
Wildlife Biodiversity in the 
Mangroves with Ellie Van Os

May 13, 2013  v  6:00 p.m. 
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1001 Sebastian Blvd. (CR 512), Sebastian
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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.

The Neotropical Shorebird Banding 
Program with Al Begazo

May 20, 2013  v  7:30 p.m. 

Vero Beach Community Center
2266 14th Avenue, Vero Beach

Masthead photo: Northern Parula by Bob Montanaro.

Ellie Van Os likes to say that she took her undergraduate 
degree in biology and used it every which way one-person 
can. She was at one time or another a fisheries biologist, a 
high school biology teacher, served on various community 
boards and lead wildlife and photography tours in different 
parts of the world, most notably the polar regions. With 
a graduate degree in biology she accepted her current 
position as Director of Education and Exhibits at Florida 
Oceanographic Society in Stuart, Florida and spends her 
time trying to draw on all of her experience and experiences 
for the benefit of this most worthy non-profit.

During graduate research, part of Ellie’s time was spent 
determining Wood Stork use of mangrove impoundments 
for foraging. At that time she promised herself that she 
would spend more time in the impoundments to better 
understand the food webs in these mangrove habitats. As 
luck would have it Florida Oceanographic has trails through 
the 40 acres of impoundment behind their Coastal Center. 
She will be describing the food webs she has experienced 
that go well beyond the classis food webs described in 
ecology texts.

Bird banding is one of the most useful tools in the modern 
study of wild birds. Wild birds are captured and marked 
with a uniquely numbered band or ring placed on the leg. 
The bander records where and when each bird is banded, 
how old it is, what sex it is, and any other information and 
sends those data to the Bird Banding Laboratory. Informa-
tion from bands subsequently found and reported to the Lab 
provides data on the distribution and movements of species, 
their relative numbers, annual production, life span, and 
causes of death. Such information increases our knowledge 
and understanding of birds and their habits and assists us in 
their management and conservation.
Alfredo Begazo is a wildlife biologist with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service at the Vero Beach Field Office. He is inter-
ested in bird ecology and conservation. He also is a member 
of CORBIDI, a small Peru-based Non-government organiza-
tion dedicated to the study and conservation of birds, other 
wildlife, and their habitats. CORBIDI runs multiple research 
projects one of which is the national shorebird banding pro-
gram, which has banded a few thousand birds.  Alfredo will 
provide a description of the program, progress made, and 
stories emerging from banded and recaptured shorebirds.

Thirteen schools across Indian River County have joined 
Pelican Island Audubon Society to invest in a small scale 
gardening project with large scale intentions.
Using funds from the National Audubon Society and 
Toyota, from their TogetherGreen grant program, together 
we have created square foot gardens – more than 80 – in 
these 13 schools.
We are currently producing a video asking teachers and stu-
dents to tell us what they think – about the value of locally 
grown vegetables, the joy of growing their own food, the 
benefits to their diet of fresh vegetables, and how this inten-
sive square foot gardening method helps to conserve water 
and energy and reduce the use of fertilizers and pesticides. 

The students will also tell you about the joy of just getting 
outside, planting, watering, picking and tasting, and prob-
ably best of all, just getting their hands dirty in the soil.
The students produce healthy vegetables that they take 
home, share with school kitchens or with local food pan-
tries.
Our funding, $9,890 from the TogetherGreen program, 
has brought us through year one, buying wood, soil, plants, 
seeds and tools. Now we need some locally generated 
funding to keep this program going for a second year and 
beyond to reach more schools and more students. We also 
need more community and school PTA volunteers to help 
manage the gardens as we expand into these additional 
schools. Contact piaudubon@bellsouth.net

Small Scale Gardening With Large Scale Aims



Bird of the Month by Juanita Baker

View a large color image and learn how to enter your own photos at www.pelicanislandaudubon.org

Title:    “Sitting pretty-waiting to strike” by Don Schuster
Least Bittern Ixobrychus exilis
Order PELICANIFORMES – Family ARDEIDAE
Stalking its prey, the Least Bittern, clinging with long toes and 
curling claws to a pickerel weed stem, can remain poised and 
still for such a long time.  Waiting for a fish, tadpole, crayfish or 
dragonfly to pass by before striking with great speed, they are 
able to capture prey in a flash.  Narrow bodies (2.2 inches) can be 
compressed to 1.6 inches (reported by J. J. Audubon), enabling 
them to squeeze easily through tangled vegetation. Bitterns can 
disappear from danger by “freezing” with bills pointed upward, 
appearing like another reed. Also in their fishing toolbox, they 
may use “neck swaying” to overcome the water’s glare, to increase 
camouflage mimicking reeds swaying in the wind, or to get 
muscles in motion anticipating their strike. They also use repeated 
“wing-flicking” to startle prey from hiding places.
Casual observers may not notice this motionless heron (our smallest).  Humans, like fish, look for movement to detect 
another’s presence.  Only with experience, and by knowing where and how to look for their shape by scanning the edges of 
the reeds in fresh or brackish water marshes, does one locate them.  In central Florida, Least Bitterns breed and are found 
here year round. Northern U.S. breeding birds that winter here and those that migrate via Florida to the Antilles, Central 
and South America likely supplement our resident birds’ numbers.
A good place to observe this bird is at wastewater-treatment areas with boardwalks for human visitors. There, the birds feel 
safe because visitors stay on the walkway.  Don Schuster, using a Canon EOS 50D long 50-500 @313mm lens with skill and 
much patience, photographed this artistically patterned heron.  He had to first spot the bird in its natural habitat, wait until 
the bird was clear of reeds, and catch the bird in typical action.  Excellent.

   Least Bittern ©2013 by Don Schuster, Pelican Island Audubon

For information and 
reservations, call

772-567-3520
or e-mail

piaudubon@bellsouth.net
Morning Tours 7-10AM

Evening Tours
4:30-7:30PM

$85 donation per person
All proceeds benefit

Pelican Island Audubon
Limited to 8 persons

per trip.
Includes food & drinks.

Tour Leaders:
Richard Baker

Bob Bruce

Guided Pontoon 
Boat Tours

Blue Cypress 
Lake It is Florida Blueberry season and I love 

the taste of those little sweet blueberries 
but I am not alone in those who covet this 
tasty fruit.  Wait, I’m getting ahead of my 
story.   In my neighbor’s yard stands a 60 
foot Pecan tree which each fall sheds copious 
amounts of compound leaves and attracts 
too many squirrels but every April becomes 
the gathering spot for a large flock of Cedar 
Waxwings.  Every morning between 6 and 
7 am. the flock congregates in the top of the 
bare branches, (Pecan trees don’t leaf out 
until mid May), before flying away to forage 
for the day.  The birds make quite a racket 
with calls that sounds like the shrill short 
“tweet tweet” of a policeman’s whistle.  At 
the beginning of April there were over one 
hundred birds in the tree each morning, but 
now their numbers range between fifty and 
sixty.  They would leave the top of the Pecan 
tree in groups of twenty to twenty five birds 
every few minutes until the entire flock was 
gone.  The birds would regroup each evening 
between 6 and 7 pm. noisily announcing 
their arrival and then fly elsewhere to roost 
for the night.   I looked forward to their 
visits every morning and night. 
Cedar Waxwings, Bombycilla cedrorum, are 
very attractive birds with their soft lemon 
colored belly, buff and gray wings, often 

with a red dot on the primary wing feather, 
a crest on their head like a Cardinal‘s and a 
black eye mask.  Cedar Waxwings are winter 
residents of Florida and start their migra-
tion North come mid May.  They forage on 
berries as they fly toward their Northeast 
breeding grounds and then they migrate 
back to Florida in late December.  Since their 
diet consists totally of fruit they need to find 
large supplies to feed the flock.  
They are birds of opportunity and I learned 
they can be a serious threat to Blueberry 
farmers.  In 2007, a federal study reported 
that birds and other wildlife caused an 
estimated $50 million worth of damage to 
Blueberry fields nationwide.  An article from 
the Tampa Bay Times, May 2009, reported 
on the frustration of Florida Blueberry 
farmers trying to stop damage to their crop 
from flocks of Cedar Waxwings.  The article 
described the journey of one farmer and 
the methods she tried to use to protect her 
crop from the birds.  She had tried the use of  
fireworks, artificial owls, strings of reflective 
CDs and several other man made devices 
to scare away the birds.  Those methods did 
not work and so she decided to try a natu-
ral deterrent .  She hired a falconer.  Follow 
her story by Googling:   Attention Birders:  
Cedar Waxwings.         

Two Points of View by Linda Chancellor



The President’s Hoot by Richard Baker
We Sit and Wonder Why -

The Seagrasses, Pelicans, Dolphins, and Manatees Die?
As a lad growing up, many of my friends still had an 
outhouse.  We were careful not to put garbage into the pit. 
Farmers and gardeners knew not to mix human waste into 
the compost for our food growing soil to prevent human 
diseases. People have known for years not to pollute their 
water supply with their waste. Yet in Indian River County 
that trend continues. Harbor Branch Scientist, Brian 
Lapointe, says “Sewage is probably the biggest source of pol-
lution in the estuary”.  But have we really come a long way 
since 1559, when folks just put their butts out the window 
over a river or street as in the famous painting, Nether-
landish Proverbs, by Pieter Brueghel the Elder (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netherlandish_Proverbs)?  Camp-
ers on the Lagoon’s islands leave their human waste to be 
washed into our waters.
For those living in less dense areas, septic tanks can serve 
to handle human waste, if properly placed, properly sized, 
and properly maintained by pumping out every three to five 
years. However, we also know that human waste from leaky 
old septic tanks and plugged drain fields can seep into our 
groundwater in addition to pollutants from our roads and 
chemicals from our lawns.  Scientists recognize that un-
fortunately this groundwater is also flowing into our lakes, 
rivers, ponds, lagoon, and oceans.
Our local utility directors report that there are about 36,864 
septic systems in Indian River County. Some 17,554 were 
installed prior to more environmentally sound rule changes 
now requiring a 24-inch separation from the water table, 
and at least a 50-foot setback from surface water.  Septic 
systems installed prior to 1983 have only a 6-inch separa-
tion from the water table and may be 25-feet or closer to the 
lagoon and with no container bottom. 
Over 900 septic systems are in place on the barrier island 
alone in the City of Vero Beach, 83% of which are not in 
compliance with current septic standards for new construc-

tion.  Septic systems 
are designed to catch 
all our indoor drain’s 
waste and to slowly 
percolate liquid 
waste through the 
surrounding soil.  
Approximately 265 
gallons of waste-
water per day per 
household leaches 
into ground water, 
carrying nutrients 
from the food we 
eat, along with other 
chemicals that have 
entered our septic 
system. 
The variables that 
determine how much 
pollution enters our 

water table and eventually the surface waters are:
•	 Date of installation – before or after the 1983 rule 

changes
•	 Elevation of the system above ground water
•	 Type of soil which is serving as a filter
•	 Amount of rain
•	 Amount of waste entering the system. 
•	 Quality and size of the drain field
What can we individually do? 
•	 Organize our neighbors to request sewer installations in 

our neighborhoods
•	 Pump out our septic system every 3-5 years
•	 Never drive or park over the septic system that might 

crush the drain field pipes
•	 Plant only groundcovers over and near the drain field as 

deep roots disturb and “stop up” the drain field
•	 Never flush or put down drains: toxic waste such as 

medicines, oil, grease, paint, pesticides, cleaners, dia-
pers, sanitary supplies, paper towels

•	 Use composting instead of a garbage disposal
•	 Spread laundry loads over the week 
•	 Conserve water use to lessen septic leaching
Additional information can be found at http://www.myflori-
daeh.com/ostds/index.html.
Our elected officials must make tough decisions to reduce 
the number of septic systems leaching into our ground 
water and the Indian River Lagoon: 
•	 Prioritize areas that need new sewer lines based on age 

of the home and proximity of septic tank to the lagoon 
or surface water

•	 Require home owners near existing gravity fed sewer 
lines to connect

•	 The county and cities public utilities can require owners 
to connect to central gravity fed sewer systems after a 
365 day written notification (Section 381.00655 Florida 
Statutes,).  The cost can be spread over 10 years.

•	 The county and cities need to pass stronger standards 
for septic tank systems repairs.  Currently, repairs are 
“grandfathered in to their old code” and systems do not 
need to be brought up to the current code.

•	 The public needs to be kept informed: The County 
should post to their website, water quality indicators to 
show us progress is being made. 

Call or write your local county commissioners and city 
councilors to support these new policies immediately! 

Accolades: Becky and Bill Loftus arranged for last 
month’s speaker, Peter Frederick, and hosted him at their 
home. They both and Nita Baker led a great field trip for 
10 members to Wakodahatchee and Green Cay wetlands in 
Palm Beach County.  Peter Sutherland, Graham Cox, and 
Desha Baker in continued efforts on our 4X4 school gar-
dens. Rosalind James & Joe Carroll doing JayWatch. Karen 
Schuster & Bob Killick for folding Peligrams.  Bob Bruce 
for the 13 Blue Cypress Boat Trips.  Diane Morgan, Tina 
Marchese, Karen Schuster, Lorraine Sutherland, & Becky 
Loftus for cookies.



Birds migrate-and members can too!  
Please consider “migrating” up to 

one of our Sustainable Memberships- 
Scrub-jay ($100) or Osprey ($200).

Anyone who contributes $100 or $200 per year to the 
Annual Fund is automatically recognized as a Pelican 
Island Audubon Society Sustaining or Double Sustaining 
Member.  Think about a $25 or $50 per quarter donation, 
which works out to only $2 to $4 a week to support our 
mission.
Sustaining Members are critical to the Society.  If every 
Society member contributed $100 or $200 every year, PIAS 
could increase its efforts to help fulfill our mission in Indian 
River County and support the continued growth of our 
programs.  This is a tax-deductible contribution to a 501(c)
(3) organization and includes your membership renewal to 
Pelican Island Audubon and a free gift cookbook!

Pelican Island Audubon Society Officers & Directors
Officers: President Richard H. Baker, Ph.D., 1st Vice President 
Bob Bruce, 2nd Vice President Susan Boyd, Recording Secretary 
Darlene Halliday, Corresponding Secretary Peter Sutherland, 
Treasurer Steve Goff — Elected Directors: Joe Carroll ‘14, 
David Cox, Ph.D. ‘14, Nancy Irvin ‘16, Bill Loftus, Ph.D. ‘15, 
John Orcutt, Ph.D. ‘15, Toni Robinson ‘16 — Appointed Board 
Members: Graham Cox, Ph.D., Bill Halliday, Tina Marchese, 
Jane Schnee, (Billi Wagner - Ornithological Consultant) Pelican Island Audubon Society, 
Inc. is registered with the Florida Dept. of Agriculture & Consumer Services.  A copy of the official registration 
and financial information may be obtained from the Div. of Consumer Services by calling toll-free within 
Florida 1-800-435-7352.  Registration does not imply endorsement, approval, or recommendation by the State.

q$100 Florida Scrub-Jay Level        q$200 Osprey Level

q$20 Individual q$30 Family
Other Annual Membership Options:

Is this a membership renewal? qYes  q No
qJoin National Audubon Society
    for an additional $20 a year.

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

qI want to make an additional tax deductible
    donation of $

 ____________________

Total $_____________________________

Plant of the Month by Janice Broda
Seagrapes (Coccoloba 
uvifera) have a tropical 
sense of time.  During 
the spring, their large (6 - 
12”), nearly round leaves 
assume the colors of Fall 
– yellows, reds, and finally 
brown – before being shed 
to be immediately replaced 
with new glossy, pliable 
mahogany colored leaves.  
Quickly, these nubile 
leaves turn green and be-
come leathery to withstand 
to the salt-laden coastal 
breezes of the beach dunes 
that they colonize.

Spikes of whitish, green fragrant flowers form along with 
the new leaves from April through June.  Male and female 
flowers are borne on different plants and are cross-pollinat-
ed by bees, butterflies, and other insects. 
Grape-like clusters of fruits follow on female plants in the 
late summer and fall.  The single-seeded fruits are egg-
shaped, giving rise to the genus name Coccoloba (lobed 
fruit) and the species name uvifera (bearing eggs).  These 
fruits ripen individually – not all at once like table grapes 
– and are consumed and spread by a variety of birds and 
small mammals. You and I can eat these tartly sweet fruits 
fresh, made into jellies or jams, and fermented into wine.

Often broader than tall, drought-tolerant seagrapes thrive 
as tree or a large shrub in a sunny landscape locations, 
though they grow naturally only along the coast sculpted by 
the prevailing winds.  When considering this plant for land-
scape use, keep in mind that its large leaves decay slowly 
and that temperatures below 30 degrees will bring Fall color 
and defoliation to this tropical, native tree.


