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Alcatraz bird census...
or the ABC program

Alcatraz Island, part of the
Golden Gate National Recre-
ation Area in San Francisco,
California, attracts 1.5 million
visitors each year who come
from around the world to visit
the famous prison (figure 2). Far
more than a cultural resource,
Alcatraz is home to many colo-
nial nesting birds in the spring
and summer, and a refuge to
migrating or over-wintering
birds in the fall and winter.

In 1993, Park Ranger Brett
Woods initiated a program
where volunteers conducted a
census of these fall and winter
birds. However, Ranger Woods
moved on and the program lan-
guished. In 1998, new Park
Ranger and Natural Resource
Coordinator Brett Carré revital-
ized the program. First, a ma-
jor recruitment obtained 40
volunteers. Then, methods were
changed in order to conduct a
systematic area search of the
22-acre island. Each census day
a pair of volunteers surveyed the
island, moving clockwise one
day, counter clockwise the next.
The island was divided into 12
sections of roughly equal count-
ability with each section being
censused for exactly 10 minutes.
This allowed presence and fre-
quency data to be obtained (i.e.,
percent of census days that a
species was detected on the is-
land, by month, or by island
section). Abundance data (num-
ber of birds per section by spe-
cies), while not accurate because
of the possibility of multiple



Figure 3. Black oystercatcher.

counting of birds between sec-
tions, was still recorded for po-
tential use as very general
year-to-year trend data.

Of the 108 census days dur-
ing the 1998-99 season (mid-
September through January),
89 bird species were detected.
Bird species that made up the
20 highest frequencies of detec-
tion were as follows (in decreas-
ing order): western gull,
white-crowned sparrow, song
sparrow, double-crested cormo-
rant, common raven, Anna’s
hummingbird, black phoebe,
fox sparrow, European starling,
yellow-rumped warbler, house
finch, hermit thrush, black oys-
tercatcher (figure 3), golden-
crowned sparrow, black
turnstone, wandering tattler,
Heerman’s gull, Brandt’s cor-
morant, western grebe, Ameri-
can kestrel, brown pelican, and
golden-crowned Kinglet.

The data were useful in writ-
ing the Alcatraz Environmental
Impact Statement, due out this
year. Park staff hope that the
ABC program can continue for
years as it provides an excellent
opportunity to collect meaning-
ful wildlife data and provides a
meaningful recreation experi-
ence for the volunteers. B,






