



      Super Bird Counts
From December 14 to January 5 over 2,200 bird counts were conducted across North America, Latin America, the Caribbean, and the Pacific Islands in 30 mile diameters circles last year. Birders from these regions know these counts as the Christmas Bird Counts where dedicated birders brave hostile weather and blood-sucking insects to spend 24 hours counting both species and individuals within the count circle areas. Last year the counters passed the 62,000 mark and the counted birds exceeded 61 million. This year’s count will mark the 112th Christmas Bird Count (CBC) anniversary.
In the United States the total number of bird species observed stood at 646 species with an additional 45 identifiable forms, or possible sub-species. The number of species seen on the Matagorda County-Mad Island Marsh count near Bay City, Texas was 236 species, the highest number of species observed in a single count circle located north of the United States/Mexico border. This number pales in comparison to the highest number recorded south of this border – 423 species observed in Mindo-Tandayapa, Ecuador. The number one count north of the border would be ranked number 17 when included with those counts in the tropics of Latin America.
In the past two weeks I had the privilege to participate in the Matagorda County-Mad Island Marsh (number 1) and Guadalupe River Delta-McFadden Ranch (number 2) CBCs. The latter CBC circle is located west of Port Lavaca where the Guadalupe River empties in the Gulf of Mexico. Although the current counts are not completed, it is likely that the two Texas counts will retain their top status. This year’s count totals were 245 (up nine from last year’s count) for the Matagorda County-Mad Island March CBC and 223 (up one from last year) for the Guadalupe River Delta CBC. These numbers might change as the recent results are scrutinized.
These two super counts are highly organized and supported by area businesses, industry and individuals. The fact that these two counts receive much publicity for their rankings also factors into the number of counters who participate in these prestigious counts. Highly qualified birders from all over Texas and surrounding states come to be a part of these events. Both counts can depend on 100+ counters each year. The largest number of participants in any count last year was 423 near Edmonton, Alberta in Canada.  Our counts in the Hill Country can find only around 25 counters.
I would like to share some brief memories in participating in these two super CBCs. The first count this year was the Guadalupe River Delta count, held on opening day, December 14. Our sector area covered the Hog Bayou area in the Guadalupe River Wildlife Management Area. The first visible difference noted this year was the reduced amount of surface water, the result of bad drought experienced in Texas. Where wetlands were located last year with rails and other water birds in good numbers were dry stubble this year. Despite the drought conditions we were able to observe 119 species, including four Whooping Cranes. These four birds provided the big thrill of the count.

Our team’s sector in the Matagorda County-Mad Island March CBC was a large private ranch located just south of the South Texas Nuclear Plant. Despite the drought, large bodies of water and wetlands were present this year on this beautiful ranch. We did not make the 100 species level this time, because the variety of habitats is limited. The phenomenal aspect of counting on this several hundred acre ranch is that from the time you enter the property until you depart the property, you see and/or hear birds every second while on the property. Our team’s contribution to the count was a Rough-legged Hawk. 
Our Hill Country CBCs start on Friday, December thirtieth and ends on Tuesday, January third.  Our numbers cannot compete with the super counts along the Gulf Coast, but the enthusiasm is the same. We always have a few surprises and a few birds missing in action, but we will be a part of the 112th Christmas Bird Counts. I started my first of five counts on the Guadalupe River Delta on the first day of the counts; I will end it on the headwaters of the Guadalupe River in West Kerr County. Between these counts will be sightings of many interesting birds and a lot of fun participating in an international event with over 60,000 fellow birders.
