Rotary Park
and
Pond

Bob Armstrong

Riverside Rotary Park has
become one of the best places in Juneau to see certain
species of birds. Even some
species considered rare to
very rare in the Juneau area,
such as Wood Duck, Hooded
Merganser, and Red-winged
Blackbird can usually be seen
in the pond on a regular basis.
The viewing of these birds
and others is enhanced by a
1/3-mile adjacent paved walking trail and benches along
the trail near the shoreline.
Enough vegetation has grown
in between lake and trail so
wildlife feels reasonably comfortable feeding near people.
Rotary Park has been a special place to look for birds in
the Juneau area. To date 46
species of birds have been
officially documented as occuring in the park.

Wood Ducks (male left, female right) sometimes occur in the pond. This
year (2017) five Wood Ducks appeared in the pond and since these are very
rare birds in Alaska they really excited people who enjoy watching birds.
Here is a link to a video taken at Rotary Pond about them
http://www.naturebob.com/wood-duck-juneau
Wood Ducks typically perch on tree branches. The photo below shows two
males resting on a branch on the island in Rotary Pond.

Hooded Mergansers, a bird considered rare to uncommon in the Juneau area, can often be seen at
Rotary Pond. Mergansers are fish eating ducks and are attracted to the pond by the abundant threespine stickleback (below).

Rotary Pond is the best place in Juneau to see and watch the behavior of Mallards.

Rotary Pond could be considered a sanctuary for Mallards and other waterfowl such as this
Northern Shoveler during the hunting season on the Mendenhall Wetlands. I have often counted over 100 waterfowl resting on the ice or in amongst the vegetation. The marsh also provides
a place for several Mallard females to raise their young. The isolated brushy island provides a
safe place for them to nest.

Mallards are considered to be omnivorous and opportunistic, a generalist feeder. During breeding
season, they eat mostly animal foods, including insects such as midge larvae and other Diptera, dragonflies, and caddisfly larvae, aquatic invertebrates such as snails and freshwater shrimp, and terrestrial
earthworms. Outside of breeding season, they may eat mostly seeds from plants and aquatic vegetation.

Rotary Pond is a wonderful place
to photograph the behavior of
waterfowl.

Males Fighting over a Female

Mallards Mating and the Resulting Chicks

Rotary Pond may be an important place for the young gulls that are produced at the colonies near
the Mendenhall Glacier. Many seem to arrive in the fall and can be fun to watch when the pond is
icing over.

A variety of aquatic insects live and reproduce in Rotary Pond. This area is a wonderful place
for children to learn about aquatic insects. Discovery Southeast has helped students learn about
these fascinating creatures at Rotary Pond.

Flat Headed Mayfly larva (left) and Predacious Diving Beetle (below)

Cranefly Larva

One of the most fascinating
insects living in Rotary Pond are
the larvae of caddisflies. Most
of their larva build cases out of
material they find nearby such
as pieces of bark (upper photo)
or bits of vegetation (left photo).
In these caddisflies their vulnerable abdomen is safely concealed inside these cases which
have a rigid base. These cases
are constructed piece by piece
using silk that the caddisfly
larva exudes from its mouth.
These caddisflies are slow moving and easy to catch by insect
eating birds. However, the bird
must figure out how to get the
insect out of its case. Some
birds do this by grabbing the insect by its head and vigorously
shaking it until the case fall off.

Another neat insect living in the pond are
dragonflies. As larva in the water (upper
photo) they capture other insects and even
small fish. They can thrust their lower jaw
forward at lightning speed to seize prey
with their sharp pincers.
The adult dragonfly (left photo) use their
powerful flying ability, excellent vision, and
spine-covered legs to capture insects in
mid-air or resting on the leaves of plants.
They can capture and eat up to 300 insects
a day. That includes insects that bite us
such as mosquitoes.

One bird that nests in the park, the Red-winged Blackbird, specializes in capturing and eating adult
dragonflies. It is fun to listen for the loud, liquid, ringing ok-a-lee song of the male as it displays and sings
to declare its territory and attract a mate (lower left). The two photos of the blackbird with a dragonfly
were taken at Rotary Pond.

On occasion people release domestic mallards, that they have raised, into the pond. These two were fun to
watch. I did a video of them which can be viewed at http://www.naturebob.com/domestic-mallard

Things to Consider
1. The manner in which the pond is laid out and managed is perfect for waterfowl and some other
birds. The island provides a nesting and resting area and protection from people and dogs.
2. Leaving a natural fringe of vegetation around the lake also provides protection and habitat for waterfowl.
3. It would be great do a survey and listing of the birds, fish, insects (including dragonflies), and vegetation that exists in and adjacent to the pond. This would provide a necessary basis for making management decisions in the future.
4. John Hudson now has his own company and would be the best person, in my opinion, to head up a
inventory project of this sort. He has suggested a small dock where children could safely capture and
examine aquatic insects.
5. The feeding of the ducks bread can be harmful to them. Juneau Audubon has agreed to work with
the city etc to help install a poster discussing this. (Which they have done see page 10.)
6. It is very difficult to tell the difference between native and invasive milfoil -- please have this checked
by an expert. The native milfoil plant is Northern Watermilfoil (Myriophyllum exalbescens) and is very
common in the Juneau area. Leaves and fruit of northern milfoil are consumed by a variety of waterfowl. Beds of northern milfoil offer shade, shelter and foraging opportunities for fish and aquatic insects. This is also true for the invasive one.
7. The pond’s size and path makes this site friendly to wheelchairs and families with strollers to view
waterfowl up close. The general population is aging and much of the wildlife viewing in Juneau requires long walks and uneven often rugged terrain. There are plenty of playgrounds nearby, so playground isn’t its highest and best use. The play area’s current size and location make it right for a
neighborhood park, with the added benefit of duck feeding and initiating children (and adults) to careful
interaction and observation of wildlife.
8. Possible resources include:
a. http://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/ConnectionsArmstrongWilson2.pdf
b. http://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/AquaticInsects.pdf
c. http://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/aquatic%20insect%20field%20guide.pdf
d. http://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/DragonFlyBookFINAL-3.pdf
e. http://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/Dragons%20in%20the%20Ponds%202%20final%201025-06.pdf
Special thanks to Gus van Vliet, Bill Brown, Barbara Shepherd and Lisa EaganLagerquist for
providing information on the Riverside Rotary Park.

