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checklist during each session. Our proximity to 
the Humboldt State University has allowed us to 
provide training and experience in bird monitoring, 
and research techniques to students pursuing 
careers in wildlife, and given us access to highly-
motivated biologists, many of whom have gone on 
to careers in wildlife.
     On a typical day we would have six students 
and one trainer running the station. The arrival of 
the pandemic in March 2020 brought activities 
at HBBO to a sudden halt. About a month later, 
we developed a protocol for physically distanced 
banding. We limited our crew to two of our more 
experienced banders capable of working with 
minimal assistance. We divided the station into two 
sub-stations. Each sub-station is run independently 
and is equipped with separate tools, bands, and 
forms. 
 

     
 
     
      Spring banding was productive, including good 
numbers of Yellow-rumped Warblers, that had 
been notably absent in the early months of 2020. 
The expected mob of swallows returned to nest 
in the barn and numerous swallow boxes around 
the station. Many Barn, Cliff, Tree, and Violet-
greens were processed, including some recaptures 
banded in previous years. In early June, a Brown 
Thrasher was observed at the station, and we 
were fortunate enough capture and band it. Early 
fall migration brought us Western Tanagers and a 
rare Northern Waterthrush. In late November and 
early December, two Swainson’s Thrushes were 

captured - very unusually late. Other highlights 
include captures of Brown Creepers, Chipping 
Sparrows, and Sharp-shinned Hawks. We also 
have a higher than usual number of White-throated 
Sparrows wintering here.
    Working through the challenges of the pandemic 
certainly has made running the station more 
difficult, but also especially rewarding. Our two 
principal banders have really stepped up to the 
plate and taken on their added responsibilities 
admirably. They do miss the comradery of our 
usual team but they have gained independence and 
self-reliance. The volunteers and their experiences 
enrich our program. We are looking forward to our 
team reuniting and welcoming new students soon.

Amaya Bechler, Jayde Blair, 
and Kimberly Hollinger

Humboldt Bay Bird Observatory

Amaya Bechler banding a really 
rare Brown Thrasher, June 2020
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        Point Blue Conservation Science’s Palomarin 
Field Station, located in Point Reyes National 
Seashore, has been able to successfully navigate 
the many challenges presented by the COVID-19 
pandemic to continue our banding operations and 
internships. A new crew of interns had recently 
arrived when the first shelter-in-place order in 
mid-March of 2020 began. From the beginning,   
our goal would be to ensure the safety of all interns 
and staff, and only then would we consider how 
and if we could continue banding activities. Clear 
and frequent communication was key to ensuring 
that we were meeting everyone’s expectations for 
safety, and we continue to have those conversations 
regularly today, including weekly check-ins.
      Our field station provides communal housing 
for our interns, so the first decision we made was 
that people could shelter in place here or choose to 
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leave at any time. For any who chose to stay, they 
would be treated as part of a family unit, or ‘pod’ 
with the expectation to follow certain conservative 
COVID safety protocols. Our first priority for 
developing on-site protocols was creating a safe 
living environment, based on regional guidelines 
and the best available science, after which we 
considered how we might continue to conduct 
research. One key decision was to include two staff 
members, who had already been working closely 
with the interns, as part of the field station family 
unit, even though they did not live at the station; 
they were also expected to follow the same strict 
COVID safety protocols, which included having 
no close contacts outside of their households. This 
was essential to maintain a functioning field station 
both in terms of day-to-day management as well as 
training and supervision of the new interns. Since 
all of the interns were in a pod, we were able to 
work in close proximity.
      During the initial shelter in place order, 
when many parks were closed and non-essential 
work forbidden, we determined that the banding 
and nest searching work, that is done directly 
adjacent to the field station, could continue, and 
we could easily avoid close contact with anyone 
outside of the pod and did not have to travel. We 
maintain a number of other banding locations in 
Marin County, and we initially stopped banding at 
all of those, but then assessed them individually 
as conditions changed (always consulting with 
and getting permission from our various land 
management agency partners, and following our 
larger organizational COVID-19 protocols for 
field work) before restarting activities. 
      The Palomarin Field Station has a visitor 
center that is usually open to the public, but we 
closed it even before the shelter-in-place order 
was implemented. However, this closure led to the 
unexpected positive outcome that we developed 
live, online outreach events (https://www.
pointblue.org/events/). Normally, we would have 
groups scheduled for visits along with drop-in 
visitors. When it became apparent that we would 
be closed to the public for an extended period, 
Point Blue’s communications team encouraged 
and helped us to develop online live bird-banding 

demonstrations over Facebook where we could still 
directly interact with the public. We also published 
an online portal, the Palomarin Field Station Data 
Explorer (www.pointblue.org/palodataexplorer), 
where anyone interested could go to dig into some of 
what we have learned at Palomarin.  We also started 
a webinar series “Science Stories from Palomarin,” 
digging deeper into the research highlighted in the 
Data Explorer. These events have been successful 
and provide a more accessible way to learn about 
banding and our conservation research, and we 
intend to continue them in some form even after 
we are able to reopen the field station. 
      Once some workplace restrictions were lifted 
(~5 months into the pandemic), we developed the 
art of what we call “distanced banding”, which 
is what we dubbed it when banders who are not 
podded together band together while adhering to 
social distancing guidelines This required that we 
had to often hire more experienced interns than we 
typically do to reduce the training requirements that 
cannot be done “distanced”. The physical layout of 
our field station (its remoteness, its proximity to our 
field sites, and the presence of multiple bedrooms 
and bathrooms) has facilitated options that may not 
have otherwise been available to us.  We certainly 
made many concessions appropriate for the 
circumstances, including pausing and modifying 
some of our field work and training, where we 
work, who does the work, how we work together, 
what training we provide, and how we collect the 
data. We feel extremely fortunate that we  have been 
able to continue many of our monitoring activities 
and our internship program while maintaining the 
health of all involved.
        As a short update on our research, we were 
able to operate the mist nets at the Palomarin 
Field Station for the 55th consecutive year. Our 
array consists of 20 mist nets which we operate 
throughout the entire year. In 2020, we captured 
3,063 individuals (1,885 new captures and 1,178 
recaptures) of 56 species. A few highlights were 
our 4th record of Brewer’s Sparrow, 7th record of 
Black-chinned Hummingbird, and 10th record of 
Red-shouldered Hawk.   

Mark Dettling and Diana Humple
Point Blue Conservation Science




