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Terry Appenzellar 
served four years with 
BWorks, sharing her 
nonprofit, finance, 
and administration 
skills as our board 
Treasurer.  

Alysa Emden served 
two years with 
BWorks offering her 
legal expertise and 
organizational skills. 
She continues to 
volunteer with us in 
the field.  

Like many other island non-profits, 2020 started with big plans 
and high hopes for our spring and summer. We planned an open 
house where we would give tours of our newly purchased and 
much improved headquarters, an Earth Day bio blitz on the 
property, and to welcome a new group of interns in June for a 
busy summer of group learning. But the COVID-19 pandemic 
changed everything, and we had to find opportunity and positivity 
amidst the limitations and sadness of this year. 

 

When the Hoft Farm Field Station was no longer an affordable housing option for our six month wildlife technician, 
the island community came through with alternative options. When it was clear that we could not host our 
outdoor Summer Gathering in August, we borrowed a GoPro from MVTV and started filming in the field to bring 
ourselves and our wildlife projects to you virtually. Talented MVY radio host Laurel Redington agreed to be our 
host, and we took a crash course in hosting a Zoom webinar to make it happen. The first BWorks online event came 
together just about perfectly. Whether we were adjusting fieldwork plans or research activities to meet COVID-19 
safety protocols or thinking of ways to engage our two interns in learning and conservation, team BWorks found a 
way to make it happen. 
 

Fueled by gratitude for the opportunity to work when so many others lost their jobs, we were able to pour 
tremendous effort and creativity into serving our mission. Please pour yourself a cuppa something delicious and 
read your way through our field season with this newsletter that we filled with heart and soul. We welcome your 
emails or calls anytime as we are here for you and for the island’s wildlife. Thank you for supporting us! 
 
 
 
 

 

     
                        
  

     

On the cover (Center): Amber Litterer learned you have to catch a lot of bullfrog tadpoles before you catch your first spotted turtle 
(photo credit: Kylie Everton). Bottom (left to right): Northern long-eared bat, painted turtle hatchling, black skimmer ‘A5’ (photo 
credit: Dawn Rise Ekdahl). 
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    Liz Olson              and            Luanne Johnson 

Farewell and Welcome Board Members 

Nelson Smith brings 
his UMass natural 
resources degree, a 
passion for nature, 
and a lifelong 
connection to the 
island to his board 
work with us. 

Mariah BenDavid grew 
up in an island family 
dedicated to wildlife 
conservation. She is 
putting her wildlife 
knowledge and 
plumbing skills into 
action for BWorks. 

Jeff Peters is an avid 
bird watcher recently 
retired from a career 
in finance. Having 
served on several 
nonprofit boards, he 
has much to offer our 
growing organization. 



 
 
A message from the President…   

The global pandemic has altered our lives in significant ways, and we 
know that it will be many years until our lives seem normal again. 
Yet, through this troubled year, BiodiversityWorks found many 
reasons for hope and celebration.  
 

Most importantly, 2020 was the year we took ownership of a 
permanent home.  The purchase of 18 Helen Ave in Lamberts Cove 
was completed on February 1, all due to the generous support of our 
loyal donors, with a nod to the Nature Conservancy who sold us the 
property at a bargain price. Since the acquisition, we have made 
several cosmetic upgrades (flooring, fresh paint, LED lighting), as 
well as a new HVAC system. We also welcomed two tenants to the 
building; The Nature Conservancy and the Martha’s Vineyard Vision 
Fellowship. 18 Helen Avenue is truly our “forever home” and we are 
forever grateful.  
 

Due to COVID-19 risks, our summer internships and the field season 
were pared down a bit, but the important work on our projects was 
not spared.  All of our wildlife research, protection, and monitoring, 
which you can read about in this newsletter and at our website, go 
on.  Life in the office was perhaps quieter, but our tireless staff made 
sure that the work was done up to our usual high standards. 
 

At our August meeting, we saw the departure of two outstanding 
board members. Terry Appenzellar (who served as Treasurer) and 
Alysa Emden, who shared her legal and nonprofit expertise, bid us 
farewell. We would like to extend this public and heartfelt 
recognition for their many contributions. At the same time, we were 
excited to add three new board members. Nelson Smith and Mariah 
BenDavid are multigenerational Islanders, and are devoted to 
conserving its natural heritage. Jeff Peters, an avid birder who also 
has lifelong island ties, joins us and shares his extensive nonprofit 
experience having served with Mass Audubon, Manomet, and the 
American Bird Conservancy.  
 

And finally, we once again end a year showing steady growth in 
income because of you. Your passion for protecting biodiversity and 
for supporting our mission is something that even a global pandemic 
cannot alter. We are honored by your ever-increasing support, and 
we pledge to continue in service to our mission together with you. 
 

Thank you, sincerely,    
 
 
 
 

  
      David A. Faber 
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BiodiversityWorks’ mission is to promote 
biodiversity conservation through 

wildlife research and monitoring while 
providing opportunities for people to 

engage in hands-on nature study. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This spring, we set out to survey for populations of spotted turtles (Clemmys guttata) at historic sites across the 
island. Spotted turtles are one of the five species of turtles on Martha’s Vineyard and are found in a variety of 
wetland habitats. They have a black carapace with several tiny yellow spots and orange to black skin with yellow 
spots on their head, neck, and legs. Spotted turtles were once abundant and have now declined throughout their 
range due to a multitude of factors including habitat destruction and fragmentation, road mortality, and 
superabundant predator populations. The last published data on spotted turtles on Martha’s Vineyard was in 
James Lazell’s book, “This Broken Archipelago: Cape Cod and the Islands, Reptiles and Amphibians” from 1976. 
 
Using maps and notes from Lazell, recent confirmed sightings, investigations of suitable habitat from Google Earth 
maps, and ground truthing, we surveyed 4 wetland complexes with visual surveys or live traps; 2 in Aquinnah, 1 in 
Oak Bluffs and 1 on Chappaquiddick. We used standardized methodology from the Spotted Turtle Working Group, 
which aims to understand the distribution of spotted turtles in the core of their range from Maine to Florida. With 
a central database across the eastern US, we will be able to establish a population baseline of spotted turtles on 
Martha’s Vineyard and contribute to habitat management plans. 
 

It wasn’t until June 11th that we captured 
our first spotted turtle at a pond in Oak 
Bluffs; a female we named “Myrtle.” We 
affixed a radio transmitter to her and the 
very next day caught “Clovis,” a male. 
From there, our luck picked up and a 
social media photo of a spotted turtle 
crossing a dirt driveway appeared on our 
newsfeeds. This led us to another wetland 
complex on private property in Chilmark. 
This pocket of habitat was a gold mine as 
over the course of four days, we pulled six 
spotted turtles from our live traps! We 
affixed radio transmitters to two females, 
“Clementine” and “Lizzie,” and marked 

Searching for the elusive spotted turtle 
Amber Litterer, Wildlife Technician



them all using a numerical notch system by filing down the edge of one of their scutes. This allows us to identify 
these individuals for many years. 
 
With four turtles tagged at two wetlands, one suburban and the other wild, we are learning about the movements 
of spotted turtles in these different areas. The wetland habitat of the turtles in Oak Bluffs is a permanent shrub 
swamp while the Chilmark wetland is ephemeral and was dry by July. While the movements of all four turtles were 
minimal during the summer months, their habits were entirely different. The Oak Bluffs turtles, Myrtle and Clovis, 
have moved to different areas of their pond, but were never tracked to an area outside of the wetland. However, 
the Chilmark turtles, Lizzie and Clementine, left their wetland when they began to dry. Although aquatic, spotted 
turtles are not the best swimmers and spend much of their time hunkered down on land once their wetlands dry 
up. On the hottest of summer days, they lower their metabolic rate and estivate in one spot. The last tracked 
locations of Lizzie and Clementine were in their original wetland habitats which have now started to fill with water 
from recent December rain storms.  

 
While tracking our tagged turtles, we also found new spotted turtles. While out tracking Lizzie in August, Amber 
came across an unmarked spotted turtle hiding under some sweet pepper bush. It was left undisturbed, but with 
photos of its carapace we should be able to identify it based on the number and location of its yellow spots should 
we come across it again. We also discovered a hatchling turtle basking while tracking Clovis, which tells us that the 
Oak Bluffs turtles are having hatching success! This is important information about whether the population is able 
to sustain and replenish itself. Speaking of juveniles, Myrtle, Clementine, and Lizzie’s transmitters will be active in 
summer 2021, so we hope to track them to their nesting areas and protect their nests, if needed.   
 
Now that we have a handle on the wetlands that host spotted turtles on the 
island, next year we hope to resurvey our spotted turtle hot spots and 
discover other spotted turtle populations on the island.  
 
Many turtle fatalities occur on roads. Please be sure to drive the speed limit 
and keep an eye out for turtles, especially from May to July when mothers are 
on the move to their nesting grounds. If you find a turtle in the middle of the 
road, and it is safe to do so, you can gently pick it up on both sides of its shell 
and help it across in the direction it was going. With snapping turtles, you 
should use a shovel to scoop it up if you don’t know how to hold one safely.  

  
 

Landowners: Barbara and Chris Cole, Jennifer and John Fisher, Hatsy Potter and family, Jim and Liz Pickman, Hidden 
Cove Association, Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation, Vineyard Conservation Society, Wampanoag Tribe of Aquinnah 
and West Chop Beach Club. 
Funders: MassWildlife, the Edey Foundation, and the George G. and Doris B. Daniels Wildlife Trust. 

Hope for the future, a juvenile! 

Lizzie wearing her transmitter. Amber and Kayla locating Lizzie in the uplands. Ideal spotted turtle habitat. 

Thank you to these landowners and funders for making this project possible 



 
 
In April of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic was raging as it is now, and we had to think creatively about how to adapt 
our summer mentoring program. With programs and camps canceled elsewhere, we knew we could not have our 
typical weekly all staff meetings and naturalist training time where 8 – 10 of us spend the morning together, nor 
could we have multiple interns working closely with our staff every Wednesday. Traveling off-island to visit other 
scientists was also out of the question. After brain-storming with other island nonprofits, we decided to host fewer 
interns for a more individualized experience. 
 
Instead of three or four interns, we invited two, both of whom were close to graduating high school. They met our 
staff at one field site each week for 4 hours of immersion in wildlife research and monitoring. They were able to 
assist with the spotted turtle surveys and radio-tracking, monitoring and protecting beach-nesting birds, observing 
beach-goer interactions with new educational signs, installing a camera trap array for a biodiversity inventory on a 
property in Katama, and a nocturnal moth survey with expert naturalist Dave Small. While they missed out on 
spending time with each other and visiting scientists we usually engage with, the interns did spend more one on 
one time with our staff.  

 
 
Erik Glitzenstein is a senior at Concord Carlisle High School in 

Concord, MA and a Vineyard Haven summer resident. Ever since Erik was a 
kid he loved exploring his backyard and the wild creatures that live there. 
He was excited to learn more about the island’s ecology and how to 
engage and support the wildlife during his internship. We appreciated 
Erik’s problem solving skills and willingness to jump in to help. In Erik’s 
reflection of his time with us he said “while I don’t intend to study biology, 
this internship confirmed my interest in the sciences, and furthered my 
passion for learning. I really enjoyed working with and learning about the 
wildlife and environment on Martha’s Vineyard.” 
 
 
 

Wildlife Assistant Amber Litterer and intern Annelise Fisher Identify a seabird washed up on Edgartown Great Pond.   

Erik installs a drift fence and camera to 
record reptiles and mammals present on a 
property in Katama.  

MENTORING PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS 
Liz Olson, Asst. Director 

 



Annelise Fisher is a Chilmark summer resident and junior at 

Lick-Wilmerding High School in San Franciso. Annelise is 
passionate about conservation and the natural world. This 
summer Annelise enjoyed tracking our tagged spotted turtles in 
her own backyard in Chilmark and learning about the different 
beach-nesting birds we protect. Annelise shared about her time 
with us saying “I think the program definitely opened my eyes to 
the world of environmental conservation and animal protection 
that inspired me to continue fighting for these causes and 
studying them throughout my years in school. Listening to the 
passion and knowledge of my fellow field workers was helpful for 
this realization.” 
 
These internships provide an opportunity for young adults to explore their interests and learn about wildlife and 
habitat conservation. After their internships, both Erik and Annelise shared that they taught friends to use the 
iNaturalist app and how to identify birds. Whether these two pursue careers in the sciences or not, we look 
forward to seeing what the future holds for them. 

 
 

Our mentoring program was supported by the Fink Family Foundation and David Faber’s 
gift in memory of his father, Ed Faber, who was an avid naturalist and educator. Since 
2011, 33 teens and young adults have been part of our mentoring program, and many 
have gone on to careers in science and conservation.  

 

 
Ingrid Moore, a junior at MV Regional High School, returned for her third 

season with us. She was promoted to Wildlife Conservation Assistant this year, 
and worked part time in our field programs where she was 'immersed,' literally, 
in all things wildlife. She assisted with spotted turtle surveys, beach-nesting bird 
protection, and public outreach. We love that Ingrid is up for any task. Intrepid 
Ingrid shows great promise as a field biologist as she has no trouble throwing on 
waders and getting into a mucky pond to check turtle traps or climbing through 
the shrubs and poison ivy to track a spotted turtle. She has a variety of interests 
and talents, so we are eager to see where she focuses her college studies. 
 
 
 

Emma Johnson may have been destined to be a 'plover lover' as her 

mother, Debra Swanson, dedicated over a decade of her life to beach-nesting 
bird protection on MV and often took Emma into the field with her when she 
was a child. Emma is a 2018 graduate of Earlham College and brought a 
passion for ornithology to her work with us as a Shorebird Conservation 
Assistant. Emma is taking her skills on the road in pursuit of field ornithology 
positions in other regions of the world. We were very lucky to have Emma on 
the team this season as she played a big role in helping us exceed our 
productivity goals for piping plovers for the first time ever! 

Annelise counts nesting terns at Little Beach.  

Emma ready to release a skimmer 
chick after it was banded.  

Ingrid Moore with her first 
spotted turtle capture.  



 

While COVID-19 did not impact our other wildlife work this spring and summer, it halted most of our bat research. 
We were not able to handle any bats for fear of transmitting COVID-19 to them when North American bats are 
already struggling with a devastating disease, white-nose syndrome (WNS). So, we scaled back and used acoustic 
monitoring to check northern long-eared bat (Myotis septentrionalis, MYSE) occupancy at maternity colonies and 
did emergence counts at known colonies during the spring and summer. Acoustic detectors showed us that small 
populations of MYSE survived another winter and were active around the island during spring emergence, the 
summer maternity season, and the fall swarming season. 
 
Each winter hibernation period is another chance for these bats to be infected with the fungus that causes WNS, 
yet our research is showing that MYSE on Martha’s Vineyard and Long Island, are surviving infection with the 
fungus – probably because of our shorter, milder winters that result in shorter infection times, and because we 
often have warm periods in winter where they can wake up, drink 
water, and feed. Because these tiny bats only have one pup a year, it 
will take a long time to recover their populations. Thus, finding where 
they are hibernating locally is essential to protecting these remnant 
populations so that they can survive into the future. 

 
With U.S Fish & Wildlife Service grant funding, our task this fall was to 
capture several MYSE, attach tiny radio-transmitters, and track them 
daily until they revealed where they planned to hibernate this winter. 
While it seems straightforward, MYSE are rare and the island has a lot 
of suitable forests where the few that persist can feed and roost. Thus, 
our work is much like finding a needle in a haystack. 
 
Each MYSE we capture is the result of many hours of work that began 
in September when Amber Litterer, our wildlife technician, led 
volunteers Julia Bauriedel, Nicola Blake, Anna Coppelman, Alysa 
McDaniel, Ingrid Moore, Antigone Rosenkranz, and Nancy Weaver in a 
multi-day effort to clean and repair our stash of 25 mist nets. With 
needles and special thread, they toiled away for many hours repairing 
holes in nets from bats chewing and branches tearing. Once the nets 
were repaired and disinfected, we could begin our nocturnal quest. 

Here batty 
bat… 

Finding the needle in the haystack 
Luanne Johnson, Director

Volunteers Ingrid Moore (front) and 
Antigone Rosenkranz (back) gifted several 
hours of their time for net repair. 



We used 7 acoustic detectors to survey forests with streams or wetlands 
for fall MYSE activity, and Amber rotated them weekly, or after four 
nights of recording. Norma Costain volunteered her time to set and 
retrieve data from Chappy detectors, which saved us a lot of time in the 
ferry line! Once we found a spot with MYSE activity, Amber and Liz 
Olson assessed the data to determine if the bats were recorded just 
after sunset, indicating a roost site near the detector. If we think a roost 
is nearby, we make a plan to net the area. 
 
Each suitable weather night, we set nets in the afternoon in locations 
where we might surprise bats coming off a roost, foraging in the woods 
or over a stream. We opened nets at dusk and checked them every 5 
minutes until we closed. Setting and checking mist nets is an ‘all hands 
on-deck’ effort, and we were lucky to have help from MV Land Bank’s 
ecologist, Julie Russell, and her staff. During six intensive weeks of 
netting, we captured and attached radio-transmitters to three MYSE; 
two males and one female.  
 
We captured all three MYSE on MV 

Land Bank properties in Chilmark. The female roosted exclusively in a red maple 
tree before she left her transmitter behind. Ian Jochems, from Polly Hill 
Arboretum, was kind enough to climb up and help us determine which part of the 
tree she was using. The male MYSE we tagged disappeared on us within 48 hours 
of capture and tagging. Because these little bats can sometimes move 5 to 7 miles 
from their capture site, we drove and hiked around the island searching for their 
signals for three weeks. The radio-transmitters last for 21 – 35 days but only 
transmit 250 yards because they are so tiny. It is possible these males were here 
only for mating opportunities during the fall swarming season and left the island, 
but each MYSE we capture provides us with another piece of the puzzle to 
understanding their behavior and life history in our region. 
 
As nighttime temperatures dip below freezing, MYSE need to find a place similar to a cave to hibernate – 
somewhere that temperatures will remain above 35 F, with high humidity. This could be a crawl space under a 
house, an old well or root cellar, the cinderblock walls of a damp basement, or a rocky culvert under a road. They 
do not chew wiring or wood, rather, they find access through small gaps or pre-existing holes. These bats do not 

leave droppings or make a mess during hibernation as they are resting 
in winter. A homeowner hosting hibernating bats in a crawlspace or 
within cinderblock basement walls may never know they are present. 
 
With the housing market so busy right now, we are concerned that 
some of the older homes with the right types of crawl spaces and 
basements might be purchased and torn down. We are working on 
plans with our collaborators to create protected hibernacula for MYSE 
to use in the future. Should any construction workers or tradesfolk find 
any hibernating bats, please reach out to let us know. We can work 
with homeowners to relocate them or help protect them. You can 
reach us at (800) 690-0993 or via email- 
info@biodiversityworksmv.org.

We attach transmitters with a 
safe ostomy adhesive. 

A triple-high mist net set across a stream. 

MYSE can hibernate in between floor joists 
in crawl spaces like this one. 
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On May 23rd, Martha's Vineyard received 2.8 inches of rain in a spectacular spring deluge! Combined with 
temperatures above 50 F, this meteorological event was the recipe to awaken slumbering spadefoot toads from 
their burrows 4 feet underground and trigger a breeding event. While other amphibians breed annually on the 
island in permanent ponds, the mysterious spadefoot toad’s amorous activities are restricted to temporary basins 
that fill with major spring rain events and typically dry up by June. Like other vernal pool species, spadefoot toads 
risk having their breeding basin dry up in favor of reducing their predation risk as basins that dry out in a couple of 
weeks do not host fish or attract many predatory birds. 
 

While they spend much of their lives resting in burrows, these tiny toads live a fast paced life when they are active. 
After torrential rains, males and females meet and mate in the breeding basin. Females lay as many as 2,000 eggs, 
which they attach to plant stems and the male fertilizes. Eggs hatch within a few days and tadpoles feed on algae 
and carrion until they metamorphose into tiny toadlets within 2 to 3 weeks! The little toads will hang around the 
basin edges hiding under moss and bark and other debris until they develop the ‘spades’ on their hind feet needed 
to dig burrows, which happens at 3 – 6 weeks. 
 

The only two breeding basins on Martha's Vineyard are in areas 
adjacent to pitch pine/oak woodlands in Edgartown, and spadefoots 
were heard calling May 23rd and 24th. With guidance from Jacob 
Kubel, Mass Wildlife’s amphibian specialist, David Faber and Luanne 
Johnson visited the basins on May 25th and found over a dozen egg 
masses in each - and some were almost tadpoles! David Faber 
returned June 19th to search for toadlets (metamorphs) and found 
many at one basin that still had some water but none at the other 
basin, which was mostly dry. We later learned that David 
documented the only metamorphs in Massachusetts in 2020 due to 
the drought conditions. 
 
We are grateful to the landowners who provided access to these basins for monitoring and for their support for 
these rare toads. 

Spadefoot toads race against time 
Luanne Johnson, Director 

A spadefoot toad metamorph. 

Photos at top of page: A spadefoot toad breeding basin two days after the rains, and an egg mass. 



 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Director, Luanne Johnson, shared the following commentary with the Vineyard Gazette in October 2020.  

 
As a wildlife biologist and long-time Vineyard resident, I want to offer both a scientific and personal perspective on 
the recent unpermitted cutting of 15 miles of new single track trails through rare species habitat in the Manuel 
Correllus State Forest. 
 
Manuel Correllus State Forest is home to the highest density of rare species anywhere in the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts and 90% is designated as Critical Habitat under the Massachusetts Endangered Species Act. Over 20 
species of rare moths and several bird species whose populations are declining across the Northeast US find refuge 
in the large tracts of pitch pine and scrub oak, grasslands and heathlands of our State Forest. In addition, a dozen or 
more rare plants thrive along the sandplain habitat of the fire lanes. 
 
The pitch pine- scrub oak barrens, a globally rare habitat, may seem uninteresting to some, but they host strikingly 
beautiful species adapted to the harsh environment they call home. While walking one of the fire lanes recently, I 
saw several buck moths—day-flying moths with vivid orange markings contrasting their white and black wings. The 
caterpillars of these moths, and others, survive and thrive eating scrub oak leaves while experiencing extreme daily 
temperature fluctuations in the frost bottoms they occupy. In May and June, the State Forest offers visitors the 
opportunity to experience the wonder of a prairie warbler, adorned in bold yellow and black streaked plumage, 
belting out his song that spirals up towards infinity. On a nocturnal visit in late spring, you can reliably hear whip-
poor-wills or woodcocks calling from the darkness. These ground-nesting birds nest successfully in our State Forest 
because it has large tracts of intact habitat where they can nest undisturbed by people and far from edges where 
predators hunt. They are our natural heritage and something we should protect for future generations. 
 
The proliferation of unpermitted trails since 2018 puts the 
refuge of these plants and animals at risk. While trails allow 
us to spend time in nature, this benefit comes at a price to 
wildlife. Each new trail creates a conduit that brings a variety 
of threats to what was once an impenetrable scrub oak 
thicket or shrubland or forest. Invasive plant seeds are 
transported on shoes, bike tires, and animal fur. The people, 
dogs, and bikes using the trail disturb resident wildlife 
multiple times each day, while skunks, raccoons, and cats 
hunt along trails at night depredating nests or killing adult 
birds. On a typical day, 30% of dogs are off leash chasing 

Speaking up for wilderness and public process 

and public process

Photo credits: Barrens buckmoth Paul Z. Goldstein. Singing prairie warbler and nesting whippoorwill by Lanny McDowell 



wildlife or flushing birds as they explore areas adjacent to the trails and many leave feces that attracts skunks and 
raccoons. There is also the potential for leaf blowing as part of trail maintenance that would expose bare soil, 
increase erosion risks and stop some insects from crossing to the other side of the trail. All of these are unintended 
consequences, but it is important to understand that the impacts of a two foot wide trail can extend a hundred feet 
or more into the surrounding habitat. 
 
Keeping large tracts of unfragmented habitat is similar to having savings for unforeseen expenses or to pass on to 
your children. Large areas of habitat act as source populations for many wildlife species and are important for 
maintaining wildlife and plant populations into the future.  American Trails’ first rule of trail planning is to avoid 
large intact areas of habitat and another is to avoid high density of trails to reduce fragmentation. These rules were 
ignored by those who cut these new trails in the State Forest. The trails did not follow Department of Conservation 
and Recreation (DCR) regulations for trail planning and no permits were obtained from the Natural Heritage and 
Endangered Species Program. No one with understanding of the effects of habitat fragmentation was involved as 
several of the new trails fragmented large tracts of intact habitat- “Derailleur,” ”Fantasy,” ”Gateway,” and 
“Reverie,” or added high-density trails designed primarily for bike riding- “Zip Tie,” “Twisty,” and “Sidewinder.”  

 
 
The State Forest had 22 miles 
of existing trails, yet at least 15 
miles of new single track were 
cut with zero public input or 
agency review. 
 
The State Forest is not owned 
by DCR. It is managed by DCR 
and owned by the public who 
deserve transparency about its 
stewardship and any trail 
partnership agreements. 
 
These unpermitted trails should 
be closed on principle because 
they were cut in violation of 
state laws and DCR regulations. 
 
 
 
 

If proper permitting and a public process had occurred, BiodiversityWorks would have most assuredly been there 
to speak for the buck moths, prairie warblers and whip-poor-wills. And speak as well for the humans who care 
about biodiversity, wilderness—and for our State Forest that is the Island's best chance to protect those values for 
future generations. 
----------------------------------------------------------Update on the Trails------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
DCR has completed their review of these unpermitted trails, as has the Natural Heritage and Endangered Species 
Program (NHESP). A permitting process should begin anew with public input. DCR will be holding a public hearing, 
and we encourage all of our supporters to attend and share their views. If you wish to write to DCR about this 
unpermitted trail cutting, email Eric Seaborne – eric.seaborne@state.ma.us (Director of Natural Resources) 
 
To voice your support for endangered species and their habitat, email Jesse Leddick – Jesse.Leddick@mass.gov 
(NHESP, Chief of Regulatory Review). Non-game species need your support now more than ever.  



       
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Despite all the uncertainty and challenges of the 2020 field season, the beach-nesting birds at sites within our 
program had a very successful year. Piping plovers (PIPL) and American oystercatchers (AMOY) had excellent 
productivity with significant increases in hatching and fledging success. For the PIPL, 58% of all nest attempts 
hatched, and 58% of chicks survived to fledge. This is an improvement from 47% and 49%, respectively in 
2019. For the AMOY, 75% of all nest attempts hatched and 88% of all chicks survived to fledge. This is a big 
jump from our 2019 results when 53% of nest attempts hatched and 52% of chicks fledged. 

 

What factors played a role in the plover and oystercatcher success this season? We believe it was a 
combination of effective use of predator exclosures to protect 30% of PIPL nests, reduced human disturbance 
due to signage initiatives, effective small scale predator management to reduce high densities of skunks and 
crows at a few sites, favorable weather during chick rearing, and naïve avian predators at others. 
 

At Dogfish Bar, a rising tide combined with strong winds 
onshore did not bode well for our last plover nest of the 
season. A quick Google search gave us the tips and tricks to 
build a protective double wall and moat fit for a castle! This 
effort slowed the oncoming tide, the exclosed plover nest 
was able to hatch, and all 4 chicks fledged!  
 

 
The terns and skimmers we monitored had mixed results this year. Over 1,300 pairs of terns nested at Sheriff’s 
Meadow Foundation’s Little Beach, along with the piping plovers and oystercatchers. It was quite a sight to 
see such a bird bonanza there, and those numbers included 339 pairs of common terns that were very 
successful. The least terns suffered from gull predation on chicks, but 30% still managed to fledge chicks. The 
15 pairs of black skimmers nesting at the tip of the Little Beach spit put on quite a show for people watching 
from the boat launch, and they fledged 23 chicks!  

BEACH-NESTING BIRD CONSERVATION PROGRAM 
Kayla Smith, Wildlife Biologist 

 

Who knew piping plover chicks were little yogis? Lanny McDowell captured this sweet moment for us. 

An unconventional way to save the day for this plover nest.  



~Other highlights from the season ~ 

Lucy Vincent - one PIPL pair and one AMOY pair hatched and fledged all chicks on the 
first nest attempt at this little shorebird nursery tucked along the east end of the 
Lucy Vincent cliffs. One of the oystercatchers was longtime south shore nester (YE) 
EM, who was banded as an adult at Chilmark Pond in 2010. Based on re-sight 
information over the last decade, we know that this oystercatcher has expensive 
taste wintering around Isle of Palms outside of Charleston, South Carolina. 
 
Lighthouse Beach – this marks the first year that two pairs of piping plovers 
successfully hatched and fledged chicks – all within a small 100m section of beach. Limiting human 
disturbance in the nesting area was crucial to the success here.  

 

Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation’s Little Beach, and surrounding Eel Pond are a 
migratory shorebird ‘hot spot,’ offering high quality foraging. In late August, a 
banded Ruddy Turnstone (RUTU) was observed at Little Beach on almost the 
same exact day as last year. RUTU nest in the high arctic and Wf(JUL) was 
making its way south along the Atlantic coast when it identified Little Beach as a 
high quality stopover last year, and returned again this year. These weary 
migrating birds need to rest and fuel up for the remainder of their journey, so 
they rely on us to “share the shore,” and give them space. 
 

2020 Beach-Nesting Bird Productivity 
(Sites Monitored by BiodiversityWorks) 

  
 
 
The beach-nesting bird conservation program budget is $40,000 each year. Thank you to the Betsy and Jesse Fink 
Family Foundation, Edey Foundation, Gus and Doris B. Daniels Wildlife Trust, Mass Wildlife’s Piping Plover HCP fund, 
Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation, the Town of Edgartown, the Trustees of Pohogonot Trust, and our donors who fund 
this program.  

Edgartown 

Lighthouse
2 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Edgartown 

Great Pond
10 6 2 2 314 LETE Failed 0 0 0 0

Oyster/Watcha 3 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Chilmark Pond 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Lucy Vincent 1 4 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0

Stonewall Pond 0 0 1 3 14 LETE
95% 

successful
0 0 0 0

Squibnocket 2 4 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0

Dogfish Bar 7 17 0 0 41 LETE
1% 

successful
0 0 0 0

West Tashmoo 3 5 1 1 17 LETE
 50 % 

successful
0 0 0 0

LETE PairsSITE PIPL Pairs 
PIPL Chicks 

Fledged
AMOY Pairs 

AMOY Chicks 

Fledged

Little Beach/    

Eel Pond
5 11 4 9 15 23

Percentage 

of successful 

pairs

COTE Pairs

Percentage 

of successful 

pairs

BLSK Pairs 
BLSK Chicks 

Fledged

1011 LETE 

pairs

625 LETE       
30% 

successful
339 COTE

90% 

successful

Totals 34 Pairs 
 57  Chicks 

Fledged
10 Pairs

20 Chicks 

Fledged

35% of Pairs 

Produced 

Fledglings

339 COTE 

Pairs

90% of Pairs 

Produced 

Fledglings

15 Pairs
23 Chicks 

Fledged

RUTU Wf(JUL) seen at Little 
Beach during fall migration.  



 Monitoring the Northern-most Colony of Black Skimmers 
Kayla Smith, Wildlife Biologist 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
For the past two years, Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation’s Little Beach has had the distinction of being the 
only site in Massachusetts to host a colony of black skimmers (BLSK). In 2020 a record number of pairs 
(15) nested in the fourth season of the banding and re-sight project – a collaboration with MassWildlife, 
The Trustees, and biologists along the entire Atlantic Coast.  
 

This banding effort is helping us learn more about the migration patterns, annual survival rates, and 
nesting habits of BLSK at the northern extent of their range. Since we started in 2017, we have banded a 
total of 36 chicks, including 10 we banded in mid-July this year. All 10 of these banded chicks fledged from 
the colony, and the Little Beach colony remained on the island into October. 
 

We were excited to see that four banded BLSK from the 2017 cohort nested for the first time in 2020 at 
the Little Beach colony. Also several of the 2018 cohort of chicks return to the colony this year. 
 

Since the project began, 44% (N=16/36) of our 
banded BLSK have been seen at least once in other 
states, with the most re-sighted in Florida during the 
winter. We anticipate that this re-sight rate will 
increase as more of our 2020 juveniles are seen at 
overwintering sites. We have already received 
reports of two juveniles from the 2020 cohort 
during fall migration!  
 

If you spend your winters in Florida, keep an eye out 
for our banded birds wearing their pumpkin colored 
bands with black letters and send us your re-sights! 
 
 
 

 
 

The skimmers have become a favorite bird of islanders and visitors 
alike as they have been easy to see skimming the waters of Eel pond, 
along Fuller Street Beach, Norton Point, and Sengekontaket Pond. 
We are already looking forward to the return of the skimmers in 
2021 and hope that they decide to nest at Little Beach again.  

 
This project was made possible through a grant from the 
Betsy and Jesse Fink Family Foundation.   
 

Number of MV BLSK re-sight observations reported outside of 
Massachusetts (N=23). 

A fledgling 
BLSK O(K2) in 
2020. 



  Thank you to all of our volunteers that helped beach birds this year! 

 

Clara Athearn, Mariah BenDavid, Emme Buresch, Oona Buresch, Kendra Buresch, Sebastian Caldwell, Alysa 
Emden, Ed Gilmartin, Pete Gilmore, Ursula Goodenough, Tony Lima, Matt Marra, Lanny McDowell, Huck 
Moore, Melissa Moore, John Patrick, Matt Pelikan, Laurisa Rich,  Scott Stephens, Keren Tonnesen, Penelope 
Uhlendorf, Ulrike & Dave Wartner 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
If you like to explore and identify plants and animals you see while out and about 
on Martha's Vineyard consider downloading the iNaturalist app to turn your 
smart phone or tablet into a field guide and nature journal. 
 
In a few simple steps, you can create an account and start identifying and listing 
species you find. With this app, all you need is a couple of good photos of the 
plant or animal in order to identify it. iNaturalist uses artificial intelligence to 
match your photo to others of the species and gives you its top suggestions, 
including those seen nearby. Once you create an account, you can find our 
project, the Martha's Vineyard Atlas of Life and join the community online.  
 
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/martha-s-vineyard-atlas-of-life 
 
In the coming year, we will be expanding this project to include tutorials and 
projects focusing on particular groups of organisms or locations, so stay tuned 
for opportunities to do more with us afield.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

iNATURALIST: A FIELD GUIDE IN YOUR SMART PHONE 
STANCAMPIANO

Imperial moth caterpillar DeKay’s brown snake Round-headed bush clover Eastern newt – red eft 

Southern Slender Ladies’-Tresses 

Photo by: Sharon Britton Photo by: Emily Armstrong 



 
On this morning’s hike I watched the sunrise over Fort Gibson Lake (not 
quite the Atlantic). There were some beautiful terns circling, hovering, 
diving, and sending ripples through the otherwise still water. My roommate 
remarked that they were nature’s ballerinas and I told her they were called 
terns – I can’t help but do on-the-ground interpretation. I was thinking of 
all the other places I’ve watched terns and couldn’t help but recall Martha’s 
Vineyard and the first freshly hatched least tern chicks I saw – so fluffy, so 
very like their egg shells and the sand around them. I will show my 
roommate their picture in my Crossley later – a bird book I learned about 
from Luanne showing me and loaning me her copy for that summer of 2016 
when I was the seasonal shorebird biologist with BiodiversityWorks. 
 

A girl from Oklahoma can’t be any more landlocked and thus jaw-dropped 
upon moving to the Vineyard. I had worked for two summers with least terns in central OK and it was my ‘dream 
job’ to work with more birds on this famed island. I had a wonderful time with the incredible volunteers, the fun 
interns, and Liz and Luanne – great mentors personally and professionally.  
 

The following year I worked for The Nature Conservancy at the Virginia Coast Reserve with more shorebirds. I then 
studied southern fox squirrels on Parris Island. I have found my permanent ‘dream job’ working as a 
naturalist/interpretive park ranger at a hilly peninsular park in eastern Oklahoma. Though it’s not the coast, after 
jumping islands and peninsulas down the eastern seaboard it is great to still be surrounded by water and the avian 
life that flocks to it. 
 

I run a nature center on 2,200 acres at Sequoyah State Park - come 
stay with us if you’re in the neighborhood or visit us on social media 
any time. We have a number of animals – wild animals who are 
non-releasable that spend their lives being cared for by us and 
serving as ambassadors to the public. Among them are a bald eagle, 
coyote, river otter, foxes, and a beaver. Visitors can be anti-wildlife 
or not understanding of all animals’ places in the nature world, but I 
calmly teach them just the same as I did beachgoers on the 
Vineyard all those years ago.

 

 
Congratulations to Liz and Jesse Olson on the 
birth of their son, Porter, born on August 14th 
at the Martha’s Vineyard Hospital. 
 
 At 4 months, he weighs 16 lbs. and is 
beginning to reach for things and roll over on 
his own. Of course, his BWorks aunties think 
he is perfect and we can’t wait for the COVID-
19 pandemic to be over so that we can hug and 
squeeze him!  

SPOTLIGHT ON ALUMNI – ANGELINA STANCAMPIANO

WELCOME TO THE BWORKS FAMILY, PORTER DEAN OLSON



PROGRAM APPEAL for 2021 
 

If you enjoyed reading about all of our projects and programs, we 
hope you feel inspired to make a donation in support of our 2021 
efforts. Our fiscal year ends on December 31st, and we are near our 
program appeal goal of $70,000. This annual appeal provides vital 
funding to fill gaps in funding for wildlife and mentoring projects not 
covered by grants.  
 
In 2021, we will continue our search for hibernating northern long-
eared bats and new spotted turtle populations. We’ll be tracking the 
movements of four radio-tagged spotted turtles, banding and re-
sighting black skimmers, and continue our efforts to protect the 
island’s beach-nesting birds. We will also expand our MV Atlas of 
Life project encouraging citizen scientists to document the island’s 
biodiversity, and continue mentoring young adults who will work 
alongside us in the field. But, we need your continued financial 
support to make all of this happen.  
 
Thank you to the many donors and foundations who have 
contributed thus far to get us to 72% of our goal. 
 

If you haven’t made your annual gift, please use the enclosed 
envelope to mail your gift today, or visit our website to give online  

      at CLICK HERE TO DONATE.  
 
We accept gifts of stock and matching gifts from employers too! If you have questions, call us at 800.690.0993 or 
email Luanne Johnson – LuanneJ@biodiversityworksmv.org 
 

This year’s Christmas Bird Count will be on Saturday, Jan. 2nd 2021. Due 
to COVID-19 social distancing requirements, teams are sticking with 
their regular members and will be splitting up or driving separately as 
they bird their territories from dawn to dusk.  
 

For those of you with bird feeders, please contribute to the count by 
keeping a feeder list for the morning or all day; tracking how much 
time you spend watching as well as the highest number of each species 
you see together.  
 

Visit https://biodiversityworksmv.org/our-projects/mvcbc/ to 
download instructions and data sheets as there are changes in where 
and how to report your data from past years. You can snap an image of 
your data sheet or fill one out online, and email it to    

      mvbirdcount@gmail.com 
 
 

 

61ST MARTHA'S VINEYARD CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT 

SLATED FOR SATURDAY, JANUARY 2, 2021. 

59% 

https://biodiversityworksmv.org/support-us
https://biodiversityworksmv.org/our-projects/mvcbc/
mailto:mvbirdcount@gmail.com
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