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Dear Friends,

Welcome to our Summer newsletter. Inside you will find some interesting items
relating to the Great Salt Lake ecosystem such as two articles by Joel Peterson, one on a
local spider species and one on a scientific expedition to the pelican nesting grounds on
Gunnison Island. We appreciate Joel’s observations of what is happening out on the
lake and his articles. Keep up the great work, Joel!

Another hard working volunteer, Jeanne Le Ber, our newsletter editor of two years,
will be leaving her post to concentrate on other numerous projects in her busy life. We
will miss Jeanne’s dedication and high quality work and we wish her well in all her
endeavors.

We are currently looking for someone to help with the newsletter as well as several
other volunteer chores. More details are included in this newsletter. Check it out on
page 8! [t is your chance to help make a difference and be creative.

Note that we will not have a July general membership meeting at our usual fourth
Tuesday. Watch for the flyer announcing the August speaker and Fall field trips.

Sincerely,

Kathbyn J. Collins

President

1996 SUMMER SCHEDULE
FRIENDS OF GREAT SAIT LAKE

EVENT DATE/TIME LocATION
Activities Planning Meeting July meeting cancelled
General Meeting July meeting cancelled

Activities Planning Meeting August 1 - Thursday/ 7-9 p.m. Salt Lake County Building, Room N3005
General Meeting August 27 — Tuesday/ 7-9 p.m. Sugarhouse Garden Center

Field Trips To Be Announced
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FieLD NOTES: MESSAGE OF A SPIDER’'S WEB

Joel Peterson

I caught a windshield full of brine flies driving
on I-80 along the south shore of the lake until I
almost couldn’t see. The brine flies are pupating
like popcorn this time of year. But there’s a
balance to most things that are natural and the
birds and spiders follow closely behind the
boom of flies.

If you have ever investigated the shrieks of
children (and many adults) while they stand
among the rocks and shrubs of the lake, you've
seen that their attention is likely on the orb-
weaving spiders that have draped their webs on
every available structure.

In conversation, I have mistakenly referred to
them as the “brine spider” for lack of any other
common name, and have associated it with only
the Great Salt Lake ecosystem. I spoke with Dr.
Kate Grandison of SOUTHERN UTAH UNIVERSITY
(she provided most of the references for this
article), who specializes in the study of spiders,
and learned from her that this spider is
distributed from Peru and the Galapagos Islands
north to Kansas and west to California (see also
B.J. Kaston, 1972). But it is very interesting to
note that the surroundings of the Great Salt Lake
define the northernmost extent of this spider’s
range (Grandison, pers. comm.). Certainly the
spider does well in this productive area and is a
functioning part of the ecosystem.

Older names by which this spider has been
known are Neoscona salaeria (Chamberlin, 1920)
and Neoscona oaxacensis (Keyserling, 1863 and
Berman & Levi, 1971). These names have been
synonymized into the present Neoscona cooksoni
(Butler, 1877, transferred from the genus
Araneus).

Having formally introduced our friend by
name, lets get to know it better. As most spiders
will, this species exhibits sexual dimorphism.
That is, the female has a different appearance
than the male. The length of the female’s body

is 11 to 17 mm while the male is 5 to 12 mm in
length. Kaston (1972) describes the spider as
“yellowish with brown markings. The carapace
has a dark median stripe and a dark stripe along
each lateral margin. The dorsum shows a
median yellowish herringbone pattern and a
mottling of light spots to the sides of this.”

This spider belongs to the family Araneidae
whose members spin an orb-web. The web is
characterized by radial strands coming from a
central hub and concentric spirals of silk. Just
like the haunted house version. All orb-
weavers have poor eyesight and cannot see from
more than a few inches away. It catches its prey
by feeling the vibrations on its web (A GOLDEN
GUIDE TO SPIDERS AND THEIR KIN).

James R. Smith in a 1906 UNIVERSITY OF UTAH
Bachelors thesis, SPIDERS OF SALT LAKE CITY AND
VICINITY, writes “when looked at from the
standpoint of practical engineering, the spider’s
web, with its strong, elastic cables, is regarded as
meeting all the requirements of modern
engineering. The spider is probably the most
talented engineer, man being excepted, in the
animal kingdom.”

In the Fall, the female makes an egg sack
containing many eggs. The eggs will hatch the
following Spring, producing numerous
spiderlings. This is the specie’s strategy to
survive a large mortality (GoLDEN GUIDE). The
spiderlings float in the wind attached to a fluffy
strand of its silk until it gets caught upon
something where it can weave its first web. My
boat mast shrouds have been made into a
Christmas tree of sorts, with the spiderling’s
“parachute” strings streaming from them like
tinsel.

At the lake, I cannot get very far in a
conversation about spiders until someone tells
me how hideous they are or tells me of their
own personal war upon them. Unfortunately,
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enough people have complained about these
insects that the GREAT SALT LAKE STATE PARK
finds it prudent to carry out weekly sprayings to
kill them so that we may be comfortable. I have
to say, “This is the earth we live on. I'd choose it
over a lifeless, plastic world with chemical
residues — any day.” The natural world is not
as harmful or icky as you may believe.

In his 1932 Masters thesis, A PRELIMINARY LisT
OF SPIDERS OF UTAH, written at the UNIVERSITY OF
UtaH, Wilton Ivie writes about his concern over
the lack of information, as well as misinformat-
ion, about spiders:

“Due to their small size, secluded habits
and wary disposition, spiders do not
proclaim their presence sufficiently to attract
their share of our attention. However, the
factor that is probably most responsible for
people avoiding these creatures, is the false
reputation that has been widely developed
regarding the ferocity of their dispositions,
and the poisonous nature of their bites

In defense of the spider, it might be said
that no spider will go out of his way to attack
a person; the usual reaction is in the opposite
direction, and only under extreme
provocation will a spider offer to bite. Even
if spiders were disposed to bite people on
occasion, there would be very little
justification for alarm, since very few of them
are capable of inflicting injury on an animal
as large as a man... When there is so much
false information, further accentuated by

unrestrained imagination, as regards the
popular knowledge of spiders, it is very
desirable that a more careful and more
objective study be made of these creatures.”

My first education of orb-weaving spiders
came from reading Charlotte’s Web in grade
school. This gentle spider advertised the virtues
of her friend Wilbur-the-pig by adding a few
words as she completed her web, ultimately
saving him from an untimely death! Read the
book for one of life’s little messages.

If the spiders at the Great Salt Lake marina
could communicate to those who complain of
them, they may finish their orbs with the words
“FRIEND, NOT FOE” or, “I'M EATING THOSE
BRINE FLIES YOU COMPLAIN ABOUT!”

The spider’s web is an analogy of the
interrelated components of the natural world
into which we are inextricably woven — the
web of life. Why is it that we continue our
attempts to subdue nature for some contrived
notion of comfort? We seem to have become
very wimpy in our advanced world. The spider
weaving its orb reminds us that we can’t pick
and choose which pieces of life’s web that we
want, and kill the rest. The web functions only
with all of its component parts. Give yourself
some time to become acquainted again with our
natural setting, think about how much you are
related to what you see and teach your children
not to be afraid of it. See you at the lake
ecosystem!
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OUR LEGACY OF PELICANS ON GUNNISON ISLAND

by Joel Peterson

I had a very rare opportunity to travel to
Gunnison Island to count American white
pelicans (Pelecanus erythrorhynchos) this past
Spring.

A small group of biologists and lake
enthusiasts led by Don Paul of the UtaH
DivisioN oF WILDLIFE RESOURCES recently traveled
by boat to Gunnison Island in the north arm of
the Great Salt Lake. Access to the north arm of
the lake was achieved by obtaining permission
to cross GREAT SALT LAKE MINERALS'
impoundment dikes and to access a private
launch area on the west side of Promontory
Point. UTAH DIVISION OF PARKS AND RECREATION
provided two boats to carry gear and people.

Restrictions which make the island off-limits to
people during the sensitive nesting and fledgling
season as well as the difficulty in logistics to
reach the island make this a very isolated area of
the lake. This isolation is exactly the advantage
the pelicans find while nesting here.

For nearly twenty years, pelican counts have
been done by photographing them during aerial
surveys and counting the pelicans (which
appear as small white dots) in the photo. This
trip would give us the opportunity to ground-
truth the photo survey data.

The population of pelicans on Gunnison Island
is clustered into discrete nesting colonies. We
know that the pair of nesting pelicans alternate
the incubating responsibility about every 72
hours; one is on the nest and the other is
foraging away from the nest at any point in
time. It can generally be said that the number of
birds observed on the ground is equivalent to
the number of nests. Doubling this number
would give you an estimate of the total number
of adults.

The success of pelicans raising their young to

fledgling age decreases through the summer.
Because there is a certain amount of nest
abandonment and chick mortality to consider,
refinement of the nest number is necessary to
provide a closer estimate of actual recruitment
(the number of young that actually fledge). This
adjustment is accomplished by applying a mean
productivity / nest value to the nest count. The
aerial survey and population assessment
methods were set up in a 1975 report by Fritz
Knopf who studied the pelicans of Gunnison
Island in the early and mid 1970’s.

Ours was a covert operation. We made a base
camp on the south end of the island away from
the pelicans. Initially we gathered route
information by circling the island by boat to see
the distribution of the colonies of pelicans, then
split into small teams with specified colonies to
count. Sneaking up to vantage points along
ridges, we were able to observe the birds
without disturbing them.

The colonies that were counted in my team
varied in size, from around 100 to 500 adults
each. Counting these birds with binoculars and
spotting scopes was much like counting a
parking lot full of bowling pins. Although they
remained relatively still, the pelicans all looked
pretty much the same making it difficult to see
who had been counted and who had not. We
each counted the colonies many times before
arriving at a consensus over the number.

In 1976 Fritz Knopf published a paper about
pelican nesting synchrony. We could see that
within a particular colony, the timing of the
nests was about the same. For example, within a
colony all would be incubating eggs. Yet there
was asynchronous timing between the
individual colonies. Some colonies may have
newly hatched birds yet another colony may
have young birds already standing.






