BIRD OF THE MONTH
At Mono Lake

WATERFOWL (Anatid spp.): (tagline)

Waterfowl at Mono L ake ... WhileMono Lake supportsafew breeding waterfowl, including Mallard, Gad-
wall, and Canada Goosg, itsgreatest importance to waterfowl comesduring their southward migration every fall.
Beginning in September, thousands of ducks, including Ruddy Duck, Cinnamon Tedl, Green-winged Ted, Malard,
Northern Pintail, Gadwall, and American Widgeon, cometo Mono Laketo rest and storefat for their migration.
Shorelinewetlands and creek deltas provide shelter and freshwater in close proximity to the great food resources
of Mono Lake—brine shrimp by thetrillionsand akali fliesby themillions. But today’ sthousandsof ducksarea
mere shadow of the estimated 1 million waterfowl which historically stopped at thelake each fall.

About wetlandsat Mono L ake... Severa typesof wetland habitats can occur in awide variety of situations
around thelake. At anumber of pointsaround thelake, springs create marsh or meadow habitatsasthey flow
toward thelake. Creek deltas support ponds and marshlands, and the largeinput of
wiater createsalayer of fresh water on top of the salty lake water where
»Waterfowl can easily foragefor shrimp and flieswithout venturing too far into
ono’ ssaline depths. Shoreline depressions create brackish lagoonswith the
sng and falling of thelake.
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Threatstothehealth of Mono' swetlands... In 1941, the City of Los Angelesbegan diverting thewater from
four of Mono Lake sfivemgjor tributary streams. By 1982 the lake had dropped 45 vertical feet, doublingits
sdinity. One of themost visibleeffects of thisdrop inlakelevel wasthe stranding and subsequent drying of large
lagoon areas around the lake. With the creeks dry most years, the creekside plants died of f, and the absence of
healthy vegetation to anchor stream banks allowed occasional floodsto cut the stream channelsdown below their
historic levels. Thedry creeks meant lessfreshwater for thelake, and theincised channelsleft pondsand marsh-
land high and dry. Thiswas particularly truefor the Rush Creek deltaand the open water surrounding it, which
historically supported about 45% of the million waterfowl that stopped at thelake.

Mono L ake: onceand futurebastion of a habitat in decline... Wetland habitats like those supported by
Mono Lakearecritical for thesurviva of waterfowl species. Waterfowl populationsin California sCentrad Valey
have declined 40-60% sincethe mid-60' s, while popul ations at Mono L ake have declined 97%, suggesting that
the decreasein waterfowl visiting Mono Lake over thelast 60 yearsisdue both to the widespread | oss of water-
fowl habitat, and to the great | oss of habitat specifically at Mono. Asahistorically significant migration staging
ground, it isimportant that M ono berestored asmuch as possibleto hel p stem the tide of waterfowl decline.

Wherewestand today ... Thankfully, in 1994 the California State Water Resources Control Board mandated
that Los AngelesraiseMono’ swater level, and work to restore the wetland resources which once graced Mono
Lake. There-watering of old stream channelsand creek deltas promisesto restore some of the historic marsh
habitats, whiletherising lakewill begin to recreate brackish lagoons on the east and south sd&s of thelakeand
ponds at the creek deltas. A few ponds have been restored on the north side of the ;

laketo help make up for lost freshwater marsh. These effortshaveled toincreased
wetland extent and quality, and today thelake supports 10,000-15,000 migrating
waterfowl annualy. But human efforts can never compl etely repair the damagethat was
doneto creek channelsand deltas. Only Mother Nature can heal those wounds—in

time beyond the scale of human ggagraans: information visit www.monolake.org
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Interesting Tidbits

Most ducks seemto tolerate the alkaline and salinewaters of Mono Lakefairly well by spendingtimethe
areas of freshwater near creek deltas and spring-fed marshes. Gadwalls breeding at Mono L ake, however,
often develop afoot rot that makesholesin the webbing between their toes. Itisespecialy prevaentin
young birds.

Traditional moddsof waterfowl migration have shown them moving within four North-South flyways
(Atlantic, Mississippi, Centra, and Pecific) with little cross-over between, but recent studies have shown
much morevariability, with somewaterfowl moving asmuch East-West as North-South.

Morethan haf of thewetlandsthat existed in what would be the United Stateswhen Europeansarrivedin
the Americashave beendrained, filled in, or otherwise destroyed. Mot of thosethat remain are under
constant threat. Thewaterfowl weloveto seewill only remain aslong asthese wetlands are protected.

WHERE TO SEEWATERFOWL AT MONO LAKE & WHAT TOLOOK FOR

Madlard, Gadwall, Ruddy Duck, and Canada Goose can be found reliably throughout the summer at Mono
L ake. Throughout the summer and during thefal migration, agreat placeto seethese and other waterfowl is
at Mono County Park, 5 milesnorth of LeeVining. A boardwalk leads down to the lakeshore over wet
meadow and marsh, where ducks can be seen a ong with other marsh birdslikerailsand snipe. The
mudflats along the shore arealikely placefor preening and resting ducks and geese.

Theducksthat use Mono Lakeare of severa types. Someare*“ dabblers,” searching for food with their tails
turned up intheair and their heads underwater. Othersare divers, venturing deeper into Mono’ sbriny
watersin search of shrimp and other invertebrates. They vary in color from brilliant male Mallards, with their
bright green heads and chestnut breasts, to the more subtly elegant Gadwall, with hisgray body, whitewing
patch, and reddish-brown breeding plumes.




