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Biology: Ecology EA Writing Prompt

Armageddon? Or Just Another Day in the Neighborhood?

In January 2011, 5,000 dead red-winged blackbirds fell from the sky over a ¼ mile stretch of road in Arkansas. The news media proclaimed it was the end of the world, due to pollution, disease, and various other causes. Is this really a sign of the time or just a natural part of our world? Scientists were able to figure out this mystery but there were several ideas presented. 

Directions: 

1.  Read the article called “Birds Falling From the Sky Not Unusual”.

2. Discuss the article in class.

3. Make a list with the class of reasonable ecological reasons for large numbers of deaths within a species. 

4. Your teacher will assign you a species.  Remember to write it down!
5. Sign up for your species; no two students will research the same species within a class.

6. You are a news reporter presenting a broadcast on the massive die off of your selected species. Include the following in your news write-up:

a. Research your species and its ecosystem. On paper, draw out a food web with arrows showing energy transfer, pictures, names, and trophic levels.  Your food web must include your own selected species and 6 or more species from the following categories:

i.  2 producers, 

ii. 1 primary consumer,

iii.  1 secondary consumer, 

iv.  1 tertiary consumer (if there is not a tertiary, you may do 2 secondary consumers). 

b. Write a one paragraph description of the ecosystem. Include information on climate, water sources, elevation, location on Earth, and any other general information. 

c. Give the details of the massive die-off and then provide one plausible reason for this die-off. You must support your reason with information you have learned from the ecology unit about disturbances that can affect ecosystems. Create and explain a logical disturbance that may have impacted your selected species and led to the massive die-off. You are not researching the actual cause, but your make-believe explanation must be something that could actually happen in real-life (plausible). 

Birds Falling From the Sky Not Unusual

The only unusual part of the recent spate of bird (and fish) die-offs is that people witnessed them.

By Emily Sohn | Thu Jan 6, 2011 10:01 AM ET 

It has been a bad week for wild animals. Starting just before the turn of the New Year, 500 red-wing blackbirds died together in Louisiana. Some 100 jackdaws turned up dead on a street in Sweden. And in Arkansas, an estimated 100,000 fish went belly-up the day before 5,000 blackbirds slammed into roofs, mailboxes and the ground at full speed. 

Such massive, dramatic and high profile events have fueled concerns that nature is coming to an end, or at least that something weird and disturbing is going on in the animal kingdom. 

But, experts say, massive die-offs like these are not at all unusual. 

From bats to whales to bees to frogs, wildlife health experts say, major mortality events happen every year for reasons that include bad weather, disease outbreaks and poisonings. The main reason this recent spate of events seems so strange is that, most of the time, mass deaths occur in places where nobody notices them. 

"This is really not the unusual thing that people are trying to make it into," said Robert Meese, an avian ecologist at the University of California, Davis. "A lot of this stuff happens without anyone documenting it." 

Dramatic die-offs are most common in animals that congregate or travel in large groups. 

Migratory birds, for example, often become disoriented by fog or storms, causing them to run into towers, bridges, wind turbines and trees. On their long journeys, migratory birds may also accidentally ingest pesticides or even poisons that were left specifically for them. Weather can work against them, too, particularly if they migrate too soon in an unseasonably cold year.

Records kept by the United States Geological Survey list at least 16 die-offs of more than 1,000 blackbirds or starlings over the past 30 years, said Marisa Lubeck, a spokesperson for the USGS in Denver. But group deaths among animals have been going on for a lot longer than that. 

In a review study published in 2007 in the journal Ibis, researchers looked through European and North American bird journals and other references dating back to the late 19th century. They found frequent reports of deaths of birds in the hundreds, thousands or more.

In one of the most extreme examples, an estimated 1.5 million Lapland Longspurs died during a March 1904 storm in Minnesota and Iowa. 

And it's not just birds that can die en masse. Tens of thousands of salmon died in Northern California's Klamath River in 2002 when the water temperature got to high for them.  Strandings of whales, seals and turtles get occasional attention. In recent years, caves full of bats have been dying from white nose syndrome. And entire hives of bees have been going down for reasons that are still unclear.

Most of the time, when many animals die at once, they do it far from our daily lives in fields, caves, forests or national wildlife refuges, where animals often live at unusually high concentrations, and diseases can spread rapidly.

In Beebe, on the other hand, thousands of blackbirds had settled for the night in trees near people's homes. After a series of fireworks blasts went off on New Year's Eve, the birds were startled off their roosts. Because blackbirds can't see at night, they ended up flying all over the place, mostly downward. 

One bird made it into a house, when the homeowner opened the door to see what was causing the racket. Most landed on roofs and the ground, making loud clunking noises as they shattered themselves to death. Necropsies revealed internal hemorrhaging, with no sign of pesticides.

"They weren't falling as dead carcasses," Meese said. "They didn't fall from the sky. They flew from the sky. That makes it less weird."

Another unique aspect of the Beebe incident was that noise played a role, said Paul Slota, a spokesperson for the USGS National Wildlife Health Center in Madison, Wisc. While the Swedish birds also died after a fireworks event, he said, mass die-offs are more likely connected to disease or weather. 

"I think people are very often surprised that this kind of phenomenon happens, that wildlife are susceptible to disease and that there are large outbreaks in the wild, because they often go unseen," said Slota, who pointed out that the USGS investigates reports like these every year. 

"I think people should be aware that mortality events in wildlife are normal. They are a fact of life."
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Teacher Resources

Not to be provided to Students
Massive Species Die-off Choices #1

http://www.naturalnews.com/z030985_mysterious_deaths_birds.html
12.13.10 - Thousands of dead barramundi fish wash up in Australia, unknown causes (http://www.themorningbulletin.com.a...)

12.15.10 - Thousands of dead fish wash ashore on Florida beach, blamed on cold weather (http://www.cfnews13.com/article/new...)

12.17.10 - Dead fish wash ashore at lake beach in Indiana, blamed on winter storms (http://www.wndu.com/localnews/headl...)

12.18.10 - Thousands of dead fish turn up in bay in Philippines, unknown causes (http://globalnation.inquirer.net/ce...)

12.22.10 - More than a hundred dead pelicans turn up in North Carolina, unknown causes (http://www.carteretnewstimes.com/ar...)

12.23.10 - Hundreds of dead sea creatures wash ashore in South Carolina, blamed on cold water (http://www.abcnews4.com/Global/stor...)

12.23.10 - Ten tons of mostly dead fish found in fishing net in New Zealand, unknown causes (http://www.stuff.co.nz/auckland/loc...)

12.27.10 - Scores of dead fish wash ashore in a lake in Haiti, unknown causes (http://www.france24.com/en/20101227...)

12.28.10 - 70 bats found dead in Tucson, Ariz., unknown causes (http://www.azcentral.com/news/artic...)

12.29.10 - Dozens of fish found dead in San Antonio, Texas, unknown causes (http://www.ksat.com/news/26316464/d...)

12.31.10 - 5,000+ birds found dead in Arkansas, suffering from massive trauma and blood clots (http://www.cnn.com/2011/US/01/03/ar...)

01.03.11 - 100,000+ dead drum fish found in Arkansas river, unknown causes (http://www.todaysthv.com/news/local...)

01.03.11 - Dozens of dead birds show up in a woman's backyard in Kentucky, unknown causes (http://www.wpsdlocal6.com/news/loca...)

01.03.11 - Tens of thousands of dead fish wash ashore in Chesapeake Bay, Md., blamed on cold water (http://www.wbaltv.com/r/26357581/de...)

01.03.11 - 100 tons of dead fish wash ashore in Brazil, unknown causes (http://www.care2.com/greenliving/10...)

01.04.11 - Several dead manatees found on Florida coast, unknown causes (http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news...)

01.04.11 - Thousands of dead fish wash up on creek in Florida, unknown causes (http://www.wftv.com/news/26367953/d...)

01.04.11 - Hundreds of dead fish was ashore on St. Clair River in Ontario, Can., unknown causes (http://www.torontosun.com/news/cana...)

01.04.11 - Hundreds of dead black birds found on highway in Louisiana, suffering from internal injuries and blood clots (http://www.2theadvocate.com/news/11...)

01.05.11 - Hundreds of dead birds found on highway in Texas, unknown causes (http://www.ktre.com/global/story.as...)

01.05.11 - Large amount of dead fish wash up on New Zealand beaches, unknown causes (http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/a...)

01.05.11 - Up to 100 jackdaw birds found dead on road in Sweden, unknown causes (http://www.thelocal.se/31262/20110105/)

01.06.11 - 40,000+ dead Devil crabs washed ashore in the U.K., unknown causes (http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-503543_...)

01.07.11 - More than 1,000 dead turtle doves found in Italy, unknown causes (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/wor...)

01.10.11 - Countless fish found dead in U.K. brook, unknown causes (http://www.peterboroughtoday.co.uk/...)

01.11.11 - Thousands of gizzard shad fish float to the top of Lake Michigan and wash up on the shores near Chicago, blamed on cold weather (http://www.hispanicallyspeakingnews...)

Massive Species Die-off Choices #2
	Number
	Reported
State 
	Location 
	Dates 
	Species
	Mortality

	1
	AK
	Icy Cape
	09/16/09-09/16/09
	Walrus
	131

	2
	CA
	Humboldt Bay NWR
	07/01/09-9/1/09
	Double-crested Cormorant
	25 (e)

	3
	CA
	Laguna Niguel Regional Park
	08/10/09-8/19/09
	Mallard, Common Moorhen, Blue-winged Teal, Unidentified Coot, Killdeer
	40 (e)

	4
	CA
	Lower Klamath Lake
	08/01/09-10/07/09
	Northern Pintail, American Coot, Green-winged Teal, Mallard
	3,000 (e)

	5
	CA
	Salton Sea NWR
	06/04/09-****
	American White Pelican, California Brown Pelican, Canada Goose, Ring-billed Gull
	100 (e)

	6
	ID
	American Falls
	08/01/09-11/12/09
	Unidentified Grebe, Unidentified Duck or Goose, Unidentified Shorebird, Blue-winged Teal, Canada Goose
	20,000 (e)

	7
	ID
	Latah County
	07/15/09-10/04/09
	Columbia Spotted Frog, Pacific Treefrog
	200 (e)

	8
	ID
	Valley County
	07/11/09-07/14/09
	Little Brown Bat
	30

	9
	IN
	Multiple Counties
	06/01/09-08/01/09
	Big Brown Bat, Little Brown Bat
	190 (e)

	10
	MI
	Livingston County, Genesee County
	07/24/09-10/15/09
	White-tailed Deer
	400 (e)

	11
	MI
	Wayne County 
	08/02/09-08/31/09
	Mallard, Hybrid Duck, Pectoral Sandpiper, American Black Duck, Great Egret
	127

	12
	MN
	Marsh Lake
	06/05/09-08/31/09
	American White Pelican, Ring-billed Gull, Double-crested Cormorant, Unidentified Goose, Unidentified Egret
	1,440 (e)

	13
	MN
	Pelican Lake 
	07/25/09-08/25/09
	Ring-billed Gull, Double-crested Cormorant, Great Blue Heron, Canada Goose
	2,150 (e)

	14
	MN
	Montevideo 
	09/23/09-09/24/09
	Common Yellowthroat
	47

	15
	MT
	Lake Bowdoin
	07/26/09-09/15/09
	American White Pelican, Ring-billed Gull
	220

	16
	MT
	Pablo Island
	08/01/09-08/30/09
	Double-crested Cormorant
	29 (e)

	17
	MT
	Three Forks
	07/23/09-08/03/09
	Rock Dove
	39

	18
	ND
	Beaver Lake WPA
	07/12/09-07/28/09
	Franklin's Gull
	300 (e)

	19
	ND
	Lake Sakakawea
	07/20/09-09/01/09
	Ring-billed Gull, Double-crested Cormorant, American White Pelican, Least Tern, Mallard
	1,500

	20
	ND
	Horseshoe Lake WPA 
	08/16/09-09/20/09
	American Coot, Redhead Duck, Blue-winged Teal, Northern Shoveler
	42 (e)

	21
	ND
	Lake Alice
	08/20/09-09/18/09
	Northern Pintail, Gadwall, Blue-winged Teal, Northern Shoveler, American Coot
	300 (e)

	22
	ND
	Lake Zahl NWR
	07/12/09-07/22/09
	Ring-billed Gull
	1,000 (e)

	23
	ND
	Lignite
	09/10/09-09/10/09
	Common Grackle
	39

	24
	NJ
	Hunterdon County 
	06/01/09-08/05/09
	Little Brown Bat
	45 (e)

	25
	NV
	Reno
	07/28/09-08/23/09
	Mallard, Canada Goose, Gadwall, Domestic Duck
	76

	26
	NV
	Sheldon NWR
	07/15/09-08/08/09
	Bullfrog
	50 (e)

	27
	OH
	Perry Island 
	08/01/09-ongoing
	House Sparrow, Mourning Dove, American Robin, Blue Jay
	35 (e)

	28
	TN
	Centennial Park
	07/12/09-07/13/09
	Canada Goose, Unidentified Duck
	40 (e)

	29
	UT
	Great Salt Lake (entire basin, especially the NE arm)
	07/29/09-10/28/09
	American Avocet, Mallard, Gadwall, Green-winged Teal, Wilson's Phalarope
	50,000 (e)

	30
	UT
	Beaver County 
	07/27/09-08/03/09
	Brazilian Free-tailed Bat
	300 (e)

	31
	WA
	Olympic National Park
	09/13/09-10/20/09
	Alaskan Sea Otter
	52

	32
	WA
	Meta Lake
	07/20/09-08/05/09
	Western Toad
	1,000,000 (e)

	33
	WA
	Olympic National Park
	09/09/09-****
	Common Murre, White-winged Scoter, Surf Scoter
	10,000 (e)

	34
	WA
	Mount Rainier NP
	07/07/09-09/30/09
	Northwestern Salamander
	108

	35
	WI
	Vilas County
	07/20/09-08/18/09
	Green Frog, Northern Leopard Frog, Bullfrog
	800 (e)


Internet Links:
1. Simplicity in Complexity: Video Clips
http://www.ted.com/talks/lang/eng/eric_berlow_how_complexity_leads_to_simplicity.html
2. Quick clip on world-wide bird deaths. Video Clips
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PBehXoq_Ykk
3. Long clip on Arkansas bird deaths: Video Clips
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sokq89NZdyI&feature=channel
4. NPR: Mass die-outs are common. Article
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=132717310
5. Timeline of massive die-offs. Article.
http://www.naturalnews.com/030985_mysterious_deaths_birds.html
