
Summer on the Island
Our main area of concentration for the summer every year is the manage-
ment of Dead Neck Island. We hire seasonal staff to serve as rangers to
patrol the island to protect the nesting shorebirds. Our rangers walk the
beaches daily to ensure the nesting areas are left undisturbed by humans,
monitor for predators and check visitors’ membership cards. From our
daily monitoring we have assembled some interesting numbers over the
years and would like to share them.
Three Bays Preservation first began full-time management of the island in the summer of 2005.
It was a wonderful summer for the birds and a huge learning experience for us. We had a large
number of piping plovers (20 pairs) nesting on the island and the highest fledging rate in the
entire state. Once a bird fledges, or learns how to fly, it is considered a breeding success. The
island had the highest concentration of plovers in the smallest acreage in the state. However,
the next year, 2006, was not so productive for the birds. We saw a noticeable increase in the
level of predation by coyotes ; though 41 chicks hatched, only 20 survived long enough to
fledge. In 2007, with electric fencing in use to control the coyote problems, 18 pairs of
plovers nested on Dead Neck. Hatchings increased to 47 chicks, with 30 making it to fledge.
This past summer, we once again had 18 pairs of plovers nest on the island, but only 28 chicks
hatched and just 16 survived to fledge. Three known factors contributed to this very low
number: an increase in human interference; the presence of great horned owls that evidently
discovered a very tasty meal; and the weather was not conducive to chicks’ survival. Several
storms early in the season came out of the south and over-washed the nests, destroying the
eggs. Some of the plovers re-nested, but some pairs gave up. Staff observed that the owls
were roosting up in the cedar trees and were just waiting for chicks to run by to be picked off.
Avian predators are very difficult to control because what comes out of the sky can’t easily be
kept in check. Rangers also discovered that a few dog owners were bringing their animals to
the beach at times they hoped we wouldn’t be there to stop them; in the early morning or late
afternoon. Unfortunately, that is precisely when the chicks and their parents feed the most.
When the chicks are very young, they need to feed almost continuously, and the presence of the
dogs prevents them from getting the nourishment they require. With the help of Mass Audu-
bon, we erected additional areas of fencing that stretched down into the water to help the chicks
make it to the edge of the surf to feed without being disturbed by humans. To illustrate the
extent of the problem of bird/human conflict, staff came upon a human family that had entered
the fenced nesting area and were actually holding a new-born chick. When told of the serious
problem, a member of the family threw the chick up into the dunes; unfortunately, that chick
did not survive. When piping plovers first hatch, they need to feed immediately and they must
feed themselves. The parents will try to protect them while they are feeding, but they do not
provide the food for them. The chicks must move from the nest to the shoreline to find some-
thing to eat. When that person threw that chick back up into the dunes, the chick was not able
to feed and died.

Year Pairs of Plovers Hatched Fledged
2005 20 52 48

2006 26 41 20

2007 18 47 30

2008 18 28 16
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This past summer was a good
one for us. We had many
wonderful visitors and very few
problems to contend with.
Everyone who spent the day
with us seemed to thoroughly
enjoy their stay. We tried
something a little different this
year. We hired three full-time
rangers for the day shift and
two part-timers for the night
shift. We felt the need to have
rangers out on the island at
night to thwart the rash of
vandalism we encountered last
summer. It seems to have done
the trick because we had an
uneventful summer this year!
For the night time shift, we had
Bob Heller and Joe Connors.
Bob returned to us after taking
a few years off. You may
remember him as a ranger from

the first summer we owned the
island. He is an 8th grade
Science teacher at the Lawrence
School in Falmouth, and he is
married to the program manager
at Three Bays. This was Joe’s
first summer on the island and
he thoroughly enjoyed the
work. If he looks familiar to
you it’s because his full-time
job is working as the general
manager of the Optimist Café
on Route 6A in Yarmouthport.
One of our full-time day
rangers is Chrissy Varkas from
Sandwich. Chrissy is a student
at Framingham State College
studying to become an
elementary school teacher. In
the past she has worked as a
Naturalist at the Thornton

Joe (left) & Bob out on Sampson’s

Burgess Society in Sandwich ; she loved
being outdoors on the island this year.
Working alongside Chrissy was Mike
Scafuro from Falmouth. Mike is
currently attending Cape Cod Commu-
nity College and studying environmental
science.
After spending several years in various
spots around the country, he has returned
to Cape Cod. He has been helping us
with many of our water sampling and
fencing duties this summer.
And our final full-time ranger is Alexis
Jackson from Mashpee. Alex is also a
student at Cape Cod Community College
and has grown up on the Cape
loving the outdoors. Last summer she
worked on the whale watch boats out of
Barnstable Harbor.
We enjoyed having all of them work for
us and they’ve all expressed a desire to
return next summer.

Chrissy & Mike doing traffic detail in
Cotuit.

Alex out on
the water


