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Conservation can be a frustrating and 
overwhelming business. It seems that 
there are often setbacks, incomplete 
victories, and times where things that 
seemed like settled progress can start to 
slip. It can be easy to feel overwhelmed 
and feel like nothing much can be done. 
In fact, one of the most frequent rebuttals 
I hear about working for conservation 
issues is that one person just can’t do 
enough to fix the problems. Perhaps I’m 
an irrepressible optimist or perhaps I 
don’t like simple stories, but that logic 
has never appealed to me. Didn’t every 
movement and every accomplishment 
start with one person saying, “Hold on. 
This isn’t right and I’m pretty sure some-
thing can be done about it”?
So, what can you do to help bird conser-
vation? As always, the VSO would be 
glad to have volunteers to help the board 
get even more done. For example, we are 
working to put an increasing emphasis on 
educating the next generation of conser-
vationists and we can always use people 
who are willing to take kids birding or go 
talk to a classroom. It can be a challenge 
to arrange something with a school, but 
I’ve done it and can help you, too. You 
can also meet directly with your General 
Assembly members to let them know 
how much we need conservation in the 
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Commonwealth. I hope you are writing to 
them already!
Thinking more broadly, theres’ some 
remarkably low-hanging fruit that you 
can incorporate into your daily life. A web 
browser called Ecosia (www.ecosia.org) 
uses its ad revenue to plant native trees 
in projects around the world. Yes, you can 
plant trees to help birds just by browsing 
the web as usual!
Another thing I’ve started doing is buying 
carbon offsets for my travel through a 
website called Cool Effect  
(www.cooleffect.org). What I find par-
ticularly appealing is that it’s possible to 
choose the projects that you fund with 
your offsets, so you can decide to protect 
grasslands in the Midwest or help refor-
est Madagascar, among others.
Will any of these individual actions stop 
climate change or stop the decline of 
songbirds?  No, but they help. To para-
phrase the writer Eric Liu, “Society be-
comes how you behave.” So our actions 
add up and taking those actions feels 
very empowering, indeed. If you have 
other suggestions for how VSO members 
can help push conservation forward, I’d 
be happy to hear them. Until next time, 
enjoy fall migration and have fun out 
there.
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CONSERVATION CORNER

The Conservation Committee has a 
budget of $2,500.00 to spend every year 
on a project which benefits avian species 
or habitat for a species found in Virginia.  
Usually we offer amounts of $500.00 or 
$1,000.00 which gives us an opportunity 
to support more than one candidate.  But 
this year, we felt a project was worthy of 
the entire amount
The award was given this year to Jon-
athan Clark, a M.S. in Student Envi-
ronmental Science & Policy at George 
Mason University. He is investigating the 
population genomics of the Atlantic Song 
Sparrow. 
Quoting Jonathan “The song sparrow 
(Melospiza melodia) is a ubiquitous North 
American songbird with a diverse array 
of subspecies spanning nearly every 
terrestrial habitat in the United States. 
While the song sparrow is best known 
as a common backyard visitor, there 
are numerous specialized subspecies 
that have conquered extreme environ-
ments from the arid southwest to the 
frigid Aleutian Islands. One such unique 
subspecies, the Atlantic song sparrow 
(M.m. atlantica), inhabits the sand dunes 
of the Mid-Atlantic coast, but very little 
is known about the relationship of this 
subspecies to other members of its 
complex. The Atlantic song sparrow ex-
ists in an extremely limited range. Thus, 
the coastline of Virginia’s eastern shore 
and the Chesapeake make up substan-
tial portions of its habitat. We plan to 
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analyze the population genomic struc-
ture between the Atlantic song sparrow 
and generalist eastern song sparrow 
(M.m. melodia) using a restriction-site 
associated DNA sequencing (RADseq) 
method 2,3 on samples collected along a 
coastal-to-inland transect. We expect to 
find clear differences in single nucleotide 
polymorphisms (SNPs) between subspe-
cies due to significant differences in the 
size of their bills, which the Atlantic song 
sparrow uses as a radiator of heat. There 
is also a possibility that we will confirm 
putative hybrids of the two subspecies 
from locations proximal to the coast, un-
less there are strong barriers preventing 
introgression between them. Associated 
metadata for bill size exists for several of 
the DNA samples, allowing for parallel 
analysis of genomic and morphological 
clines. Broadly, this project will help 
advance the knowledge of ecological spe-
ciation by investigating the relationship 
of two parapatric conspecific populations 
with extremely different life histories. 
This project will also create a basis of 
understanding for future whole-genome 
re-sequencing work to identify specific 
genes that differ between these subspe-
cies and how they relate to phenotypic 
traits. The DNA samples which will be 
used in this project were collected during 
former fieldwork on these subspecies by 
researchers at the Smithsonian Migratory 
Bird Center. The DNA concentration of 
these samples has been recently evalu-
ated to assure that they are of sufficient 
quality for this project. As all field work, 
DNA extraction, quality assurance, and 
RADseq library preparation has already 
been done, funding is only required for 
DNA sequencing. These samples will be 
sequenced using high-throughput meth-

ods on Illumina machines, which is the 
most reliable and cost-effective means of 
sequencing RADseq libraries. Funding of 
$2486 would allow for the sequencing of 
all 218 samples.
This type of research is cutting edge.   It 
does not require trapping and re-trapping 
which is costly and can be hit-or-miss.  It 
is being used for other species of birds, 
like the American Kestrel and the Gold-
en-winged warbler and Wilson’s Warbler.
This information comes from the Amer-
ican Kestrel Genoscape project. All 
individuals have slight variations in their 
genetic code. This also goes for popula-
tions within a species. Without getting 
too technical, populations are groups 
of individuals that interbreed or have 
the potential to interbreed. Therefore, 
individuals within a population have more 
similar genetic codes to each other than 
to individuals from other populations. 
By looking at the genetic codes across 
lots of individuals across space (be it a 
landscape, state, region, or even conti-
nent) we can determine where different 
populations exist. The map of these 
genetically distinct populations across 
geographical space, we call a genoscape.
Upon understanding a species’  
genoscape, we can then screen individ-
uals to figure out which population they 
are from. This is the basis of UCLA’s Bird 
Genoscape Project, which is looking at 
genetic samples of dozens of migratory 
bird species to understand where popu-
lations breed, migrate, and over-winter 
for each species. This is full annual cycle 
research and gives a more complete 
picture.  
We are very happy to support Jonathan’s 
exciting research! 
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The VSO annual field trip to Virginia Beach will be held Friday, November 30 through 
Sunday, December 2, 2018. Trips on Friday, 11/30 are still being planned. There will be 
a Meet and Greet at 7 on Friday night at the hospitality room on the 12th floor of the 
hotel. Bring a nibble to share and BYOB. On Saturday, a visit to the Chesapeake Bay 
Bridge Tunnel (CBBT) Island 4, the only one open, is scheduled. Participation will be 
limited to the first 30 to sign up since there is a requirement to pay a security guard 
to accompany each group of 15. The fee is $10 per person for the cost of the security 
guard; please bring cash so that the fee can be paid to CBBT Saturday morning. The 
security information form, which must be filled out by each participant, is available at: 
www.cbbt.com/forms/2011RevisedRESEARCHERBirdingApp.pdf  and must be in my 
hands by November 15 as I must deliver them to the CBBT 10 days in advance of our 
visit. Please fill out ONLY page 2 which is headed: Each individual in this Group must 
provide the following information & email, or mail to me, Lee Adams Box 1671 Freder-
icksburg, VA 22402. I will fill out the group information that is requested. 
After we leave the CBBT we will drive to the Eastern Shore of Virginia, and continue 
to Chincoteague. Sunday morning we will visit Back Bay NWR. For additions to the 
schedule & updates, please check VSO’s website:www.virginiabirds.org/

LODGING:
There will be a blocks of rooms available at Comfort Suites Beachfront (VA563) To 
register for the group rate you must mention the Virginia Society of Ornithology. Re-
serve rooms by Nov 16 for the group rate. 
Comfort Suites Beachfront (VA563) 2321 Atlantic Avenue Virginia Beach, VA 23451
(757) 491-2400/ FAX (757) 491-8204 $74 + tax.  
www.comfortsuites.com/hotel-virginia_beach-virginia-VA563

TRIP REGISTRATION
It is important to register for the field trips as participation is limited. Register with 
the trip coordinator, Lee Adams, by email by November 15 at leeloudenslageradams@
gmail.com. Please put VSO VIRGINIA BEACH TRIP in the subject line of the email, 
and include your name, e-mail address & cell phone number, and the field trips you 
are requesting.
VERY Important! All VSO field trips will have a registration fee of $20 for NON- 
members only. This fee will be applied to an individual membership that will be active 
until the end of 2019. If two or more people from the same family register, the registra-
tion fee will be $25, which covers a family membership. Groups of students accompa-
nied by their instructor are exempt from this fee. Non-members can join in advance at 
http://virginiabirds.net/VSO-Store.html 

Virginia Beach Trip November 30- December 2, 2018

A Ruddy Turnstone 

A Sanderling and Ruddy Turnstone
Photos by Shirley Devan
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South Africa is a birding paradise, from 
one species of penguins on the beach 
near Cape Town, to the many glorious 
species of sunbirds in the flowers instead 
of our N. American hummingbirds. I 
have been able to travel three times to 
S. Africa with students in my work at 
Bridgewater College and I am eager to 
return on a more serious birding adven-
ture.  I am in contact with Birding Africa, 
the company that the Ohio Ornithology 
Society used for their trip that netted 
them 350 species of birds, plus many of 
the most sought after mammals – el-
ephants, cheetahs, lions!  If there is an 
intrepid group of Virginia birders ready 
to trek to S. Africa, I would like to help 
organize to get us there.  The earliest 
we could travel is 2020, and even those 
bookings for groups are about to close, 
so 2021 might have to be the year.  The 
maximum group size is 12, and the presi-
dent of Ohio Ornithology raved about the 
trip – from the birds, good pace, excellent 
accommodations, good food.  If you are 
interested in going to S. Africa, would you 
please email me, Robyn Puffenbarger at 
rpuffenb@bridgewater.edu so I can see 
if we have enough interest to pursue a 
group booking! 

By Robyn A. Puffenbarger, Ph.D  
Chair & Associate Professor, Biology, 
Bridgewater College

Bird South Africa

Jackass Penguins
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The Coastal Virginia Wildlife Observatory (CVWO) received a $1,000.00 Virginia 
Society of Ornithology Conservation Fund Grant in 2016. That amount supplemented 
funds from CVWO’s Ruth Beck Research Fund to purchase a Motus Wildlife Tracking 
System (Motus) to be installed at Craney Island, Portsmouth in collaboration with the 
Norfolk District Office of the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers.  
Motus (Latin for ‘movement’) is a Bird Studies Canada research partnership with 
Acadia University and collaborating researchers and organizations. The program uses 
radio telemetry to study the movement and behavior of birds, bats, and large insects 
affixed with digitally-encoded radio transmitters that broadcast signals several times 
per minute. These signals are detected by automated radio telemetry stations that 
scan continuously for signals year-round. When results from stations are combined, 
the array can track animals across a diversity of landscapes covering thousands of 
kilometers. There are more than 350 Motus receiving stations from Bathurst Inlet, 
Nunavut, Canada to southern Argentina and as far west as Vancouver Island, Canada. 
The Craney Island Motus station is Virginia’s eighth.
After unexpected technical and administrative delays, CVWO’s  Andy Hawkins and 
Dave Youker installed the Craney Island Motus apparatus, powered by a solar panel, in 
August  2018. Once the system is fully operational data “hits” will be downloaded to a 
laptop then transmitted to Bird Studies Canada for researcher access. CVWO is very 
grateful for the VSO’s support and is proud to be a part of this significant international 
research network.  Results from the Craney Island station will be reported as soon as 
CVWO is made aware of them.

Coastal Virginia Wildlife Observatory Installs 
a Craney Island Motus Radio Telemetry Station

New Members Pam Narney   Colonial Beach, VA
Tim Resch   Alexandria, VA
Jessica Bowser    Alexandria, VA
Victor Laubach    Waynesboro, VA
Debra Joll,    Charlotte, NC
Mary and Daniel    Dellatorre, Rockville, MD
Joseph, Coppock    Charlottesville, VA
James Ford    Fishersville, VA
Connie Terrafranca    Vienna, VA
Ira Lianez    Staunton, VA
Mary Roth    Bridgewater, VA

Photo by Inge Curtis, VSO Member
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PLEASE RETURN THIS FORM WITH YOUR 
CHECK, PAYABLE TO THE VSO:

VSO

PO BOX 5994 

WILLIAMSBURG, VA 23188-5994
You may also join, renew and purchase items 
online at: 
www.virginiabirds.org/membership-and-donate 
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Name & Address: ____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
Email address: _______________________________________________________________  
      
_____ Check here if you wish to receive VSO publications electronically by email via Constant 
Contact. Print your email address clearly. (Note that we do not share members’ email address-
es with any other organizations. The VSO may contact you by email to notify you of upcoming 
events, field trips, annual meetings, and organization news. You may opt out of these email 
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New Renewing Gift   
Contributing Membership $60
Sustaining Membership $35
Family Membership $25
Active Membership $20
Student Membership $10
Life Membership (individual)$500
I would like to make a donation to:
$_______Virginia Breeding Bird Atlas 2 project
$_______ American Kestrel Nest Box Project
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If you have questions about your membership, contact Membership Secretary Shirley Devan at:  
vsomembership@cox.net Your support means so much to the success of the VSO. Thank you!
[The Virginia Society of Ornithology is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization and all membership fees, dona-
tions, and contributions are tax deductible.]

Time to Renew your 2019 VSO Membership

VSO Merchandise
Virginia’s Birdlife “Gold Book”  
(Rottenborn, Brinkley 2007)  $20.00
VSO Arm Patch  $4.00
VSO Cloisonné Pin  $5.00
VSO Field Checklist  FREE!  
Download the latest 2018 list at:
www.virginiabirds.org/publications/
field-checklist


