vehicles are not allowed on GISP beaches, so this “symbolic 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 provided 

drawings of birds or their nests with catchy phrases to remind people to respect the birds and share the 

beach.  The drawings were then printed as aluminum signs and posted for each colony.  
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Coastal bird technician, Heather Fraser, placing posts for symbolic fencing to surround the Least Tern colony at 

Grand Isle State Park, April 2014. 

 

On Elmer’s Island, where motorized vehicles are allowed access to the beach, we worked with LDWF to 

strategically place fencing along two 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 since at least 2010.  Finally, 

after several years of management efforts to reduce human-caused erosion in sensitive areas, these 

areas have recovered substantially since Hurricane Isaac in 2012, and supported the largest Least Tern 

colony in our study area in 2014. 

All bird protection measures for this program are adaptive – when birds nested outside of posted areas, 

technicians responded by moving symbolic fencing.  Because the technicians visit nesting sites nearly 

every day, our response time to these shifts was minimal, thus ensuring effective protection.  In 

addition, because our symbolic fencing was regularly maintained, it was less likely to be vandalized and 

increased its effectiveness gaining community acceptance of the program. 

In Cameron Parish, we worked with USFWS to place bird-nesting signs around a Least Tern colony on 

Rutherford Beach.  On the more remote and rarely visited Broussard Beach, where only Wilson’s Plovers 

nest, symbolic fencing may not be a strategic use of resources, although we monitored this site about 

once a month.  On Holly Beach, now newly restored after a 2-year, $70 million beach nourishment 
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project, we also did not place nesting signs, but again periodically monitored in preparing for 2015.  We 

requested in March 2014 to the Coastal Restoration Protection Authority and Cameron Parish to not 

allow vehicle access to this beach, which was agreed upon.  With limited enforcement in this area, ATV 

traffic in particular is problematic near the town of Holly Beach, and we are working with local and 

regional officials to strategically protect nesting birds here in 2015. 

Technicians posted over 0.4 miles of symbolic fencing on the Grand Isle State Park colony and helped 

LDWF maintain another 0.5 miles of symbolic fencing on Elmer’s Island to protect 68 acres of sensitive 

dune habitat under the highest threat of erosion from human traffic in the region.  About 30 “Please Do 

Not Disturb” signs and 30 signs drawn by Grand Isle School students were placed around these colonies, 

informing the public of the nesting birds and highlighting support of the project by Grand Isle residents.  

Volunteers spent 18 hours helping post and maintain symbolic fencing.  These protection measures 

were on the beach for over three months (late April through July) and we did not experience vandalism 

of these signs.   

 

BIRD MONITORING & THREATS ASSESSMENT 

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

Parish Location 
Colony Survey 
Interval 

Colony 
Size 

Nest 
Fate 

Chick 
banding 

Jefferson Grand Isle State Park 2 - 5 days x x x 

Jefferson Grand Isle Interior 2 - 5 days x x x 

Jefferson Elmer's Island 1 - 2 weeks x 
  Cameron Holly Beach 1 month x 
  Cameron Rutherford Beach West 1 month x 
  Cameron Rutherford Beach East 1 month x 
   

Grand Isle Least Terns 

On Grand Isle, the only beach-front colony was located at the Grand Isle State Park, extending about 0.3 

miles and hosting 45 pairs (Fig. 2). Additional colonies scattered around interior parts of the islands 

totaled at least 140 pairs between the Energy XXI mudflats and the Fieldwood Energy lots, peaking in 

mid-May; however, after a series of heavy rains washing out most nests on the Energy XXI mudflats and 

disturbance leading to abandonment at the Fieldwood Energy lots, renesting occurred at other nesting 

areas around Grand Isle, including on the Energy XXI fields and Port Commission lots, but with limited 

success again due to periodic heavy rains. We estimate the number of pairs attempting to nest on Grand 

Isle on 2014 was about 200 pairs.   

A random subset of Least Tern nests was marked and checked every 2–5 days between 1 May and 7 

August (when the last nest was no longer active) to assess hatching success and determine causes of 

failure (Table 3).  Nests were marked using a numbered popsicle stick, placed about 1 m east of each 

nest, and georeferenced using a handheld Garmin Vista GPS unit.  We used scent-away on footwear and 
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popsicle sticks to minimize any potential issue of our presence attracting predators like coyotes.  Nests 

were checked in the early morning or late evening to avoid causing undue stress to eggs and chicks 

during hotter temperatures and increased solar energy.  At this sampling frequency of 2–4 days, nest 

fates could routinely be determined, and nest abandonment from our presence was minimal to absent.  

We used the Mayfield (1975) method in Program MARK (White 2014) to determine daily nest success, 

which is an unbiased estimate of nest that accounts for nests that fail before they are found.   

At the Grand Isle State Park colony, technicians marked and followed 44 nest fates, resulting in a daily 

nest success rate of 0.947, yielding a nest success rate of 32%. The primary cause of failure was washing 

out, not necessarily from high tides, but mainly due to heavy rains washing down the dunes (Table 3).  

Predation and human-caused failures were relatively low and collectively only accounted for 11.4% of all 

nest fates (Table 3).  We followed 117 nests in the interior of Grand Isle, at the Energy XXI mudflats and 

Port Commission lots.  Only 10 (8.5%) of these hatched, and we have not calculated a Mayfield estimate 

of daily nest success as none of these hatchlings survived due to heavy rains and gull predation. 

 

 
Flooding rains at the Energy XXI mudflats caused nearly complete colony failure.  A popsicle stick indicates where 

there was once a Least Tern nest. 

 

On Grand Isle, starting on 26 May, Least Tern chicks were banded to assess survivorship and colony 

productivity. We are working towards a developing a daily survivorship estimate, but for now provide an 

estimate of the number of chicks fledged based on the number of banded and unbanded fledglings 

observed during resight surveys every 2–5 days.  The 45 pairs of Least Terns at the Grand Isle State Park 

fledged a minimum of 8 fledglings, for a rate of 0.18 fledglings per pair.  Interior Grand Isle colonies that 

we followed (Energy XXI mudflats, Port Commission lots, and Fieldwood Energy lots) did not fledge 

chicks, except that the Energy XXI field renesting site probably fledged as many as 10 fledglings (BTNEP 

unpublished data), yielding a productivity rate of about 0.07 fledglings per pair across all interior 

colonies.   
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Table 3. Nest fates for Least Terns on Grand Isle, LA in 2014. 

 Beachfront Interior* 

Nest Fate # of nests Percent # of nests Percent 

Hatched 14 32.0% 10 8.5% 

Washout 18 40.9% 70 59.8% 

Abandoned 2 4.5% 3 2.6% 

Unknown (failed) 5 11.4% 25 21.4% 

Depredated  4 9.1% 8 6.8% 

……………………………Coyote 2 4.5% 4 3.4% 

…………………….Ghost Crab  2 4.5% 0 0.0% 

………………………………..Bird 0 0.0% 3 2.6% 

…………………………..Fire ant 0 0.0% 1 0.9% 
Vehicle 1 2.3% 0 0.0% 
Human 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 
Dog 0 0.0% 1 0.9% 

Total  44  117  

* Nests lost to disturbance at the Fieldwood Energy lots were not formally surveyed, thus are not 

included here. 

 

Elmer’s Island Least Terns 

On Elmer’s Island, we estimated colony size through repeated visual observations taken from outside 

the colony every 1-2 weeks, and assessments of breeding productivity were qualitative as we did not 

band nestlings (thus making it impossible to track individuals across visits; Table 2).  We estimated that 

85 pairs nested on Elmer’s Island, and that there was at least moderate success fledging young, perhaps 

exceeding 0.25 fledglings per pair.   

Cameron Parish Least Terns 

In Cameron Parish, we estimated 382 pairs on the Holly Beach Restoration Site, and 200 pairs on 

Rutherford Beach across four subcolonies.  Due to visiting only once a month, we did not estimate 

fledgling productivity (Table 2), but all colonies persisted through the summer. 

Wilson’s Plovers 

We assessed the number of Wilson’s Plover pairs at all Grand Isle, Elmer’s Island, and Cameron Parish 

sites, although more opportunistically compared to monitoring efforts with Least Terns.  On the Grand 

Isle front beach, we confirmed 5 nesting pairs between Grand Isle State Park and Tarpon Park.  At least 

two of these pairs fledged 4 chicks, for a minimum productivity estimate of 0.8 fledglings per pair.  Four 

pairs of Wilson’s Plovers were also observed in the Energy XXI fields, but we did not follow their fates.  

Elmer’s Island supported 11 pairs, producing at least 4 fledglings, for a minimum rate of 0.36 fledglings 



Louisiana Coastal Stewardship Program, 2014 Page 16 
 

per pair.  In Cameron Parish, we tallied a total of 24 nesting Wilson’s Pairs along 10 miles of beachfront, 

but again did not determine their breeding productivity. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

We continue to grow the coastal bird stewardship program in Louisiana by recruiting new volunteers, 

increasing engagement in local festivals, working with new partners, and expanding monitoring and 

future stewardship sites to Cameron Parish.  Because a volunteer program like this has not been 

developed in Louisiana before, and most of the human population lives well away from the coast, we 

expect that it will take considerable time and effort to build a large volunteer steward network.  

Therefore, volunteer retention will be especially important in this program, and we had a volunteer 

appreciation dinner event on Grand isle to show our appreciation of their efforts and support.   

We noted marked differences in colony locations and overall breeding success compared to 2012 and 

2013.  Heavy rains and poor drainage continues to be the largest threat to nesting Least Terns, and this 

was especially pronounced in 2014.  As vegetation continues to recover on Grand Isle beaches, this has 

pushed terns to interior nesting areas where they are more prone to flooding due to heavy rains.  On 

the beachfront, daily nest success is similar to what it was in 2012 (although colony size is about ¼ its 

former size), and substantially higher than it was in 2013 (Fig. 5).  When Grand Isle interior and Elmer’s 

Island colonies are considered, the total number of pairs has increased slightly from 220 pairs in 2012, to 

230 pairs in 2013, to about 285 pairs in 2014.  

 

 

Figure 5. Daily nest success estimates for Grand Isle beachfront Least Tern colonies between 2012 and 2014 (n = 83 

in 2012, n = 146 in 2013, n = 44 in 2014). 
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Elmer’s Island has proven to be a success story in conserving Least Terns and their habitat.  Following 

Hurricane Isaac in 2012, a small number (<25 pairs) of Least Terns attempted to nest at the public 

entrance sand flats in 2012 and 2013, but were not successful due to the excessive human pressure and 

vehicle traffic despite protection efforts.  An area of dunes washed over about 0.5 miles east of the 

entrance (a cut created by Hurricane Isaac that has continuously filled back in) was the site of a colony in 

2013 that quickly abandoned to being low elevation and prone to washing over due to high tides.  We 

realized that this area had tremendous potential for supporting terns in the future, and could effectively 

restrict human and vehicle traffic here.  By guiding protection efforts in 2013 in collaboration with LDWF 

to prevent erosion from vehicle traffic at this site (with symbolic fencing and signage), this site became 

occupied with Least Terns in 2014 and was our largest and most successful area colony. 

Direct loss to nests by humans remains quite low on the beach front of Grand Isle (and presumably also 

Elmer’s Island).  We suggest that symbolic fencing coupled with intensive oversight by biological 

technicians and volunteer stewards can greatly reduce the threats to beach-nesting birds, but that a 

long-term commitment of bringing awareness to the needs of beach-nesting birds is needed in south 

Louisiana.  Disturbance by Fieldwood Energy on their private grounds apparently caused colony 

abandonment there, but we have begun to work with them to find ways in setting aside protected 

nesting areas on their grounds – a collaboration they initially appear to be excited about pursuing.  

Because heavy rains and poor drainage continues to be an issue on interior parts of Grand Isle, working 

with Fieldwood Energy to provide protected and elevated nesting areas, could be an important step in 

increasing productivity of Least Terns on Grand Isle in 2015. 

Continued expansion of our stewardship program to Cameron Parish in 2015 will address the largest 

area of publicly accessible beach habitat in Louisiana, an area where Least Terns and Wilson’s Plovers 

are squeezed to more remote areas (Zdravkovic 2006).  We believe there is great potential to work with 

communities and land owners there to increase awareness and institute protection efforts. 

Ultimately, this program is proving successful in protecting beach-nesting birds while monitoring efforts 

are allowing us to adaptively manage to maximize productivity and minimize disruptions and 

inconveniences to beachgoers.  In addition, this work is bringing awareness surrounding beach-nesting 

birds in a capacity that has not been previously conducted in Louisiana.   
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