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ABSTRACT 

During the breeding seasons of 1991-1992, status surveys, 

using amplified taped call playbacks, were conducted in South 

Carolina for 3 marsh bird spec1es declared of management 

concern by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service: American 

Bittern 

exilis), 

(Botaurus 

and Black 

lentiqinous), Least Bittern (Ixobrychus 

Rail (Laterallus jamaicensis). Status 

information was also collected on 3 species of state interest, 

King Rail ( Rallus elegans), Pied-billed Grebe ( Podilymbus 

podiceps) and Purple Gallinule ( Porphyirula martinica). Least 

Bitterns were found to be fairly common breeding residents in 

the outer coastal plain and localized in the inner coastal 

plain. Only 1 American Bittern was found during the survey; 

Black Rails were found to be more widespread, but localized, 

along the outer coastal plain than previously suspected. Pied

billed Grebes occurred regularly 1n the outer coastal plain 

and became less numerous and local 1n the inner coastal plain. 

King Rails have apparently declined sharply from the piedmont 

and inner coastal plain regions and were confined primarily to 

the outer coast. Too few Purple Gallinules were found to 

provide status information. No marsh birds were found in the 

South Carolina piedmont during this survey despite the 

presence of suitable habitat in the form of numerous beaver 

ponds, farm ponds and reservoir backwaters. Coastal Waterfowl 



Management Areas (WMA's), featuring impounded fresh and 

brackish water marsh, were by far the most productive habitat 

for marsh birds, and Bear Island WMA had the most diverse and 

highest numbers of marsh birds due to a variety of marsh 

habitat types, and a management program that allowed for some 

standing water during the breeding season. Mill ponds and 

Carolina bays featuring depression meadows and permanent ponds 

were of minor importance for marsh birds in the inner coastal 

plain, where natural fresh water marsh was scarce. Although 

this survey was not able to ascertain the long-term status of 

marsh birds, 3 of the 4 regular breeders (discounting Purple 

Gallinules and American Bitterns), Least Bitterns, Black Rails 

and Pied-billed Grebes, seem fairly secure in South Carolina. 

King Rails should be a high priority in wetland management and 

research programs, especially for the inner coastal plain and 

piedmont. Since very little natural habitat is available for 

marsh birds in South Carolina, these species have to rely on 

manipulations of artificial habitats, especially waterfowl 

impoundments, for their management needs. More research is 

needed to 

impoundments 

specify those needs, but maintaining some 

with deeper water during the breeding season 

would be beneficial. 



INTRODUCTION 

Three "marsh bird" species have recently been declared "of 

management concern" in Region 4 (southeast) by the U. s. Fish and 

Wildlife Service: American Bittern (Botaurus lentiginosus), Least 

Bittern (Ixobrychus exilis) and Black Rail (Laterallus jamaicensis) 

(Anon. 1987). Concern for all 3 species has focused on loss of 

wetland habitat, a suggested area-dependency for bitterns, and 

presumed small and restricted distributions for the Black Rail. The 

status, distribution, and habitat needs for American Bitterns and 

Black Rails are poorly known in South Carolina; Least Bitterns are 

considered fairly common, if not localized breeders, in the coastal 

plain, American Bitterns are considered casual (<7 records) 

breeders and uncommon winter residents, and Black Rails are 

considered accidental {1 confirmed record) breeders and rare winter 

residents in the state (Post and Gauthreaux 1989). 

These species, along with other marsh birds such as coots, 

gallinules, grebes, and other rail species, are often associated 

with waterfowl management areas in South Carolina, but have largely 

been neglected in waterfowl research and management projects. There 

is a need to address the status and habitat needs of nongame marsh 

birds because the documented loss of wetland habitat may make some 

species vulnerable, there is high interest among birdwatchers and 

naturalists in some of these species, especially the Black Rail, 

and these species may benefit from informed waterfowl management 

decisions. 
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This final report is the result of a statewide marsh bird 

survey conducted in South Carolina during the breeding seasons of 

1991 and 1992. Objectives were to: 

1) Determine the distribution and status of 3 species of 

concern - American Bittern, Least Bittern and Black Rail 

- during the breeding season in South Carolina. 

2} Determine the distribution and status of other marsh 

birds associated with these species, especially King 

Rails (Rallus elegans), Pied-billed Grebes (Podilymbus 

podiceps) and Purple Gallinules ( Porphyirula martinica). 

3) Describe qualitatively the habitats and suggested 

management needs for these species. 

METHODS 

Most marsh birds are secretive and difficult to census; 

however, 4 of the 6 species in this study have been successfully 

surveyed using conspecific tape-recorded playback calls: Black Rail 

(Runde et. al. 1990); Least Bittern (Swift et. al. 1988); King Rail 

(Marion et. al. 1981} and Pied-billed Grebe (Johnson et. al. 1981). 

We were not aware of any studies using tape recorded calls for 

censusing American Bitterns, but assumed that this species would 

respond to its own call during the breeding season. 

Taped calls for these species were taken from commercially

available cassette tapes; a Black Rail tape, made in Florida and 

featuring the "chrrr" (grrr) call, in addition to the typical "ki 

ki ker" call, was also used. No call playbacks were used for Purple 
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Gallinules; this species was surveyed by sightings alone. 

Surveys were conducted primarily from vehicles along roads or 

causeways adjacent to marsh bird habitat. A portable 32 watt (Model 

S-302, Perma Power, Inc.) amplifier with 2 horn speakers was used 

to broadcast taped calls at .2 mile intervals (a survey point) with 

a 2-minute play time. In cases where vehicle access was not 

possible, a hand-held portable cassette recorder was used at 

strategic habitat sampling points. 

Our original intent to survey randomly-selected areas was 

changed as a result of too few marsh habitats being found; we 

instead had to survey as many varied and accessable habitats as 

possible that we felt had a reasonable chance to support marsh 

birds. Sites chosen to survey were initially determined through 

USGS topographic maps, then visited to evaluate their feasibility 

as marsh bird habitat. If marsh habitat was present, the site was 

used in the survey. 

Breeding surveys were conducted statewide from May through 

August, with efforts concentrated on public state and federal 

coastal waterfowl management areas (WMA's) that provided 

approximately ]60,000 acres of marshland habitat. All marsh birds 

seen or heard were counted; a running tally of birds recorded was 

kept for sites with multiple visits and some birds were undoubtedly 

counted more than once. To provide comparisons between areas with 

unequal survey points, figures were converted to survey points per 

bird, a relative density figure. The number of birds per visit to 

each area was also calculated. Survey routes at waterfowl 
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management areas were selected based on accessibility and 

representation of a range of wetland habitats that included watered 

and dewatered impoundments, brackish, saline, and freshwater marsh, 

open water, and marshlands with varied vegetative structure and 

species composition. 

RESULTS 

One hundred and fifty different sites representing 1, 276 

survey points were surveyed from early May through late August over 

a 2-year period; more than 100 other sites were also visited but 

were considered unsuitable as marsh bird habitat. Survey areas 

consisted of 12 public WMA's, 7 private plantations managed for 

waterfowl, 

backwaters, 

46 

24 

man-made 

beaver 

ponds, 

ponds, 

gravel pits, reservoirs or 

23 Carolina bays, and 38 

"miscellaneous" (Table 1). The miscellaneous category included 

natural or human-modified stream bottoms, river marsh, ox-bow 

lakes, swales and wet fields. The major survey effort focused on 7 

public WMA's: Santee National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), Savannah NWR, 

Bear Island Wildlife Management Area, Samworth WMA, Santee Delta 

WMA, Santee Coastal Reserve and Tom Yawkey Wildlife Center. These 

7 areas were visited 28 times in 1991 and 17 in 1992. Refuges 

visited on a less regular basis included the Cape Romain NWR (Bulls 

Island)(1), Sandhills NWR (1), ACE Basin NWR (1), Enoree River WMA 

(2) and Broad River WMA (2). 

Least Bitterns were the most abundant of the 3 species of 

management concern and were found in 3 of 5 habitat categories: 
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WMA's (N=l86), ponds and reservoirs (N=S) and miscellaneous (N=l) 

(Table 1); 192 bitterns were counted as these locations. 

Thirty-eight Black Rails responded (none were actually seen 

except incidentally during another survey) to the taped calls at 3 

WMA's: Bear Island, Yawkey Center and Santee Coastal Reserve. Only 

1 American Bittern, probably a non-breeder, was found (Bear 

Island). 

King and Clapper ( Rallus longirostrus) Rails often occur 

together in tidal marshes and have similar calls (Mean ley and 

Wetherbee 1962). In 1991 only those rails actually seen were 

classified as Kings (i.e. if rusty coloration was noted). In 1992 

we felt more confident about dist,inguishing calls of the 2 and 

listed those response calls with deeper and more metallic notes as 

Kings; we realize, however, that some of these calls could have 

come from Clapper Rails. All King-Clapper type rail calls heard at 

inland sites were counted as King Rails. A total of 263 King or 

Clapper Rails were seen or heard, of which 67 were considered King 

Rails. In 1992, broadcast calls were not used at most WMA's on the 

outer coastal plain for Kings and Clappers because they were 

considered widespread in these habitats and of lower priority. All 

"Kings" but 7 at inland sites were associated with WMA's or the 

tidal marshes adjoining them. 

Pied-billed Grebes were found primarily in WMA's (N=54); 

(because of their wide-spread abundance and lower priority, no 

record was kept of grebes at WMA' s in 1992). Eight grebes '.-Jere 

counted at Carolina bays and l was found Ln an oxbow lake 
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("miscellaneous"). Six Purple Gallinules were counted at 3 

different WMA's and 1 pond. 

Public WMA' s were by far the most productive marsh bird 

habitat. These areas supported 95.7% of the species but represented 

76.0% of the survey points. The 7 private WMA's had few marsh 

birds during our survey (2 Least Bitterns and 1 Rallus sp.) which 

represented less than 1.0% of the total birds with 6.4% of the 

survey points. Carolina bays, ponds and reservoirs, beaver ponds, 

and miscellaneous represented the remainder of the survey points at 

17.5%, but supported only 3.2% of the total marsh birds counted 

(Table 1). Despite an abundance of suitable habitat, none of the 

surveyed species were found at inland beaver ponds (N=24) although 

Green-backed Herons (Butorides virescens) were plentiful at these 

locations. 

Coastal WMA's were not equally preferred by marsh birds. Bear 

Island was the most productive of the 7 areas, featuring 53.5% of 

the marsh birds and representing 27.7% of the survey points (Table 

2). The Yawkey Center, Savannah NWR, Santee Coastal Reserve and 

Santee NWR featured fewer marsh birds than expected (58. 4% of 

survey points; 2 9. 1% of birds). Samworth and Santee Delta had 

slightly more birds in proportion to the survey effort ( 17.4% 

birds, 13.7% survey points). When discounting call responses from 

potential Clapper Rails (Rallus sp. ), which accounted for over a 

third of the total bird response (Table 1), Bear Is land and 

Samworth had about twice as many bird responses as survey points 

while Savannah NWR, Santee Delta and Yawkey had fewer birds than 
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expected; Santee NWR had an equal number of survey points and bird 

responses. 

Adjusted survey counts (combined at locations for both years}, 

representing survey points per bird, showed that Bear Island had 

the highest density of Least Bitterns at 1 bittern per 2.6 survey 

points while the Yawkey Center and Savannah NWR had the lowest 

bittern density (1 per 24.6 and 11.5 survey points, respectively) 

(Table 2). Of the 38 Black Rails counted during this survey, 31 

were found at Bear Island, 5 at the Yawkey Center, and 2 at the 

Santee Coastal Reserve (Murphy Island; 1 Black Rail may have 

responded to the tape at Cedar Island but the call was unfamiliar 

to us). Bear Island also had the highest density of Black Rails 

at 1 bird per 8.2 survey points, while Santee Coastal had 1 rail 

every 28.0 points and Yawkey had 1 rail per 39.4 survey points. At 

Bear Island 3.4 Black Rails were found for each visit, and Santee 

Coastal and Yawkey had 0.6 rails per visit. 

Samworth and Santee Delta had the highest density of Rallus 

sp. in 1991 of the 7 WMA's {1 per 1.5 and 1.8 survey points, 

respectively) while Santee NWR had the lowest (1 per 11.5 survey 

points). Savannah NWR and Yawkey Center were in the range of 1 per 

5 survey points. 

Pied-billed Grebes were found consistently at 2 WMA's, Santee 

NWR and Bear Island, and were more abundant at Bear Island (1 bird 

per 3.5 survey points versus 19.9 survey points); an average of 0.9 

grebe per visit was noted at Santee NWR and 8.2 grebes per visit at 

Bear Island; 1 grebe was found at the ACE Basin NWR. 
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Purple Gallinules are found in ponds with thick clumps of lily 

pads and pickerel weed (Pontedaria), and stands of emergent grasses 

and sedges for cover and nest sites (Sprunt and Chamberlain 1949). 

This habitat is locally distributed within the state and is most 

common on the outer coast. Relatively few ponds of this type were 

found during our survey, and we suggest that other methods will be 

needed to provide an adequate status survey for this specles. 

Most marsh bi r ds were found i n the outer coastal plain. Least 

Bitt.erns, Kinq Rail s , ilncl Pi .. e ci-hi l.lec! ~rehes were also f o und in the 

inner coastal rLain, not.a bly at Sa nt.ee NWR, a bout GO miles inland, 

but also as far i nland as t he fall l ine (120 miles). No marsh birds 

were found ln the South Carolina piedmont, despite surveys of 2 

inland WMA's and > 50 beaver ponds, farm ponds, reservolr 

backwaters and stream marshes. 

Least Bitterns were as sociat ed primarily wi t h fresh and 

brac kish water impoundments feat.llring dense stands of ca ttail 

(Typha latifolia, T· angustifolia, T· domingensis) located within 

pools of open water. Bitte rns were a lso f ound occasionally in dense 

stands of c utg rass (Zizaniopsis miliacea) and saw-g ra ss (Cladium 

jamaicense). 

Blac k r ails were ass oc i ated wi t h managed and 11nmanage d t idal 

brackish marsh. !Jnmanaged Black Rai l habitat consisted of thick 

needlerush (Juncus roeme rianus) stands while managed habitats were 

infrequently flooded "high" marsh with predominantly clumps o f 

shorter Spartina s pec les (~. patens, bakeri), saltmarsh bulrush 



(Scirpus robustus) and salt grass (Distichlis spicata). Water 

levels of unmanaged needlerush marsh rarely exceeded a few inc hes, 

except during spring tide s, while managed high marsh was mostly 

dry. 

The American Bittern, probably a non-breeder, was found l n a 

fresh-brackish cattail impoundment with scattered pools of open 

water and thick emergent vegetation. 

Pied-billed Grebes were found in open water habitats featuring 

emergent vegetat ion. At WMA's g rebes were usually found in similar 

habitats as Least Bi tte rns, but were more associated with permanent 

ponds that were not drawn down. Inland habitats c ons is ted of 

Carolina bays and l oxbow lake. 

King (and Clapper Rails) occupied the widest variety of 

habitats tidal, brackish, and freshwater marsh with a varied 

specles composition and vegetative structure. Outside of the 

Santee NWR, only 7 King Rails were found at inland sites during 

this survey: 3 ln a cattail marsh backwater at Lake Brown, Barnwell 

County, 1 ln a cattail marsh at Lake Warren, Hampton County, 2 in 

Carolina bays, Lee and Clarendon County and 1 in a stream marsh, 

Kershaw County. 

Survey results from 1992 were not appreciably different from 

1991. For Least Bitterns, some increases and decreases were noted 

at the same WMA between years but overall, the number of points per 

bird for the 6 WMA's with 2-year data was similar between years ( 

5.1 points in 1991, 5.4 points in 1992). 'l'he number of bitterns 

per visit was down in 1992 (3.3 birds versus 4.1 birds in 1991). 
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Black Rails were somewhat more prevalent at Bear Island ln 1992 

than 1991: 1 rail per 6.4 points and 4.3 rails per visit in 1992 

compared to 9.6 points per rail and 3.0 rails per visit in 1993. 

Black Rails were not found at the Yawkey Center in 1992, when 5 

were recorded in 1991; there were no obvious reasons for the 

absence of rails in 1992. One new rail location was Murphy Island 

in the Santee Coastal Reserve. 

Many of the non-WMA localities surveyed in 1991 were checked 

again in 1992; considerable effort was spent in the piedmont 

locating and surveying marsh habitats, and nearly all inland and 

coastal sites were checked at least twice during the 2-year period. 

DISCUSSION 

We believe that broadcast taped calls are an effective technique 

for censusing marsh birds, and essential for censuslng such 

secretive species as rails. All species responded to the calls, 

usually by vocalizing, but sometimes by visual investigation. We 

did note a decline in response as the breeding season progressed; 

for example 12 Least Bitterns were counted at Bear Island on 7 May, 

12 on 5 June, 11 on 10 July and 0 on 21 August. King, Clapper and 

Black Rails followed this pattern as well. In August only 1 Black 

Rail was counted at both Bear Island and Yawkey Center while 10 

were counted in July, 6 in June and 6 in May. The American Bittern 

seen at Bear Island on 10 July flew by and landed near the survey 

point, apparently to investigate the taped call, but did not 

vocalize. This bird could have been a nonbreeding individual since 

10 



it was not recorded at this survey point before or after. No 

American Bittern calls were heard at any survey location during the 

study period. 

Our findings confirm the general views on status for 2 of the 

3 species of management concern ln South Carolina, Least and 

American Bittern. We suggest that Black Rails are more widely 

distributed in the outer coastal plain than previously believed, 

although they may be localized and not abundant anywhere. The 

habitat Black Rails used in this survey is widespread and found in 

numerous waterfowl impoundments consisting of 70,000 acres and 

tidal river brackish marsh comprising 35,000 acres from Georgetown 

to Jasper County. Much of this habitat, however is accessible only 

by boat or is private property. 

Black Rails were not considered abundant at the 3 locations 

where they were found. At Bear Island, an average of 0.65 Black 

Rails per mile of survey was noted and the figure at Yawkey Center 

was 0.15 rails per mile. This was despite the widespread 

availability of habitat similar to where Black Rails had been 

found. 

No Black Rails were found away from the outer coastal plain, 

although a concerted effort was made to find them. Suitable short 

grass "high marsh" was found at many inland localities including 

the Santee NWR, some Carolina bays that featured wet depression 

meadows, and numerous beaver ponds that featured dense stands of 

fresh water varities of Juncus. An unusual Black Rail inland 

occurrence was in Anderson County (approximate altitude 800 feet) 
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in 1975 when LeGrand (1976) found this species in a backwater marsh 

dominated by Juncus effusus. The bird was not found after 20 May 

and could have been a migrant. Historical records for inland 

nesting of Black Rails exist for North Carolina (Raleigh area, 

Pearson et.al. 1959) and Georgia (Athens area, Burleigh 1958) but 

no recent evidence of inland nesting is known. To date only 1 Black 

Rail nest has been confirmed in South Carolina, at Mt.Pleasant, 

Charleston County, in 1903 (Post and Gauthreaux 1989). 

Officially classified as a rare winter visitor (Post and 

Gauthreaux 1989), several recent records of wintering Black Rails 

from Georgetown and Charleston County suggest that it may occur on 

a regular basis in South Carolina at that time of year. 

We tried to determine the period of time when Black Rails 

respond to taped calls. With a limited sample, our first response 

was the third week in April and the last was in late August. No 

response was noted ln September or October. 

Although considered inconspicuous and retiring, (Bent 1926, 

Sprunt and Chamberlain 1949), Least Bitterns were fairly common at 

most coastal WMA's visited during the survey and were not hard to 

find, even without a tape recorder. This species is probably 

overlooked at many locations where it could occur if the proper 

habitat is available. Post and Seals (1991) found Least Bitterns to 

be of one the most abundant breeding marsh birds at a low salinity 

impounded cattail marsh ln Charleston County, with a density of 

about 1 nest per acre. 

Least Bittern distribution dropped off sharply away from the 
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outer coastal plain; good inland numbers occurred at Savannah River 

Site (Norris 1963) and Santee NWR with smaller numbers observed at 

several millponds in the vicinity of these 2 areas. No bittern 

locations in the piedmont were found, despite the presence of 

apparently suitable habitat at beaver ponds and backwater marshes. 

Pied-billed Grebes and King-Clapper Rails were, like Least 

Bitterns, more abundant on the outer coastal plain. WMA's, lake 

backwaters and Carolina bays provided some habitat for these 

species inland. 

A significant finding of this survey was the few number of 

King Rails at inland coastal sites and the absence of rails from 

the piedmont. King Rails were at 1 time considered fairly common 

permanent residents ln South Carolina ( Sprunt and Chamberlain 

194 9), but are now considered rare away from tidewater by some 

observers (Eddleman et. al. 1988, LeGrand 1991). King Rails were 

"blue-listed" (an early warnlng list of specles possibly ln 

trouble) by the National Audubon Society in the 1970's and 80's and 

considered threatened outside of Florida and Louisiana by some 

biologists (Eddleman et. al. 1988). The reasons for the decline of 

King Rails, other than habitat loss, is unknown. The expansion of 

beavers in the South Carolina piedmont has created much potential, 

but unoccupied, King Rail habitat. 

Certain Carolina bays provided 1 of the few natural habitats 

for bitterns, grebes, rails, and other marsh birds in the inner 

coastal plain. Many bays, however, were not suitable because of a 

thick understory of woody vegetation; bays with clay bot toms, 
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sparse tree canop1es and grassy understories (savanna-type), a 

relatively uncommon type ln South Carolina (Bennett and Nelson 

1991), tend to hold water during the nesting season and produce 

conditions favorable for marsh birds. Norris (1963} r eported 

nesting grebes, Least Bitterns and King Rails at "savannah-type" 

bays on the Savannah River Site. 

The reoccupation of South Carolina by beavers, especially in 

the piedmont, has created natural habitats favorable for marsh 

birds. Most be ave r ponds surveyed had a variety of open wat e r 

habitats with abundant submergent and emergent vegetation, but 

except for Green-backed Herons, no marsh birds were found. 

Our data indicates the importance of altered marsh (primarily 

for waterfowl management) as habitat for marsh birds. Only King

Clapper Rails and Black Rails were found in any significant numbers 

in unaltered, unmanaged marsh adjoining WMA's (46% of the Black 

Rails were found in unmanaged marsh). Although our surveys were 

biased towards managed habitats (WMA's), many survey routes 

traversed causeways that separated altered marsh from unaltered 

marsh, thus providing an equal opportunity to sample both habitats. 

Epstein and Joyne r ( 1988) also found that waterbird use was 

significantly higher ln managed than unmanaged marsh. 

One key f e ature of WMA's that make them important marsh bird 

habitat is the presence of standing water at relatively constant 

levels; this seems e specially important for Least Bitterns and 

Pied-billed Grebes, specles that seem to prefer thick stands o f 

tall cattail, or similar vegetation, interspersed with open water. 
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-----------------

Most unmanaged tidal marsh in South Carolina could be characterized 

as an extreme environment of relatively homogeneous stands of 

vegetation that floods and dries twice daily. The absence of deep 

water during the nesting season could explain to a large degree the 

rather substantial differences in marsh bird numbers at the 

different WMA's. 

WMA's that practice summer drawdowns of water levels for moist 

soil management, for example Savannah NWR, Samworth, and Santee 

Delta, could discourage marsh bird use during the breeding season 

when water levels may be critical. Bear Island was notable for its 

diversity and numbers of marsh birds apparently because of a 

variety of marsh habitats with different water levels and plant 

community types. This area featured brackish water management 

favoring widgeon grass and saltmarsh bulrush. Some impoundments 

were "dewatered" during the summer months at Bear Island but 

standing water was usually available at other locations within the 

refuge. The timing and extent of summer drawdowns and their 

relationship to marsh bird breeding ecology warrants further 

investigation. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The status of Least Bitterns and Black Rails seems fairly 

secure ln South Carolina; the state lS south of traditional 

American Bittern breeding range, although more should be known 

about its wintering status, distribution and habitat use within the 

state. Black Rails are highly sought after as "lifers" by birders; 

15 



the advent of taped playback surveys by professionals and amateurs 

has increased our knowledge of Black Rail distribution in South 

Carolina within the past 5 years, but more information on its 

breeding ecology, wintering status and habitat needs is needed for 

the proper management of this species. The frequent use of tape 

playbacks could be detrimental to Black Rails during the nesting 

season, and the impacts of this disturbance should be evaluated. 

King Rails, according to many observers, have declined over 

much of their inland range within the past 2-3 decades. This 

assessment agrees with our findings, and we feel it should be a 

high priority species for management and research programs at 

inland locations. Although habitat loss has probably played a major 

role in this decline, the rapid increase in beaver ponds should 

have provided habitat for King Rails to offset other losses. 

Habitat for marsh birds at waterfowl management areas has 

traditionally been created incidentally to the primary management 

objective of attracting waterfowl. South Carolina has one of the 

most intense waterfowl management efforts, both public and private, 

of any state in the southeast, which has benefitted many marsh bird 

species. Marsh birds benefit the most when marsh management creates 

a variety of habitat types with different vegetation structure and 

layers. A key ingredient needed for many species lS some deep 

water (at least 2-3 feet) habitats with emergent cover where water 

levels are fairly constant from March through August. 

Fresh water marsh has probably always been scarce in inland 

South Carolina; one of the most important natural marsh habitats is 
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the Carolina bay of the type classified as wet depression meadow, 

and those with deep water ponds. This bay type typically occurs ln 

the southwestern part of the coastal plain. This habitat should be 

protected and managed properly. Many coastal plain millponds have 

created habitat for marsh birds; management at these sites lS 

usually minimal; in most cases the best ponds for marsh birds were 

those millponds that produced thick stands of aquatic vegetation 

through management neglect. 

Although no marsh birds were found in beaver ponds during the 

nesting season, they have much potential as breeding habitat, and 

the documented increase in beaver ponds should eventually benefit 

marsh birds. It is conceivable that some beaver ponds could become 

stocking sites for such species as King and Black Rails. 

Even though some marsh bird species are doing better than 

others in South Carolina, all could benefit from increased scrutiny 

in research and management efforts. 
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Table 1. Marsh bird survey results using taped playback calls, during the breeding season 
in South carolina, May - August, 1991-1992. Bird counts represent those species 
seen or heard. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Habitat Type N No. No. Survey1 % LEBI AMBI BLRA KIRA Rallus PBGR PUGA TOTAL % 

Visits Points sp. BIRDS 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Public 12 52 970 76.0 184 1 38 60 195 54 5 537 95.3 
Waterfowl 
Management 
Area(WMA) 

Private WMA 7 7 82 6.4 2 1 3 <1. 0 

Ponds, 46 46 74 5.8 5 4 1 10 1.6 
Reservoirs 

Beaver Ponds 24 24 49 3.8 0 0 

Carolina Bays 23 23 41 3.2 2 8 10 1.6 

Miscellaneous2 38 42 60 4.7 1 1 1 3 <1. 0 

TOTAL 150 194 1,276 100.0 192 1 38 67 196 63 6 563 100.0 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

LEBI = Least Bittern; AMBI = American Bittern; BLRA = Black Rail; KIRA = King Rail; Rallus 
sp. = Clapper or King Rail; PBGR = Pied-billed Grebe; PUGA = Purple Gallinule 

1 A survey point is a 2-minute taped broadcast at . 2 mile intervals; in areas without 
vehicular access, survey points were made on foot. 

2 Miscellaneous category includes wet fields, depressions, marshy stream bottoms, etc. 



Table 2. Marsh bird survey results, using taped playback calls at 7 coastal waterfowl management areas during the breeding season 
in South Carolina, May - August, 1991-1992. 

Area Visits 

Federal 

santee NWR 9 

Savannah NWR 6 

State 
Bear Island 9 

Samworth 5 

Santee Delta 5 

Santee Coastal 3 

Yawkey Center 8 

TOTAL 45 

Survey' 
Points 

159 

127 

256 

40 

87 

56 

197 

922 

% 

17.2 

13.8 

27.7 

4. 3 

9.4 

6.0 

21.4 

100.0 

Total Birds Counted (Survey Points per Bird) (Birds per Visit) 

LEBI AMBI BLRA 

25(6.4) (2.8) 

11(11.5) (1.8) 

99(2.6) (11.0) 1 31(8.2) (3.4) 

4(10.0) (0.8) 

15 ( 5. 8) ( 3. 0) 

13 ( 4 . 3) ( 4 . 3) 2(28.0) (0.6) 

8(24.6) (1.0) 5(39.4) (0.6) 

175 1 38 

KIRA 

20(11.5) (1.8) 

4(31.7) (0.6) 

6(42.6) (0.6) 

23(1.7) (4.6) 

2(28.0) (0 .6 ) 

2(98.5) (0.2) 

57 

Rallus 
sp. 2 

21(6.0) (3.5) 

96(2.6) (10.6) 

50(1.7) (10.0) 

2(28.0) (0.6) 

26(7.5) (3.2) 

195 

PBGR PUGA 

8{19.9) (0.9) 2 

3 

49(3.5) (8.2) 1 

57 6 

Total % 

55 10.4 

39 7.4 

283 53.5 

27 5.1 

65 12.3 

19 3.6 

41 7.7 

529 100.0 

LEBI = Least Bittern; AMBI =American Bittern; BLRA =Black Rail; KIRA = King Rail; Rallus sp. = King or Clapper Rail (no visual iden
tification); PBGR = Pied-billed Grebe; PUGA = Purple Gallinule. 

1A survey point is a 2-minute taped broadcast at .2 mi. intervals; in some cases broadcasts were made on foot at selected habitat 
types. 

2The survey points per bird and birds per visit represent the combined total of King and Clapper Rails. 



Appendix 1. Map and Locations of Marsh Bird Survey Sites, 
South Carolina, 1991-92. 



Marsh Bird Survey 
Sites, South Carolina 
1991-1992 

Samworth 'IMJIA 

Santee Coastal Reserve 



South Carolina localities surveyed for marsh birds during the 
breeding season 1991-1992. 

Abbeville county Anderson County 

Spur Creek @ R-97 
Mtn. Creek @ dirt road ~mi. 

South R-33 

Edgefield County 

Backwater of Sav. R. @ Rd-53 
Backwater of Stevens Creek 

@ S-230 
Lloyd Ck Beaverpond @ R-143 

Greenwood County 

Reedy Br. Beaverpond @ R-112 
Hard Labor Ck. @ us 221 
Beaverdam Ck. @ R-44 
Beaverpond @ 225 By-pass 
Hard Labor Ck. @ S-225 
Big Curl Tail Ck. @ S-178 
Marsh North of S-72, .5 mi. 

West US 25 

Oconee County 

Backwater, Choestoea Ck. 
Choestoea Ck. @ 49 
Longnose Ck. West of 

Welcome en. 
Longnose Ck. @R-90 
Beaverpond @ R-49, .75 mi. 
South us 123 
Colonel's Ck. @ S-183 
Jcn. R-541 and S-11 
Oconee Creek @ S-11 
Tamassee Ck. - USFS 
Beaver Pond, jcn. R-6, S-183 
S-183 Keowee R. 
Tributary of Chauga R. @ R-290 
Village Ck. @ 258 

Fairfield County 

Broad River WMA 

Pendleton Swamp @ US 178 
Backwater of 18-mi. Ck 
Tributary of 18-mi. Ck 
Wet depression@ S-187, 

.5 mi. West us 76 
Little Beaverdam Ck. West 

of S-243 

Greenville County 

Backwater of L. Rutledge 
Beaverpond @ R-462 
Backwater of Saluda R. 

@ S-183 
Backwater of L. Cunningham 
Backwater of L. Robinson 

@ R-114 
Middle Saluda R. Marsh 

@ -288 
South Saluda R. marsh 

@ S-288 

McCormick county 

Backwater of Long cane Ck. 
@ R-39 

Union County 

Enoree WMA 

Pickens County 

Backwater L. Issaqueena 
Twelve-mile Ck. @ S-183 
Jcn. R-32 & R-49 
S-11 @ Keowee-Toxaway Park 
Oolenoy marsh @ jcn. 298-S-288 
Shoal Creek @ R-140 
Machine Ck. @ Ponder Cern. Rd. 



Hampton County 

Webb Wildlife Center 
Lake Warren 
Pond @ R-20 north of Shirley 

Colleton County 

Combahee River marsh 
Paul and Dalton Plantation 
Chehaw-Combahee Plantation 
Mary's Island Plantation 
Ashepoo Plantation 
Bear Island WMA 
ACE Basin Refuge 

Orangeburg County 

Harley's Millpond - R-132 & 71 
Branchville Bay - southeast 

jcn. US 212 & R-1691 
County Line Bay @ R-59 

Jasper County 

Savannah NWR 
Corps Engineers Spoil Site 

Barnwell County 

Mathews Millpond - R-192 
Unnamed cypress bay, jcn. S-3 & 

R-150 
Ashleigh Bay - near ncn. S-3 & 

R-169 
Lake Brown, Barnwell 
Long Branch Bay between US 278 

& R-37 
Bolen Pond, Buck Ck. @ US 278 
Kline Bay, c. 1.5 mi. West of 

Kline 
Peters Pond (Carolina bay} 
Brooker Pond (Carolina bay} 
Double Pond (Carolina bay) 
Green Savannah 
Carolina bay .75 mi. west 

jcn. S-80 & us 278 
Carolina bay @ Lookout Tower, 

Hwy. 74 

Richland county 

St. Mathews Ch. Bay southeast 
jcn. R-1307 & R-68 

McGregor's Bay (jnc. us 378 
& R-37} 

Lykes Pond, Myers Br. @ R-223 
Boyden Arbor Pond, Ft. Jackson 
Weston Bay @ jcn. So. RR & 

R-2049 
Goodwin Rd. Bay @ jcn. So. RR & 

R-2206 
Community Pond - R-11-74 
Clarkson Pond, near R-1159 & 55 
Carolina bay near Weston, west 

of R-2556 
Messers Pond - Ft. Jackson 
Dupre Pond - Ft. Jackson 
Cobbs Pond - Ft. Jackson 
Weston Pond - Ft. Jackson 

Charleston County 

Wallace R. near Rantowles 
Edisto Island @ Dawhoo R. 
Cape Romain NWR 
Santee Coastal Reserve 

Sumter County 

Elliott Lake - Manchester SF 
Wateree Corr. Inst. 
Boyle's Pond @ R-40 

Lee County 

Turkey Ck. @ R-339 
Bell's Br. @ S-341 
Mt. Pleasant Ch Bay @ R-44 
Turkey Ck. @ S-341 
Smith Millpond, Sparrow swamp 

@ R-222 

Kershaw County 

Little Lynches R. @ R-20 
Grannies Quarter Ck. @ R-140 
Boykin Millpond 



Clarendon County 

Monkey Bay @ R-373 
Carolina bay 1.5 mi. north 

Paxville 
Santee NWR 

Marlboro County 

Marsh @ S-9 & Pee Dee R. 
Lake Wallace 
Anderson Millpond @ R-36 
Matheson Millpond @ R-57 
Gravel Pits @ R-36 

Georgetown County 

Kinloch Plantation 
Rochelle Plantation 
Anandale Plntation 
Tom Yawkey Wildlife Center 
Samworth WMA 
Santee Delta WMA 

Lancaster County 

Hanging Rock Ck. @ R-770 
Hanging Rock Ck. @ R-772 
Gates Ford Ck. @ R-87 
Flat Creek Nat. Area 

York County 

Marsh @ jcn. us 21 & S-22 
Marsh @ Catawba 

Chesterfield County 

Sandhills NWR 
Hunt's Millpond @ R-22 
King's Millpond @ R-172 



Appendix 2. The Most Recent Breeding Season distributions for 
5 Marsh Bird Species, South Carolina. 
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Appendix 3. Representative Habitat Photographs for Marsh Birds 
in South Carolina, 1991-92. 



~arsh bird survey using speakers with amplified tape recorded call 
Jlaybacks, coastal South Carolina, 1991 (top). Coastal millpond, 
~urple Gallinule habitat (bottom). 
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Beaver ponds, piedmont South Carolina, 1991. Despite their 
abundance and appropriate habitat, no marsh birds were found in 
these areas during this survey. 



Black Rail habitat, South Carolina, 1991-1992. Impounded short
~rass brackish marsh, Bear Island WMA (top); unimpounded black need~ 
~ush river marsh, Bear Island WMA (bottom). 



' ,., , ·,'-. 
: :· ;•'•• 

~- )o -

"o/.;~.t;'?{:~~ .: ' 

Black Rail habitat, South Carolina, 1991-1992. Impounded short
grass brackish marsh, Tom Yawkey Wildlife Center (top); unimpounded 
black needlerush marsh, Yawkey Center (bottom}. 
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Least Bittern habitat, South Carolina, 1991-1992. Impounded cattai l 
marsh, Bulls Island (top); impounded marsh, savannah NWR (bottom). 


