




the Department of the Army initiated a program to monitor the tundra
peregrine and develop new technologies to assist in the study of highly
migratory threatened, endangered and sensitive species. The program
rapidly expanded to include research in diverse geographic regions to
assess all aspects of the natural history of the tundra peregrine, and
specifically the issues associated with global contaminants affecting their
population dynamics. We are presently using new and innovative
technologies to examine the wintering biology of this subspecies and
dramatically extend our knowledge of this macropredator during its
wintering period in the Neotropics.

Our study area on Assateague Island, MD/V A, consists of the
following domains: Assateague Island National Seashore (NPS, MD/V A),
Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge (USFWS, VA) and Assateague State
Park (MD). From 25 September through 17 October the island was
normally traversed each day from sunup to sundown by two parties in
four-wheel-drive vehicles. The island was divided at the state line and
each area to the north and south was surveyed in the morning by single
vehicles, which switched sides of the island at midday. All raptors
observed were recorded according to species, time, location and activity at
time of sighting. We also recorded the location of each peregrine sighting
using portable Global Positioning System (GPS) receivers for integration
with the Assateague Island National Seashore Geographic Information
System (GIS).

An attempt was made to capture peregrines encountered during the
survey which were not identified through color-marking as resights and
which were found in areas conducive to trapping. Unbanded peregrines
were fitted 'With a USFV/S lock-on band (size 6 for males a~d 7a for
females) and processed according to current research protocols before
release at the capture site. Past protocols have included recording of
weight and body measurements, collection of small feather snips, pollen
samples from plumage, and 2cc blood samples, and the attachment of
color-coded alpha-numeric bands. In the past, both conventional and
pulse-coded transmitters have been attached to falcons captured and
released on Assateague. During the past four field surveys we have
deployed Platform Transmitter Terminals (PTT's) on a small sample of
adult females, which were tracked and located globally by polar orbiting
satellites of the Tyros N series. Presently the efficacy of this technology is
being demonstrated on Assateague through the support of the Department
of Defense's Legacy Environmental Program. Before each falcon was





Sightings and captures by sector (table 4) warrant some discussion.
The character of the island has changed significantly since the winter of
1991/92, in large part due to severe winter storms. The McCabe Tract has
been most dramatically altered, with major washover zones creating beach
to bay sand flats in some areas. This is favorable habitat for migrating
peregrines in the autumn as well as good breeding habitat for the
endangered piping plover (Charadrius melodus). More individuals were
sighted and captured here than on any other sector. Captures by unit effort
were also highest here, and sightings by unit effort were second only to
the Wash Flats. Due to development and public use, the Assateague State
Park is seldom utilized by migrant peregrines. The Big Levels, once a huge
washover area of beach to bay sand flats and prime peregrine habitat, is
now lost to vegetative encroachment through barrier dune construction in
the 1950's. This barrier dune has not been maintained in many years and
is no longer intact, but vegetation is well-entrenched and it may take
many more years for the forces of nature to return this sector to its
natural state. Productivity figures here mean nothing, since only 25
minutes were expended in 1996.

The Maryland Beach continues to widen somewhat due to erosion
westward of the dune line, with significant washover areas where sand
and water have taken out or buried vegetation. The Refuge Beach in
Virginia is generally narrower and less conducive to effective capture
attempts due to a more intact barrier dune system, yet productivity there
was higher than on the Maryland Beach. This was probably due to: 1)
intensive public use with four-wheel drive vehicles of the Maryland Beach,
and 2) increased use by peregrines of the Refuge Beach due to frequent
unavailability of the Wash Flats. The Hook's suitability for observing and
capturing peregrines continued to decline due to vegetative encroachment,
loss of beachfront and public use. Since most time spent here was
immediately after first light and before intensive recreational use became
a factor, production figures are somewhat artificially enhanced.

The Wash Flats, in its natural state, was a larger version of the Big
Levels. Construction and maintenance of the stabilized barrier dune system
have resulted in dramatic vegetative growth. During the past 27 seasons
alone more than half of the open area has been lost as good hunting and
resting habitat for migrant peregrines. The remainder is often under
water, but even when dry is more a mud flat now than a sand flat.
Standing water in 1996 severely limited our (and the migrant peregrines')
access to the area. Although still the sector on which the most falcons were
sighted by unit effort, many of these falcons were observed flying by and
not utilizing the area to hunt and rest. The CNWR's current policy of not





have gained an invaluable tool in identifying and mitigating global sources
of contaminants affecting peregrines as well as other neotropical migrants.

During the 1996 survey we installed PTT's on three adult female
peregrines. Two of the individuals, fitted on 9 and 11 October (figs. 1 and
2), were in or near Cuba on 3 and 4 November respectively. The other,
fitted on 12 October, was apparently affixed to a previously-unbanded
member of the new eastern peregrine population; she remains at various
locales in the vicinity of Assateague.

In 1980 captive-bred peregrines were first released from a hack
tower constructed on the Wash Flats. In 1981 a pair took up residence,
produced young, and stayed on territory during the fall migration of
tundra peregrines. Since that time residents have been present during
each survey and we have witnessed many territorial attacks on migrants
in degrees ranging from the casual to earnest attempts to injure the
perceived intruder. Other individuals of the newly-established eastern
population have at times taken territories on the north and south ends of
the island and have been observed defending these territories. It has been
clear that the artificial establishment of this coastal population has
resulted in many agonistic encounters for resting and hunting migratory
peregrines in the autumn.

This fall we captured a previously-banded adult female from the
eastern population on territory in the Wash Flats. This individual, her
mate, and a resident on the north end have been excluded from all
statistics reported above. At least eight different females have now held
the Wash Flats territory in the past 16 surveys; perhaps more since we
have not been able to capture the resident each year. This represents an
astronomically high rate of turnover for breeding adult females on
territory. This high replacement rate may be an artifact of the stress
involved in defending a breeding territory located on migratory habitat for
Arctic peregrines. In addition, the presence of resident territorial
peregrines on the Wash Flats may have some impact on tundra peregrines
and their ability to access this area to hunt and rest during migration. This
factor, coupled with the previously-noted loss of natural habitat in the
area is cause for concern. During the 1970-1980 surveys more peregrines
(by unit effort) were sighted and captured on this sector than on any other
during 9 of 11 years. From 1981-1996 Wash Flats sightings exceeded those
of other areas only 10 of 16 years and captures only 3 of 16 years. As
previously noted, many falcons sighted on this sector now are not using
the area but are simply observed migrating through because of the vista
afforded the observer by the terrain. This year's pair was present





ASSATEAGUE AUTUMN PEREGRINE SURVEY
1996 TOTALS (EXCLUDING RESIDENTS)

Captured Recaptured

Imm. Male 150 69 3 29

Imm. Female 282 95 26 78

Adult Male 6 2

Adult Female 44 26 2 2

Unidentified 86 4

Total 568 192 3 1 113
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FIGURE l.
PEREGRINE FALCON MARKED
PTT 19201, ASSATEAGUE ISLAND
VIRGINIA, 9 OCTOBER 1996
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