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Introduction

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Stewards 100 146 224 287 314 342 231 342

Nests with
data

174 322 420 540 603 732 733 814

Active
nests

210 250 337 394 416 501 510 558

Fledglings NA 356 490 607 725 650 549/744

observed/
estimated

858

Fledglings
per nest

1.42 1.45 1.54 1.74 1.30 1.08/1.46 1.54

Osprey Nation is a citizen science project that aims to capture Osprey nesting data
each year, so the data can be used as an indicator for other environmental issues. This
year we had a great turnout, with the highest number of reported fledglings since the
start of the project, in 2014. All of the Osprey Nation stewards volunteer throughout the
season, from April through August; they regularly monitor the hundreds of nests that
have been reported to us. Osprey Nation would not succeed without them.

In 2021 we changed the categories for the status of nests. This allowed us to collect
more information about why a nest might have failed. It also allowed us to determine
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how many fledglings there were for each successful nest. This more specific information
will give us a better idea of why a nest failed, or how successful a nest was.

2021
Osprey Nation Stewards compiled data on 814 nests, setting a project record (just
over 80 more than last year).

Of these, 558 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, 444 successfully fledged young.

The number of successful fledglings confirmed by stewards: 858.

The number of stewards was back up to 342, the same in 2019, following a
decline during the pandemic year of 2020.

For a number of nests the data were inconclusive or incomplete. Reports on those nests
were few, and while some of those nests had confirmed young, we received no reports
about whether the young birds fledged. As a result, the total number of fledglings in
Connecticut in 2021 was probably greater than reported above.

While many Osprey fledge the entirety of their clutch without issue (see Natural History,
below), it’s also common for some chicks to die before they leave the nest. Therefore
we can’t assume the number of chicks reported equals the number that fledged.
Fledging has to be explicitly confirmed.
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The Natural History of Osprey
The Osprey, ​Pandion haliaetus, ​is one of the most widespread and well-known of the
world’s raptors, and is the only raptor known to “plunge-dive” feet first in pursuit of fish.
Their piscivorous diet restricts them to habitats with shallow, fish-rich water, a category
that includes most wetlands and coastal areas. In Connecticut, Osprey are found
around both salt and freshwater, although the bulk of the population is clustered along
the coast, where there is an abundance of rich shallows and adequate nest sites.
Historically Osprey nested on dead trees, snags, and cliff faces, but many have
switched over to man-made structures, an adaptability that’s been crucial to their
conservation success.

Between the period of 1950-1970, Ospreys suffered widespread and unprecedented
declines all across their North American range. Some of the worst losses occurred on
the heavily developed, industrialized coastline that stretches between New York and
Boston, including all of the Long Island Sound. Here, approximately 90% of Osprey
pairs disappeared, turning a once abundant raptor into a scarce and imperiled species.

Certainly many birders growing up around the Sound during this period did not count
Osprey as common or familiar; an abundance that new birders might today take for
granted is still seen as miraculous by those who bore witness to the paucity that came
before.

The primary driver of the Osprey’s decline, which was mirrored across many other birds
of prey, was pesticide pollution. Organochlorine pesticides such as DDT/DDE were all
the rage during the mid 20th century, and their persistence in the ecosystem was
subject to intense biomagnification in the systems of top-predators. Small amounts of
DDT/DDE contained in the flesh of fish entered Osprey repeatedly, and this prolonged
exposure drove chemical build-ups in the birds’ system.

While this concentration came with a range of adverse health effects, the most severe
was eggshell thinning. During the period of steepest declines here in the Northeast,
average Osprey eggshell thickness was nearly 20% thinner than pre-DDT levels, and
this caused widespread reproductive failure— eggs were broken in the nest and
countless chicks lost. Raptors in general were very prone to the reproductive
consequences of DDT, and remain susceptible to pollutants today; their position as
high-trophic-level predators means that they often accumulate chemicals present in the
environment to a dangerous and unparalleled degree.
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DDT and other associated pesticides were banned in the US in 1972, and since that
time Ospreys and other affected birds have enjoyed swift rebounds in their population
size. Trace amounts of the chemical can still be found in certain Osprey populations,
especially those in industrial areas, but the magnitude of contamination is comparatively
low and is, for the most part, no longer a threat.

Ospreys are still of some conservation concern, however, and face a myriad of other
threats including collision with man-made structures (a downside to their ability to nest
in built-up areas), fishing line entanglement and habitat/food-chain degradation. As with
all migratory species, the threats facing Osprey are not constant; dangers differ
between breeding and winter territories, as well as en route, and comprehensive
management plans for Osprey must take into account the conditions they experience
both here on the East Coast and in northern South America and the West Indies, where
they winter.

One core requirement for any management plan is an understanding of population
parameters, trends, and distribution. The Osprey Nation project attempts to produce
such a picture through annual citizen-science monitoring, and collects a wide range of
spatial and temporal data suited to catch shifts in the status of Connecticut’s Osprey
population. During the project, the most notable change observed has been the
continued expansion of the Osprey population and range here in Connecticut. How long
this expansion can continue is, as of now, unclear (see ​2021 Data​).

2021 Season Results

1. Nest Site Maps

Picture 1: Osprey Nation nests throughout the state of Connecticut in 2021. Red pins
represent nests that we received conclusive data for. This means the reports allowed us
to confirm what was happening at the nest and what the nest outcome was for the year.
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 have needed additional
information to be able to make a conclusion for any of the yellow pins. All of the pins will
be reset to be the same color at the start of the 2022 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.
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2. 202​1 Data

Figure 1: The number of stewards over time from 2015 to 2021. The number of
stewards has had an upward trend in general. 2020 had a decrease in stewards due to
covid, but 2021 steward numbers made it back to the 2019 numbers.

Figure 2: The number of fledglings over time from 2015 to 2021. The number of total
confirmed fledglings reported to us has had an upward trend, although 2019 and 2020
had slightly lower numbers.
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Figure 3: Monitored nests over time, 2014 through 2021. Active nests have increased
each year that Osprey Nation has recorded data. This is a sign that the Osprey
population is growing, but is also definitely in part because the Osprey Nation program
is growing as well. We have more stewards that are involved and are collecting
information. The coverage of nests is increasing. In 2020, when there were many fewer
stewards due to Covid, the number of monitored nests still increased by one.

Figure 4: Active nests over time, 2014 through 2021. Active nests have increased each
year that Osprey Nation has recorded data.
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