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Is protecting warbler
getting too costly?
. Protection of‘a‘x’i\\ \endangerﬁd 'sfpéeies. the rére Kirtland's Warbler,

has cost countless thousands of dollars in federal, state and private
expenditures over the years--all for a total of 12 pounds of birds.

Now, as a result of a planned
“controlled burn' which raged out
of control in 25,000 acres of Warbler
habitat neat Mio, a firefighter has
lost his life, 25 homes were de-
stroyed and more than 1,000 persons
evacuated. N SO

“When you lose a man, that's

pretty serious,'" says veleran
wildlife correspondent of The

Times, Margaret Gahagan, of

Roscommon.
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Is protecting the warbler getting too costly?

Dave Rogers, Chief Editorial Writer

Protection of an endangered species, the rare Kirtland’s Warbler, has cost countless thousands of dollars in federal, state and private expenditures over the years – all for a total 12 pounds of birds.

Now, as a result of a planned “controlled burn” which raged out of control in 25,000 acres of Warbler habitat near Mio, a firefighter has lost his life, 25 homes were destroyed, and more than 1,000 people were evacuated.

“When you lose a man, that’s pretty serious,” says veteran wildlife correspondent of the Times, Margaret Gahagen, of Roscommon.

The question of whether protection of an endangered species is being overdone is a natural one in the wake of this week’s disaster.

“I’m getting sick of the Warbler,” said Miss Gahagen, one of northern Michigan’s foremost wildlife authorities. “I’ve kept track of it for 20 years, and when you think of the money spent and the acreage of controlled burns which went out of control; when you add up the whole picture together, I think they’re insane.  Sometimes they go crazy on management plans.”

Miss Gahagan’s criticism comes also because maintaining the Warbler’s habitat excludes all other wildlife.
Management of warbler nesting areas in six counties of northern Michigan began formally in 1963.  The tiny bird, about six inches long and weighing just half an ounce, lives only in young, very closely grown jack pines between five and 16 feet in height.

The Warbler is very demanding in it’s nesting requirements.  It builds its nests on the ground under branches of young jack pines, the interlacing branches of which provide protection.  Soil in nesting grounds must be sandy and porous to avoid flooding the nests.
Ideal habitat is produced after jack pines have burned.  Logging and forest fires during the early 1900s created good conditions for the species, but recent fire prevention programs have reduced habitat.  Thus the reason for the deliberate forest fires set by the state Department of Natural Resources and U.S. Forest Service.

The government also spends considerable time and money removing cowbirds, the mortal enemy of Warblers, from nesting areas, netting as many as 4,000 a  year.

Slightly less than 200 pairs of Kirtland’s Warblers were counted last June, and even at that, most were not seen, only heard.  Counts are done mainly by listening for the Warbler’s song.  With only about 400 birds existing, their total weight, at half an ounce each, would be about 12 pounds.

The Warbler was named for Dr. Jared P Kirtland, on whose farm near Cleveland, Ohio, a specimen bird was first collected in 1851.  However, the nesting grounds remained a mystery until discovered near the AuSable River by two trout fisherman in 1903.

Naturalists began to study the Warbler in earnest in the 1930s.  Dr Lawrence H Walkinshaw, a Muskegon dentist, observed the rare bird for more than 40 years.  He had accompanied Dr Richard Olson to view a Warbler flock near Luzerne in 1931.
“They have definite personalities and a distinctive song and I hope enough can be saved so my children and grandchildren can enjoy them,” said Dr. Walkinshaw about 15 years ago.
The bird was also studied by Dr Josselyn Van Tyne, of the University of Michigan, and Harold Mayfield, of Toledo, author of the definitive work on the Warbler.

Verne Dockham, former conservation officer in the Mio area, assisted naturalists in banding the bird and found that some are polygamous.

The Kirtland’s Warbler Management Area of 4,000 acres in the Huron National Forest was opened in 1963 near Mio.

Since then, the Kirtland’s Warbler has caused at least as much commotion as the snail darter, a fish which nearly stopped construction of the Tellico Dam in Tennessee and made national news in recent years. 
The tiny bird has stopped troop movements, held up artillery practice, caused a bridge to be moved, ended helicopter flights and caused consternation in the state legislature.

One of the problems is that its nesting area includes the Hanson Military Reserve, near Grayling, used by Michigan, Indiana and Ohio National Guard Units.

The Michigan National Guard ran into severe criticism from birdwatchers for going into Warbler territory with tanks in 1971 and in 1972, the Forest Service ordered the Guard to keep troops out of  the nesting area and in 1976 helicopter flights were stopped because the propeller blades might blow birds from the trees.

Because the birds were nesting in the path of a planned $110,000 bridge in 1971, the Forest Service moved the intended site after a sharp-eyed birdwatcher complained.

A proposal in the mid-1960s by the Audubon Society to replace the robin with the Warbler as the state bird was the subject of lengthy debate and many news articles.  The Warbler lost, but was named Michigan’s bicentennial bird as a consolation prize.

In 1975, the Kirtland’s Warbler was one of 10 endangered species selected by the U.S. Forest Service for priority treatment.

The Forest Service expanded Warbler areas to more than 10,000 acres by 1975. Despite intensive efforts, the number of Warblers declined from about 1,000 to 400, but the population has increased about 75 birds since it’s low of 334 in 1974.
Not only is the Warbler the subject of an annual census, both the DNR and the Forest Service conduct tours twice daily during the summer through the nesting areas.

“How many people have ever seen one of them?” questions Miss Gahagen.  “They have tours every year out of Mio and if they see a bird they are thrilled.”

Because of it’s elusiveness, the Kirtland’s Warbler is a birdwatchers dream sighting.  In recent years, enthusiasts have traveled from California and as much as 4,000 miles from British Columbia for a chance to glance at a Warbler.

The government’s management plan calls for another 35,000 acres of cutting  and new jackpine stands to be developed for the Warbler in the next 10 years, according to Miss Gahagen, who says: “When they get through with the jack pine stands, all other wildlife leave. Deer aren’t going to live there and you won’t find a robin living there.”

She calls the heavy attention given the Warbler as mainly “a publicity job for an endangered species which the Audubon Society picked up,” concluding;

Management should be continued, but not at this scale.”

We couldn’t agree more.  When a bird begins to cost lives and homes, we must weigh its benefits to society as a whole>
