1898 - 2023 .
Sharing the
THE CONNECTICUT

AlldllbOl‘l joys of nature
SOCIETY for 125 years

Osprey Nation Report for the 2022 Season

By Breanne Ellis, 2022 Osprey Nation Coordinator

Patrick Comins, Executive Director
Milan Bull, Senior Director of Science and Conservation
Tom Andersen, Director of Communications

This report includes a table showing data from 2014 through 2022; a
summary of the 2022 season with graphs and a map; a discussion of the
natural history of the Osprey; and a list of the stewards who volunteered
for Osprey Nation in 2022. Without these volunteers and the hundreds of
others who have volunteered over the years, there would be no Osprey
Nation project. We thank them sincerely!
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Summary

Osprey Nation is a citizen science project that documents Connecticut’s
Osprey nesting data each year. Created in 2014 by the Connecticut
Audubon Society, its purpose is to track the rise or fall of the Osprey
population, map the location of nests, and collect data that potentially
can be used as an indicator of other environmental issues.

In 2022, 385 volunteer stewards confirmed 835 Osprey fledglings. The
835 fledglings was 2.6% lower than in 2021. This marked the first time
in the eight years of results that the reported number of fledglings has
fallen.

The number of volunteer stewards was the highest since the start of the
project in 2014. In all, almost 900 Connecticut residents have volunteered
to monitor the state’s Ospreys.

The stewards volunteer throughout the nesting season, from April through
August, contributing about 5,000 volunteer hours each year.

They regularly monitor the hundreds of nests that have been reported to
us. Many stewards have been volunteering for several years and have
gotten to know their nests very closely. The Osprey Nation Project would
not succeed without them.

In 2021 we changed the categories of the status of nests to allow us to
collect more information about why a nest might have failed. It also
allowed us to determine how many fledglings there were for each
successful nest. This more specific information gave us a better metric
for nest success, and was used again in 2022.

2022

This year, the 385 Osprey Nation stewards compiled data on 827 nests. Of
these, 606 were active, meaning Ospreys attempted to reproduce in some
capacity — eggs were laid or young were hatched. Regardless of whether
the nest was successful, it was counted in the active nest category.

Out of the active nests, 413 successfully fledged 835 young.



As noted above, this year marked the first time since the project started
that the number of confirmed fledglings went down year to year.

However the actual number of fledglings was likely greater than the
reported count. For several nests, the data were inconclusive or
incomplete. Reports on those nests were few, and while some had
confirmed young, we received no reports about whether the young
fledged. Many nests are inaccessible or difficult to view, which largely
accounts for the nests we did not receive data for or were inconclusive.

While many Osprey pairs fledge their entire clutch, it is also common for
some chicks to die before they leave the nest. Therefore, we cannot
assume the number of chicks reported equals the number that fledged.
Fledging must be explicitly confirmed.

If the drop in the number of reported fledglings represented an actual
decline, one year’s worth of data is not enough to draw conclusions as to
why that happened. Possibilities could include random fluctuation. It’s
also possible that with 606 active nests and 835 fledglings comprising at
least 2,047 individual birds the Osprey habitat in Connecticut has reached
carrying capacity.

Because Ospreys were among several species driven to the point of
extinction 50 years ago by the use of the pesticide DDT, one of the
purposes of Osprey Nation is to serve as an early-warning system should
other environmental problems arise.

There is no indication in 2022 that that is the case. That possible
conclusion, as well as the others mentioned here, would require several
more years of data to confirm.

Connecticut Audubon sends Osprey Nation data to the Connecticut
Department of Energy and Environmental Protection each year. Our
Osprey Nation data is also available for researchers to analyze.



2022 Season Results
Nest Site Map

Picture 1. Osprey Nation nests throughout the state of Connecticut in
2022.

Red pins indicate nests that we have received conclusive data for. This
means the reports allowed us to confirm fledge count, an incubation
failure, a post-hatch failure, an abandoned nest, or a destroyed nest.
Yellow pins represent nests that we did not receive data for, or that we
received some reports for but the data was not conclusive. We would
need additional information to make a conclusion for any of the ___ pins.
All the pins will be reset to be the same color for the start of the 2023
season.
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As the map indicates, the distribution of Connecticut Osprey nests follows
our major coastlines — along the Sound and up the shores of the three
major rivers (Housatonic, Connecticut, Thames). There is also an



expanded presence of Osprey in inland Connecticut, along certain ponds,
lakes, and smaller rivers. The greatest concentration of Osprey nests in
the state is on Great Island in Old Lyme, at the mouth of the Connecticut

River.
2022 Data
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Figure 1. The number of stewards from 2014 through 2022.

The number of stewards has had an upward trend in general. 2020 had a
decrease in stewards due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but 2021 steward
numbers made it back to the 2019 numbers, and even increased in 2022.
There were 259 returning stewards and 126 stewards new to the Osprey

Nation project this year.
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Figure 2. The number of fledglings from 2015 to 2022.

The number of total confirmed fledglings reported to us has had an
upward trend, although 2019 and 2020 had slightly lower numbers. 2022
saw a slight decline from 2021.
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Figure 3. Monitored nests from 2014 through 2022.

Monitored nests have increased each year that Osprey Nation has
recorded data. This is a sign that the Osprey population is growing, but is
also in part because the Osprey Nation program is growing. We have more
stewards that are involved and are collecting information. The coverage
of nests is increasing.
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Figure 4. Active nests from 2014 through 2022. Active nests have
increased each year that Osprey Nation has recorded data. 2022 had the
highest number of active nests. There was a net gain of 23 nests this
season.

Natural History of the Osprey

The Osprey, Pandion haliaetus, is one of the most widespread and
well-known of the raptors — it is native to all continents except
Antarctica. It is the only raptor known to plunge-dive feet first in pursuit
of fish, which make up virtually all of its diet. That diet restricts them to
habitats with shallow, fish-rich water, including wetlands, coastal areas,
and salt and freshwater.



Most Ospreys in Connecticut nest along the coast, where there is an
abundance of rich shallows and suitable nest sites. Many also nest along
the state’s biggest rivers. The Osprey Nation map, below, provides a good
illustration of this.

In New England, Ospreys nest naturally on dead trees. Elsewhere
throughout their worldwide range, they nest on cliffs, large boulders, live
trees, and on the ground if there are no predators.

In Connecticut, many have taken advantage of human-made structures
such as utility poles, communications towers, railroad catenaries, and
Osprey platforms.

Their ability to nest within developed landscapes has been crucial to their
conservation success.

Between 1950-1970, Ospreys suffered widespread and unprecedented
declines across their North American range. Some of the worst losses
occurred on the heavily developed coastline stretching between New York
and Boston, including all Long Island Sound. Here, approximately 90% of
Osprey pairs disappeared, turning an abundant raptor into an imperiled
species. Birders growing up around the Sound during this period did not
count Osprey as common or familiar. An abundance that new birders
today might take for granted is seen as miraculous by those who bore
witness to the scarcity that came before.

The primary cause of the Osprey’s decline, and that of many other birds
of prey, was pesticide pollution.

Pesticides such as DDT/DDE were commonly used during the mid-20th
century. Small amounts of DDT/DDE contained in the flesh of fish entered
Osprey repeatedly, and this repeated exposure caused the chemical to
build up in the birds’ systems.

This high concentration came with a range of adverse health effects. The
most severe was eggshell thinning because of the chemicals’ interference
with calcium production and absorption.



During the period of steepest declines in the Northeast, Osprey eggshells
on average were 20% thinner than pre-DDT levels. This caused widespread
reproductive failure — eggs were broken in the nest and chicks lost.

Raptors in general were prone to the reproductive consequences of DDT,
and remain susceptible to pollutants today.

DDT and other associated pesticides were banned in the US in 1972. The
population of Ospreys and other birds swiftly rebounded. Trace amounts
of the chemical can still be found in certain Osprey populations,
especially in industrialized areas. But contamination is comparatively low
and is, for the most part, no longer a threat.

Osprey are still of some conservation concern, however, and face other
threats including collision with human-made structures, fishing-line
entanglement, and habitat/food-chain degradation.

As with all migratory species, the threats differ between breeding and
winter territories, as well as en route.

Comprehensive management plans for Osprey must consider the
conditions they experience here on the East Coast and in northern South
America and the West Indies, where they winter.

Thank you to the 2022 Osprey Nation volunteer stewards!
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