
 
 
 

Baker Sanctuary 2016 Year in Review 
Prepared by Land Manager and Educator, Chris Murray 

 
 
At the close of 2016, we celebrate another productive year at Baker Sanctuary. 
With the support of Travis Audubon volunteers, members, and partners, we were 
able to collect valuable data on bird populations, improve the health of native 
habitats, and inspire students and visitors to enjoy and learn from the beauty of 
our sanctuary. The summary below is by no means an exhaustive list but it does 
offer a glimpse into the many activities undertaken in 2016. 
 
Wildlife Monitoring & Sanctuary Management 
 
Golden-cheeked Warbler Survey 
 
In the spring, the annual 100-acre survey participated for the sixth year with 
Travis County and the City of Austin in a multi-year study to determine Golden-
cheeked Warbler population viability and habitat suitability throughout the 
Balcones Canyonlands Preserve (BCP). We compiled and analyzed 398 Golden-
cheeked Warbler observations including movement patterns, re-sighting of color 
banded individuals, counter-singing, and the presence of females and fledglings. 
Based on these observations, we estimated nine full territories and three edge 
territories in the Baker Sanctuary 100-acre plot for an adjusted total of 10.5 
territories. We observed females in all territories and a total of 17 fledglings in 
eight territories. 
 
Annual Breeding Bird Survey 
 
In an effort to achieve a more complete understanding of the composition, 
distribution, and density of avian species found throughout the Sanctuary, we 
have conducted an annual breeding bird survey each year since 2011. From May 
31 through June 22, 2016, we performed the sixth annual count at a total of 38 
point count stations. Of the 36 species recorded, the top three detected were 
Northern Cardinal at 97% of the stations, Black-crested Titmouse at 84% of the 
stations, and Painted Bunting at 79% of the stations. Golden-cheeked Warblers 
were detected at 24% of the stations compared to 61% for the previous year. The 
Lesser Goldfinch and Painted Bunting demonstrated weakly positive population 
trends. Other than these, analysis indicates that all populations are stable with no 
statistically significant trends. 
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Oak Caging Project 
 
To enhance survivorship and to investigate factors that may contribute to 
seedling growth rates and mortality, we initiated an oak caging project in 
December 2013.  The caging effort continued in 2016 with the protection of an 
additional 12 plateau live oak, one post oak, five shin oak, and six Spanish oak in 
the northern portion of the Sanctuary.  To date, a total of 34 plateau live oak, 1 
post oak, 38 shin oak, and 84 Spanish oak have been caged. In addition to the 
caging effort, we collected data such as habitat type, mid-stem diameter, 
seedling height, percent cover, and distance to nearest mature individual. These 
data help us to better understand factors affecting seedling growth and survival. 
Of the oak cohort caged the prior two seasons, mortality due to unknown causes 
has been documented for five plateau live oak, four shin oak, and four Spanish 
oak. In all but one of the cases the seedlings were observed to be desiccated yet 
intact. In the case of one shin oak, an unknown animal compromised the cage 
and the seedling was missing. All cages were left in place due to the propensity 
of seedlings to re-sprout and will be checked again in 2017.  
 
Invasive Species Removal 
 
The never-ending battle against invasive plants raged on during 2016 and gains 
were made in the control of various undesirable species throughout the 
Sanctuary. Highlights include: 
 

• Malta star-thistle abundance and distribution was significantly reduced and 
required only hand-removal techniques to manage the population. In the 
past, herbicide had been used to knock back a near monoculture centered 
around Baker Cabin. 

• The Tree-of-heaven groves discovered near the North Trail loop continued 
to be monitored and treated with three seedlings and suckers removed in 
the southern population and 178 in the northern, down 98% and 82% 
respectively.  

• Other invasive plants were removed when encountered throughout the 
Sanctuary, which included 241 chinaberry, six common figs, 57 heavenly 
bamboo, four small patches of Johnsongrass, 411 jujube, one paper 
mulberry, 14 privet, 32 tree-of-heaven, and two yarrow. In the Baker 
Cabin/JAEC area 546 common mullein and 136 common horehound were 
also manually removed. 
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Outreach & Education 
 
The Hiking Club with Whitestone Elementary, Leander Intermediate School 
District (LISD), convened for sessions in both the spring and fall. For six 
consecutive weeks per session, approximately 20 fifth-grade English Language 
Learner students spent two hours per session hiking the Sanctuary, learning 
about central Texas flora, fauna, and habitats.  
 
Other activities to enhance community involvement and increase awareness of 
Baker Sanctuary and the BCP mission included the Baker Open House, Great 
Backyard Bird Count, 12 guided hikes for various community groups, one BCP 
sponsored guided hike, three field trips for LISD fourth-grade students, two 
GCWA presentations to a total of 247 LISD fifth-grade students, one GCWA 
themed Youth Nature Camp for elementary students, one ecology presentation 
to a total of 140 LISD fourth-grade students, one kinesthetic lesson on bird 
migration at El Ranchito, and one presentation at the Longhorn Village Beak 
Week Celebration. Baker also hosted two Eagle Scout projects in 2016. Nathan 
Sloey built and installed a new Travis Audubon entrance sign and Alex Massaro 
constructed a new brown-headed cowbird cage. 
 
Baker Sanctuary received a total of 1243 visitors in 2016. We hosted 457 day 
hikers: 398 TAS members and 59 non-members. We also hosted an additional 
786 visitors during organized activities such as educational programs, TAS 
events, and guided hikes.  
 
Last but certainly not least, a total of 572.5 volunteer hours were logged at the 
Sanctuary on a variety of activities. Once again many thanks to all the dedicated 
volunteers who made it possible!  
 
We look forward to continuing and expanding our education and conservation 
efforts in 2017. We hope you will join us! 


