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Trip planning, birding-focused or not, starts with a quick eBird search for 
Hotspots. For me, this is usually followed by Google searches for “best pizza”  
and “best hikes.” Everything else usually falls into place after that. Priorities. 

2020 reached a Hard Stop in March, and abruptly our attention was directed locally. Remember that time 
you said you’d love to do a Big Sit in your yard or “warm up” that local Hotspot across town? 2020 heard you and 
delivered these opportunities to you in a gold-plated bird bath. 2020, you shouldn’t have. 

Unlike the life derailments we’ve had, the birds don’t give a hot dang, and I suspect our backyard birds are happy to 
have continuously filled feeders while our bank accounts dwindle from curbside pickup bird-seed purchases. 

2020 also showed us that while birding should be for everyone, it doesn’t not always shake out that way.  This, 
however, is not a Hard Stop. There is continuous work to be done in the birding community (in all communities!) to 
foster a safe space for all birders, especially to those who have been marginalized, such as Black people, and to reach 
inward to examine our own biases and ignorance. 

I’d like to give a big thank you to all who contributed to the fall 2020 issue. If you are interested in contributing to 
the spring 2021 issues, please get in touch with us using the “Contact Us” page on the Oregon Birding Association 
webpage. 

It’s difficult to predict which types of birding events will take place this winter and into 2021, so I’ll refrain from 
listing them. I think we’ve demonstrated though that even a global pandemic can’t really stop us from birding, and 
with that said, be safe, be kind, mask up, and bird on.   

FROM THE EDITOR

Linda Tucker Burfitt 
saunteringbirder.com                               
Editor, Oregon Birds             
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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

What a year we have had so far: a global pandemic, lockdowns and 
social distancing, financial roller coaster rides, police brutality, 
social unrest, anti-racism protests, and historic wildfires!

It started without much fanfare; but in January, a strange new 
virus appeared in China and has since spread its dark wings over the entire 
world, with no end in sight. It has wreaked unprecedented havoc on our nation 
in terms of casualties, lockdowns, economic ruin, pain, and suffering.

Birding soared in popularity as it became a way for Americans to go outdoors 
to enjoy themselves in the midst of social distancing and lockdowns. However, 
even that was not without its own share of events reflecting the fault lines of 
our society related to racism and bigotry. Events such as the Central Park incident exposed the reality of birding 
and other outdoor activities for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPoC) birders. Since then, efforts across 
the birding community are underway to ensure that BIPoC birders enjoy the same basic rights as the rest of the 
birding community: the ability to watch birds where the birds are without fear of racist actions or harassment. 
These efforts are still in their infancy, and we have a long way to go before we can claim to have reached that lofty 
goal, and to succeed, we must all step outside our comfort zone.

With the pandemic raging, the Oregon Birding Association (OBA) 
cancelled its 2020 annual conference in Astoria. However, we plan to 
hold our 2021 annual conference in September 2021 in Astoria, jointly 
with the Washington Ornithological Society. We hope that by then it 
will be safe to resume in-person annual conferences. In place of the 
2020 in-person conference, with its field trips, social hours, keynotes, 
and dinners, we held a virtual annual conference, and we are grateful 
for the good attendance we had and for the outstanding and heartfelt 
virtual conference and keynote delivered by Dr. J. Drew Lanham. 
Two OBA Lifetime Membership Awards were awarded to long-time 
members in recognition of their great contributions to the Oregon 
birding community. The recipients are Chuck Gates from Prineville and 
Mike Patterson from Astoria. Congratulations on the awards, Chuck 
and Mike, and thank you for your contributions to our community!

On a more personal note, being stuck working from home for many 
months has allowed us to enjoy the view of our yard bird feeder, which 

is visited by a continuous stream of common birds. We witnessed birds preparing for nesting, raising their young, 
and growing up and taking off. I encourage all of us to draw enjoyment from the birds wherever we can observe 
them. And in conclusion, I would like to reiterate my hopes for a better remainder of 2020, and for a great and 
wonderful 2021 for all of us!

Nagi Aboulenein      
President, Oregon Birding Association

Dr. J. Drew Lanham. 
Photo courtesy of Clemson University.
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the hemisphere, not far removed from the archaic land 
bridge that once connected Siberia and Alaska. Pushing 
the Bushtit’s uniqueness, they do not share their genus 
with any other bird. They are Psaltriparus minimus, a 
flying singularity.

Bushtits weave an enclosed nest. The western United 
States has few species that share that architectural 
proclivity: orioles (Icterus sp.), American Dipper 
(Cinclus mexicanus), and Marsh Wren (Cistothorus 
palustris). Bushtits will usually lay 5 to 7 eggs, but 
sometimes a dozen or more. That requires a good-sized 
nursery. This species often has nest helpers. as was 
first described by Alexander Skutch more than 80 years 
ago (Skutch 1935). Unlike most other small birds, the 
Bushtit does not go for small or modest nests.

Bushtit pairs weave a hanging sac of grass and threads 
(natural or human-made) that can be up to 1 foot long. 
The nest is gourd-shaped, attached to a limb or limbs. 
Dr. Sarah Sloane tells me the nests are largely lichen 
and spider web, sticking together like natural Velcro 
(Sloane 2020). Dr. Sloane has been studying these 
birds for decades and is about to publish her second 
edition of the species account for The Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology Birds of the World online. This past spring 
2020, she was conducting Bushtit nesting research in 
the Portland area with a small team of volunteers. She 
is also a biology professor at the University of Maine at 
Farmington.

Many distinctive things can be said about 
our Bushtits, Psaltriparus minimus. They 
are tiny. They are our smallest breeding 
songbird here in Oregon. They weigh 

almost one-fifth of an ounce. You could mail five 
Bushtits with a single first-class stamp, if you could 
get them to stick together. One Wilson’s Warbler 
(Cardellina pusilla) weighs 40% more than a Bushtit. 
Black-capped and Mountain Chickadees (Poecile 
atricapillus and P. gambeli) are twice as weighty. The 
Bushtit only outweighs all hummingbirds on the 
Pacific Slope. Yet, consider this: one Western Gull 
(Larus occidentalis) is approximately 180 times as 
heavy as a single Bushtit. Still, Bushtits thrive here 
despite the winter. They mobilize their gang and 
enthrall the viewer who stops to watch.

The Bushtit taxonomy is unique in North America. 
The Bushtit is the only species in the family 
Aegithalidae that is native to the Western Hemisphere. 
The other dozen species in this family are spread 
over Eurasia. A common name for the family is “long-
tailed tits.” All species in this family share the fluffy 
body with a narrow tail seemingly out of proportion. 
Thus, the Bushtit and Wrentit (Chamaea fasciata) 
share the distinction of being outliers: both are the 
lone American species of a larger family otherwise 
found only in the Eastern Hemisphere. Perhaps it is no 
coincidence that both are here on the Pacific side of 

Harry Fuller

ONE 
OREGON 
BUSHTIT 

IS UNIQUE
AMONG THE 

ALREADY UNIQUE

Photography by Jeff Nordstrom

Nagi Aboulenein      
President, Oregon Birding Association
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Bushtits were first recorded in Oregon in the 1830s 
by John Kirk Townsend (Townsend 1839). A paler-
plumage morph was first recorded east of the Cascades 
by Charles Bendire in 1874 at Camp Harney, not all 
that far from Page Springs Campground (Lange 1965).

In addition to the already-compelling attributes of this 
species, Oregon birders can now say that Oregon is 
home to what may be a most unusual Bushtit, certainly 
one with unprecedented appearance among all the 
many recorded sightings here in Oregon. In September 
2019, several birders, including myself, were birding 
the Harney Basin and had the good fortune to see a 
black-eared Bushtit at Page Springs Campground. It 
was one member of a flock of at least seven “ordinary” 
Bushtits. This black-eared Bushtit was seen in the 
campground’s short trees and willow thickets. No 
birder has reported a renewed sighting of such a bird 
since September 2019. As far as bird records can take 
us, that one black-eared individual is a unique morph 
this far north. There are very few confirmed sightings 
north of Mexico. The appearance of black-eared 
Bushtits becomes more frequent in the southern part 
of the species’ range, which ends in Guatemala. 

None of the bird records for Nevada or Colorado show 
black-eared Bushtits. eBird confirms none for Arizona, 
nor could I find a living birder who could confirm 
seeing a black-eared in Arizona. While researching for 
this article, I contacted the New Mexico Bird Records 
Committee. It turns out, there have been infrequent 
sightings of black-eared Bushtits in northern New 
Mexico, far north of the Mexican border. Sartor O. 
Williams III, the secretary of the committee, emailed 
me the following information:

 Bushtits with “black ears” are occasionally reported, 
including in the northern part of the state, and there are 
specimens and photos to confirm some reports. I believe 
it’s been about 50 years since it was understood that 
the amount of black in the face of some Bushtits is the 
result of polymorphism, the frequency of which varies 
geographically (common in southern populations and 
absent in northern populations). Since that time, interest 
in documenting such morphs has not been high among 
birders and most others interested in birds.

In the birds of extreme southwestern New Mexico in 
Hidalgo Co. (in the San Luis Mts. on the border with 
Mexico plus in some adjacent areas), a small percentage 
of the adult males have blackish auriculars and have been 
considered the melanotis group. Others with black ears 
that are encountered farther north in the state have been 
considered juv. variants of the northern minimus group.

Some northern records of birds with black ears include a 4 
July 1963 specimen from Bear Mt. near Silver City, Grant 
Co., a 6 July 1966 photo of one at Bluewater Lake near 
Grants, Cibola Co., a 13 Sept 1986 sighting of one in a 
flock of about 15 Bushtits at Santa Fe, Santa Fe Co., and 
a 23 June 1968 sighting of one or more in a small flock at 
Bernal near Las Vegas, San Miguel Co.

There have been several reports from the Albuquerque area 
and the adjacent Sandia Mts., both in Bernalillo Co. One 
was collected in the Sandia Mts. 17 July 1965 and another 
was seen there 8 Sept 1965. A juv. male with black feathers 
on the face was captured, banded, and photographed in 
the hand at Cedar Crest on the east side of the Sandia 
Mts. 29 July 1966 by Barbara McKnight; the same bird 
was recaptured the following 9 April 1967 at which time 
it had no black facial feathers (Auk 86:570, 1969). More 
recently, one was captured, banded, and photographed 
in the hand at Albuquerque (Kirtland AFB) on 25 June 
2005. (Williams 2020)

Note the one individual that lost its black-eared 
appearance between July and the following April. 

Jeff Nordstrom was one of the birders who saw the 
black-eared Bushtit several times in September 2019.  
Here’s his email account: 

We first observed the bird in a small apple tree within 
our campsite (#27) at around 5:00 pm on 09/11. I have 
seen a lot of bushtits and immediately knew this one was 
unique. As another birder watched the bird, I ran over to 
Don Sutherland’s campsite (#28) to alert him so he could 
get a photo. Our camera was still tucked inside my truck 
at the time. Don did try to get a photo that evening but 
was unsuccessful. I believe he got his photo the next day at 
a different location. We saw the same group of 7 bushtits 
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on 3 more occasions in the same apple tree. The birds 
would arrive every evening between 4:00pm and 6:00pm 
whenever we were in camp. 

We saw them on 09/11 and we took photos, then on 
09/14 we took photos, then on 09/15 we took photos, and 
the morning of 09/16 at 8:13 am they showed again and 
we took photos. The eye is pale in every photo we have but 
unless you really looked for it, it was hard to notice. These 
birds were very cooperative and our observations were 
within 9’ every time. (Nordstrom 2019)

Pale eye! That would mean this was a female Bushtit. 
Dr. Sloane informs me that all known black-eared 
Bushtits in the southern part of their range are juvenile 
males. Also, the black-eared plumage goes away before 
their first spring is over. When we discussed the 2019 
sighting, she reminded me that black-eared Bushtits 
were once considered a separate species, Psaltriparus 
melanotis. Now, black-eared Bushtits are mostly young 
males and are part of the melanotis group, which 
includes two subspecies (there are 12 subspecies of 
Bushtits). Both subspecies of the melanotis group are 
found from Arizona south. The conclusion seems to be 
that Oregon’s one black-eared individual was the result 
of possible, if improbable, genetics. In the general 
Bushtit population, recessive traits could statistically 
combine to produce such a bird, perhaps anywhere. 
This black-eared individual did not fly up from 
Mexico. The species is not migratory and is not known 
to wander, e.g., one will unlikely show up in Missouri 
or Florida. Oregon’s black-eared Bushtit likely had 
eastern Oregon parents with normal plumage. And, 
it is likely true that if that individual bird survived 
the winter at Page Springs Campground, it molted, 
and it now looks like the rest of the flock. So, how 
rare was our one black-eared, apparently female, 

Harry Fuller; Salem, Oregon 
2020 Malheur Field Station volunteer 

atowhee@gmail.com

Photography by Jeff Nordstrom  
Black-eared Bushtit, Page Springs Campground 

September 16, 2019 

Oregon Bushtit? How many thousands (or hundreds 
of thousands) of individual Bushtits have been seen 
here since when Townsend first recorded the species in 
the 1830s? So far, we know of one black-eared Bushtit 
in Oregon’s nearly 220-year history of recorded bird 
observation. One and counting.
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JANUARY 11–12, 2020 

AN UNPRECEDENTED 
INLAND INVASION OF

BLACK-LEGGED
KITTIWAKES:

David S. Irons
Shawneen E. Finnegan 

Philip Kline
Colby Neuman  

Columbia River. Given the normal pattern of inland 
occurrences, this constitutes an unprecedented 
invasion with only one other comparable event. In the 
wake of a late-fall storm in 1975 (date uncertain) eight 
Black-legged Kittiwakes were seen from Fern Ridge 
Dam in central Lane County (Alan Contreras personal 
communication, 2020)  

After spending most of a day on January 11 birding 
the western Washington County lowlands looking 
for interesting waterfowl, we decided to check Henry 
Hagg Lake (Scoggins Valley Park), a large reservoir 
southwest of Forest Grove. This locale has a long and 
rich history of collecting wayward coastal species 
that stray inland or that are deposited there by strong 
storms off the Pacific Ocean. Flocks of Surf and 
White-winged Scoters (Melanitta perspicillata and M. 
deglandi) sometimes number into the dozens and they, 
along with Red-throated and Pacific Loons (Gavia 
stellate and G. pacifica), are found here annually during 
late fall. Other rarities found here have included 
Black Scoter (Melanitta americana), Long-tailed Duck 
(Clangula hyemalis), Red-breasted Merganser (Mergus 
serrator), and Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena).  

Arriving at the Henry Hagg Lake Dam at about 3PM, 
Shawneen and I spotted a single small gull on the 
water about 300 meters from the dam. Upon getting 
a better view with binoculars, Shawneen suggested 
that it looked like a kittiwake. With spotting scopes we 

The Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa 
tridactyla) is a small semi-pelagic gull 
with a circumpolar Northern Hemisphere 
distribution. Breeding occurs at high 

latitudes on rocky cliff faces and nearshore sea stacks. 
In the northeast Pacific Ocean, kittiwakes are fairly 
common to uncommon residents during the non-
breeding season (October–April) in marine waters 
from Alaska south to Baja California, Mexico (Hatch et 
al. 2009). Despite their relative seasonal abundance in 
the marine waters off of the Oregon Coast, kittiwakes 
are surprisingly rare inland strays. Most of Oregon’s 
inland records have come from the Willamette Valley 
and associated reservoirs and lakes. Reports typically 
involve storm-blown singletons that are found 
either dead or in clearly unhealthy condition. Unlike 
other pelagic and semi-pelagic species that occur as 
waifs–most notably the Red Phalarope (Phalaropus 
fulicarius)–the Black-legged Kittiwake does not seem 
to be a species that is prone to inland “wrecks.” Thus, 
the events described herein were highly unusual and 
appear to represent the largest inland “invasion” of 
Black-legged Kittiwakes ever witnessed in Oregon. 

Over the weekend of January 11–12, 2020, no fewer 
than 12 Black-legged Kittiwakes were found along 
the eastern skirt of the Oregon Coast Range in 
neighboring Washington and Columbia Counties. 
One additional bird was found just east of Portland 
at the Sandy River mouth where it empties into the 

Photograph by Phil Kline
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Hagg Lake, and others went to Vernonia to enjoy the 
three kittiwakes found there earlier in the day. One to 
three kittiwakes continued to be reported throughout 
the day on Henry Hagg Lake, and that same Sunday 
Audrey Addison discovered yet another adult kittiwake 
resting with other gulls on a sandbar near the Sandy 
River mouth near Troutdale.

Philip’s account follows: 

I decided Sunday morning to follow up on Dave and 
Shawneen’s report of Black-legged Kittiwakes on Henry 
Hagg Lake, but never made it to my original destination. 
On a whim, I opted to take the scenic route via Vernonia 
and check the lake there on the slim chance that a wayward 
kittiwake had managed to find this rather isolated body of 
water in southwestern Columbia County. Vernonia Lake 
sits next to a bend of the Nehalem River and is the only 
sizable body of water between Henry Hagg Lake and the 
Columbia and Willamette Rivers to the north and east. 
Although relatively small, I thought the lake, along with 
the neighboring sewage ponds, at least had the potential to 
act as an aquatic beacon for a wayward kittiwake.  

I pulled into the parking lot at about 11AM into the teeth 
of a rain squall. I parked in a strategic position to view the 
lake from the dry interior of my car and immediately saw 
what appeared to be two small gulls on one of two stone 
structures rising out of the water—ruined foundations 
associated with the lake’s former life as a log-sorting pond 
for one of Oregon’s largest timber mills. My heart skipped 
a beat, but I just couldn’t make them out well enough 
through the rain-streaked windows. I decided to brave the 
shower, grabbed my camera, and moved in closer. It didn’t 
take me long to realize they were indeed Black-legged 
Kittiwakes! I snapped off a few record shots and retreated 
to my car as the rain increased. I waited out the rain 
shower and headed out again in the now-bright sunlight. 
I was pleased to see the kittiwakes still there and closed in 
for some better photos. But before I could set up, a first-
winter Glaucous-winged Gull (itself a pretty good bird for 
this isolated inland lake) loomed over the structure and 
the kittiwakes took flight. I watched them circle the lake 
and noticed a third adult already in flight. They circled 
several times and landed for short periods on the various 
logging-pond structures remaining in the lake. This went 
on as I circumnavigated the lake in search of better photos 
until I arrived again at the original spot to find one of 
the kittiwakes posed perfectly in good sunlight. As I left, 
I could only find two of the original three birds and later 
observers reported only two birds. They were not seen the 
next day. Of note, the two adults I managed to see well in 
flight were both molting in new primaries and had well-

quickly confirmed that it was an adult Black-legged 
Kittiwake, just the 5th record for Washington County 
(Gillson and Schlick 2019). 

While Shawneen was getting identifiable digi-scoped 
photographs of the kittiwake, I began scanning farther 
out on the lake. Almost immediately I came upon a 
second flying kittiwake about a half-mile offshore and 
got Shawneen on it before it flew out of sight. 

We continued on to the boat launch on the southwest 
side of the lake, which provides a better vantage point 
for scanning the entire reservoir. Once there we found 
one additional bird and eventually we had all three 
kittiwakes in view simultaneously. We hastily posted 
our sighting to Oregon Birders Online (OBOL) and 
submitted an eBird checklist hoping that others could 
make it out to see the birds before dark. In the 2 hours 
before sunset, several local birders relocated one or 
more of the kittiwakes.

Acting on our report the following day ( January 12, 
2020), Philip Kline left his home north of Portland 
bound for Henry Hagg Lake, but fortuitously he 
decided to detour well out of his way to check 
Vernonia Lake in hopes of getting Black-legged 
Kittiwake for Columbia County. Remarkably, his 
hunch was rewarded with the discovery of three Black-
legged Kittiwakes on this comparatively small (18 
hectares) lake nestled in the northern Oregon Coast 
Range right near downtown Vernonia; see his account 
below. On that Sunday, dozens of birders visited Henry 

Adult Black-legged Kittiwake, Vernonia Lake, 
Columbia County, Oregon, January 12, 2020. 
Photo by Phil Kline.
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worn secondaries and rectrices—one bird was completing 
its primary molt with p10 half-grown and the other was 
molting in p8 with the older p9 and p10 still hanging on.

As Philip was discovering the kittiwakes at Vernonia 
Lake, Shawneen and I were again out birding in the 
same section of Washington County. We’d gotten a 
late start the day before and hadn’t visited a number of 
spots we wanted to check. We did not initially return to 
Henry Hagg Lake, but instead spent all day birding the 
perimeter of Wapato Lake National Wildlife Refuge just 
east of Gaston. About 3:30PM we were scoping Wapato 
Lake proper from a roadside berm right in Gaston 
when Shawneen spotted two kittiwakes flying out over 
the middle of the lake. At first we presumed these to 
be some of the same individuals seen the day before, 
but decided we better check the nearby reservoir just 
to be sure. We made a quick stop atop the dam and 
quickly spotted no fewer than four kittiwakes. Then we 
drove to the nearby Eagle Point boat ramp so we could 
survey the entire lake. After three or four thorough 
scans we agreed on a count of seven birds, bringing the 
day’s tally to nine, including the two birds seen earlier 
over Wapato Lake. Up to five Black-legged Kittiwakes 
continued to be seen at Henry Hagg Lake through at 
least January 20, 2020, with no reports suggesting that 
the birds were sickly or struggling. 

Outwardly, there was no obvious weather component 
that precipitated these events, as the skies were clear 
and winds were generally light around the Tualatin 
Valley on the day of the initial discovery. However, 
after consulting with Colby Neuman, a local birder who 
is also a meteorologist for the U.S. National Weather 
Service, we learned that indeed there were offshore 
conditions that almost certainly contributed to this 
invasion. 

Here is Colby’s interpretation of the offshore weather 
conditions leading up to the morning of January 11, 
2020.  

The weather pattern leading into the inland incursion 
of kittiwakes was at first glance not a terribly unusual 
weather pattern. On the evening of January 9th, a distinct 
500mb trough was located over the Gulf of Alaska and 
adjacent north Pacific. Over the course of the next 36 
hours it would progress east-southeastward towards 
British Columbia and the Pacific Northwest. Meanwhile, 
a latitudinally elongated low pressure at the surface in 
the north Pacific strengthened from ~989mb to ~984mb 
during the early morning hours of Jan 10th as it moved 
eastward towards Haida Gwaii. The low pressure then 

This Adult Black-legged Kittiwake is readily aged by the 
yellow bill, absence of a black bar across the base of 
the nape, and unmarked gray upper wings and mantle. 
Vernonia Lake, Columbia County, Oregon, January 12, 
2020. Photo by Phil Kline.

This adult Black-legged Kittiwake shows evidence of 
primary molt, with p10 on the lead edge of the right 
wing only partially grown in. Although the primaries 
look fresh, the secondaries appear to be older retained 
feathers that are worn and frayed at the tips. Vernonia 
Lake, Columbia County, Oregon, January 12, 2020. 
Photo by Phil Kline.
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gradually weakened to ~1002mb over the following 
24 hours as it followed the British Columbia coastline 
southeastward before finally pushing east into the 
Okanogan. This low-pressure track led to a cold front 
moving eastward across the waters off the Oregon and 
Washington coast during the morning of January 10th. 

Ahead of the front, southerly gale force wind gusts of 40 
to 50 mph were observed during the morning of January 
10th at Buoy 29 and Buoy 50, each ~20 miles off the 
Columbia River mouth and Newport, respectively. This 
led to seas rising from the single digits into the low-to-
mid teens during the day on January 10th. Southerly 
winds and seas of this magnitude occur multiple times 
each winter at these buoys. Once the front passed, winds 
abruptly shifted out of the southwest midday on January 
10th and weakened with gusts topping out in the 25 to 35 
mph range at Buoys 29 and 50 during the afternoon of 
January 10th.   

As the aforementioned low pressure tracked closer to 
the region during the evening of January 10th and the 
early morning hours of January 11th, an area of gale 
force west-northwesterly wind gusts of 40 to 50 mph 
spread southeastward into the waters off the Pacific 
Northwest coast.  While these wind speeds are not rare 
across the waters off the Oregon and Washington coast, 
the strength of these winds from a westerly direction was 
quite unusual. This could be seen in the 1000mb (near the 
surface) U-wind (west-east) component of the 18-hour 
wind forecast by the NOAA/NWS NAEFS for January 
11th, 2020. The expected return interval paints westerly 
wind speeds of this magnitude have only been observed 

Adult Black-legged Kittiwake, Henry Hagg Lake, 
Washington County, Oregon, January 13, 2020. 
Photo by Stefan Schlick.

once or twice in a three-week window centered around 
Jan 10-11th in the preceding 30-year period across much 
of the waters off the Oregon coast. The analysis even 
has a bullseye where westerly winds this strong were not 
analyzed in the 30-year reanalysis dataset for early-to-mid 
January. It should be noted that westerly wind speeds of 
this magnitude are likely observed more frequently than 
this NOAA/NWS reanalysis dataset would indicate, but 
these are on shorter time scales and over smaller areas 
that the reanalysis dataset would likely have a difficult 
time resolving.  Buoys 29 and 50 recorded westerly to 
northwesterly wind gusts of 30 to 50 mph for over 12 
hours centered primarily during the overnight hours. In 
fact, the peak westerly wind gusts of 45 to 50 mph occurred 
primarily between 1AM and 5AM. The Tillamook Airport 
recorded a wind gust of 44 mph out of the west at 6AM on 
January 11th 2020. The large -scale nature of the strong 
westerly winds coupled with their long duration led to 
significant wave heights as high as 34 ft at Buoy 29 during 
the morning of January 11th. 

Colby’s analysis led him and us to infer that kittiwakes 
flying offshore during this timeframe could have easily 
become disoriented and blown inland. Perhaps the 
most interesting aspect of this incursion was that all 
of the birds were adults. Typically speaking, wayward 
birds and storm waifs tend to be immatures. The 
fact that only adults were found during this invasion 
raises additional questions about the age distribution 
of Black-legged Kittiwakes wintering in Oregon and 
Washington’s offshore. Those questions can only 
be answered by more offshore explorations during 
the winter months. Further, it bears mentioning 
that weather events often contribute to larger-scale 
incursions like this one and that understanding and 
looking for anomalous weather conditions and thinking 
about them in terms of how they might impact birds are 
often key to making interesting discoveries. In this case, 
the authors were merely the beneficiaries of being in 
the right place at the right time. 
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Noah Strycker

CHALLENGE
THE 36 X 100

Photography by Noah Strycker

In the late 1990s, as a 12-year-old newly hooked on 
birds, I started attending meetings of the Southern 
Willamette Ornithological Club in Eugene (now called 
Eugene Birders Night), where a few locals kindly took 
me under their wings. My first, carefully handwritten 
entry in a spiral-bound red notebook from that era 
reads, “1. Ch. B. Chickadee (Lane),” documenting my 
earliest county bird, a Chestnut-backed Chickadee in 
my Lane County backyard.

According to a summary published 
in Oregon Birds around that time, 
by the turn of the millennium at 
least six tenacious birders had 
already accomplished the 36 × 100 
challenge: To spot, within a lifetime, 
a minimum of 100 bird species in 
each of Oregon’s 36 counties. As a 
fledgling birder—years away from 
getting a driver’s license—the idea 
of county listing was irresistibly 
exotic. I spent hours paging through 
the DeLorme Oregon Atlas and 
Gazetteer, sizing up wild-looking 
places like sparsely populated 
Wheeler County. It was also a 

bit daunting: To complete the 36 × 100 challenge 
in Oregon, a birder would have to log 3,600 unique 
sightings all over the map. 

Noah and his dad, Bob Keefer, appreciate 
the view from Baker County’s Big 
Lookout Mountain. 

As an outdoorsy, from-the-sticks, born-and-
bred Oregonian, I like to brag that my home 
state is nature’s playground: We’ve got 
beaches, gorges, salt flats, deserts, glacier-

capped volcanos, and, yes, a few billion trees. At the 
rate of one square mile per day, it would take 250 years 
to explore the whole state. But even if you’ll never see 
every inch, it’s sure fun to try—especially if you’re 
into birds, and particularly if your spirit of adventure 
extends to keeping county lists.

With a hat tip to other 
endeavors, from the 5-mile-
radius trend to all-out Big Years, 
there’s still nothing quite like 
county listing for the backroad 
birder. 

Oregon is divided into 36 
counties, 18 west of the Cascade 
crest and 18 on the east side, 
encompassing ferocious 
diversity. The smallest county, 
Multnomah, is also the most 
populated; its 435 square miles 
include the city of Portland. The 
largest county, Harney, spans a 10,000-square-mile 
swath of southeast Oregon, itself larger than nine U.S. 
states, where cattle outnumber humans by 14 to 1.
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This Blue-gray Gnatcatcher was a 
nice Jefferson County bird during 
Noah’s May roadtrip. 

Eye-to-eye with a Baker County 
Bobolink in July. 

A spring swing found nesting 
Tricolored Blackbirds in Wasco 
County. 

Nutcracker on the way; and the hot afternoon in 
August 2019 when, with my car loaded with most of 
my possessions, I drove east out of Oregon and across 
the country to New York—birding the whole way—to 
start graduate school, officially becoming a resident of 
another state for the first time in my life.

Crossing state lines is a particularly significant 
transition for the county lister, 
as it resets the tally to zero. 
Hitting pause on the lists I’d 
been working on since age 12 
was an unexpectedly poignant 
part of moving house at age 33. 
It was exciting, too, as I set my 
sights on new horizons. But 
before heading east, putting my 
Oregon county lists in a drawer 
(for a while, at least), I had to 
take care of some unfinished 
business.

In spring 2019, seven counties 
still eluded my 36 × 100, 
including a block of five in 

north-central Oregon: Crook, Jefferson, Wasco, 
Sherman, and Wheeler. I figured, with a little effort, 
those five could be covered in one swoop. And so, in 
mid-May, I took an all-out, 5-day road trip focusing 
on one county per day. What a rush! I bumped into 
Tricolored Blackbirds, Blue-gray Gnatcatchers, 
Chukars, Black-backed Woodpeckers, White-throated 
Swifts, Calliope Hummingbirds, and many other 
central Oregon specialties, and didn’t encounter a 
single other birder (or practically a single other human) 
in the whole time. While exploring Wheeler County’s 
rugged interior one misty morning, I stumbled into a 
singing Least Flycatcher—the first documented county 
record—down a road traced by a thin red line in my 
trusty DeLorme atlas, now thumbed raw after 20 years 
of hard use. One of the not-so-secret perks of county 

At least it’s not Texas. With 254 counties to cover—the 
most of any state—Texan listers have a rather bigger 
playing field. Yet, more than a dozen persistent Texans 
have now identified 100 birds in at least a hundred 
counties, earning coveted places in the Century Club. 
A man named Anthony Heweston recently became 
the first to reach 100 species in all 254, boasting a 
cumulative Texas list of more than 33,000 county 
birds!

Or California. With some 
counties larger than banana 
republics, the golden state 
is formidable territory. But 
California birders might 
be the craziest of all. As 
of this writing, one man, 
John Luther, is on the cusp 
of reaching at least 250 
species in every last one of 
California’s 58 counties, 
a remarkably dedicated 
achievement.

Oregon has its own star. In 
2014, Paul Sullivan reached 200 birds in all 36 counties 
(doubling the traditional benchmark). And in 2004, 
he tracked down at least 100 species in each county to 
complete the 36 × 100 challenge within one calendar 
year. Nobody has repeated either feat, and Paul 
continues to inspire many of us to enjoy birds off the 
beaten path.

Wherever they live, birders have their own goals and 
motivations. My county lists document my journey 
as a birder and as a human. When I glance over my 
notes, the memories flood in—the first time I took 
a pelagic trip out of Newport; the fall season I spent 
at Malheur National Wildlife Refuge Headquarters 
after graduating from high school; the day I broke my 
leg on a ski trip to Mount Bachelor and saw a Clark’s 

Wheeler County’s Painted Hills bloom on a spring 
afternoon. 
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The adventure went out in a ridiculous blaze of color: 
Black and red earth tones topped with lush, iridescent 
greens, layered by sunset-orange horizon lines and 
velvety purple peaks. It’s hard to describe a drake 
Wood Duck in a way that doesn’t sound like a settler’s 
feverish mirage of Western scenery, but you’ll have to 
take my word for it. Caught in the moment, I didn’t 
even think about grabbing my camera. The duck 
paddled peacefully on the Oregon side of the Snake 
River, unaware of its sudden distinction in the eyes of 
the brownish blond human on shore. Gazing across 
the state border toward new frontiers, I reflected after 
a few minutes that this was a particularly fitting place 
and time to log my 36th 100th county bird. In its way, 
achieving this goal was just as satisfying as setting a 
global record in 2015, when I saw 6,042 species in 365 
days of nonstop birding. I was glad my dad was there, 
this time, to celebrate. We didn’t leave anything on 
the table that evening at Baker City’s finest Mexican 
restaurant.

Paul Sullivan tells me I am the 27th birder to complete 
the 36 × 100 challenge in Oregon. Others have pushed 
onward past 125 and 150 species in each county, 
toward Paul’s lofty threshold of 200. I salute them.

I salute you, too, if you decide to take up the challenge. 
You’ll definitely experience a generous slice of Oregon 
that few people ever do. And maybe I’ll see you on the 
trail.

listing is the impetus to explore places few birders ever 
visit, and to make new discoveries.

Two holes remained on my map, at opposite ends of 
the state: Yamhill County in the northern Willamette 
Valley and Baker County on the Idaho frontier.

Yamhill, at least, was an easy jaunt from my home near 
Eugene. Bucolic foothills, seasonal marshes, and an 
oak-dappled winery nudged my Yamhill list into triple 
digits on a flowery morning. County birding doesn’t 
have to be wild and remote. I was home for lunch.

The moment had finally arrived for a special 
pilgrimage. “If you’re dreaming of a little time away 
from it all, we invite you to visit Baker County,” 
declares the Chamber of Commerce in Baker City—a 
town famous for its Oregon Trail Interpretive Center, 
which commemorates the hundreds of thousands of 
pioneers who wagon-trained through eastern Oregon 
in the mid-1800s. The message hadn’t changed much 
in 175 years, except that nowadays you don’t get 320 
acres of land when you reach the end of the trail. All I 
wanted was 100 birds.

With my dad as my trail companion, we packed the 
Subaru Outback wagon and headed west (er, east) to 
seek our fortune in feathers. The pair of us rolled into 
Baker City on a warm July evening, impressed by its 
well-kept neighborhoods full of Eurasian Collared-
Doves. The next morning, our first duty lay at the local 
sewage ponds for Eared Grebes and Ruddy Ducks. 
Then we paid a visit to the sprawling interpretive 
center complex, an impressive monument to manifest 
destiny—and a great spot for sagebrush birds, 
including a confiding Loggerhead Shrike (see article 
cover photo). 

We soon confirmed that Baker might as well be its own 
state, sloping from snowcapped sierra in the Elkhorn 
Mountains all the way to barren desert along the Snake 
River. You can’t bird it in a day, or even a trailblazing 
weekend. But my dad and I tried anyway, scrambling 
from Anthony Lake (Pine Grosbeak, thanks to a lucky 
encounter with Big Year birder Nolan Clements) to 
Sumpter Valley Dredge State Heritage Area (Black-
capped Chickadee, mayhem from the Sumpter Valley 
Days festival) to the panoramic summit of Big Lookout 
Mountain (Red-naped Sapsucker) and to a lonely two-
track south of Thief Valley Reservoir (Grasshopper 
Sparrow, run-in with a friendly cow herd). By the time 
we reached the Snake River, where Oregon ends in a 
twisting abyss, my 36 × 100 quest was nearly done.

Noah checks for Baker County Black-capped 
Chickadees at Sumpter Valley Dredge State Heritage 
Area. Photo by Bob Keefer.

Noah Strycker, Creswell, Oregon 
American Birding Association and Quark Expeditions 

noah.strycker@gmail.com
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Harry Fuller

Photography by 
Dr. Albert Ryckman

 
MALHEUR NATIONAL 

WILDLIFE REFUGE 

On a June 2020 birding trip sponsored by the Malheur Field 
Station, Dr. Albert Ryckman and I spent two evenings filled 
with the joy and wonder of watching four fledged Prairie 
Falcon (Falco mexicanus) juveniles at play, practicing their 

maneuvers. We could also see one adult present most of the time and 
counted six individuals altogether. The nest site was a white-washed 
vertical slot in a cliff face west of The Narrows and south of Lake 
Harney Road. Evenings were best for viewing because the cliff faced 
due west over sagebrush and the dry lakebeds of the 2020 dry season. 
Perfect light for Albert and camera.

There was a lot of screaming. Various young made practice attack dives 
at one another, or at what we believed to be the father falcon hunched 
over on a clifftop fence. Back and forth they sped across the face of 
the cliff above us. The young were still unsure in their take-offs and 
landings—one found that trying to land atop of a wooden fence was 
difficult. Then, the show-offs arched high into the bright sky. There 
were numerous dives at high speed, with swooping arcs at the end. 
There were aerial sorties against one another, though we never saw 
actual violent contact. The spiciest moment came after three of the 
young rose hundreds of feet overhead, then slowly circled and moved 
north over the flat, dry lakebed. A long series of staccato shrieks arose 
and as we watched four sharp-winged birds speeding back toward the 
cliff. Only after we looked at Albert’s images later did we understand 
that the fourth bird was a furious Long-billed Curlew (Numenius 
americanus), chasing and scolding the Prairie Falcons who’d had the 
effrontery to soar over the curlew’s nest. The curlew’s long beak was 
clearly a threat, and only his lack of speed allowed the young falcons to 
learn a lesson at little cost.

A good introduction to Prairie Falcons and their lives can be found 
in the book Pirate of the Plains: Adventures With Prairie Falcons on the 
High Desert by Bruce A. Haak, biologist and alumnus of Oregon State 
University.

PHOTOGRAPH ESSAY 

PRAIRIE FALCON 



7 0   O r e g o n  B i r d s 

Cliff-top combat, though no blood or lost feathers were 
ever seen.

Contact made, but no damage apparent. A practice 
for when a Golden Eagle or Red-tailed Hawk is the real 
target. 

Flying juvenile intimidates perched juvenile on the fence 
of many contentions. 

To fly in the sky, the falcon’s freedom and assurance 
aloft. 

A juvenile flacon straffs one of its siblings alongside a 
very tolerant parent. 

Close-up of the straffing maneuver. Parent bird appears 
unimpressed.

Wing tip to wing tip, these two youngsters could teach 
the Blue Angels a flying trick or two. 
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Photography by Dr. Albert Ryckman
All photographs taken from Harney Lake Road

Harney County, June 13, 2020

Coming around the shoulder of the cliff at top speed. 

Young falcon making an awkward landing attempt atop 
the cliff where it was once an egg. 

Cliff-top combat, though no blood or lost feathers 
were ever seen. 

Pursued falcon prepares to confront the pursuer.

Talons out. This is how a falcon meets a challenge.

Harry Fuller 
Salem, Oregon

Malheur Field Station volunteer
atowhee@gmail.com

The angry Long-billed Curlew who drove the 
bumptious young falcons back into the sagebrush. 
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WHAT CAN WE DO?

On May 25, 2020, in New York’s Central Park, 
Christian Cooper did what was so familiar 
to him, and to all of us: he went birding. 
And, in a moment just as familiar, he found 

some irritation that his favorite birding spot had an off-
leash dog running through it (in the midst of nesting 
season) and decided to say something about it to the 
owner, Amy Cooper. 

At this point, Christian Cooper’s experience diverged 
from most of ours. Whereas I have done the same thing 
(and had some people thank me for the information, 
ignore me, or yell at me), Christian soon found that 
the woman he had confronted was not only yelling at 
him, but was calling the police; Christian filmed this 
incident, which has now been viewed millions of times 
across social media. 

The very same day, the world witnessed a horrific, 
unnecessary reminder of why calling the police on a 
Black man is an act of violence, when George Floyd, an 
unarmed man, was murdered by police in Minneapolis. 

George Floyd’s murder had an incredible resonance 
across the world, and sparked a fire of outrage and 
protest that still burns on the day I am writing this, 
with protestors continuing to demand change months 
later. 

But the Central Park incident was not forgotten either. 
It serves as a poignant lesson that Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color (BIPOC) still face considerable 
barriers to enjoying the same activity that white people 
enjoy mostly carefree—a lesson that was likely only 
needed for white birders. 

The response that sprang out of the Central Park 
incident comprised an incredibly positive, educational, 
and powerful series of events called Black Birders 
Week, where Black birders took to social media (and 
soon after to traditional media as well) to come 
together, share their experiences with each other, and 
highlight the many ways that their skin color impacts 
their every moment as a birder in ways that are difficult 
or impossible for white birders to intuitively grasp. 

After watching one of the Black Birders Week panels on 
social media (Facebook 2020), a birding friend emailed 
a few friends he knew were watching, with the subject 
line “What can we do?” He wondered aloud, with us 
all-white birders, how we could help to remove some 
of the barriers that face Black birders and birders of 
color, particularly in a place as overwhelmingly white 
as Oregon. After all, we are white, and white people are 
the problem here. 

My natural inclination, and that of everyone on 
that small email thread, was that we needed to DO 
SOMETHING. But there are two problems with this 
instinct. First, the issues that Black birders face are not  
things that a few well-meaning white folks get to “fix”; 
they are the products of systemic racism that we all 
participate in, whether we are aware of it or not, and 
cannot be solved by a few white saviors. 

Second, what would those interventions look like, on 
a practical level? Well-meaning white birders cannot 
simply drive around the state of Oregon serving as the 
Racism Police (although we can and should denounce 
racist actions when we witness them). We also cannot, 
and should not, call every Black birder we know and 
offer to go birding with them. Even if we were to do 
so, we run the risk of simply exposing Black birders to 
more racist experiences, as Tony Croasdale recently 
wrote about on his blog, where he recounts bringing 
young Black birders from Philadelphia to rural spaces, 
only to have them traumatized from a number of 
racist incidents (Croasdale 2020).Also, we should not 
expect Black birders to help us white people alleviate 
our guilt by answering the telephone, telling us about 
their experiences as a Black birder, educating us on 
racial equity, and allowing us to play the white savior in 
potentially dangerous spaces. 

Reading my friend’s email, I was moved to the same 
hope for action, but was also painfully reminded of 
my own recent blunders. I had recently reached out to 
Black friends who are birders, not realizing how my 
own asks of them were piling more onto their already 
overflowing emotional plate. This is a hard, emotional 
time, as Black Americans confront not just racialized 
police brutality and state-sponsored white supremacy, 
but also a pandemic that is disproportionately affecting 

Brodie Cass Talbott
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BIPOC. I learned that reaching out, even if it was from 
“a good place,” did not alleviate those realities, but 
added to their trauma. I had overlooked, in my initial 
asks, how my actions would make them feel tokenized, 
and how my intentions were perhaps not as pure as I 
had originally thought. I was seeking their validation 
as much as I was offering anything.  

What became obvious, with the help of friends, 
colleagues, and my partner, was that “what I could 
do” was to commit to educating myself and to use the 
many resources available (e.g., Kendi 2019; DiAngelo 
2019) to analyze my own white fragility, hidden biases, 
and yes, racism. This, and the ever-present need to 
center Black voices so that I can understand what 
the issues we are talking about even are, emerged as 
the essential first step to try to work towards positive 
change.

One of the things that stands out to me about the 
Central Park incident is that while what Amy Cooper 
did was undeniably repugnant and racist, she does not 
consider herself a racist. In her public apology, she says 
outright, “I am not a racist.” And this tension, between 
the most infamous racist moment in recent birding 
history being committed by someone who steadfastly 
insists they are not a racist, should be illustrative 
for all white people, really, but particularly for white 
people who want to reduce barriers to the outdoors 
for BIPOC. It is well-meaning white people who need 
to deeply understand that racism is not confined to 
bigotry of choice, but also prevails on our unconscious 
biases, occasionally bursting forth in a “mistake” like 
the one Amy Cooper made (in her words), and for 
which she has been facing penance ever since. 

Although I am certain I would not have called the 
cops on Christian Cooper, I cannot help but wonder 
where my own blind spots are. I am a straight, white, 
cisgender man, born in West Virginia, and relocated 
to Oregon, spending most of my life in predominantly 
white spaces. Although I have made efforts over 
the years to understand race and privilege, my own 
biography insists that there is so much more that I can 
learn about racism and anti-racism, about whiteness 
and anti-Blackness, about allyship and performative 
wokeness, and about privilege and white supremacy. 

In the same way that I will never know everything 
there is to know about birds, there will always be more 
that I can learn about working toward racial equity, 
and if the world is trying to tell us anything, it is that 
right now is the time to commit to doing that work. If 
I have the humility to accept that I cannot help others 

identify a bird, or correct some else’s identification 
error, unless I have first learned these things myself, I 
should also have the humility to recognize that I cannot 
help others break down these barriers until I have done 
what I can to break them down in my own mind. 

I am not an expert on any of these things. I don’t speak 
for white people or Black people on these topics, nor 
do I speak for the Oregon Birding Association or any 
other organization in this article. But I hope that there 
has been something of value in it, if you have read this 
far, and welcome you to email me with your comments, 
questions, or for recommendations on the resources 
that others have recommended to me, and have found 
helpful.  

And for anyone who is encouraged by the idea of 
starting with self-education, a great starting place, 
as recommended to me, is Dr. Eddie Moore Jr. and 
Debby Irving’s “21-Day Racial Equity Habit Building 
Challenge” (America & Moore 2014). 

Good luck, and good birding. 

Brodie Cass Talbott
Portland, Oregon
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LEVERAGING COMMUNITY SCIENCE 
TO MONITOR LOCAL BIRDS 

DURING COVID-19 
LOCKDOWNS

This spring, as the COVID-19 pandemic 
threatened to overwhelm hospitals around 
the globe, dozens of countries and states 
issued shelter-in-place orders to mitigate 

community spread of the virus. Schools were closed, bars 
and restaurants were shut down, and large gatherings 
of people were prohibited. Although travel restrictions 
and lockdowns were and will continue to be essential to 
protect public health, they have also led to unprecedented 
disruptions in every sector of the economy, and research 
has been no exception. All over the world, field studies 
have been delayed or cancelled, laboratory experiments 
postponed, and community science programs temporarily 
suspended. Governor Inslee’s stay-at-home order had a 
direct impact on my own doctoral research—my advisor 
and I had planned to carry out a field study this spring 
to learn more about how smoke from prescribed burns 
impacts bird activity, but this fieldwork was cancelled just 
days before I planned to head out to our monitoring sites in 
eastern Washington.

Despite setbacks, many scientists rose to the occasion. 
Some graduate students dropped everything and assisted 
with COVID-19 testing. Others worked overtime to 
develop thorough health and safety plans to continue their 
research while keeping their colleagues safe. Researchers 
offered to share data with teams who hadn’t been able to 
collect their own as planned. And some, like me, started 
new projects to answer novel research questions about 

a post-pandemic world, such as: What strategies might 
reduce feelings of social isolation? With fewer cars on 
the road, is our air quality improving? And how have our 
interactions with nature changed now that our “worlds” 
have become much smaller?

I wanted to learn more about how COVID-19 lockdowns 
may impact our observations of backyard birds here in 
the Pacific Northwest. I was curious if and how the birds 
I saw out my front window would respond to such a rapid 
shift in human behavior, and I also wanted to know if my 
neighbors might notice—or even appreciate—these birds 
more while stuck at home. To collect the data needed 
to investigate my hypotheses, I launched a community 
science project on April 1, 2020. My goal was to learn more 
about how bird activity and our detection of birds in urban 
and suburban areas in the Pacific Northwest during the 
breeding season may have been impacted by COVID-19 
lockdowns. I invited volunteers from Washington, Oregon, 
California, Idaho, and British Columbia to conduct weekly, 
stationary point counts of birds through the end of June at a 
monitoring site of their choosing—somewhere where they 
could follow all local shelter-in-place orders and practice 
physical distancing. I also asked volunteers to commit to 
surveying their site again next spring. Volunteers would 
use eBird, an online birding checklist app, to document the 
birds they observed during their surveys. I had expected 
that I might be able to recruit 20 to 30 people to assist 
with this effort, and I was absolutely blown away when 

Olivia V. Sanderfoot 

Photograph by Linda Tucker Burfitt
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hundreds of people from across the Pacific Northwest 
signed up to help. More than 400 volunteers conducted 
at least one survey for us this spring, and together our 
volunteers submitted more than 9,000 eBird checklists 
for our project—a most impressive feat. A map of these 
checklists illustrates the incredible effort of our volunteers.

These data have presented our research team with an 
unprecedented opportunity to disentangle which variables 

influence urban and suburban habitat use among backyard 
birds from which components of these human-dominated 
landscapes affect our ability to detect them. For example, 
research shows that anthropogenic noise influences habitat 
use by birds, but noise pollution may also impair our 
ability to detect birds. The repeat study design of our data 
collection blitz will allow us to use statistical models to 
tease apart these two processes and link the detection and 
presence of birds to land use, availability of bird feeders 

Preliminary map showing the locations of stationary, complete eBird checklists submitted by 418 of our volunteers 

this spring. Volunteers monitored locations in a dizzying array of places, from the Salish Sea to the Puget Sound to 

the Willamette Valley.
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Article header photo: Editor Linda Tucker Burfitt’s 
survey location along the Washougal River Greenway 
Trail in Camas, Washington. 

and bird baths, traffic volume, anthropogenic noise, and air 
pollution. Although some of these variables (such as land 
use) were static during our study period, others (such as air 
pollution) were dynamic and may have been influenced by 
changes in human behavior during COVID-19 lockdowns. 
For example, decreased traffic may drive local declines in 
concentrations of nitrogen dioxide, a marker of emissions 
from motor vehicles. Our study will therefore not only 
provide crucial insight into what variables are most 
important in driving habitat use among backyard birds 
but also help us generate hypotheses about which species 
may have been most influenced by COVID-19 lockdowns 
and why. We hope that our volunteers will help us survey 
birds again next spring, when (hopefully) human behavior 
will more closely resemble what it looked like prior to the 
pandemic; these data will allow us to test the hypotheses 
we generate from our analysis of the 2020 data to learn 
more about if and how birds responded to shifts in human 
behavior during the COVID-19 lockdowns.

Although I am excited about the potential for this research, 
my enthusiasm for this project extended well beyond its 
scientific merit. I suffered from anxiety long before the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, and birdwatching 
is sometimes the only activity that will calm my racing 
thoughts. Time and time again, when the world just feels 
too overwhelming, I reach for my binoculars, head to 
the nearest park, and wait for my feathered friends. I find 
comfort in the chatter of chickadees and the chorus of a 
thrush. I am filled with sheer delight when I catch a glimpse 
of a hummingbird zipping from flower to flower, in and 
out of view. I feel lighter when a raptor soars overhead, 
wings stretched, coasting along a thermal. The COVID-19 
pandemic has brought uncertainty, fear, and grief to so 
many in our communities, and I thought that this project 
would allow me to share my hobby with new birders who 
may also find that birdwatching is an antidote to anxiety 
during this incredibly difficult time. For me, connecting 
with and supporting our volunteers this spring was just 
as important a part of this project as collecting the data. I 
loved hearing from our volunteers, especially those who 
were brand new to the birding community, and listening 
to their stories of which species and bird behaviors they 
observed in their backyard. The joy and enthusiasm they 
shared with me was infectious, and gave me hope that 
maybe in a post-pandemic world we will recognize that 
protecting and conserving urban nature will help both 
birds and people thrive.

Olivia V. Sanderfoot
University of Washington School of 
Environmental and Forest Sciences

Seattle, Washington
oliviavs@uw.edu 
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THE 
LUCKIAMUTE 

BANDING 
STATION 

PROVIDES INFORMATION ON THE 
SECRETIVE USE OF RIVER CORRIDORS BY 

BIRDS DURING POST-BREEDING 
AND FALL MIGRATION

Josée Rousseau

It is 6:00 am on August 22, 2018, and a group of 
Oregon State University students is joining Joan Hagar 
and me to survey the bird banding station located 
at the Luckiamute State Natural Area. One of our 
traditions, every morning, is to ask everyone “What do 
you want to band today?” We get all sorts of answers, 
some more realistic than others—a Wrentit, a Robin, 
or a Yellow-breasted Chat! Joan’s answer that morning 
was anything but realistic; she selected a Red-eyed 
Vireo. Even though one individual had been heard at 
Luckiamute, it was known to use the gallery section of 
the natural area with its majestic cottonwoods and not 
the restoration site with its fruit-bearing shrubs where 
our mist nets are located. 

The location of our mist nets, and of the bird banding 
station as a whole, is not random. Joan and I are 
interested in documenting the role of the Willamette 
River as a post-breeding and migration corridor for 
birds. These periods are among the least known 
periods in a bird’s life (the other being winter), yet 
the information we have tells us that post-breeding 
and migrations are the hardest for birds to survive 
(Faaborg et al. 2010). The post-breeding period is 
when birds accumulate reserves and molt (i.e., replace 
old, worn feathers with fresh ones). And for the young, 
it is when they learn to survive on their own. Having 
access to quality habitat and food during these times is 
not only essential to their immediate survival, it allows 

them to accumulate fat reserves, which are essential to 
surviving migration.

Past surveys, led by Joan, demonstrate that the 
Willamette River is being used by birds during 
migrations. This evidence comes in the form of the 
recovery of two banded birds. One was a Common 
Yellowthroat, which was initially banded at Luckiamute 
State Natural Area in September 2014, and was 
recaptured 26 days later at the Snag Boat Bend Unit 
of the William L. Finley National Wildlife Refuge 
approximately 35 kilometers to the south. The second 
was a Swainson’s Thrush, banded as a juvenile at 
Luckiamute State Natural Area on September 9, 2014, 
and recovered 2.5 years later during the breeding 
period ( June 13, 2017), near Adna, Lewis County, 
Washington. Although these two recoveries suggest 
birds may rely on the Willamette River for their 
movements and migrations, we are hoping to confirm 
the river’s use as a migration corridor through a new 
project we have proposed that would employ telemetry 
and a tracking network called Motus (Taylor et al. 
2017). The Motus Wildlife Tracking System is a 
collaborative research network that uses coordinated 
automated radio telemetry arrays to study movements 
of small animals. Users of the system have had huge 
success in the New England region, and although this 
network is in its infancy in western North America, the 
benefits are immense. By deploying stations (Motus 

Photographs provided by Oregon State University
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2020) along the Willamette River, and tagging a few 
birds, we could determine whether these species rely 
on the Willamette River throughout their life. Please 
feel free to contact me if you have questions or would 
like to fund a station.

The Willamette River, like other major rivers, is 
frequently the center of human settlements and 
anthropogenic disturbances, and because of that, the 
importance of river conservation for wildlife may often 
be overlooked. In this case, the Willamette River flows 
through a valley that is home to 70% of the state’s 
human population. Although the native potential of 
the Willamette corridor to provide habitats for wildlife 
species has been dramatically altered as a result of 
agriculture and urbanization, the Willamette channel 
still supports some patches of native riparian forest, 
potentially providing important habitat for migratory 
birds. Accounting for the interconnectedness among 
sites used by mobile species throughout their annual 
cycle is vital for successful conservation of these 
species. Riparian forest remnants in anthropogenic 
landscapes have heretofore received little attention 
for their potential contribution of habitats for birds, 
despite the landscape connectivity function inherent 
in riparian corridors and stream networks. In fact, 
the linking function of riparian networks may be 
especially important in human-dominated landscapes 
such as agricultural and urban systems, where rivers 
can provide a continuous corridor for migratory birds, 
traversing otherwise inhospitable areas. The recapture 
of banded birds offers a glimpse into the geography 
of avian annual cycles, and suggests that corridors of 
riparian forest in otherwise anthropogenically altered 

environments may provide important conservation 
opportunities for migratory landbirds.

Although learning about a bird’s life cycle, movements, 
and survival is at the core of our bird banding effort, 
the Motus project provides two additional benefits 
to the community. The first is that we are training 
young biologists through hands-on education at the 
banding station throughout our monitoring seasons 
and through teaching a 2-weeks intensive summer class 
at Oregon State University. This allows students to gain 
valuable real-life experience, using banding techniques 
and guidelines recommended by the North American 
Banding Council (2020). The second is that the project 
provides much welcome feedback to local watershed 
councils about the impacts to bird communities and 
the health of the evolving restoration efforts along the 
mainstem of the Willamette River.

After an initial pilot survey in 2014, the banding 
station has now been actively monitored since August 
2018. We have, as of the end of 2019, captured a total 
of 52 species at the Luckiamute restoration site: 24 
species during the breeding period ( June and July), 
36 during the post-breeding period (August), and 39 
during fall migration (September and early October). 
These data suggest that the Willamette River is indeed 
important for many more species of birds during the 
post-breeding and fall migration periods. During this 
time, we have also observed a large influx of migrating 
birds such as Swainson’s Thrushes, where many new 
individuals are captured each day and recapture rates 
are low. Indeed, in the past 2 years, we have captured 
close to 400 individual Swainson’s Thrushes at 

Young-of-the-year Red-eyed Vireo can be 
distinguished, among other things, by their dark and 
not-quite-yet red eyes.

Once they finish molting out of their juvenal plumage, 
many young-of-the-year Swainson’s Thrushes retain 
some buffy tips on their greater coverts until next fall. 
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Luckiamute during August and September, and 95% of 
these birds were new captures! As we accumulate data, 
we are hoping to document the survival of various 
species, document changes in bird communities across 
seasons, while still providing training to volunteers 
and feedback to partners. And how about the Red-
eyed Vireo? We ended up capturing three different 
individuals, one adult on August 22, 2018, and two 
young-of-the-year on August 30 and September 7, 
2019. Next challenge: perhaps capturing a migrating 
Northern Waterthrush or Gray Catbird! What species 
do you want us to capture? 

Author Biography

Josée Rousseau is a PhD candidate in the College of 
Forestry at Oregon State University. While this bird 
banding project is not part of her PhD, it complements 
her studies well. For her research, Josée uses 
continental-scale banding, Breeding Bird Survey, and 
eBird data to assess bird migration routes, and habitat-
bird relationships across their full lifecycle. 
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Oregon State University student Caleb Centanni, 
banding a Black-capped Chickadee. 

During migration, we sometimes capture Swainson’s 
Thrushes with subtle differences in plumage coloration, 
suggesting the use of the Willamette River by different 
subspecies. In this case, an adult Swainson’s on the left 
and a young-of-the-year on right.

Josée Rousseau
Corvallis, Oregon

Oregon State University
josee.s.rousseau@gmail.com
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To accomplish our goals, we needed to sample a very 
large state as efficiently as we could (Figure 1). We 
used a statewide grid called the Public Land Survey 
System. Each parcel of Oregon gets placed into one of 
nearly 3,000 1-square-mile sections. Those sections 
are grouped into larger squares, called townships, 
measuring 6 miles north–south × 6 miles east–west. 
From each of those townships, we selected one of the 
1-square-mile sections in which we would count birds. 
We called these our Oregon 2020 Squares. 

Counting birds in these 3,000 squares was a very 
large job. Even with help from 1,100 birders who 
contributed by entering their own stationary bird 
count data into eBird (see Figure 1), covering the state 
still took 9 years. Focusing on the breeding birds, we 

Our world is changing. This is nothing new. 
It has always been dynamic, but the speed 
and magnitude of the changes are strongly 
affected by people. For those of us who 

care about birds, we see them respond to changes, too. 
Numbers of some species are declining, others seem 
relatively unaffected, and still others prosper in our 
dynamic world. Generally speaking, as habitats change, 
so do the birds.

A decade ago, we started the Oregon 2020 Project. 
Inspired by historical figures like Joseph Grinnell, 
Stephen A. Forbes, and Richard and Jean Graber, who 
all counted birds 60 to 100 years ago using methods 
that could be repeated by future ornithologists, 
we sought to create a legacy of bird data for all 
Oregonians. Our intent was to use exactly repeatable 
methods, save for the obvious fact that observers 
change through time, that would allow informative 
re-surveys to be done decades and centuries from 
now. If future scientists, and Oregonians, generally, 
might wish to really understand how birds responded 
to environmental change since the early twenty-first 
century, what greater gift to offer them than a high-
quality dataset they could exactly repeat? Along the 
way, we would also be able to map distributions and 
estimate statewide population sizes of our breeding 
birds.

Photograph by Linda Tucker Burfitt

W. Douglas Robinson
Tyler A. Hallman

Jenna R. Curtis

A DECADE OF COUNTING BIRDS: 
THE OREGON 2020 PROJECT
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included counts made between May 15 and July 15, 
2011 to 2019. Only a global pandemic kept us from 
including 2020 in our formal surveys.

Among the most effective and satisfying strategies we 
used to cover the state were our county blitzes. Those 
were long weekends where we invited birders to join 
our Oregon State University (OSU) team to count 
birds at squares far off the beaten path. In addition 
to counting birds in as many squares as we could 
reach in under-covered counties, we also enjoyed the 
camaraderie of many highly skilled and passionate 
birders. 

To meet our goal of estimating the population sizes 
of each species, we also needed counts done with 
more complex methods than eBird checklists use. 
Those methods included 5-minute stationary counts 

where we estimated distance to each bird detected 
and kept track of the minute in which each bird was 
first detected and each subsequent minute that each 
bird was re-detected. The additional information 
allows us to use mathematical approaches to improve 
our population estimates and calculate estimates of 
statistical uncertainty (Robinson et al. in press). The 
counts also allow us to predict the distribution and 
abundance of birds across Oregon, specific to each 
habitat.

To be sure we covered the state’s habitats well enough 
to produce reliable maps and population estimates, we 
compared habitat coverage around our count locations 
with the statewide amount of each habitat, which has 
been measured with satellite imagery. We covered 
nearly all the important bird habitats in proportion to 
their occurrence in Oregon. Some remote areas, such 

Figure 1. Oregon’s counties and the amount of data contributed to the Oregon 2020 Project.

The total number of stationary bird counts in Figure 1 represented in two ways. As the number of checklists 

contributed in each county increases, the shade of gray gets darker. The pie charts show proportions of counts 

in three categories. Orange indicates counts using our Oregon 2020 protocol. Blue is the fraction of counts 

contributed to eBird by birders that were stationary counts and met our criteria for inclusion—these counts are 

called “unadjusted” because all birds are counted without collection of any additional information needed to adjust 

for detectability issues. Gray represents the proportion of counts done by our Oregon 2020 crew that followed the 

same method birders use when contributing data to eBird. A large and important fraction of data was contributed 

by birders.
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as the vast sagebrush landscapes of far southeastern 
Oregon, were covered less extensively. However, the 
bird communities in those habitats are rather simple 
and vary less from site to site than communities in 
other habitats, so smaller numbers of bird counts 
are needed in those landscapes. Overall, the project 
successfully covered Oregon’s highly diverse and 
plentiful habitats.

Besides maps of species’ distributions and numbers, 
we will also link our data with other publicly available 
information, such as landownership. For example, 
we should be able to calculate what fraction of each 
species’ population resides on state, federal, and 
private lands, thereby helping everyone prioritize 
their management efforts for the species they host 
the most. A further use of our data, when combined 
with information on historical habitat coverage in the 
state, is to look back in time and estimate what former 
population sizes of species used to be before the recent 
widespread changes in habitats (Figures 2a and 2b).

What Now?

We shared all of our data from the start with eBird, so 
birders can view results of our stationary counts any 
time they wish. Just search for a species of interest 
and you will find our checklists, sometimes in very 
remote locations. Now we are analyzing our data, as 

well as data contributed to eBird by birders, to create 
distribution maps; estimate statewide population sizes; 
and test ecological ideas about how, why, and where 
birds occur. We will publish a book about the results as 
well as numerous scientific articles.

Some of our publications are already coming out 
(Hallman and Robinson 2020a, 2020b; Robinson et al. 
in press). Through careful analysis with modern (and 
rapidly improving) modeling methods, we have learned 
that thoughtful use of eBird data can produce similar 
results to those produced from the sophisticated 
counting methods used by our OSU team. This 
encouraging result helps to improve our confidence 
in using the eBird data to expand coverage of the state 
outside of our squares. We have even found ways to 
use the Oregon 2020 data to help create new analytical 
methods for confidently using eBird count data across 
North America. We are exploring efficient ways to 
use habitat data gathered by satellites, which comes 
in a surprisingly diverse array of variables, to predict 
bird distributions across the state and continent. We 
have also used the 2020 data to look back in time to 
1850, when the early settlers had just arrived in the 
Willamette Valley, to predict what bird populations 
were at that time. 

As we continue to progress toward completion of 
analyses and publications, we look forward to sharing 
these with the Oregon birding community.

More than 340 
species detected

Counts conducted in 
90% of the Oregon 
2020 square

All 36 counties 
surveyed

30,000 total 
stationary counts 
conducted

1,100 birders contributed 
to eBird

11,000 Oregon 2020–
style points conducted

By the Numbers
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Figure 2a. Predicted change in numbers of White-
breasted Nuthatches across the Willamette Valley from 
1850 to 2020. 

The Oregon 2020 bird count data allow estimation of past population sizes and historic change by linking detections 

and numbers of each species with habitat information around each survey location. Once we establish which 

habitats have what numbers of each species in them, we then project backward in time to estimate how distributions 

and numbers have changed as the amounts of each habitat changed. In these two cases, different patterns emerge. 

Chestnut-backed Chickadees have often increased relative to the past historic numbers; more green and dark blues 

appear on the map with less gray, yellow, and orange. White-breasted Nuthatches, in contrast, show widespread 

declines; its map includes mostly gray, predicting extirpation since 1850, and oranges and yellows, indicating 

declines. White on the maps indicates the species was not detected during our surveys and was not predicted to 

occur historically. Oriented north–south, Portland is at the top of the map and Eugene is near the bottom.

Figure 2b. Predicted change in numbers of Chestnut-
backed Chickadees across the Willamette Valley from 
1850 to 2020. 

You can still help!

Future birders and ornithologists will be grateful if you 
leave them a legacy of highly repeatable bird count data. 
To enhance the value of your contributions, we suggest 
the following:

• Do stationary counts of at least 5 minutes in duration. 
It is difficult to link bird numbers with details of habitat 
when we move around too much. 

• Count the numbers of all birds you see and hear. Try not 
to just list species. 

• Visit unusual places where eBird generally lacks informa-
tion. Existing eBird hotspots tend to have lots of data. 
Find places off the beaten path, even if you think they 
just have the “usual” birds. What is normal today may be 
unusual years or decades from now. 

• Enter your data into eBird. Those who want to use it will 
find it when they are ready. 

• The goal of sharing what we know today is never done. 
Keep eBirding!
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Author Biographies

Dr. W. Douglas Robinson found birds at age 10 and never 
returned them. His birding and scientific pursuits have 
focused on Illinois, Panama, Costa Rica, and Oregon. 
To fulfill the land-grant university mission of serving 
Oregon’s citizens, he has used his own unique skills to 
identify and count birds in scientifically rigorous ways all 
across Oregon. He has been aided in this endeavor by a 
generous gift from the Bob and Phyllis Mace Professorship. 
He teaches Citizen Science at OSU in the Department 
of Fisheries and Wildlife and is one of the world’s top 
contributors to eBird. He resides in Corvallis, Oregon, and 
can be contacted at douglas.robinson@oregonstate.edu. 

Dr. Tyler A. Hallman completed his dissertation in 
Robinson’s laboratory on data from the Oregon 2020 
Project, focusing on understanding the value of eBirder 
data for species distribution and abundance modeling 
and on back-casting to predict historic bird population 
changes. After completing a postdoc at OSU in the 
Department of Fisheries and Wildlife, he is joining the 
Swiss Ornithological Institute for another postdoctoral 
research position.

Dr. Jenna R. Curtis studied the bird communities of central 
Panama, including why and how species disappear from 
a famous tropical forest fragment, Barro Colorado Island, 
as well as how urbanization has a dramatic effect on the 
regional bird community there. As a PhD student at OSU, 
she was also a key member of the Oregon 2020 team, 
despite her advisor (Robinson) tempting her to study 
Panama birds for her thesis. She is now a member of the 
eBird team at the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology in 
Ithaca, New York.

Doug, Tyler, and Jenna (left to right), on one of their 

many birding adventures, this time along the Cache 

River in southern Illinois.

Article header photo: 

From the Oregon 2020 Facebook page (re: Tillamook 
County): “In total, we found just over 140 species 
with highlights including one Veery, a couple Dusky 
Flycatchers, Lazuli Buntings, and a Yellow-breasted 
Chat. As expected, we found most of the coastal 
species of interest including all three species of Scoter, 
Tufted Puffins, Rhinoceros Auklets, various Loons, 
Brant, Harlequin Ducks, and a few Heerman’s Gulls.” 
Location: Cascade Head, Tillamook County, Oregon.

Photo by Linda Tucker Burfitt
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Larus smithsonianus (American or Smithsonian 
Herring-Gull)

The Dutch committee for avain systematics’ checklist 
was one of the first major checklists to recognize the 
North American taxon smithsonianus not as subspecies 
of L. argentatus, but as distinct species (Sangster et al. 
1999).

Following mounting evidence that smithsonianus was 
not a subspecies of L. argentatus, Richard C. Banks 
recommended, in a 2007 proposal, to the NACC that 
smithsonianus of North America be recognized as a 
species distinct from L. argentatus of Europe and Asia. 
The proposal did not address possible subspecies 
of smithsonianus. Briefly, Banks cited Crochet et al. 
(2002), who found smithsonianus belonged to a clade 
of mostly North American species (L. californicus 
[California Gull], L. hyperboreus [Glaucous Gull], 
L. thayeri [Thayer’s Gull], and L. glaucoides [Iceland 
Gull]), which was distinctive from the European 
clade (L. argentatus [European Herring-Gull], L. 
fuscus (Lesser Black-backed Gull), and L. michahellis 
(Yellow-legged Gull). L. michahellis, a casual visitor to 
North America and once regarded as a subspecies of 
L. argentatus, was recently recognized as a species by 
the NACC (Banks et al. 2007). As for smithsonianus, 
it and argentatus are not each other’s closest relatives, 
and the two clades have different evolutionary 

Introduction

The taxonomic treatment of large white-headed gulls 
in the past 12 years (e.g., Dickinson and Remsen 2013; 
Gill et al. 2020; Browning in preparation [2020]) 
differs from that of the North American Classification 
Committee (NACC) of the American Ornithological 
Society (AOS). In particular, the NACC (Banks et 
al. 2008) treated three taxa of Herring Gull (Larus 
argentatus) occurring in North America as one species; 
however, those taxa are considered three separate 
species by numerous sources (e.g., Liebers-Helbig et 
al. 2010; Olsen and Larsson 2003; Pons et al. 2014).

The three species many authorities recognize are L. 
smithsonianus (American or Smithsonian Herring-
Gull), L. argentatus (European Herring-Gull), and 
L. vegae (Vega Gull), and these three species are the 
focus of this paper. English names of these taxa are 
in use in the literature and are here suggested only 
for convenience. Taxa not presently known in North 
America are discussed to help establish taxonomic 
and geographic limits of the three species, especially 
concerning the western Asian limit of L. vegae. 
Reference to morphological identifications of various 
taxa are available in Olsen and Larsson (2003) and 
Howell and Dunn (2007).

TAXONOMIC STATUS 
OF MEMBERS OF 

THE HERRING GULL 
COMPLEX 

(LARUS SPECIES) 
THAT OCCUR IN 

NORTH AMERICA

Photograph by Mike Carlo/U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

M. Ralph Browning
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histories (de Kniff et al. 2005). The proposal by Banks 
included data from Frings et al. (1958) that European 
Herring-Gulls did not respond to recorded calls of 
smithsonianus, but the data are not comparable. Banks 
also noted that Olsen and Larsson (2003) and Olson 
and Banks (2007), the latter then in press, considered 
smithsonianus a distinct species for reasons cited above.

The NACC proposal to recognize L. smithsonianus did 
not pass (8 against, 2 in favor) largely because some 
members voting no perceived the available genetic 
data as weak, and cited Crochet et al. (2002, 2003), 
de Kniff et al. (2001), and “the Liebers et al. paper.” 
However, de Kniff et al. (2001) did not compare 
North American gulls. The Liebers et al. paper, which 
presumably is Liebers et al. (2004) and Crochet et al. 
(2002), concluded smithsonianus and argentatus are 
not each other’s closest relatives. Crochet et al (2003) 
treated smithsonianus as a distinct species and noted 
that many species of New World gulls are genetically 
similar, yet the taxonomic status of those species 
remains unchallenged. Liebers et al. (2004:894), 
who showed that the L. argentatus complex does not 
represent a ring species (contra Mayr 1945), wrote 
“Other taxa that earlier authors considered subspecies 
of the herring gull (michahellis, smithsonianus, vegae, 
etc.) are identified by their terminal taxon names, 
because they are clearly separable phenotypically and/
or geographically.” Liebers et al. (2004:895 ) also 
wrote “No haplotypes typical of, or derived from, 
nearctic smithsonianus were found anywhere in the 
European argentatus population, not even in Iceland.” 
A member of NACC voting against the proposal to 
recognize L. smithsonianus, cited “Pons et al.” This 
is presumably Pons et al. (2005), the source for the 
current sequence of gulls in the AOS check-list (Banks 
et al. 2008) and a source that recognized smithsonianus 
as a species. Banks et al. (2008) did not recognize L. 
smithsonianus.

Some relevant and then-available studies were not 
mentioned in the proposal by Banks or the remarks by 
committee members. For example, Gay et al. (2005), 
who recognized smithsonianus as a species, confirmed 
studies of Crochet et al. (2002, 2003). From use 
of larger-than-normal mtDNA fragments and large 
samples sizes, de Kniff et al. (2005) concluded that 
data “clearly supported” smithsonianus as specifically 
distinct from argentatus. Other published information 
was possibly unavailable to Banks between the time 
the proposal was submitted and when the committee 
voted sometime in early 2008. Collinson et al. 
(2008:346) wrote “The currently recognized ‘Herring 
Gull’ is not a homogeneous unit, but is paraphyletic in 

that taxa such as Great Black-backed Gull [L. marinus] 
and Glaucous Gull [L. hyperboreus], which are widely 
accepted to be distinct species, are embedded within 
it. By convention, paraphyletic species are not allowed 
(Maclean et al. 2005), and the ‘Herring Gull’, on the 
basis of genetic evidence, should be split into more 
species.”

Sangster et al. (2007), although recognizing 
smithsonianus as a species separate from L. argentatus 
on the basis of “clearly differentiated” mtDNA, 
concluded adult smithsonianus and argentatus are not 
fully diagnosable at the species level by plumage. 
Regarding plumage, Sangster et al. (2007) cited 
Lonergan and Mullarney’s (2004) findings that 90% 
of first-year and 70% of second-year smithsonianus 
sightings are identifiable “with some measure of 
confidence.” Adriaens and Mactavish’s (2004), with far 
more comprehensive plumage analysis using specimens 
and photographs, considered about 40% of adult 
smithsonianus from Newfoundland are identifiable with 
certainty from adult gulls from Europe.

Since the rejection of the proposal to elevate 
smithsonianus to species rank by NACC (Banks et al. 
2008), multiple additional sources have supported 
recognizing smithsonianus as a species. Collinson et al. 
(2008) reviewed recent research on the complexities of 
Herring and Lesser Black-blacked Gulls and concluded 
that smithsonianus should be recognized as a species 
separate from L. argentatus, and recommended treating 
L. smithsonianus and vegae as conspecific. Sternkopf 
et al. (2010) and Liebers-Helbig et al. (2010) 
compared nuclear intron sequences and amplified 
fragment length polymorphism (AFLP) markers with 
mitochondrial phylogeography and demonstrated that 
L. smithsonianus is distinct and more closely related to 
L. hyperboreus than to L. argentatus. Sonsthagen et al. 
(2012), noting extensive haplotype and allele sharing, 
found genetic substructure in large white-headed gulls 
and referred to North American herring gulls as L. 
argentatus smithsonianus, but Sonsthagen later joined 
Pons et al. (2014), in recognizing L. smithsonianus.

Controversy on the taxonomic status of the North 
American Herring Gull continued, sometimes 
concerning methodology and interpretation of what 
constitutes a species. Remsen (2015) and Collar et 
al. (2016) recognized smithsonianus as a species. An 
additional genetic study (Sonsthagen et al. 2016:48) 
using a multilocus approach found their “phylogenetic 
trees reconstructed using maximum likelihood, 
maximum parsimony, and Bayesian inference lacked 



Vo l .  4 6  ( 2 )  |  2 0 2 0    8 7

complete resolution among all white-headed gulls” and 
showed “more extensive mitochondrial DNA sharing 
between species” compared to earlier studies (e.g., 
Crochet et al. 2003; Liebers et al. 2004; Sternkopf 
et al. 2010; Vigfúsdóttir et al. 2008). Sonsthagen et 
al. (2016:51) wrote “nuclear introgression has been 
limited between some species pairs (e.g., argentatus 
smithsonianus-marinus; Pons et al. 2014).” They also 
noted North American gulls from high latitudes 
tended to cluster geographically, and hybridization is 
widespread among gulls. Unfortunately, Sonsthagen et 
al. (2016) did not detect species clusters in most of the 
gulls studied and referred to North American herring 
gulls as argentatus smithsonianus. The taxonomic 
relationships of large white-headed gulls are obscured 
(Sonsthagen et al. 2016), which seems to support 
NACC’s earlier conclusion (Banks et al. 2008) to not 
recognize smithsonianus as a species and also supports 
NACC’s interpretation of morphology and genetics 
that might result in recognizing even fewer species 
of gulls than listed in the AOU (1998). However, as 
discussed by Sonsthagen et al. (2016), the extensive 
mtDNA sharing they reported compared to other 
studies (e.g., Sternkopf et al. 2010; Vigfúsdóttir et al. 
2008) may be explained by the fact the Sonsthagen 
study used shorter mtDNA fragments. Nonetheless, 
Sonsthagen et al (2016:41) concluded the following: 
“The extent of allele and haplotype sharing indicates 
that ecological and sexual selection are likely not 
strong enough to complete reproductive isolation 
within several species in the white-headed gull 
complex. This suggests just a few genes driving the 
speciation process.” However, Sonsthagen et al (2016) 
suggested that the occurrence of mate recognition, 
stable hybrid zones, and limited nuclear introgression 
indicate reproductive isolation.

Nisbet et al. (2017), in the popular Birds of 
North American series, maintained a conservative 
treatment by regarding smithsonianus as a subspecies 
of L. argentatus. However, the authors wrote that 
“Depending on species limits, there may be as many 
as 9 subspecies in 5 groups or, in North America, 
a single monotypic (emphasis mine) species (L. 
smithsonianus), with the regular occurrence of 2 other 
species in the complex, L. [argentatus] vegae (a breeder 
in the Bering Sea region) and L. a. argentatus/argenteus 
(an annual vagrant to Newfoundland, with records 
elsewhere in the Maritimes and the northeastern 
United States).” The authors listed argentatus, vegae, 
and smithsonianus as three separate groups within 
the herring gull complex. Their smithsonianus group 
included only the taxa smithsonianus, whereas the 

other taxa included multiple subspecies. Nisbet (2019) 
later considered Coulson (2019) was “reasonable in 
following the BOU [British Ornithologists’ Union] 
(McIngerny et al. 2018) by treating smithsonianus and 
argentatus as separate species.”

In summary, since the NACC’s 2008 decision, the 
preponderance of new research supports recognizing 
smithsonianus as a species separate from L. argentatus. 
Continued study since 2000 has also refined the 
understanding of the morphological differences 
between smithsonianus and argentatus (e.g., Dunn and 
Alderfer 2017; Howell and Dunn 2007; Nisbit et al. 
2017; Olsen and Larsson 2003; Robertson et al. 2016).

The recognition of allopatric smithsonianus as a 
species has become a consensus among investigators 
specializing in gulls (e.g., Collinson et al. 2008; de 
Kniff et al. 2005; Gay et al. 2009; Liebers-Helbig et 
al. 2010; Olson and Banks 2007; Olsen and Larsson 
2003; Pons et al. 2005; Pons et al. 2014; Sangster et al. 
2007; Sternkopf et al. 2010; Vigfúsdóttir et al. 2008; 
Yesou 2002). Checklists recognizing smithsonianus as 
a species distinct from L. argentatus include Howard 
and Moore list (Dickinson and Remsen 2013); Olsen 
2018; International Ornithologists’ Union (IOC) (Gill 
et al. 2020), and the BOU (McIngerny et al. 2018). 
Conspecificity of smithsonianus and vegae was not 
supported, contrary to a limited number of authors 
treating vegae as a subspecies of smithsonianus.

Larus argentatus (European Herring-Gull)

As was described under L. smithsonianus, L. argentatus 
is diagnosable in subadult plumages (e.g., Howell 
and Dunn 2007; other authors cited above). Larus 
argentatus is polytypic, with two subspecies widely 
recognized in western Europe. The species is a casual 
visitor to eastern North American, most often recorded 
in Newfoundland.

Larus vegae (Vega Gull)

The Asian taxon vegae is a rare visitor to North America 
(e.g., Howell and Dunn 2007). The AOU Check-lists 
have treated it variably: vegae is not listed in the first 
edition, is listed as a full species in the second and third 
editions, and is listed as a subspecies of L. argentatus in 
the fourth and fifth editions. Only L. argentatus is listed 
in the sixth and seventh editions, works that do not list 
subspecies.
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Following rising evidence that vegae was not a 
subspecies of L. argentatus, Richard C. Banks 
recommended in a 2007 proposal to the NACC 
that vegae be elevated as a species separate from L. 
smithsonianus and L. argentatus. The proposal did not 
address possible subspecies of vegae. Sources cited by 
Banks in his proposals on vegae are similar to the those 
in the proposal on smithsonianus. The NACC (Banks 
et al. 2008) did not pass the proposal to recognize 
vegae as a species, also largely based on the genetic 
information then available. NACC members voting 
no considered mtDNA evidence weak. Specifically, 
sample size was small in Crochet et al. (2002), 
and Liebers et al. (2004) did not show vegae was 
genetically distinct. Actually, Liebers et al. (2004:897) 
was succinctly quoted by Banks in his proposal: 
“What earlier authors ... regarded as ‘the herring gull’ 
turned out to be an assemblage of several distinct taxa 
(argentatus, vegae, smithsonianus), which are not each 
other’s closest relatives.” Although not specifically 
stated in the proposal or comments by voting NACC 
members, approximately 90% of sampled smithsonianus 
has mtDNA haplotypes that are not found in vegae (see 
Liebers and Helbig 2002 and de Kniff et al. 2005). Six 
NACC members voted against the proposal compared 
to the eight against the proposal to recognize 
smithsonianus as a species. Comments by the 10 voting 
members do not readily clarify the differences in 
voting results on the two proposals.

As pointed out in Banks’ proposal to recognize vegae 
as a species, Crochet et al. (2002) determined that 
vegae is not genetically close to either smithsonianus or 
argentatus, Liebers et al. (2004) found that argentatus, 
vegae, and smithsonianus represent distinct taxa that 
are not each other’s closest relatives, and vegae and 
smithsonianus differ morphologically (see Olsen 
and Larsson 2o003). Of course, the last authors 
also discussed differences between vegae and other 
Eurasian gulls. Genetic differences between vegae 
and smithsonianus, not mentioned in the proposal 
(or the voting), include de Kniff et al. (2005). Also 
not mentioned are structural differences between 
the two taxa (Chu 1998). Sonsthagen et al. (2016) 
reported “strong support” for a European-Asian clade 
including L. cachinnans (Caspian Gull), argentatus 
vegae, and fuscus. Their use of vegae as a subspecies 
of L. argentatus ignores other taxa (e.g., heuglini, 
taimyrensis) that breed between L. argentatus and vegae 
(Figure 1).

Numerous authorities recognize vegae as a species 
(e.g., Crochet et al. 2002; Liebers et al. 2004; Yésou 

2002; see also Howell and Dunn 2007). Zufelt (2012) 
aptly wrote “world opinion generally favors treating 
Vega Gull as a distinct species” and any change from 
the current AOS check-list awaits further deliberation. 
Since the vote on the 2007 proposal (Banks et al. 
2008), several taxonomic authorities (e.g., Pons et 
al. 2014; Gill et al. 2020) have recognized L. vegae. 
L. vegae is also listed by others (e.g., Dijk et al. 
2011; Ganpule 2016; Gibbins 2003; Solovyeva and 
Zelenskaya 2016).

One NACC member voting to recognize vegae as a 
species remarked the following: “We will have to know 
where to draw the line between argentatus and vegae 
in central Asia; the proposal is unclear” (AOS 2007). 
Several populations of gulls (currently named heuglini, 
taimyrensis, mongolicus) inhabit Asia to the west and 
southwest of typical vegae. Allopatric mongolicus 
(see Figure 1) is considered a subspecies of L. vegae 
by Collinson et al. (2008) and Gill et al. (2020), a 
subspecies of L. smithsonianus by Sangster et al. (2007) 
and Praveen et al. (2019), a subspecies of at least two 
other species by others, or as a distinct species by 
Robson (2020). For the purposes of this paper, L. vegae 
is treated as monotypic.

Briefly, the morphology of vegae differs from that 
of smithsonianus in osteological and integumentary 
characters (Chu 1998) and in plumage and other 
characters (Howell and Dunn 2007; Olsen and Larsson 
2003; Yesou 2002). In addition to plumage, eye color is 
dark and the orbital ring is red (not orange or orange-
yellow) in vegae, and eye color is very pale and the 
orbital ring is orange or orange-yellow in smithsonianus 
(see Gibbins 2003 and Zufelt 2012). Timing of molt in 
smithsonianus varies geographically (Howell and Dunn 
2007) and, according to Zufelt (2012), the timing of 
molt of vegae and smithsonianus differs. L. vegae differs 
from L. schistisagus (Slaty-backed Gull) by its paler 
mantle and less bulky appearance (see Howell and 
Dunn 2007). The taxa vegae and taimyrensis differ, at 
least in adults, in head streaking, molt patterns, and 
genetics (Dijk et al. 2011 and references within) and 
behavior (Yésou 2002). The finer points in identifying 
vegae and taimyrensis are discussed by Olsen and 
Larsson 2003). Banding data indicate that taimyrensis 
winters from southern Sakhalin Island north of Japan 
north to the Sea of Okhotsk (Dijk et al. 2011). The 
taxa taimyrensis and L. schistisagus are potential visitors 
to North America.

Geographically, L. vegae breeds in coastal northern 
Russia (see Figure 1). The eastern breeding range 
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connects to that of L. schistisagus. Interbreeding of L. 
vegae and L. schistisagus reported in Howell and Dunn 
(2007) is from a 5-decade-old reference, and current 
information does not indicate significant hybridization 
between the two species. The western breeding 
range of vegae (see Figure 1) connects with the taxon 
heuglini in north-central Russia (Yésou 2002) where 
sharp genetic (Liebers et al. 2004) and morphological 
(Yésou 2002) boundaries occur between vegae and 
heuglini, the latter sometimes including taimyrensis (see 
Liebers and Helbig 2002 and Collinson et al. 2008; 
also see Figure 1). Further study is needed, but that 
should not hold hostage the species rank of L. vegae.

Yésou (2002) speculated that vegae and smithsonianus 
might “at least occasionally” interbreed in western 
Alaska; however, L. smithsonianus does not breed on 
the west coast of Alaska (Howell and Dunn 2007). The 
only reported breeding of L. vegae on mainland Alaska 

was a mixed pair of L. vegae and L. hyperboreus on the 
Seward Peninsula in 1977 (Kessel 1989). Otherwise, 
vegae breeds on St. Lawrence Island and is only a 
migrant to western and southwestern Alaska (Gibson 
and Withrow 2015).

Monotypic L. vegae is a regular visitor to Alaska 
and is rare south to Oregon (Marshall et al. 2003), 
California and Texas (Howell and Dunn 2007), 
Florida (Kratter 2010), and Ontario (Zufelt 2012). 
A specimen from Oregon, thought to be the only 
known specimen-based record from the contiguous 
United States, is at the Cleveland Museum of Natural 
History 18515, a female from Tillamook County 
collected at Netarts on February 19, 1930 (Bayer 
1989). H.C. Oberholser identified the specimen as L. 
vegae in the 1940s (Andy Jones, pers. comm. 2020). 
Howell and Dunn (2007) remarked that the specimen 
“warrants critical examination.” Amar Ayyash (pers. 

comm. 2020) examined a 
series of photographs of the 
specimen and wrote” it is very 
difficult to make much of this 
specimen. This appears to 
be a 2nd cycle. The greater 
coverts on 2nd C Vega are 
usually more patterned than 
this, as are the tertials. The 
tail feathers are extensively 
dark, but still within range for 
Vega. I don’t think it can be 
safely called a Vega given the 
location. Thayer’s is an equal 
possibility in my opinion, 
especially given how silvery 
the underside of the primaries 
are.” Reports of vegae 
elsewhere in North America 
are beyond the scope of this 
paper.

Figure 1. Relative breeding ranges of taxa of large white-headed gulls. Larus 
thayeri, not indicated, occupies part of the range of glaucoides in Canada 
(Browning in preparation [2020]). Adapted from Liebers et al. (2004).
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Jules Evens

In coastal Oregon, the locally nesting subspecies 
of the White-crowned Sparrow (Zonotrichia 
leucophrys pugetensis) is a common and vigorously 
vocal presence in residential lowlands near the 

shoreline. During the nesting season, pugetensis tends 
to favor the coast, although territories are occupied up 
to 20 kilometers (km) inland (Chilton et al. 2020) and 
in the Willamette Valley (Chilton et al. 1995; DeWolfe 
and DeWolfe 1962; Herlyn 2003).

Preferred breeding habitat of the White-crowned 
Sparrow is a mosaic of relatively open communities—
grassland, bare ground, shrubs, and scattered 
confers—and not densely vegetated forest (Chilton et 
al. 1995; Herlyn 2003). These features are prevalent 
in established, low-density residential communities, 
with the added attraction of telephone poles and 
power lines for broadcasting song. Also, residential 
seed feeders likely subsidize foraging opportunities 
and sustain winter numbers. The influence of human 
modifications on the environment, providing bare 
ground and grassland in previously forested areas, has 
been recognized as benefitting the White-crowned 
Sparrow (DeWolfe and DeWolfe 1962; Lewis 1975) 
and as contributing to range expansion of pugetensis 
(Hunn and Beaudette 2014; Mewaldt et al. 1968). 
Furthermore, at the zone of intergradation between 
the two coastal subspecies pugetensis and nuttalli 

SOCIAL DISTANCING 
AMONG WHITE-CROWNED 
SPARROWS IN 
COASTAL 
OREGON

(Cape Mendocino), successional changes due to 
logging and other human activities may have reduced 
the habitat barrier (heavy forest) so that the two 
taxa are now in contact (Mewaldt et al. 1968). Also, 
clearcut logging in the Cascade Range has been 
attributed to recent contact between pugetensis and 
gambelii (Hunn and Beaudette 2014).

During the breeding season, pugetensis broadcasts its 
clarion song from a conspicuous perch. In the fairly 
open coastal community of this study, under favorable 
conditions, several songs can be heard clearly by 
human ears within a 200- to 300-meter (m) listening 
radius. Territorial singing by males peaks during early 
“territorial acquisition” in April in coastal Oregon 
(Chilton et al. 2020; personal observation). 

I mapped territorial singing males around the town of 
Manzanita, Oregon, during the Coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) virus pandemic on five dates in 
mid-April 2020. The vegetative characteristics of 
the study are typical of small communities along 
the Oregon coast with a scattered mosaic of conifers 
(shore pine [Pinus contorta], Sitka spruce [Picea 
sitchensis], Douglas-fir [Pseudotsuga menziesii]; various 
shrubs, both native and cultivated; small lawns; 
vacant lots; and European beach grasses (Ammophila 
arenaria) along the foredunes.

Photograph by Beverly Halberg
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I walked all the streets in the town’s core residential 
neighborhoods each morning during the period 
of peak singing (7:00–10:00 AM) when weather 
conditions were favorable, i.e., calm and clear. 
The survey route, covering 6.2 km of paved road 
(7.5-hectare [ha] surface area), was confined to the 
lowlands in the town (“The Tsunami Hazard Zone,”    
< 20 m above sea level) and avoided the heavily 
forested habitat at higher elevations and on the outer 
edge of town. Several hundred residential dwellings 
and commercial buildings are within this “exuburban” 
environment (Figure 1). Although the survey area 
covered a total of 31.5 ha, I estimate one half of the 
total area to be hard, human-made surfaces (i.e., non-
foraging habitat). Therefore, effective sparrow habitat 
within the survey area was estimated as 15.8 ha. 

The distribution of songs, often sung antiphonally, 
seemed remarkably evenly spaced (average distance 
72.9 m). I avoided overcounting individuals using 

two assumptions: territorial males were the singers 
and their territories were relatively stable (Lewis 
1975; Ralph and Pearson 1971). Also, counter-singing 
individuals were usually noted, but if a bird moved 
between perches, that was counted as a single territory. 
Several song perches were often used by one individual; 
however, distances between an individual’s perches 
were relatively short (approximately 20–30 m). 

The mapping methods used here were simple and 
“bootstrapped,” not nearly as rigorous as other studies 
cited here. Wiens (1969, 1974) proposed a method of 
mapping territories that he termed the “territory flush” 
procedure. With this method, an observer approaches 
a singing male until it flushes from its initial position, 
and then maps both the flight path and the landing 
location. This method was not possible in this survey 
because the birds were nearly always singing from a 
tall conifer, telephone pole, powerline, or rooftop and 
would not flush upon approach. Also, being “townies,” 

Figure 1. White-crowned Sparrow survey area in Manzanita, Oregon, April 2020. Plotted locations of territorial males 
are represented by red circles. Survey area is denoted by the yellow polygon. 



Vo l .  4 6  ( 2 )  |  2 0 2 0    9 5

these sparrows are habituated to human presence and 
traffic. Several studies have found less-wary responses 
by birds to humans in high human traffic environments 
(Blumstein et al. 2005; Evans et al. 2010; Fernandez-
Juricic et al. 2002). Petrinovich and Patterson (1978) 
combined Wein’s method with a stimulus procedure 
(Dhondt 1966) to delimit territories. That study 
involved only eight pairs of Z.l. nuttalli. Ralph and 
Pearson (1971:80) studied a marked population of 
15 pairs of nuttallii, which they considered “unusually 
dense” and attributed that density to “exceptionally 
suitable habitat and a high density of winter flocks 
maintained by nearby feeding stations.”

Territory sizes reported for Z. l. nuttalli, a subspecies 
that also has coastal affinities, range from 0.11 ha 
(Petrinovich and Patterson 1978) to 0.38 ha (Ralph 
and Pearson 1971). These two studies involved 
discrete populations in relatively natural, non-
residential areas with a primary vegetative cover of 
coastal chaparral or northern coastal scrub habitat. 

I could find no information on territory size of 
pugetensis in the literature on searchable databases 
(Google 2020; SORA 2020). I mapped 21 putative 
territories within the 31.5-ha survey area. Using the 
entire survey area, the territory size of pugetensis was 
1.5 ha/pair; using the estimate of available habitat 
(15.8 ha), the territory size was 0.8 ha/pair. The 
average nearest neighbor distance was 73.0 m [SD 
31.6; range 17–150 m].

Studies have shown that pugetensis is able to exploit 
human-modified habitats (Mewaldt et al. 1968; Hunn 

and Beaudette 2014) but did not provide information 
on territory size. I found it interesting that the 
heterogenous, anthropogenic landscape surveyed here 
supported fairly robust densities of pugetensis early in 
the nesting season. 

Jules Evens
Manzanita, Oregon

avocetra@gmail.com
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OAK, WATER, AND FIRE:

STATUS OF LEWIS’S
WOODPECKER
AND ITS
HABITATS
IN OREGON

Max Smith

AN ODD WOODPECKER

Lewis’s Woodpecker (Melanerpes lewis) has several 
characteristics that set it apart from the other 11 
woodpecker species that nest in Oregon. The overall 
dark appearance of this bird makes it more likely to be 
mistaken for a crow or a jay than for another woodpecker. 
Its habit of flying from a perch to capture insects mid-air 
is more reminiscent of a flycatcher. Instead of excavating 
its own nest site, it uses cavities previously excavated by 
other species. It also stores food for the winter, much like 
a squirrel.

A less-appreciated characteristic, in my experience, is 
the species’ habitat use. The Lewis’s Woodpecker uses 
three primary habitats in Oregon. These habitats are 
considered conservation strategy habitats by the Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife, and each is critical 
in its own way. The dynamics of these habitats reveal 
much about the status of what is perhaps Oregon’s most 
distinctive woodpecker. 

THE THREE HABITATS

During the nesting season, Lewis’s Woodpecker requires 
large dead trees, known as snags, or mature live trees 
with trunks or branches that are dying back. Snags and 
mature trees provide cavities for nesting sites, as well 
as the perfect perches from which to search for flying 

insects and other prey. Open areas between trees or snags 
are necessary for foraging flights. During the fall, Lewis’s 
Woodpecker searches for foods such as acorns and berries, 
that can be cached for the winter (Galen 2006). The three 
primary habitats for Lewis’s Woodpecker in Oregon are 
open pine forests, riparian forests, and oak woodlands. 
Open pine forests and riparian forests are used during the 
nesting season, after which this migratory bird moves on 
to other habitats for the winter. Oak woodlands are used 
throughout the year. Below are brief descriptions of the 
three habitats.

Open Pine Forest
The open pine forest habitat of Lewis’s Woodpecker occurs 
at the edges of large ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa) 
forests, or where pine forests have been burned by large, 
moderate- to high-severity fires, resulting in a moderate 
density of large-diameter snags (Russell et al. 2007). These 
forests occur throughout the central, eastern, and southern 
areas of the state (Oregon Conservation Strategy [OCS] 
2016). Researchers have found very high rates of nesting 
success for Lewis’s Woodpecker in recent (burned less 
than 10 years prior) and old (burned greater than 10 years 
prior) burns, likely because fewer nest predators, such 
as gopher snakes (Pituophis catenifer) and tree squirrels 
(Tamiasciurus spp.), inhabit burned forests than unburned 
forests (Gentry and Vierling 2007). Nesting success in 
burned forests will eventually decrease, however, as snags 
fall and nest predators recolonize the area (Saab et al. 2007). 

Photograph by Tara Lemezis
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Riparian Forest
Riparian (streamside) forests, composed of black 
cottonwoods (Populus balsamifera ssp. trichocarpa) 
and other trees, were once found in river valleys 
throughout the state. Large cottonwood trees and snags 
provide nesting sites and foraging perches for Lewis’s 
Woodpecker. Nesting success was found to be lower in 
riparian forests than in burned pine forests (Saab and 
Vierling 2001), but this habitat is important where open 
pine forests and oak woodlands are unavailable. 

Oak Woodland
Woodlands containing Oregon white oak (Quercus 
garryana) are used for both nesting habitat and 
winter habitat. Oregon white oak woodlands occur 
in the northern portion of the 
eastern cascade foothills, the 
Willamette Valley, and the valleys 
of southwestern Oregon, where 
other oak species may occur as 
well (OCS 2016). Oaks not only 
provide cavities and perches, but also 
acorns, which are broken into pieces 
and cached in the trunks of oak 
trees for winter storage. Additional 
foods such as berries from poison 
oak and mistletoe are also cached 
and consumed in these woodlands 
(Galen 2006). 

The three habitats each have their 
own benefits. Burned pine forests 
provide high nesting success, making 
them critical for sustaining local 

This pine forest, which was moderately burned by 
wildfire, has ideal spacing between trees and snags for 
the foraging flights of Lewis’s Woodpecker. 
Photo by Max Smith.

This riparian forest contains large 
black cottonwoods, which are used as 
nesting and perching sites by Lewis’s 
Woodpecker. Photo by Max Smith.

Oak woodlands, such as this site at William L. Finley 
National Wildlife Refuge, were historically used as 
nesting and wintering sites by Lewis’s Woodpecker. 
Photo by Max Smith.

populations. Though small in area, riparian forests are 
distributed throughout the state. Oak woodlands provide 
a variety of resources needed during the nesting and non-
nesting seasons. 

The three habitats also have their challenges. Burned pine 
forests are patchy in time and space and their creation is 
subject to human interventions such as fire suppression 
and post-fire salvage logging. Riparian forests have 
higher rates of nest predation than burned pine forests. 
Also, their maintenance is dependent on natural stream 
dynamics, such as flooding and meandering. Management 
of stream flows and development of valley bottoms 
have changed these dynamics in many parts of the state, 
preventing the establishment of new riparian forests 
(Dykaar and Wigington 2000). Oak woodland habitats are 

limited to western and north central 
Oregon. Land cover conversion 
and suppression of oak-sustaining 
fires and have further limited their 
availability (OCS 2016). 

STATUS OF LEWIS’S 
WOODPECKER

Changes in Distribution
Lewis’s Woodpecker once nested 
throughout much of the state and 
overwintered where oak woodlands 
were present. Nesting activity was 
observed along the Columbia River 
near Portland and in the Willamette 
Valley from the 1870s to the 1970s. 
Nesting was also observed in the 
Rogue Valley as late as the 1990s.  
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The changes in land use during the last century resulted 
in loss or degradation of riparian and oak habitats in the 
Rogue and Willamette Valleys, resulting in extirpation 
of Lewis’s Woodpecker as a breeding species (Altman 
2011). Open pine forests are still widely distributed in 
central, eastern, and southern Oregon (OCS 2016) and 
Lewis’s Woodpecker continues to nest in these habitats 
(Galen 2006; Vogeler et al. 2016).

Recent Sightings in the State
To evaluate the current status of Lewis’s Woodpeckers 
in each Oregon county, I used data generated by eBird 
(eBird 2020) to describe the location and timing of 
observations from 2010 to 2019 (Table 1). During this 
10-year period, sightings were frequent during the fall, 
winter, and spring months in Jackson County, which 
includes the Rogue Valley. Lewis’s Woodpecker was also 
observed during these months in the Willamette Valley 
counties. Wasco is the only county with numerous year-
round sightings. There were frequent sightings during the 
spring, summer, and fall in Deschutes and other counties 
in the central, south central, and eastern portions of 
the state. There have only been a handful of sightings 
in coastal counties and north-central counties. During 
the last 10 years, eBird observers have found confirmed 
evidence of nesting in Baker, Deschutes, Grant, Harney, 
Jefferson, Klamath, Lake, Morrow, Umatilla, Union, 
Wallowa, and Wasco Counties. 

This pattern of sightings indicates that Lewis’s 
Woodpecker is nesting in open pine forests and riparian 
forests throughout central and eastern Oregon. It is 
nesting and wintering in north central Oregon, where all 
three habitats are available. It is also wintering in large 
numbers in the Rogue Valley of southwestern Oregon 
and may be wintering in small numbers in parts of the 
Willamette Valley. 

Where and When to Look for Lewis’s Woodpecker
Birders hoping to find Lewis’s Woodpeckers have several 
options throughout the year. The species can be found in 
any month in areas around Tygh Valley in Wasco County. 
Summer is a great time to observe nesting behavior in 
Shevlin Park, just outside of Bend. In Jackson County, 
there are frequent sightings at Lower Table Rock and 
Emigrant Lake throughout much of the year. Ankeny, 
Baskett Slough, and William L. Finley Wildlife Refuges 
are three places it has been seen recently during the 
fall, winter, and spring. When Lewis’s Woodpecker is 
observed from April through August, signs of nesting 
activity, such as courtship behavior and feeding of 
young, should be carefully noted and entered into eBird. 
Wintering behavior, such as the storing of bits of acorns 

in the cracks of tree trunks, should be noted as well. This 
information will help scientists evaluate efforts to protect 
and restore the valuable habitats of this one-of-a-kind 
woodpecker. 
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Table 1. Lewis’s Woodpecker Sightings across Months from 2010 to 2019 in Oregon Counties 

County Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Total

Jackson 187 154 234 282 113 3 8 33 341 275 181 212 2,023

Deschutes 1 0 3 91 435 438 169 122 131 5 1 1 1,397

Wasco 47 23 84 70 207 138 48 50 41 36 32 129 905

Harney 0 0 0 12 377 45 10 11 274 11 0 0 740

Lake 0 0 0 8 216 168 104 66 38 1 0 0 601

Klamath 0 0 0 2 68 57 25 27 145 17 2 0 343

Jefferson 0 0 0 6 52 62 27 23 35 9 0 0 214

Benton 46 39 16 16 6 0 0 1 22 27 4 13 190

Union 0 0 1 0 64 51 24 19 11 1 0 0 171

Grant 0 0 0 0 45 48 18 21 10 3 0 0 145

Marion 44 9 24 5 6 0 0 3 3 4 9 31 138

Lane 12 16 19 14 5 1 3 4 21 5 5 5 110

Wallowa 0 0 0 2 25 36 18 5 10 0 1 0 97

Baker 0 0 0 2 20 54 11 3 1 1 0 0 92

Polk 4 3 3 1 0 0 0 0 1 6 10 38 66

Crook 0 0 0 2 27 3 2 7 13 0 0 0 54

Wheeler 0 0 0 1 4 22 4 6 5 0 0 0 42

Umatilla 0 0 0 1 12 12 3 1 8 1 0 0 38

Douglas 7 5 2 3 1 0 0 0 7 1 3 3 32

Malheur 0 0 0 4 8 13 0 4 1 0 0 0 30

Hood River 0 0 0 0 1 1 3 2 14 1 0 3 25

Josephine 1 0 0 6 2 0 1 0 4 5 0 0 19

Linn 1 0 2 2 1 0 0 2 3 0 0 5 16

Sherman 0 0 0 1 3 0 3 0 3 0 2 0 12

Clackamas 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 8 0 0 0 11

Yamhill 7 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 11

Multnomah 0 0 0 0 8 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 10

Washington 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 9 0 0 0 9

Gilliam 0 0 1 2 1 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 7

Morrow 0 0 0 1 4 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 7

Clatsop 0 0 0 5 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6

Columbia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 4 5

Lincoln 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 2

Curry 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Source: eBird (2020).

Note: These data have not been corrected for observer effort, so they reflect the number of reports, not abundance. 
There were no sightings in Coos or Tillamook Counties.

Article header photo: Lewis’s Woodpecker, near Malheur National Wildlife Refuge Headquarters, June 11, 2020, 
Harney County. Photograph by Tara Lemezis. 
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Paul Adamus
Photograph by Nagi Aboulenein

This compilation is limited to reports of confirmed 
breeding. For most species, confirmed breeding—and 
the codes data contributors use to describe them—is 
limited to reports that indicate nest-building (NB, 
CN), distraction displays (DD), occupied nests (ON) 
sometimes with eggs or young (NE, NY), adults 
carrying a fecal sac (FS) or carrying food to probable 
nest sites (CF) or feeding young (FY),  recently 
fledged young (FL), or physiological evidence (PE) 
such as an adult with a brood patch. These indicators 
are considered to be the strongest evidence of 
breeding according to the many published breeding 
bird atlases (Laughlin et al. 1991) and by eBird. 
Reports of indicators considered for most species 
to constitute less-definitive evidence of breeding 
(termed “probable”) were also compiled but are not 
represented by the dates in this article. Those reports 
are based on indicators such as individuals singing or 
defending territories in suitable habitat on multiple 
dates. Although eBird and the OBBA encompass 
different time periods, their data contributors used 
essentially the same criteria to categorize specific bird 
behaviors as confirmed breeding. 

To date, eBird participants in Oregon have not been 
explicitly encouraged to look for breeding behaviors 
and apply the provided breeding codes to species on 
lists they submit. Indeed, relatively few (0.01%) of the 

Reproduction is obviously essential to 
sustaining the population of any species. Thus, 
information on breeding is a key component 
of effective conservation strategies. In Oregon, 

approximately 280 bird species have been documented 
breeding in the recent past (Adamus et al. 2001; eBird 
Basic Dataset 2019). Although the earliest dates when 
species arrive in various parts of Oregon each year have 
been published and updated, both statewide and for 
some sub-state regions, apparently no publications have 
tapped large digital data sources to summarize the range 
of dates that define the breeding period of each Oregon 
species. Tables 1 and 2 in this article attempt to provide 
such a compilation. Table 1 is based primarily on 45,000+ 
Oregon reports of confirmed breeding in the eBird 
database from 2000 to 2019 (eBird Basic Dataset 2019) 
and separately on 11,000+ reports of confirmed breeding 
from the Oregon Birding Association’s Breeding Bird Atlas 
(OBBA) conducted in 1995–1999 (Adamus et al. 2001). 
Table 2 summarizes Oregon reports of breeding dates 
from NestWatch (2020), a database that covers much 
fewer species and locations and encourages contributors 
to document the dates of first egg laying, hatching, and 
fledging of individual birds.

A COMPILATION OF BREEDING 
DATES FOR OREGON SPECIES
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approximately 8 million rows of Oregon eBird data 
contain those codes. In contrast, guidance from the 
coordinators of the OBBA emphasized confirming 
instances of breeding. Data collection also were 
geographically more balanced than eBird coverage. On 
account of the differences in focus of these two data 
sources and to minimize the effects of unknown shifts 
in breeding dates over multiple decades, data from 
these two sources were not combined. Also, NestWatch 
data were not combined with the other data.

For this compilation, the month and day portions 
of the calendar dates from the OBBA and post-1999 
eBird and NestWatch databases were first converted 
to ordinal numbers (days from January 1). In Table 
1, the breeding period is described by the 10th, 90th, 
and 50th (median) percentile of all that species’ 
confirmation date data, rather than the absolute 
earliest and latest. Statistics depicting only the most 
extreme dates could be misleading due to potential 
misinterpretation of breeding codes by some data 
contributors. For instance, although eBird specifies 
that the FL code be applied only to recently fledged 
young or downy young while still dependent on 
adults, some data contributors may be unaware of that 
restriction and apply it to immature birds seen outside 
the usual breeding season. For each species in Table 
2, the breeding period is bounded by the average date 
on which egg laying was noticed (“From”) and the 
average date fledged young were noticed (“To”), not 
necessarily from the same eggs or location. “Days” 
is the average duration of the breeding period only 
of individuals that were tracked from egg-laying to 
fledged; numbers in parentheses are sample sizes. 
Only species with 10 or more egg or fledged dates are 
shown.  Finally, the ordinal representations of dates 
were converted back to calendar date.

A large portion of eBird submittals that lack breeding 
codes nonetheless contain notes in the Species 
Comments section that suggest confirmed breeding. 
These records were identified by a keyword search 
of the Species Comments field using nest*, fledg*, 
baby, babies, chick*, young*. Those records were then 
reviewed individually and ones falsely selected by 
the automated search were excluded. The remainder 
were added to the set of records in which eBird users 
had applied breeding codes that denoted confirmed 
breeding, and duplicates (records in which confirmed 
breeding was indicated both by Species Comments and 
by breeding code) were pared to a single record.

Although it would be of considerable interest to 
determine if average breeding dates for Oregon species 
have shifted over time in response to climate change or 
other factors, the available data probably contain too 
many limitations to justify such an analysis. Reports 
in the eBird database are submitted opportunistically. 
Thus, they are likely to be skewed toward parts of the 
state most frequented by birders who submit data. That 
coverage may have shifted geographically over time in 
unknown ways. It is widely recognized that the onset 
of breeding for many species also varies by latitude 
and altitude, but the dates in Table 1 were not adjusted 
to reflect that because for most species, the amount 
of data varied greatly from region to region within 
Oregon.

The dates on which birds typically initiate breeding 
vary by year and region, depending on weather within 
and beyond Oregon, which in turn influences food 
availability and migration behavior. Nonetheless, most 
species have loosely defined but characteristic windows 
of time within which most breeding usually occurs. 
For example, resident Great Horned Owls are typically 
the earliest breeders (e.g., January), whereas several 
migrant flycatchers and warblers are among the latest 
(e.g., June–July).

The ability to detect breeding behavior also varies 
greatly among species and thus affects the number of 
breeding confirmations (“n” in Table 1). For example, 
Killdeer distraction displays and Osprey nests are 
readily noticed, whereas breeding behaviors of 
nocturnal or elusive species such as Northern Saw-whet 
Owl are much less so, making confirmation of breeding 
especially difficult. Additionally, individuals of a few 
species breed at multiple times during a year.

In Table 1 “From” and “to” describe the breeding 
period (dates) derived from reports of confirmed 
breeding behaviors after excluding the earliest and 
latest 10% of those reports, i.e., outliers. Median is 
intended to represent the mid-point of the species’ 
breeding period. For eBird data “n” is the number of 
records of confirmed breeding from all locations and 
dates, 2000–2019. For OBBA data, it is the number 
of records of confirmed breeding from all atlas units 
(hexagons) and dates.
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Table 1. Dates of Confirmed Breeding in Oregon as Compiled from eBird (2000–2019) and Oregon Breeding Bird 
Atlas (1995–1999) Data

Common Name From Oregon eBird Data From OBBA Data

n From To Median n From To Median

Acorn Woodpecker 73 5/3 9/4 6/17 9 5/12 7/18 6/15

American Avocet 81 5/17 6/28 6/10 42 5/31 7/19 6/22

American Coot 352 5/21 8/6 6/25 80 5/26 7/25 6/25

American Crow 545 3/27 7/28 5/7 64 4/12 7/15 6/8

American Dipper 254 3/28 7/3 5/22 64 4/14 7/2 6/4

American Goldfinch 201 5/29 8/18 7/24 34 6/9 7/29 7/8

American Kestrel 175 5/10 7/24 6/19 111 5/31 7/20 6/25

American Robin 1922 4/23 7/22 6/9 393 5/20 7/17 6/20

American Three-toed Woodpecker 54 4/24 7/23 6/12 10 7/5 7/22 7/11

American Wigeon 9 5/31 7/25 7/11 14 6/16 7/31 7/3

Anna’s Hummingbird 360 3/5 7/2 4/24 6 3/23 6/18 4/15

Ash-throated Flycatcher 53 5/30 7/25 6/27 19 6/14 7/21 7/5

Bald Eagle 936 3/4 7/6 4/30 155 4/14 7/5 6/8

Band-tailed Pigeon 50 4/22 8/15 6/23 5 6/14 7/22 7/12

Bank Swallow 60 5/12 7/10 6/12 51 5/20 7/12 6/20

Barn Owl 89 4/6 7/2 5/28 51 5/2 7/31 6/20

Barn Swallow 752 5/20 8/11 6/30 185 5/28 7/26 6/22

Barred Owl 37 5/9 7/29 6/29 24 5/27 7/23 6/21

Barrow’s Goldeneye 105 6/14 8/10 7/10 18 6/6 7/28 6/25

Belted Kingfisher 54 4/23 7/16 6/16 41 5/15 7/15 6/21

Bewick’s Wren 242 4/1 7/28 6/2 14 5/14 7/27 6/16

Black Oystercatcher 119 5/27 7/30 6/23 8 5/27 7/29 7/12

Black Phoebe 64 4/4 7/31 6/2 9 4/8 7/9 5/26

Black Tern 24 5/27 7/20 6/17 22 6/7 7/10 6/21

Black-backed Woodpecker 78 5/31 7/28 6/22 25 6/8 7/8 6/22

Black-billed Magpie 83 4/30 6/21 5/31 78 5/13 7/12 6/10

Black-capped Chickadee 875 4/16 7/1 6/4 54 5/15 7/6 6/13

Black-headed Grosbeak 394 5/31 8/5 7/7 69 5/27 7/21 6/25

Black-necked Stilt 105 5/22 7/26 6/19 31 5/27 7/7 6/17

Black-throated Gray Warbler 56 5/22 7/31 7/9 22 5/29 7/18 7/2

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 34 5/5 7/21 6/19 14 5/29 7/9 6/17

Blue-winged Teal 14 6/15 8/8 7/8 22 5/28 7/18 6/29

Brandt’s Cormorant 193 5/8 8/8 6/25 42 5/13 6/10 5/30

Brewer’s Blackbird 336 5/13 7/10 6/11 209 5/23 7/13 6/20

Brewer’s Sparrow 39 6/13 7/29 6/30 78 6/8 7/18 6/24

Brown Creeper 185 4/18 7/14 6/3 53 6/2 7/17 6/29

Brown-headed Cowbird 230 6/19 8/10 7/14 62 6/10 7/31 7/8

Bufflehead 78 6/9 7/25 7/6 18 6/10 7/28 7/4

Bullock’s Oriole 419 5/19 7/15 6/19 119 5/30 7/11 6/23
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Common Name From Oregon eBird Data From OBBA Data

n From To Median n From To Median

Burrowing Owl 44 5/2 7/19 6/19 25 5/27 7/15 6/22

Bushtit 933 3/28 6/18 5/2 66 4/13 7/10 6/6

California Gull 25 5/16 8/7 6/23 2 6/11 6/25 6/18

California Quail 330 6/17 9/2 7/26 93 6/11 8/6 7/13

California Scrub-Jay 315 4/3 8/5 6/19 29 4/26 7/12 6/21

California Towhee 13 4/12 7/16 5/28 3 6/17 7/15 7/1

Canada Goose 2363 4/8 6/18 5/11 192 4/7 6/28 5/20

Canada Jay 76 6/11 8/2 7/7 40 6/12 7/27 7/6

Canvasback 13 6/23 7/31 7/17 7 6/4 7/11 7/8

Canyon Wren 11 5/26 7/5 6/9 13 5/22 7/10 6/24

Caspian Tern 24 6/7 9/3 7/4 6 6/8 7/25 7/2

Cassin’s Finch 52 5/30 8/10 6/26 59 6/11 7/18 7/1

Cassin’s Vireo 92 5/10 7/9 6/5 30 5/31 7/31 6/30

Cedar Waxwing 239 5/28 8/16 7/3 48 6/7 8/6 7/4

Chestnut-backed Chickadee 431 4/19 7/17 6/5 40 6/11 7/20 6/29

Chipping Sparrow 214 6/3 8/3 7/6 141 6/8 7/25 6/30

Chukar 21 6/20 9/7 7/17 27 6/16 7/25 7/6

Cinnamon Teal 187 6/3 7/30 7/7 70 5/29 7/14 6/24

Clark’s Grebe 48 6/20 9/9 8/2 10 6/22 7/29 7/9

Clark’s Nutcracker 27 5/5 7/23 7/5 19 5/25 7/10 6/19

Cliff Swallow 499 5/2 7/17 6/7 204 5/25 7/12 6/18

Common Merganser 217 5/27 7/26 6/19 68 5/17 7/23 6/24

Common Murre 141 6/2 8/13 7/16 40 5/22 7/5 6/8

Common Nighthawk 16 6/10 8/16 7/17 43 6/16 7/29 7/1

Common Raven 223 4/19 7/5 5/31 92 4/22 7/6 6/12

Common Yellowthroat 247 5/29 8/10 7/11 29 6/7 7/17 6/25

Cooper’s Hawk 169 4/6 8/5 6/30 31 5/8 7/15 6/24

Dark-eyed Junco 1208 5/7 8/4 6/24 222 6/6 7/24 6/28

Double-crested Cormorant 151 4/21 7/23 6/4 39 5/4 6/14 6/8

Downy Woodpecker 249 5/14 7/17 6/17 39 5/24 7/15 6/29

Dusky Flycatcher 24 6/2 7/22 6/21 52 6/11 7/17 6/26

Dusky Grouse 10 6/17 7/12 7/6 see Sooty/Dusky Grouse 

Eared Grebe 40 6/12 8/31 7/20 22 6/14 7/31 7/4

Eastern Kingbird 34 6/9 8/8 7/14 24 6/18 7/18 7/5

Eurasian Collared-Dove 48 4/3 7/15 5/15 0  

European Starling 1219 4/20 6/24 5/21 244 5/10 7/3 6/10

Evening Grosbeak 26 6/17 8/5 7/7 12 6/5 7/21 6/19

Ferruginous Hawk 95 5/13 6/14 5/31 15 5/6 7/1 6/11

Forster’s Tern 16 6/9 7/26 6/29 7 6/16 7/20 6/25

Fox Sparrow 29 5/29 7/29 7/3 21 6/22 7/24 7/3

Gadwall 474 6/13 8/9 7/13 49 6/5 7/17 6/28

Glaucous-winged Gull 10 5/19 8/9 7/3 2 6/16 6/20 6/18
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Common Name From Oregon eBird Data From OBBA Data

n From To Median n From To Median

Golden Eagle 96 3/24 6/24 5/25 76 4/26 7/1 6/10

Golden-crowned Kinglet 62 5/25 8/17 7/15 44 6/15 7/26 7/9

Grasshopper Sparrow 14 5/22 7/1 6/11 3 7/8 7/17 7/15

Gray Flycatcher 24 6/5 7/30 7/3 34 6/7 7/22 6/30

Great Blue Heron 426 2/23 6/22 4/26 42 3/30 6/22 6/6

Great Egret 76 4/27 8/9 6/8 8 5/26 6/21 6/8

Great Gray Owl data not downloaded 28 5/17 7/4 6/13

Great Horned Owl 828 2/19 6/5 4/13 145 3/15 7/3 5/6

Greater Sage-Grouse 3 7/7 7/9 7/8 12 6/7 7/8 6/23

Green Heron 35 5/9 8/10 7/6 19 5/27 7/31 6/23

Green-tailed Towhee 16 6/15 8/3 7/15 45 6/16 7/30 7/4

Green-winged Teal 39 6/4 8/11 7/18 41 6/11 7/20 6/25

Hairy Woodpecker 281 5/10 7/7 6/9 128 5/22 7/6 6/18

Hammond’s Flycatcher 17 6/2 8/19 6/25 11 5/30 7/18 7/1

Hermit Thrush 30 6/3 8/13 7/15 39 6/13 7/21 7/1

Hermit Warbler 78 6/15 8/6 7/13 30 6/18 8/5 7/15

Hooded Merganser 211 5/15 7/22 6/13 17 5/10 7/25 6/4

Horned Lark 50 6/4 8/2 6/28 53 6/8 7/18 6/20

House Finch 445 4/16 7/30 6/6 51 5/14 7/27 6/21

House Sparrow 435 4/15 7/25 6/4 114 5/13 7/17 6/17

House Wren 570 5/18 7/22 6/18 183 5/31 7/19 6/24

Hutton’s Vireo 102 4/1 7/22 5/5 14 5/8 6/23 5/29

Killdeer 591 4/13 7/10 5/24 194 4/28 7/7 6/13

Lark Sparrow 39 5/26 7/19 6/24 45 6/2 7/17 6/24

Lazuli Bunting 98 6/2 8/10 7/14 37 6/5 7/23 7/3

Lesser Goldfinch 324 4/9 8/4 5/25 17 5/21 8/10 6/10

Lewis’s Woodpecker 77 5/26 7/13 6/17 42 6/6 7/23 6/25

Lincoln’s Sparrow 55 6/16 7/31 7/8 36 6/10 7/13 7/1

Loggerhead Shrike 37 5/25 8/7 6/27 62 5/27 7/14 6/23

Long-billed Curlew 11 5/9 7/8 6/6 38 5/19 6/30 6/16

Long-eared Owl 32 4/9 6/17 5/26 16 5/12 6/30 6/11

MacGillivray’s Warbler 63 6/11 8/6 7/6 63 6/16 7/24 7/3

Mallard 2487 4/30 7/17 6/5 225 5/2 7/17 6/20

Marbled Murrelet 10 6/20 8/14 7/15 0  

Marsh Wren 83 5/2 8/17 6/18 17 6/6 7/27 6/30

Mountain Bluebird 217 4/26 7/23 6/13 141 6/3 7/15 6/22

Mountain Chickadee 188 5/19 7/16 6/20 130 6/8 7/17 6/26

Mountain Quail 43 6/25 8/25 7/19 31 6/17 8/2 7/14

Mourning Dove 173 4/3 7/20 6/4 65 5/22 7/21 6/23

Nashville Warbler 21 6/9 7/23 6/25 15 6/13 7/10 6/26

Northern Flicker 439 4/21 7/24 6/15 161 5/31 7/14 6/22

Northern Goshawk 18 5/26 9/2 7/9 43 5/30 7/24 6/25
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Common Name From Oregon eBird Data From OBBA Data

n From To Median n From To Median

Northern Harrier 25 4/13 7/15 5/30 29 5/21 7/20 6/22

Northern Pintail 14 6/18 7/28 7/12 31 6/10 7/16 6/24

Northern Pygmy-Owl 10 5/26 7/27 7/3 10 5/25 7/4 6/19

Northern Rough-winged Swallow 73 5/3 7/18 6/14 73 5/16 7/12 6/17

Northern Saw-whet Owl 8 5/6 6/30 5/25 10 5/5 6/29 5/16

Northern Shoveler 47 6/2 8/2 7/10 21 5/9 7/26 6/17

Oak Titmouse 39 5/2 6/29 6/2 6 6/12 7/4 6/19

Olive-sided Flycatcher 27 6/18 8/7 7/14 16 6/13 7/26 7/3

Orange-crowned Warbler 128 5/18 7/30 6/27 44 6/9 7/24 6/28

Osprey 2492 4/7 7/29 5/31 197 4/17 7/23 6/9

Pacific Wren 116 4/26 7/29 5/28 37 5/1 7/11 6/14

Pacific-slope Flycatcher 34 5/29 8/8 6/30 30 6/15 7/20 7/2

Pelagic Cormorant 272 5/8 8/7 6/23 58 5/9 6/21 6/6

Peregrine Falcon 110 4/17 7/27 6/6 24 5/11 7/4 6/19

Pied-billed Grebe 573 5/22 8/28 7/8 33 6/13 7/25 6/29

Pigeon Guillemot 89 5/31 8/11 6/28 47 5/22 7/10 6/8

Pileated Woodpecker 60 4/13 7/12 5/27 24 5/14 7/12 6/22

Pine Siskin 42 4/1 8/27 6/25 25 5/29 7/24 6/29

Pinyon Jay 10 5/28 8/23 7/11 4 6/14 7/18 7/6

Prairie Falcon 43 5/8 6/26 6/8 77 5/12 7/10 6/17

Purple Finch 91 5/19 8/12 6/29 17 5/20 7/18 6/18

Purple Martin 269 5/3 8/8 6/28 57 5/31 7/29 6/28

Pygmy Nuthatch 204 4/24 7/3 6/10 59 5/11 7/10 6/21

Red Crossbill 24 6/10 9/2 7/23 24 5/26 7/28 7/6

Red-breasted Nuthatch 284 4/17 7/19 6/9 73 6/5 7/16 6/27

Red-breasted Sapsucker 441 5/9 7/15 6/17 74 5/31 7/14 6/25

Redhead 43 6/17 8/10 7/11 11 6/24 7/21 7/4

Red-naped Sapsucker 61 5/30 7/14 6/23 53 6/16 7/17 7/3

Red-shouldered Hawk 72 3/11 7/10 5/3 6 6/5 7/15 6/24

Red-tailed Hawk 581 3/19 7/8 5/7 227 3/27 7/11 5/31

Red-winged Blackbird 442 5/6 7/15 6/15 131 5/30 7/15 6/21

Ring-billed Gull 31 5/10 7/27 6/12 2 7/21 7/22 7/22

Ring-necked Duck 44 6/27 8/21 7/27 21 6/28 8/20 7/20

Ring-necked Pheasant 15 5/29 8/26 7/16 17 5/22 8/8 6/26

Rock Pigeon 25 3/29 7/14 5/13 40 4/8 7/30 6/19

Rock Wren 47 5/23 7/29 6/27 77 6/14 7/19 7/3

Ruby-crowned Kinglet 8 5/6 8/15 7/17 13 6/16 7/30 7/5

Ruddy Duck 71 6/17 8/19 7/16 15 6/20 7/24 7/6

Ruffed Grouse 68 6/3 7/22 6/20 46 5/30 7/31 6/20

Rufous Hummingbird 125 4/20 7/25 6/13 57 4/16 7/12 6/10

Sage Thrasher 41 5/16 8/4 6/22 55 6/2 7/18 6/25

Sagebrush Sparrow 11 5/31 7/26 6/26 43 6/8 7/19 6/25
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Common Name From Oregon eBird Data From OBBA Data

n From To Median n From To Median

Sandhill Crane 124 5/1 7/19 5/31 46 5/10 7/2 6/15

Savannah Sparrow 112 5/24 7/24 6/23 51 5/19 7/15 6/20

Say’s Phoebe 158 4/13 6/21 5/27 65 5/10 7/12 6/21

Sharp-shinned Hawk 21 4/24 8/7 7/3 17 4/19 7/26 6/29

Short-eared Owl 4 6/18 9/7 7/3 11 6/13 7/4 6/29

Snowy Plover 39 5/22 8/14 7/10 10 5/15 6/24 6/6

Song Sparrow 797 5/1 8/6 6/22 139 5/22 7/16 6/21

Sooty Grouse* 46 6/5 7/31 7/8 25 6/12 8/14  

Sora 15 5/31 9/4 6/28 10 6/5 7/17 6/17

Spotted Owl data not downloaded 79 4/18 7/2 6/5

Spotted Sandpiper 196 6/21 8/4 7/12 83 6/15 7/27 7/2

Spotted Towhee 588 5/28 8/10 7/5 69 5/29 7/31 7/1

Steller’s Jay 215 3/26 8/4 6/22 74 5/21 7/23 6/23

Swainson’s Hawk 69 4/26 7/18 5/31 33 5/18 7/18 6/24

Swainson’s Thrush 86 6/4 8/6 7/9 39 6/7 7/22 7/3

Townsend’s Solitaire 42 6/13 8/16 7/19 48 6/8 7/25 6/25

Townsend’s Warbler 6 5/12 8/24 7/15 10 6/6 7/27 7/5

Tree Swallow 1252 4/28 7/11 6/8 164 5/20 7/13 6/18

Tricolored Blackbird 15 5/18 7/23 6/16 9 5/16 7/12 6/22

Trumpeter Swan 81 5/13 7/26 6/4 5 5/29 6/29 6/14

Tufted Puffin 41 6/3 8/5 7/1 16 5/11 6/20 6/4

Turkey Vulture 24 5/14 8/18 6/21 15 5/8 7/22 6/17

Varied Thrush 27 5/5 7/30 7/1 21 5/16 7/14 6/20

Vaux’s Swift 45 5/25 8/3 7/5 35 6/8 7/24 7/6

Vesper Sparrow 44 5/28 8/2 6/29 72 6/4 7/26 6/28

Violet-green Swallow 642 5/3 7/16 6/19 138 5/18 7/17 6/24

Virginia Rail 117 5/13 8/4 6/14 14 5/13 7/25 6/26

Warbling Vireo 93 6/2 8/3 6/30 63 6/7 7/17 6/27

Western Bluebird 380 4/21 7/23 6/11 102 5/19 7/17 6/20

Western Grebe 116 6/20 9/14 7/31 17 6/21 7/21 7/12

Western Gull 260 5/26 8/3 6/27 66 5/21 7/1 6/8

Western Kingbird 226 5/17 7/14 6/13 171 6/5 7/15 6/23

Western Meadowlark 46 5/20 7/12 6/23 89 6/6 7/16 6/22

Western Screech-Owl 71 3/14 7/28 6/15 38 5/19 7/31 6/30

Western Tanager 114 6/7 8/6 7/9 104 6/8 7/19 7/3

Western Wood-Pewee 265 6/6 8/11 7/4 76 6/10 7/24 7/2

White-breasted Nuthatch 236 4/9 7/7 5/25 50 5/11 7/10 6/16

White-crowned Sparrow 398 5/28 8/8 7/6 57 6/2 7/24 6/22

White-faced Ibis 12 5/31 8/25 6/23 0  

White-headed Woodpecker 109 5/30 7/8 6/16 21 5/27 7/17 6/28

White-tailed Kite 7 3/13 7/13 4/9 10 3/12 7/24 6/4

Wild Turkey 291 5/7 8/20 6/30 24 5/27 7/26 7/15
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Common Name From Oregon eBird Data From OBBA Data

n From To Median n From To Median

Willet 6 6/11 7/3 6/23 21 5/28 7/13 6/19

Williamson’s Sapsucker 124 5/27 7/3 6/16 86 6/7 7/9 6/28

Willow Flycatcher 42 6/15 8/17 7/25 35 6/10 7/28 7/4

Wilson’s Phalarope 18 6/4 7/28 7/4 32 6/12 7/20 6/30

Wilson’s Snipe 15 4/22 7/18 6/16 25 5/21 7/17 6/19

Wilson’s Warbler 80 6/15 8/6 7/13 33 5/30 7/28 7/6

Wood Duck 672 5/8 7/27 6/15 62 5/5 7/21 6/19

Wrentit 22 4/9 7/24 5/21 14 5/19 8/8 7/3

Yellow Warbler 135 5/24 7/26 6/28 66 6/7 7/12 6/24

Yellow-breasted Chat 19 6/9 8/4 7/9 14 5/29 7/10 6/23

Yellow-headed Blackbird 84 6/9 7/26 7/1 32 5/30 7/21 6/24

Yellow-rumped Warbler 170 5/26 8/14 7/8 121 6/15 7/25 7/4

* For the OBBA data, an unknown portion of the Sooty Grouse records pertain to Dusky Grouse.

Sources: eBird Basic Dataset (2019); Adamus et al. (2001).

Note: Species excluded because too few (< 10) Oregon breeding records were documented in these databases are 
Allen’s Hummingbird, American Bittern, American Pipit, American Redstart, American White Pelican, Black Rosy-
Finch, Black Swift, Black-chinned Hummingbird, Black-crowned Night-Heron, Black-throated Sparrow, Bobolink, 
Calliope Hummingbird, Common Goldeneye, Common Poorwill, Costa’s Hummingbird, Flammulated Owl, Franklin’s 
Gull, Gray Catbird, Gray Partridge, Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch, Great-tailed Grackle, Harlequin Duck, Horned Grebe, 
Juniper Titmouse, Leach’s Storm-Petrel, Least Flycatcher, Merlin, Monk Parakeet, Northern Mockingbird, Northern 
Waterthrush, Pine Grosbeak, Plumbeous Vireo, Red-eyed Vireo, Rhinoceros Auklet, Solitary Sandpiper, Spruce Grouse, 
Upland Sandpiper, Veery, and White-throated Swift.

Table 2. Average Dates and Duration of Confirmed Breeding in Oregon as Compiled from 2000–2019 
NestWatch Data

Common Name From To Days

American Kestrel 5/6 (159) 7/6 (259) 63 (130)

Black-capped Chickadee 5/8 (21) 6/15 (24) 38 (20)

House Sparrow 5/17 (11) 6/28 (2) 38 (1)

House Wren 5/26 (35) 7/1 (29) 34 (29)

Mountain Bluebird 5/18 (332) 6/25 (283) 37 (261)

Mountain Chickadee 5/16 (43) 6/21 (40) 38 (32)

Northern Flicker 5/8 (8) 6/19 (13) 41 (8)

Say’s Phoebe 5/23 (11) 6/23 (9) 32 (9)

Tree Swallow 5/28 (295) 7/6 (245) 39 (218)

Violet-green Swallow 5/31 (57) 7/11 (55) 38 (39)

Western Bluebird 5/25 (746) 7/1 (547) 38 (512)

White-breasted Nuthatch 5/8 (70) 6/13 (13) 40 (5)

Source: NestWatch (2020).
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deplete local prey fauna for all birds and exclude migratory 
species seeking similar habitat (Robb et al 2019; Orros and 
Fellowes 2012). 

We should not disregard impacts from increased predator 
numbers. Corvid populations continue to increase, and all 
except the pinyon jay eat baby to adult birds. For example, 

In 2016, 57 million people in the United 
States fed birds around their homes (U.S. 
Department of the Interior et al. 2016). 
Josie Galbraith et al. call the profusion 

of bird feeders popping up throughout the 
world a “massive global supplementary 
feeding experiment” (2015). Experiment is the 
keyword here because the jury is still out on 
whether feeding on such a large scale is good 
or bad. 

Backyard bird feeding does have positive 
effects on birds. Research shows that some 
provisioned birds’ reproductive rates improve, 
females spend less time foraging and thus 
save energy, and birds’ body conditions 
improve (Robb et al. 2008; Wilcoxen et al. 
2015).  Backyard bird feeding also provides 
positive outcomes for humans emotionally and 
psychologically (Dayer et al. 2019; Cox and 
Gaston 2018). 

However, there are also repercussions to our bird-feeding 
endeavors. Research indicates that feeders bring in 
predators, can spread disease, can increase the populations 
of nonnative birds, and can affect population dynamics 
(Fischer and Miller 2015; Robb et al. 2008). Feeding 
increases some bird populations while displacing others 
(Galbraith et al. 2015). These increased populations can 

PART ONE
Photograph by Linda Tucker Burfitt

Bird feeding brings joy but it also brings non-native species and 
disease. 

BACKYARD 
STEWARD

BECOMING A BETTER

Elise Wolf



Vo l .  4 6  ( 2 )  |  2 0 2 0    1 1 1

one study found that over 95% of robin nests failed with 
increased crow populations (Malpass et al. 2017). Starlings 
and house sparrows will kill eggs, babies, and adults in 
their cavities or boxes. And, baby birds and eggs are food to 
most small mammals from mice to grey squirrels. 

Robb et al. (2008) point out that bird feeding likely 
“influences almost every aspect of bird ecology, including 
reproduction, behavior, demography, and distribution.” We 
need more research on the ecological implications of bird 
feeding.

Although these findings should not paralyze us with fears 
of feeding birds, we should not consider the practice 
benign. We should act wisely and thoughtfully in our care 
of our backyard visitors. Thankfully, there are often simple, 
easy, and affordable ways to care for “our” birds. 

As an avian rehabilitator, I see the underbelly of human-
songbird cohabitation. My avian patients suffer from 
a litany of injuries and conditions—nearly all caused 
directly or indirectly by humans. Yet, we can save birds’ 
lives by changing a few behaviors and taking simple steps. 
We have the power as a collective force to save hundreds 
of thousands of our extraordinary winged community 
members. 

The following is a list of best practices for feeding birds. 
I’ve offered simple, easy, and affordable strategies for doing 
the best we can for our birds. This is part one of a two-part 
series. 

BEST PRACTICES FOR HEALTHY AND SAFE 
BACKYARD BIRDS

Questioning information we find online is especially 
important when feeding backyard birds. The explosion 
of this popular past-time has resulted in a concurrent surge 
in misinformed and hazardous advice. Online tips range 
from innocuous seed type suggestions to crafty, homemade 
death traps.  

Bacon grease, fatty wreaths, window feeders, dried 
mealworms, mirrors in the garden, you name it; there’s a 
plethora of noxious ideas getting batted around. How do 
we know a good tip from a bad one? Think critically about 
the potential result of an idea and learn more about birds.  

1) Key Goal: Understand and Recognize Disease

Several pathogens can be spread at the communal bird 
buffet: salmonella, conjunctivitis, avian pox, aspergillosis, 
trichomoniasis, and coccidia, along with internal parasites, 
mites, and feather lice (Friend and Franson 1999). Bird 
feeders are undoubtedly a source of infection (Adelman 
et al. 2015; Dhondt et al. 2007; Galbraith et al. 2017; 
Hernandez et al. 2012, Lawson et al. 2018). 

Central Oregon is currently (August 2020) experiencing 
an outbreak of salmonella in red crossbills and some pine 
siskins. People are finding up to 15 sick or dead birds in 
their yards in just a few days; I suspect hundreds have died. 
It usually affects winter birds experiencing cold stress and 
low food availability. The summer outbreak is also likely 
caused by lack of food (cones opening too early or not 
enough ripe ones). 

Salmonella and conjunctivitis particularly affect birds in 
the finch family (Hernandez 2012; Tizard 2004). American 
and lesser goldfinches, pine and evening grosbeaks, 
pine siskins, house and purple finches, and the common 
redpoll commonly get these bacterial infections. Starlings, 
cowbirds, and house sparrows also contract and carry these 
diseases. 

Trichomoniasis, an infection caused by a protozoan 
parasite, affects finches, doves or pigeons, and other birds. 
Avian pox is a virus that affects a wide number of birds but 
is commonly seen in house finches. Birds usually get these 
diseases via fecal- or saliva-contaminated food. Note, birds 
of prey are also susceptible from eating infected birds. 

Best Practice: Learn to Identify Disease and Injury

All sick birds tend to sit in states of lethargy and starvation 
is the cause of actual death in most sick birds. Here’s what to 
look for at the feeder:

•	 Salmonella: birds act “tame”’ or quiet as you approach, 
have wet mouths, and/or are often on the ground. 

•	 Conjunctivitis: swollen or crusty eyes (blindness can 
result), are able to fly away.

•	 Avian Pox: wart-like lesions around the face and/or 
legs. 

•	 Trichomoniasis: ill-looking birds, similar to salmonella; 
doves and birds of prey most affected.
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•	 Scaly face and leg mites: face or legs have scaly-looking 
lesions, not pustules like pox. 

•	 Feather lice and coccidia can result in featherless 
heads and their skin turning black from the sun 
(pigmentation, not burn).

2) Key Goal: Keep Feeders Clean or Take them Down

The burden is on us to keep our feeders infection-free and 
clean. In a disease outbreak, the ideal solution would be for 
virtually every single person in an entire region to remove 
their feeders for at least 2 to 4 weeks. However, that simple 
is unfeasible. 

A recent study showed that 67% of respondents would 
clean their feeders if they saw diseased birds, but these 
individuals didn’t necessarily think the disease was 
transmitted at their feeders (Dayer et al. 2019). Also 
notable, only 9% of study participants said they would take 
down feeders if they saw diseased birds. 

When only some people remove their bird feeders, birds 
will simply head to the next feeder on their route. This 
leads to more birds at fewer feeders, leading to a higher 
likelihood of spread. Some research suggests that the 
healthiest birds might develop immunity from low-dose 
exposures to salmonella and conjunctivitis (Dhondt et al. 
2007; Robb et al. 2008). Other studies suggest that feeders 
might lower total mortality by providing food (Fischer and 
Miller 2015; Robb et al. 2008). Not all birds with these 
diseases die. More research is needed. 

Regardless, in disease outbreaks, feeders absolutely must 
be sterilized two times a week. The type of feeder should 
also be evaluated for its role in that yard’s death toll. All flat 
feeders and those with seed catchers should be exchanged 
for mesh feeders with no catch bottoms. Wood feeders 
should be exchanged for metal or plastic feeders, birdbaths 
should be sterilized, and debris removed from under 
feeders. Even without disease, regular feeder cleaning 
should be undertaken. 

Starvation and dehydration are typically how birds die from 
these diseases because they affect either the bird’s ability to 
feed or their body’s ability to take in the nutrition. Leaving 
feeders out during a disease outbreak might extend the lives 
of the most robust, but the elderly, young, and immune-
compromised would still likely perish. 

I generally offer people two options when disease is seen at 
their feeders: 1) take the feeder down for 2-4 weeks at least, 
or 2) commit to frequent and thorough cleanings. 

Flat, wood, and debris-holding feeders (top) should be 
switched out for another type, e.g., metal (right; photo 
by Linda Tucker Burfitt).
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Best Practice: Clean Feeders Frequently and Properly! 

•	 Clean your feeder at least two times a week during 
disease outbreaks. 

•	 Clean your feeder at least once, but preferably two 
times, a month under normal conditions.

•	 Cleaning: Scrub, soak in 10% bleach for 5 minutes, 
wash with soap, and dry. 

•	 Keep the area under your feeder clean of debris (a shop 
vacuum helps).

•	 Flat, wood, and debris-holding feeders should be 
switched out.

•	 Clean your birdbath daily. Sterilize at least two times a 
month under normal conditions; once or more a week 
with disease.  

•	 Water features should be turned off, cleaned as best 
they can be, and allowed to go dry for a few days. With 
disease spread, do this more frequently. 

•	 Mesh metal feeders with no catch bottoms are the 
most hygienic. 

•	 Hummingbird feeders must be cleaned frequently as 
well. 

3) Key Goal: Make Proper Feeder Choices

Having proper feeders prevents the start and spread of 
disease. Low-quality feeders discourage cleaning and 
allow mold and aspergillosis to form from poor drainage 
and seed residue build-up. Flat feeders allow birds 
to eat where they poop. Tube feeders require birds 
put their heads into small areas, allowing spread 
via saliva. Wood is difficult to sterilize. Finally, even 
mesh feeders can allow disease spread through fecal 
contamination and saliva. Sadly, we need better 
feeders. 

Best Practices: Use Quality Feeders

•	 Use feeders that are easy to take apart and clean.

•	 Never use old, rusty, dangerous feeders.

•	 Remember that wood cannot be sterilized.

•	 Non-angled mesh feeders are good choices. 

•	 Always avoid flat feeders or those with seed 
catchers. 

Best Practices: Location Matters

•	 Do not concentrate feeders; place around yard.

•	 Move feeders frequently.

•	 More birds? Add feeders.

•	 Do not place feeders in front of or on windows         
(Part 2).

4) Key Goal: Feed Healthy, Safe Foods

At 50% fat and 24% protein, sunflower hearts and seeds 
are greedily consumed. They are high in vitamin E and 
magnesium but are not a “health” food. They are sought 
after by birds because they pack an energy punch and add 
fat reserves. Feeding whole sunflower seeds makes birds 
work a bit. The hearts are great during climatic stress. 

Nyjer seed (misnamed “thistle”) could be called a health 
food; it is 17% protein, 34% fat, and has nearly 1% calcium, 
higher than any other food we offer. Feed this readily 
to the little ones. Millet is a seed, not a grain and is 74% 
carbohydrate, 11% protein, and 4% fat. 

Birds eating mixed seed in hanging feeders often toss millet 
and fillers onto the ground in favor of richer choices. It’s 
best to feed millet directly on the ground away from the 
hanging bottoms of other birds.  

Safflower is more expensive and the shell is quite hard. It is 
lower in protein than sunflower at 16%, and about the same 
fat, 38%. Only birds that can crush a heavy seed, like the 

This bird seed mix is inexpensive, but full of foods our birds do 
not want or cannot eat. 
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grosbeak (and the parrot), are likely to eat it. For birds that 
eat seeds whole, grinding them up in their gizzards, this 
seed hull takes a lot of energy for the minimal nutrition in 
provides. 

Fillers like milo seeds are just that. The birds that eat milo 
are jays, starlings, cowbirds, and house sparrows. If you 
enjoy those birds, use milo in your feeders. However, 
feeding filler-mixed seed leads to birds tossing seeds to the 
ground where they get contaminated and invite disease-
carrying rodents, corvids, and non-native birds.

Grains like corn, wheat, and rye are not something our 
feeder birds would eat in nature. There is no hull to remove, 
so they are eaten whole, and that is dehydrating. Corn is 
high in sugar, low in fat (5%), and low in protein (9%). 
It’s candy, so be sparing. These are all often found in seed 
mixes. 

Cheap mixes seem to save money, but you wind up 
buying seed more frequently. It is more cost-effective to 
get individual seeds or mixes of only the seeds that are 
fully eaten - sunflower, millet, and thistle (though never 
feed thistle in a mix, feed it independently so it is not 
accidentally tossed out and wasted). 

Birdseed quality influences pathogen spread and can 
cause lowered immune systems. Old, rancid sunflower 
hearts or seeds; dried-out thistle; and moldy millet, corn, 
and peanuts can all cause illness and or lower immunity 
in our birds. Poorly stored foods can breed molds and 
fungi, become rancid, and have lower nutritional value. 
Aspergillosis molds produce an aflatoxin that 
can develop in wet seeds; it is most often 
found on corn and peanuts. 

Finally, oyster shell is best left to chickens 
and turkeys, where it is offered as a grit and 
calcium supplement. Songbirds have small, 
weak gizzards that are not designed to handle 
this kind of heavy shell. Small songbirds 
find grit and calcium in the wild (snails, 
soil, eggshells, bone). Oyster shells can also 
contain lead.

Best Practice: Take Care of Foods

•	 High-fat seeds go rancid in about 3 months.

•	 Wet seeds grow molds and fungus. 

•	 Replace foods if not used in a few weeks. 

•	 Never use old, moldy, or musty smelling seed.

•	 Store seed in metal cans with secure tops, in cool, dark 
areas.

•	 Do not allow rodents in the feed. 

•	 Use seeds that are eaten quickly.

5) Key Goal: The Dirt on Mealworms

Mealworms are hugely popular yet can be harmful or 
deadly. Mealworms are not as easily digested or equal to 
the nutrient-denseness of wild insects, and are deficient 
in critical vitamins like calcium. Baby birds fed primarily 
mealworms with no supplements will get metabolic bone 
disease, leading to fractures, weakness, failure to thrive, 
deformities, and as adults, egg-binding and fragility from 
lack of calcium (Duerr and Gage 2020).

Do not provide such quantities of mealworms that birds are 
lulled into thinking there is more food than there is in your 
habitat. These are considered “ecological traps” (Robb et 
al. 2008). Not enough natural food may result in young not 
surviving in the nest or through to adulthood, particularly if 
the species stays in family units. Wildlife rehabilitators feed 

Mealworms are deficient in calcium; feed to nesting parents 

conservatively.  Birds do not want or cannot eat. 
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mealworms but only with supplemental nutrients that are 
carefully calculated and dosed for the specific bird, weight, 
and age (Duerr and Gage 2020). 

If you have encouraged these insect-eating birds to a 
habitat that cannot provide adequate post-breeding 
nutrition, and your home is not located near a larger, highly 
productive habitat, then feeding will not be beneficial. If 
your habitat has a sufficient insect population, then giving 
out free meals is likely safe. However, be aware that you are 
increasing the population of birds that compete with other 
insectivores for food. 

Some bluebird sites promote sprinkling calcium on live 
mealworms. If done conservatively, this might be safe. 
However, too much calcium can cause hypercalcemia, 
which causes health issues as well. Lead-free calcium 
carbonate (not citrate) can be offered, but in general, 
limiting the amount of mealworms fed and then offering 
a small dish of calcium is a better choice. You can also toss 
out crushed, dried eggshells on the ground. 

Finally, dried mealworms can be deadly. They require 
moisture for digestion, which comes directly out of the 
bird’s tissues, dehydrating small birds. Dried mealworms 
are intended for chickens and turkeys whose larger, 
stronger gizzards and grit can grind up the dried, heavy 
exoskeleton. 

Birds don’t know they need extra water to digest dried 
mealworms. On intake, these poor birds have swollen, hard 
bellies because mealworms are compacted in their guts. 
They eat until they are full, not knowing the mealworms 
will rehydrate in their gut, swelling to a size too large to 
pass. I cannot save them. I’ve tried cod liver oil, massage, 
and even enemas. The masses are just too large and dry. 

Also, dried mealworms are all grown in China, and there 
are significant quality concerns. The high protein listed 
on the bag (50%) should make us all suspicious. Live 
mealworms are 18% protein and 13% fat. In 2007, China 
was using melamine to increase protein content in rice 
and wheat proteins for human consumption and pet food. 
Note, live mealworms are also grown in China and sold 
to some of our mealworm suppliers. Ask about the source 
when purchasing. 

Best Practice: Live Mealworm Tips

•	 Feed minimal amounts as treats (less than 100 a day for 
20+ birds). 

•	 Feed at the end of summer during molts and migration. 

•	 Feed during winter, especially in poor weather.

•	 Do not over-provide to nesting-obligate insectivores. 

•	 Do not feed black or unmoving worm (they’re dead). 

•	 To supplement calcium, use no-lead carbonate powder 
in a small dish. 

•	 Feed small to medium-sized mealworms.

•	 Order from non-China-sourced sellers (email me for 
list).  

•	 Feed your mealworms before feeding: Put in oat and 
wheat bran with zucchini slices on top for 24 hours; 
store in refrigerator. Feed weekly.

•	 Eggs shells can be dried at 150°F for 20 minutes; use a 
spice grinder to crush.

Best Practice: Don’t use Dried Mealworms

•	 Please don’t, they can kill birds.

•	 There are serious quality concerns. 

6) Key Goal: Feed Fats Wisely 

Suet recipes abound on the internet as do crafty homemade 
feeding ideas. Smearing fats on trees wins the worst-idea-
ever award, as do suet balls, wreaths, and open dishes of 
fat. The danger comes from the bird getting fats on their 
feathering but also from the quality of the fat. 

Birds can get oils into their feathering simply by landing on 
the fat (like a suet wreath or ball) and then preening. Birds 
preen their heads with their feet and then wipe their heads 
onto their backs, thus, spreading any oils picked up by 
landing on exposed fats. 

Oils and fats impair waterproofing by sticking the feather 
barbs together. This allows water onto the skin, leading to 
hypothermia and eventual starvation as the bird spends 
more time trying to get clean than eating. Birds cannot 
remove the oils; dirtied feathers must molt out. 
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Fats with high melting points are less likely to get soft and 
take longer to get rancid. True suet and peanut butter have 
the highest melting points: 110°F for true beef suet; 104°F 
for peanut butter without added oils. True suet is found 
around organs and the groin; when raw, it is hard and 
crumbly with little water, making it less likely to stick to feet 
and bills. 

Note: both suet and peanut butter will soften in direct sun, 
even in the winter. Animal fats and vegetable shortenings 
and oils have very low melt points: 95°F for beef fat and 
75°F–770F for vegetable shortening. Never feed these in 
the sun or the summer. Bacon grease has chemicals in it 
that is not good for birds, plus it melts easily.

Best Practice: Feed Fats Wisely

•	 Feed suet during migration and winter mainly. 

•	 Feed no-melt suet or peanut butter-based cakes year-
round

•	 Feed only no-melt peanut-butter types during hot 
summers. 

•	 Use a cage-type feeder that keeps birds off 
the fat.

•	 Feed soft fats only in very cold weather and 
in shade. 

•	 Never use regular raw beef or pork fat or 
drippings from cooking.

•	 Never use fats with sodium nitrates or other 
chemicals.

•	 Pinch your suet to determine softness; 
choose hard suet.

•	 Never spread any type of fat on trees. 

•	 Never feed fats so that birds must land on it 
to eat (wreaths, balls, some logs).

•	 Squirrel-proof suet feeders work well. 

•	 Hot wash cage feeders to remove built up 
fats.

Wash sock thistle feeders frequently (top); metal mesh 
feeders are a better choice (right: photo by Linda 
Tucker Burfitt). 

Suet feeders can build up grease that gets onto birds’ feathers. 
Clean frequently.
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CONCLUSION

Our lives are enriched by the beautiful, charming birds that 
grace us with their presence. There are also real, emotional 
benefits to feeding “our” birds ( Jones 2011). Yet, these 
little souls rely on us to make wise choices with their lives.

We lack critical data on what the physiological outcomes 
are of common bird foods on the health of fed birds. 
These birds’ body conditions do seem to improve for the 
short term. But how do our foods affect birds’ longevity? 
Domestic birds get fatty liver disease from eating 
predominantly sunflower seeds. Do wild birds? Have 
we bulked them up just to shorten their lives? And what 
about the birds and other fauna not at the feeder? Have we 
reduced their habitats and numbers?

More importantly, how and what we feed matters 
personally to each bird in our yard. Birds are not 
populations; they are living, sentient neighbors with 
desires for love, family, community, and happiness. There 
are deep, overarching ethical implications at play as we 
invite living animals to live and nest near us. 

For this reason, taking our bird feeding and husbandry 
duties seriously is an ethical obligation. Protecting birds 
from disease or illness, making smart and safe food choices, 
and feeding in ways that prevent harm—birds deserve this 
kind of care. 

In the spring 2021 issue of Oregon Birds, I will offer more 
tips on how to keep our flighted friends happy and healthy, 
and create an enriched backyard haven.

Elise Wolf
Sisters, Oregon

Native Bird Care
lovenativebirds@gmail.com
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ALLEN PRIGGE 1922–2019

REMEMBERING 

DAVE BROWN 1936–2020

By Alan Contreras
Dave Brown was perhaps the senior Oregon bird observer, as he began birding in Oregon 
in 1944 until his death on August 2, 2020. He was also one of the kindest and most well-
liked of Lane County observers. He was active birding starting as a boy in the Eugene area. 
His bird study began, as did so many people’s, with a teacher, Mrs. Dolan, who handed 
out bird cards that had to be colored. As a teenager he started attending meetings of the 
recently formed Eugene Natural History Society.

Dave’s viewpoint of the status of some Lane County birds was unique because his father 
was the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers engineer who designed the Fern Ridge Reservoir 
complex in west-central Lane County. Therefore, young Dave not only had the opportunity 
to find a Poor-will in the south Eugene hills, but got to experience the Long Tom marshes 
as they were when A.C. Shelton was active in the early twentieth century. The reservoir 
began filling in 1941, and Dave was able to see the rare Wood Sandpiper there in 2008, 
bringing his observations full circle. His childhood explorations yielded a Canyon Wren on 
top of Spencer Butte with two Rock Wrens.

There was a bird club in Eugene when Dave was a teenager, and he was able to spend field time with pioneer bird observer 
Ben Pruitt of Thurston as well as work in the University of Oregon museum helping Arnold Shotwell with taxonomic 
sorting, much as George Miksch Sutton had done in 1908. His youthful connections included meeting Tillamook’s Alex 
Walker. Dave participated in the first placement of Purple Martin boxes in North Bend and the Florence area. In later life, 
Dave’s knowledge of the back roads of Lane County allowed him to contribute to OSU Press’s 2006 Birds of Lane County 
regarding the best ways to look for birds in the eastern Coast Range.

By Alan Contreras
Al Prigge was active in Lane County birding circles from the 1970s until his mid-90s. He 
was always a cheerful presence in any gathering and willing to help young birders—he 
showed me a family of Spotted Owls in the 1970s when I was a kid birder. Al worked for 
the U.S. Forest Service, mostly at the Willamette National Forest, where he focused on 
public programs and access. A native of Minnesota, he always maintained a connection to 
his home state and briefly moved back after he retired, soon returning to Eugene where he 
had many friends. In the 1970s and 1980s, he was one of the most active workers on the 
Bluebird Trail projects in Lane County, managing 300 boxes; we can thank him whenever 
we see the now-numerous bluebirds in the area. 

Alan Contreras (left) with 
Allen Prigge (right)
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STEVEN G. HERMAN 1936–2020

By Alan Contreras
Steve Herman was an iconic presence in the world of wildlife management for decades 
after his hiring as a professor at Evergreen State College in Washington. His reputation 
for thorough and detailed field experiences was known to many decades of students. In 
particular, his connection to Harney County, the Malheur Field Station, and Malheur 
National Wildlife Refuge was well-known, not just for his decades of fieldwork there 
with students but for the gatherings of naturalists at his property south of Malheur 
Headquarters. He was also involved in efforts to improve Hart Mountain and the 
Bowerman Basin area in coastal Washington.

Steve was a proponent of the field note system that he published as The Naturalist’s Field 
Journal: A Manual of Instruction based on a System Established by Joseph Grinnell. 
Many observers still use this today. His lasting contributions to field observation include 
the “Great Manifesto” published in Wildlife Management, in which he argues for more 
knowledge of the land by those hired to manage it.

By Adam Hannuksela
Steve Herman first came to southeast Oregon in the late 1960s. When he started teaching at Evergreen State 
College in the early 1970s, he began taking students around the region. Because of Evergreen’s class structure, 
he was able to teach classes that spent weeks or months in the field rather than weekend show and tell–type 
trips. His students were able to do real research and engage in natural history with rigor. 

He was an instructor at the Malheur Field Station for many years, working closely with Denzel and Nancy 
Ferguson. He began his lifelong fight against public land grazing when he first came to Oregon in the 1960s. He 
and his students did a large amount of work on Snowy Plover, Sandhill Crane, raptors, Greater Sage-Grouse, 
and Upland Sandpiper in eastern Oregon. He taught a 3-week ornithology and bird-banding class for more 
than 30 years on Hart Mountain, later moving it to the Steens Mountain.

Steve bought an 80-acre parcel of shrub-steppe, regarding which he was an expert, near Malheur Headquarters. 
He used this as a base to teach students for many years. After his retirement, 40 to 70 of his ex-students and 
their families would meet at this property every Memorial Day. He worked to keep pesticides from being 
sprayed in Oregon forests, and constantly fought rapacious grazing. 

In addition to his work in the high desert, many of his classes with botanist Al Weideman involved a drive 
south along the Oregon coast, spending time at the dunes and taking natural history students to Shakespeare 
plays in Ashland. 

By Alan Contreras
Eva Schultz was a teacher and college library staffer in her native Lane County. She was 
active with the Lane County Audubon Society from 1974 through the 2010s, helping 
with mundane tasks such as newsletter mailings as well as attending Christmas Bird 
Counts (CBCs) and helping young birders. When I was a kid birder she took me on all 
kinds of trips around western Oregon, including a memorable run to Clatsop County to 
see King Eiders and a Spotted Redshank. We never forgot the unique pleasures of walking 
out the cobble beach at Seaside. She was with me on a Eugene CBC when we found a 
Blue Grosbeak in a flock of sparrows. Our last big trip was when I took her to Florida 
and the Tortugas in the late 1990s. She got to see Limpkin and other delights, including 
Antillean Nighthawk.

Alan Contreras (top) with 
Steve Herman (bottom)
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