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PRESIDENT’S CORNER

What’s happening 
with the
butterfly trail?

    As we head into another year, 2019, 
we will be looking for volunteers 
to help clean the Butterfly trail. 
The pond is now an active area 
for birds and dragonflies, but it 
needs some weeds removed. We 
will also be planting a new crop of 
milkweed for the butterflies. Watch 
your e-mail for more information 
and a request for help. Last year 
the Boy Scouts installed the first 
set of new plant identifiers. We will 
be installing more this spring.
  We have new RV volunteers at 
the Nature Store. Rose and Keith 
Danhof will be leaving in March, 
but a former RVer, Eddie Clark, 
will return in April. Linda and Gary 
Wiley will be with us until June.
  On June 22nd we will have our 
summer members meeting.  We 
will be voting on some of the 
board members, so please attend.
  Our Dragonfly Festival will be 
held September 7 and we expect 
to release more of the Monarch 
butterflies. We need volunteers 
to help plan the event. Please call 

Steve Alverez @ 575-625-4009 or 
Jimmy Masters @ 575-626-0531 to 
volunteer.
  In October we will again be 
participating in the Arts and Science 
Festival in Roswell.  Cranes 
and Cocoa will again be held the 
Saturday after Thanksgiving.
  Thanks to all our Board Members, 
Friends members and volunteers 
who helped make this another 
GREAT YEAR for Bitter Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge. Let’s all 
work together to make 2019 the 
best ever.

Don Weld, President

Just an update. Along 
with Don Weld’s tireless 
outdoor efforts, the 
Nature Store is getting 
ready for spring as 
well. We’ve purchased 
a supply of milkweed 
seeds from Roswell 
Seed to sell to visitors, 
hoping to encourage 
them to plant in their 
own backyards. The 
seeds come in packets 
of about 100, complete 
with instructions for both 
spring and fall planting. 
Several volunteers have 
been working on an 
information pamphlet 
that contains a map of 
the entire trail and tips 
about butterfly habitat 
and conservation.

summer general meeting
Our summer general meeting will be held June 
22nd.  It will begin at noon with a potluck lunch at 
the Refuge.  There will be a short business meeting 
and then a presentation on some of the scientific 
activities on the Refuge.



Mapping the Endangered Pecos Sunflower

By Sue Briney

   Check out this excellent 
video made last summer 
featuring our refuge biologist, 
Jeff Beauchamp, and Student 
Conservation Association 
intern, David Weber. You will 
learn much about our federally 
threatened Pecos sunflower.
   The Pecos sunflower is the 
crowning glory that adorns 
the refuge wetlands every year 
about the time of the Dragonfly 
Festival. Under Jeff’s direction, 
the refuge uses several methods 
to enhance their distribution: 
Moist soil management includes 
directing water to promote seed 
germination; invasive species 
control uses mechanical means 
and herbicides to reduce 

competing nonnative plants; 
and controlled burns open the 
canopy of thick salt grass to 
allow light to reach the emerging 
sunflowers.
   These efforts require data 
collection and planning. Starting 
with maps of the distribution 
of the sunflowers back in the 
1990s, Jeff, David and former 
intern Taylor Bennett headed 
out to the field to map the 
location of every stand of the 
Pecos beauties within the 
Middle and South Tracts of the 
Refuge. David walked around 
each stand, cell phone in hand. 
He used a mapping application 
called Collector to track his 
movements. (Google it; it’s 
fascinating!) Back at the office, 

the Collector data is uploaded 
onto a computer program that 
places the traced areas onto a 
map of the Refuge. Voila! The 
new distribution map can now 
be compared to the old 1990s 
map to see gains or losses. 
And as a way of evaluating the 
effectiveness of the various 
management techniques 
over time, the process can be 
repeated at regular intervals 
in the future – biology and 
technology working to save our 
beautiful and threatened Pecos 
sunflowers!
   You can see this video, and 
others featuring the refuge on 
(where else?) YouTube.com. Just 
search for Bitter Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge. Enjoy! 

The Pecos sunflower 
is the crowning glory 
that adorns the refuge 
wetlands every year



Roswell’s Sandhill Crane Spectacle

By David Weber

  Since October, newcomers 
have been flocking in and out 
of Roswell by the thousands. 
They’re a rowdy bunch, loafing 
around during the day but 
raising a ruckus come nightfall. 
These newcomers are lesser 
sandhill cranes, remarkable 
birds currently in the midst of 
a great migration from their 
summer breeding grounds in 
Canada, Alaska, and the Siberian 
Peninsula, to the American 
Southwest and Mexico, where 
they overwinter. When I started 
my position as a biological 
science intern at Bitter Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge in 
August, my coworkers told me 
about the magic of the crane 
migration and how much I 
should look forward to their 
arrival in October. I expressed 
my anticipation but thought 
to myself, “Cool, a bunch of 

birds are gonna fly through in 
the winter. I already see tons 
of birds here every day, what’s 
the big deal?” But as soon as I 
saw the first flock of cranes fly, 
squawking, over my apartment 
on a brisk morning in October, 
I knew it was the beginning of 
something special. Only a couple 
weeks later, I was doing my first 
crane count on the refuge. A 
refuge volunteer and I posted 
up in a truck by Bitter Lake in the 
early morning when it was still 
pitch black. We couldn’t see any 
cranes in the dark and doubted 
whether there were actually 
any there. Then we rolled down 
the windows. A cacophony of 
crane calls immediately put our 
doubts to rest. When the sun 
was just peeking over the bluffs 
to the East, the cranes began 
flying off by the hundreds. My 
inexperienced partner and I did 
our best to count them, but we 

were completely overwhelmed 
by the sheer number of birds 
flying in different directions all at 
the same time. Once the cranes 
were gone, we deliberated 
and eventually came to the 
agreement that there must have 
been around 900. I thought, 
“Holy cow that’s a lot of cranes, 
how could so many come in 
such a short period of time?” 
Only one week later, a volunteer 
and I counted over 4,000 
cranes. That was just a fraction 
of the 20,000 cranes counted 
across the refuge that morning. 
  If you come to Bitter Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge at 
dawn and drive along the 
wildlife loop, you might still be 
able to see a couple thousand 
straggler lesser sandhill cranes. 
The rest of them have moved 
on to other wintering grounds. 
By the end of March, nearly 
all of the cranes will be gone 



from the refuge, having begun 
the journey back north to their 
breeding grounds (Fig. 1). At this 
point, they will be in the Central 
Platte River Valley of Nebraska 
where they meet up with other 
breeding populations to feed on 
the plains in enormous numbers. 
In the spring of 2018, they were 
estimated at over a million! By 
late April, our cranes will be in 
Saskatchewan for several weeks 
before moving on to Alaska and 
Siberia. This is where things get 
romantic. Here adult cranes will 
pair up, establish a territory, and 
get down to business. Mothers 
and fathers will share incubation 
and care of the young, which are 
called colts. Females typically lay 
two eggs but usually only one 
survives to become a fledgling. 
By mid-September, the cycle 
turns again as the family 
embarks south on another 
cross-continental voyage. 
  The importance of cranes 
goes beyond their memorable 
aesthetic value. Sandhill 
cranes play a significant role in 
ecosystems throughout their 
range. Cranes eat waste grain 
from agricultural fields in addition 
to any mice, lizards, or insects 
that they can catch. They then 
cycle the nutrients from those 
foods back into the fields and 
wetlands that they occupy along 
their migration flyway. Sandhill 
crane colts and eggs are a food 
source for a variety of predators 
including eagles, coyotes, and 
owls. Cranes have economic 
value, bringing in tourists 
from out of town to marvel at 
their spectacle. Many hunters 
appreciate cranes for their sport 
hunting value and excellent 
table fare. The population of 
cranes that migrates through 

Roswell is stable, and with 
proper management, they 
can continue to be harvested 
sustainably. That’s not to 
say that cranes are immune 
to human impacts. Climate 
change adds uncertainty to the 
future of the species: Audubon’s 
climate model predicts a 58% 
loss of current winter range 
by 2080. For the near future, 
though, we can continue to 

look forward to the spectacle of 
cranes. Next October keep an 
eye (and an ear) out for the first 
cranes to come back through 
town. Seeing those first cranes 
flying overhead with their trilled 
calls is a comforting reminder 
of the passage of time and an 
indication that something of 
spectacular scale is about to 
sweep through Roswell once 
again. 

Figure 1 - Primary wintering and breeding 
range and the approximate migration 
corridor of Mid-Continent sandhill cranes 
(U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service).

Photo from Richard Ozbun



Friends of Bitter Lake
4200 East Pine Lodge Road
Roswell, NM 88201

2019 dragonfly festival

The Friends of Bitter Lake 
are gearing up for the 2019 
Dragonfly Festival.  This year, 
the festival will take place on 
Saturday, September 7 and the 
committee is getting an early 
jump start.  There will be many 
activities that will take place at 
the festival, most importantly 
the Dragonfly Tours in which 
reservations are needed...not just 
yet!!  Currently, the committee 
is looking for sponsors to assist 
in being a part of and making 

a success of this year’s festival.  
In addition to the festival, the 
Friends will be selling tickets 
for door prizes so be looking 
for the Friends around Roswell 
at different venues and events.  
The Friends will be set up at the 
First Friday events in downtown 
Roswell beginning April 5th on 
the first Friday of each month.  
Also, the Friends will be setting 
up a table to sell tickets and 
promote the Dragonfly Festival 
at the MainStreet Farmers 

and Gardeners Market on the 
lawn of the Chaves County 
Courthouse beginning July 13.  
The tickets are $1.00 a piece or 
6 for $5.00.  The funds raised 
will support projects, activities 
and future events.  Please help 
make this year’s festival another 
outstanding success!  For more 
information on tickets and 
sponsorships, contact Jimmy 
Masters at 575-626-0531 or Don 
Weld at 575-495-3325.


