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Life Under The Snow
by Gerry Rising
Some animals, like rabbits and deer, are threatened by snow. It will be harder for them to forage and hunters – coyotes, foxes, hawks
and owls as well as humans – can better follow their trails. But for other animals the snow will bring protection from the cold and
from at least some of their many predators.
On our closely manicured lawns the snow piles up directly on the ground, but in the longer grass of meadows and on leafy forest
floors a quite different process ensues. Not all of the snow reaches the ground. The leaves and branches of living and dead
wildflowers and grasses form tiny roofs that hold the snow a few centimeters above the soil. Natural passages are formed through
which mice, shrews, voles, lemmings and even chipmunks and weasels can make their way. The Inuit name for this complex layer of
ice crystals and open space at the base of the snowpack is pukak.
Imagine for a moment that, like Alice in Wonderland, we can shrink ourselves down to an inch in height in order to enter this subnivean world. We'll need to carry flashlights because very little light penetrates that thick ceiling of snow. The animals that inhabit
these passages have much better eyesight than we do and their other senses, especially their better ability to smell and hear, serve them
well here.
We find ourselves in a complex system of caves in which it will be very easy to get lost. Some of the openings have been enlarged by
the bodies of mice and other animals forcing their way through, however, and we can more easily follow one of them.
Surprisingly, because the snow serves as a kind of blanket and the ground below our feet radiates some warmth, the temperature is a
degree or two above freezing. This causes slow but constant melting and refreezing so all around us are ice formations that mimic the
stalagmites and stalactites of mineral caves.
When we wander through this wonderland, we find much that serves as food for the inhabitants of the pukak. Everywhere our light
discloses living as well as dead plants and fungi on which we occasionally see flies, beetles, springtails and aphids feeding. These
insects are fed upon in turn -- predatory beetles, mites, spiders and wasps make meals of them.
And now we must realize that our size threatens us as well. We too could serve as prey for a mouse, shrew or weasel wandering
through these passages. When we hear crashing noises approaching, we had better recall the magic incantation that will return us,
bursting up through the snow cover, to retain our original size.
Surprisingly, more than a dozen species of small mammals spend much of their time through the winter in these passageways. Among
the mice and voles, only the jumping mice are
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Recall the next time you trudge across a snowcovered field that each of your steps capsizes a
little of that world under the snow.
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President’s Message
Most Presidents would start off telling you all about themselves. I think I'd like to tell
you about some of the dedicated Friends of Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge
volunteers.
First of all, I'll start off with Dorothy. I've known her for many years. She has a dry sense
of humor with a twinkle in her eye. We were on a different organizations board together.
She filled many roles in that organization, and I am thrilled that she brings a multitude of
experience to FINWR.
David has a passionate hobby/obsession. He works tirelessly to promote Monarch
Butterfly conservation. He has been all over WNY to speak about these wonderful
creatures. He and I discovered that we had a connection from the past. His father bought
my Dad's Mustang when I was a kid in the 70's.
Lauren is a multi talented person, who enjoys many interests. She works in the
education field, competes in Roller Derby locally and has an incredible interest in
keeping her beautiful yard creature friendly, in other words, no harmful pesticides.
Carl has been retired for many years from his career job, and spends many hours a week
at the refuge enjoying his "second " job. Last year around this time, he had accumulated
35,000 volunteer hours. This year he's at 37,000. He has served just about every capacity
on the FINWR Board. He is currently designing a Bluebird nesting box with a different
kind of entrance. This spring he'll install some on the refuge to see how the Bluebirds
like them.
As I get to know other board members and volunteers, I hope to share their stories with
you as well. We all come from different back grounds and have diverse interests, but
we've all come together to promote the Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge.
Please contact me with any questions, concerns or suggestions.
Sincerely,
Garner Light
President of FINWR
redstart@finwr.org
While we know you will continue to remember us with your
generous donations, we encourage you to to use Amazon
Smile. The Amazon Smile website donates 0.5% of the price
of your eligible purchases to the charitable organization of your choice when you shop securely at
https://smile.amazon.com/. Every 0.5% counts! That means we receive $1 for every $200
spent.
Support the Friends of Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge, Inc.
2021 Membership Levels:
Family
Raccoon
Otter/Red Fox
Bluebird
Heron
Bald Eagle
Double Eagle

$25.00
$50.00
$75.00
$100.00
$200.00
$500.00
$1,000.00

Please send contribution to:
Friends of Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge, Inc.
1101 Casey Road
Basom, NY 14013
We can use your volunteer time also!!
Contributions are tax deductible
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It’s In! Another Successful Oak Orchard Swamp Christmas Bird Count
by Celeste Morien, Count Compiler
On December 28, 2020, thirty-one volunteers participated in the 53rd annual Oak Orchard Swamp Christmas Bird Count. The
National Audubon Society, in collaboration with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, sponsor Christmas Bird Counts annually
throughout the country and beyond in the Americas. Each count consists of a tally of all birds seen within a fifteen-mile diameter
circle on one day during a 15 day period at the end of December and the beginning of January. Audubon Christmas Counts provide
valuable information on the range expansion or narrowing of wintering bird populations and have been taking place for 120 years.
The Oak Orchard Swamp Count Circle
The circle center for the Oak Orchard count is the point at which the Genesee-Orleans County line crosses Route 63. The 15-mile
diameter circle includes the Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge, Oak Orchard and Tonawanda State Wildlife Management Areas, the
Tonawanda/Seneca Native American Reservation, the Townships of Alabama and Shelby, the villages of Indian Falls, Medina and
Wolcottsville and portions of Middleport and Oakfield.
Weather Factors
Weather can make or break the day for our observers, but we forge ahead! Count hours were cold and wet, with a low of 27F and
high of 39F. The early morning began with rain and winds from the south at 11MPH, which then began gusting throughout the
afternoon from the WSW at 16 -21 MPH, making the temperatures essentially feel ten degrees colder. By afternoon, birding was
essentially precipitation free. Late morning and afternoon visibility was good.
Observers
Our 31 intrepid observers went afield in 23 parties from 6:15 AM until 6:45 PM. These folks volunteer to attend from as far away as
the Rochester and Buffalo areas, and even with the COVID-19 restrictions in place, persevered in their determination to ensure that
the 2019 count would become another accurate contribution in the collection of scientific information about wintering bird
populations. In 106.25 total hours, observers covered 25.75 miles on foot and 535.5 miles by car, which included 37 hours on foot
and 69.25 hours by car! Two observers counted birds at home feeders. Participants also clocked 9 nocturnal hours and 39.25 miles
searching for owls. In total, these awesome observers tallied 73 species and 20,828 individual birds! As the compiler, I say repeated
thanks to Douglas Beattie, Elaine Dart, Don Bemont, Daniel Rosentreter, Thomas Morien, Garner Light, Judy Light, Rory Kuczek,
Paul Hess, Kathryn Brenner, Janie Mellas, Robert Buckert, Jules Wagner, Greg Lawrence, William Wolanske, Denise Appleby, Pat
Martin, Kim Hartquist, Bev Seyler, Bob DeLeon, Jennifer Caughel, Donna DeLeon, Emma DeLeon, Mike Vickner, Mike Galas,
Gerry Rising, Chuck Mitchell, Heidi Kennedy, Tad Gerace, Christopher Hollister and Iroquois NWR and the NYS DEC.
Winter Diversity
Counters commented on good diversity overall with a few exceptions, such as the lack of waterfowl in the region because of the
freeze in early December. Still, we had all three swan species and a smattering of waterfowl. Lack of snow cover on the ground and
heavy winds made finding birds at roadside difficult, but there were birds to be found for those who had the opportunity and spent
time walking. With a total lack of snow cover, participants reported that birds were difficult to see in fields and were not present at the
roadsides. Wished-for irruptive species (those that visit in winter from the boreal forest when cone crops there are low) such as
Evening and Pine Grosbeak were not found although they have been seen in other areas of the state, and even in our circle this fall.
Irruptives we did find: a few Pine Siskins, Common Redpolls, which have shown a recent uptick and Red-breasted Nuthatches.
Highs and Lows
Notable highest counts ever: Northern Saw-whet Owl, Common Raven, Brown Creeper, Carolina Wren, Winter Wren and European
Starling. Massive flocks at the Lamb Farms on Judge Road resulted in the high count of starlings. Higher counts of overwintering
wren species may be because of the trend to warmer weather in our colder months. Gerry Rising found the Saw-whet Owls and stated
he’d never had an experience quite like this one in his many years of watching birds. Both owls flew out of conifers in response to a
recording played in the early morning. Common Ravens are increasing their presence in the Great Lake plains area, resulting in a
total of five of these fascinating and intelligent corvids on count day. Fox Sparrow was the single ‘new to the count’ species this year;
Janie Mellas, one of our many sharp-eyed participants, found it lingering on the Iroquois Refuge. A single Red-winged Blackbird was
recorded as a new low count. Count week birds seen in the three days before or after the count date, but not on the actual count date,
were Great Horned Owl, Sandhill Crane and Northern Pintail.
The Friends of Iroquois, Inc. usually sponsor our evening refreshments at the refuge, but because of the Covid-19 pandemic that was
not possible. The INWR Staff was still able to contribute time and effort in covering the refuge areas. The NYS DEC staff also
volunteered to report birds by conducting their winter raptor survey on count afternoon. Many thanks go out to everyone who
participated! A list of species follows.
(continues on next page)
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The 2021 Count
We rely on volunteer support every year to continue this important tradition. I might add that for next year, I welcome any
homeowner in the circle who wants to count birds at their feeding station to contact me through the NYS Ornithological Association
(NYSOA) or Buffalo Ornithological Society websites two weeks before the count. We also welcome permission for counters to access
any private property trails or field edges within the circle for walking. Look for the count date to be announced by mid-November
and please put us on your calendar!
Results of the 2020 count: cw= count week, not count day
green= high yellow= low
Mute Swan
2
Red-shouldered Hawk
Marsh Wren
Tundra Swan
21
Red-tailed Hawk
57
Golden-crowned Kinglet
13
Trumpeter Swan
4
Rough-legged Hawk
2
Ruby-crowned Kinglet
Greater White-fronted Goose
Virginia Rail
Eastern Bluebird
31
Snow Goose
Sora
Hermit Thrush
1
Ross's Goose
American Coot
American Robin
260
Cackling Goose
6
Sandhill Crane
cw
Gray Catbird
Canada Goose
3367
Wilson's Snipe
Northern Mockingbird
1
Wood Duck
Ring-billed Gull
115
European Starling
12324*
Gadwall
Herring Gull
11
American Pipit
American Wigeon
Great Black-backed Gull
Cedar Waxwing
2
American Black Duck
18
Bonaparte's Gull
Lapland Longspur
American Black Duck x Mallard
Rock Pigeon (Feral Pigeon)
223
Snow Bunting
275
Domestic Mallard x Mallard
Mourning Dove
173
Common Yellowthroat
Mallard
116
Eastern Screech-Owl
5
Yellow-rumped Warbler
3
Northern Shoveler
35
Great Horned Owl
cw
American Tree Sparrow
294
Northern Pintail
cw
Snowy Owl
Chipping Sparrow
Blue-winged Teal
Barred Owl
Field Sparrow
Green-winged Teal
Long-eared Owl
Dark-eyed Junco
728
Canvasback
Short-eared Owl
6
Dark-eyed (Pink-sided) Junco
Redhead
Northern Saw-whet Owl
2*
White-crowned Sparrow
16
Ring-necked Duck
Belted Kingfisher
White-throated Sparrow
40
Greater Scaup
Red-headed Woodpecker
Savannah Sparrow
2
Lesser Scaup
Red-bellied Woodpecker
71
Song Sparrow
19
Bufflehead
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker
1
Swamp Sparrow
11
Common Goldeneye
Downy Woodpecker
78
Eastern Towhee
Hooded Merganser
Hairy Woodpecker
17
Northern Cardinal
156
Common Merganser
10
Northern Flicker
19
Red-winged Blackbird
1*
Red-breasted Merganser
Pileated Woodpecker
6
Eastern Meadowlark
Ring-necked Pheasant
3
American Kestrel
3
Yellow-headed Blackbird
Ruffed Grouse
Merlin
1
Rusty Blackbird
Wild Turkey
59
Peregrine Falcon
Brewer's Blackbird
Common Loon
Eastern Phoebe
Common Grackle
Pied-billed Grebe
Northern Shrike
2
Brown-headed Cowbird
12
Horned Grebe
Blue Jay
129
Pine Grosbeak
American Bittern
American Crow
287
Purple Finch
Great Blue Heron
3
Common Raven
5*
House Finch
41
Great Egret
Horned Lark
106
White-winged Crossbill
Black-crowned Night-Heron
Black-capped Chickadee
426
Common Redpoll
30
Turkey Vulture
Tufted Titmouse
30
Pine Siskin
2
Northern Harrier
12
Red-breasted Nuthatch
12
American Goldfinch
236
Sharp-shinned Hawk
3
White-breasted Nuthatch
69
Evening Grosbeak
Cooper's Hawk
6
Brown Creeper
20*
House Sparrow
454
Bald Eagle
17
Carolina Wren
5*
Total individuals
20828
Northern Goshawk
Winter Wren
3*
Total species
73
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Recommended Reading
•
•
•

Noise And Light Pollution Hinder Bird Reproduction - Futurity.org
Alphabetical List Of 602 Birds And Their Songs – Bird-Sounds.net
How the Suburbs Could Help Save Biodiversity – Scientific American
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NATURE MATTERS
by Chris Kieber
The Northern flying squirrel (Glaucomys sabrinus) is quite common in our area but seldom seen
due to its nocturnal nature. These large-eyed squirrels have several remarkable characteristics,
the most obvious being a skin membrane (patagium) which connects from wrist to ankle,
increasing surface area and allowing them to glide through habitats. Although they do not
hibernate, if faced with inclement weather, cold temperatures or a limited food supply, these
squirrels can become heterothermic and drop their body temperature by several degrees for short
periods of time thus saving valuable energy reserves. Flying squirrels occupy a variety of
habitats, being equally at home in hardwood, coniferous or mixed forests. However they do
require continual habitat or corridors, so roads are barrier they will not usually cross. Unlike
most squirrels, flyers do not depend on seeds and nuts even when they are readily available nor
are they known to store food. Although they occasionally use mast and are opportunistic,
subsistence most often depends on fungi, lichens, buds, berries, staminate (male) cones eggs,
birds, insects and carrion. They are considered the most carnivorous of the squirrels. They are
also relatively long-lived for such a small size; usually 4 – 7 years.
Recent studies have found that there is a direct link between the squirrels, its diet, and the perpetuation of the forest habitat. Flying
squirrels consume large quantities of fungi that grow both underground and the fruiting bodies that appear on the soil surface. The
hyphae of underground fungus form associations with tree roots, which greatly increase the absorption of water and minerals. Many
tree species grow poorly or not at all without mycorrhizae. Spore dispersal to new tree seedlings is a problem for underground
fungus. Flying squirrels are compelled to dig up and eat the fungus when it emits a chemical signaling that it is ripe. While obtaining
nutrition, the squirrels are unable to digest the spores, so these are deposited back on the forest floor for days or even weeks,
inoculating the soil for young trees. This squirrel-fungus-tree mutualism may help maintain the very forests on which the squirrels
depend. The interconnectedness of nature never ceases to be anything but remarkable!

Kestrels Have Competition
by Carl Zenger
While checking the kestrel boxes on the Refuge this fall, to get them ready for next
spring, we found the box at O’Brien Marsh on Route 63 was occupied with honey
bees. With bees being an important pollinator we did not want to harm them. So
after a discussion with the Refuge Biologist we decided to contact a Bee Keeper and
determine what course of action would be the best. We considered lowering the box
to give it a little protection from the cold wind and even taking the box down and
placing it in a building to provide even more protection from the weather. After
discussion with the Bee Keeper he recommended that neither of these be done.
Honey bees are very location oriented and moving the hive would impede the bees
from finding it again. Bees do leave the nest in the winter and even lowering the
box would create problems with them returning. Also in the fall the hive is full of
honey so it is heavy and any vibration from moving it could cause the hive to
collapse and cause the bees to die.

Note the honey comb showing in the
entrance hole of the box in the picture. The
box appears to be full of honey comb from
the top to the bottom.

The best strategy is to leave the hive alone and then in the spring, early April, see if
the bees have survived. If they have then they will be captured and relocated to
another location. We will then have to clean out the box and replace it with a
different box as the smell of honey will still remain. This scent would attract
additional bees and a new hive would be started. With this plan we may save the
bees but we will miss the nesting season in 2021 for the kestrels. We do have other
nest boxes in the area that were not used in 2020 so this should not be a problem. It
is hoped that the bees survive the winter and we have a success story next summer.
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House Sparrow Battle Continues
by Carl Zenger

House Sparrows (HOSP) are a constant battle for most of our cavity nesting birds. Our bluebird and purple martin
programs experienced more problems than usual this last season due to the lockdown last spring. We were not able to
deploy many of the normal methods to minimize their use of our nest structures. We have tried several passive methods to
discourage HOSP nesting. One of our latest efforts was the use of open top boxes. Utilizing a standard bluebird box with a
3” diameter hole cut into the top and then covered with a piece of Plexiglas. The idea here was to admit light into the
cavity which would discourage the HOSP. We found that this worked well for keeping the HOSP out but also was not
favored by our native species either. As soon as we covered the openings tree swallows moved in and started nesting.
Another method we have used for several years is the PVC nest box which
seems to be effective in discouraging HOSP nesting. This is a 4” diameter
PVC sewer pipe cavity painted to look like a birch tree. I have not been a
fan of them because I felt they were too small for a clutch of 5 bluebirds.
The bluebirds seem to like them and use ours every year, unless the tree
swallows beat them out. So I decided to get more of them and replace some
of the open top boxes. To buy them was a little pricey especially when you
were looking at 10 to 15 of them. So I decided to build some. This worked
out well as I was able to find scrap material for almost all of the parts. My
artistic talents are not very good so they don’t look much like birch trees but
I’m hoping that the birds won’t mind. We will see how they work out for
keeping the HOSP at bay and attracting bluebirds.
We also use other methods of HOSP and predator control. Many of our nest
boxes have PVC pipe on the post to discourage ground predators and we put
grease on most of the posts when bluebirds nest if there is no PVC guard in
place. We also remove HOSP nests and eggs, trap adult males and install
homemade sparrow spookers after eggs are laid. Even with all this we still
have losses of birds and eggs due to HOSP predation. We are always
looking for new ways to combat the house sparrow. So if you know of a
method that can be used effectively please let us know so we can try it.
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10th Annual Amateur Photo Contest Winners
We are pleased to announce the 2020 winners of the Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge and Friends of Iroquois National Wildlife
Refuge 10th Annual Amateur Photo Contest. Our annual photo contest is open to all amateur photographers and accepts photos taken
on our refuge throughout the year with submissions accepted from September 1 through August 31 of each calendar year. The
changing seasons and varied habitats offer endless photo opportunities to our visitors and your submissions are appreciated and
valued by our refuge, thank you to all who participated. This year’s photo contest was dedicated in the memory of Kathy Owen.

1st Place Wildlife
Andrea M Heine

2nd Place Wildlife
Dave Lemke
3rd Place Wildlife
Greg Crawford

Honorable Mention Wildlife
William Baburchak

2nd Place Habitat
Andrea M Heine

3rd Place Habitat
Thomas Stearns

Honorable Mention Habitat
Shirley Stevenson

1st Place Youth - Anna Kozaczka

1st place Habitat
Jennifer Cummings
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