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In 1886, noted ornithologist 
Frank Chapman counted 40 
varieties of native birds, or bird 
parts, decorating three-fourths 
of the 700 ladies' hats that he 
observed in New York City’s 
Easter Parade.

Tens of millions of birds were 
taken at the height of the feather-
trade years, between 1870 and 
1920.  One auction record alone 
lists more than one million heron 
or egret skins sold in London 
between 1897 and 1911.



Roseate Spoonbills in Florida, Texas, and Louisiana were 
slaughtered for their feathers and wings as early as the 1830’s. 

Florida populations were largely decimated by the 1890’s.



By the 1920s, the last 
remaining spoonbill 
nesting colonies in Florida 
were restricted to Florida 
Bay.  In 1937, Audubon 
research biologist Bob 
Allen reported the total 
Florida population was 
comprised of only 25 
pairs, all nesting in 
remotest area of Florida 
Bay -- the northeastern 
region of Florida Bay.



Adult Spoonbills depend on dense populations of small fish to 
feed their growing chicks during nesting season – fish 

concentrated by the dry season into creeks and sloughs.



Roseate Spoonbills can quickly capture concentrated fish prey congregated in the mangrove 
creeks of Florida Bay, to provide the nourishment necessary to support their fast-growing young.



Audubon of  Flor ida St udy:

Roseat e Spoonbill nest ing success 
is being used as a per f or mance 
measur e of  t he Ever glades 
r est or at ion pr ogr am,  an 
“ indicat or  species”.



Beginning in the mid 
1970s, some spoonbills 

from the Florida Bay 
population traveled 

north to nest in Tampa 
Bay (Audubon's Alafia 
Bank Bird Sanctuary) 
and the Indian River 

Lagoon (Haulover
Island, Merritt Island 

NWR).



Spoonbill 
nesting and 
fledgling 
production at 
the Alafia Bank 
and in Tampa 
Bay has 
increased 
steadily since 
the 1970s.  In 
2004 and 2005, 
360 pairs raised 
nearly two 
chicks per nest.

Newly fledged young at the Alafia Bank



Audubon of  Flor ida’s Spoonbill Pr oj ect  -
Dur ing t he nest ing season in Flor ida Bay
and Tampa Bay:

1. Conduct  Colony Sur veys (dist r ibut ion and 
number s).

2.  Det er mine f or aging sit es.

3.  Assess nest ing success & pr oduct ivit y.

4.  Resight mar ked bir ds (I D bands).



Some questions to be answered by the 
Audubon study:

• Nest success of Spoonbills in Florida and Tampa Bay?
(Merritt Island NWR colonies may be added to study)

• Fledgling survival between time of banding and time of 
fledging?

• Where do Spoonbills spend their time between fledging 
and breeding ages?

• Minimum breeding age?
• Do Spoonbills return to their natal colony to breed or join 

colonies elsewhere?
• Longevity?



In 2004 and 2005, 
Roseate Spoonbills 

nested on nine islands 
in the Tampa Bay 

region (two in Johns 
Pass).  

Total number of pairs 
in the region:  about 

360 pairs.

Alafia Banks – 320 
pairs

Alafia 
Banks



Rich Paul and 
Tammy Lyons use 
a mirror on a pole 
to see the 
contents of a nest 
located high in a 
tree on the Alafia 
Bank.





Oldest chick is about one week old.



Nancy 
Douglass, 
Biologist with 
the Florida 
Fish and 
Wildlife 
Conservation 
Commission, 
carefully 
removes a 
spoonbill chick 
from its nest 
on Audubon's 
Alafia Bank 
Bird 
Sanctuary and 
places it in a 
bucket.



Buckets are used to safely transport siblings from the nest to the banding 
station.



Banding, Rich Paul and Cynthia Smoot, Fox TV, Channel 13



Dana Kerstein holds a young spoonbill while Jerry Lorenz bands it.



All birds are banded with silver USFWS ID bands.



A one-week-old Spoonbill gets a red Tampa Bay ID band.  
The ID bands for the Florida Bay chicks are black.



Spoonbills are carefully returned to their nests after banding.



In 2003, 171 
chicks were 
banded at 
the Alafia 
Bank.

In 2004, 239 
chicks were 
banded at 
the Alafia 
Bank.

In 2005, 107 
chicks were 
banded at 
the Alafia 
Bank.

The Roseate Spoonbill Banding Study will 
continue for at least five years, provided 
funding is available.



During the banding, the adults 
remain close by and return to their 
nests and young as soon as the 
banding biologists leave.



Fledged young birds spend 4-6 weeks at their 
natal colony before leaving the island.  They 

wait along the shores, for their parents to 
return and feed them, and they grow.



As the young
spoonbills 
reach
fledging age, 
Audubon 
spoonbill 
technicians
study the 
shorelines and
read the band 
numbers to 
identify
marked 
individuals.

Note the red shoulder and greenish 
head of this adult Roseate Spoonbill.



Red bands are visible when birds are feeding in water.



Over 90% of 
the young 
spoonbills 
banded at the 
Alafia Bank 
were resighted
by our spoonbill 
technicians 
after fledging in 
2004, and over 
80% in 2005.

After about 6-8 
weeks, the 
young 
spoonbills 
leave the Alafia 
Bank and 
disperse across 
Florida.



This six-month-old Roseate Spoonbill, originally banded at the 
Alafia Bank in Tampa Bay, was resighted in St. Augustine.



Spoonbills are often seen in wetlands in Pinellas, Pasco, and Hillsborough 
Counties.  Note the red band on the right spoonbill fledgling.



To date, Roseate 
Spoonbills banded at 
the Alafia Bank in 
Tampa Bay have been 
resighted at

· St. Augustine

· Pinellas, Hillsborough, 
Pasco Counties

· Merritt Island NWR, 
Indian River Lagoon

· Nassau Sound, near 
Amelia Island

· Jacksonville

· Ding Darling NWR, 
Sanibel

· Lake Wales

· south coastal Georgia



PLEASE HELP!

To r epor t  sight ings of  banded bir ds:  Call Audubon of  
Flor ida's  Coast al I slands Sanct uar ies, 813-623-6826 or  f ill 
out  a r epor t  sur vey online -- www.audubonof f lor ida.or g

Or send an email to Ann Hodgson 
ahodgson@audubon.org, 
Rob Heath heathcomm@aol.com, 
or Ann Paul apaul@audubon.org.

THANK YOU!


