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Creek Pond Hydrologic Reconnection Project 

Introduction 

 

In 2015, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) requested completion 

of pre/post-restoration wildlife surveys at the Bear Creek project site.  To compare pre/post-

restoration wildlife usage of the ponds, GEI proposed to collect data on waterfowl and wading 

bird usage on each of the two restoration areas bisected by Witham Road, referred to as the East 

and West Ponds.  To accommodate the construction timing of the project, pre-construction 

surveys were completed October 7-9, 2015.  In order to maintain seasonal consistency, post-

construction surveys were completed October 9-11, 2017.  The goal of this effort was to 

qualitatively assess the waterfowl and wading bird usage in these ponds.   

 

Methodology 

 

A GEI Certified Wildlife Biologist (CWB) collected pre/post-restoration information on 

waterfowl and wading bird usage utilizing the methodology described below.   

 

• Usage was defined as active utilization of the ponds (or immediately adjacent 

shoreline habitat for foraging, loafing, resting, etc.)  Flying in the vicinity of the 

ponds was not considered usage. 

• Waterfowl and wading bird visual surveys were conducted each morning and evening 

for a period of approximately 30 minutes. 

o Morning surveys were started within 15 minutes after sunrise  

o Evening surveys were started approximately 30 minutes prior to sunset  

• A total of 3 morning surveys and 3 evening surveys were conducted over a period of 

3 consecutive days.  However, the 2015 survey was truncated prior to the final 

evening survey due to severe thunderstorms.  Therefore, no data was collected on the 

final evening. 

• Visual surveys were completed by walking along Witham Drive, which bisects the 

East and West Ponds, and the shorelines around the perimeter of the ponds. 
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• All observed waterfowl and wading birds were identified to species utilizing 

binoculars and spotting scope (when needed). 

• The total number of each species utilizing each pond during each survey session was 

recorded. 

 

Data collected from these surveys included both species identified and number of individuals 

using the site.  Frog call data was not collected due to the timing of the project (fall) not being 

conducive to this type of data collection. 

 

Results 

 

In 2015, a total of 195 waterfowl and wading birds (11 different species) were seen utilizing 

the ponds during five survey events (Table 1).  The West Pond appeared to be utilized more 

heavily with approximately 171 birds seen in that pond. 

 
Table 1.  2015 Pre-restoration Waterfowl and Wading Bird Observations 

 
Date Time Pond Canada 

Goose 

Double-

crested 

Cormorant 

Gadwall Great 

Blue 

Heron 

Green-

backed 

Heron 

Mallard Mute 

Swan 

Pied-

billed 

Grebe 

Ring-

billed 

Gull 

Sandhill 

Crane 

Wood 

Duck 

10/6/2015 8:30 - 

9:00  

East   2             3     

    West     7     14 2 3     27 

10/6/2015 18:15-

18:45 

East   1             2     

    West 6         7   1     8 

10/7/2015 8:30 - 

9:00 

East               1       

    West     6     4   2     33 

10/7/2015 18:15-

18:45 

East 3                   1 

    West 1         1   4     7 

10/8/2015 8:15 - 

8:45 

East       1 1     1 6 2   

    West     2         7     29 

10/8/2015 N/A East  N/A - severe thunderstorms  

    West  N/A - severe thunderstorms  

  
TOTALS 10 3 15 1 1 26 2 19 11 2 105 

 

 

In 2017, a total of 122 waterfowl and wading birds (9 different species) were seen utilizing the 

ponds during six survey events (Table 2).  Utilization of the ponds appeared to be more evenly 

distributed with 69 birds seen in the east pond and 53 birds seen in the west pond.   
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Table 2.  2017 Post-restoration Waterfowl and Wading Bird Observations 

 
Date Time Pond Canada 

Goose 

Double-

crested 

Cormorant 

Great 

Blue 

Heron 

Green-

backed 

Heron 

Horned 

Grebe 

Mallard Ring-

billed 

Gull 

Wigeon Wood 

Duck 

10/9/2017 7:55 - 

8:25 

East 24     1   8       

    West         3   1   6 

10/9/2017 18:30-

19:00 

East   1 1 1           

    West 1   1     6 1 3 2 

10/10/2017 8:00 - 

8:30 

East 23         6       

    West         1   1   2 

10/10/2017 18:30-

19:00 

East     1 1           

    West           6 1     

10/11/2017 8:00 - 

8:30 

East                   

    West 1       1 4     2 

10/11/2017 18:30-

19:00 

East     1 1           

    West 4         6       

  
TOTALS 53 1 4 4 5 36 4 3 12 

 

Other notable wildlife and avian species observed: 

• Bald Eagle (2017) 

• Beaver (2017) 

• Belted Kingfisher (2015 and 2017) 

• Green frogs (2015 and 2017) 

• Muskrat (2017) 

• Painted turtles (2015) 

• White-tailed deer (2015 and 2017) 

 

Discussion 

 

Pre/post-restoration waterfowl and wading bird surveys at the Bear Creek project site were 

intended to be a qualitative assessment of general usage.  Since numerous factors can influence 

wildlife habitat utilization on any given day (including time of year, weather conditions, plant 

communities, water chemical properties, moon phase, hunting pressure, water depth, etc.), this 

study was only intended to try and determine if a significant change occurred in utilization 

(either species or numbers) as a result of the change in pre/post-restoration conditions.  

 

The number of waterfowl and wading bird species utilizing the project area each year is very 

similar (11 species in 2015 and 9 species in 2017) and of the 13 total species observed utilizing 

the project area in both years combined, seven species were seen in both 2015 and 2017 

(Canada Goose, Double-crested Cormorant, Great Blue Heron, Green-backed Heron, Mallard, 

Ring-billed Gull, and Wood Duck).     
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There was a slight decrease in overall waterfowl and wading bird numbers utilizing the project 

area from 2015 to 2017.  In 2015 there was a total of 195 birds observed utilizing the project 

area during five survey events while in 2017 there were 122 observed utilizing the area during 

six survey events.  In 2015, the two most prevalent species included Wood Duck (105) and 

Mallards (26), while in 2017, Canada Geese (53) and Mallards (36) were the most prevalent.     

 

It is the opinion of GEI biologists that waterfowl and wading bird utilization of the Bear Creek 

project site should increase over time.  Prior to restoration activities, the project area contained 

a significant amount of emergent and submergent aquatic vegetation (much of it being non-

native) and muck soils.  Restoration activities have included recent removal of most of the 

muck soil bottom sediments (due to high levels of phosphorus), control of non-native plants, 

installation of numerous submerged woody habitat structures, and installation of native plants 

(planting and seeding).  Removal of the nutrient rich muck soils can limit plant growth and 

therefore limit food availability and cover for the animals utilizing these areas in the post-

restoration short term.  Additionally, water levels within Lake Michigan, Bear Lake, and 

subsequently the Bear Creek ponds are currently near record high levels, which has created a 

greater area of open water in 2017 as compared to 2015.  Time will be required for emergent 

and submergent vegetation to re-establish across the ponds.  As native plants become re-

established, the ponds should provide greater foraging opportunities and cover (escape, 

loafing, and nesting) utilized by both wading birds and waterfowl. 

 


