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Project Overview 
The Chester Island Bird Habitat Management and Protection project strengthened the resilience of Chester Island as a vital 
nesting site for colonial waterbirds along the central Texas coast. Implemented by Audubon Texas (National Audubon 
Society), the project enhanced and maintained nesting habitat, monitored breeding activity, and engaged the public about 
bird conservation through festivals, tours, and volunteer cleanups. 

Key accomplishments included: 

• Replacement and deployment of a tractor, which is essential habitat management equipment to support island 
management operations. 

• Seasonal habitat management actions such as debris removal, invasive species control and predator monitoring 
to maintain productive colonial waterbird nesting habitat. Tree, shrub, unvegetated upland and beach habitat 
types occur on the island and were impacted by management actions  

• Monitoring of 23 species of colonial waterbirds and submission of standardized data to the Texas Waterbird 
Society. 

• Improved nesting habitat and outcomes for Black Skimmer, including a 2025 breeding season colony producing 
at least 26 chicks. 

• Community outreach and education at regional events (e.g., Matagorda Bay BirdFest; Midcoast Birding Festival) 
and a community shoreline cleanup on Chester Island. 

Task 1: Tractor Procurement 
Audubon completed a lease-versus-purchase analysis with Shoppa’s Farm Supply in Victoria, Texas, which confirmed that 
leasing was not available for the tractor size required for island operations. Following written approval from the Texas 
General Land Office (GLO), Audubon finalized purchase, removed the old tractor (photo 1), and delivered the new unit to 
Port O’Connor for barge transport to Chester Island on November 13, 2024 (photos 2 and 3). The tractor now supports 
vegetation management, bare-ground maintenance and overall stewardship activities for colonial waterbirds on Chester 
Island.  

  

Photos 1 and 2. Left photo: Old tractor after removal from Chester Island and arrival onshore before hauled away. Right photo: 
New tractor arrival on Chester Island with attachment for bare ground restoration. Both photo credits: Tim Wilkinson. 
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Photo 3. New tractor on Chester Island shoreline with box blade attachment for bare ground restoration. Photo: Tim Wilkinson. 

Task 2: Habitat Management 
Seasonal habitat management ensured Chester Island remained suitable for colonial waterbirds. Site assessments in fall of 
2024 and 2025 guided winter 2024 and 2025 management actions. Completed activities included shoreline debris removal 
(photos 4, 5, 6, and 7), mowing for invasive vegetation control, sign replacement and new sign installation (photo 9), 
bilingual sign installation (photo 8), fire ant treatment (photos 10, 11, and 12) and predator monitoring. Using the new 
tractor with a box blade attachment, staff restored and maintained bare-ground nesting areas for ground-nesting species 
such as Sandwich Tern, Royal Tern, Caspian Tern and Black Skimmers. Following use of the box blade, staff applied 
herbicide (photo 13) to reduce vegetation encroachment on bare ground nesting areas. The tractor purchased through this 
grant was used to maintain the bare ground habitat for these ground-nesting colonial waterbird species.  
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Photo 4 and 5. Volunteer work day at Chester Island to remove marine debris in 2024. Photo credits: Peggy Wilkinson. 

 

 

Photo 6 and 7. Right: Volunteer work day to remove marine debris at Chester Island during winter 2025. Photo credit: Peggy 
Wilkinson. Left: Additional marine debris removal, February 2026. Volunteer Peggy Wilkinson shown helping lead clean-up 
efforts. Photo credit: Tim Wilkinson 
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Photo 8 and 9. Signs installed on Chester Island during winter 2025. Sign on the left is translated into Spanish and Vietnamese. 
Sign on the right is in English. Photo credit left: Tim Wilkinson. Photo credit right: Peggy Wilkinson. 

 

Photo 10 and 11. Red invasive fire ant control measures. Ant bait spreading actions during winter 2024. Photo credit, right: Tim 
Wilkinson. left: Peggy Wilkinson. 
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Photo 12. Areas treated with ant bait during winter 2025-2026 management season. Photo: Hank Arnold. 

 

Photo 13. Herbicide treatment, winter 2024, after box blade treatment. Photo credit: Peggy Wilkinson. 

Task 3: Breeding Season Monitoring 
Audubon conducted breeding season monitoring to assess nesting activity and potential disturbances. In May 2025, the 
team completed a rookery survey using both drone-based imagery and ground-based counts, following Texas Waterbird 
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Society protocols. Audubon staff coordinate volunteers (photo 14) to assist with the on-the-ground counts. Monitoring 
documented 23 species of colonial waterbirds during May of 2025. The total estimate for breeding pairs during the 2025 
count was 21,681 pairs. Black Skimmers had a successful colony producing at least 26 chicks in 2025. Disturbance 
monitoring identified one minor trespass incident, which informed future multilingual signage enhancements. Annual 
monitoring data and the disturbance summary were submitted to the Texas Waterbird Society and the GLO. Annual 
monitoring workbook and disturbance summary included in Appendix A. Photos of nesting waterbirds included in photos 
15, 16, 17, 18 and 19.  

 

Photo 14. Chester Island monitoring crew including Audubon staff and volunteers for 2025 breeding season ground count. Photo 
credit: Brigid Berger. 
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Photo 15 and 16. Two species of nesting birds observed on Chester Island during 2025 monitoring survey. Left: Reddish Egret 
(white morph). Right, Brown Pelicans. Photo credits: Peggy Wilkinson. 

       
Photo 17 and 18. Right: Black Skimmers nesting on Chester Island, photo: Tim Forrester. Left: Black Skimmer chicks on Chester 
Island. Taken from a safe distance with a high magnification zoom lens, photo: Hank Arnold. 
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Photo 19. Black Skimmer colony photographed from a drone. Red circles indicate presence of a chick. Photo: Hank Arnold. 

Task 4: Outreach and Community Engagement 
Audubon staff engaged residents and visitors through educational outreach and hands-on events. Activities included 
participation in the Matagorda Bay BirdFest in March 2025 with a parade float, education table, and presentations (photos 
20 and 21). Audubon also attended the Midcoast Birding Festival and guided coastal birding tours and shared a 
presentation about Chester Island (photos 22, 23 and 24). Audubon partnered with the San Antonio Bay Partnership to 
conduct a Chester Island shoreline cleanup (October 13, 2025). Outreach emphasized responsible recreation, habitat 
protection, and minimizing disturbance to nesting birds. Throughout our outreach activities we emphasized our Share the 
Shore campaign (materials included in Appendix B) and encourage coastal residents and visitors to be “bird-friendly beach 
goers.  

 

  

Photo 20 and 21. Left: Matagorda Bay Birdfest float, photo: Marisa Heymach. Right: Richard Gibbons presenting. 
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Photo 22 and 23. Midcoast Birding Festival outreach. Left: Alexis Baldera presenting about Chester Island. Right: Tim Forrester 
leading a birding tour. Photo credits: Brigid Berger.  

 

Photo 24. Midcoast Birding Festival outreach. Audubon team on boat to guide community tour of Matagorda Bay with emphasis 
on Chester Island. Photo: Brigid Berger. 

Project Milestones 
Date Milestone / Outcome 

Nov 13, 2024 New tractor delivered to Port O’Connor; barged to 
Chester Island and deployed for management. Old 
tractor removed. 
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Dec 2024 – Feb 2025 Winter habitat management: debris removal, 
mowing, fire ant treatment, predator monitoring, box 
blade bare ground grading, herbicide application. 

Mar 7–9, 2025 Matagorda Bay BirdFest outreach: parade float, 
education booth, two presentations. 

May 1–4, 2025 Midcoast Birding Festival: six tours and five 
presentations. 

May 21–22, 2025 Annual rookery survey (drone + ground methods); 
data processing and submission initiated. 

Jun–Jul 2025 Data digitization and Texas Waterbird Society 
submission; Black Skimmer colony monitored (26 
chicks). 

Oct 13, 2025 Community shoreline cleanup on Chester Island with 
San Antonio Bay Partnership. 

Nov 13–14, 2025 Texas Waterbird Society conference participation 
and project update. 

Dec 2025 – Feb 2026 2025 winter management: sign installation, marine 
debris removal, ant control, moving, predator 
monitoring (no mammals detected). 

 

Project Outcomes 
Chester (Sundown) Island in Matagorda Bay remains a cornerstone of colonial waterbird conservation, supporting more 
than 20,000 nesting pairs annually across a variety of habitats. Over the course of this project, Audubon Texas 
strengthened its capacity to actively manage and protect this critical habitat through the acquisition and deployment of a 
replacement tractor, ensuring the continuation of essential vegetation management activities. These efforts were 
complemented by habitat restoration actions, including the removal of invasive species and enhancement of bare-ground 
nesting habitat. Ongoing monitoring documented a robust community of 23 colonial waterbird species, with notable 
improvements in Black Skimmer nesting success, while routine predator surveys confirmed the absence of mammalian 
predators during the reporting period. 

Beyond on-the-ground habitat work, the project advanced community engagement and data-driven conservation. 
Audubon Texas connected with local audiences through festivals, tours, presentations and volunteer shoreline cleanups.  
Audubon also submitted standardized monitoring data and disturbance reports to relevant agencies. Key lessons from this 
work highlight the importance of aligning equipment capacity with ecological needs to maximize habitat gains, expanding 
multilingual signage to reduce human disturbance, and integrating drone imagery with traditional ground surveys to 
improve monitoring efficiency and accuracy. Additionally, maintaining dedicated, on-island equipment proved critical for 
ensuring timely and reliable habitat management. Together, these outcomes position Chester Island for continued success 
as a resilient and productive nesting site, while reinforcing its role in supporting both coastal bird populations and the 
regional ecotourism economy. 
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Appendix A: 2025 Monitoring Worksheet 
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Chester Island 2025 Seasonal Disturbance Summary 
Audubon Texas Coastal Program 
Reporting period: March – August 2025 
 
Overview 
The 2025 nesting season at Chester Island was marked by low levels of human and natural disturbance. Two discreet disturbance events were 
documented, one related to recreational boating and one related to Audubon’s monitoring efforts. Due to low disturbance, including no tropical 
storm or predator events, the colony remained strong throughout the season and 21,681 pairs of nesting birds were documented nesting on the 
island. No tropical storms or hurricanes occurred during the 2025 season. Warden, Tim Wilkinson, observed recreational fishermen fishing the 
waters surrounding Chester Island on nearly all of his island visits during the breeding season. No boats were observed close enough to the 
colony to cause birds to leave their nests this season. 
 Disturbance Summary Table 
Date Disturbance 

Type 
Source Duration / 

Intensity 
Species Affected Observed 

Impact 
Management Response 

May 
15 

Human Recreational boat landing 
and walking through colony 

Moderate 
 
 

Black Skimmer, Royal 
Tern, Sandwich Tern 

Extended 
flushing 

Enhance signage; expand 
outreach 

May 
22 

Human Monitoring Low Mixed colony Temporary 
flushing 

Shorten on site monitoring 
duration by expanding drone 
use. 

 
Notable event 
The largest disturbance events occurred in mid-May, when three people were observed landing on Chester Island and walking through the 
colony. Photos of the event were captured by graduate students at Harte Research Institute and are included below. This human disturbance 
event was concentrated along the western shoreline, suggesting continued need for expanded signage, and possible trespassing enforcement. 
Harte Research Institute graduate student biologists were nearby monitoring the colony with a drone. When the disturbance event was 
observed they consulted with Warden Wilkinson before engaging with the people. The people on the island only spoke Spanish which presents a 
language barrier to reading posted signs. To prevent future language barriers, Audubon will be adding signs in Spanish and Vietnamese during 
winter 2025 management activities. Following this event, the disturbed tern colony returned to their nests. The disturbed tern colony was 
monitored throughout the season and successfully fledged chicks.  
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Planned Management Actions for winter 2025: 
• Replace and add multilingual “Do Not Land” signs,  
• Conduct outreach with local boating groups,  
• Continue early-season warden patrols for 2026. 
 

 

Photo 1. People walking on Chester Island during nesting season. Photo credit: Liam Wolff. 
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Photo 2. People walking on Chester Island during nesting season. Photo credit: Liam Wolff. 
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Photo 3.  Route of observed disturbance. 
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Appendix B: Outreach and Engagement Materials 
Share the Shore postcard and sticker: 
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Boater Guide: Six Ways to Protect Texas Birds 
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Breeding Birds of the Texas Coast: Trifold Brochure 
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