


A forest fire has created thousands
of acres of the favorite habitat of
the Kirtland’s warbler, one of
North America’s rarest songbirds,
prompting the birds to expand
from their territory in northeast
Lower Michigan to begin breeding
in the Upper Peninsula. The blu-
ish-gray and yellow birds will nest
only where jack pines are about
the size of Christmas trees.

P. Kirtland, a 19th-century Ohio phy-
sician and naturalist. The first speci-
men was collected on his farm near
Lake Erie in 1851. But the bird’s
breeding grounds in the sandy, fire-
scarred plains near Michigan’s Au
Sable River, a world-famous trout
stream, remained a secret until 1903,
when the first nest was found in a -

tract of jack pines that had been
burned a few years earlier.

The jack pine is a northern tree
that reaches nearly to the Arctic, but

Kirtland’s warblers nest only in the

‘southern portion of its range. Jack

pine depends on fire to propagate; its
cones open and spread their seeds
only after they are exposed to in-
tense heat. The warblers appear
about six years after a fire in areas
where new pine growth is especially

" dense and the trees are five to six

and a half feet tall, with live
branches that reach the ground, Mr.
Mayfield wrote in 1992 in his mono-
graph on the warbler for “The Birds
of North America’ (American Orni-
thologists’ Union and the Academy of
Natural Sciences).

The warbler nests are built on the
ground and hidden by shin-high vege-
tation, but the birds will abandon a
site after about 15 years, when the
slow-growing trees are 10 to 15 feet
high and their lower limbs begin to
die. “The females have very high
real-estate standards,” Mr. Mayfield
said. “If the trees are too tall for a
Christmas tree, they’re t00 big for
the warblers.”

The extent of the Kirtland’s war-
bler habitat and its population proba-
bly peaked in the 1880’s and 1890’s,

Mr. Mayfield said. In 1871, he noted,

an unchecked wildfire, fed by clear-
cutting from logging operations that
denuded most of Lower Michigan,
burned one million acres in the heart
of the bird’s breeding range, convert-
ing the original white pine forest {0
jack pine. But by 1951, when conser-
vationists took the first census, dec-

D.&M. Zimmermaanireo:
. T
ades of fire suppression had reduced-
the amount of suitable habitat. '
Moreover, brood parasitism by’
brown-headed cowbirds, which lay+
their eggs in the nests of other birds;”
had reduced the production of war-
bler fledglings to a critically low
level. In one study, 70 percent of thé
warbler nests had been parasitized "
by cowbirds, and only two fledglings"
survived out of 29 nests. She
Workers from the United States "
Fish and Wildlife Service, however, -
have killed more than 100,000 cow-
birds. from warbler breeding areas’
since a trapping program began in"
1972, and parasitism has dropped,gf
affecting 3 percent of the nests. State
and Federal foresters, meanwhile,
have used clear-cutting, seeding, re-
planting and burning to replicate the -
effects of wildfires and create Kirt-
land’s warbler habitats. h
But biologists say the biggest help
for the warbler came from a fire in_
1980 near Mack Lake in Huron Na:_
tional Forest; that created 15,000 -
acres of new jack pine habitat. In
recent years, nearly half of the
breeding warblers have been found
in the Mack Lake burn. Those trees,
however, have reached a size where
the birds are beginning to abandon_
the area. That is why this year’s:
census was down from the all-time -
high, reached in 1995, of 759 singing
males in Lower Michigan. 2
Foresters are planting 4,300 acres.
of jack pines this year in a scramble
to make up the difference. Mr. May-

3 iielqﬂnr;whem,m the num-
ber of breeding birds to a ‘“‘bobble in.

the stock market.”



