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Remembering Peter Mirick 
With deep regret , we share that our friend and colleague Peter 

Mirick, retired editor of Massachusetts Wildlife magazine, avid 
sportsman and herpetologist, passed away in December from 
cancer. Pete began his career with MassWildlife in 1977 as a staff 
writer for the magazine and served also as an assistant biologist 
before becoming editor in 1981. During his time with MassWild
life, he earned a Master's Degree in Biology from Worcester State 
College. Pete was an avid herpetologist, conducting research 
on the endangered Black Rat Snake and assisting with projects 
related to other reptiles and amphibians. During his career, 
Pete was active with many professional organizations and he 
received a number of awards for his writing and editing. Pete 
was a strong believer in educating people, particularly youth, 
about wildlife conservation and was a passionate advocate for 
hunters , anglers, and trappers. He will be greatly missed by many 
people including his family, friends, MassWildlife colleagues, 
natural resource professionals, naturalists, sportsmen and 
women, and our readers. 

Shortly before his untimely passing, Pete was ecstatic to re
ceive copies of what would become his final publication, the Field 
Guide to the Amphibians and Reptiles of Massachusetts, which he 
authored with additional contributions from MassWildlife's Dr. 
Tom French and biologist Jacob Kubel. Pete spent his final days 

AMPHIBIANS ASI> REPTILES 
OF MASSACHUSITrS 

leafing through the freshly printed 
pages , and signing and handing out 
copies of his guide, exclaiming "We've 
got to get these out there! " 
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FEATURES 

SUCCESS ON THE SAND: PIPING PLOVER 6 
MANAGEMENT 

- Jonathan Regosin 
Recent federal approval of MassWildlife 's plan for 
Piping Plover management will contribute to the 
long-term viability of this threatened shorebird 
while maintaining and improving the public access, 
recreational opportunities, and economic activity 
associated with the state's beaches. 

A LINE THAT BINDS: FAMILY, FISHING, 18 
AND THE LURE OF "THE REZ" 

-Troy Gipps 
The 30-year Percuoco family fishing tradition is a 
testament to the power of the outdoors to strengthen 
families, and their story now includes two state 
record fish caught at Wachusett Reservoir in 2016. 

TRACKING A MYSTERIOUS EIDER VIRUS 28 
- Lucas Savoy 

Biologists, veterinarians, and researchers from 14 
wildlife and conservation agencies are actively 
attempting to unravel the origin of a mysterious 
virus responsible for killing hundreds of Common 
Eiders each fall in Massachusetts. 

Director's Editorial 
Correspondence 
Faces of Conservation 
Twilight Buck: A Photo Essay 

2 
4 

27 
36 

On the Cover: An energetic lO-day old Piping Plover 
(Charadrius melodus) chick seems to celebrate life as it breaks 
free from the protective shelter of the adult female. She still 
has two of the four-chick brood safely tucked beneath her, out 
of the hot sun and hidden from the eyes of predators. Plover 
Monitors record data on each confirmed nesting pair as a 
measure of productivity. Photographed on the North Shore 
with a Nikon 840mm lens (35mm equivalent) © Bill Byrne 
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In July 2016, MassWildlife's Habitat 
Conservation Plan (HCP) and statewide 
permit application for the Piping Plover 
was approved by the U.S. Fish and Wild
life Service (USFWS). Because the Piping 
Plover is a federally threatened species, 
MassWildlife took a leadership role by 
applying to the USFWS for the Plan and 
statewide permit on behalf of beach op
erators throughout the Commonwealth. 
The other option was that individual 
operators would have had to apply to the 
federal government, a long and arduous 
process for all parties involved. The 
announcement of the HCP approval is 
Significant in that it demonstrates that 
the hard work of conservation directed 
at plovers is being rewarded both with 
increased recreational beach access and 
more comprehensive bird management. 
This Plan, the nation's first Piping Plover 
HCP, represents the culmination of three 
decades of collaborative conservation 
by the USFWS, MassWildlife, coastal 
towns, beach managers, local and state 
wide conservation organizations such 
as The Trustees and Mass Audubon, and 
recreational user groups like the Mas
sachusetts Beach Buggy Association. It 
was also particularly gratifying that the 
legislature increased funding for Mass-

Wildlife's Natural Heritage &Endangered 
Species Program to implement the HCP 
this year. 

This success has not come easily. It 
is the result of the hard work of staff at 
MassWildlife and the USFWS, but also the 
willingness of local officials, legislators, 
and beach users to collaboratively find 
a way forward that benefits both the 
plovers and beach users. This process 
also demonstrates how our regulatory 
approaches need to be flexible enough to 
adapt to new realities on the ground-in 
this case, an almost fivefold increase the 
Massachusetts Piping Plover population 
during the past three decades-and 
that we need to rely on the best avail
able science and focus on conservation 
outcomes. 

The .increased access and flexibility 
that Will result from the implementation 
of the Piping Plover HCP represents an 
outcome built on a foundation of previous 
management actions. Thirty years ago, 
we made some hard and highly unpopular 
choices on plover management, but the 
bottom line is that protective measures 
implemented by beach managers under 
state and federal endangered species 
laws worked; resulting in a significant 
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rebound of the Massachusetts Piping 
Plover population. 

The conservation approach we took is 
an example of how we can better articu
late endangered species management to 
the public and how we need to develop 
clear protection and restoration goals 
that result in greater regulatory flexibility. 
Our actions must focus on conservation 
results and not simply regulation. 

As the agency with the statutory charge 
of managing and protecting the Common
wealth's wildlife diversity, we need to con
stantly reflect on how we communicate 
our goals to the public. Our work is made 
more difficult in a society that expects 
instant solutions when effective conser
vation requires consistent application of 
long term strategies. Public perception 
is critical to our success. The public 
needs to be confident that we can craft 
a way forward which avoids framing the 
problem as a Draconian choice between 
economic development and growth and 
diverse wildlife populations. We need an 
honest dialogue on goals , clear choices 
and defined actions which results in 
greater regulatory flexibility. This issue's 
article about the HCP describes how 
MassWildlife worked with towns, beach 
operators, conservation organizations, 
and recreational user groups to craft a 
plan that provides meaningful increases 
in recreational opportunities and sup
ports conservation management actions 
for recovering plover populations. Beach 
access is important both culturally and 
economically to coastal communities 
and their interests should not be under
estimated. The Heritage Program staff, 
after decades of work, helped bridge 
the gap between plover protection and 
public recreation with the development 
of this HCP. 

I would be remiss if I failed to mention 
some frustrations we encountered as 
an applicant for the HCP. The long term 
public support of regulation to protect 
endangered species either through the 
federal Endangered Species Act (ESA) or 
the Massachusetts Endangered Species 
Act (MESA) is dependent on agency re
sponsiveness. I believe that the USFWS 
needs to review its permitting approach 
under the ESA with a goal towards 
streamlining and incorporating clear 

and enforceable timelines. Whether an 
agency or private developer, the regu
lated community needs a predictable 
regulatory climate in which to operate. 

In my prior position with MassWildlife, 
I spent ten years in the fight to preserve 
MESA. That struggle culminated in a 
strong affirmation of the implementation 
and administration of MESA by the Mas
sachusetts Supreme Judicial Court. The 
challenge to the Act was fundamental in 
nature and was constructive in forcing 
the agency to examine how we in Mas
sachusetts implement our legislative 
charge. We learned some important 
lessons through that protracted process: 
focus on conservation outcomes, make 
decisions based on the best available 
science, and provide a clear regulatory 
process allowing us to find practical 
conservation solutions that accommo
date society's need for economic devel
opment. 

Jack Buckley, Director 
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C"rre5p"n~ence 
Tn commemoration of the 60th anniversary 

1 year of Massachusetts Wildlife, in a 
magazine format, we are printing and 
responding to new letters, and reprinting 
earlier letters. These early voices provide 
a valuable perspective on our collective 
conservation history. 

1980, May/Jun - Thank You 

I am soon to be 14 years old and I have been 
receiving your magazine since I was nine. I 
truly love it. I started getting it in Massachu
setts then I moved to Michigan, and now I am 
in Chicago. It is an excellent magazine. I am 
a photographer and I think the work of Jack 
Swedberg is terrific. Keep up the good work. 
I'll keep getting it until I'm 80 years old and 
live in Nome, Alaska. 

P. J. Sweeney 
Illinois 

(Nov. 2016) The last issue (No.3, 2016) 
brought a big smile to my face as I read "Faces 
of Conservation." First of all, I was glad to 
see the Massachusetts Junior Conservation 
Camp (MJCC) continues on. As I recall the 
4H Camp Marshall in Spencer used to host 
the annual event. Back in the late 1960s 
through the 80s I had the extreme pleasure 
of instructing alongside many dedicated 
professionals and friends in the fields of law 
enforcement, wildlife, conservation, forestry, 
forest fire control, firearms, and boating 
safety. The campers certainly had a full plate , 
and came out of it with a wealth of ideas for 
a possible career. 

Our charge was to instruct campers in the du
ties and responsibilities of those in the field 
of forest fire control. The subject matter was 
broken into two segments. First was engines, 
water, and hose lays. Second was the use of 
hand tools in the construction of a fire line 
through the forest to prevent further spread 
of a wildfire. This section was mine. Groups, 
averaging 15-20 campers, were taught about 
the tools used-safety, care, and sharpen
ing- and actual construction of a "No Fire" 
line. Word soon spread through camp as to 
what a physically tough section this was. It 
was also beginning to get quite warm in June, 
and bugs were out in force. I guess the final 
straw was once a line was complete campers 
walked and viewed their work along with 
comments and discussion. They were then 

told the line had to be totally rehabbed and 
returned to a natural state, which caught the 
ire of many a camper. 

Phil Moulton 
Dept. of Environmental Mgt. 
District Fire Warden (Retired) 
North Worcester County 

As a former MJCC camper, I would like to 
thank you and your colleagues for the fine 
instructional work you provided to the camp 
over its many years of operation. I attended 
the camp in 1984 when it operated in Spencer 
and looking back I can see that it had a great 
influence on my upbringing as a hunter, fisher
man, and conservationist. I am pictured below 
(back row, center) on our camp graduation day 
along with fellow camper Jon Green (front row, 
kneeling). Jon now serves on the MJCC's Board 
of Directors and as the Shooting Sports Instruc
tor. He is also the Director of Education and 
Training for the Gun Owners' Action League. 

The 2017 MJCC will run from August 6-18 with 
a camp fee of $850 per camper. Many local 
sporting clubs and some other civic organi
zations reserve slots for campers and offer 
sponsorships. To enroll a camper or provide 
a sponsorship, individuals should contact the 
MJCC at (508) 450-5120 or MAJuniorCamp@ 
gmail.com or visit juniorconservationcamp. 
org. 

It was great to shine a light on present-day 
MJCC graduates in our last issue. They are 
truly the future "Faces of Conservation." 

Troy Gipps, Editor 
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(Nov. 2016) Thank you for the informative 
piece on gypsy moths (No.3, 2016). I have 
been watching these nefarious little beasts 
defoliate the oaks and numerous other tree 
species in my neighborhood on and off for 
the past 40 years . I am happy to see that 
recent research has developed some new 
methods of control. While I hope for a wet 
spring, is there any value in hand-dispersing 
the eggs from their masses? In other words, 
when I take an egg mass and rub it between 
my fingers to separate and disperse the eggs, 
does this prevent the eggs from hatching? Do 
they have to be in their mass for viability? 

Finally, a comment on your story titled "How 
to Spoil an Owl's Dinner: The Harmful Effects 
of Rodent Poisons on Birds of Prey" (No.3, 
2014). I have a number of small outbuildings 
that I try and keep mouse-free in the winter 
so they are still pleasant to occupy in the 
summer. I have used various pelleted poi
son products but was never pleased to find 
stashes of pellets tucked away in various 
places come springtime, not to mention the 
dangers up the food chain. These days you 
can get a better mousetrap. I have used two 
brands, made of plastic, that have substantial 
jaws that provide a much surer kill than the 
standard wire and wood traps. I no longer 
use the pellets. 

Sam Chapin 
Plymouth, MA 

The best approach to killing gypsy moths 
during the egg stage would be to leave them 
in place until March. This will allow the egg 
parasite Ooencyrtus kuvanae to attack the 
eggs all winter, but the tiny wasp can only kill 
eggs on the surface of the egg mass. Then in 
March, scrape the eggs into a container and 
destroy by burning or put in a jar with a tight 
lid and let them hatch in jar and die, then dis
pose. Rubbing the egg mass will have no effect, 
although it allows the wasp to reach more eggs. 
Eggs survive fine out of the egg mass. Scraping 
and removing is better, but it is very hard to 
get every last egg. It will at least knock back 
the numbers. A single egg mass can hold from 
600 to 1,200 eggs depending on the health of 
the female that laid it, and only two eggs need 
to survive to adulthood from each egg mass 
for the population to be as high as it was the 
previous year. The other complicating variable 
is that larvae blow in the wind after they hatch, 
so you can kill all the eggs on a tree this winter 
and the tree will fill up next spring with larvae 
that blow in from neighboring trees. So if you 
want to effectively kill gypsy moths on trees 
in your yard, the only solution is to spray the 
larvae after they have stopped blowing in the 
w ind and before they get too big. 

With regard to the search for the most effective 
mousetrap, I would suggest that owls may 
have that market cornered, so I applaud you 
for ceasing to use rodent poison to solve the 
mouse problems in your outbuildings. I also 
use mouse traps in my shed to augment pred
ator activity. The best bait last winter proved 
to be a dab of peanut butter on the trap catch 
with a piece of walnut set into it. Over 25 mice 
met their maker as they attempted to pull the 
walnut from the frozen peanut butter. 

Troy Gipps, Editor 

(Dec. 2016) Please sign me up for a 2-year 
subscription. I do have one special request. 
I am interested in receiving the recent back 
issue which had the article on Maitake "Hen 
of the Woods" (Grifola frondosa) mushrooms 
(No.2, 2016). This issue was described to 
me by an 89 year old family friend named 
Ray Driscoll from East Longmeadow. He is 
pictured below harvesting three clusters of 
Hens recently in Monson. I am originally from 
East Longmeadow and it is our 50-year family 
tradition to pursue this mushroom, which I 
have maintained. 

Joe Casali 
San Diego, CA 

We would like to publish more of your com
ments, questions and photos as a regular 
feature of the magazine. If you would like to 
submit your correspondence electronica lly, 
please do so on our Facebook page or by 
e-mail (mass.wildlife@state.ma.us) and refer
ence the magazine so we know you are will
ing to have your comment and our response 
published and shared. You can also reach us 
by mail at: Massachusetts Division of Fisheries 
& Wildlife, Field Headquarters, Attn: Editor, 
1 Rabbit Hill Road, Westborough, MA 01581. 
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A small pale shorebird sits motionless in a shallow depression on a 
Massachusetts beach, while wind-whipped beachgrass scours fluid 
patterns in the sand. A watchful gull pauses overhead. It floats on 

the wind, intently searching for the slightest movement, before catching 
a gust that propels it down the shoreline. It shrinks to a pinpoint and 
vanishes into blue. A vibration rattles one of the four speckled eggs that 
lay beneath the attentive shorebird. She rises and inspects her clutch. 
Moments later, the tip of a tiny black beak breaks through the eggshell 
and into our world. The chick wriggles forward and comes to rest; half in 
its shell and half on the sand. The process repeats itself three times over 
the next day and a half. Each chick ventures out on the sandy moonscape 
to feed itself within hours of hatching-four little fuzz balls on stilts, each 
facing a challenging and changing world. Under their parents' heedful 
eyes, the chicks struggle to evade predators and eke out an existence on 
the sand, while facing the ever-present threat of storms and high tides 
that can shatter their world. Refuge is sought under their mother's wings. 

Nearby, beachgoers apply sunscreen, children build sandcastles, and 
multi-colored beach umbrellas dot the landscape. This is the story of the 
Piping Plover. It is also the story of Massachusetts' residents, and how 
changes in our population, lifestyles, and land use inadvertently led to 
the decline of the plover and how successful conservation action taken 
over the past three decades to manage and recover plover populations 
threatened to unravel with an erosion of community support-and how 
diverse interests came together to reverse this trend. 
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DECLINE. 
RECOVERY 

The decline of the Piping Plover (Cha
radrius melodus) during the 19th 
century has been largely attributed 

to market hunting. The Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act of 1918 ended commercial 
hunting for all migratory birds in the 
United States, providing an opportunity 
for modest recovery. However, plovers 
suffered another decline beginning in 
the 1940s and 50s , 
culminating in listing 
under the federal En
dangered Species Act 
(ESA) and the Massa
chusetts Endangered 
Species Act (MESA) in 
the 1980s. Although 
multiple factors likely 
contributed to this 
mid-20th century de
cline, the mid to late 
1900s were a period 
of rapid human pop
ulation growth, with 
dramatic increas 
es in development 
along our coastline. 
This development 
was accompanied by 
changes in work and 
leisure routines and 
significant increases 
in recreational use of 
beaches. Of course, 
this was also the 
era of the affordable, 
mass-produced automobile. Not only 
were more people visiting the beach but 
they could now spread out and access 
beaches that were hitherto too difficult 
to reach; and in addition to bathing, 
beach driving in off-road vehicles now 
became popular. 

Piping Plovers are remarkably well 
adapted to life on the beach- relying 
on cryptic coloration to protect them 
from predators-but without adequate 
protection measures , plovers are ex
tremely vulnerable to human distur
bance. Recreational beachgoers, pets, 

and off-road vehicles can inadvertently 
disrupt courtship and nesting activity, 
accidentally trample nests, and disturb 
feeding chicks, leading to poor growth 
and increased predation risk. The mid 
to late 1900s also saw dramatically in
creased predator populations for several 
reasons. First, predator populations were 
increasing due to reduced persecution 
(e.g. bounties) and hunting pressure 
resulting from the continuing shift from 
a rural-agricultural to urban-suburban 
society. Second, suburban development 
adjacent to beaches and the associated 
increase in recreational beach use led to 
the increased availability of food waste 

for species such as 
skunks and raccoons. 
Finally, certain pred
ators such as the 
Eastern Coyote, first 
reported in Massa
chusetts in 1957, ex
panded their ranges 
into plover habitat. 

At the time of feder
al ESA listing in 1986, 
plovers had declined 
to approximately 800 
breeding pairs on 
the Atlantic Coast 
from Newfoundland 
to South Carolina, 
with an estimated 
140 breeding pairs 
in Massachusetts. 
To put this number 

<!! in perspective, even 
after significant pop
ulation increases 
during the last three 
decades, the global 

plover population today across all three 
breeding populations (see map on page 
16) is less than 10,000 adults- less than 
the number of people that might be found 
at one popular beach on a hazy August 
afternoon. 

With growing concern about the future 
of the plover population in the Common
wealth, Massachusetts Division of Fisher
ies and Wildlife (MassWildlife) staff in the 
Natural Heritage and Endangered Species 
Program began an intensive effort to work 
with beach managers and property own
ers to protect the plover and its habitat. 
Two very important pieces of legislation, 
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the MESA and the Massachusetts Wet
land Protection Act (WPA), facilitated 
efforts to advance plover recovery. In 
1993, MassWildlife published Guide
lines for Managing Recreational Use of 
Beaches to Protect Piping Plovers, Terns, 
and Their Habitats in Massachusetts. 
These guidelines were designed to assist 
landowners in complying with the rare 
species provisions of MESA and the WPA, 
by prescribing management techniques 
to avoid "take" of the plover (i.e., killing, 
harm, harassment) and adverse effects 
to its habitat. The guidelines were also 
designed to "provide necessary protec
tion to Piping Plovers and terns without 
unnecessarily restricting appropriate 
access along all of the state's beaches." 
Furthermore , the guidelines commit 

MassWildlife to "continue to seek and 
consider management measures that 
offer maximum flexibility in balancing 
recreational use with protection of rare 
species and their habitats ." In 1994, the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
issued plover protection guidelines 
that closely parallel the Massachusetts 
guidelines. 

The guidelines contain two major 
provisions that have had a tremendous 
positive impact on plover conservation. 
First, symbolic fencing (i .e. with posts 
and string) of plover nesting habitat 
on the upper beach enables the birds 
to establish territories , court and nest 
without excessive disturbance , and 
protects actual nests from trampling or 

Potential Threats 
Various avian and terrestrial predators, as 
well as human activity, can have a 
dramatic impact on Piping Plover 
productivity. Mass Wildlife's federally
approved management plan balances 
beach use while ensuring the long-term 
viability of this threatened shorebird. 
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Piping Plovers return to Massachu
setts beaches in late March and ear
ly April. Males stake out territories 

and produce a series of depressions, or 
"scrapes" in the sand as part of the court
ship process. Late April and early May is a 
great time to visit the beach and observe 
the birds as they pair up, settle territorial 
disputes with their neighbors, go about 
the business of selecting and improving a 
preferred scrape, mating, and egg-laying. 
Females usually lay one egg every other 
day for a total clutch of three to four eggs. 
Males and females take turns incubating 
the clutch, and barring nest predation or 
overwash during storm tides, eggs hatch 
after about four weeks. If the first nest 
fails, many pairs will renest, sometimes 

even three or four times. Plovers rarely 
renest after successfully hatching chicks, 
even if the chicks later perish. 

When the eggs hatch, the parents will 
carefully brood the chicks, keeping them 
warm until they begin to walk and forage 
a few hours later. Like ducklings, plover 
chicks are "precocious," meaning they 
feed themselves shortly after hatching
in contrast to songbird chicks that remain 
largely helpless in the nest and depen
dent upon parental feeding. During the 
first 4-5 weeks the chicks grow rapidly 
until they are able to fly, or "fledge" at 
about 30-35 days old. Prior to fledging, 
the chicks spend a lot of time feeding on 
insects and other invertebrates in the 
intertidal zone and in beach wrack
seaweed and other debris deposited by 
the tides. During August and September, 
plovers join other staging and migrating 
shorebirds, ultimately wintering in the 
southeastern United States, Bahamas 
and West Indies. 

Piping Plover monitoring starts with recording initial pairing and nest scrapes. In 
the photo above, however, an intruding male (center) does a courtship display in 
an attempt to lure the female (left) away from her established mate. Males are 
sometimes more distinctly marked than females with thicker neck bands. On the 
opposite page, from the time the eggs hatch, precocial chicks quickly learn to 
forage on their own for a variety of invertebrates on and below the surface, while 
the adults are always nearby to shelter the chicks and drive off shorebird intruders. 
10 MASSWILDLIFE 
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Figure 1: From 1986-2015, the Piping Plover population in Massachusetts (red line 
above) increased almost five-fold, from 139 to 687 breeding pairs. Massachusetts 
plovers represented approximately 18% of the Atlantic Coast population in 1986 
as compared to approximately 38% today. 

abandonment. Second, restricting off
road vehicle passage or parking during 
the time between hatching and fledging 
(flying) within areas of chick activity 
which includes at least an additional 100-
yard buffer zone around those locations. 
Additionally, the guidelines contain other 
important protection measures such 
as excluding pets or requiring them to 
be leashed during the plover breeding 
season, and restrictions on kite-flying 
in breeding areas . These protection 
measures were not always popular, and 
much of the displeasure was directed at 
MassWildlife. However, the extremely 
low plover population size necessitated 
immediate and decisive action to address 
threats and promote recovery. 

Once these key protection measures 
were in place, it soon became apparent 
that plovers could tolerate significant 
recreational activity and even thrive on 
some of our busier beaches. And although 
the guidelines did result in seasonal re
strictions on over-sand vehicle use, and 
portions of beach symbolically fenced , 
most recreational activity continued 
without major disruption. Over time, 
more and more of the Commonwealth's 

beaches were managed in accordance 
with the guidelines, and beach managers 
took on more responsibility for monitor
ing and managing nesting plovers and 
terns. This sometimes included proactive 
management well beyond the guideline 
requirements, for example the use of 
predator exclosures around nests to 
reduce predation risk. This commitment 
to plover management on the part of 
beach operators and owners, including 
many municipalities , has led to a sig
nificant increase in the Massachusetts 
plover population. From 1986-2015, the 
population increased almost five-fold , 
from 139 to 687 breeding pairs (Figure 
1). As of 2013, the Massachusetts plover 
population alone exceeded the USFWS 
population size recovery goal for all of 
New England, set at 625 breeding pairs. Al
though plovers have generally increased 
across their range since being listed, 
population growth in Massachusetts has 
been particularly robust as compared to 
other regions of the Atlantic Coast. As 
a result , the Massachusetts population 
represented approximately 18% of the 
Atlantic Coast population in 1986 as 
compared to approximately 38% today. 

12 MASSWILDLIFE 
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Scott Melvin: A Leader in Piping Plover Conservation 

Scott Melvin, former Senior Zoologist Fund to honor 
with the Natural Heritage and Endangered Scott's memory 
Species Program, was an internationally and his enduring 
recognized leader in Piping Plover con- contributions to 
servation. For over 30years, Scott led the wildlife conser-
Commonwealth's efforts to protect Piping vation. Funds 
Plovers. This task wasn't always easy- will be used to 
especially in the early years when there advance coast-
was little familiarity with the protection a I w ate r b i r d 
measures called for in the Guidelines. conservation, 
Through a combination of pragmatism, in particular by 
good humor, technical expertise, and providing plover 
perseverance, Scott was often able to find and tern intern-
common ground with those of opposing ship opportuni-
views and win their respect for his unwav- ties and small research grants to graduate 
ering commitment to conservation. Scott students entering the field. If you wish to 
also mentored many biologists entering make a contribution to the Melvin Memo-
the field, and recognized that working rial Fund, please send a check payable 
with beach-nesting birds provided an to "Mass. Outdoor Heritage Foundation" 
important real world learning opportu- to P.O. Box 47, Westborough, MA 01581, 
nity to train the next generation of prac- email info@massoutdoorheritage.org 
tical-minded natural resource managers. or call (413) 230-4945. Be sure to write 
Scott passed away prematurely in 2014. "Melvin Fund" on the memo line. Due to 
MassWildlife is working with the Massa- generous support from donors, the first 
chusetts Outdoor Heritage Foundation $2,500 in contributions received will be 
to establish the Scott Melvin Memorial matched 1:1. 
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STATIWIDI HABITAT 
CONSIRVATION PLAN 

The recovery of the plover in Massa
chusetts is a conservation success 
that illustrates what can be achieved 

when strategic endangered species regu
lation is combined with community and 
landowner support. It also illustrates 
the need, and, in fact, the responsibility 
of regulators to adjust their approach 
in response to changing realities on the 
ground. Over time, a growi~g. plover 
population led to more restnctlOns on 
recreational beach use. For example, 
more birds increased the chances that a 
pair would nest in a m~jor beac~ a~cess 
trail, or even a parkmg lot. SImIlarly, 
higher numbers of birds led to longer 
off-road vehicle closures and increased 
chances that a single late-nesting pair 
could create a bottleneck, restricting 
access to miles of beach. This created a 
perception among some people that c~m
tinued increases in the plover populatIOn 
would lead to ever-increasing restrictions 
on recreational beach use. There was also 
a growing sense that beach operators and 
landowners, who were implementing the 
guidelines, sometimes at considerable 
expense, were being penalized for con-

servation actions that were effective at 
increasing plover population size. Yet 
from a conservation perspective, signif
icant increases in the plover population 
created an opportunity to allow more 
management flexibility for recreational 
beach operators without putting the 
plover population at risk. 

In this context, MassWildlife engaged a 
diverse array of stakeholders including 
municipal officials, beach managers, rep
resentatives of recreational user groups 
and non-profit conservation organiza
tions to re-examine plover management. 
Beca~se the plover is federally listed, 
any changes to the regulatory approach 
would require USFWS approval, so the 
USFWS was an important participant in 
the stakeholder process. The group as
sisted MassWildlife in developing a State
wide Piping Plover Habitat Conservation 
Plan (HCP) which was a prerequisite for 
obtaining a permit from the USFWS to 
allow increased management flexibility. 
MassWildlife applied for this "umbrella" 
permit, thereby enabling individual 
beach operators to obtain Certificates of 
Inclusion to participate in the statewide 
permit. This approach greatly stream
lined the permitting process for beach 
operators who would no longer ne~d to 
apply for individual federal permIts, a 
long and arduous process. 



STATEWIDE PIPING PLOVER Hep 
KEY ELEMENTS 

Limited authorization of "covered activities" that deviate from the plover 
protection guidelines to facilitate beach recreation (e.g. off-road vehicle 
use, reduced symbolic fencing) 

Impact-minimization protocols for each covered activity to protect 
plovers 

Statewide limits on covered activities that are decreased if population 
declines and increased if population increases (never more than 7% of 
broods and nests) 

Net-benefit conservation projects (mitigation) to advance plover con
servation that more than offset any impacts associated with the covered 
activity, resulting in a "net benefit" to the species in Massachusetts (e.g. 
selective predator management, increased law enforcement) 

Our goal for the HCP was ambitious; 
to increase plover conservation and 
recovery while simultaneously increas
ing recreational opportunities. How 
could we reconcile these two seemingly 
contradictory goals? First, we identified 
certain "covered activities" that potential 
HCP participants could 
request to engage in 
on a limited basis to 
improve recreation. For 
example, continuing to 
operate a major beach 
parking lot even if un
fledged chicks were in 
the vicinity, or reducing 
the amount of symbolic 
fencing required adja
cent to a nest to keep 
open a major beach 
access trail. Second, 
impact-minimization 
protocols were devel
oped for each covered 
activity to minimize 
risk to plovers. For ex-
ample, if off-road vehicles are allowed in 
the vicinity of unfledged chicks, a narrow 
travel corridor must be delineated, chicks 
must be monitored to detect their ap
proach to the travel corridor, a passenger 
must walk in front of each vehicle within 
the active chick zone, and vehicle travel 
restricted to no more than six hours per 
day. Finally, strict statewide limits were 
placed on the number of broods and nests 

that may be exposed to covered activities 
to ensure that only a small fraction of the 
population will be exposed. At least 93% 
of nests and broods will continue to be 
managed in strict accordance with the 
guidelines. However, a key element of the 
HCP is that as the statewide population 

of plovers increases , 
more Certificates of 
Inclusion can be is
sued, with reductions 
required if the popula
tion declines. This ap
proach ensures beach 
operators that they 
will not face increased 

'" restrictions for sound E (;; management of plovers 
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and their habitats , but 
rather will be rewarded 
with increased manage
ment flexibility. 

The covered activi
ties provide Significant 
benefits to beach users 

and operators, while the impact-minimi
zation protocols and statewide limits on 
covered activities ensure that the HCP 
will not harm the plover population. But 
what about benefits to plover conserva
tion? The benefits derive from the HCP 
mitigation strategy. Plan participants can 
fund or carry out a variety of conserva
tion actions to advance plover conser
vation including selective predator man-
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GLOBAL RANGE 

Northern Great Plains Population 
• Great Lakes Population 

Atlantic Coast Population 
o Wintering Range (all populations) 

The global range of the Piping Plover is 
limited to three distinct subpopulations. 
The Atlantic Coast population ranges 
from Newfoundland and Nova Scotia 
south to South Carolina. The Great 
Lakes population is limited to isolated 
patches of suitable shoreline along 
Lakes Superior, Michigan, and Huron. 
The Northern Great Plains population 
nests on shorelines and sandbars of 
large lakes and rivers, generally from 
western Ontario to eastern Alberta, 
through the Dakotas south to Nebraska. 
The Atlantic Coast and Northern 
Great Plains populations are listed 
as Threatened and the Great Lakes 
population is listed as Endangered 
pursuant to the federal Endangered 
Species Act. 
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Plover Monitors continually collect data from individual nesting pairs and interact 
with beach users to educate them on Piping Plover management activities. 

agement, increased law enforcement, and 
experimental habitat improvements that 
could become increasingly important 
as sea level rise associated with climate 
change increasingly threatens breeding 
habitat. It is important to note that these 
proactive conservation measures could 
not have been required through the nor
mal MESA regulatory process focused 
on implementing the guidelines. Only by 
engaging with diverse interests in a nego
tiated permitting process could we find 
common ground and creative solutions 
to benefit both plover conservation and 
recreational beach users. 

In July 2016, after a public comment 
process and environmental assessment, 
the USFWS approved the Massachusetts 
Piping Plover Statewide HCP. The first 
season of implementation was very suc
cessful, with the Towns of Orleans and 
Plymouth leading the way, and we look 
forward to increased beach operator par
ticipation in the program in 2017. Mass
Wildlife is indebted to the diverse array 
of stakeholders, such as state and federal 
natural resource agencies, conservation 
organizations, coastal municipalities , 

beach buggy associations, and others, 
who worked collaboratively to find com
mon ground and develop a HCP that will 
truly increase both plover conservation 
and recreational beach opportunities in 
the Commonwealth. 

Although Piping Plovers in Massachu
setts are continuing to thrive, climate 
change and rising seas may increasingly 
threaten nesting habitat and could lead 
to increased hardening of shorelines 
with engineered structures, resulting in 
further habitat loss. Whatever the future 
may hold, MassWildlife will continue to 
take a pragmatic approach to endangered 
species regulation that emphasizes con
servation outcomes over bureaucratic 
process. And we will continue to engage 
communities in proactive conservation 
partnerships that are mindful of com
munity needs and competing interests. 

About the Author 
Jonathan Regosin, Ph.D., is the Chief of 

Conservation Science for MassWildlife's 
Natural Heritage & Endangered Species 
Program. 
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• 
ctober 16, 2016 was a cool, partly 
cloudy day at Wachusett Reser
voir. A southwest wind steadily 

increased as the sun broke the horizon 
and rose above the deep green conifers, 
brilliant orange oaks, and fire-red maples 
that separate the great expanse of water 
and sky; a visual spectacle that typifies 
the splendor of autumn in central Mas
sachusetts. Sunlight bounced off white
capped waves and lit Val Percuoco's face 
as she unpacked fishing equipment from 
her woven, wood strip pack basket. She 
and her father Vinny had fished this sec
tion of shoreline on three prior Sundays, 
testing their mettle against relentless 
wind, rain , and thun
derstorms. Each time -
they had left emp- -
ty handed, with one 
exception: Vinny's 
impressive catch of a 
16.5-inch White Perch 
which became the 
new Massachusetts 
Freshwater Sportfish
ing Awards Program 
"Catch and Release" 
state record. Their 
return on this brisk 
day says a lot about 
the family's devotion 
to fishing and love of 
Wachusett Reservoir. 
To their tribe of die
hard, old school an
glers-who have ven
tured to these shores 
with religious regu
larity for well over 30 
years-Wachusett is 
known simply as "The 
Rez". Sportsmen and 

women tolerate the many moods of their 
hunting and fishing grounds much like 
one forgives and forgets the personality 
flaws of relatives. To the Percuocos, The 
Rez is family. 

The Fish Story 
When Val arrived at their sacred spot 

that October morning, she discovered 
that family fishing friend David "Pudge" 
Ago had gotten up a bit earlier that day, 
so she moved farther down the shoreline 
to fish . That particular spot had traded 
hands on prior trips between Pudge and 
Val and another Percuoco family friend, 

, Ron Carroll. Their 
fishing culture is more 
collaborative than 
competitive; they all 
respect and afford 
the personal space 
that provides the sol
itude and relaxation 
that many anglers 
seek. Val and Vinny 
walked down the san
dy, rock-strewn shore 
and discussed live 
bait options. Vinny de
cided on a shiner, but 
he encouraged Val to 
be inventive with her 
bait selection. Each 
type of bait provides 
the chance to catch a 
variety of fish species. :g, 
That's when Val decid- 0' 
ed on a nightcrawler. S 
It was a decision that ~ 
would burn an in- ~ 
delible mark on her ~ 
fishing career. 0: 
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Her index finger swept up the 10 pound 
test Trilene Big Game monofilament line; 
she opened the bail , and cast the crawler 
into the world of angling dreams that lies 
beneath the surface. She was fishing that 
day with a rod the family affectionately 
refers to as "The Blue Rod"; a weathered, 
royal blue Diawa Apollo spinning rod 
that wears a Shimano Sienna reel. Val 
used this outfit 23 years earlier, at the 
age of five , when she caught her first 
Awards Program "pin fish"-an 11 pound 
Lake Trout. The 
many nicks and 
scratches on 
the rod's black 
foam handle tell 
stories of count
less days at the 
water 's edge. 
Pink nail polish 
reinforces the 
long since frayed 
thread wraps 
that secure line 
guides to a rod 
that has stood 
the test of time. 
Soft black Velcro 
loop material is 
wrapped tightly 
around the rod 
just above the 
handle , which 
is where the "Ju
lie's Gutabite" 
live bait device 
sits. Val set the 
rod at a slight an
gIe on two piles 
of small rocks, 
one under the 
handle and one 
farther up the 
rod, and she ran 
the line through 
the Gutabite, 
which holds a small fluorescent green 
rectangular flag under tension. When a 
fish takes the bait, the flag pops up. 

Val's line swayed in the breeze for about 
an hour before the flag went up. She ran to 
the pole and checked to see if the line was 
running-not running- so she reeled in 
her bait and discovered that both sides 
of the worm were gone; a near miss. She 
quickly re-baited the hook with another 

crawler, and launched it back into The 
Rez. Fifteen minutes later, the flag popped 
up again. The line was running, but not 
very fast, and the movement was slowly 
subsiding. She pulled some line out from 
the spool to provide some additional slack 
and closed the bail. The lazy coils of the 
slack line began to tighten as Val picked 
up the rod. She set the hook and the old 
blue rod bent forward . The fish blew the 
drag and the fight was on! Val monitored 
the squealing drag-not yet reeling

and allowed the 
fish to take line. 
Vinny stood by 
her side as she 
played the fish . 
Based on the 
character of its 
fight, he thought 
his daughter had 
hooked a nice 
Smallmouth 
Bass . It swam 
to the right and 
ended up about 
four feet from 
the shoreline. 
It wasn't until 
Val got the fish 
just a few feet 
from shore that 
they realized it 
wasn't a smallie. 
As it swam into 
view, a shimmer
ing bronze flash 
revealed what 
seemed impos
sible for a fish 
of its size-a 
White Perch . 
Vinny reached 
out and careful
ly grabbed the 
line between his 
fingers and with 

one gentle, consistent, and careful pull, 
he slid the giant White Perch onto the 
sandy shore. Val's first thought was to 
reach for a tape measure, so the fish could 
be measured and photographed for a 
Catch &Release award submission, but it 
quickly sunk in that she had caught some
thing very special- a dream for most 
anglers. Val, Vinny, and Pudge grabbed 
their scales and each took turns weigh
ing the great perch. Pudge's scale read 
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Val Percuoco holds the 3 pound 8 ounce White Perch she caught at Wachusett 
Reservoir on October 16, 2016. The 18-inch fish , which boasted an impressive 
13.5-inch girth, was certified as a Massachusetts "Catch & Keep" State Record 
and was also recognized by the National Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame as an 
official World Record White Perch for the 10 pound test line class. 

3 pounds , 9 ounces. Val's scale landed as she sprinted down the final stretch 
at 3 pounds, 6 ounces, and Vinny's scale of dirt road. Heart pounding, panting, 
settled at 3 pounds, 8 ounces. "That's a and soaked with sweat, she reached 
state record Vall" Vinny exclaimed. He her car, hopped in, and sped off for the 
immediately got on Pudge's cell phone bait shop. It felt like the longest drive of 
and called his friend in Leominster who her life. When she walked into the shop 
owns a bait shop with a certified scale, with the bait bucket in hand, the shop 
but realized during the call that the drive owner, Ed Fair, casually made his way to 
to that shop was too far. Val needed to the counter expecting she had stopped 
get the fish to an official certified scale in to buy bait. She set the bucket onto 
as fast as possible. They settled on B&A the counter and opened the bag inside. 
Bait and Tackle in West Boylston. Val put Ed's jaw dropped. When Val said it was 
the fish in a plastic garbage bag, placed it very likely a state record, wide-eyed Ed 
in Pudge's metal bait bucket, and started started to shake. He had never weighed 
running-fast-back to the gate. She . in a state record. Ed placed the White 
ran up the dirt path and over the steep Perch on his certified scale and the 
collapsing embankment, then up the digits settled at 3 pounds, 8 ounces . Val 
slippery needle-covered trail through Percuoco had, in fact , broken a 22-year 
the pines, then up, down, and around the old state record- also set at Wachusett 
twisting, turning access road. She was Reservoir- by 3 ounces . Her 18-inch 
dressed for standing on the cold, windy White Perch boasted an impressive 
shores of The Rez, not for running-four 13.5-inch girth, and was later described 
pairs of pants, three shirts, a vest , and by a MassWildlife fisheries biologist as a 
knee-high black Muck boots, and her remarkably perfect specimen. Val called 
pockets were stuffed with hand warmer Pudge, who was still fishing at The Rez 
packets. The bait bucket swung wildly with Vinny. "It's a state record! " she yelled 
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and asked Pudge to pass the phone to 
her dad. She then called her uncle Paul, 
who has fished with her and her sisters 
since they were kids. Val brought the fish 
to MassWildlife's Field Headquarters in 
Westborough the following day where 
it was weighed and measured, and offi
cially certified as the new White Perch 
"Catch and Keep" state record. The fish 
sat in a cooler under Val's desk at work 
for the remainder of the workday and a 
call was made to the family's taxidermist 
that evening. 

The Family Story 
It is important to note that Val Percuoco 

is not a one-day wonder in the world of 
fishing. She, and sisters Nicole and Lynn, 
have been fishing all of their lives. 

It all started in 1962 with a boy, a piece 
of wire, and a hook. At the age of 7, Val's 
father was walking along the shoreline 
of Tripps Pond in Hudson when he saw 

Vinny ran home smiling and went 
straight to his father's workshop where 
he found, and with great stealth, took 
a piece of wire. He wrapped one end 
around the hook's eyelet and created his 
first fishing outfit-save the rod, which 
wouldn't come until his next birthday 
when he begged his father to let him 
spend one dollar at Grant's department 
store in Hudson to purchase a fishing 
outfit complete with a steel pole, plastiC 
reel, a plastic fish, and no hooks; which 
he now recalls as being a toy and a piece 
of junk. A few years later, Vinny's father 
brought the family to Spag's discount 
department store in Shrewsbury to buy 
"real" fishing poles. Vinnywent home that 
day with a Zebco 202 spin casting combo 
and his fishing career took off. As time 
passed, his love for the art and science of 
angling and the outdoors grew. He started 
his own family with his wife Zenaide, and 
when Val and her older sister Nicole were 
very young, he unexpectedly found him

several kivvers (Sun
fish species) swim out 
from inside a culvert. 
They passed into the 
sunlight and then back 
into the dark reaches 
of the pond. It was a 
fleeting glimpse of life 
beneath the surface 
that captured Vinny's 
imagination and it was 
at that moment that he 
decided to become a 
self-taught fisherman. 
He stopped at AI's 
Market on River Street 
on the way home that 
day. His mother sent 
him there often to pick 
up milk and eggs and 
other items between 
the family's weekly 
trips to the grocery 
store. He knew Al was 
a fisherman because 
of the many mounted 
fish he had hanging 
throughout the store. 
He stepped up to the 
counter and told Al 
what he had seen at 
the pond, and Al gave 
him one little gold
colored hook. 

Vinny Percuoco 's love of fishing began 
when he was a boy with a piece of 
wire and one gold-colored hook. The 
family fishing tradition he has since 
built is a testament to the power of the 
outdoors to strengthen family bonds. 

self laid off from work 
for a year and a half. 
It was a tough time 
for the family, but in 
retrospect that peri
od provided a unique 
opportunity to intro
duce his daughters to 
his love of fishing and 
the outdoors. Some 
may consider a father 
and daughters fishing 
to be a non-traditional 
example of a fish
ing family, but Vinny 
doesn't see it that way. 
When asked why he 
introduced his girls to 
fishing, he said what 
many family members 
say when such a ques
tion is posed: that's 
what I did and my 
girls were going with 
me. The kids wanted 
to be with their dad, 
and of all the kids 
Vinny has introduced 
to fishing since those 
early days; nieces and 
nephews, his daugh
ters' many friends, 
and other neighbor
hood kids, he said the 
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girls were the ones who continued fishing. 

Each member of the Percuoco family is 
drawn to fishing for different reasons, but 
when I met with them recently at their 
home in Leominster it was immediately 
clear that fishing is the line that binds 
them as a family. Their wood paneled 
"Walls of Fame" are covered with tro
phy Lake Trout, Smallmouth Bass, and 
Largemouth Bass mounts, dozens of 
framed photos of the girls when they 
were young- smiling with their dad on 

the shores and on the ice of local lakes 
and ponds. A sign the girls gave to their 
dad reads, "Some people wait their entire 
life to find a fishing buddy .. . I raised 
mine!" and a small, decades-old child's 
pencil drawing of the three long-haired 
sisters each holding a fish speaks vol
umes of what fishing has given to their 
family. They share a touching measure 
of closeness. 

The serenity of The Rez and time spent 
with "his pups" has fueled Vinny's lifelong 
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love of fishing. Zenaide enjoys the peace 
of the house when he takes their daugh
ters fishing. Although she doesn't fish , 
she has gone with them on occasion and 
happens to be the only member of the 
immediate family who likes to eat fish. Ni
cole, who now lives in Connecticut, wasn't 
as interested in fishing as a kid--as shown 
in pictures of her reading books amidst 
piles of lakeside tackle--but now feels 
she is more like her dad and truly enjoys 
time spent fishing with her family during 
weekend visits. Val remains addicted 
to the thrill of the catch and describes 

fishing as a little like gambling in that you 
never know what you will catch or when 
you will catch it , and you have to play 
to win. Val's younger sister Lynn is the 
most accomplished angler of the three 
daughters , with 20 Sportfishing Awards 
Program pins for seven species, including 
a gold pin, which is awarded annually 
to anglers who catch the largest fish in 
each species category. Lynn attained that 
milestone in early 2005, after catching a 
10 pound, 1 ounce Broodstock Salmon at 
Comet Pond in Hubbardston during her 
2004 Christmas vacation. It was a hand-

line fight through the ice 
that lasted nearly 45 min
utes. As the salmon cruised 
past the hole, Vinny told 
her to be careful not to 
step on the line. ''I'm under 
enough pressure as it is ... 
my back is killing me!" she 
responded sharply. Lynn 

- was 11 at the time. 

Sisters Val, Lynn, and Nicole and their father Vinny 
Percuoco on the sacred section of Wachusett Reservoir 
shoreline that has been the stage for countless fishing 
and family memories over the past 30 years. 

The Sportfishing Awards 
Program's youth category, 
for anglers 17 and under, 
was created in 2005, which 
made Lynn the program's 
first youth gold pin award 
winner for the Broodstock 
Salmon category. She still 
proudly wears that pin on 
the front of her faded and 
worn pink fishing hat which 
is covered with all of her 
other bronze pins--the 
majority of which were 
awarded based on adult 
weight and length stan
dards, even though she 
was a youth angler at the 
time of most of the catches. 
Lynn still strives to become 
the program's Angler of 
the Year, an award given 
to the person who weighs 
in the largest number of 
species that meet the min
imum weight requirements 
(Catch and Keep category) 
or submits the largest 
number of species that 
meet the minimum length 
requirements (Catch and 
Release category). 
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Back to liThe Rezll 

It's the first Sunday in November. My 
truck rolls to a stop on roadside gravel 
near the Percuoco's favorite access gate 
at The Rez ; one of 40 gated public access 
points that lead to over 32 
miles of shoreline open 
fo r fishing on the 4,057 
surface acre reservoir. 
Vinny, Paul, and Val are 
loading their gear into 
pack baskets for the long 
walk to the coveted piece 
of shoreline where Val 
caught her Catch & Keep 
state record White Perch, 
and where, six weeks ear
lier, Vinny caught the new 
Catch & Release White 
Perch state record. Nicole 
and Lynn plan to join us 
later in the morning. A 
window to the world of 
Percuoco family fishing 
will soon open. 

We retrace the route 
taken by Val as she sprint
ed to her car with her trophy perch 
three weeks earlier. Two white-tailed 
deer emerge from the forest and pause, 

watching as we approach. We continue; 
snaking through the forest as the sound 
of the wind streaming through leaf and 
limb heightens. The Rez comes into view. 
White caps rise and fall. Tree tops bend 

and sway. We descend 
through a pine forest and 
step onto the sacred sec
tion of sandy beach that 
has served as the stage 
for countless Percuoco 
family fishing memories. 
I am introduced to family 
friends Pudge Ago and 
Luis Fontanez, Jr. who 
wait patiently beside 
their baited lines ; each 
pauses briefly from their 
watch to greet and em
brace Val-a clear sign 
of the familial nature of 
their angling clan. 

Unofficial location 
names pervade the lan
guage of anglers who trod 
these shores. Terms such 
as The Cellar Holes, The 
Rook, Button Cove, White 

Hill , Boat House Cove, Diamond Hill , The 
Fire Station, Bull Rock, and Sand Banks-
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to name a few-hold special meaning to 
those who share this language. The terms 
secure the location of notable fishing 
grounds from newcomers and reinforce 
the integrity of the veteran angling cul
ture that calls this place home. 

Even though the Massachusetts Depart
ment of Conservation and Recreation, 
which oversees Wachusett Reservoir, 
permits shore fishing only from dawn to 
dusk and only during a set season , these 
management parameters never deterred 
Vinny from selecting The Rez as his pre
ferred fishing ground. "It's close to home 
and it holds trophy fish ," he said. His 
knowledge of the underwater structure 
of The Rez and the ebb and flow of its 
fishery comes from years of experience 
along its shores. His knowledge of where 
and how to fish is all in his head, and he 
has worked hard to transfer that knowl
edge to his daughters. 

works. Moments after their bait hits the 
water, a flag is up! Vinny hustles down 
the shoreline and picks up the rod. Line 
zips from the spool. He closes the bail 
and sets the hook. A few minutes later, 
a 4 pound, 3 ounce Lake Trout slides 
onto shore. Nicole and Lynn arrive, and 
another flag pops up. It's another Lake 
Trout, this time for Luis. 

As my time with the Percuoco family 
draws to a close a Bald Eagle soars above 
us , riding the raw wind along this storied 
section of shoreline. I say my good byes 
and climb up the embankment. I turn to 
The Rez, and pause, looking down to see 
a family in their element. Waves crash 
on the shore and through the roar of the 
wind whipping through the trees I hear 
a voice. It's Vinny yelling "A flag is up! " 
His girls spring from the warmth of their 
snack-munching sister huddle and sprint 
down the beach to the rod. You just never 
know when the next flag might be a new 
state record. 

About the Author 

When you open Percuoco bait buckets 
you won't find store bought shiners. The 
family catches all of their own bait and 
keeps it in aerated tanks in their home 
(see mass.gov/masswildlife for baitfish 
regulations) . It's how Vinny first got his 
girls involved in the sport. He taught them 
how to catch bait, before he taught them 
to fish . Worms, frogs, crawfish, shiners, 
perch ... you name it and they caught it. 
Zenaide fondly remembers finding a dead 
baitfish stuffed in Val's pants pocket. It 
was moments away from going through 
the laundry. Today's bait buckets are 
full of juvenile Yellow Perch, native shin
ers, and nightcrawlers. Val opts for the 
crawler and Vinny decides on a perch. 
But before the lines are baited there is 
important business to tend to. Zenaide 
never thought of Vinny as superstitious, 
but when it comes to fishing there are 
exceptions. Each member of the Per
cuoco fishing team carries a lady bug 
trinket for good luck and they are all 
placed on shoreline rocks prior to lines 
hitting the water. Vinny then performs 
the time-honored Percuoco tradition of 
"waving the net." He loudly proclaims 
"Big fish in the net, in the net! " while 
waving the long handled net in the air as 
an offering to The Rez. Val stands beside 
him holding a bright red, stuffed lady bug In addition to serving as the editor of 
with its face to the wind. She then rings Massachusetts Wildlife, Troy Gipps is an 
a small silver "dinner bell" to entice fish avid hunter, fisherman, and forager of all 
to the table. It may seem crazy, but it things edible. 
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Centennial Pheasant Returns to its Roost 

My phone rang in late October and our 
receptionist informed me a gentleman 
was at the front desk with a pheasant 
mount he wanted to donate to Mass
Wildlife. I told her that we generally do 
not accept donations like this but when 
she mentioned there was a gold band on 
the bird's leg my ears perked up. I had 
heard about a time in the 1960s when 
MassWildlife placed gold or brass leg 
bands on a limited number of pheasants 
during the hunting season. Was this one 
of those birds? "I'm coming right out," I 
said. I jumped from my office chair and 
hustled out to the front desk. The recep
tionist pointed out an older gentleman 
looking at the displays and trout pond 
in the Field Headquarters atrium. After 
shaking hands, Boyce May introduced 
himself and his daughter Louise. 

Boyce confirmed that this was a cen
tennial banded pheasant. Of course, we 
had to ask for the story of the hunt. It was 
a Saturday and Boyce took an afternoon 
break from farm work to hunt Long Hill 
in Brookfield on what is now known 
as the Quaboag Wildlife Management 
Area. He hadn't seen any birds and was 
headed back when his dog flushed a cock 
pheasant that he was able to bring down. 
"Back in those days, all the 
stocked pheasants had leg 
bands on them but they 
were silver. I noticed this 
one had a gold color, but 
didn't think much about 
it." Coincidentally, that 
night, while reading the 
Springfield newspaper's 
outdoor column, Boyce 
learned that as part of the 
agency's 100th anniversa
ry, it banded 300 pheasants 
with gold-colored bands. 
Anyone successfully bagging one of these 
birds could send in the band to Fish and 
Game. "I sent in the band and they sent 
the band back to me along with this 
certificate," Boyce said. 

Boyce May of Boylston with the 
gold-banded Centennial pheasant he 
recently donated to MassWildlife. 

Pulling out an envelope, he handed me 
a small, rolled-up document. I unrolled 
the certificate and it proclaimed that 
Boyce May had celebrated the 100th an
niversary of the Massachusetts Division 

of Fisheries and Game " ... 
by duly taking and report
ing a Centennial Tagged 
Pheasant. In recognition 
of good sportsmanship 
and abilities as a hunter in 
the woodlands and fields 
of the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts ... ". 

At the time of this writing, 
the centennial pheasant is 
undergoing a cleaning and 
sprucing up by one of our 

staff and will be displayed at the West
borough Field Headquarters as part of 
the ongoing 150th anniversary exhibit. 
Thank you Boyce for your generosity 
in sharing your piece of MassWildlife's 
history! - Marion Larson 
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Pm or the past several years, biologists, 
veterinarians , and researchers 

rom numerous agencies have been ac
tively attempting to unravel the origin of 
a mysterious virus responsible for killing 
hundreds of Common Eiders (Somateria 
mollissima) each fall in Massachusetts. 
This virus was discovered at Jeremy 
Point in Wellfleet, Massachusetts; hence, 
it's now known as the Wellfleet Bay Virus 
(WFBV). 

Although fairly similar in appearance, 
there are four sub-species of Common 
Eiders, all found in North America, each 
occupying very different habitats ; rang
ing from northern Canada and the Arctic, 
to as far west as Alaska. The eider sub 
species most familiar to New Englanders 
is the American Common Eider (Somate
ria mollissima dresseri) . 

Unlike all other sea ducks, the Common 
Eider is a true sea bird, spending its entire 
life on the ocean. Other sea ducks flock to 
the ocean or estuaries during the winter 
months, having resided in northern New 
England and Canadian freshwater lakes, 

rivers , ponds, and wetlands. Eiders are 
striking in appearance; males are mostly 
ivory white, contrasted with occasional 
black patches and pale green markings on 
the head. Females are equally stunning, 
with cinnamon brown feathers which 
provide the perfect camouflage against 
the bold New England rocky coastlines. 
Eiders are highly sought by waterfowl 
hunters , birders, and nature photogra
phers. The eider is born and raised on 
the salt, and as is the case with anyone 
or anything making a living on the ocean, 
it has a gritty and resilient nature. The 
eider is built for a life in an unforgiving en
vironment and is the largest native duck 
in North America, weighing upwards of 
5-6 pounds. Their feathering is incredibly 
dense, and supported by the warmest 
down feathers in the world-eider down. 
Eiders are not capable of breeding until 
2-3 years of age. Becoming an adult eider 
is not easy. Within a few hours of hatch
ing, eider ducklings march to the ocean 
with mom, where they are immediately 
faced with unrelenting ocean life. Eider 
ducklings are a popular menu item for 
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Wildlife biologists check nesting eiders for feather lice and other parasites that 
may be present in their ongoing effort to determine the source of WFBV 

larger birds, such as gulls and eagles. 
Unpredictable marine weather can also 
create fatal obstacles for a small duckling 
trying to stay warm and close to mom. All 
of these factors weigh heavily against an 
eider's chances of reaching adulthood, 
and typically, of all eider ducklings that 
hatch, only a small percentage survives 
their first summer. So for those eiders that 
survive, it is imperative they live many 
years and produce offspring, in order to 
sustain their population. 

Since 1998, a disturbing scenario plays 
out during October and Novembers along 
the shores of Wellfleet's Jeremy Point on 
Cape Cod. Biologists from the National 
Park Service routinely patrol the 3.5 mile
long mile peninsula. They often discover 
and report tens to hundreds of dead or 
dying eiders. The long stretches of remote 
sandy beach along Jeremy Point become 
a graveyard for deceased eiders, as well 
as a temporary refuge for eiders falling 
ill to the virus and becoming too weak 
to swim and feed in the ocean. 

The first to be notified during this 
recurring die-off are biologists from the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) Animal and Plant Health Inspec
tion Service (APHIS) Wildlife Services. 
A team of biologists from the USDA are 
well-prepared for the news at this point 
and dispatch quickly to make the first of 
many visits to Wellfleet to count the dead 
or sickened eiders and collect diagnosti
cally valuable tissue samples, which will 
later be analyzed at a laboratory in an 
effort to understand how and where the 
eiders are contracting the virus. 

It is not unusual for seabirds, including 
eiders, to wash ashore dead in small 
numbers along coastal Massachusetts 
during this time of year. It's a strenuous 
point in their lives, due to their long mi
gration distances from northern breeding 
areas to winter in Massachusetts' waters 
which are abundant with important food 
resources for eiders, mainly blue mussels 
and other shellfish. Curiously, these eider 
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dies-offs at Jeremy Point are unique ; to 
date , the WFBV is most often detected in 
sick or dead eiders from Jeremy Point. 
Wind, drifting sand, tides, and scavengers 
can greatly alter what one might find at 
any particular visit to this mortality site. 
It is difficult to make an exact count of 
sick or dead birds. Our best guess is that 
these recurring seasonal eiders die-offs 
have claimed an estimated 7,000 eiders 
and have become a major concern among 
wildlife management agencies, including 
the USFWS and the Massachusetts Divi
sion of Fisheries and Wildlife 
(MassWildlife) . 

The shores of Massachu
setts, especially Cape Cod 
Bay and Nantucket Sound, are 
essential wintering areas for 
the eider. Tens of thousands of 
eiders migrate from as far as 
Labrador, Canada, spending 
their winters here feeding 
on the areas' aforementioned 
abundant mollusks (blue 
mussels, clams, and oysters) 
and crustaceans (crabs and 
shrimp). The disease out
breaks of WFBV at Wellfleet 
a re happening only a stone's 
throwaway from these win
tering areas. The potential 
for the virus to spread among 
those vast numbers of win
tering eiders is a concern in 
the overall conservation and 
population management of 
these sea ducks . 

that succumbed to the virus lay dead, 
while many others, too weak to remain 
on the ocean, came ashore exhausted
often too weak to stand or even hold their 
head up. We landed our boat at Jeremy 
Point, and quickly broke off into teams to 
count the eiders. Eiders that were alive 
but barely coherent when our counts 
began laid dead moments later. That day's 
deceased eider count was nearly 200. 

Early investigative research by a team 
of scientists determined the exposure to 

As a biologist, and a visitor 
to Jeremy Point, I assisted 
the team of USDA biologists 
collecting tissues from eiders 
during a WFBV disease out
break. As I took part in this 
mortality field investigation , 
what I experienced conjured 
up mixed feelings. It's dis
heartening to say the least, 
to helplessly witness so many 
sick and dying eiders, though 
it was an ideal opportunity to 
collect important tissue sam
ples from recently deceased 
eiders enabling laboratory 
testing to further understand 
the mysteries of this virus. 
During my visit, many eiders 

MassWildlife biologists Erik Amati (top) and Susan 
McCarthy (/eft), and Massachusetts Environmental 
Police Officer Tara Carlow (right), are among scores 
of professionals from 14 wildlife and conservation 
agencies working to understand the mysterious virus 
that is killing hundreds of Common Eiders each fall 
in Massachusetts. 
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A crew from the Biodiversity Research Institute remove a captured Common Eider 
from a floating mist net trap. The eider was tested for exposure to WFBV. 

the WFBV was detectable in American 
Common Eiders across their entire breed
ing range, from Massachusetts, to Maine, 
and Canada. However, exposure to the 
virus was much greater in Massachusetts' 
Common Eider breeding colonies, while 
relatively few eiders tested positive for 
the virus exposure outside of Massachu
setts. These findings demonstrated the 
importance of learning more about the 
annual move-
ments of Mas
sachusetts' 
breeding ei
ders and com
paring their 
movement 
patterns to ei
ders from ar
eas seemingly 
unaffected by 
the WFBV 

inside the eider's body, with only a small 
antenna pointing upwards from their 
back, is the safest style transmitter when 
tracking eiders and other diving birds 
(image below). 

During the springs of 2013-2015, a team 
of biologists from 14 different wildlife and 
conservation agencies (see list at the end 
of this article) worked collaboratively to 

study the eider 

In 2013, a 
team of bi
ologists em
barked on a 
three -year 

A surgically implanted satellite transmitter points 
upward from the back of this male Common Eider. 

breeding colo
nies in Bos
ton Harbor, 
an area that 
consists of 
vegetated off
shore islands, 
largely free 
from human 
disturbance . 
Both male and 
female eiders 
are suscep
tible to con
tracting the 
WFBV, so it 
has been par

Common Eider satellite tracking study, 
to map the movements of eiders breeding 
in Massachusetts. Satellite telemetry has 
become an important tool for wildlife bi
ologists in obtaining detailed information 
of animal movements, which otherwise 
would be impossible to document. A 
surgically implanted transmitter, placed 

amount to track the movements of each 
gender. Male and female eiders play 
very different roles during the breeding 
season. Female eiders incubate the eggs 
and raise the ducklings. Male eiders pa
trol the shorelines of the islands during 
the incubation period waiting to defend 
their mate should she leave the nest for 
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a temporary break. Prior to the eggs 
hatching, male eiders depart the area and 
seek the large expanse of the ocean with 
abundant food sources enabling them 
to undergo a feather molt, a process in 
which many of the old worn-out feathers 
are shed and new ones grow in. During 
the molt, their flight feathers are also 
replaced, rendering them flightless for 
a couple weeks. The molting areas are 
often hundreds of miles north of the 
Boston Harbor islands. 

The differing breeding season behav
iors by both sex-

in a (mostly) organized fashion. First, a 
large anchor is dropped, connected by a 
long rope, attached to a floating platform 
with arms, to another rope, to a second 
platform, to a third rope connected to a 
second anchor-all forming a straight 
line of submerged tackle with a sole 
purpose of supporting a 5-foot tall and a 
lOO-foot long net strung between two up
right poles. Plastic eider decoys are then 
strategically placed near the net to entice 
flying eiders to the net and entanglement. 
Our boats and crew remain anxiously 

anchored at idle in 
sight of the net and 

es required us to 
capture male and 
female eiders at the 
Boston Harbor is
lands using two dif
ferent techniques. 
In May, while most 
female eiders are 
diligently incu
bating their eggs 
in nests expertly 
hidden among the 
dense vegetation 
of Boston Harbor's 
islands, our field 
team assembled 
on shore to discuss 
eider capture strat
egies. We separated 
into two crews; an 
island capture team 
and a boat-based 
ocean team. The 
ocean team assem
bled first , with 2- 3 
boats carrying 4-5 
biologists. Aided 
only by Boston Har
bor's navigation
al buoys and the 

MassWildlife biologists (L to R) David 
Scarpitti, Susan McCarthy, and H 
Heusmann band and collect data from an 
eider before placing her back on the nest. 

out of the wind, so 
we can respond im
mediately to a cap
tured eider. Eiders 
fly quickly and are 
decisive when spot
ting a landing area. 
At first light, like 
clockwork, many 
male eiders begin 
to fly the perimeter 
of the island, in part 
out of anxiousness 
that their mate may 
leave her nest unde
tected by them and 
become vulnerable 
to courting from 
other male eiders. 
They also take flight 
at dawn to search 
for mussels and 
periwinkles to eat 
which cling to veg
etation among the 
island's submerged 
rocky shoreline. 
Shortly after sun
rise , the island crew 

boats' GPS, the team moved out to the 
eider capture area in the dark, typically 
two hours before sunrise. Arriving at 
a suitable capture location, the team 
erected a floating mist net-a uniquely 
designed eider trap. Sunrise and early 
morning low-light hours help to hide the 
net, offering the best opportunity to trap 
eiders using the floating net trap. 

Our experienced team snaps into 
action, clicking on our headlamps and 
readying a boat full of gear to be strate
gically dropped off the bow of the boat 

is shuttled by boat 
to begin catching the females while they 
incubate their eggs. The island crew of 
8-10 biologists, each equipped with a 
long-handled fishing net, spreads out 
into a long line and slowly and method
ically begins walking the nesting island 
catching female eiders on their nests. The 
methodology requires the wherewithal 
of the team to communicate quickly 
and quietly with one another, to cause 
the least amount of disturbance on the 
nesting island. Often without a moment's 
notice, this team must possess the agil-
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A team of biologists and wildlife veterinari~ns prepa.re a m~le Common Eider for 
surgical implantation of a satellite transmitter tracking deVice. 

ity to net a fleeing eider. Such deft stick 
work would quite possibly make the local 
Boston hockey team proud! 

Another major component to the study 
is to screen all captured eiders, male and 
female, for the presence of the WFBV 
antibody, to document how many of the 
eiders were previously exposed to the 
virus. To do this , in the field, a blood 
sample is drawn from each eider and later 
shipped to a laboratory for testing. On a 
good day, we can fill a lunch cooler with 
vials of eider samples, some of which may 
contain clues to understanding the virus. 
At the time of capture, a round metal band 
with a unique identification number is 
placed on a leg of each captured eider. 
Should this eider ever become captured 
in the future or turn up dead from the 
virus or other causes the unique band 
number will allow MassWildlife biologists 
to determine its banding origin and piece 
together that bird's history. 

checked over to evaluate its apparent 
health. The healthiest looking eiders are 
placed in specially designed pet carrier 
crates, lined with soft padding material 
and wood shavings, to provide a safe and 
dry holding pen and are immediately 
boated to a nearby facility, where a team 
of wildlife veterinarians are waiting to 
install the satellite transmitter tracking 
devices. Each eider is placed under 
general anesthesia and undergoes a 
brief surgical process to implant the 
transmitters. Just like pets, each eider 
is closely monitored and handled with 
utmost care. After approximately 30 
minutes, the surgery is complete and the 
eider is placed back in the holding crate 
where it recovers. Our veterinarians are 
extremely experienced in this specialized 
technique and continue to monitor each 
bird during their recovery process. The 
eiders are extremely resilient and are 
typically released back at the nesting 
islands within a few hours of capture. 

At the time of capture, each eider is Over the course of our study, we im-
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planted 47 Common Eiders (23 female 
and 24 male) with satellite transmitters. 
Each transmitter was pre-programmed 
to provide a satellite signal every three 
days, for up to 2.5 years. Every three days, 
the satellite signals are auto-logged to 
the team's computers and detailed maps 
are generated to plot and monitor each 
eider's location and movement pattern 
throughout the year. 

We have learned a tremendous amount 
about the annual movements of Common 
Eiders breeding among Boston Harbor's 
islands. Our telemetry data has shown 
the majority of Massachusetts' breeding 
eiders spent the molting period in areas of 
Massachusetts 
and Maine, while 
smaller numbers 
of eiders trav
eled to areas of 
Canada to under
go their feather 
molt. 

Photo © Chris Dwyerj USFWS 

recover the carcass, with anticipation of 
collecting a valuable sample to test for 
the WFBV. Unfortunately, the carcass 
had vanished prior to the team's arrival. 

Spring 2015 marked the end of our Com
mon Eider satellite telemetry study. We 
will continue to track the movements of 
eiders with active satellite tags over the 
next several months. Preliminary results 
from our banding and satellite tagging 
have demonstrated that eiders breeding 
among the Boston Harbor islands appear 
to rarely visit Jeremy Point. It is possible 
migrant eiders are becoming exposed to 
the WFBV at Jeremy Point; however, how 
the eiders are contracting the virus still 

remains a mys
tery. Our team 
of biologists, sci
entists, and vet
erinarians are 
continuing col
laborative field 
efforts to learn 
more about how 
and where the 
WFBV is infect

Wealsolearned 
that during Octo
ber and Novem-
ber eiders begin A satellite transmitter tracking device. ing the Common 

Eider. 
migration from 
their molting grounds to their wintering 
areas. Migration is generally quick, arriv
ing to their wintering sites within three 
days of departure. The majority of Mas
sachusetts' breeding eiders winter in Bos
ton Harbor and the Cape Cod/ Nantucket 
Sound area, where they mingle with tens 
of thousands of eiders that breed in 
Maine and Canada. A smaller proportion 
of satellite tagged eiders chose to winter 
in Maine and Long Island, New York. Our 
tracking data has demonstrated eiders 
breeding in Massachusetts can travel 
throughout the entire eider range, from 
Long Island, New York to Labrador, Cana
da. Our findings suggest Massachusetts' 
breeding eiders may be more transient 
than eiders breeding in more northern 
areas of the U.S. and Canada and infected 
eiders could feasibly expose the WFBV 
to eider populations outside of southern 

Project collaborators include: Mas
sachusetts Division of Fisheries and 
Wildlife, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
Massachusetts Department of Conserva
tion and Recreation, USDA APHIS Wildlife 
Services , Northeast Wildlife Disease 
Cooperative/ Tufts University, Cornell 
University, Virginia Tech., RI Department 
of Environmental Management, Biodiver
sity Research Institute, USGS Patuxent 
Wildlife Research Center, USGS Alaska 
Science Center, Maine Department of 
Inland Fisheries and Wildlife, Massachu
setts Water Resources Authority, and the 
U. S. National Park Service. 

A project update page can be found 
on the Biodiversity Research Institute 
website, briloon.org. 

About the Author 
New England. Surprisingly, only one of 
our satellite tagged eiders traveled to 
Jeremy Point, arriving during the fall. 
Approximately two weeks after it arrived Lucas Savoy is the Waterfowl Program 
to Wellfleet, we received a signal from Director for the Biodiversity Research 
the transmitter indicating the eider had Institute which is headquartered in Port-
died. A field team quickly assembled to land, Maine. 
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Dawn and dusk can be rewarding times 
if you are hoping for deer movement. 
While sitting in a blind in eastern Mas
sachusetts just before Thanksgiving, 
waiting for any deer to show in the field, 
I saw a single doe emerge from the forest 
edge. It was already after 4 pm; 10 minutes 
before sunset. Trying to maintain a mar
ginall/ 100th of a second shutter speed at 
high ISO with the lens wide open was a 
challenge, even on the smooth pan-head 
of my tripod. It was now after sunset and 
four more does and fawns appeared ; 
grazing slowly this way and that, then 
bunching up together. Suddenly there 

was a flurry of activity when a sturdy 
buck appeared chasing another doe, 
who quickly eluded him. But it certainly 
caught the group's attention, even though 
Mr. 8-point seemed uninterested. But 
when the group fed their way over to the 
wood line to browse on twigs and freshly 
fallen leaves, the buck showed renewed 
interest in pursuit. His whole demeanor 
changed; muscles flexed, and with grunts 
and an extended neck, he made a swift 
approach. Deer scattered like rabbits 
leaving the buck alone at the edge for a 
moment, then he followed two does into 
the twilight. 
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Each year, 40-80 thousand or more Common Eiders winter in Massachusetts. While 
eiders can be found anywhere along the Massachusetts coast, they are most prevalent 
in the Boston Harbor/ Broad Sound area, Kingston/ Plymouth Bay, Cape Cod Bay, and 
particularly large numbers are found in the Nantucket Sound area between Monomoy 
Island, Nantucket and Martha's Vineyard. So far, eider die-offs from the Wellfleet Bay 
Virus have been confined to the Jeremy Point area of Cape Cod Bay. With luck, things 
will remain that way. In the photo, a group of eiders in breeding plumage, that appear 
to be healthy, take a break from the waves to loaf on the steep slope of a Nantucket 
beach. Photo © Bill Byrne 
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