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150th Anniversary (Sesquicentennial) of Lake Merritt Wildlife Refuge
Almost unnoticed, the 150th anniversary of the nation’s first wildlife refuge - Lake
Merritt – is here! Lake Merritt is an officially designated wildlife refuge as set forth
in the 1870 Wildlife Act passed by the California Legislature (a City version was
adopted in 1869 at the urging of Mayor Samuel Merritt). The plaque on the wall of
the bird sanctuary yard at 600 Bellevue reads, the “Lake Merritt Wild Duck Refuge
has been designated a Registered National Historic Landmark. Under the
provisions of the historic sites act of August 21, 1935 this site possesses
exceptional value in commemorating and illustrating the history of the United
States 1963.″
Historic site plaque.
Readtheplaque.com, Creative
Commons

Today, the Lake Merritt Wildlife Refuge is no longer listed as an official Federal or
State Wildlife Refuge with an acting refuge manager. But it is still protected by the
1870 law and the myriad of other laws and regulations that have been passed since 1870, including the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, the Clean Water Act, the National Environmental Policy Act, and the Endangered
Species Act. The California Department of Fish and Wildlife or CDFW is the agency tasked with enforcing the
CA Wildlife Act. The City of Oakland currently manages the refuge.
You can help the Wildlife Refuge every day by joining the Lake Merritt Institute, by making a donation,
or by volunteering to clean the lake. Visit our website at lakemerrittinstitute.org. LOVE YOUR LAKE!

It's official! Black Crowned Night Heron has been declared the Official Bird of Oakland!
Congratulations to
Park Day School
students (shown far
right at City Hall) for
their awesome
stewardship of Lake
Merritt and its wildlife.
These third graders were moved by the plight of the herons nesting in downtown
A proud BCNH by the bird
Oakland where life was dangerous and they were NOT welcome. With the help of
islands; Peggy Daly iNaturalist
Golden Gate Audubon Society’s President Cindy Margulis, they launched a 2-year
campaign to give the bird a place of honor in the community and promote its conservation. Hooray for this
"cool and funky bird"! Hooray for the Black-Crowned Night Heron!

LMI in MAY: 3,460 lbs. of trash were removed from the lake in May and 11,960 lbs. so far in 2019. LMI
Director James Robinson and Staff hosted 320 volunteers, made 4 educational presentations and attended 2
meetings.
2.01"inches rain was recorded by LMI rain gauge.

Feeding Hank, the Rescue Pelican
Another celebrated bird of Oakland is Hank the resident
American White Pelican at Lake Merritt. She (yes, she) was
placed at the Rotary Nature Center in 2003 after an injury
left her unable to fly. The U.S. Fish Wildlife Service
(USFWS) officials in Klamath Falls sent her to Oakland
with the understanding that her fish diet would be
supplemented especially during the winter months. Oakland
had successfully hosted rescue pelicans Helen and Hector in
the 1980’s and 1990’s.

Hank being fed fish by OPR&YD’s Ana Avila. Spring
2019. Photo by Steven Summers

And so Hank was fed for 16 years. Even during the two-year
closure of the Rotary Nature Center building (2017-2019),
part-time naturalists employees Steven, Michelle and
Leanne fed Hank and told her story to passersby. She is a
citizen of Oakland loved by adults and children alike.

This spring, alarmed by the amount of bread fed to birds by the public, the Department of Parks, Recreation &
Youth Development staff embarked on a policy of “breaking domestication” of all wild birds. They stopped
providing grain for the ducks and geese, and stopped giving Hank her 2 pounds of fish/day at the end of April.
They raised their concern that it might be illegal to continue feeding Hank in the usual way.
The Tidings asked for and received clarification on this point from California Department of Fish & Wildlife
Bay-Delta Region’s Wildlife Biologist John Krause. He explained that while federal laws such as the Migratory
Bird Treaty Act prohibit feeding or otherwise interacting with migratory birds in ways that alter their behavior,
they are applied largely to extreme nuisance situations. CA State law allows migratory birds to be confined and
fed where cities or institutions have MOU’s (Memoranda of Understanding). Wildcare in San Rafael is an
example. But, Hank is unique in that she is disabled and also free-living. She comes and goes at will from the
RNC bird yard. It is likely that back in 2003, a formal MOU was not required.
Mr. Krause said that there are two legal options for managing Hank:
1. Maintaining her at her present location and continuing to supplement fish as done historically. He said
that would probably be the best approach.
2. If Oakland cannot adequately meet Hanks needs in the event that the Rotary Nature Center is closed
and/or staff is unable to feed her for labor or economic reasons, then the City would be obligated to
transfer Hank to a facility licensed to care for disabled wild migratory birds. CDFW is researching what
opportunities exist if this should be necessary. It would be a matter of finding appropriate permitted
facilities with a large pool and proper housing. Not a lot of facilities have pelicans.
Can Hank survive on her own without supplemental feeding? The
honest answer is that we do not know. Lake Merritt’s bounty is
seasonal and can vary sharply from year to year. Hank cannot seek
better fishing in the wider Bay as other pelicans and the cormorants
often do. She can’t migrate. Is it humane to withdraw the care she has
had at Lake Merritt for 16 years to find out?
“We really hope this pelican can stay in the “wild” at Lake Merritt
either foraging on its own or with resumed supplemental feeding,”
Krause summed up. We agree.
Pelican pas de deux (video): Hank and her newly arrived pal, Tom, a wild migratory American White Pelican.
See American White Pelicans (AWP’s) – FACTS and MYSTERIES on page 8; Photo by Steven Summers, May 23, 2019

Used Hypodermic Needles “Harvested” in Lake Algae! And a Sea(weed) Change
June and July are the Season of Algae as Dr. Bailey noted in his classic “A Year in the Life of Lake Merritt”.
When spring temperatures rise and rains wash nutrients from city streets into the lake and bright sunshine
reaches the depths of our shallow lake, conditions are prime for the growth of aquatic plants. Unfortunately, the
resulting piles of biomass on the shoreline and build-up on the lake floor naturally rot, emitting foul odors and
consuming oxygen needed by aquatic life.
Rich Hatton of AquaticHarvesting, Inc. has been removing the overabundant growth in Lake Merritt every
summer for many years. This year he had some surprising observations.
MUCH MORE ALGAE: The amount of algae has increased dramatically this year from about 40 loads in 2018
to more than 56 loads in 2019 (the harvester ran out of contracted hours to complete the job). He could have
gone for another two weeks.

The algae is taken to the dump where the City pays by volume rather than weight for its disposal.
INCREASE IN RED ALGAE: The amount of red algae has increased since last year and this has been a trend.
Red algae carpets a lot of the lake and survives the winter.
June 2007

June 2019

EVIDENCE OF DIE-OFF IN LONG RAINY SEASON:
 There were shovels-full of mostly dead (~90%) mussels (Mytilus galloprovincialis probably) unlike in
any previous years he could remember- a cubic yard of mussel shells was removed at the boat ramp.
 Gobies were present but smaller and fewer, but there were many striped bass over by the green
footbridge. A large dead bat ray and a dead crab were found.
 There were almost no pipefish this year, although they had been quite numerous last year.
 As he worked, he noticed fewer cormorants nesting and fewer cormorants overall at the lake
Rick throws all living organisms except algae back into the lake as soon as possible.
TRASH: Rick found the full diversity of trash that is well-known to LMI’s Clean Lake Teams. All kinds of
things were embedded in the seaweed, including scooters and bikes. There were more drug-related items. Used
syringes were found throughout the haul. Even a purse of used hypodermic syringes was recovered! This
suggests that intentional dumping of needles is occurring.
Discarded used syringes are a threat to public health in our much-used lake and surrounding park. Rick’s
findings underscore the need to install effective filters in the storm drains leading to the lake. The Lake Merritt
Institute and the City Watershed Department are exploring filter options.

Cormorants Nesting at Lake Merritt (Again!)- By Hilary Powers – Golden Gate Audubon
Just a few nesting birds


Big news for the May 4th-Wednesday Golden Gate Audubon walk: the bare trees on
the islands were jumping with Double-crested Cormorants. Only two or three birds still
showed crests (one with only one), but all (except for a few fledglings) were focused
on the nests: guarding them, sitting in them, accepting sticks to add to them. It was
business as formerly usual at Lake Merritt, as though the flock hadn’t disappeared in
April. No knowing what happened – not the weather; the day was as sunny as the April
walk, though less hot, as pleasant a change from that day as from the “Mayuary”
pattern earlier in the week. Perhaps the new Bay Bridge nest sites filled up after all?

A Green Heron – our first since last September – landed on the rocky edge of the island
nearest the Nature Center, fossicking along and offering fine views until it met a
raccoon doing the same in the opposite direction, at which point it flew off around the island and away. Sigh.
Everyone loves to see raccoons at the lake – and hates the thought of them there. They’re cute cute cute, and
this one was harmlessly munching on mussels and barnacles, but birds’ eggs are their true favorite food. Green
Herons are just one of many species that nest low enough for an island-swimming raccoon to raid.
A pair of Black Phoebes had three new fledglings parked in the maroon-leafed tree
by the Nature Center, and we spent a long time watching the babies huddle together
and then push themselves forward to be the one to get the bug when a parent
appeared. The light was glorious, and we could easily see the remains of the yellow
gape beside the babies’ beaks and the chestnut edging on their black wing covert
feathers. (Later, over by the Garden Center, we passed a spot where several phoebe
couples had their babies stashed together – eight little guys looking for lunch – but
they were in dark shade and didn’t draw more than an admiring look.)
Molt migration seems to have started early this year. At any rate, the lawn along
Green Heron; Lee Aurich
Bellevue had a lot more Canada Geese than last month. They could still fly, but a
few wing feathers were lying about as a sign of crowding to come. Probably not all that much crowding, though
– I expect several hundred birds, which sounds like a lot, but ten years ago it was a couple of thousand; it felt
like you could walk across that lawn without stepping off a goose. So watch your feet and comfort yourself with
the thought that it won’t last long; the migrants will all be gone by the end of July, and we’ll be back to the few
dozen descendants of the group that was carefully established here back when the species was seen as
endangered.
In the park and garden, we were startled to find no Chestnut-backed Chickadees at all. They’re virtually always
here! Off in nest cavities and out of sight, most likely. The Oak Titmice (usually the chickadees’ constant
companions) were out in force, introducing their fluttering fledglings to the idea that Mom and Dad aren’t
constant providers anymore. It must be an awful letdown for a young bird to discover that the signals that
always used to produce meals no longer work, no matter how earnestly you chase your parents to remind them
of their duty, but it’s fun to watch.
All told, we saw 33 species, about normal for the month, with a few local rarities – Mourning Doves, House
Sparrows, a Downy Woodpecker – making up for the absence of the expected bluebirds and chickadees. And
thinking of bluebirds, a park worker stopped to ask us about several birds he’d seen on the job, describing one
the size of a sparrow that was all brilliant blue (no trace of red or pink), which had to be a Mountain Bluebird,
something no one in the group had ever seen here. Missed out on it this month, but we’ll keep looking!
So yet again Lake Merritt provided a very good day, and a more comfortable good day than the last few we’ve
had there....

***
AND THEN... on the second 4th-Wednesday walk (a week later, resulting from calendar inattention and
promises made), GGAS joined up with Audubon California to celebrate Asian American and Pacific Islander
Heritage Month at the lake. We had binoculars to pass out, heritage stories, and bird lore, on top of a beautiful
warm stroll that picked up the Chestnut-backed Chickadees missed the week before. It also revealed several
species rarely encountered here: Lots of Least Terns showed off their brilliant yellow beaks on the floats (many
more than the three encountered here in May 2018, which were the first recorded on this walk since we started
keeping track in 2009), and a female Common Goldeneye (the first ever in May) swam between the islands.
Under the trees along Bellevue, a Cackling Goose (pint-size cousin of the Canada Geese not seen here since
January 2013) joined the early molt migration. And a White Pelican, the first counted in May since 2015, flew
in to sit with Hank-the-Rescue-Pelican in the bird paddock – though perhaps we shouldn’t have been surprised;
Hank almost always has company in June and this was very late for a May walk. So it was yet another great
day; perhaps the calendar keeper should always figure a month has two 4th Wednesdays instead of a 5th....
***AUDUBON BIRDWALKS AT THE LAKE: Join bird
expert Hilary Powers any fourth Wednesday of the month for a
free “Birdwalk” at the lake. Muster at the geodesic bird cage near
the Nature Center at 9:30 a.m. for what are always fascinating
introductions to lake birdlife.***

CLIMATE CORNER: Dr. Bailey has gone fishing, but the Climate Corner will return in July. Until then,
join the climate movement of your choice.

YOUTH WATER QUALITY REPORT- FRI May 31st at
Lake Center by St. Paul’s Episcopal Middle School 6th grade
students.
Dissolved Oxygen 9 ppm (good!),
pH 7.6
Salinity 21 ppt (LOW!)
Water Temperature 20 degrees Celsius
Water Clarity (Secchi) 1.70 meters (CLEAR)
At right, St. Paul’s Teacher Anthony Bald, LMI’s Katie Noonan, and St.
Paul's students.

THANK YOU TO OUR MAY VOLUNTEERS! We appreciate your efforts and community spirit.
Great Job! Special thanks go to kW Realty and Montclair Elementary School.

Keller Williams Red Day Event 2019 on Thurs 5/9/19

Oakland Parks Supervisor Lydia Swan speaks to
volunteers.

Barbara Schaaf speaks to kW Volunteers about the Importance of Cleaning the Lake

“I think a lot was learned by all who participated in the cleanup and by the visitors to the lake and gardens
that day who were walking or jogging by, many of them said thank you and several people from our team
asked how they can come back on their own to do more. Hopefully we've helped bring some awareness to
what it takes to keep the lake and gardens clean. Thanks for all you do in keeping Lake Merritt and its
gardens beautiful!””
Natalee Alering, Keller Williams Realty

THANK YOU, KellerWilliams Volunteers!!

American White Pelicans (AWP’s) – FACTS and MYSTERIES
Sources: Conversations with retired Rotary Nature Center-affiliated naturalists Rex Burress, Jim Covel and Steven Summers, and
Wikipedia and Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology Birds of
North America
Let a squadron of southbound pelicans but feel a lift of
prairie breeze over Clandeboye and they sense at once
that here is a landing in the geological past, a refuge from
that most relentless of aggressors, the future. With queer
antediluvian grunts they set wing, descending in majestic
spirals to the welcoming wastes of a bygone age.
Leopold 1949 , A Sand County Almanac

Right here in Oakland! With a 9 ft. wingspan,
AWP’s are the second largest native bird in
North America, after the California Condor.
They are tied with the Trumpeter Swan for the
longest bird.
“Hella Pellas” at Lake Merritt: Where do they come from?

Their migratory habits are complex. Although
Where are they going? Did you know that “loafing” on land is a
typical AWP behavior? Photo by Steven Summers.
we think of pelicans as coastal birds, AWP’s
actually breed in the interior of the United States
on isolated islands and in freshwater lakes. The species’ breeding season is short, basically the month of June,
according to Birds of North America. The AWP’s migrate in large groups west and south after breeding. Some
reach Central America. They congregate in wintering areas and then begin their pre-breeding season migration
in late fall back to their inland fresh water breeding grounds.
Hank came from Klamath Falls in SE Oregon, while her predecessors at the Rotary Nature Center, Helen and
Hector, came from Pyramid Lake in Nevada. The wild American White Pelicans that are arriving at Lake
Merritt now may be part of the post-breeding south-and-west migration or perhaps they are juvenile birds not
breeding this year. No one knows. One tagged AWP sighted by Steven Summers 3 ½ years ago came from
Idaho! There is no factual basis for the heart-warming story that they are Hank’s family from Klamath Falls.
The Lake Merritt AWP’s stay at the lake until the fall, sometimes as late as November and then leave for winter
destinations.
The odd fin on the upper bill of both sexes is called a culmen. It develops before the breeding season and drops
off after the breeding season. AWP’s are monogamous within a breeding season at least. They usually lay 1-2
eggs (up to 6) but only one chick generally survives. The others are often killed by the oldest chick (called
siblicide). The chicks leave the nest after three weeks after hatching and aggregate in crèches with other chicks
to keep warm. They maintain association with their parents until fall.
American White Pelicans are social birds. They breed colonially in large aggregations and forage cooperatively
in groups. Coordinated flocks of swimming birds encircle fish or drive them into the shallows where they
become concentrated and can be more easily caught with synchronized bill dipping. They do not “plunge dive”
for fish like the smaller Brown Pelican which is also found in Lake Merritt. Hank and her migrant friends can
be seen fishing together in Lake Merritt.
Although they are not endangered, AWP’s are considered a climate-sensitive species. An advance in the timing
of spring migration has been detected. Pelicans prefer estuaries like Lake Merritt and other protected areas to
the open coast. These habitats are often urbanized and impacted by human activities and will be affected by sealevel rise and climate related weather changes. Inland, pelicans are at risk because of flooding and drought, and
of course, they are threatened by expanding human populations and intensive land-use practices.

January 8, 2019
NATURAL WONDERS
THE WONDER OF WATCHING A BIRD...
Rex Burress, Rotary Nature Center Naturalist in the 1980’s-1990’s
One of the wonders of the world is to see a wild bird flying. Although mankind has been able to take to the air
with metal devices, birds attained the wild freedom of the skies with body and feathers long ago, and gave us an
inspiring facet of nature to love and admire.
In January, I was watching some of the winter migratory golden eye ducks down by the Feather River at
Oroville, admiring their flashy white and dark colors, just as the smaller bufflehead presents that uplifting
pattern, and I was reminded of the same species being part of the Lake Merritt migratory diving ducks in the
city of Oakland.
For 32 years I was part of that unique refuge, and the daily interaction made me feel like one of the flock! It
seemed entirely miraculous at the beginning of winter when those ducks started arriving after their long journey
from the far north to fulfill age-old instincts. Then in the spring, the different species gathered in their family
flocks and disappeared into the skies. I found it wonderful and felt privileged to have such a job connected to
birds and nature.
Naturalist Paul Covel felt that wonder too, and he became dedicated to sharing the mysteries of nature, which
led to him leading a program of explaining the intricacies of nature with the public. Thus the birth of the
Oakland Rotary Natural Science Center [now Rotary Nature Center] was born in 1953 to help take advantage of
the precious wild duck gift to Lake Merritt. “The building is a home for the naturalist and his followers,” said
the happy leader—which has become one of the greatest assets of Oakland, Bringing Nature and People
Together. May it continue on into the future.
Although the Lake Merritt migratory waterfowl was recognized back in 1870 when official laws were made that
provided protection, it wasn't until the 1930's that Covel noticed the uniqueness of having wild waterfowl in the
middle of a city, and started giving interpretive talks about their natural history. Paul's enthusiasm led to him
being noticed by park superintendent innovator William Mott who hired and arranged for Paul to lead a
naturalist program centered around the ducks but involving every segment of nature, including plants and nature
hikes in the hills.
Meanwhile, as part of the naturalist staff of four, I was groping among the birds, wading to the deep-water
banding trap, poking about on the five man-made islands and the egret rookeries, participating in the daily bird
feeding and lectures, and in general enjoying the bird life.
The wonder of wild bird watching followed me right into retirement near the Feather River, where there were
even more migratory birds, connected with nearby valley marshes and the annual Snow Goose Festival.
The intrigue of watching birds is rather mysterious and difficult to explain why certain people do it, somewhat
like a mountain climber trying to explain why they take the enormous risk and exert extreme effort to reach the
top. It is more than “because it's there,” reaching a spiritual plain as if the desire is to get close to the almighty
creator.
Looking down from a plane onto flying swans flapping over earth far below is downright scary! To plummet
from that far height is death. What self-efficiency and confidence to ascend into those perilous spaces with only
feathers, instincts, and strength of wing!
Aside from bird tallying as a hobby, there is also a spiritual flow of a fellow bird-earth-creature drifting in the
heights on glorious wings and thrilling mankind. When all else fails, try birds!
On a migrating warbler out over the ocean: “I wonder why it was she forsook her familiar land to be miles from
shore over churning waves? What a gesture of ancient faith and present courage! What a defiance of
circumstances and death!” --Henry Beston, 1928

REFERENCES in June 2019 Tidings:
CA Wildlife Act of 1870
http://www2.oaklandnet.com/Government/o/opr/s/Parks/OAK032395
https://blog.nwf.org/2011/10/north-americas-1st-wildlife-refuge-lake-merritt-oakland-ca/ 1869 date
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
Oakland’s Official Bird
https://www.audubon.org/news/oakland-has-its-first-official-bird-thanks-these-dedicated-kids
American White Pelicans (AWP’s):
May 23, 2019 Conversation with John Krause, CDFW (CA Department of Fish and Wildlife) Bay Delta Region
CA Species of Special Concern in 1992, Climate sensitive species
1992 list https://nrm.dfg.ca.gov/FileHandler.ashx?DocumentID=83837&inline
https://www.wildlife.ca.gov/Science-Institute/Featured-Scientist/john-krause
Pelican pas de deux: https://www.facebook.com/katharine.m.noonan/videos/10158766647828747/
(you don't have to be on facebook to view this).
Photos of Hank
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/26248217
Hank waiting for lunch Aug 3 2018 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1277055309023129
Seagull Steve 2012 Great shots of Hank playing in clean water.
http://seagullsteve.blogspot.com/2012/03/hank-pelican.html
Size

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_white_pelican

History in San Francisco Bay and at Lake Merritt
https://www.worldlifeexpectancy.com/bird-life-expectancy-american-white-pelican
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_White_Pelican/lifehistory
https://localwiki.org/oakland/Hank_the_pelican
https://www.eastbaytimes.com/2013/10/25/white-pelicans-flock-to-lake-merritt-wildlife-refuge-to-greethank/
Pelican Migration Pattern
https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/species/amwpel/introduction
AWP breeding time has advanced from 2002-2011.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5238423/
King DT, Wang G, Yang Z, Fischer JW. Spring migration of American white pelicans advances with
early vegetation phenology. Sci Rep-uk 2017; 7: 40339.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5647279/
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