STATUS OF FLORIDA NESTING BROWN PELICANS,
1971 - 1976*

By StepHEN A. NEsBITT, MIcHAEL J. FOGARTY,
AND LoveErT E. WiLLiawms, JR.

Populations of the Brown Pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis) have
declined throughout most of its range in the United States since
1960. Williams and Martin (1968) reported that the last nesting of
the species in Louisiana occurred in 1961; Keith et al (1970), Jehl
(1969), and Schreiber and DeLong (1969) reported drastic popu-
lation declines and reproductive failures in California; Beckett
(1966) reported a population decline in South Carolina; and Hilde-
brand and Blacklock (unpublished data) reported a reduction in
the Texas population to only 13 birds in 1968. Concern for the
future of the species has been expressed by government agencies,
in news articles, and in conservation magazines (Laycock, 1974).
The Brown Pelican was placed on the Endangered Species List of
the U. S. Department of the Interior in May 1974. An important
portion of the North American Brown Pelican population nests in
Florida, where we conducted annual surveys of this breeding
population between 1968 and 1976. Results of this survey are
reported here.

METHODS

Aerial inventories of nesting colonies were made from a single-
engine airplane flown at an average airspeed of 190 km/hr and at
altitudes ranging from 60 to 120 m. Speed and altitude were re-
duced to about 120 km/hr at 45 m when circling nesting colonies.
We used U. S. Dept. of Commerce NOAA nautical charts to main-
tain orientation and to plot locations of new colonies.

Ownership of colony sites was obtained from wvarious county,
state, and federal agencies. If discrepancies occurred between
reporting agencies, an effort was made to obtain the most recent,
reliable assessment of ownership.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The nesting survey conducted from 1968 through 1970 (Williams
and Martin, 1968, 1970) indicated a relatively stable nesting
population ranging between 12,200 and 15,380 Brown Pelicans.
Data collected during the present survey (1971 to 1976) from 33
colonies (Fig. 1) further substantiates population stability (Table 1)
with an estimated nesting population ranging from 10,982 to
15,980 pelicans. Some variation in nest estimates is no doubt the
result of observer error as well as variation in date of survey. A
survey date of mid-April to early May seems preferable, although
this is too late to inventory accurately the Florida Bay—Monroe

IThis is in part a contribution of the Federal Aid to Wildlife Restoration
Program, Florida Pittman-Robertson Projects W-41.
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Ficurr 1. Location of Brown Pelican nesting sites in Florida since 1968.

County populations. That area should be censused in February or
March.

Six Atlantic Coast colonies (Table 2) were occupied continuously
since the initiation of the aerial inventories in 1968. Nine Gulf
Coast colonies (Table 2) were active each year from 1968 through
1976. Fifteen colonies on the west coast were initiated, abandoned,
and/or used intermittently during the survey period (1968-1975).
Three colonies on the Atlantic coast were initiated during the
present survey.

The colony near the town of Osprey (Sarasota County) was
initiated in 1972 on an island on the east side of the intracoastal
waterway. On 24 April 1973, this colony was located on two islands
on the west side of the intracoastal waterway. Similarly, a colony
developed on two small islands situated at the southern end of
Pine Island Sound (Lee County): on Miguel Key in 1969, and in
1973 on Bird Island, 1.7 m north. These two colonies were probably
composed of birds from nearby colonies. A colony developed in the
north end of Estero Bay in 1972 and its use by pelicans has in-
creased each year since.

Other new colonies established on the Gulf Coast during the
survey period (1971-1976) were at Marco Pass, Bird Island (Lee
County), Gasparella Pass, Johns Pass, and Port St. Joe (Fig. 1).
The Port St. Joe colony is of special interest because it was located
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TABLE 2.

Bird-Banding
Spring 1977

Ownership of Florida Pelican colonies.

Years of
Colony activity Ownership
Pert St. Joe, Gulf Co. 1971-2,
1976 State Owned Sovereignty Land
Seahorse Key, Levy Co. 1968-1976 National Wildlife Refuge
Bird Key, Citrus Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Anclote Sound, Pinellas Co. 1968-1972  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Johns Pass, Pinellas Co. 1971-1976  Private Ownership
Bird Island, Hillsborough Co. 1968-1976  Private Ownership
Tarpon Key, Pinellas Co. 1968-1976  National Wildlife Refuge
Bird Key, Manatee Co. 1968-1976 State Owned Sovereignty Land
Cortez, Manatee Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Buttonwood Harbor,
Manatee Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Roberts Bay, Sarasota Co. 1968,
1970-74  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Osprey, Sarasota Co. 1972-74,
1976 State Owned Sovereignty Land
Venice, Sarasota Co. 1968-1974 State Owned Sovereignty Land
Gasparilla Pass, Charlotte Co. 1975-1976 VV«f)s_t tCoast Inland Navigation
ist.
Bird Key, Lee Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Hemp Key, Lee Co. 1968-1976  Federal Public Land
(Bur. Land Mgmt.)
Masters Landing, Lee Co. 1968-1973,
1975-1976  State Owned Aquatic Prairie
Bird Island, Lee Co. 1973 State Owned Sovereignty Land
Miguel Key, Lee Co. 1969 State Owned Sovereignty Land
N. Estero Bay, Lee Co. 1972-1976  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Estero Bay, Lee Co. 1968, 1970-
1973, 1975 State Owned Sovereignty Land
Marco Pass, Collier Co. 1971-1976  Unknown, no response
Chokoloskee Bay, Collier Co. 1968-1976  National Park
Florida Bay, Monroe Co. 1968-1976  National Wildlife Refuge &
Private Ownership
Sewalls Point, Martin Co. 1974-1976  Private Ownership
Fort Pierce, St. Lucie Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Spoil Island
Vero Beach, Indian River Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Spoil Island
Pelican Island, Indian River Co. 1968-1976 National Wildlife Refuge
Georges Island, Brevard Co. 1974-1976  Brevard County
Hall Island, Brevard Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Sovereignty Land
Crane Island, Volusia Co. 1968-1976  National Wildlife Refuge
New Smyrna, Volusia Co. 1976 State Owned Spoil Island
Port Orange, Vclusia Co. 1968-1976  State Owned Spoil Island
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farther north and west than nesting had previously been recorded
in Florida (Sprunt, 1954; Williams and Martin, 1969). During the
period surveyed, a new Atlantic coast colony was initiated on a
small island on the west side of Indian River near Sewall Point
(Fig. 1). On 4 July 1974, the colony contained several young, but
no more than 40 nests. The colony has enlarged during subsequent
seasons. A second colony was established in 1974 on George and
Brady islands in Brevard County (Fig. 1). This colony is approxi-
mately 9.2 km south of Hall Island where the white (Laguncularia
racemosa) and black mangrove (Avicennia germinans) nesting sub-
strate is disappearing. We believe this new colony is being formed
from individuals displaced from the deteriorating Hall Island site.
A third new Atlantic coast colony at New Smyrna contained
approximately 35 pairs during 1976.

Schreiber (1976) found no interchange between pelicans hatched
on Florida’s Atlantic coast and those hatched on the Gulf coast
and suggested the possibility of two distinet “sub-groups.” Our
nesting population estimates seem to point out a difference in site
tenacity between east and west coast nesting pelicans. Variation
was compared by looking at the ratio of the pooled, within sample
variation and showed use of west coast nesting sites to be slightly
more variable from year to year than ecast coast sites, but the
difference in variation was not significant (P > 0.05). Such vari-
ations in nesting effort are probably the expression of difference in
the amount and quality of available habitat and human population
pressure rather than any intrinsic difference between the two
populations.

Security of colony sites is important to the continued stability
of the Florida Brown Pelican population. Table 2 contains the
most recent information on ownership of the nesting sites used by
pelicans since 1968. The majority of the sites, 20 (60.6 percent) are
in state ownership. Seven sites (21.2 percent) are in federal owner-
ship, 5 (15.2 percent) of which are in National Wildlife Refuges,
one (3.0 percent) is in a National Park and one is administered by
the Bureau of Land Management. Three sites (9.1 percent) and
part of two others (Florida Bay-Monroe Co.) are in private owner-
ship. Two of these are small (< 50 pairs) and are among the Florida
Bay, Monroe Co. colonies. The other sites, Johns Pass, Bird Island
(Hillsborough Co.) and Sewall Point contain much larger colonies.
One additional colony (3.0 percent) is in county ownership and
ownership of another (3.0 percent) was not determined.

Every effort should be made to secure public ownership of the
privately owned colony sites. Those sites in state or county owner-
ship should be dedicated in such a way as to insure their continued
availability as pelican nesting sites.

SUMMARY

Thirty-three Brown Pelican nesting sites were inspected during
annual surveys conducted in Florida between 1971 and 1976. The
average nesting population was 12,484 pelicans which is comparable
to the average population of 13,839 reported by Williams and
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Martin (1970) for the 1968, 1969, and 1970 nesting seasons. These
data suggest a stable population of pelicans which, when subadult
and nonbreeding birds were taken into account, may reach 18,000
to 20,000 individuals.

Variations exist between birds nesting on the east and west coast.
Such variations are probably the result of extrinsic rather than
intrinsic differences between the two populations.

Ownership of pelican nesting sites rests primarily (60.6 percent)
with the state. Private ownership accounts for 9.1 percent of the
major nesting sites and 21.2 percent are in federal ownership. In
addition, 9.0 percent are in miscellaneous or unknown ownership.
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