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Our Mission: To preserve and protect the animals, plants, and natural communities in Indian River County 
through advocacy, education, and public awareness.

Acoustic behavior of right whales in 
their southeast critical calving habitat

with Dr. Ed Gerstein

March 19, 2012  v  7:30 p.m. 

Vero Beach Community Center
2266 14th Avenue, Vero Beach

Masthead photo: Anhinga by Bob Montanaro.

George Bollis is the immediate past President of the Indian 
River Photo Club. He is a registered architect who enjoys 
painting watercolors and photographing nature.  He takes 
great pleasure in being in the wild areas and catching sensa-
tional natural sights. 
George will present what it takes to capture great nature 
photographs.  Discussion and demonstrations will include:   
Gear, Lighting, Composition, Camera Settings, as well as 
how to Evoke Emotion. 
His presentation is designed for the novice photographer 
who loves nature.

Determining the presence and location of North Atlantic 
right whales in their critical southeast calving habitat is of 
great importance.  In Florida waters, as elsewhere, reliable 
real-time detection of right whales is an immediate concern 
of the military and commercial shipping industry.  In an ef-
fort to help reduce the risks of ship strikes, real-time passive 
acoustic monitoring has emerged as a tool to help detect and 
track the calls of whales, as well as monitor noise and miti-
gate potential and realized impacts on behavior and ecol-
ogy.  Our preliminary data indicates that the low frequency 
contact calls (up-calls) currently being used as exemplars for 
training detection algorithms and developing auto-detection 
buoys in New England and the Bay of Fundy will not be ef-
fective in the whales southeast critical habitat off of Florida 
and Georgia. These low frequency up-calls do not propagate 
as efficiently in very shallow warm water, and these types of 
up-calls are recorded relatively infrequently in Florida and 
Georgia.
Our recordings demonstrate that more complex moans and 
higher frequency tonal calls are used more frequently while 
the whales are down south.  Social demographics (mother-
calf pairs, adolescent male groups), associated behavior,  
spatial distribution, along with water depth and environ-
mental parameters all contribute to the differences between 
observed call rates, types of calls, source levels and respec-
tive propagation characteristics in the different habitats. Our 
continued passive acoustic methods and videography will 
provide critical acoustic data on right whale calls, associated 
behavior, ambient noise, and prevailing environmental con-
ditions that are all necessary to design and develop passive 
acoustic systems that are effective for detecting and tracking 
right whales in their southeast critical habitat. 
Dr. Gerstein’s biography: Continued on page fiveg 

Field Trips
For more information or to make reservations, please call 

772-567-3520 or visit www.pelicanislandaudubon.org
March 8 - Thursday - Padgett Creek Ranches - Guide: Ralph 
Monticello - Meet at 7:30 a.m. at the Publix parking lot at 
the corner of 58th Street and State Road 60
March 22 - Thursday - Wakodahatchee Wetlands, 13026 
Jog Road, Delray Beach - Guide: Bill Loftus - boardwalk 
over wetlands/expect to see numerous species of waterbirds 
and other wildlife - Meet at 6:00 a.m. at the TA Truck Stop, 
corner of SR 60 and 90th Avenue, for carpool. Start back ap-
proximately at 1:00 p.m.
March 24 - Saturday - Three Lakes Wildlife Management 
Area - Guide: Tim Towles for pine flatwoods specialties

ELECTRONIC DELIVERY ENCOURAGED!
Receiving the Peligram via e-mail rather than by snail mail 
has the advantage of earlier receipt, living color, and it is 
easier on our budget and the environment.  To receive the 
Peligram electronically, please email piaudubon@bellsouth.
net to initiate delivery to your e-mail address.  PIAS will not 
release your e-mail address to any third party.



Bird of the Month by Juanita Baker
Hooded Merganser Displaying by Dawn Currie
Order Anseriformes Family: Anatinae Genus: 
Lophodytes Species: cucullatus
What a show this male Hooded Merganser puts on 
while the other waterfowl remain unimpressed, ignoring 
him in their search for food! His elegant plumage and 
magnificent display has a dual purpose: courting females 
and competing aggressively with other males seeking 
mates. Dawn Currie photographed this courtship 
ritual pose with a Canon EOS T2i, 400 mm, ISO 800, 
manual exposure, f/8, 1/1000 sec at Brevard County 
Ritch Grissom (Viera) Wetlands in January. The display 
consists of crest raised, head shaken or pumped, head 
tipped all the way to their back, guttural calls, wings 
flap upward, with a ritual drink finale; all while situated 
parallel to a female who, if responsive, bobs her head in 
return. Males counter-display and chase each other.
Hooded Mergansers arrive during our comparatively warm winter months to enjoy freshwater wetlands, brackish estuaries 
and tidal creeks where they dive for small fish, aquatic insects and crayfish. Though courting begins here, Hooded 
Mergansers leave in February primarily for the great plains of N. Dakota and forested areas around the Great Lakes and 
southern Ontario, where tree holes are chosen for nesting cavities.
Such bright feathers have a downside: these males are more detectable by predators, it is the risk they take to pair bond. 
Unlike most ducks, the male merganser deserts the nest area after the eggs are laid. He molts into alternate plumage, 
replacing the gaudy attire required to attract a mate with more a subdued look. During this period he is unable to fly for 
3-4 weeks. The plain feathers help camouflage him from predators.

Treasure Hammock Ranch by Linda Chancellor
View a large color image and learn how to enter your own photos at www.pelicanislandaudubon.org

The tops of the cabbage palms were illuminated by the 
rising sun.   We had just arrived at the Treasure Hammock 
Ranch for a walk with Jens Tripson and Sean Sexton.  Our 
group was greeted with the unique voices of fifteen Sandhill 
Cranes standing in the open pasture.  A beautiful morning 
for a walk, not just to see birds, but to see the land.  When I 
first came to Florida I thought the landscape should be filled 
with tropical  flowers and palms.   After living here twenty 
years I have learned to appreciate the true natural landscape 
of Florida.  The Treasure Hammock Ranch is a working 
cattle ranch located on about 700 acres that includes palm 
and oak forests, flat pinelands and wetlands.   The Ranch 
received the first conservation easement in the State of 
Florida, specifically designed to protect agricultural land by 
preserving it forever from future development.
As we walked along the  fences, we were approached by 
young, midnight black bulls who were just as curious about 
us as we were about them.  Even with their bellowing, which 
sounded threatening, and steam-like breath coming from 
their nostrils they allowed us to approach them and scratch 
their heads.  Sean had our group enthralled with details of 
the cattle ranch operation.  But this was a birding trip and 
that morning we saw many birds.  My favorites included the 
sightings of a Crested Caracara, a Meadowlark and several 
Loggerhead Shrikes.  The Caracara’s head with its black 
crown, white head and neck and bright red and blue beak 
stood out in stark contrast to the black vulture with whom 
he shared the top of a dead pine.   
Later I had my first look at a Meadowlark, with its bright 
yellow breast, as it sat in the top of a large pine tree.   Jens 
told us many interesting points about the different birds 

including the unusual habit that Shrikes 
have of impaling their prey on barbed wire 
fence to be enjoyed later.  Soon an impaled 

Monarch Butterfly was spotted on the barbed wire.  Our 
walk ended back at the barn where Melissa Tripson offered 
hot coffee and her delicious bakery treats to the group. 
The birds, the cattle and the ranch.  A wonderful part of 
Florida to see, appreciate and be thankful that it will remain 
this way forever.  .  .     
Brings to mind a famous quote.  
“Do you mean to tell me, Katie Scarlett O’Hara, that Tara, 
that land doesn’t mean anything to you? Why, land is the 
only thing in the world worth workin’ for, worth fightin’ for, 
worth dyin’ for, because it’s the only thing that lasts.”

Spider impaled 
on a barbed-
wire fence by 
a Loggerhead 
Shrike at Treasure 
Hammock Ranch.  
Photo by Bob 
Montanaro. 



The Indian River Lagoon (IRL) and its tributaries are stun-
ningly beautiful and central to the culture and economy of 
our county.  Folks are drawn to our environment because, 
on the surface of the lagoon, we seem to be living in Para-
dise. However, beneath the surface, threats from nitrogen 
(N) and phosphorus (P) overload, algae, bacteria, and 
viruses have some scientists distressed about the lagoon’s fu-
ture.  Simply put, our county’s economy is highly dependent 
on the health of our Lagoon, and the Lagoon is SICK!  
On February 9, 2012, Dr. Graham Cox, Bob Montanaro, Dr. 
John Orcutt, and I attended the recent Indian River Lagoon 
Symposium at the Harbor Branch Institute in Ft. Pierce.  We 
presented a poster paper on our Quality of Life Sustainable 
Indicators project highlighting potential indicator topics 
for the lagoon.  There were over 200 scientists presenting 
papers, posters, and participating in discussion sessions (see 
their abstracts on our website).
Here are some important presentations that caught my at-
tention:
•	 Successful efforts to restore oyster beds & wetlands 

along the IRL are underway.
•	 Preliminary observations show a consistent decline 

overall in the health of the IRL, and in some areas there 
has been a complete loss of seagrass probably due to 
the 2011 “superbloom” (these are new harmful invasive 
algae).  Unprecedented levels of chlorophyll a, nutrients, 
and poor water clarity characterized these areas.  This 
is the complete loss of an ecosystem in certain areas 
of the IRL!  Sea grasses play a critical role in biological 
productivity and biodiversity in the IRL especially for 
fish, sea turtles, birds, dolphins, and manatees.  Unfor-
tunately this report of seagrass loss did not make our 
local paper the next day!

•	 More than half of the 250 turtles (most were green 
turtles) captured, observed, and released here during a 
nine-year study had fibropapillomatosis, skin tumors 
probably caused by a herpes-type virus.

•	 Compelling evidence was presented that elevated mer-
cury causes quantifiable pathological and biochemical 
changes impacting marine fish health.

•	 Strong correlation between P concentrations and hu-
man development in the IRL.  More pristine areas had 
less P in the water….indicating we humans are pollut-
ing these waters.

•	 The invasive exotic lionfish with a voracious appetite 
could decimate our native species and may invade the 
IRL.

•	 Planted red mangroves do not survive well, making 
restoration of mangroves difficult.

•	 Dredging activity in the St. Sebastian River did not ap-
pear to have an overall long-term ecological impact.

•	 N pollution may exacerbate coastal ecosystem resilience 
to sea level rise.

•	 Filpronil pesticide used on residential landscapes is 
found in canals and ponds and may have potential risks 
to ecosystems and human health.

Overall, the IRL is in serious trouble.  All of this, instead 
our Governor and State Legislature are trying to remove en-
vironmental regulations, reduce the budgets of the regional 
water management districts, take away local control, and 
have decisions made only in Tallahassee. 

 “Our science is not getting through to the public,” stated 
a symposium member, which stimulated this hoot. The 
EPA and National Academy of Sciences National Research 
Council in 2000 expressed major concern over the environ-
mental problems attributed to the introduction of excess N 
and P pollutants into our coastal waters. USDA and the St. 
Johns River Water Management District reported growing 
evidence in 2003 that the ecological and biological integrity 
of the lagoon has declined during the last 50 years due to 
the decline in water quality. 
But here we are years later with sick dolphins and dying 
manatees.  What can be done? Education, encouragement 
of native plants in yards rather than grass that requires 
fertilizers, and a strong fertilizer ordinance passed by 
our county and city leaders: one that requires slow release 
nitrogen, no phosphorus, and no applications during the 
raining season, and do not exempt weed and feed appli-
cations. Recently, the City of Vero Beach passed a weak 
ordinance with lots of loopholes that do not stop or reduce 
phosphorus and nitrogen from our IRL. Nutrient loading 
of the lagoon is a problem that we can control just as other 
counties (Martin and Sarasota) have done. We encourage 
the public to put the pressure on our elected officials, both 
state and local, demonstrating that a healthy IRL is essen-
tial for all and must be protected for social, economic, and 
environmental reasons.  Does anyone want to be on a com-
mittee to find and/or write a strong fertilizer ordinance to 
propose to the county?
In addition, we are asking the 200 scientists who attended 
the above symposium for their combined best judgment 
on the most basic indicators necessary to report regularly 
on the condition of the lagoon - not just the water quality 
but the condition of the seagrasses, the wetlands, the fisher-
ies, the big mammals (dolphins, manatees) and birds.  We 
want our Quality of Life Indicators Survey results to be pre-
sented to the media on a regular schedule so that the public 
will be able to see if the quality of the IRL in our county is 
improving or degrading. We have the potential to change 
the whole policy and political discourse using these indica-
tors to convince elected officials to develop actions that will 
reverse damaging our Lagoon.
Take our QoL Survey and encourage community members 
to tell us which sustainability indicators are important to 
you.  It takes just ten minutes to complete the survey and we 
do want to hear from you:   http://www.pelicanislandaudu-
bon.org/qol_short_survey.html

The President’s Hoot by Richard Baker Wake up! - It is Our Lagoon

Graham Cox & Richard Baker at the IRL Symposium during 
the Quality of Life poster presentation.



A Huge Success!
Wow, it all came off terrifically! The weather was kind, 
the races were held, and everyone learned what a single 
car timed “Autocross” race was like -- still exciting to 
see them trying to beat the clock and maneuver, evi-
dently, a fast, difficult track -- a fine honor for Vero 
Beach and Audubon.

Sixty drivers from around Florida competed February 
26th in the first autocross race at Grand Harbor.  All 
profits from this event went to PIAS and our affili-
ate Grand Harbor Audubon Society. This Grand Prix 
marks the 60th anniversary of the 12 hour Endurance 
Race, held at the Vero Beach Airport in 1952.

Many thanks to Wayne & Eva Sandlin and their com-
mittee, Indian River County Sheriffs Department, 
Porsche of Melbourne, Center State Bank, Mr. & Mrs. 
Dan Bryant, The Corvette Club of Indian River County, 
Mr. Chris Cleary of Grand Harbor for organizing an 
excellent race event.  We greatly appreciate the work 
and effort they put into this.  We hope it continues, and 
now that they’ve done one, it has got to be easier next 
year! Everyone had such a positive attitude and good 
cheer working together.  

Oh Yes, thanks to 30 Audubon volunteers, who be-
tween races observed a great egret, great blue and green 
herons, pied-billed grebes, and double-crested cormo-
rants in the interior lakes seemingly undisturbed!

Thanks to all involved!

Wayne Sandlin, right, hands Richard Baker 
the race proceeds as a donation to Pelican 
Island Aduubon.



gContinued from page one: Dr. Gerstein’s biography
Edmund Gerstein is Director of Marine Mammal Research 
in the Charles E. Schmidt College of Science at Florida 
Atlantic University and Research Associate Professor in 
the College of Engineering and Computer Science.  Dr. 
Gerstein received his PhD, in Psychobiology/Neuroscience 
from Florida Atlantic University where he has served on 
the research and teaching faculty in Biology, and research 
faculty in Psychology. His research has focused on the sen-
sory biology and acoustic behavior of marine mammals. His 
pioneering research defined the hearing abilities of Florida 
manatees and revealed underlying acoustical factors which 
render both manatees and the great whales vulnerable to 
watercraft and ship collisions.
He is currently off the Florida and Georgia coast record-
ing and analyzing the acoustic behavior of North Atlantic 
right whales in their southeast critical habitat.  As a member 
of the Acoustical Society of America Animal Bioacoustics 
Committee, Dr Gerstein organized and co-chaired the first 

special technical sessions on the “Effects of Nose on Marine 
Mammals”, and sessions on the “Transmission and propa-
gation of infrasonic communication signals”. An invited 
presenter at many scientific and professional meetings, he 
has published in varied reviewed, technical and popular 
journals.
His research has been supported in part by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense Legacy Resource Management Program, 
the Underwater Sound Reference Detachment of the U.S. 
Naval Undersea Warfare Center, NAVSEA, Florida Fish and 
Wildlife Conservation Commission and the Florida Inland 
Navigation District.  Dr. Gerstein is also President of Levia-
than Legacy Inc., an interdisciplinary research corporation 
in Boca Raton, Florida established to conduct underwa-
ter acoustic research focused on ship collisions, as well as 
anthropogenic noise and its impacts on marine mammal 
habitats and behavioral ecology.

The Indian River County 
‘Quality of Life’
Indicators Project

MEASURING OUR QUALITY OF LIFE IN INDIAN RIVER COUNTY

Pelican Island Audubon Society, with the help of 23 
advisors from all parts of the county, has started an 
innovative community-based project to survey and 
measure ‘quality of life’ indicators in Indian River 
County, helping us move towards an environmentally, 
socially and economically sustainable future.

You can visit the Pelican Island Audubon Society 
website at www.pelicanislandaudubon.org and follow the links to the 
quality of life project and then to the SurveyMonkey link to a short survey. 
It takes just a few minutes to complete and will give us an early feedback 
on ideas for community indicators.

Do you want to be heard?  This is your chance – just log on to
www.pelicanislandaudubon.org  and take it from there with the easy-to-use 
links to the survey.  We want your opinion!



Pelican Island Audubon Society
National Audubon* $20_____________
Pelican Island Audubon**
Individual   $20_____________
Family   $30_____________
Supporting   $50_____________
Contribution   $    _____________
Total    $_______________
*National Audubon membership 
This includes subscriptions to Audubon Magazine and The 
Florida Naturalist.
**Pelican Island Audubon membership 
Dues which PIAS will use for environmental education and 
advocacy and subscription to the Peligram

NAME:________________________________________

ADDRESS:______________________________________

_______________________________________________

E-Mail__________________________________________
Please send your name and address along with a check payable 
to the “Pelican Island Audubon Society” to:

Pelican Island Audubon Society
P.O. Box 1833, Vero Beach, FL 32961

Credit card payments call (772) 567-3520 M - F  9AM-1PM
Please email us if there is a local environmental issue which 
concerns you at piaudubon@bellsouth.net

Plant of the Month by Janice Broda
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Announcements
t Many Thanks:  We appreciate the excellent home baked 
cookies for the Feb. 13 Sebastian meeting by Milo & Dee 
Holmes and Chuck Toll and at our February 20 Vero Beach 
meeting by Doreen McLeod and Crystal Samuel.
t As a fundraiser, PIAS is offering guided sunset pontoon 
boat rides with refreshments at Blue Cypress Lake to view 
the many ospreys nesting, birds, and other wildlife starting 
at Middleton’s Fish Camp daily on the week of March 25-
31 for $75/person ($50 cost and $25 Donation).  Morning 
trips 8-11AM, Evening trips 4-7:30PM.  Space is limited to 
7 persons only each day. Put a party of your friends togeth-
er.  Please call 772-567-3520 for reservations. Richard & 
Juanita Baker and Bob Bruce are the tour leaders.
tThe over 200 museum quality porcelain bird reproduc-
tions by Doughty and Boehm can now be viewed online.  
These works of art are for sale with all proceeds benefiting 
Pelican Island Audubon.  Prices range from several hun-
dred to several thousand dollars with birds ranging in size 
from several inches to over three feet in height.  View the 
collection at www.pelicanislandaudubon.org
tThanks to Billi Wagner, Tina Marchese, and Darlene Hal-
liday for leading field trips in February.

Photos by Janice Broda.

Butterflies of all sorts find common beggarticks (Bidens alba) 
to be delightfully attractive.  Many people, but not butterfly 
enthusiasts, regard this plant as a weed.
Common beggarticks also is 
commonly called butterfly 
needles or, more frequently, 
Spanish needles.  These 
common names refer to its 
hitchhiker seeds that ‘needle’ 
their way into your clothes, 
your dog’s hair, and other 
moving targets that disperse 
them widely.  These 1/4 to 
½” long seeds have a barb 
of two ‘teeth’ with which 
to attach themselves.  The 
genus name, Bidens, makes 
reference to this structure: 
Bi (two) + dens (teeth).
These seeds are remarkably 
viable.  Seeds from salvaged 
form the shipwreck of the Atocha germinated after being 
submerged in salt water for more than 300 years.
If you look, you will find common beggarticks growing 
throughout our County with many species of butterflies 
nectaring on it.  Butterflies much prefer this familiar native to 
the showy (to us) non-native butterfly bush and pentas that 
you can purchase at commercial garden centers.  This plant is 
likely to already be growing in less manicured areas of your 
yard or will do so if you do need ‘weed’ it out.
Look for smooth, compound leaves with 3-9 saw toothed oval 
leaflets and dime-sized daisy flowers with yellow centers and 
white petals.  The species name, alba, refers to these white 
petals.  Also look for butterflies, bees, and beetles nectaring 
on this plant much-beloved by the native pollinators with 

which it has 
co-evolved.  
With all of 
these insects 
nectaring 
upon it, this 
plant is a 
good food 
source for 
insectivorous 
birds.
Common 
beggarticks 
prefers sunny 
and somewhat 
moist soils, but 

this shipwreck survivor will survive almost anywhere.  In sun 
this plant grows compactly, and in shady locations, it tends 
to be leggy and may grow to be 6’ tall.  Leave some of this 
yes somewhat weedy annual or short-lived perennial plant in 
your yard for the birds, the bees, and the butterflies because 
they find the beauty of food in this plant.  You, too, can eat 
the leaves as a salad green.

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder


