Peregrine Falcon Monitoring at Padre Island

By Jennifer Bjork



Itis October. The threatened tundra population of the
peregrine falcons (Falco peregrinus tundruis) will have
reached Pacre Island. Texas. by now. arriving via two
flyways, one group from Greenland, the other from Arctic
Alaska and Canada. They will rest and feed before
continuing their migration to South America.

Where do the birds congregate? Hunt, Rogers and
Slowe (1975) observed that the wing-tidal flats create
ideal foraging oppertunities for peregrines. This areais a
flat expanse of fine-grained sand covered by an algal
mat overwashed by a thin fayer of seawater during ex-
treme high tides. It provides no protective cover for birds
chased by peregrines. The flats are studded with small
vegetated sand cune mounds. the preferred perch for
peregrines, The ‘alcons lean into the wind and wait for
their prey, pregominantly migrating passerine and shore-
birds. The falcon takes flight. stoops ana hammers the
prey with its feel. Lhen flies in a circle to gain altitude and
stoops again. eventually gradbing the prey.

The southern half of Padre Island Natcnal Seashore
contains these extensive wind-tidal flats. Padre Island 15
a barrier island at the southern end of a chain of such
islands along coastal Texas. It is the longest, continuous
barrier stand in North Amenca: the National Seashare
runs 68 miles along the length of the undeveloped sec-
tion,

The peregrine researchers will arrive. also. They wil
use a rubber inflatable boat to transter supplies and two
4-wheel oft-road vehicles (ORVs) across the man-made
cut through Padre Island at Mansfield Channel to the
southern end of the Naticnal Seashore. Two tents will be
set Up behind the dune line so they won't be visible to
park visitars. Access to and from the beach will be on
natural washes through the dunes. 5o as not to damage
the island's first line of protecticn from the sea.

In 1979, Hunt. Johnson and Ward radio-tagged 15
peregrines on Scuth Paare Island and found that they
remained in south Texas for from 3 10 28 days, conclud-
ing that Padre Island is an important resting and feeding
or staging area for this migrant species. Data fo date
indicate that peregrines move into and oul of the staging
area at Padre Islanc with the arrival and passage of cold
fronts. They remain for extended pericds of tme. It is
imporiant to understand that no assemblage of spring
rigrant peregrines has been noted elsewhere.

Researchers from the University of Texas Science
Center KE. Riddle, 0.C. Morizot and their graduate
students. have been monitoring peregrine falcons at
Padre Island for 10 years. Migraling peregrines are
counted. observed. sexed and aged. if possible from
feather ccloration and size. Attempts are made to trap
as many as possidle in order to gather further informa-
lion. Each captured peregrine is tagged in crder to be
able to track individuals and to monitor population trends
through band recoveries and sightings. Two cubic cen-






tion valuable to the protection of the threatened bird and

of parg areas it uses.

Bjor is a Natural Resource Specialist at Padre s-
fand National Seashore
Bibliography

Hunt, WG., B.S. Johnson and F.P. Ward. 1978, Spring
passage of arctic peregrine falcons at Padre lsland;
A migration and habitat study using radio-telemetry.
Report to the U.S. Fish and Wiidlife Service,
Chihuahuan Desert Research Institute Contribution
No. 60.

Hunt, W.G.. FP Ward. B.S. Johnson. C.M. Anderscn
and G.B Vose. 1980. A study of the spring passage of
peregrine falcons at Padre Island. Texas, using radio-
tefemetry. Reportto the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
ana the Nalional Park Service. Biosystems Analysis,
inc.

Hunt, W.G., R.R. Rogers and D.J. Slowe. 1575 Migra-
tory and foraging behawior of peregrine falcons on
the Texas coast. Canadian Field Naturalist
89(2):111-123.

Maechtle, T. 1988. Personal communication.

Morizot, D.C. and Tom M. 1587 Migratory peregrine
falcons on North and Scouth Padre Island. Texas:
Spring, 1987. Repart to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Ser
vice and the National Park Service. Univ. Texas Sci-
ence Park. Smithvitle, Texas, 12 pp.

Morizot D.C. 1986. Padre fsiand migratory falcon sur-
vey: 1986. Report fo the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
and the National Park Service, Univ. Texas Science
Park. Smithville, Texas, 2 pp.

Riddle, K.E. 1984. Fali 1984 migration of peregrine fal-
cons on North and South Padre Isfand, Texas. Report
to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and the National
Park Service. Univ. Texas Science Park. Smithvilie,
Texas, 5 pp.

Riddle, K.E. 7984. Fall 1983 and spring 1984 survey of
migratory peregrines on North and South Padre Is-
fand. Texas. Repartto the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
and the National! Parx Service. Univ. Texas Science
Park. Smuthvitle. Texas. 17 pp.

Riodie, K.E 1984, Spring 1983 survey of migratory
peregnnes on North ang South Paare island. Texas.
Report to the U.S. Fish & Wiidlte Service and the
National Parx Service. Univ. Texas Science Par.
Smithwile, Texas, 20 op.

Aicale, K.E 1982, Spring ana fal 1982 survey of migra-
tory peregrines on North ang South Padre ls'and,
Texas. Reporfto the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and
the Navonal Park Service. Unw Texas Science Par<,
Smitherle, Texas, 21 op.



