
McNary Lock and Dam

Avian Monitoring and Action Plan

Introduction

McNary Lock and Dam has one of the largest piscivorous bird populations on the Columbia River, due to the number of juvenile fish descending on McNary from both the Snake the upper Columbia rivers, and due to the project’s close proximity to several significant bird nesting colonies.

McNary has a large mix of species, including California and ring-billed gulls, western grebes, Caspian terns, white pelicans, double-crested cormorants, mergansers and other piscivorous waterfowl.  The most numerous and troublesome are the two gull species, and they typically are found in the spillway tailrace, which is the most difficult area to reach with shore-based pyrotechnic devices, propane cannons and electronic bird alarm calls.

In addition to regular USDA APHIS hazing activities, APHIS will be conducting experimental boat hazing, 3 days a week, in the powerhouse tailrace during the busiest months of the 2014 bird predation season.  If this effort is successful, it may be expanded in future years, depending on funding levels.

Much of what the McNary project does to control predatory birds is determined months in advance, when the project helps establish the predatory bird control contract with APHIS, so there is very little additional that the project can do during times of unusually high avian predation, other than to shift USDA hazers around to different spots around the project.  Early in the season, we will have already deployed the appropriate number of propane cannons and bird alarms, so more would not be appropriate.  In addition to adding boat hazing in 2014, the project will continue with the two-shift hazing effort during the busiest months of the year.

Propane cannons, electronic bird alarms and other noise-makers are problematic, because they disturb nearby homeowners, fishers, park users and tugboat crews, so they must be used with discretion.  They are of limited effectiveness, and propane cannons in particular must be restricted to near-dam areas and away from recreational and navigational traffic.

Control of Predatory Birds

Monitoring

McNary biologists and biological technicians monitor the dam populations of gulls, grebes, Caspian terns, white pelicans, and double-crested cormorants at least once per day, seven days a week, from April 1 through September 30, the juvenile fish bypass season at McNary.  The project may monitor populations more frequently, as needed, during bird population surges or outside this time window.   We will include observations of hazing activity, hazing hours, boat hazing, monitoring times, foraging/nonforaging activity, etc. 

Base Actions

USDA APHIS bird hazers typically start on the last Sunday in March, and continue to haze birds through the first Saturday in August.  Double shifts (16 hours per day) are used during the period of the greatest bird activity, typically beginning on the third Sunday in April, and ending the second Saturday in July.  Boat hazing is also used during that same period, typically 3 days per week, initially.  APHIS crews may at their discretion deploy limited lethal take of gulls and cormorants, particularly if hazing by itself loses its effectiveness.  Project personnel may deploy a limited number of propane cannons and electronic bird alarms from time-to-time, typically early in the season.  Overhead avian deterrent wires are located along the powerhouse tailrace.  A hydrocannon is situated at the juvenile fish bypass outfall. 

Incident Response

When surges of predatory birds become apparent, the project will conduct the following actions based on the number of birds present:

1. When predacious bird numbers at any particular location exceed 50 - 100 foraging birds, focus APHIS hazers on those locations;

2. When predacious bird numbers at any particular location (most usually the spillway outfall) exceed 100 - 200 foraging birds, increase APHIS hazing efforts in those areas, and increase the number of long-range pyrotechnic devices.  Focus boat hazing in those areas.  If APHIS has not already initiated lethal take, deploy limited lethal take;

3. When predacious bird numbers at any particular location exceed 200 - 300 foraging birds, increase hazing efforts.  Continue to focus boat hazing in those areas.  Place more emphasis on lethal take.  

Lethal take is a critical part of these predatory bird control efforts.  Without it, hazing will likely have only a limited effect on local bird congregations.

Reporting

As noted in the “Monitoring” section above, McNary biologists and technicians monitor birds from April 1 through September 30, the juvenile fish bypass season at McNary.  We maintain records of this monitoring on an Excel spreadsheet.  Regular updates will be provided in a table in the fish facility weekly report, along with a brief statement on the effectiveness of the bird deterrent program for that week.  A summary of seasonal bird abundance and the overall effectiveness of the bird deterrent program will be provided in the fish facility annual report.  Reporting is by zone, with the project divided into the following zones:

1. Forebay;
2. Bypass pipe outfall;
3. Powerhouse tailrace;
4. Spillway tailrace.

Reporting is by bird species, when clear identification is possible.  We do not differentiate between gull species, due to the difficulty in determining gull species from a distance.  We also have hazing data from APHIS personnel working on the project.




