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BETE GRISE WETLANDS PRESERVE EXPANDED
KEWEENAW COUNTY MICHIGAN
By Jeff Knoop
With the help of a recent federal grant through
the Coastal and Estuarine Land Protection
Program (CELP), administered by the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA), the nationally renowned Bete Grise
Wetlands Coastal Preserve has grown by 80%.
The Houghton Keweenaw Conservation District
(HKCD) in cooperation with The Nature
Conservancy (TNC), Keweenaw Land Trust
(KLT) and other public and private partners
recently closed on the latest addition to the
preserve which adds 1,493 acres. Total acreage
at the preserve now exceeds 3,300 acres
including nearly a mile and a half of Lake
Superior shoreline. Moreover, over three miles
of shoreline at Lac Le Belle, a large coastal
plain lake, is now protected through the eight
year effort.

Long, arching sand dunes parallel and inland
from the Big Lake support mature white and red
pine forest. These dunes exemplify the former
Lake Superior temporal shorelines as the Lake
gradually receded to its present level since the
last ice age gradually came to an end some
8,000 year ago.
Characterized by a high diversity of grasses and
forbs, Great Lakes Marshes are home to a
variety of rare and declining migratory and
nesting bird species, numerous imperiled plant
species and provide invaluable habitat for
spawning fish and breeding amphibians. These
areas also serve as natural water purification
systems, and above all, are the base of the food
chain for the entire Great Lakes ecosystem.
Over the past 150 years, significant loss of this
important wetland habitat throughout the Great
Lakes has coincided with a decline in both water
quality and the fishing industry, touted as one of
Earth's finest fisheries just decades ago. The
protection of Bete Grise Wetlands – its
wetlands, sloughs and shoreline – is part of a
national effort to successfully reverse this trend
within the Great lakes Ecoregion.

Bete Grise Wetlands has been identified by The
Nature Conservancy, The Michigan Department
of Natural Resources (MDNR) and the
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality
(MDEQ) and the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS) as the single most
important estuarine Great Lakes Marsh
remaining in the Upper Great Lakes reaches of
the United States and Canada. The flora and
fauna of this large, diverse coastal plain wetland
system includes distinct vegetation zones
representing a mix of submergent and emergent
marsh, fen and conifer swamp communities.

The existing preserve system is currently jointly
owned and managed by the Houghton
Keweenaw Conservation District and The
Nature Conservancy. Preserve management
plans have been developed by the partnership
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and, in an effort to further strengthen these
efforts, both the Keweenaw Land Trust and the
newly formed “Stewards of Bete Grise” have
joined in thereby bringing important additional
partners to the mix.

funds have been match nearly dollar for dollar
by the private sector in one of the largest
fundraising efforts in the history of the State of
Michigan. Moreover additional public and
private funds in the amount of nearly $2m have
been secured to further protect additional
shoreline and dune/swale wetland habitat so
please stay tuned for the latest update!

Just ten years ago the sandy, untrammeled
shoreline and wetland at Bete Grise was staked
and scheduled for subdivision into high-valued
lake front lakes. In response to that threat a solid
and lasting public/private partnership developed
in an earnest effort to preserve the unique
wetland system. To date the federal government
in cooperation with the MDNR and MDEQ has
provided nearly $2.5m in acquisition and
management funding towards the project. These

The preserve is open to the general public for
passive recreational use including hiking,
skiing, and general nature study. The preserve
parking lot is located off Gay-Lac Le Belle road
at the south end of Lac Le Belle. For additional
information contact The Nature Conservancy at
906-225-0399.

The Nature Conservancy would like to thank the following partners in this outstanding effort:
Federal Agencies: USFWS, NOAA
State Agencies: MDNR, MDEQ
Local Agencies: HKCD
The Great Lakes Fishery Trust
Keweenaw Land Trust
JA Woollam Foundation
Over 500 private donors

Interior
wetlands at
the Lac La
Belle
sloughs,
which are
now
protected as
part of the
Bete Grise
Preserve.
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Piping Plovers Grand Marais 2014
By Kathy Davis
This year there were 70 breeding pairs of piping plovers on the Great Lakes. On Lake Superior
there were 2 broods in Vermillion, 1 brood at Whitefish Point, and 3 broods on the Apostle Islands in
addition to the Grand Marais plovers. The only other nesting sites this year in the upper peninsula were
on Lake Michigan at Port Inland with I brood and 2 broods at Gulliver.
This year there were 4 plover nests in Grand Marais. Three of the nests had 4 eggs and the latest
nest only had 3 eggs. The two earlier nests were established when there was still ice on the lake and
along the shore. These nests were on the outer beach near the breakwall. These nests hatched in midJune and 8 chicks hatched and fledged! This area has people and no sites for predators to perch and
watch for the chicks. This is the most successful area for plovers in Grand Marais.
The 3rd nest was east of the mouth of the Sucker River along the inner bay. This nest hatched on
July 10 with 4 chicks. This site has merlins and crows who are the chief predators of plovers in this
area. The male adult and 2 chicks were predated by merlins. One chick was killed by crows. The 4th
chick was caught and sent to the U of M Biology Station to the captive rearing site and it fledged. This
site was more successful before there were crows and merlins in the area.
The 4th nest was west of the first two nests by about 1000 feet. All three chicks hatched and all
three chicks were predated. Two of the chicks were eaten by a fox and the third by an avian predator.
Overall 9 chicks out of 15 fledged in Grand Marais in 2014. This is not a bad number but I
would like to see a 100 % fledge rate as we did in 2013.
Much of our success is due to volunteers who stay on the beach to educate people about plovers
and ask them to leash their dogs. They also try to deter predators. Most of the volunteers come from
Marquette. Clyde and Debbie Hecox are the volunteers who spend the most time on the beach. They
spent 12 days helping the paid Piping Plover interns. We try to monitor the chicks from hatching to
fledging from dawn to dusk. This was 16 hours a day at both sites!

Piping Plover enjoying the warm
Florida sunshine in winter.
Photo by Beth Olson

3

Peshekee Grade Field Trip – November 8, 2014
By Ann Joyal
I will begin this article with a disclaimer:
after 10 years as a member of the Laughing
Whitefish Audubon Society, I stubbornly
remain a novice birder. I don’t keep lists (did
that at work); I forget my field guide; and my
hearing is less than perfect by a long shot. I
enjoy being outdoors, and my goal has always
been to learn more about the birds that I
commonly find in my environment. The
friendships, fieldtrips, and programs of LWAS
have been the perfect way for me to gain my
modest knowledge of the area’s birds.
At the urging of Beth Olson, I joined the
November 8th fieldtrip to the Peshekee Grade,
which follows the Peshekee River north from
Lake Michigamme. The weather forecast called
for unseasonable cold, snow, and winds gusting
to 50 mph. I asked our trip leader, Gary Palmer,
about the timing of this trip, and he told me that
November is an ideal month to bird here for
several reasons:

These finches are pretty
unpredictable,
but
occasionally they have shown
up by November, and can
include White-winged and
Red Crossbills, Pine and
Evening Grosbeak, Common
and Hoary Redpoll, in
addition
to
American
Goldfinch
and
Pine
Siskin……
“Plus, in my experience
at least, Boreal Chickadee
and Gray Jay are incredibly
hard to find in the summer! It
seems that when they’re
tending to young they get
especially secretive.”
True to the forecast, five inches of snow
covered the road as we turned onto the Peshekee
Grade and followed the tracks of a logging truck
that had preceded us. Not far into the trip, we
were startled to find a male Spruce Grouse
standing in the road – its dark throat and its red
eye-comb clearly visible. A “first” for me. Just
as we stopped the car, the bird flew into the
adjacent woods, and although Beth and Gary
followed close behind we never spotted it again.
Our next stop was an area where Gary
had previously seen Boreal Chickadees. We
soon spotted Goldfinches, Black-capped
Chickadee and a few Pine Siskins, flitting about
in a tangle of conifers beside the road. Then we
heard the call of a Boreal Chickadee. I
remember Skye Haas once describing the call as
sounding like a “hoarse chickadee,” and its pitch
is within my hearing range. Success – I hear it
clearly. There is a second Boreal Chickadee in
the thicket of spruce, and although most
participants were able to find the bird, I could
never see it. But for me just recognizing the call
was a triumph.

“It’s a time of year when
many other spots throughout
the area have emptied out
and all of our Neotropical
migrants are long gone, so
the Peshekee is possibly our
best shot at high species
diversity. By then species like
Black-capped
Chickadee,
Red-breasted Nuthatch, and
Downy Woodpeckers have
begun spending much of their
time together in mixedspecies foraging flocks for
the winter, and this can make
them easier to detect in such
dense habitat.
“In addition to the boreal
breeders
(e.g.
Boreal
Chickadee, Gray Jay…), this
area can be good for
irruptive winter finches.
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Further along the road, we stopped for a
pair of Gray Jays. The Cornell Lab of
Ornithology describes the Gray Jay as
“deceptively cute” but so “intrepid” that it will
often grab food from an extended hand. Beth
Olson filled her hand with peanuts and held it
aloft. One of the birds was intrigued. It hopped
to a lower branch, cocked its head quizzically,
and buzzed Beth’s hand. It continued flying
from progressively lower perches, doing aerial
acrobatics above her hand, but never quite
landing. It finally lost interest and flew away.
We had all been so absorbed that no one had
remembered to take a picture.
Next was an area where Black-backed
Woodpeckers had previously been spotted. As
we hiked down the path, the wind picked up and
even the most warmly-dressed of us began to
feel the chill. After a few minutes on the trail,
we decided to return to the car. We were

casually chatting as we ambled along, when
Gary exclaimed, “I hear a Black-backed.” The
female bird was no more than 20 feet from us,
pecking away at insects beneath the bark of a
spruce. It was this pecking sound that Gary had
heard. The bird seemed unperturbed by our
presence and continued working away, casting
us an occasional sideways glance, and lingering
long enough for several people to get very good
photos.
We returned to the car, debating whether
to continue for a few more miles, but snow
began falling so hard that our visibility was
reduced to practically zero. We turned the car
around and started for home, having had a
remarkably successful day of viewing. In spite
of my resolution to avoid lists, I mentally
tallied: Black-backed Woodpecker, Gray Jay,
Boreal Chickadee, Spruce Grouse – “check,
check, check, check.”

Female Black-Backed Woodpecker
seen on LWAS Peshekee Grade trip
Nov.8, 2014. She seems to be trying
to extract an insect with her tongue.
Photo by Beth Olson
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NMU students and LWAS members hand feeding Gray Jays on a previous trip to the Peshekee Grade.

Information on Christmas Bird Counts in the Central U.P.
The Audubon Society’s Christmas Bird Count (CBC) takes place annually from December 14 – January
5 and is the longest-running wildlife census in the country. The count was first conceived in 1900 as an
alternative to the existing Christmas Day Bird hunt in which people tried to shoot and kill as many birds
as possible. The count has now existed now for 115 years, compiling a vast amount of data. Join with
other birders to collect important information that is used to assess the health of the nation’s bird
populations. For trends shown by CBC data, see Audubon’s “State of the Birds” report at
http://birds.audubon.org/state-birds.








December 14, 2014 (Sunday) - AuTrain – The compiler is Scott Hickman at suboscine@hotmail.com or 906892-8603.
If possible, please use the email address, since count information is distributed by email. Advanced notice of
at least 2 days will help in coordinating the count-circle coverage.
December 19, 2014 (Friday) - Cedarville, Mackinac Co. (Les Cheneaux Area) The compiler is Tina Hall at
chall@tnc.org, phone: (days) 906-225-0399 ext.4012, (evenings) 906-225-0139.
Meet at 8:00 a.m. at Big D’s Café, 7830 State Hwy 129, Pickford MI 49774. Big D’s is on the west side of the
road next to the gas station on Hwy 129.
December 20, 2014 (Saturday) - Marquette – The compiler is Melinda Stamp at mstamp@mstamp.net or
906-869-2489.
Meet at 8:00 a.m. in the parking lot at Mattson Lower Harbor Park in Marquette. Feeder forms are available
by pre-registering with Melinda. The count circle covers a 7.5-mile radius centered on Old City Hall at 4th &
Washington St. No advanced notice is necessary. A post-count pot luck dinner will be held at 6:00 p.m. at the
home of Jeff Knoop and Cindy Lynn at 88 Hwy M-35 Negaunee (about 10 miles from Marquette)
December 21, 2014 (Sunday) - Baraga – The compilers are Joe Kaplan (commoncoast@gmail.com) and Joe
Youngman (murphnj@up.net). For further information or to participate contact one of the compilers.
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December 23, 2014 (Tuesday) - Peshekee Grade – The compiler is Gary Palmer. For further information or
to participate, contact Gary at palmerjg@gmail.com
January 3, 2015 (Saturday) Gwinn - The compiler is Roger Harbin. For further information or to participate,
contact Roger at harbinparents@juno.com or call 906-458-6208

For continuous updates to the Christmas Count list, check our website:
http://laughingwhitefishaudubon.org/bird-counts/

Evening Programs January – April 2015
Laughing Whitefish Audubon Society meetings are held in the Community Room of Peter White
Library. Meetings begin at 7:00 p.m. and end around 8:30. For information call 226-6749.
December 2014: NO MEETING (consider participating in a Christmas Bird Count)
January 8, 2015 (THURSDAY):
"Experiencing Eden: the Birds, Wildlife and Prehistoric Life of Northern Tanzania"
Presenter: Jim Hayward
Jim Hayward will share photos and commentary from his photo safari to four of Tanzania's National
Parks including Tarangiri, Ngorongoro Crater, Serengeti and Rubondo Island in Lake Victoria as
well as the Olduvai Gorge paleontological site.
February 11, 2015 – “Queen of the Sun: What Are the Bees Telling Us?” – documentary film
Presented by the U.P. Land Conservancy and the Laughing Whitefish Audubon Society This beautiful film takes the viewer on a journey through the catastrophic disappearance of
honeybees and the mysterious world of the beehive by following the struggles of beekeepers,
scientists and philosophers from around the world. Light refreshments will be served, and the film is
82 minutes in length. Information: 906-869-4791 or 226-6749
March 11, 2015 – “Spring Migration at Peninsula Point – Two Years of Research”
Presenters: Gary Palmer and Skye Haas
Gary Palmer and Skye Haas spent the springs of 2013 and 2014 on Peninsula Point, documenting
bird species at as they migrated north from Lake Michigan. Located at the tip of Delta County’s
Stonington Peninsula, Peninsula Point is arguably the most spectacular migration hotspot in the
Upper Peninsula. Each spring, thousands of birds pass through this area, many stopping for a time to
replenish their fat reserves to power the next legs of their journeys. It is a crucial spot for the
migration of a plethora of birds from diverse taxa, with waterfowl, shorebirds, and songbirds all
particularly abundant.
April 8, 2015 – “Changes in Population and Habitat of Spruce Grouse on the Yellow Dog Plains.”
Presenter: Laurel Hill, 2014 LWAS Avian Research Award recipient
Laurel will discuss her research into changes in the habitat of the Yellow Dog Plains and her
investigation of how these changes affect the spruce grouse population there. She will compare data
collected during the summers of 2013 and 2014 to information collected in the 1980s by Professor
Bill Robinson. In the last three decades the Yellow Dog Plains have seen new roads and trails,
timber harvests and the development of the Eagle Mine. Assessment of the impact of these changes
on the spruce grouse population is crucial information to help manage future development in the
area.
For the latest list of programs, check our webpage at http://laughingwhitefishaudubon.org/
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Laughing Whitefish Audubon Society Membership Form for 2013-2014
Your dues support the newsletter, program costs, & local birding activities. Donations are taxdeductible.
Name (or names) ____________________________________________________________
Address ____________________________________________________________________
City, State and Zip____________________________________________________________
Phone_____________________________ e-mail ___________________________________
(E-mail addresses are not given to other groups or commercial entities)
Membership fees (please check one)
______Regular (Individual and Family) Annual - $15.00

______Student - $5.00

Additional donations:
$_________ General Expenses and LWAS projects
$_________ Research Grant to fund birding research in the Upper Peninsula
How would you like to receive your quarterly newsletter? (Check one) _____ e-mail or

_____ post.

Mail this form, along with your check (payable to LWAS) to:
Sue Holtzmann, 365 Mangum Rd., Marquette, MI 49855
Check the mailing label on this newsletter to see when your membership expires. Dues are paid for
a one year period. If you are currently “paid – up,” consider giving this membership form to someone
you know who might be interested in joining Laughing Whitefish Audubon.
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