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Warbler depends on forest fires

By Steve Griffen – Daily News Writer

The endangerd Kirtland’s warbler is known as Michigan’s “Bird of Fire.”  This week that description became tragically true.

The fire that raced through 25,000 acres of the Huron National Forest near Mio Monday and Tuesday began as a 200 acre intentionally set “prescribed burn,” designed to produce more nesting habitat for the rare bird. 
Once out of control, the fire left one firefighter dead and destroyed several dozen houses as it burned about 40 square miles.

Ironically, the fire will likely result in 25,000 acres of prime warbler nesting area, instead of the intended 200 acres.   Even more ironically, the firefighter who died, James Swiderski, 29 of Alto, was an experienced hand in warbler restoration projects.

Swiderski, a biological technician stationed at the U.S. Forest Service’s Mio office, was overcome by smoke and died fighting the blaze.  The Forest Service, which is responsible for the Huron National Forest and cooperates with the state Department of Natural Resources (DNR) in warbler protection efforts, set the blaze that fanned by high winds, scorched a path across the forest.
Weather forecasts had apparently indicated suitable conditions for a prescribed burn, a critical method for developing more Kirtland’s warbler habitat.  But strong winds, at times in excess of 30 miles per hour, pushed the flames across M-33 and through Oscoda County and into Ogemaw County. 

These two counties are among six in northern Lower Michigan in which the “Bird of Fire” is known to nest.  Others include Crawford, Roscommon, Kalkaska and Wexford counties.

The total world’s population of warblers, pegged at just over 400 birds, winters in the Bahamas and makes the trip to its Michigan breeding grounds in late May or early June.  Biologists say no warblers were on hand when Monday’s fire raced through part of their breeding grounds, much of which is posted against public entry each year beginning May 1.

The fire charred thousands of acres of warbler habitat in the two counties, but hundreds of thousands of acres of breeding grounds remain.

A 1978 report on the status of the warbler issued by the Michigan DNR and authored by Lawrence A Ryel of its surveys and statistical services division, pegged the number of nesting efforts – at 193.  Biologists assume an equal number of females.

Of those 193 males 62 were reported in Oscoda County and 40 in Ogemaw County.  Of those counties untouched by Monday’s fire, Crawford had 71 male warblers, Kalkaska had 16m and Iosco and Roscommon had two each.  Two warblers each were reported in Canada and Wisconsin.
James Swiderski, killed in Monday’s fire was one of nine members of the U.S. Forest Service taking part in the 1978 survey.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service provided six workers and the DNR 20.  Eight survey coordinators were private citizens interested in warblers.

The Kirtland’s warbler is one species that doesn’t benefit from modern forestry practices.  “With the advent of fire protection and other forest management practices, there has been a drastic decline in available warbler nesting habitat,” says a booklet published by the Forest Service, Fish and Wildlife Service and Michigan DNR.

The warblers nest in young jack pine stands larger than 80 acres, beginning to nest in these trees when they are five feet high and using them until they reach a height of 10 to 20 feet.

Under natural conditions, warbler-style jack pine stands are produced by fire, which opens the seed-bearing cones of jack pine and reduces completion from other plants.

Historically, logging and subsequent fires produced abundant warbler habitat, with a peak in Kirtland Warbler populations said to have occurred between 1890 and 1910.

As fire prevention and control methods improved, the warbler population declined. Controlled burns such as that begun Monday became the answer for warbler habitat improvements.

The Forest Service and the DNR designated four areas in the six-county region to be managed as warbler nesting habitat.  Controlled burning and a May 1 – Aug 15 closure to the public to prevent nesting disturbance were instituted.  By 1973, according to Ryel’s report, 53 percent of nesting activity took place on these four areas.
Scarce habitat isn’t the only problem facing the rare Kirtland’s warbler. It also suffers from the unusual nesting behavior of the brown headed cowbird.  

The cowbird will leave it’s eggs in the nests of other birds, including the warbler.  The cowbird eggs hatch earlier, and the birds are thus larger and more aggressive than those of the host species.  The cowbirds take more than their share of the food brought to the nest by adult warblers, and the impact is keenly felt by young warblers.

Biologists say that with one cowbird in a warbler nest, one to three warbler chicks may survive.  With two cowbirds, none of the young warblers will survive.

Studies of the Kirtland’s warbler/cowbird relationship indicate that as many as 78 percent of warbler eggs in nests parasitized by cowbirds fail to produce fledglings.

A cooperative effort by the two federal agencies, the DNR and the Michigan Audubon Society has resulted in a cowbird trapping program that has proven successful in increasing warbler production.

But even before cowbirds become a problem, the Kirtland’s warbler must find suitable habitat in which to build a nest.  That requirement means fire, and Monday’s out-of-control burn will make the Kirtland’s warbler, more than ever, known as Michigan’s “Bird of Fire.”
