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On the Wing By Judi White
Have you ever wondered where our Dungeness National Wildlife Refuge resident
winter Brant go in the summer? It turns out that our Brant have high “fidelity.”
In addition to pairing for life, they usually return to the same wintering, breeding and molting areas each year. Generations of Brant have been found using the
same breeding sites and wintering areas for over a century. Our “Black” Brant
nest from the low to high Arctic, and are joined by many other groups of Pacific
Flyway Brant as they migrate north from mid-March and April, arriving at the
breeding grounds in mid-June. Dungeness Bay is an important stop-over for these
northwards-migrating Brant from all over the Pacific Coast down to Mexico –
over 900 individuals were counted in a single day in April this year, feeding on
the eelgrass they need to fuel their journey north. No other species of goose relies
so heavily on a single plant species, and the availability of this essential eelgrass
affects the Brants’ breeding condition and reproductive success.
I was lucky to find a confiding pair of Brant on the North Slope of Alaska this
June, where they were considering nesting sites on gravel islands in a salt march
lagoon near Utqiagvik (formerly Barrow). Utqiagvik is the northernmost city in
the United States, located above the Arctic Circle, and Brant from Sequim will fly
over 1,900 miles to arrive on the coastal tundra where they will nest, not far from
the Beaufort Sea of the Arctic Ocean. 			
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Brant feeding in Alaska. Photos: Judi White
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The Primitive Trail on a summer day.
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The sea was still covered with ice near shore. They often choose nest sites here
near Snowy Owls, small gulls, and Eiders, since protection from a serious predator, the Arctic Fox, is better in numbers. The female will scrape away gravel for a
few inches, down to permafrost, and then pluck her down to create a warm cozy
nest for the 3-5 eggs. In 24 days the eggs hatch, and the young geese are able to
walk, swim and feed at one day old. They grow rapidly, and soon travel with their
parents to inland fresh-water ponds used for molting.
Families remain together thru the first winter. After molting, over 150,000
Pacific Flyway Brant gather at Izembeck Lagoon in the lower Alaska Peninsula, a
“Wetland of International importance”, so important the US Fish and Wildlife
Service featured a story about Brant migration (see below). Eelgrass is plentiful at
Izembeck Lagoon, and the Brant wait for a low-pressure tail wind in October/
November to boost them up and out over the sea at dusk, at speeds of up to 60
mph. They fly non-stop over the Gulf of Alaska to land on their Pacific Coast
wintering sites in about 50 hours. For wintering, Brant choose well-protected
shallow marine waters with tidally accessible eelgrass, and will leave feeding areas
to roost on the open ocean when disturbed. The Pacific Flyway Brant population is jointly managed by the US, Canada and Mexico. The Dungeness National
Wildlife Refuge, created in 1915 by President Woodrow Wilson, is one such area
the United States designated for protection of the Brant.
Brant face challenges from climate change and predation, and quantifying the
impact of human activity on their breeding, molting, staging and wintering
grounds will be important for their survival.
For a fascinating and enjoyable award-winning book on migrating birds, I
recommend A World on the Wing: The Global Odyssey of Migratory Birds,
Weidensaul, Scott 2021. If you order thru Amazon, consider giving a donation
thru AmazonSmile to Friends.
References:
https://www.fws.gov/story/pacific-black-brant-migration-and-what-they-canteach-us
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Brant/overview
Lewis, T et al. (2020) Brant version 1.0 in Birds of the World (S.M. Billerman,
Ed.) Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca NY, USA.
https://doi.org/10.2173/bow.brant.01
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Warm weather in late summer draws lots of visitors to the Refuge. Photo: Jason West

Picnic cancelled, again
Hello Refuge Volunteer, I hope this message finds you well. As the busy summer season comes to an end, I wanted to
give you a brief update on the status of the Refuge’s Volunteer program as it relates to the pandemic. As you are undoubtedly aware, we’ve operated at a greatly reduced level for the entire season. Just 30 hearty Volunteers have turned
in hours so far in 2022 (nearly 800 total hours as of 9/15). Just 23 of those have turned in more than 2 hours. In
contrast, in 2019, we had 137 active volunteers turn in 11,337 hours. Needless-to-say, the situation has severely limited
Volunteer opportunities. We are grateful to those who have braved the conditions and chosen to participate and are
certainly understanding of those who have chosen to remain on the sidelines.
Covid 19 remains prevalent in our community, although, thankfully well below last winter and summer highs. Both
Clallam and Jefferson Counties remain in the high transmission category. We had hoped the new omicron focused
booster would be available by now and things would be getting back to the “old normal”, but unfortunately that has
not yet happened.
Given the current virus transmission levels and the understandably low Volunteer participation, we’ve decided to forego
the annual picnic once again. We feel it’s just not worth the risks and would likely not be well attended. Hopefully,
with some luck, we’ll be able to return to a more normal Volunteer program in 2023 and be able to host in-person
events as we have in the past. It’s been a long and difficult struggle, thank you all for your incredible patience. I look
forward to seeing you healthy, and back in the Refuge in 2023.
Cheers, Dave Falzetti
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Donate to Friends today!

Bob Phreaner captured this image of bluffs eroding at Port Williams in July 2022.
This is a good reminder of why the bluffs are off limits and to always be aware
when hiking below them.

D ON ATE
Click here to visit the
Friends Donation Page
Thank you!

Bluff sloughing. Photo: Bob Phreaner

Saying “hello” along the main trail. Photo: Jason West
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Farewell Friends & Volunteers
John and Margaret Maxwell wave goodbye to fellow Friends and Refuge Volunteers as they conclude their final season of volunteering at Dungeness. This fall
they will be moving to Tacoma to be closer to family. They began volunteering
in 2010 and each served on the Friends board and each served a term as Friends
president where the organization grew under their leadership.
As a farewell gesture, John and Margaret held a moving sale benefitting Friends
which raised over $500.
Friends honor their dedication with the John and Margaret Maxwell Environmental Conservation Scholarship by awarding deserving students persuing a
future in conservation or environmental studies. You can support this award by
making a donation on our web site: http://fodnwr.org/maxwell.html

Margaret and John Maxwell depart Dungeness for new adventures. Photo: G. Tarleton/USFWS
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Replacing Benches
This September Gary and Carl worked on replacing benches along the main trail.

Photos: G. Tarleton/USFWS
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Who Goes There?
A close encounter with an owl along the trail.

Barred Owl on the Primitive Trail. Photo: Valire Stahler

Dan Stahler & Barred Owl 10 ft distance along the Primitive Trail. Photo: Valire Stahler
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Filtered sunlight along the main trail. Photo: Jason West
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Friends Need You
Have you considered volunteering with The Friends? The Friends of Dungeness
National Wildlife Refuge are looking for new board members for 2023. We meet
eight times per year. Specific skills we’re looking for include: grant writing, social
media manager, educational event planning and coordination, newsletter articles,
fundraising, and nonprofit board experience. These are helpful, but not required.
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Follow Friends
on social media

If you or someone you know would like to join us to help support our Refuge, its
staff and volunteers, please contact one of the current board members or email us
at: fodnwr@gmail.com

@FriendsOfDNWR
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