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Delaware National Estuarine Research 
Reserve (DNERR) 

• One of 28 National Estuarine 
Research Reserves in the US 
 

• Established in 1993 
 

• Comprised of two main 
components  
▫ Blackbird Creek Reserve  
▫ St. Jones Reserve  



Why monitor marsh birds?  

• Declining wetland habitat  
 

• “Indicator species” for assessing 
wetland ecosystem quality  
 

• Vulnerable to invasive species 
 

• Sensitive to habitat  change 
 
 



Why monitor marsh birds?  

• Fulfills management plan 
objective  
 

• Biotic component of the NERR 
System Wide Monitoring 
Program 
 

• Sentinel site  for climate 
change  
 
 
 
 
 



NERRS Implementing Marsh Bird Programs  

Chesapeake Bay 
NERR 

South Slough 
NERR 



DNERR Marsh Bird Monitoring 

• Monitor population status and 
breeding distribution 
 

• Examine species habitat 
associations  
▫ Factors that influence 

distribution 
 

• Create a successful citizen 
science program  



Protocols 
2012: Established Surveys 2012: NERRS Guidance  



Database  



Protocols 
2013: Contacted by Dr. Greg Shriver (University of Delaware)  



Primary Species  
• Clapper rail (Rallus longirostris) 

• Black rail (Laterallus jamaicensis) 

• Yellow rail (Coturnicops noveboracensis) 

• American coot (Fulica americana ) 

• American bittern (Botaurus lentiginosus) 

• Least bittern (Ixobrychus exilis) 

• Pied-billed grebe (Podilymbus podiceps)   

• Common moorhen (Gallinula galeata) 

• Purple gallinule (Porphyrio martinicus)  
 
 

• King rail (Rallus elegans) 

• Virginia rail (Rallus limicola) 

• Sora (Porzana carolina) 

• Limpkin (Aramus guarauna) 
 
 

Images: Cornell Lab of Ornithology 



Secondary Species  
• All other species directly using 

the marsh habitat  

Audubon Society/Doug Wechsler 

Audubon Society/Greg lasley 

Chris Bennett, DNREC 

 



Choosing Field Sites  

• 400m radius between points  
 
• Random number generator 

used to determine  point 
placement   
 

• Total of 29 points  
▫ All points along marsh edge 

 
 
 
 

400m 





Equipment  







Recording Calls  



Sampling Schedule  
• Divided into four routes:  
▫ St. Jones A,B,C,D 
 

• 2 day sampling period  
 

• Beginning 30 minutes before 
sunrise 
▫ Ending  by 10:30 AM 

 
• Sites sampled in the same order 

to avoid disturbance  
 

• 3 replicates: May-July 15 
 
 

 
 



Vegetation Surveys  

• 50 m radius circle around 
each survey point  
 

• Record percent cover of 
plant communities and 
habitats  
▫ Record dominant vegetation 

 
 



Lessons Learned 
• Survey access is restricted by 

tides 
 

• Tide moves quickly  
▫ Important to tightly secure the 

boat before each survey 
 

• Background noise  
▫ Dover Air Force Base 
▫ Points located near the highway   

 
 



Future 
• Citizen science program  
▫ Include more volunteers   
▫ Training 
 

• Long term monitoring   
 

• Potentially expand to 
Blackbird Creek Reserve  
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Questions?  
• Christina.Whiteman@state.de.us 
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