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Student Research Around the State and Beyond 

Editors note: Students at universities across the state of Louisiana are involved in research 

at the state, national, and international levels.  These young scientists are learning and re-

fining their research skills while making important discoveries, developing and refining hy-

potheses, and preparing for their professional careers.  I believe that it is important for 

these young scientists to promote their research whenever possible.  As such, I asked pro-

fessors at Louisiana’s universities to have their students send in a paragraph on their cur-

rent research projects.  I was well pleased with the response rate and breadth of research 

occurring across the state and beyond by these students.  I am sure you will enjoy learning 

more about these research projects as much as I did.  

 

Cassandra Skaggs, Graduate Research Assistant at LSU. Dr. Kevin Ringleman major profes-

sor.  Effects of Oil and Gas Development on Duck Production in the Bakken Formation of 

North Dakota.  The prairie pothole region is responsible for producing more than half of the 

dabbling ducks in North America, many of which winter in Louisiana.  In northwestern North 

Dakota, prairie pothole habitat overlaps with the Bakken shale formation, where rapid ex-

pansion of oil and gas development may affect millions of breeding waterfowl pairs. While 

oil and gas development has negatively affected other game birds such as the greater sage 

grouse in Wyoming, the effects on breeding waterfowl are unknown. Our goal is to assess 

how energy development in the Bakken influences waterfowl production, to help guide de-

cisions about conservation and energy development. This research is being conducted by 

Louisiana State University and Delta Waterfowl in collaboration with Ducks Unlimited Inc., 

the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, and the North Dakota Game and Fish Depart-

ment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Breeding waterfowl near a petroleum extraction site in North Dakota. Photo Credit: 

Ringleman 



Eva Windhoffer, Nicholls State University, Dr. Aaron Pierce, Major Professor.  Waterbird 
Nest Predation on Louisiana Barrier Islands.  My graduate research project evaluates the 
effectiveness of mammalian predator removal as a waterbird management tool at the Isles 
Dernieres Barrier Island Refuge in conjunction with identifying specific causes of nest fail-

ure. In particular, I am studying nesting suc-
cess of Royal Tern (Thalasseus maximus) 
and Sandwich Tern (Thalasseus sandvicen-
sis) colonies in response to mammalian 
predator removal. I am conducting in situ 
monitoring of nests during the breeding 
season as well as nest monitoring of active 
colonies using video cameras. I have multi-
ple camera systems to monitor the water-
bird colonies; each system has four individ-
ual infrared cameras that run continuously, 
and batteries are switched out as often as 
possible throughout the breeding season. 
The cameras are placed around the perime-
ter of the colonies to try and encompass as 
much of the total colony area as possible. 
Analysis of the nesting success for each 
species pre- and post- mammalian removal 

efforts will determine if predator removal may help to increase the nesting success of 
these birds. In addition, our video footage is being used to determine specific nest preda-
tors and the relative importance of each species in terms of contributing to nest failure. 
Preliminary data and video evidence suggest that predation on IDBIR does reduce the 
nesting success of Royal Terns and Sandwich Terns and that nutria (Myocastor coypus) and 
Laughing Gull (Leucophaeus atricilla) are the major nest predators. Furthermore, it is ap-
parent that birds nesting on the perimeter of the colony are more susceptible to egg loss 
by predation than those nesting within the colony.  
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An example of Laughing Gull predation  

An example of Nutria predation  



Mirka Zapletal, University of Louisiana at Lafayette, Dr. Paul Leberg Major Professor.  My doctoral project in Dr. Paul 
Leberg’s lab focuses on carnivore diet and distribution along barrier beach sites in coastal Louisiana. I am using AIC model 
selection to investigate the environmental correlates (e.g. vegetative structure, relative small mammal abundance, site 
size, etc.) of coyote and raccoon presence at sites in Vermilion, Terrebonne, and Barataria Bays. We collected carnivore 
presence and environmental data using camera traps, track plates, small mammal trapping, beach and bird surveys, vege-
tation plots, and GIS information. Model results will be used to predict future distribution of these species under several 
climate change scenarios. I am also investigating coyote and raccoon diet through scat analysis, including how dietary 
breadth and prey frequency differ between carnivore species with changing prey availability. Preliminary modeling results 
suggest that coyotes and raccoons respond to different environmental characteristics and exhibit different dietary prefer-
ences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chris Stelly, Louisiana Tech, Dr. Heidi Adams Major Professor.  Chris Stelly graduat-
ed from Louisiana Tech University with a Bachelor’s of Science in Forestry with a 
concentration in Wildlife Habitat Management in 2014. Upon graduation, he spent 
time working as a technician for a deer study conducted by graduate students of the 
University of Georgia. Growing up in the longleaf pines of central Louisiana, he had 
never experienced the nature of black bears. While aiding in deer capture at the 
Tensas Wildlife Refuge, his interest in black bears was sparked by the seemingly 
constant sightings of the species. Since then, Chris has worked on a seasonal Louisi-
ana black bear study conducted by the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisher-
ies collecting hair samples for individual identification, as well as the trapping and 
instrumentation of GPS and VHF collars to monitor survival and home range of 
these black bears. Currently, Chris is pursuing a Master’s degree in Biology for Loui-
siana Tech University under the direction of Dr. Heidi Adams. His thesis research 
focuses on natal den selection of Louisiana black bear females. Chris is hopeful that 
his findings will aid in the removal of the Louisiana black bear as a threatened spe-
cies. 
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Courtney Babin – Graduate Student (Master of Science, Biology), University of New Orleans. Chief Advisor:  Dr. 

Jerome Howard University of New Orleans.  Project:  Investigation of Reproductive Energy Allocation of Triadica 

sebifera.  I am investigating life history traits, specifically growth and reproduction, of the invasive plant species Tri-

adica sebifera (Chinese tallow tree).  Chinese tallow was introduced to Louisiana in the early 20th century for seed-

oil production and as an ornamental, but quickly became a noxious weed as it began to outcompete native flora.  

Effective control measures for any invasive species requires investigation of 

life history traits to establish modes of reproduction, growth, and survivabil-

ity.  My research includes three study sites across three parishes where Chi-

nese tallow has established.  Measurements of tree diameter, crown spread, 

tree height, and dry stem mass will be used to estimate biomass.  Seed and 

catkin collection takes place on a weekly basis from November through June.  

From these data, I will search for a relationship between diameter and seed/

catkin production using linear regression analyses.  I hypothesize that smaller 

trees will invest more energy into producing less expensive male structures, 

whereas larger trees will produce more seeds because energy is not as lim-

ited as when the tree is growing.  Studies that examine life history traits of 

invasive species may lead to better control 

methods, increased accuracy of prediction 

models, and early identification of so-

called “sleeper species” that have yet to 

become invasive but have the potential 

under the right ecological conditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Clay Stroud—Graduate Research Assistant at LSU working with Dr. Kevin Ringleman.  Coastal Louisiana provides 

wintering habitat for a continentally-significant proportion of Lesser Scaup (Aythya affinis), a species which has been 

of conservation concern since population declines began in the 1980s.  Scaup surveys on Lake Pontchartrain show 

populations that fluctuate from a few thousand birds to nearly half a million in some years, suggesting dramatic an-

nual variation in food availability.  Indeed, prior research has indicated that spillway openings, El Niño events, and 

storm surges from hurricanes can affect potential scaup foods (primarily bivalves) in Lake Pontchartrain.  Therefore, 

I will examine the diet composition of wintering scaup utilizing Lake Pontchartrain, and simultaneously sample the 

benthic invertebrate communities where scaup are collected to determine food availability and diet preferences.  

Using these empirical diet data, I will analyze long-term datasets on both scaup abundance and benthic invertebrate 

community assemblage to assess potential correlations between them, as well as evaluate the role of environmental 

disturbance in structuring the Pontchartrain community from the bottom up. 

Student Research Cont. 

Courtney Babin, graduate student at The University 

of New Orleans, collects data for her research on the 

invasive plant species Triadica sebifera, commonly 

known as the Chinese tallow tree.   

Seed/catkin collection trap 
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David J. Stafford, Louisiana Tech University, Dr. William Wolf Major Professor.  Assessing feral hog (Sus scrofa) popu-

lation using game cameras and characterizing the associated occurrence of leptospirosis in Northcentral Louisiana on the 

Jackson Bienville Wildlife Management Area.  Research has shown feral hogs (Sus scrofa) are carriers of up to 45 parasites 

(external and internal) and various diseases, many of which are transferrable to humans. Female hogs, once sexually mature, 

can have up to 2 litters of young per year and are currently found in 45 of 50 states within the United States. It has been sug-

gested that removal of some 70 - 75% of feral hogs annually is needed to control population growth.  Being able to accurately 

assess local hog populations is important to managers seeking to determine if management efforts are reaching removal tar-

gets. On our study site, LDWF testing indicated there was an 80% feral hog exposure rate to leptospirosis and 12% of the 
titers were high enough to indicate an active infection. Game cameras and bait sites have been successfully used to determine 

deer populations. We used game cameras at different densities, one per 259 ha. (640 ac.) and one camera per 40.5 ha. (100 

ac.), and compared 3 different methods (Lincoln-Peterson, Jacobson and Hotlfreter, and Modified Jacobson and Holtfreter) to 

assess feral hog numbers in Northcentral Louisiana on the Jackson-Bienville Wildlife Management Area. Results varied by 

camera density and estimation method. When results were compared to ancillary evidence produced from feral hog harvest 

rates and field observations, the modified Jacobson and Holtfreter method produced the most reasonable population estimate. 

We believe that this relatively simple and inexpensive method of hog population estimation has practical implications for land 

managers and warrants further testing.   

LDWF to Host Research, Management, and Education Symposium 

The Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries, Office of Wildlife, Will be hosting a Research, Manage-

ment, and Education Symposium.  Biologists from across the state will present information on current 

wildlife research, habitat and WMA management as well as education programs and activities.  Students 

from Louisiana universities are invited to present posters at this event.  For further information contact 

Jeff Duguay at jduguay@wlf.la.gov or 225-765-2353.  This event is free and open to the public. 

Date: May 31, 2016, 09:00—3:30 pm 

Location: Louisiana Room, Baton Rouge Headquarters, 2000 Quail Drive 
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LDWF’s Coastal Prairie Conservation Efforts 

Coastal prairie is one of the rarest habitats in North America.  Most of the nine million acres of prairie that stretched from 

Lafayette, Louisiana to southern Texas have been plowed and converted to agriculture, or grazed beyond recognition.  In 

recent years, several sizeable prairie remnants have been discovered in the cattle country south of Lake Charles.  These rem-

nants, which are utilized as rangeland, total about 5,000 acres.  Their use as grazing lands has likely had a role in preserving 

them over the years. 

While these prairies are recognizable to the botanist or ecologist, they do have some issues.  On some sites, major prairie 

grasses such as little bluestem, Indian grass, and switch grass have apparently been overgrazed.  The reduction in cover of 

these classic prairie grasses has created some imbalance.  Grasses that are avoided or are not preferred forage (“increasers”) 

have expanded, as have weedy plants that thrive on soil disturbance.  Due to inadequate fire, woody encroachment is a 

problem on all prairie remnants detected thus far. 

LDWF has partnered with three ranches in the Lake Charles area for the purpose of improving prairie habitat on these prop-

erties.  Work in progress includes botanical and ecological research and fire-for-effect stewardship.  The primary stewardship 

practice employed has been prescribed fire.  Since the winter of 2014, LDWF staff have burned about 2,000 acres of prairie 

among four remnants.  Targeted herbicide applications have been performed on about 300 acres where brush forms fire-

proof thickets.  This project has been funded through a State Wildlife Grant (SWG).  This work is benefiting prairie plants and 

wildlife, including Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) as identified in the Louisiana State Wildlife Action Plan.  It is 

also increasing the quantity and improving the quality of forage available for cows.  Continued stewardship of the remaining 

prairies, enabled by the commitment of LDWF and partnering landowners, will enhance both ecological and economic bene-

fits derived from these rangelands.  Conservation of these coastal prairie remnants helps us to recapture a part of our Louisi-

ana natural heritage that was almost lost. 
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A large stand of Texas coneflower (Rudbeckia texana) on a coastal prairie remnant in Calcasieu Parish in early June of 2015.  This species is narrowly endem-
ic, restricted to southeast Texas and southwest Louisiana. Texas coneflower occurs on coastal prairie and longleaf pine flatwoods landscapes. 



This story can fit 75-125 words. 

Selecting pictures or graphics is an important part of adding content to your newsletter. 

Think about your article and ask yourself if the picture supports or enhances the message you’re trying to convey. Avoid selecting 

images that appear to be out of context. 
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Who We Are 

The Louisiana Association of Professional Biologists is a      

diverse group of natural resource specialists including, but not 

limited to, foresters, botanists, wildlife biologists, wetland     

scientists, fisheries biologists, and students who are dedicated 

to the economically sound and science-based protection, man-

agement, and use of Louisiana's natural resources through 

peer-reviewed research, mentoring, ecologically sound habitat 

management, and informed public policy. 

We’re On The Web!!! 

www.labiologists.org 
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