INSTRUCTIONS - POINT COUNT SURVEY PROTOCOL

PROJECT: BIRDS & BURNS NETWORK - PRESCRIBED FIRE & BIRDS OF PONDEROSA PINE FORESTS IN THE INTERIOR WEST

I. 
Study Design 

There should be a minimum of 20 points per unit [a unit is the 200-400 ha treatment (control vs. burn) area].  These should be stratified by crown closure (open stratum = <35% crown closure; closed stratum = >35% crown closure).  Points should be located in proportion to the amount of area occupied by each stratum.  If your units are not a mixture of strata (crown closures) then a systematic sampling design may be used.

Point centers should be separated by at least 250 m (300 m is preferable) (i.e., 100 m separate the 100-m survey circle circumference).  Point centers should be located at least 200 m from unit edges (i.e., the 100-m radius survey plots are >200 m from unit edges (Fig. 1).

II. 
Preparation for Bird Surveys

Work with practice tapes and listen to bird calls while setting up points.  Pay special attention to species that sound similar (e.g. DEJU and CHSP, HAFL and DUFL).  Practice estimating distances; use flags at known distances for references, or use range finders. Work in pairs to estimate distance to birds and check actual distances. Run practice point counts in pairs and compare results at the end of a session.

III. Point Count Protocol

A. Duration of point counts

At each point, record all birds observed for 5 min (or 10 min depending on the location).   If you are using a 10-minute count, you must indicate on the data sheet when the first 5 min ended.  This is important, so that these data are comparable across locations.  Use the watch timer to ensure that this time is strictly followed.  

Try not to double count birds.  For example, if you hear or see a bird twice during the count that is probably the same bird, do not double count it.

B. Timing of point counts

Please run all counts between 22 May and 3 July.  Point counts should begin just after the dawn chorus and be completed within 5 hours (e.g., in CO counts run 5:30 to 10:30 am). If points are some distance from the road, please allow travel time to reach points in time to begin the survey by the scheduled start time.  If the full 5 hours are not needed to complete surveys, it is preferable to start just after dawn and end earlier than the full five hours because birds begin to quiet down when it gets warm, sometimes as early as 8 am!

Because there is a narrow window for bird surveys, there is very little time for breaks during the morning count.  After checking data sheet for empty cells, and checking the ground for gear, move quickly (but safely) to the next survey point.  Be sure to bring lots of water and quick snacks for brief breaks.

IV. Data Sheets 

 

A. Filling out data sheets 

Please write neatly!  DO NOT LEAVE ANY BLANK CELLS (except COMMENTS)!   Check data sheet during lulls and at the end of each survey period for blanks.  It is ok to use “squiggles” for information like STRAT and WEA that are repeated across several rows.  Critical information includes Treatment, Stratum, Point, correct Bird Code, Distance, and Number.  Focus on these columns first, and fill in the others as time allows during the count.

B.
Data sheet information
1.
DATA SHEET #: Record a unique number for each data sheet. (Note: This is different than page number).  This number can be combined with a letter code.  For example, all Pike National Forest location data sheets could be numbered P1, P2,….P35. This should be done at the end of each day.  This helps to keep track of all data sheets across locations and allows data sheets to be related to the database more easily.

2.
PAGE: Number each page of a day’s survey.  (Note: This is different than the data sheet number).   For example, if an observer uses 5 pages during a day’s survey, number the pages 1-5.  On the next survey day, begin with page 1.  This enables us to keep data sheets in chronological order.  
3. DATE: numeric date format, DDMMYY (6 digits)

4. OBS (observer): 2 or 3-letter code (use the initials of your first and last name, or all three initials).   Whichever you use, be consistent.

5. LOC (location): unique 4-letter code [e.g. PICO: the first 2 letters=location (Pike National Forest) and the second 2 letters=state (Colorado)].

6. UNIT: unique 2-digit alphanumeric or numeric code designating the study unit [Note: unit = a 200-400 ha treatment (control vs. burn) area].

7. VISIT #: Each point will be surveyed 2 times per breeding season.  Record whether it was the first or second survey: 1 = first time surveyed that year, 2 = second time surveyed that year.

8. TRT (Treatment): Indicate whether a point is located within a burn or control unit by circling the correct response.

9. TRT PERIOD (Treatment Period): Indicate whether the survey was conducted before or after a treatment by circling the correct response. For each unit, the code should remain the same for the entire season. 

10. STRAT (Stratum): O=open canopy, <35% crown closure; C=closed canopy, >35% crown closure

11. POINT: Point count number

12. WEA (Weather): Record the cloud cover/rain: 0 = clear; 1 = 30-70% cloud cover; 2 = >70% cloud cover; 3 = fog; 4 = drizzle; 5 = precip.  (A light drizzle is acceptable for point counts, but not a heavy rain).

13. WIND:  0 = none; 1 = leaves moving; 2 = branches moving; 3 = trunks swaying (do not do count if wind >3).

14. TEMP (temperature):  Record in degrees Fahrenheit.

15. TIME START/END:  Record the time, military format (e.g. 0600, 1200) that you begin and end the count.

16. BIRD SP (Bird species): Use AOU 4-letter acronym.  Keep copy of acronym list on clipboard and check any species you’re not sure about after count.  The format is the first 4 letters of the name if the name is one word, or the first 2 letters of the first word and the first 2 letters of the second word for 2-part names.  Note that you must know the standard common name (i.e., American Robin, not Robin Red-breast) to use this system.  Also, many species are irregular (e.g., two species may have the same acronym by this system).  Always double check acronyms at the end of the survey.  We also have codes for unidentified species (e.g., UNWO for unidentified woodpecker).  If code is not listed, please add to notebook list and write out full name in comments on data sheet the first time used.

17. NUM (Number): Number of individuals detected.  This will almost always be “1”. Exceptions are for birds in flocks flying through or above the canopy of a point count.  Otherwise please record one entry per line.
18. DIS (Distance): Estimate distance in meters to each bird using the 6 distance categories (10 = 0-10 m; 25 = 10 - 25 m; 50 = 25-50 m; 75 = 50-75 m; 100 = 75-100 m; + = >100 m).  Record the first distance at which you detected the bird. Use the Flyover category for birds observed above the canopy. Note: Birds observed >100 m are not used in the distance analysis, but will be used to create species lists. Also Note: For birds that are observed to fly through the canopy such as Red Crossbills, record the distance that you first detected them.

19. DET (Detection): Record whether a bird was first detected aurally or visually. A = auditory; V = visual.

20. SEX: Use for either sex or age.  M = male, F = female, I = Immature, J = Juvenile (reserve for young of the year), U = unknown, P=Pair.

21. COMMENTS:  This column is reserved for information that is not collected for every observation.  Use it for interesting observations, ancillary information on unidentified species (e.g. description of song or call that may be used to identify post facto, two possible species), significant behaviors (e.g., nesting material, feeding young), non-avian observations (e.g., mountain lions) etc.  

For behaviors related to breeding (e.g. nest building, feeding nestlings, etc.), please code these at the completion of the morning’s survey.  See list of codes below.  If coded, these data will be entered in the database.
NE=nest found


FN=feeding nestlings





FS=adult with fecal sac




NB=nest building

NM=carrying nest material

TD=territory boundary dispute

FF=feeding fledglings

CP=copulation

CO=courtship behavior

FG=family group 

CF=carrying food
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V. Safety

Work quickly, but accurately and safely.  Make sure that each member of the team has the UTM coordinates of the other members’ survey sites and that everyone knows the scheduled meeting time and place.  Bring radios with you at all times, and have an emergency action plan if a team member fails to arrive at the meeting location on time (e.g., radios should remain on if the scheduled time is missed, pre-arranged contact times, leave notes on vehicle).  It is usually a good practice for everyone to mark the GPS location of the vehicle so that if you get turned around, you can always head for the vehicle coordinates).


Snags often fall under windy conditions, so please stay away from snags during winds.  Also, avoid passing downslope from, or standing near, snags that are heavily charred at the base or otherwise look unstable.  Don’t camp near snags.


Lightning is also a problem in the Rockies.  Please do not take chances if storms are approaching.  Stay away from lone or tall trees and ridges.  If you are in an exposed area and a storm is approaching, give yourself time to get to a safe place before the storm hits.


Mountain Lions have been observed in and near our study areas.  In the highly unlikely event that you encounter a mountain lion, do not run but instead face the lion and try to look as large as possible.  Pepper spray should be carried in your field gear.

VI. Equipment Check List: Please check daily before leaving for field

Day Pack

Binoculars


Clipboard


Data sheets


AOU code list (attach to clipboard in plastic folder)


Pencils (several)


Rubber bands (for clipboard)


GPS


Compass


2-way radio


Extra flagging (both colors)


Sharpee


List of points to survey


Location of co-workers points


Field Guide


Spotting Scope and tripod (optional)


(CAR: cell phone, first aid kit, tool kit)

Personal Items: Warm layers, gloves, hat, sunscreen, sunglasses, water bottles, snacks, treats?, insect repellent, misc. first aid items (band-aids, aspirin)
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