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Colonial Waterbird Monitoring Program 
 
The San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory (SFBBO) has been monitoring colonial waterbirds since 1981.  
Over the years, SFBBO has studied the shorebirds and waterbirds that rely on San Francisco Bay as a 
migration stopover point, wintering grounds, and breeding grounds. Our long-term projects, such as 
the Colonial Waterbird Monitoring Program, are crucial to our understanding of population trends 
and behaviors of these birds.  
 
What makes the bay area livable and unique is its rich diversity in species and natural environment. 
The largest threat to species diversity is loss of habitat. Ninety percent of the Bay's original tidal 
marsh has been developed or converted to salt evaporator ponds. Despite these drastic changes, San 
Francisco Bay has remained one of the three key resting and foraging areas for migratory and 
wintering shorebirds on the Pacific Flyway and the largest staging area in California. In some years, 
over one million birds have been documented on the Bay during the peak migratory season.  
 
Beginning in early March and continuing intermittently through early August, we monitor local 
populations of herons, egrets, terns, and gulls. Population figures add to a database that extends 
more than a decade, allowing us to document population trends. We also monitor the timing of 
nesting and evidence of predation by other birds and by various mammals.  
 
We have divided the Colonial Waterbird Monitoring Program into two sections, herons, egrets and 
cormorants (HEP Program) and the gulls, terns and shorebirds (GUTE Program). We divided the 
species into these two groups based on their habitat requirements and when they start breeding.  
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Monitoring guidelines 
 

2010 CWB Monitoring schedule 
 
All surveys to be completed during the hours of 9 a.m. - 1 p.m. 
 
Please observe your colony ONCE during these windows, you do not need to go out all three days. All 
colonies must be observed during these windows. If you are unable to conduct a survey within any of 
these windows, please find a substitute or contact SFBBO immediately. Dates for species are given 
below; if your site is active at different times please continue to monitor them. 
 

6-8 March  all heron and egret species, DCCO 
3-5 April  all heron and egret species, DCCO 
1-3 May  all species 
15-17 May  all species 
5-7 June  all species 
19-21 June  all species  
10-12 July  all species 
7-9 August   all gulls and terns, DCCO 

 
Equipment 
 
Survey sites vary greatly in habitat and viewing distance. Heron and egret colonies may be in 
redwood forest, bulrush marsh, or on PG&E towers. Because gulls and terns nest on or near the bay, 
you may need to walk or drive salt-pond levees or even kayak to reach the site. In April it may be cold 
and windy on the bay in the early morning and evenings; and hot and sunny by June. Depending on 
your site, volunteers will need to bring the following: 
 
* binoculars or (preferably) a spotting scope, camera 
* water and snacks, sunscreen 
* identification guides 
* clipboard (available at SFBBO office), pen/pencil 
* data sheets, maps, and instructions (provided by SFBBO) 
* access permission, keys, and lock combinations (if required) 
  
A cell phone is a good safety precaution. In addition, you may want to scope out a nearby bathroom 
on the way to your site. Spotting scopes are available for check-out for a few hours at a time at the 
SFBBO office with advance notice. 
 
KEEP IN MIND THAT THERE IS NO DRIVING ON LEVEES FOR THREE DAYS AFTER A RAIN!!! 
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Observer responsibilities and rules 
 
Completeness:  Be sure to fill out every box/line possible. A blank means no observation was made, 
not a zero.  For example: 

9ƴǘŜǊ άлέ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ƛƴǘƻ the nest and know there are no young/eggs.   
9ƴǘŜǊ άǳƴƪƴƻǿƴέ ƻǊ ά¦έ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǎǘΦ 

 
Time spent on survey: a minimum of one hour is required for most sites. Sitting and waiting often has 
benefits: parents bringing in food to previously invisible egret chicks, for example.  
 
Keeping scientific data: Consistency is the most important thing. Bring copies of the previous weeks 
data sheets with you to insure you are consistent from week to week. Please do not use a range of 
numbers for chicks or stages unless you must. PLEASE WRITE LEGIBLY! 
 
Please make a map of your colony location: Sketching out a map of focal nests will help with data 
consistency. Also, marking the location of your colony of an area map can be very helpful for avoiding 
confusion brought about by inconsistent naming of sloughs, marshes, ponds, etc. 
 
Turning in data: Ideally, we would like you to send in your data by email the day you take it. Excel 
spreadsheets are available for those who want to enter their own data.  Data can also be sent by 
regular mail to our office address (524 Valley Way, Milpitas, CA 95035). We will provide stamped 
addressed envelopes for this purpose on request. 
 
Extreme disturbance: If you see illegal acts, such as hunting in off-limit areas, or the destruction of 
habitat near nests, notify us immediately. See the list of contact numbers at the end of the manual. 
LƴǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŦƛǊǎǘΗ LŦ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǊŜŘ ŦƻȄ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ άƴƻƴ-ƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜǘ ǳǎ 
know as soon as possible.  All Burrowing Owl and Snowy Plover sightings must be reported ASAP. 
 
Sites with remote access: If you are on the Wildlife Refuge, or other private property, you may be 
required to sign a release form and you must carry the appropriate permit with you whenever you go 
to your site- AT ALL TIMES. Failure to carry this with you can result in detainment by the authorities.  
For insurance purposes, all volunteers are required to be members of SFBBO. You may not bring 
unauthorized people with you during surveys to these sites.  
 
Colony disturbance by monitors: Sites are extremely sensitive to disturbance during the breeding 
season. Most sites must be viewed from a discrete distance. 
 
Frequently asked questions  
 
What if I cannot see the nest contents? 
Enter the number of eggs/chicks as unknown if you cannot see them. Enter zero only if you know 
there are none. Watch for parents adjusting eggs in nest or bringing in food to at least find out 
nesting stage. 
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What if we go and all the nests are not at the same stage? 
Most likely not all nests in a colony will be at the same stage. For each species at each subcolony 
enter the total number of nests at each stage. Some are likely to be between nest stages; do the best 
you can. If you must enter a range of stages, do so sparingly.  
 

What if there is a large disturbance and the colony is flushed? 
If you are the cause of the disturbance, leave the area. When you return, keep your observation point 
farther from the colony. Record all observations under comments or on another sheet of paper, 
attached to the data sheets when you turn them in. 
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HEP Program (Including herons, egrets and cormorants) 
 

Herons and egrets are long-legged, long-necked birds adapted for wading in shallow water such as lake 
edges, marshes and tidal flats and for capturing fish, frogs, small crustaceans and other aquatic prey.  
They also sometimes hunt for small rodents, grasshoppers, snakes and lizards in grassy fields. The 
Double-crested Cormorant is a large, greenish-black waterbird with a slender hooked-tip bill, orange 
facial skin, and webbed feet set well back on its body. 
 

HEP species list for the South Bay: 
 
Great Blue Heron 
Snowy Egret 
Great Egret 
Cattle Egret 
Little Blue Heron 
Black-crowned Night Heron 
Green Heron 
Double-crested Cormorant 
 
Schedule and Protocols 

 

    

Survey Date HEP/  
DCCO 

Research Objectives 

1 early March   x Number focal nests* on a panoramic sketch. Monitor focal 
nests. Determine the total  number of active nests and 
adults in the colony for each species. 

2 early April  x Number new focal nest initiations, if needed. The last day to 
designate focal nests is 15 April! Monitor focal nests. 
Determine the total number of active nests, adults and 
young in the colony for each species. 

3 early May  x Monitor focal nests. Determine the total number of active 
nests, adults and young in the colony for each species. 

4 early June  x Monitor focal nests. Determine the total number of active 
nests, adults and young in the colony for each species. 

5 mid to late 
June  

GREG 
SNEG 
BCNH 
DCCO 

Monitor focal nests. Determine the total number of active 
nests, adults and young in the colony for each species. 

6 early July DCCO only Monitor focal nests. Determine the total number of active 
nests, adults and young in the colony for each species. 

7 Early-mid 
August 

DCCO only Monitor focal nests. Determine the total number of active 
nests, adults and young in the colony for each species. 

 

* focal nests are defined on following page.
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How to set up your Monitoring Program: 
 
Plan to visit your site during each of the Regional Observation Periods above. 
 
If you cannot observe your site during a scheduled period, please call SFBBO as soon as possible so that 
we can arrange a substitute.  
 
Sites are best monitored by spotting scope. Spotting scopes are necessary at most colonies to obtain 
accurate counts and will greatly add to your pleasure in viewing Heron and Egret behavior. If you do not 
have a scope, SFBBO has a few that can be checked out for the day of your survey if arrangements are 
made in advance. Scopes are limited however, especially during the summer field season, so we 
encourage volunteers to use their own scopes if possible. 
 
Once at your colony: 
 
1. Determine the number of active nests early in the season. Before 1 April, active nests 
must either have two adults present or one adult carrying nesting material or incubating. 
After 1 April, any occupied nest is active. 
 
2. Complete a nesting panorama. Use a photograph or landscape sketch that indicates the location of 
the numbered nests you will follow through the season. Additional sketches or photos may be 
necessary if you view the nests from different vantage points. Remember to check all sides of nesting 
trees. Excellent panoramas can be made from enlarged photocopies. If you use panoramas from 
previous years, renumber nests to reflect the current colony. 
 
3. Select focal nests. Focal nests are more intensely studied nests that allow us to take a sample of the 
population, follow it throughout the nesting season, and determine survivorship within the breeding 
population. Please be sure to indicate how many total nests, adults and young in the colony as well as 
how many focal nests you have selected. 
 
4. Completely fill out a new datasheet with every visit. Record nest information on side 2 of datasheet 
and summarize the data for the table on side 1.  
 
Focal nests are used in large colonies where it is impossible to follow every nest. They are a subsample 
of the colony. If your colony has fewer than 15 nests, or you commit to every nest in the colony, then all 
nests that meet the above criteria are focal nests. Try to record a full line of data for each focal nest on 
every visit, even if you no longer see activity at a nest. If your colony has more than 15 nests and you 
cannot monitor all, then select a random set of nests for each species to monitor as focal nests.  
Focal nests are used to measure the rate of nest survival by monitoring them the entire season. 
Therefore, try to identify focal nests as early as possible. A focal nest must be observed as active before 
Stage 1 or at Stage 1. Focal nests should be observed in March, but can be added as late as 15 April.  
Obtaining complete data for every focal nest is crucial and will determine the length of time necessary 
for each visit. Observations during feeding and nest relief provide the best opportunity for complete 
data. 
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HEP Sample data sheets (for use as examples only) 
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HEP Sample data sheets (for use as examples only) 
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HEP Sample map:  

GREG nests in tree 
by parking lot 

GBHE nests on old 
hunting blinds 
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GUTE Program (Including gulls, terns, and shorebirds) 
 

The South Bay is home to many nesting waterbirds. The GUTE program focuses on colonial nesting 
birds that nest in the salt ponds of the South Bay, as well as the surrounding marshes.  
 

GUTE species list for the South Bay: 
 
California Gull      Black Skimmer 
Western Gull       American Avocet 
Forster's Tern      Black-necked Stilt 
Caspian Tern      Killdeer 
California Least Tern (threatened)   Western Snowy Plover (threatened) 
 
Protocols    

    

Survey Date GUTE Research Objectives 

1 early April      Gulls 
only 

Determine the total  number of active nests in the colony for 
each species. Count as accurately as possible all adults, nests, 
chicks of each nesting species.  

2 early May  x Determine the total  number of active nests in the colony for 
each species. Count as accurately as possible all adults, nests, 
chicks of each nesting species.  

3 early June    x Determine the total  number of active nests in the colony for 
each species. Count as accurately as possible all adults, nests, 
chicks of each nesting species.  

4 mid to late 
June 

x Determine the total  number of active nests in the colony for 
each species. Count as accurately as possible all adults, nests, 
chicks of each nesting species.  

5 mid to late July x Determine the total  number of active nests in the colony for 
each species. Count as accurately as possible all adults, nests, 
chicks of each nesting species.  

6 early August     Terns 
only 

*** Send in all data to SFBBO!!                                                  
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How to set up your Monitoring Program: 
You will receive maps, datasheets and instructions to your site. Sites are best monitored by spotting 
scope. Scopes are necessary at most colonies to obtain accurate counts and will greatly add to your 
pleasure viewing gulls, terns, and shorebirds! If you do not have a scope, SFBBO has a few that can be 
checked out for the day of your survey if arrangements are made in advance. Scopes are limited 
however, especially during the summer field season, so we encourage volunteers to use their own 
scopes if possible.  
 
If you cannot observe your site during a scheduled period, please call SFBBO as soon as possible so 
that we can arrange for a substitute 
 
Use a new data sheet for each day surveyed. Use one line of data for each nesting species seen at each 
location.   
 
Once at your colony: 
 
1. Record the colony site, date, observers, start and end time and remark on the visibility of the nests 

(are they hard to see due to wind, glare, leaves etc). 
2. Mark you colony on a map. If you have subcolonies, mark their locations on a map and label each 

subcolony. Bring this map with you on every visit so you record subcolonies with the same name 
on every visit. Write a description of the location of the subcolony on page 2 of the datasheet to 
help us know where the birds are nesting. 

3. Count the total number of adults, nests, chicks for each species (see datasheet for species codes) 
and record what stage the chicks are at for each subcolony (see datasheet for nesting stage 
descriptions). Record this information on the table at the bottom of page one, and continue onto 
page 2 if you need more space. Count as accurately as possible all adults, nests, and chicks. If 
ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ǿǊƛǘŜ ά¦έ ς a blank will be treated as an unknown and not zero. 

4. Include any notes in the comments column on: feeding, food, predation, re-nests, observer 
confidence, disturbances, or anything else you think is important. 

 
 
Call SFBBO if you have any questions!  
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GUTE Sample data sheets (for use as examples only) 
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GUTE Sample data sheets (for use as examples only) 
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GUTE Sample map: (from Google Earth) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Island 1: nesting FOTE 

Island 2: nesting FOTE, CATE 
and BLSK 

http://www.stanford.edu/~kendric/birds/
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 List of Contacts: 
 
SFBBO 
 

524 Valley Way             Caitlin Robinson-Nilsen, Waterbird Program Supervisor 
Milpitas, CA    cnilsen@sfbbo.org 
408-946-6548      
408-946-9279 fax    

******call me on my cell if you have any problems in the field****** 
 
Don Edwards National Wildlife Refuge  
 
Southern Region Dispatch (for Law Enforcement) 
831-649-2801 phone 
 
 
East Bay Regional Parks District 
 
Regional Parks Police 
17930 Lake Chabot Road 
Castro Valley, California 94546 
510-881-1833 phone 
 
References 
 
The mission of Audubon California is to conserve and restore CaliforƴƛŀΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ 
ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ōƛǊŘǎΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ 
biological diversity. 
http://www.audubon.org/chapter/ca/ca/ 
 
BIRDNET provides information about ornithology, the scientific study of birds. The site is a service of 
the Ornithological Council, a public information organization involving ten North American 
professional ornithological societies.  
http://www.nmnh.si.edu/BIRDNET/ 
 
The Birds of North America, species accounts. 
http://www.birdsofna.org/ 
 
San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory home page 
www.sfbbo.org 
 
South Bay Birders Unlimited, for information on local area birds, maps of salt ponds and more. 

mailto:cnilsen@sfbbo.org
file:///G:/purpose.html
file:///G:/Ornith.html
file:///G:/mainindex.html%23OC
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Emergency information form 
 
Please fill out and return this form and send/give it to SFBBO staff. 
 
VOLUNTEER MEDICAL INFORMATION FORM 
 
NAME: ____________________________________ 
 
ADDRESS: _________________________________ 
 
         _________________________________ 
 
PHONE NUMBER: ___________________________ 
  
NAME OF PERSON TO CONTACT IN CASE OF EMERGENCY: 
 
__________________________     
 
PHONE NUMBER _____________   RELATIONSHIP __________ 
 
ALTERNATIVE CONTACT PERSON: __________________________     
 
PHONE NUMBER _____________   RELATIONSHIP __________ 
 
Do you have any special medical condition that may limit your ability to perform the volunteer work 
detailed above? _____________  
 
 If yes, please specify: 
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________ 
 
Do you have any allergies that SFBBO or fellow volunteers should be aware of should you experience 
an allergic reaction while volunteering? ______________ 
 
If yes, please specify: 
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________ 

 
Vehicle license number: __________________________     
 
Insurance carrier: _______________________________     

  
 


