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FOR RELEASE ON NOVEMBER 1, 2007 
 
WILDLIFE PROVIDES SPECTACULAR SHOW AT DETROIT REFUGE 
 
TRENTON, MI – On Sunday, October 14, 2007, in celebration of National Wildlife Refuge Week, the 
International Wildlife Refuge Alliance (IWRA), in partnership with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
hosted the “Big Sit!” at the Detroit River International Wildlife Refuge. The “Big Sit!” is a 24-hour 
worldwide birding event where groups of people gather at their favorite local bird watching location. 
Participants were surprised by what they experienced at the Refuge.   
 
Stationed on the observation deck that overlooks Humbug Marsh, participants looked and listened for 
birds from a seventeen-foot circle. From this world-class bird watching site, they counted 62 different 
species in less than 24 hours! High species diversity is expected in autumn because migratory birds 
funnel over the lower Detroit River to avoid flying over Lake Erie. The Atlantic and Mississippi flyways 
intersect in southeast Michigan and southwest Ontario, making this area exceptional for birding.  
Humbug Marsh is considered a key stopover site for migratory birds as they travel from the Arctic to the 
Tropics.  
 
The highest diversity of birds was found between 6 AM and 10 AM in the morning. The air was alive with 
bird call notes as the early morning mists burned off Humbug Marsh. Later in the day, Bald Eagles and 
Osprey swooped down from the sky to snatch fish from the waters of the Detroit River. Kettles of 
thousands of Turkey Vultures circled and swayed high in the sky on thermals, or updrafts of warm air 
found over land; in fact, hawk watchers from the Southeast Michigan Raptor Research counted 8,000 
Turkey Vultures at Lake Erie Metropark on that day alone!  
 
Birdwatchers spent the night at the marsh expecting to hear many nocturnal migrant birds, such as 
sparrows and thrushes; however, only four bird species were counted between midnight and 4 AM. 
Observations were not limited to birds as the loud barks and yelps of coyotes awoke sleepy birdwatchers 
at 4:30 AM and a handsome mink ambled along the shoreline mid-morning. In total, over 75 people 
participated in the “Big Sit” over the 24-hour period. 
 
Migrant waterfowl had not arrived yet in southeastern Michigan and southwestern Ontario from their 
northern breeding grounds on the day of the “Big Sit.” In contrast, participants at the Shiawassee 
National Wildlife Refuge were able to count all the major waterfowl, such as Gadwall, Northern Shoveler, 
and American Wigeon. Bird diversity during fall migration is mostly dependent on weather patterns, and 
food availability and predation determine whether they stop to refuel at a site. 
 
The International Wildlife Refuge Alliance and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service have been hosting fall 
nature programs for the public at the Humbug Marsh Unit of the Detroit River International Wildlife 
Refuge. The Alliance is a non-profit 501(3)(c) organization that builds the capacity of the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service to deliver the mission of the Detroit River International Wildlife Refuge. Major Alliance 
funding partners in 2007 include ITC Transmission, BASF Corporation, DTE Energy Foundation, General 
Motors Corporation, and Praxair. 
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The programs at Humbug Marsh have given visitors an opportunity to experience the beauty of autumn 
in a prized natural area along the Detroit River. The Humbug Marsh Unit of the Detroit River International 
Wildlife Refuge is a 410-acre natural area that harbors the last mile of undeveloped shoreline along the 
U.S. mainland of the Detroit River. The Humbug Marsh Unit is located in the cities of Trenton and 
Gibraltar off Jefferson Avenue.  
 
The next program is November 17th from 10AM to 11AM. The fall programs are open to the public and 
free of charge. All ages welcomed and encouraged to participate, registration is required for all events. 
Please contact Lisa Appel, Executive Director of the International Wildlife Refuge Alliance, to register or 
for more information – 734-692-7671 or lisa_appel@fws.gov.  
 
For more information on the “Big Sit”, contact Greg Norwood, ornithologist with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, at 734-692-7611 or greg_norwood@fws.gov.   
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