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Piping Plovers Nest in Ohio; First Time in 83 Years
By Mandy Roberts

Photo Credit: Mandy Roberts; Piping Plover

An 83 year long stretch has been broken by the now-famous pair, Nish (male) 
and Nellie (female)! For several years, I traveled to the northern lower peninsula of 
Michigan to see one of the Great Lakes Piping Plovers; however, this year I only needed 
to travel two hours north to Maumee Bay State Park in Oregon, Ohio instead of the 
usual seven. There, from the inland lake beach, one can witness the miracle of Ohio’s 
first nesting Piping Plovers in 83 years.

Since the late 1930s, Piping Plovers were considered only a migratory bird in 
Ohio. The state typically sees a small handful of these Plovers pass through yearly on 
their way to and from breeding grounds, mainly in Michigan. Since 1986, the Piping 
Plover has been listed as federally endangered in the Great Lakes.  They are in danger 
of going extinct in the Great Lakes if measures are not taken to help protect them and 
their habitat. A few reasons for their decline are loss of critical habitat to development 
of the beaches, recreational use, changes in water diversion, rising water levels, and 
increased predation. Piping Plovers are also sensitive to human presence. Their habitat 
for nesting is on sandy beaches, which coincides with a large influx of human presence 
during their breeding season. Human disturbance can lead Plovers to abandon the 
nest. Unleashed dogs are also a considerable threat to nests as well as to the Plovers 
themselves. 

Efforts to bring back the population of Piping Plovers to the Great Lakes began 
in 1987, with the help of many volunteers, mainly in Michigan, but have spread to 
other areas along the Great Lakes as new nesting pairs have arrived. An essential pair to 
Ohio’s story comes from a nest in Chicago, IL, with our very own superstar, Nish.  Monty 
and Rose started nesting annually in Chicago in 2019 and made history with the first 
nest there since 1948.  Nish was born in 2020 to Monty and Rose. A second important 
area to our story comes from Presque Isle, PA, where, in 2017, Piping Plovers returned 
to nest in the state for the first time since the 1950s. Our second superstar, Nellie, was 
hatched there in 2020, and she paired with Nish to become Ohio’s first nesting pair in 
80+ years. I also can’t forget to mention that Nellie’s sister, Bertie, also shares the beach 
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with them, much to the pair’s disapproval.

Piping Plovers are given bands that identify them as part of the Great Lakes population and specific to each 
bird, allowing for easier identification in the field and reporting those who find the Plovers in their travels. They each 
have a metal USGS band with a unique nine-digit number that they will have for life.  They also have color bands that 
help identify each brood and a band with a number that is unique to the individual.  Between 5-16 days old, they 
receive bands above and below the joint of the leg that does not interfere or bother the birds.  The orange flag signifies 
that the bird is a Great Lakes bird; however, they do not receive this until after year one due to being too small at the 
time of banding.  Nish was first spotted at Howard Marsh, just a few miles to the east, on May 18th.  It was confirmed 
to be Nish after the bands were reported.  You can report bands on the Great Lakes Piping Plover site and receive 
information on a sighted plover.  Warren Leow, a local birder, reported one Piping Plover on May 25th and then three 
on May 26th out on the shores of Lake Erie at Maumee Bay State Park.  Upon finding three, he contacted Paul Jacyk, 
another Lucas County birder.  Paul came out to the beach to help Warren attempt to get band ID’s on all three plovers.   

While getting the band numbers on the evening of May 26th, the duo began noticing signs of courtship, which 
are not seen with migrating birds. Some of the courtship signs that stood out to them were the male goose-stepping 
the females, actual copulation between the male and each of the females, and some initial scrapes being made in 
the sand. When scrapes are made, the female will select the one she wants and lay an egg in the chosen scrape. At 
this realization, Paul Jacyk went a step above and researched what he could do to help the birds, knowing what a big 
deal it was. Late that evening, he began calling and reaching out to agencies typically involved when these birds are 
nesting in their usual breeding grounds. One important contact he made was to the Kaufmans. Kimberly Kaufman is 
the Executive Director at Black Swamp Bird Observatory (BSBO) located in Oak Harbor. Once it was determined that 
these birds would nest at the park, she jumped into action and began to contact state and federal wildlife agencies, 
state park officials, and wildlife law enforcement. A psychological fence around a large portion of the inland lake beach, 
where they were making scrapes in the sand, was constructed by USFWS to give them a safe space away from human 
disturbances on the popular swimming beach.  By May 31st, it was determined that the first egg had been laid. Action 
was taken to place an enclosure over the nest to protect the plovers and their precious little nest of eggs. The plovers 
can move freely in and out of the enclosure, but it protects from predators such as gulls, terns, skunks, and raccoons.  
I captured the moment that the 4th egg was laid, which is considered a full clutch. I noticed that Nellie kept sitting 
with her tail straight up, and I knew something was happening. I was able to get several others onto Nellie, and we all 
shared the joy of seeing her lay that last egg, a moment that none of us will ever forget.    

Photo Credit: Mandy Roberts; Piping Plovers inside predator containment area

Black Swamp Bird Observatory was asked if they were willing to take the lead with the volunteer program 
for monitoring the plovers, the nest, and eventually the babies. With the leadership of Kimberly Kaufman, BSBO was 
entirely on board. They were able to assist with setting up a safe area for the Piping Plovers, including the enclosure 
over the nest, build a website for the public and volunteers, work with the park to establish a headquarters for the 
volunteer program, create a Facebook page, put together volunteer program training, and so much more in just a few 
short days. Tamima Itani, Volunteer Coordinator at Montrose Beach, provided Kaufman with the nuts and bolts of their 
volunteer program in Chicago and the BSBO staff were up and running. They created all of the necessary components 
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to provide a wonderful volunteer program that will allow the Plovers the best possible chance for a successful nest. 
They did all of this work as they were taking turns in providing monitoring from sunrise to sunset until a team of 
volunteers could be trained and scheduled for two hour shifts. I have had the great honor of being a volunteer for a 
couple of weeks, driving 90 minutes one way to take part in this fantastic opportunity. I have been able to spend at 
least 2-3 days per week there so far. I even had a hotel room reserved for a five day stay over the 4th of July weekend, 
ensuring that I do my part to protect these critically endangered miracles, and help collect data of the nesting process 
and hatchlings.  BSBO will continue to have a schedule for volunteers until the hatchlings are able to take flight. The 
monitoring program not only ensures that the plovers are being protected, but also provides invaluable information 
that will help guide BSBO and the Great Lakes Recovery program in the future. The monitors collect data on nest 
building, timing of egg laying, incubating, predators in the area, locations where the adults spend time foraging, 
violations that could have an impact on the nest, and any unusual activity that happens in the area. The volunteers also 
serve as educators to the public about the importance of what is taking place, the history of the Piping Plovers in Ohio, 
and why it is so critical to provide this type of protection and monitoring to ensure that this species doesn’t become 
extinct in the Great Lakes. 

What the future holds for these first-year parents is yet to be seen. Our hope is that we can give them the 
best chance possible for successful fledging of their chicks. The females will likely head out of Ohio and venture south 
sometime around the middle of July or shortly thereafter. The male will stick around with the chicks until they are fully 
ready to migrate south, most likely sometime in August. From reports throughout last winter, we know that the three 
adult birds were only 3-5 miles apart in Florida. Typically, they winter in the same areas each year and thankfully, nest 
fidelity is high. This means that if Nish and Nellie are successful in fledging any young, they will likely return to the same 
area next year to start the process all over. We can only hope that Bertie brings back a mate too.  Who knows, maybe 
we will have two nests next year in Ohio. Only time will tell what happens on this wonderful journey that Nish and 
Nellie have shared with us. I can tell you that this volunteer’s ‘cup runneth over’ with an overwhelming amount of joy 
to be a small part of the historical event with so many incredible people and agencies.

Photo Credit: Mandy Roberts; Piping Plover

For additional information on Ohio’s superstars, you can the visit the following sites:

https://www.maumeebaypipingplovers.org/

https://www.greatlakespipingplover.org/

https://www.facebook.com/NellieandNish
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Ohio Scenic Rivers Stream Quality Monitoring Training Opportunities
By Laura Manns

Do you enjoy your local scenic river?  Are you interested in ensuring that the water quality continues to remain 
high?  If so, please consider becoming a Stream Quality Monitor (SQM) volunteer for the Ohio Department of Natural 
Resources.  Free training workshops are currently underway in NE, NW, Central and SW Ohio.  

Participants will be taught how to collect macroinvertebrates at small riffle areas using seines.  Data is recorded on a 
provided assessment form and then macroinvertebrates are released.  

Macroinvertebrates are used to monitor stream health because they have varying levels of tolerances to pollution.  The 
abundance and diversity of species found within a river is an inexpensive, yet effective 
way to determine the water quality.

If you decide to continue as a volunteer, some paperwork will need to be completed.  
Volunteers are provided necessary equipment, assigned a stream location and are 
responsible for two monitoring sessions per season at that location (6 per year).  
Collected data is then reported to your area SQM Coordinator.  

This assessment data is critical and is used to produce the annual Stream Quality Report 
for each scenic river.  Please considering joining these efforts to help protect the health 
of Ohio’s Scenic Rivers!

More information on how to contact regional leads for training dates and locations can 
be found at:

https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/education-training/stream-quality-monitoring/stream-
quality-volunteers

Wetlands for Pollinators
By Ray Stewart

Nothing catches my attention quite so much as wetlands and insects. Imagine my excitement when the recent newsletter 
from the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation (xerces.org) published “Wetlands as Pollinator Habitat” By Sarah 
Nizzi and Rae Powers on 20 May 2021. With so much concern lately for the decline in pollinators worldwide, this article 
reveals yet another spectacular argument for wetland conservation.

The focus of the article is a delightful erect to sprawling 1-2 ft. tall herbaceous 
perennial Lysimachia ciliata, commonly called Fringed Yellow Loosestrife. It is 
a FACW plant, meaning that it is usually but not exclusively found in wetlands. 

It is not threatened or endangered 
and is found in most U.S. states and 
the southern provinces of Canada. 
The fringed character, echoed by its 
specific epithet ‘ciliata’, comes from 
the hairy nature of its leafstalks. 
The five-petaled, yellow flowers face downward requiring its pollinators to 
approach from below.

The native pollinator of interest is the nude yellow loosestrife bee (Macropis 
nuda) for its exclusive use of this one plant to provision its nest. Unlike most 
flowers whose pollinators are rewarded with sugary nectar, Yellow Loosestrife 
offers floral oils which can be used by only a narrow set of pollinating insects. 
The female nude yellow loosestrife bee mixes together the oily secretions 
with pollen to line its nest. When the bee larvae emerge, they are surrounded 
by a store of the only food that they are able will sustain them. After about 
one month the larvae pupate and remain in place, dormant until the next 
season when the Loosestrife reblooms and they simultaneously come out as 
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adults. As it happens, all of the species in the genus Macropis rely exclusively on the oil and pollen from plants in the 
Lysimachis genus. The indication is that these specialist species co-evolved and diversified throughout their history. 
Macropis bees are only active during June and July when Fringed Yellow Loosestrife is in bloom.

A field researcher observing the nude yellow loosestrife bee discovered that both male and females would nectar on 
a variety of available flower species. Nests were excavated and confirmed that only the one Fringed Loosestrife was 
used for provisioning. Curiously, while native flowering plants were regularly visited, they never went to Lysimachia 
nummularia, Moneywort. While abundant in this wetland margin, Moneywort is an introduced species. Even though 
it is the preferred genus of plant for the loosestrife bee it was either unfamiliar or unpalatable rendering it useless. 
The coevolution of species can establish specific or narrow preferences for food and shelter. 

Too many times when a habitat is disturbed a host plant may disappear. Without the host plant a domino effect 
can lead to a series of local extirpations. When introduced and exotic invasives become established they may not 
be recognized as food or shelter to resident native populations. The cascading consequences of habitat loss and 
degradation can extend far beyond the obvious. Relationships between organisms large and small have been fine-
tuned over millennia, often establishing profound interdependence within an ecological community. Conservation 
and restoration of wetlands is just one step in assuring that nature is resilient and vibrant in a changing world.

BUCKEYE LAKE H2Ohio PROJECT COMPLETE!
Laura Manns 

The Erie Canal system is a reminder of our industrial heritage 
and is an increasingly valued and enjoyed resource.  In 1996, 
Congress designated The Ohio & Erie Canalway a National 
Heritage Area preserving the first 110 miles of the canal with 
more than an estimated than 2.5 million American visiting 
the historic Towpath Trail alone.

Man-made lakes were created to help feed the canal system 
with water during the dry periods.  Between 1825 and 1847, 
over 33,000 acres of reservoir surface were constructed to 
make the Ohio Erie Canal system possible.   In 1894, the 
Ohio General Assembly established feeder lakes as state 
parks.

Buckeye Lake was an important part of the Ohio and Erie Canal System.  In 1949, the state of Ohio designat-
ed Buckeye Lake State Park and usage of the lake transitioned to recreation.  Buckeye Lake and canal system 
reservoirs are the oldest state parks and their creation coincided with the creation of the Ohio Department 
of Natural Resources (ODNR).  State Park manager, Mark Hoffhines, estimates that approximately half a mil-
lion people annually visit Buckeye Lake for recreation, with transient traffic predominately from the metro-
politan areas of Cleveland, Columbus and Cincinnati.

A recreation economy has developed around Buckeye Lake.  Central to this economy and its continued 
growth is access to a healthy reservoir. In 2017, a tri-county regional corporation, the Buckeye Lake Region 
Corporation was created to form a tri-county alliance to unify efforts across political boundaries and is open 
to all political and civic entities in the tri-county area.  The organization created a Buckeye Lake 2036 Com-
munity Vision, which is a strategic plan for the transformation of the Buckeye Lake Region.

Increased reservoir use for recreation is anticipated to generate a projected economic benefit for the hospi-
tality industry, which is the anchor of the Buckeye Lake community.

Buckeye Lake is a shallow lake with an average depth of 6 ft and a maximum depth of 14ft and has been ex-
periencing algal blooms since 2010.  These algal blooms are toxic to both people and animals.  Beaches on 
Buckeye Lake have been frequently posted with advisories in the past to limit exposures to the toxins that 
can be created by algae.  

Brook Park Wetland Complex at Buckeye Lake.
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A three-pronged approach has been undertaken to curb algal blooms including; 

1. measures by the agricultural community to reduce nitrogen and phosphorous loading in the 
watershed, 

2. dredging of the lake to remove nutrient rich sediment on the bottom of the lake, and 
3. the creation of a wetland complex along Murphy’s Run to be complemented by an in-stream silt 

trap.

OWA had the opportunity to visit the wetland complex with: Eric Saas, H2Ohio 
Program Manager; Rachel DeNoewer, H2Ohio Assistant Program Manager; and 
Natalie Pirvu,  Environmental Programs Administrator; from the Ohio Department 
of Natural Resources (ODNR) during its construction.  The complex lies along 
Murphy’s Run, which is a tributary located at the south end of Buckeye Lake and 
consist of three components; an in-steam silt trap and two wetlands. The primary 
function of the complex is to reduce nutrient loading into Buckeye Lake.

The first phase of nutrient and sediment reduction occurs as water enters the 
silt trap from Murphy’s Run.  
This trap will periodically be 
cleaned by dredge crews as part 
of Buckeye Lake maintenance.  
Records will be kept on cubic feet 
of silt removed by the trap.  In 
typical flow events, water flow 
will then be slowed as it proceeds 
into pooling area of 6 feet in 
depth and 40 feet in width, and 
then continue to proceed into 
700 feet of restored streambank, 
which meanders through the first 
wetland complex.  This wetland 
is approximately 1.5 acres in size 
and allows for intermittent pooling of water, simulating natural wetlands.  During 

high flow events, a pump will transport water under the driveway into Brook Park on the opposite side of 
the driveway to a second overflow wetland, which is approximately 
2.5 acres in size.  As water levels drop after high flow events, water 
from the overflow wetland will passively flow back into the primary 
wetland complex for filtration and subsequent release into Buckeye 

Lake.  Both wetlands will 
serve to further remove 
nutrients from surface 
water as it passes from 
Murphy’s Creek into 
Buckeye Lake.

As part of H2Ohio nutrient 
monitoring, water will be 
sampled in Murphy’s Creek 
prior to entering the silt trap 
and then again as it exits the 

wetland complex.  This site is considered a focal, flow-through wetland 
monitoring site and generated data will be used to measure the 
nutrient removal function of the complex, create correlations to other 
wetland sites and compare wetlands nutrient removal function to the remaining nine best management 

Silt trap & primary wetland deep pool
Eric Saas, H2Ohio
Program Manager

Meandering stream bank

Overflow Wetland
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practices within the H2Ohio program.

Altogether, it is anticipated that 1,620 lbs of nitrogen, 784 lbs of phosphorus and 427 lbs of sediment will 
be prevented from entering Buckeye Lake annually as a result of the newly created wetland complex.  It 
is hoped that the combined effect of the three-pronged approach will eliminate seasonal algal blooms in 
Buckeye Lake.

Brook Park Wetland Complex also serves as a demonstration site and has walking paths for exploration and 
informational signage identifying key attributes of wetlands and their functions.  Young and old alike can 
enjoy the birds, amphibians, fish and macroinvertebrates that will soon inhabit this new wetland and is 
another way to enjoy Buckeye Lake!

Grand Lake St. Marys Wetland Recreation
By: Laura Manns

In 2010, a canal feeder reservoir, Grand Lake St. Marys (GLSM) had a significant algal bloom. This bloom 
was precipitated by high nutrient levels in the shallow lake and by the growth of two types of blue-green 
algae:  Microcystis and Aphanizomenon, which produced and released four different types of toxins known 
to cause serious illness.  Subsequently, efforts were undertaken to improve water quality in GLSM.  These 
efforts are currently managed by Theresa Dirksen, PE, the Agriculture and Natural Resource Director of 
Mercer County, and spearheaded by the Lake Facilities Authority or LFA.  The LFA was created after section 
code 353.02 went into effect in September of 2013 in order to allow for improved watershed management.  
The board of the LFA is composed of Mercer and Auglaize County Commissioners.   

GLSM is Ohio’s largest inland lake, has an average depth of 5-6 feet and was originally a swamp that was 
deforested and flooded with water in the mid 1800’s to store water for the canal systems.  Outlet water 
flows west to Beaver Creek and joins the Wabash River in the Mississippi watershed. GLSM protects 
downstream cities like Fort Wayne, Indiana from floods.  Theresa Dirksen was able to take me to both the 
Coldwater Creek and Prairie Creek Treatment Trains which are located on the southwest and south side of 
Grand Lake St. Marys, respectively.  Within these treatment trains, recreated wetlands are used to remove 
sediment and nutrients prior to water entering GLSM or streams feeding into the lake.

The land around GLSM is primarily agriculture and predominantly small livestock farms.  These farms 
evolved after the construction of the Erie and Miami canal systems and are a vital component to the 
community and remain the driver of the local economy.  As early as 2013, Mercer County recognized the 
need to plan for community growth and development, which would simultaneously provide opportunities 
for the agricultural community to supplement their income.  The primary goal of the plan is for preservation 
of the traditional farming economy and farmland (2013 Mercer County).

Dirksen currently facilitates a unique set of partnerships which includes the state entities of the Ohio 
Department of Natural Resources, Ohio EPA, Ohio Department of Agriculture, and the Ohio Department 
of Health, Wright State University-Lake Campus, Mercer & Auglaize counties, the cities of Celina and St. 
Marys, Franklin Township, agricultural producers, Soil and Water Conservation officials, and local nonprofit 
entities which include Rotary Clubs and the Lake Improvement Association. She is uniquely qualified in her 
position as she is a civil engineer and has a background in agriculture.  Dirksen has held this position for 5 
years.  Prior to her tenure as Director, she worked for the Mercer County Soil & Water Conservation District 
(SWCD) for 10 years in roles that included Watershed Coordinator, District Technician and District Engineer.

Coldwater Creek and Prairie Creek Treatment Trains consist of a series of pools, or cells.  Stream water is 
initially diverted into deep water pool using a pump. A water control structure at the downstream end 
allows water levels in the pools to be managed, which enables both the water level and retention times in 
the pools to be controlled.  In the first deep pool, larger physical particles like sand and silt settle out of the 
water column.  The water subsequently filters, percolates and trickles into a series of pools that decrease 
in depth and end in cells that are vegetated out, creating a series of wetlands.  The vegetation removes 
chemical nutrients, like nitrogen and phosphorus, as well as any remaining silt or clay particles before the 
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water is directed back into the natural waterway.  Removal of the nutrients is essential for controlling algal 
blooms.  

This engineered solution has permitted maximum nutrient removal capacity in the physical space available.    

Since 2009, an increase of 430 acres of wetlands 
have been recreated along the south shore of GLSM, 
representing a 93% increase.  Both emergent and littoral 
wetlands have been restored within the watershed, 
with two additional recreated wetland treatment trains 
planned with funds from H2Ohio.  

Since 2017, 
Dr. Stephen 
Jacquemin 
of Wright 
State 
University, 
has collected 
samples 
from both 
of these 
treatment 
trains sites 
weekly and 

has documented that they can remove up to 90% of dissolved 
phosphorus, nitrogen and total suspended solids.   He notes 
that in addition to removing sediment and excess nutrients, 
wetlands serve to recharge groundwater, remove toxins and 
serve as biodiversity habitat warehouses.

St. Marys River-Grand Lake is recognized as a state important 
bird area (IBA) by the Audubon Society and includes both 
St. Marys fish hatchery and Mercer Wildlife Area.  The St. 
Marys River originates east of GLSM, flows north and west 
to eventually join the St. Joseph River in Indiana and forms 
the Maumee River.  St. Marys river corridor is the single 
most forested in west-central Ohio; is a hydrologically intact 
river valley and includes a riparian corridor, many oxbows, 
floodplain forests and wetlands.  The fishery pond attracts 
diving and puddle ducks during migration peaks, while 
shorebirds and wading birds are most common during 
peak mudflat exposures in the spring and fall.  St. Marys 
River-Grand Lake acts as an important flyway and provides 
important habitat for both forest and wetland species, 
including some state-listed species.

Local resident, Michelle Archer, enjoys the recreated 
emergent wetland of Coldwater Creek daily on her walk.  In 
particular, she is enjoying the waterfowl and has noted bald 
eagles, white egrets, blue herons, trumpeter swans, white 
pelicans and even transient waterfowl using the wetlands as 
a flyway.  For Michelle, it is exhilarating to watch the bald 
eagles catch fish.  She looks forward to her time in the 
wetlands and notes that, “Everyday, there is something 
different.”

Both treatment train areas contain walking 
paths for residents and visitors alike, with 
the rotary club providing benches for rest, 

reflection or birding at the Prairie Creek 
Treatment Train. 

Stop logs, or boards, are placed in the water 
control structure to the desired elevation.  

These can be removed and added so that nearly 
any desired elevation can be reached. 
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Wetland Wellness
By: Emma Coffman, Seasonal Naturalist at Preservation Parks of Delaware County

 When you catch a cold, how can you tell? Do you notice changes to your body, like coughing or a 
runny nose? If you didn’t notice these changes, would you even know you were sick? While ecosystems do 
not necessarily get “sick” the way we do, it is still possible for us to know when they are unhealthy, similar to 
how our bodies react.
When we talk about ecosystem health, we are referring to an ecosystem’s ability to sustain itself and 
maintain its usual functions. A healthy ecosystem’s components work together in a way that ensures the 
long-term sustainability of its plants, animals, and abiotic factors. Most importantly, a healthy ecosystem is 
one that is resilient to disturbances like human interference, which adds additional stress on an ecosystem. A 
healthy ecosystem is like having a healthy body, where all the muscles, bones, and systems are working and 
fitting together as they should, even in the face of disease.
Unfortunately, there are many human disturbances today that threaten wetland health. The building of 
dams, levees, drainage ditches, and canals all can disrupt the flow of water that recharge wetland systems. 
Pollution degrades the chemical and physical composition of wetland habitats. The introduction of exotic and 
invasive plant and animal species disrupts the local ecology. In the face of all these threats, it is important to 
monitor wetland health. 

Measuring wetland wellness is not always easy, though. Wetlands come 
in many shapes and sizes, with differences in water, soil, plant, and animal 
composition. As a result, healthy conditions for a bog might look very 
different from the usual conditions of a swamp. This makes it hard to 
pinpoint exact standards for wetland wellness. It all depends on the system.
 
Without any textbook standard for wetland health, how can we tell when 
they are “sick”? One good method is to utilize reference systems. When 
a wetland has been significantly impacted by human activity, we can look 
at similar structured habitats that are undisturbed to see what the system 
would look like in a more stable environment.
Sometimes, though, we come across an ecosystem that is relatively unique. 
What do we do when we have no similar cases to compare it to? Another 
great indicator of health is to compare the conditions of the wetland over 
time. Changes in water quality and composition over the course of many 
years can be a sign that a wetland’s health is growing worse or improving, 
especially if there are recent 
changes or disturbances to the 
area. Think of it like noticing 
symptoms for the first time; 
maybe you didn’t have a 

headache yesterday, but today 
you do. Clearly, something has changed.

Noticing trends and patterns is key in determining whether 
a wetland is doing well. When you get sick, we do the same 
thing: we make note of our symptoms each day, compare them 
to the symptoms we had the day before, and then use those 
to determine what is making us sick – then, as we recover, the 
symptoms fade. Similarly, noticing trends in time and across 
different ecosystems can let us know when our wetlands need 
our help, or even better – when they are recovering!

Invasive Phragmites, ODNR

Pearls Fen (Dayton, Ohio)

Lorain Port Authority Addresses Phragmites Overgrowth 
at Lorain Impoundment
By Giovanna Reising

On April 26, 2021, the Lorain Port and Finance Authority in Lorain, Ohio announced that it would be conducting a 
controlled burn of the Non-Native Phragmites (phrag) overgrowth at the Contained Disposal Facility (CDF), otherwise 
known as the Lorain Impoundment at Lakeside Landing. The burn was scheduled to occur the following day (April 27), 
and would otherwise be a non-newsworthy event, except for the fact that the Lorain Impoundment is a popular bird-
ing site, and the burn was scheduled in the middle of migratory season. 
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The Lorain Impoundment is located in the city of Lorain along the mile-long pier, near the mouth of the Black River. The 
US Army Corps of Engineers utilize the site to dump dredge from the Black River and other navigation projects as it is 
unlawful to offload dredge into the Great Lakes. The site was created in 1977 by the Corps as a permanent location for 
dredged material. The original intention of the 58-acre site was to return it to the local authorities after ten years, which 
was the amount of time that the Corps believed it would take to fill the site to capacity. At the ten-year mark, it was 
clear that the site was not going to fill anytime soon and it continues to be a construction site for the Corps to present 
day.

To enhance the containment of the dredge, a half-circle ridge was created that ultimately led to marsh conditions inside 
the perimeter. When the dredged material is pumped into the containment area, the sediment sinks to the bottom and 
the remaining water (effluent) slowly leaks back out into Lake Erie. Depending on the height of the dredge and the Lake 
Erie water levels, the area can either maintain a wetland with an interior “lake” or take on a more terrestrial appear-
ance. According to the Lorain Dike Disposal Site Master Plan published in 2007, until the Corps completes the filling 
process, none of the habitats can be considered permanent. 

With its location on Lake Erie and its isolated nature, the Impoundment is a popular spot for migratory birds to stop over 
and rest. According to birding-in-ohio.com, the Impoundment is on the Lake Erie Birding Trail and is one of the most 
popular birding sites in Lorain County. The website states that a total of 269 bird species have been identified there, with 
dozens of different species being present on any given day. There is a variety of plant species present, including cotton-
wood and willow trees, shrubs, and grasses. 

The Impoundment is also a monitored marsh for the Great Lakes Marsh Monitoring Program (GLMMP), which is one of 
many citizen science programs created by Birds Canada. The GLMMP seeks to identify any species of bird present in the 
marsh, but a main focus is identifying the presence of secretive, marsh-dependent species, such as Pied-billed Grebes, 
American Coot, Common Moorhen, the many Rail species, and both the American and Least Bitterns. To conduct these 
surveys, the citizen scientist plays a broadcast call of several of the marsh-dependent birds and records which birds re-
spond. The presence of these birds speaks to not only their numbers in the environment but of the health of the marsh 
itself. The volunteer also notes the plant species at the observation points and records the data for Birds Canada.

When the Lorain Port Authority announced the controlled burn on social media, many bird-loving individuals responded 
to the post with concern about birds that may already be nesting. The public service announcement (PSA) indicated 
that the Port Authority received approval to complete the burn by local, state, and federal authorities and that the burn 
would be the second part of a long-term plan to control the phrag overgrowth (it was noted that in the fall of 2020, a 
contractor had already cut much of the phrag down). The PSA also indicated that the Port Authority intended to seed for 
native species as part of its efforts to rehabilitate the area.

Board Member Giovanna Reising reached out to the Port Authority to discuss the process of phrag remediation and 
any ill effects due to the timing of the controlled burn. Ms. Reising spoke with Tom Brown, the Executive Director of the 
Port Authority, who explained that the second phase of the phrag remediation occurred later than they had hoped due 
to weather conditions. Mr. Brown noted that the contractor 
completing the phrag removal, Hull’s Environmental Services, 
regularly practices this type of invasive removal and completed 
a similar project in Huron, Ohio the day after Lorain’s. As the 
heavy equipment was moved in, workers observed numerous 
birds exiting the phrag areas, returning when the equipment 
left. Mr. Brown stated that they were aware that a Cattle Egret 
was spotted in the marsh reeds prior to the clean out and was 
identified when the work was completed. Mr. Brown indicated 
that he received approval for the five-year project from both 
ODNR and Ohio EPA. 

Mr. Brown stated that the Lorain Impoundment continues to be 
a construction site and will be for the next few years. Mr. Brown 
noted that he wants to keep the area as natural as possible; 
however, with dredge being regularly dumped, invasive species 
are quite hard to control. He did state that while many birders 
initially indicated their concerns, he has been receiving positive 
reviews regarding bird visibility and a return to native emergent 
grasses and reeds. 

Lorain Impoundment,  Giovanna Reising
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Many marsh-dependent birds will nest in phrag or use phrag to build their nests; however, phrag grows densely and 
often results in a reduction of native plant species. Marsh-nesting birds can also have difficulty navigating through the 
tightly packed reeds. According to the Great Lakes Phragmites Collaborative (https://www.greatlakesphragmites.net/), 
non-native phrag has very little nutritional value and there is scant evidence that any of the North American fauna 
species are consuming it. They also indicate that due to phrag’s annual biomass and slow decomposition, it can raise 
the floor of a marsh and lead to issues with drainage, eventually drying the marsh out. 

The Wonders of the Mangroves
By: Shelby Seas, Seasonal Naturalist at Preserva-
tion Parks of Delaware County

After growing up, going to school, and starting 
my career in central Ohio; I have learned to sing 
the praises of Ohio’s wetlands to anyone who will 
listen. However, I must confess that my true heart 
belongs to another… and that would be coastal 
wetlands. Freshwater and coastal wetlands 
share a majority of their key characteristics and 
ecosystem functions, but the plants and animals 
that thrive 
in them     

are what  sets them apart. 

Whether it is the flood protection they offer during storms, the 
habitat they provide for wildlife, or their beautiful recreational 
spaces—there are a number of reasons to love coastal wetlands. One 
of the key species that helps to make all of these functions possible 
is the Mangrove tree. Mangroves thrive in tropical regions and are 
found along the gulf coast from Texas to the Florida Keys, which is 
home to one of the world’s largest mangrove forests. There are only 
three species of mangroves that grow in the continental U.S., and 
they are Red Mangroves, Black Mangroves, and White Mangroves. 

Mangroves have evolved unique adaptations that allow them to thrive 
in salty water and muddy, oxygen depleted soils. When it comes to 
dealing with the saltwater; mangroves can be excluders or excreters. 
The Red Mangrove is an excluder which means that its roots are designed to filter out most of the salt from 
water before it even enters the tree. This species is typically found along the coastline in the most extreme 
conditions and can be identified by the red roots that are above ground and shoot out from the trunk. 
Black and White Mangroves are both excreters, but they do so in slightly different ways. Black Mangroves 
excrete salt through glands in their leaves that create small salt crystals as they dry. These trees are typically 
found farther inland than Red Mangroves and their most notable characteristic is the tube-like root 

projections that shoot up from the soil called pneumatophores. These 
structures are like a snorkel that helps the tree to get oxygen during high 
tides when the roots are under water. White Mangroves store unwanted 
salt in thick succulent leaves that turn yellow and fall off, taking the salt 
with them. This species is also the least tolerant to the extreme coastal 
conditions and is typically found the farthest inland with roots that grow 
entirely underground. 

Mangroves are quite the ‘jack of all trades’ when it comes to ecosystem 
services, while also being a master at every single one. Not only are they 
beacons of biodiversity, but their entangled root systems provide essential 
protection from predators for a number of marine animals, making them 
the perfect ocean nursery. Wading shorebirds, crabs, shrimp, oysters, and 

a number of endangered species spend important parts of their life cycles in 
mangrove forests, as do many commercial and sport fishes. Mangroves also 

filter out pollutants from the land before they reach the ocean and store it in their roots, which is also where 
they store carbon sequestered from the atmosphere. And to top it off, kayaking through a mangrove forest 
is one of the most beautiful and serene experiences I have had in nature (and something I would highly 
recommend… but make sure to bring bug spray). So next time you’re around the gulf coast, definitely try to 
check out this unique species!

Photo courtesy of Google Earth

Two Roseate Spoonbills wading in the 
waters near a mangrove forest in the 

Caloosahatchee River 
(Fort Myers, Florida)

Red Mangroves at Lovers Key 
State Park (Fort Myers, Florida)
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