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NEWSLETTER NO. 3 – LATE JULY 2021 
 

SECOND SECTION MOWED, BIRDS DID NOT DISPERSE 
 

 
    Circle 1 just prior to mid-June mowing 
 
  
Much has happened since my June newsletter. The section of the study-fields set aside for “late 
mowing” was harvested June 15-16 – approximately one-month later than the “early-mowing” section. 
Point counts continued once a week through the fourth week of July.  Both study species – Eastern 
Meadowlarks and Grasshopper Sparrows, remained abundant throughout the May-June-July 
breeding season, and we have evidence of re-nesting in July for both species. 
 
The June 15-16 Cut 
 
The section closest to the Patuxent River was cut June 15-16 – a full month later than two sections 
that were cut May 15-16.  The grass was tall and provided good hay production.  We set the cutting 
machine high – about 7 inches, compared to standard haying height of about 3.5 inches.  We are still 
analyzing the impact of the higher cut on overall hay production, but we were determined to give the 
birds as much opportunity as possible to escape the direct impact of mowing.  In that regard, our 
haying crew observed that fleeing birds tended to head for the areas already mowed and to nearby 
trees, not to other areas of tall grass. This is an interesting contrast to some experiments with mowing 
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patterns considered “bird-friendly”. For example, some have recommended mowing in a circular 
pattern from the center out, so that nesting birds near the central part of the field always have the 
maximum tall grass to fly to. But the behavior of the Eastern Meadowlarks and the Grasshopper 
Sparrows in our fields suggests they prefer to fly to areas that give them maximum visibility of 
potential danger, even if they themselves become more visible.   
 
We believe that setting the mower to cut high spared some nests or eggs in the section mowed in 
mid-May.  In the section mowed in mid-June, we had hoped for additional evidence that recently-
fledged nestlings might also benefit from this adjustment.  However, neither the mowing crew not the 
point counters have been able to confirm that potential benefit because any nestlings have remained 
hidden. 
 
Evidence of Re-Nesting 
 
After the mid-June mowing, we hoped to acquire more solid evidence of breeding, particularly birds 
carrying food.  In fact, carrying food was observed for both species in July. This was important 
confirmation of breeding – and probable re-nesting.  The lack of observations of birds carrying food 
during earlier periods of the count was particularly frustrating insofar as the birds were abundant 
throughout and clearly breeding right under our noses.  But in July, carrying food was observed on 
several counts. 
 
Why did it take so long for this breeding behavior to show up in our counts?  We speculate that there 
is a problem with observing Eastern Meadowlarks and Grassland Sparrows using 10-minute point 
counts. When the counter walks out to the center of the count circle, the birds disperse and remain 
wary for the full 10 minutes at least. They will perch and sing, they will chatter and occasionally 
engage in a chase, but it seemed to us that all feeding of young would be suspended as long as we 
were conducting the county in the middle of the field.  In the future, we will consider alternative 
methods of counting – such as from the field edge with a telescope – to be less disruptive to the birds’ 
normal activities. 
 
In my last newsletter I noted that the overall abundance of both the Eastern Meadowlarks and 
Grasshopper Sparrows did not decline in the circles that we had mowed in May. They remained 
singing and calling from the stubble left between the hay bales, or from the hay bales 
themselves.  This turned out to be true of the circle affected by the June mowing as well. While there 
was a clear dip in the number of birds in the first count after mowing, the population bounced back 
thereafter. Mowing did not appear to result in any significant dispersal after mowing. Instead the 
breeding birds showed strong reluctant to leave the newly-mowed area where they had initially tried 
to nest. 
 
Our tentative conclusion is that fidelity to nesting territories appears strong enough for surviving birds 
to remain on territory until mowed grass grows back long enough to attempt re-nesting. 
 
Please feel free to call David at any time with questions about this experiment. 
David Moulton at 240 278 4473, Moulton.DavidH@gmail.com. 
 


