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Observation of a male piping plover 

(Charadrius melodus) strutting around the 

Gull Point Natural Area in 2005 triggered 

a multiagency effort to improve the habitat 

for the birds on the tiny spit of sand and 

cobble that juts into Lake Erie. The birdõs 

territorial behavior indicated that the 

species was looking to return to this 

historical nesting area, last occupied in the 

early 1950s. PNHP has long been a part of 

biological inventory work on Presque Isle 

and an integral part of the team involved in 

efforts to make Gull Point more habitable 

for the plovers and other shorebirds. 

Over the last twelve years, PNHP has 

contributed by assessing and mapping 

shoreline habitat, conducting vegetation 

surveys, describing plant communities, 

quantifying the cover of invasive vegetation 

along transects, and ultimately clearing 

invasive plant, shrub, and tree species.  

 

This year was a little different. Two piping 

plover pairs nested within the treatment 

area. òWe built ité they came!ó was an 

often used subject line of e-mails among 

the partners which were led by the 

Pennsylvania Game Commission (PGC) 

and included Presque Isle State Park, 

Pennsylvania Audubon, U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, and PNHP science staff 

from the Western Pennsylvania 

Conservancy. We gladly put our 

vegetation control work on hold so we did 

not disrupt the ploverõs nesting efforts and 

watched as they performed their courtship 

displays, defended their territories, 

scratched their nests in the sand, and 

incubated their eggs. It was not smooth 

sailing for the birds though. Notoriously 

sensitive, these tiny shorebirds were under 

constant threat from predators like 

raccoons, coyotes, peregrine falcons, and 

gulls. PGC set up enclosures to protect 

Piping Plovers Return to Pennsylvania!  
by 

Ephraim Zimmerman  

 

Inside This Issue 

Piping Plovers Return 

to Pennsylvania! 

1 

Peat Mosses: A Primer 

on Pennsylvaniaõs 

Sphagnum Diversity 

6 

Notes from the Field 10 

Eared False-Foxglove 

Keeps Outfoxing the 

Odds 

10 

Discovery of Running 

Buffalo Clover  

10 

Ohio River Mussels 11 

Flight 93 12 

A New, Yet Old, Cactus 

Species for  

Pennsylvania 

12 

Retrospective: Rare 

Plants along the Yough 

13 

Measures of Progress 14 

Photo Banner: 

Male piping plover at Gull 

Point 

 

Catherine Haffner 

Pennsylvania Game 

Commission 
Female piping plover 

V
in

c
e

 C
a
v
a
lie

ri
, 

U
S

F
W

S 



 Wild Heritage News                      2 

the eggs and field cameras to catch anything, or anyone, 

in the act of disturbing the nests. The U.S. Coast Guard 

and Presque Isle State Park rangers patrolled the waters 

off Gull Point to keep recreational boaters from 

mooring too near the nests, and the park temporarily 

closed the trail from the parking lot at Bundy Beach.  

 

Three eggs from the first nest hatched at the end of 

June, with two chicks surviving. Human assistance, 

which is often required to manage endangered species 

populations (think black-footed ferret, California 

condor, whooping crane, etc.), continued with a 

harrowing rescue of the second nest as strong winds 

and high water levels flooded the nesting area. 

Following the rescue by PGC biologists, the eggs from 

the second nest were transported to a facility in 

Michigan where they were hatched and raised. There 

have been a number of wonderful articles written on 

the plovers, including a great account of the egg rescue 

by shorebird monitor, Mary Birdsong, in an Audubon 

publication (http://www.audubon.org/news/success-

piping-plovers-nested-pennsylvania-first-time-60-years). 

We were given the go-ahead to continue our survey 

and invasive plant control efforts at the end of August 

after the two surviving chicks from the first nest fledged.  

 

Historically, the sandy beaches and low sand and cobble 

òsand plainsó at Presque Isle supported up to 15 

breeding pairs of piping plovers each year. Human 

disturbance and development along the Erie coast 

eliminated nesting activity by the 1950s. The only 

occurrences of piping plovers at Presque Isle were 

migrating individuals recorded by birders hoping that a 

breeding pair would take up residence for the summer. 

This scenario was not limited to Presque Isle. The 

piping plover had seen a drastic reduction in population 

size across the Great Lakes and was granted protection 

under the Endangered Species Act in 1985. As part of 

the recovery strategy for the species, which also 

included a captive rearing program in the Great Lakes, 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service designated several 

kilometers of Presque Isleõs shoreline (east of the 

lighthouse) as Piping Plover Critical Habitat in 2001. 

Additionally, a monitoring plan called for daily visits 

between April and June by professional and volunteer 

birders to watch for plovers during the breeding 

season. 

 

The quality of the sand plain habitat had been at the top 

of peopleõs minds as managers and scientists had 

observed great changes within the wetlands at Presque 

Isle over the past 30 years. Plovers favor the sparsely 

vegetated sand and cobble flats of the Great Lakes 

Region Dry Sand Plain community for nesting; the birds 

forage in the wet-sandy Palustrine (Wetland) Sand Plain. 

Other natural communities of Gull Point include Beach 

Grass Dune Ridges, Great Lakes Emergent Wetlands, 

Cottonwood ð Bayberry Woodlands, as well as Wet 

Meadows with many rare species of plants. These 

communities are part of a dynamic complex of plant 

A male piping plover from one of the Pennsylvania nests observed at 

Honeymoon Island State Park, Florida on October 19 by Florida DEP. 
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Gull Point, Presque Isle State Park 
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communities, regularly shifting in extent and 

composition with changes in the water level of Lake 

Erie, and growing or receding with the amount of sand 

deposition along the shore. Longtime visitors to Gull 

Point familiar with wind, waves, and winter storms 

know just how dynamic this ecosystem is and notice 

changes such as an increase in invasive plant cover in 

the area. Along with sand and cobble, waves carry all 

sorts of plant material such as seeds, roots, and 

rhizomes (underground stems). Invasive plants like giant 

reed (phragmites), narrow-leaf cattail, and purple 

loosestrife take root and grow on the newly formed 

sand spits, smother native plants, and have very little 

value to native wildlife.  
 

In a 2007 habitat assessment conducted by the 

Pennsylvania Game Commission, Cathy Haffner, now a 

biologist with the PGC, noted the presence of 

phragmites, as well as native willows and eastern 

cottonwood in the dry and palustrine sand plains. She 

concluded that even though there appeared to be 

plenty of sand and cobble substrate, and that the area 

was protected as a Critical Habitat Area, plovers might 

be avoiding the area because of the prevalence of 

invasive plants and tall woody native shrubs. These 

invasive plant species alter the sand plains and emergent 

wetlands by crowding and shading out natives, and 

creating dense stands of one or two species. The 

cottonwood, willows, and other trees like black locust, 

black alder, and European white birch that grow in the 

ploverõs nesting habitat also provide cover for 

predators like raccoons, coyotes, and raptors. With the 

PGC report as guidance, and in partnership with 

Pennsylvania Audubon and the Cleveland Museum of 

Natural History, we developed a plan to remove these 

invasive and nuisance plants and to manage the area for 

shorebirds and ground nesting species, as well as the 

rare native plants.  

The initial treatments in 2012 were very successful. We 

cleared nearly all of the target vegetation from the 

treatment area, about 35 acres at the very eastern end 

of Gull Point. This stuff grows back like crazy, and we 

knew it would be a number of years before we had the 

nuisance species 

under control. 

Over the past 

five years, we 

continued to 

conduct control 

efforts along with 

Presque Isle State 

Park staff and 

interns, Penn 

State University, 

and the Lake Erie 

Watershed 

Cooperative 

Weed 

Management 

Area partnership 

(LEW-CWMA).  

 

To study the effectiveness of the treatment and to 

document the change in the communities over time, we 

established transects across the peninsula through the 

treatment area ð approximately 30 acres of sand plain, 

dune, wet meadow, and sparsely vegetated beach 

habitat. In 2012, willows dominated many of the 

transects through the central portion of the restoration 

area. On the edge of the treatment area, cottonwood 

seedlings grew in lines along the beach pools, the 

pattern created as seedlings establish in newly formed 

sand plains deposited by Lake Erie waves. Within the 

emergent wetlands and shores of the ponds, the 
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Sand plain invaded by tall willows and cottonwoods in 2012 
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Palustrine sand plain invaded by phragmites 


