
Overview

A new monitoring station (a.k.a. “Key hydrostation”) is now in 
use to monitor conditions throughout Roseate Spoonbill habitat 
in Florida Bay to gain a better understanding of the Everglades 
ecosystem. Designed by Audubon’s Everglades Science Center 
(ESC) staff, the new equipment is about five times smaller than 
the Center’s current hydrostations and 20 times smaller than 
those in use by the National Park Service. Because it fits in a 
waterproof briefcase, it can be safely and easily transported for 
set up in hard-to-reach locations, such as the interior ponds of 
some Florida Bay islands. 

The Equipment

On July 13, 2022, ESC’s Alex Blochel and Brian Fedak headed out to Boggie 
Key in eastern Florida Bay. Once on the island, the biologists transported their 
kayaks and myriad equipment (laptop, Eureka 
Waterprobe salinity, depth and temperature meter, 
tool bag, a ten-foot metal pole, solar panel, and a 
strange-looking box with wires running out of it) 
through dense mangroves to a pond located in the 
center of the Key. 

Staff Install First-ever Key Hydrostation in Florida Bay

Historically, spoonbills and other wading birds that 
nested in Florida Bay focused their foraging in the 
southern Everglades. Scientists at Audubon’s Everglades 
Science Center are using cellular tracking devices on 
spoonbills to document changes in the birds’ foraging 
patterns during nesting season. 



A boogie board was used to move the equipment to the 
target location, where it then became a floating tool bench 
necessary to install the uniquely designed hydrostation 
contained within the strange-looking box. The station 
collects and stores hourly recordings of water level, salinity, 
and water temperature.  

Why Boggie Key?

We selected this location because the Roseate Spoonbill 
tracking program indicated that the ponds inside of the 
Florida Bay keys have become a primary foraging habitat 
for nesting wading birds. Boggie Key is a hot spot for this 
activity.  

Telemetry Findings

Findings from our cellular tracking study suggest 
that recent and on-going sea level rise has altered 
the hydrodynamics of historic foraging grounds in 
the southern Everglades, making them unsuitable 
for foraging wading birds. The tracking devices also 
revealed that the birds now use ponds inside Florida 
Bay keys to forage for small fish to feed their young 
during nesting season.  It is possible that, although 
sea level rise has altered their historic foraging 
grounds to such a degree that they can no longer use 
them, it may also have created conditions within the 
bay keys to make these locations more suitable for 
foraging wading birds.  

In 2018,  Audubon’s Everglades Science Center staff 
began tracking birds using cellular technology and game 
cameras to monitor nesting success.

Boggie Key, located near Key Largo, is an active 
foraging location for Roseate Spoonbills during 
nesting season.  

Red dots represent data points collected from 
telemetered spoonbills between Jan. 1 and 
June 1, 2021.
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With this newly installed, novel monitoring station, ESC staff 
hope to gain a better understanding of conditions on the keys in 
Florida Bay, a habitat that has been largely ignored scientifically 
and one that may become increasingly important ecologically as 
sea level rise and climate change continue to alter the Everglades 
landscape.  

Building from the Past

Everglades Science Center’s long-term Roseate Spoonbill project 
originated in the 1930’s with ESC’s founder Robert Porter “Bob” 
Allen and has been managed by the State Director of Research 
Jerry Lorenz for more than 30 years. Using techniques not much 
different than those used by Allen, the project has documented 
how Roseate Spoonbills have been affected by human activities 
such as hunting, development, and alteration to freshwater 
flows. Audubon Florida has used this information to correct and 
minimize these activities for the benefit of all wading birds and 
other wildlife that call Florida Bay home.  

In recent years, ESC revamped the project further as climate 
change has quickly altered wading bird behavior, requiring us to 
rapidly adapt our methods and use modern technology in order 
to continue to follow this important indicator of ecosystem health. 
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Conclusion

In 2018, Audubon’s Everglades Science Center staff began 
tracking birds using cellular technology and game cameras 
to monitor nesting success.  Now we have added these 
smaller, more mobile hydrostation to our arsenal of tools.  
This project is being undertaken in collaboration with 
Everglades National Park.

The largest challenge will be in understanding how these 
keys in Florida Bay will be affected by sea level rise 
longterm; a project for which ESC is looking to acquire 
funding in 2022-2024.
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Have you seen a banded Roseate Spoonbill? Scan here to submit your sighting!


