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18,000 Pages from Ink to Internet
Introducing The Birds of North America Online

By Miyoko Chu
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Peregrine Falcon by Brian Small

R

equiring the work of 700
ornithologists and a decade
of effort to come to fruition,
The Birds of North America
is the most comprehensive
reference to the continent’s birdlife
ever published. Now, in the age of the
Internet, this monumental reference
series has leaped beyond the limits of
the printed word. With all 18,000 pages
available electronically, The Birds of
North America (BNA) Online is poised
to become the first “living publication”
of its kind—a dynamic resource continually updated with the latest scientific
information, image galleries, sound
recordings, and video footage.
Produced by the Cornell Lab of
Ornithology, BNA Online is accessible
at <bna.birds.cornell.edu> through
personal subscriptions and subscribing institutions such as libraries. The
electronic version includes authoritative
information for all 716 North American breeding bird species included in
the printed volumes published by the
American Ornithologists’ Union, the
Cornell Lab of Ornithology, and the
Academy of Natural Sciences. Most
species accounts draw on information
from 100 scientific references or more,
including descriptions of behavior, life
at the nest, timing and routes of migration, distribution, habitats, population trends, and conservation and
management.
With BNA Online, readers can view
video clips that illustrate some of the
bird behaviors and habitats described in

BNA.BIRDS.CORNELL.EDU
The dynamic new Birds of North America Online offers all the information in the
monumental printed version, with additional images, sounds, video footage, and
electronic search features. New scientific results will continually be added to the
716 species accounts. Eventually the technology behind BNA Online will be used to
transform other traditional scientific reference volumes into “living publications.”

• Interpreting and conserving the earth’s biological diversity through research, education, and citizen science focused on birds •

From Our Director

mong all the business failures gracing the history of our great nation, the
string of collapsed ventures by the young John James Audubon may have
been our greatest stroke of good luck. Ponder the vacancies that would
have existed in art, science, and conservation had Audubon’s early efforts
in pioneer commerce succeeded. I grew up reading about Audubon as a
bumbling businessman, self-promoting dandy, and gallivanting nature-boy who enjoyed
traveling the woods more than tending his family. However, in a masterful new biography,*
historian Richard Rhodes debunks a number of these persistent myths about
the world’s most famous artist-naturalist. This book is a must-read for
anyone who has ever been fascinated by the magnificent doubleelephant folio, Birds of America. Rhodes has woven a detailed
and interpretive adventure story, revealing for the first time the
surprising forces of talent, social upheaval, love, and personal
struggle that led Audubon to create one of mankind’s great
artistic masterpieces.
Two hundred years ago, life in the fledgling United States
was evolving as rapidly and profoundly as it ever has. The
Appalachians had been breached, but only barely. Overland
travel remained painfully rugged. Significant business opportunity existed for persons enterprising and sturdy enough to
move wholesale goods from eastern shipping ports to towns
along the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, the commercial highways
of the new American frontier. A man of extraordinary energy
and talent, the industrious Audubon in his twenties was bent
on providing the finer life for his beloved Lucy and their young
family in this trade. It looked at several points as though he might
succeed, only to have his investments wiped out as the American
economy collapsed—first because of embargoes associated with the
John James Audubon
War of 1812, then with the Panic of 1819.
At age 32, Audubon was still struggling to collect on debts owed him that might have
permitted yet another business recovery, when he began making pocket money by sketching portraits of people. Moreover, a fortuitous encounter with Alexander Wilson (“father
of American ornithology” but a morose loner) years earlier also had sown an idea in his
head. Passionately interested in birds since early childhood, he had proudly observed that
his own accumulating collection of bird portraits was vastly superior to Wilson’s stiff, lifeless caricatures. Indeed, he had encountered a number of species that were undiscovered
by Wilson. Could he be so bold as to attempt to paint every American bird?
Two measures of Audubon’s brilliance stand out. The first is his early and unflinching dedication to paint every species in feather-perfect detail, fully life-sized, and dramatically posed in ecological and social context. He vowed to portray the very spirit as
well as the beauty of birds, and it was this powerful break from tradition that eventually
would catch the attention of patrons in England. The second measure, painted in unprecedented clarity by Rhodes, is the deeply personal anguish that Audubon endured during
his long struggle in England away from Lucy and the children, to whom he remained
utterly devoted. Slowly, painfully, Audubon’s genius prevailed, and he converted a labor
of love into the business triumph that had eluded him along the Ohio River. From his
dainty warblers frozen in midair to his huge wading birds garishly postured life-sized on
the page, I will never again look at an Audubon image without marveling at the energy
and passion of the truly remarkable man inside it.
—John W. Fitzpatrick, Louis Agassiz Fuertes Director
*John James Audubon: The Making of an American. Richard Rhodes, 2004, Knopf, New York. 514 pp., 16 color plates, 4 maps,
85 b&w illustrations.
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A ticky situation: In what seems to
be a mutually beneficial arrangement,
Black-billed Magpies often glean ticks
from the backs of large ungulates such
as deer. The relationship between magpies and moose, however, may not be
altogether mutualistic. In Alberta, Canada,
in early spring, a moose carries about
32,000 ticks on average. Black-billed Black-billed Magpies glean ticks from
Magpies frequently land on moose and deer and other ungulates.
carry ticks away to cache them alive
and unharmed on nearby ground. If not recovered later, the ticks may survive
to lay eggs, potentially increasing the supply of ticks—fortunately for magpies,
but not so fortunately for moose.
No place like a winter’s home: American Redstarts
wintering in Jamaica generally return to within 75 meters of the same site the following year. Seventy-five
percent of yearling males banded in Jamaica returned
to the same area the following winter, as did 49 percent
of older males and 46 percent of females.

John W. Fitzpatrick
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BirdScope is the Lab of Ornithology’s quarterly
newsletter and is free to Lab members and citizen-science participants.
Your support is vital to the Lab of Ornithology,
a nonprofit membership organization. Membership contributions directly fund essential research,
education, and conservation programs. Members
receive BirdScope and Living Bird, our award-winning, full-color magazine. Members also receive
special discounts on citizen-science projects, the
Home Study Course in Bird Biology, bird slides,
and purchases made at Wild Birds Unlimited at
Sapsucker Woods.

Ann Cook

Illustration by Isaac Sprague from the Collection of Mass Audubon

The View from Sapsucker Woods

DID YOU KNOW?
John Schmitt
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Bird Notes

Thank You, Lab Sponsors
The support we receive from Lab sponsors helps ensure our continued
success. Look for the Lab Sponsor logo or Project FeederWatch Sponsor logo
on products from some of these companies:
Aspects, Inc.
Birdola Products
Bird-X, Inc.
Bird Watcher’s Digest
C & S Products Co., Inc.
Canon USA, Inc.
Cedar Works, Inc.
CHS, Inc.
D & D Commodities Ltd.
Droll Yankees, Inc.
Duncraft
Eagle Optics
Harvest States Sunflower
Heritage Farms
The Hayes Company, Inc.
Heath Manufacturing
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Lebanon Seaboard Corporation
New England Wild Bird Food
Pine Tree Farms, Inc.
Purina Wild Bird Chow
Red River Commodities, Inc.
Swarovski Optik North America
Thayer Birding Software
Vari-Crafts
Wagner Brothers Feed Corp.
Wegmans
Wild Bird Centers
Wild Birds Unlimited
Zeiss Optical

Many of our projects are also
sponsored in part by the
National Science Foundation.
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Lab News
Innovations to Help Find
Out Where Birds Go

John Dunning/CLO
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graphs, and analysis.
“The Avian Knowledge Network
will amount to one of the largest and
longest-running time-series data sets
on the environment in existence,” says
Steve Kelling, director of Information
Technologies. “Once we’ve got that, all
kinds of things can be done, from the
simple—such as giving detailed maps
of distribution—all the way to cuttingedge analyses that can be used to study
the effects of climate, habitat, land-use
changes, and other factors on the distribution and abundance of birds.”

Education & Outreach

Pieces of Paradise
“Pieces of Paradise,” a film produced by
the Macaulay Library for the Cornell
Lab of Ornithology’s multimedia theater,
has won a Finalist Award in the 2004
International Wildlife Film Festival. The
film is about vanishing Hawaiian birds,
with footage from the Lab’s expeditions
to Hawaii in 2002 and 2003.
“People often think of Hawaii as
paradise, and so did I prior to working on this film,” said David Brown,
the Macaulay Library’s senior video
producer. “I had worked there almost
exclusively on films about the marine
environment, which is in relatively good
shape. As we researched and produced
“Pieces of Paradise,” it was a sobering
revelation to learn just how severely
the terrestrial environment has been
impacted there.”
The film showcases dazzling footage
of Hawaii’s unique birdlife, including
some of its most endangered species.
However, the opportunity to capture
these birds on film was bittersweet,
Brown said. Lab associate Tim Barksdale
managed to film the last wild pair of

The endangered Akiapolaau can still be
found in some of Hawaii’s few remaning
pieces of paradise.

Alala, or Hawaiian Crow, only months
before they disappeared. The images
he captured are the only high-quality
video images in existence of wild Alala.
Unfortunately, pieces of paradise are
continually being lost in Hawaii, the
most recent tragedy being the death of
the last known Poouli (see page 20).
The film is shown daily in the Lab’s
Bartels Multimedia Family Theater. To
view a clip, visit <www.birds.cornell.
edu/MacaulayLibrary/About/bartelsTheater.html>.

Urban Bird Studies Flies
to Puerto Rico

based on the location of the sun), bird
identification, and bird biology. Many of
the groups used computers to navigate
the Urban Bird Studies web site, learn
about endemic birds, and participate in
a chat room during “Celebrate Urban
Birds!” (see BirdScope, Autumn 2004).
As of November, teachers across
Puerto Rico have adopted Urban Bird
Studies projects for use in their science
classrooms and after-school activities.
—Melinda LaBranche, project leader,
and Karen Purcell, project assistant,
Urban Bird Studies

Bird Exams Go Online

ASPIRA de Puerto Rico has been in- For the first time, students enrolled in
strumental in disseminating Urban Bird the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s Home
Studies projects throughout Puerto Rico. Study Course in Bird Biology can take
ASPIRA is a national nonprofit organi- their exams online. The exams are exzation devoted solely to the education pected to help streamline the course
and leadership development of Puerto by eliminating postage costs, reducing
Rican and other Latino youth. ASPIRA headaches resulting from lost postal
takes its name from the Spanish verb mail, and allowing students to find out
their scores online as soon as the exams
aspirar, “to aspire.”
Noemí Deliz, who traveled to the Lab have been graded.
The online exams have been made
for several invigorating days of birding
possible
thanks to a unique partnership
and training, has taught dozens of teachwith
online
learning development experts
ers and youth leaders, from San Juan
at
eCornell
<www.ecornell.com>. All
to Lares, how to include bird study in
Home
Study
Course students will have
their regular programming. Beginning
the
option
of
taking their exams online
last spring, “Aspirantes”—the youth
or
on
traditional
paper forms.
who will become educated, commitFor
more
information
about the Home
ted leaders for the community’s future
Study
Course
visit
<www.birds.cornell.
benefit—became citizen scientists by
participating in Urban Bird Studies edu/homestudy>.
—Jason A. Mobley, instructor,
projects and related activities.
Home Study Course in Bird Biology
“Aspirantes” have participated in the
projects in schools, camps, and churches
to learn about birds, urban habitats, and
scientific methods. During
two or three days of intensive study, they conducted
Birds in the City transects
and incorporated lessons on
endemic birds (especially
the endangered Puerto
Rican Parrot), and got a
hands-on look at a Tórtola Rabilarga (Mourning
Dove). They also learned
about neighborhood action
(involving, learning from,
and educating neighbors),
geography (locating the Students in Puerto Rico measure out transects to condifferent cardinal points duct Birds in the City.
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Noemí deliz

track Scarlet Macaws.

cies of cranes do it,” McGowan says. The
dance involves stiff-legged marching,
running, and leaping into the air with
spread and beating wings, as well as bowing, pirouetting, and tossing twigs.
Russell adds, “Cranes of various species
are found all over the world, with the
Crane Wing Holds Clues exception of South America and Antarcto an Ancient Dance
tica, and so are human crane dancers.”
Eighty-five hundred years ago, someone The Ainu of Japan, the BaTwa of southin ancient Anatolia drilled holes in the ern Africa, and the Ostiaks of Siberia
wing of large bird, then hid the wing are among some of the ancient cultures
in a narrow space between mud-brick that had costumed crane dances.
The crane wing, unearthed in an
houses at Çatalhöyük in what is now
archeological dig in 1995,
was stashed in a narrow
space between buildings,
along with a cow’s horn, two
wild goat horns, the skull of
a dog, and the stone head
of a macelike weapon. Russell notes that some artistic
works of that period combine
depictions of cranelike birds,
cattle, and dogs or foxes in
the same motif. “This raises
the possibility of an enduring mythic association of
cattle, canids, and cranes in
This painting of costumed crane dancers shows how
an 8,500-year-old bird wing might have been used at
Neolithic Anatolia,” Russell
Çatalhöyük.
and McGowan wrote.
The article, “Dance of
the
Cranes:
Crane
Symbolism at ÇatTurkey. Why? In a prize-winning article
alhöyük
and
Beyond,
” was awarded the
in the journal Antiquity, Nerissa Russell,
Antiquity
Prize
for
Best
Article of the
a Cornell University anthropologist, and
Year
in
2004.
Kevin McGowan, a research associate at
the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, pieced
Avian Knowledge
together cultural and ornithological
Network
clues showing that the bird had been a
Common Crane and that its wing may The National Science Foundation has
awarded a three-year grant to the Lab’s
have been used in a crane dance.
To pin down the bird’s identity, Information Technologies group and
McGowan matched the bones of the Cornell’s Computer Science Department
Çatalhöyük crane with Common Crane to create a new Avian Knowledge Network
specimens in the Cornell University on the Internet. Currently more than 60
million North American bird records are
Museum of Vertebrates.
The bones were pierced with holes in held by different institutions, but there
a way that made no sense for dismem- is no way to search and access them as
bering the wing or removing its meat. a unified resource. The grant will help
Because the piercings created holes develop the technology to allow access
suitable for a piece of cord or string, to all these data, including the Breeding
Russell thinks that the feathered wings Bird Survey, the Lab’s citizen-science
might have been laced on the arms of projects, and banding and monitoring
records from bird observatories and
a dancer to make a costume.
“Dancing is one of the most obvious universities. The grant will also fund the
displays by any social bird, and all spe- development of online tools for maps,
John-Gordon Swogger

The Lab’s Bioacoustics Research Program
has received a two-year grant from the
National Science Foundation to develop
advanced miniaturized radio tags to track
birds and other animals. Currently, the
smallest tags only transmit signals for
about 10–14 days before the battery
wears out, making it difficult to track
songbirds for long periods.
The new tags will include a tiny
computer that can be programmed to
turn off when the animal is inactive,
extending the precious battery life to
months. Researchers tracking birds
during migration will be able to place
tags on birds in summer and schedule
the tags to wake up when the birds are
on the move. Specialized tags will help
monitor the condition of the animal
using temperature sensors or by recording heart rates and sending data summaries remotely. Within the next year,
the tags will be used to study cowbirds,
macaws, tapirs, jaguars, and migrant
shorebirds.
This grant complements a two-year
award from the Gordon and Betty Moore
Foundation, which is funding advances
in radio-tracking receivers. The new
receivers will implement a variant of
the technology that underlies cellular
phone networks to track tags automatically over wide areas. The first tracking
network will be established at the Los
Amigos field station in the Peruvian
Amazon.
In addition, a grant from the National
Science Foundation will fund a collaboration with
Zygmunt Haas
in Cornell’s College of Engineering to extend the
range of tracking
capability by enabling radio tags
to communicate
with each other,
and relay data
back to the reThe new tags will help ceiving stations.

Practical realization of this system is a
few years away, but we look forward to
a day when we receive data from very
distant animals, even those that never
return to communicate with the receivers directly.

Tim Barksdale

Science & Technology

Lab News
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Field Journal

Field Journal

In Cuba’s most biologically diverse region, a team of Cuban and American biologists
discovered new wildlife and found some of the world’s most endangered birds
By Eduardo Iñigo-Elias with Miyoko Chu
evergreen forest and mountains on either side. After about
five hours we reached our base camp, exhausted. But in the
late afternoon we had a pleasant surprise—our camp turned
out to be right below a roosting site for Cuban Crows, one
of the rare endemic species we had come to find.
It was amazing to see the crows looking for royal palm
fruits and investigating nesting sites in
the trees. In the afternoon hundreds
and hundreds of them came to perch
and spend the night. In the morning
they would take off again. They are
very social crows, and gathering in
large numbers is crucial for them to
be able to find mates and resources. To
conserve this species we must ensure
that the birds can continue to gather
in large flocks.
Greg Budney

C

uba is the largest island in the Caribbean, with
high concentrations of migratory birds from
North America. It provides key wintering
habitats for 284 migratory bird species that
breed in the United States, many of which are
species of conservation concern. Cuba also has 21 endemic
bird species, among them some of the
most endangered species in the world,
including the Cuban Kite, Gundlach’s
Hawk, and Giant Kingbird. For these
reasons, the Cornell Lab of Ornithology
and the Chicago Field Museum have
been working with Cuban biologists to
conduct Rapid Biological Inventories
and provide training in wildlife-monitoring techniques.
In 2004, we conducted an expedition
to the Humboldt National Park and
Cuchillas de Toa Biosphere Reserve on
the northeast side of the island. This
region represents only 15 percent of the
country by area but contains about 80
percent of the Cuban biodiversity.

February 13—A vanished kite

E

A

F
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February 14–16—Parakeets, parrots,
and highland birds

O

n February 14 Tim, Greg, and I went
back to look for the parakeets and parrots. Greg and Tim made good recordings,
including footage of a Gundlach’s Hawk
coming out of the forest, trying to catch
some of the Cuban Parakeets. The parakeets
were very fast, and they all got away. The
next day we found 30 to 40 parrots among
some orange trees on an abandoned farm.
They were perching on top of the fruit and
using their bills to get into the center of
the orange for the seeds.
Along the Jaguani River, we saw Piedbilled Grebes, Great Blue Herons, Least
Bitterns, Belted Kingfishers, abundant
Green Herons, and at least 10 Broadwinged Hawks. In more open areas, we
saw resident American Kestrels, some of
which belonged to a very pale morph. We
saw migratory warblers—Black-throated
Blue Warblers, Common Yellowthroats,
and American Redstarts were amazingly
abundant. We also saw Louisiana Waterthrushes along the river. The endemic Cuban
Green Woodpecker was common and we
saw about 30 Cuban Emeralds, an endemic
hummingbird. At night, we heard Cuban
Pygmy-Owls calling everywhere, and the
raspy calls of Cuban Screech-Owls.
On February 16, I went to the highlands
to take notes on the crows and record their
calls. The next day, two Cuban biologists,
Freddy Santana and Gerardo Begue, joined
us for a long day of point counts and surveys. We saw at least 50 species of birds,
including 7 Gundlach’s Hawks and hundreds
of Cuban Crows. On the top of the hills at
the end of the day, we saw 56 Cuban Parrots flying past in pairs or small groups
over the course of an hour, all traveling
east toward their roosting place.

Cuba provides key wintering
habitats for 284 species of migratory birds that breed in the
United States, including Blackand-white Warblers.

The team found as many as
eight pairs of the Giant Kingbird, a rare species found only
in Cuba.
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February 20–23—Giant Kingbirds

W

e arrived on the Iberia plateau, an
area with villages, domestic animals
such as sheep and cows, coffee and cacao
plantations, and a forest with Hibiscus
elatus trees that are logged for timber. At
the base of the plateau we looked for the
Giant Kingbird in a royal palm forest interspersed with coffee plantations.
The Giant Kingbird is endemic to Cuba
and is listed by the IUCN (The World
Conservation Union) and BirdLife International as one of the most critically
endangered species in the world. It is the
largest flycatcher in existence, about 10
inches long (our Eastern Kingbird is about
8.5 inches).
The first morning, Greg, Freddy, Gerardo,
Nicasio Viña, and I found a pair of Giant
Kingbirds. They were perching and calling
around 5:00 in the morning. The kingbirds
would fly up to the royal palm trees like
flycatchers, but glean fruit from the palm
instead of insects. In the next few days we
found two more pairs, and Andrew and Ken
found another six or eight pairs. It was really exciting for everybody to see that the
birds were getting ready for the breeding
season. The team identified this site as an
important region for conservation.

February 24–25—A wealth
of findings

“At night we heard Cuban Pygmy-Owls calling everywhere.”

Kenneth V. Rosenberg

verybody woke up early and split up
into teams for the day. Greg Budney (curator of the Macaulay Library’s
sound collection) and Tim Barksdale
(Lab associate) hoped to record sounds
February 11, 2004—
and video footage of two rare, endemic
Staging the expedition
species, the Cuban Parakeet and CuEduardo
Iñigo-Elias
watches
for
resident
ban Parrot. Ken Rosenberg (the Lab’s
fter months of paperwork to receive
Broad-winged Hawks along the Jaguani
director of Conservation Science) and
permission from the United States
River.
Andrew Farnsworth (a graduate student
and Cuban governments, we finally
advised by Lab director John Fitzpatmet our expedition team in Santiago de
rick)
went
to
higher
elevations to document the diversity
Cuba. Five of us from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology were
of
migratory
birds.
joined by scientists from the Chicago Field Museum, Cuba’s
I followed the Jaguani upriver, looking for any trace
Eastern Center for Biodiversity and Ecosystems (BIOECO),
of
the Cuban Kite, one of the most endangered species
and the National Museum of Natural History, as well as
in
the
world. Its natural history remains undocumented,
biologists and park rangers from the National Center for
and
there
have been no confirmed sightings of the species
Protected Areas of Cuba. Our team of 30 included experts
since
1992.
It feeds on Polymita picta snails, which live
on all kinds of plants and animals, including snails, wasps,
in
the
forest.
I hiked almost all the way back to where we
spiders, reptiles, amphibians, birds, and mammals.
had left the trucks the previous day, but I saw no Cuban
Kites. I did see other raptors—Red-tailed Hawks performFebruary 12—River trek and Cuban Crows,
ing their breeding displays high in the air, locking talons
Jaguani River, Humboldt National Park
and tumbling upside down, a Broad-winged Hawk carrying
rom Santiago de Cuba, it took 10 hours by truck to nest material, and a Gundlach’s Hawk, another endangered
reach the small town of Melba. At the Jaguani River, endemic species.
Near a small village I encountered a huge flock of about
we loaded the heavy equipment onto two oxen and carried
everything else in our backpacks. There were no trails, so 60 to 80 Cuban Parakeets and 40 to 50 Cuban Parrots
we hiked in and along the river, surrounded by tropical fighting and chasing each other in the crowns of trees.

They were eating nectar from the bases of
red flowers of coral trees and feeding on
fruits. Because these species are declining
in Cuba, I was amazed to see these healthy
populations. The park’s environmental
education programs seem to be working.
In all the tiny villages we passed through
along the Jaguani, I never saw anyone with
pet parrots.

Tim Barksdale (2)

Expedition to Cuba

T

ogether with the Chicago Field Museum and our Cuban counterparts, we
presented our findings to the public in the
cities of Santiago de Cuba and Guantanamo.
In just two weeks the expedition members
found 267 species of ferns, including 28
species previously undocumented in the
park and 5 of them new records to science.
They found 6 flowering plants never before documented in that province of Cuba.
There were 11 species of Polymita snails,
all of them endemic to Cuba. The surveys
yielded 155 species of spiders, 28 of them
endemic to the park, and 18 of which were
new to science. The expedition turned up
50 species of Hymenoptera (ants, bees,
and wasps) and a family of spiders entirely
new to science. Our team also documented
different preferences of male and female
(continued on page 8)
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Conservation
Cuba (continued from page 7)

migrant songbirds in their wintering
habitats and elevations.
Although we did not find the Cuban Kite this time, we were happy to
document rare birds such as Cuban
Parakeet, Cuban Parrot, Cuban Crow,
Gundlach’s Hawk, Giant Kingbird, and
Bee Hummingbird. Our observations of
migratory birds highlighted the importance of Cuba as a wintering ground and
stopover area. Our estimates indicate,
for example, that about 80 percent of
the entire population of Black-throated
Blue Warblers from the United States
winters in Cuba or passes through during
migration. These findings can be used to
advocate for better legal protections of
migratory species. Although 284 of the
species that breed in the United States
and spend time in Cuba are protected
by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, they
lose protections beyond the borders of
the United States and Mexico. Therefore,
international collaboration is essential
for the conservation of these species.
Using results from biological surveys,
Cuban scientists and local groups can
also communicate to their government
about the importance of the biodiversity
in the region. Parts of the lowlands are
mined for nickel and other minerals for
export, and the industry is interested in
continuing exploration within the Humboldt National Park. By documenting
the biodiversity found at these higher
elevations, we can help in future management decisions.
The sound and video recordings
brought back to our Macaulay Library
will also be used for research and education. We hope that footage from the
expedition will be used to produce
documentaries for Cubans and others
around the world to show the island’s
beautiful landscapes and their importance to wildlife.
Eduardo Iñigo-Elias is coordinator of
the Lab’s Neotropical Bird Conservation program.
To view video footage and hear sounds
from the expedition, visit BirdScope
online. Go to <www.birds.cornell.edu>
and click on Publications.
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Citizen Science

eBird Expands to Mexico

New aVerAves web site taps into bird sightings from Mexico
By Eduardo Iñigo-Elias and Mike Powers

S

ince 2002, bird watchers have
helped improve our knowledge
about birds in the United States
and Canada by entering their
sightings into eBird at <www.ebird.
org>. These observations are used to track
changes in bird distribution and abundance
to better understand and conserve the
birds that share our landscapes.
Now for the first time, bird watchers
in Mexico can also submit their observations online, through a new web site
called aVerAves, meaning “to watch birds.”
Available at <www.ebird.org/aVerAves>
in English and Spanish, aVerAves utilizes
eBird technology to survey and monitor
birds in Mexico. These data will be used
to increase our knowledge of poorly
known birds in the Neotropics and expand
our view of migratory birds across the
entire continent. Observations submitted to aVerAves from Mexico will also
be incorporated and displayed in eBird
along with data from the United States
and Canada. aVerAves is a joint project
involving the National Commission for
the Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity
(CONABIO), the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, and Audubon.
More than 63 percent of the 800 bird
species that breed in Canada and the
United States migrate to their wintering grounds in the Neotropics. Many of
these species are undergoing declines
in the face of human-caused changes
throughout their ranges. Helping to fill
in the gaps from Mexico, aVerAves is an
important step in effective conservation
and management of these species.
Checklists submitted through the
aVerAves web site will also provide
distribution and abundance information
about poorly known species breeding
in Mexico. The Neotropics are home
to more than 3,700 bird species and 70
percent of the world’s bird families, 31
of which are endemic. No other realm
of the planet comes close in diversity
or number of endemic birds.

Like eBird, aVerAves brings scientists
and the general public together in collecting data and exploring the results.
Whether you live in Mexico or are
traveling there, you can contribute your
bird sightings to aVerAves or to eBird,
which now includes Mexican locations
and checklists. The information all goes
into the same database and is accessible through both web sites. As more
data come in from Mexico, summaries,
graphs, and maps will display movements
of birds from Canada and the United
States to Mexico and the distribution
of birds that breed in Mexico.
The launch of aVerAves is the first
step in linking information across the
Americas. Now we are hoping to help
develop similar tools for the Caribbean,
Central America, and South America.
A tremendous need exists for birdmonitoring tools in Latin America. The
simplicity and far-reaching capabilities
of eBird and aVerAves offer exciting
possibilities for developing similar online programs that will continue to cut
across political and cultural barriers
and encompass the varied landscapes
inhabited by birds.
Eduardo Iñigo-Elias is coordinator for
the Lab’s Neotropical Bird Conservation program. Mike Powers is project
leader of eBird.
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Get into America’s Great Backyard
Join the Great Backyard Bird Count February 18–21

By Paul Green

W

hether or not bird
watching in the chill
of mid-February is
part of your regular
repertoire, we hope
you’ll join us for the Great Backyard Bird
Count on February 18–21, 2004. This
year, we hope that in addition to counting birds in your own backyard, you’ll
venture into North America’s bigger
backyard—our national and state parks,
wildlife refuges, and other public lands.
We’re taking the GREAT in the Great
Backyard Bird Count very seriously!
To participate, simply count the birds
you see during
all or part of the
four-day event
and report your
highest counts
for each species
over the Internet at <www.
birdsource.org/
g b b c > . Yo u r
sightings will
be pooled with
those of thousands of other
birders so what you see can be fitted
into a bigger picture of bird movements
across the continent. The reports are
tracked in real time so you can view
maps showing where the birds are being seen and how many of them there
are. With thousands of people sending
in their information at the same time,
birders across North America become
linked to one another—you’ll be able
to feel the excitement of being part of
this huge network of birders, all wired
up together at the same time.
We’ve chosen this year’s theme—
North America’s Great Backyard—as
a way to encourage people to get out
and count birds at a time of year when
few people visit our public lands. The
GBBC is about gathering information
about the movements and numbers of
our common birds as well as of birds

of special concern. Since fewer people
normally visit national parks, national
forests, or wildlife refuges in the winter, you could turn up some very useful
information.
What are birders able to show through
the GBBC? The best way to see is to go
to the results pages at <www.birdsource.
org/gbbc> and look at time-series maps
for species such as Eurasian CollaredDove, Common Redpoll, Pine Siskin,
and Purple Finch. For example, a casual
review of the results shows us that Eurasian
Collared-Doves have continued to march
northward and westward; participants
re p or te d this
introduced species from more
states (22) and in
greater numbers
(nearly 3,300)
than last year.
L ike w ise, the
periodic southward irruptions
of Common and
Hoary redpolls
were apparent in
the 2004 GBBC.
In the southeastern United States, Gulf
Coast birders were able to see increased
numbers of two other finches, the Pine
Siskin and Purple Finch. Results such
as these form the raw material for researchers’ analyses.
With each passing year, the GBBC
brings new information and adds value
to what is already contained in our
database, allowing us to build critical
information on long-term trends in bird
populations. The project, now in its eighth
year, is developed and managed by the
Lab of Ornithology and Audubon and
is sponsored by Wild Birds Unlimited.
The GBBC web site provides information for participants, including images,
vocalizations, range maps, and tips to
help you distinguish between similarlooking species. In addition, participants
learn a great deal about birds and have

[ ]
You’ll be able to feel the
excitement of being part
of this huge network of
birders, all wired up together at the same time.
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the option of discussing what they have
seen with more than 100 experts around
the continent. We encourage participants to send in digital photographs of
unusual sightings. We will share some
of these photographs on the web site
during the event, such as the male
Rose-breasted Grosbeak that spent the
winter in Derry, New Hampshire, in
2004. Simply email your photograph to
<citizenscience@audubon.org>.
We hope that you will encourage
others to take part too. The GBBC is a
great event for scout troops, classrooms,
businesses, nature clubs, and any other
group interested in learning about birds
together. So put the date in your calendar
for February 18–21, look at the web site
today at <www.birdsource.org/gbbc>,
and call your friends to make a birding
date. We look forward to learning from
what you see.
Paul Green is Audubon’s director of
citizen science.
If you would like to participate in
the GBBC but don’t have access to the
Internet, try visiting your local library
for Internet access or submitting your
reports through participating Wild
Birds Unlimited Stores. If necessary,
you can receive instructions by calling
the Lab at (800) 843-2473 and submit reports through postal mail sent
to Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Attn:
GBBC, 159 Sapsucker Woods Road,
Ithaca, NY 14850.
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Nest Boxes:
More than Just Birdhouses

Beyond the Call

What birdhouses can do for birds—and people

By Tina Phillips

For the past 10 years, Andy Fondrk and Dan Best
have provided Metamucil jars for Prothonotary
Warblers to nest in along the Cuyahoga River in
Ohio. In 2004, 6 pairs nested in jars and one pair
nested in a natural cavity.

for teenage boys with behavioral disabilities
such as autism. The boys use recycled materials of all kinds—from barn siding to antique
furniture—to build one-of-a-kind birdhouses.
Many have been on display at the Portland Museum of Art and other Maine venues. Teacher
Mark Pelletier estimates that more than 2,300
birdhouses have been sold during the last seven
years, providing a small income for the boys,
(continued on page 13)
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Reprinted with permission from Recycled Reflections <www.recycledbirdhouse.com>

Dan Best
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Boys from Brown’s Foster Home in Gardiner,
Maine, use recycled materials to build one-of-akind birdhouses, some decorative and others for
birds. The boxes provide a small income for the
boys, and a way to communicate through art.

Biologist Steve Barlow checks a nest box for Prothonotary Warblers in Florida’s Lower Suwannee
National Wildlife Refuge.

F

Carolyn Godwin

T

hough it might not seem as obvious, nest
boxes also do a lot for people. I frequently
hear from nest-box monitors who are awed by
their encounters with nesting birds and share
this gift with their children, grandchildren,
friends, and neighbors. At a minimum, nest
boxes provide a window into the natural world
and the cycle of life and foster a desire to share
this experience with others. Even more, they
engage people in conservation, science, art, and
community involvement.
Consider Don McCartney of Bend, Oregon, a
longtime participant in The Birdhouse Network.
Since his retirement, Don has been building and
installing nest boxes to bolster declining populations of American Kestrels on land owned by the
local electric company. Don and Central Electric
have placed dozens of nest boxes on poles in
areas where the rodent population has recently
exploded. The effort is still in its infancy, but
each year increasing numbers of kestrels have
fledged. Other landowners have also cooperated
in Don’s nest-box programs. With help from his
wife, Carol, and the local community, the kestrels are also banded to study their movements
and migrations.
Another story about what birdhouses can do
for people comes from Brown’s Foster Home, a
long-term residential facility in Gardiner, Maine,

John C. Jones

W

hat can a nest box do for
birds? The obvious answer
is that it can provide a place
for birds to nest. In some
cases, nest boxes can even
support local populations of cavity-nesting
birds. For example, the core Eastern Bluebird
breeding population for the entire province of
Ontario, Canada, is found in and around Don
Will’s bluebird trail with 407 songbird boxes in
Caledonia, Ontario. Don’s trail exemplifies the
role that nest boxes can make in helping breeding bird populations.

reading an article about hatching failure
in BirdScope (Summer 2003), Kenneth
Godwin of Dunwoody, Georgia, imA new study benefits from the extraordinary involvement of
mediately realized that marking eggs as
citizen-science participants
they are laid would allow volunteers to
report which eggs in the laying sequence
By Caren B. Cooper
failed to hatch. If suboptimal temperatures during the laying phase affect
egg viability and cause hatching
or the past 3 years,
failure, we expect the first-laid eggs
60 participants have
to fail. Other scientists have used
helped The Birdhouse
egg-marking as a method to keep
Network in a pilot study
track of laying order; now we are
examining the incubaevaluating the safety and legality of
tion behavior of Eastern Bluebirds.
requesting widespread marking of
Even before we started finding
eggs to test this hypothesis.
exciting results, we discovered
Linda Violett of Yorba Linda,
that participants were doing
California,
tested different methods
more than collecting data as
to
camouflage
the shiny data loggers
requested. They were providing
and
improve
their
placement in the
new and valuable contributions
nest
cup.
In
general,
birds did not
by conducting experiments to
seem
bothered
by
the
shiny data
pursue their own interests or to
loggers,
but
when
they
did
abandon
improve the protocol.
Ken Godwin from Dunwoody, Georgia, conducted the
nests,
participants
always
wondered
We wanted to document geo- study with his son, who earned a Boy Scout merit
if the data loggers might have congraphic and seasonal variation badge for participating.
tributed. After experimenting with
in bluebird incubation behavior
Falls, Wisconsin, they exclaimed, “Why
stockings
and paint, Linda found that
to test hypotheses about how ambient don’t you let us program the data loggers
a
simple
brown
magic marker was eftemperature influences the optimal ourselves?!” Subsequently more than 30
fective
in
removing
the shininess withnumber of eggs a bluebird should lay participants have been programming
out
affecting
the
integrity
of the data
in a clutch (see “Incubation Matters” in data loggers (limited only by our supply
logger.
She
found
that
recessing
data
BirdScope, Summer 2003). To do this, of programming equipment), installing
loggers
slightly
into
the
nest
material
we asked participants to find bluebird them prior to clutch completion, downnests with eggs and place dime-sized loading the data, and then re-program- and avoiding placement in exceedingly
data loggers that would automatically ming and re-installing them during the narrow cups might minimize complicarecord temperatures outside the box, middle of incubation. By implementing tions during the frequent egg rotations
inside the box, and in the nest cup be- this new technology, volunteers found a that females make during incubation.
neath the eggs. Because the data log- way to collect the data we needed and Linda’s contributions formed the basis
gers could only operate for three days took citizen science to a new level of for our new guidelines for placing data
loggers.
before running out of memory storage, sophistication.
David Shiels of Kaufman, Texas,
we decided to program them so they
Participants have also suggested other
conducted
his own experiments and
could collect data during the middle of ways to improve the study through their
presented
his
results at the Texas Bluethe incubation period, shortly after the own involvement. For example, after
bird
Society
meeting.
David designed
data loggers were expected to arrive in
ventilated
nest
boxes
and
found that
participants’ mail boxes.
ventilation
is
effective
at
reducing
box
We soon learned that participants
temperatures,
an
important
feature
to
were not only willing to do what we
protect
eggs
and
nestlings
from
overasked—they found ways to help us hurdle
heating on hot summer days.
a major limitation of our protocol. For
Besides helping to refine our protocol,
example, the pre-programmed data logcontributions
such as these reinforce the
gers made it difficult for participants
notion
that
citizen
science can increase
to collect data on incubation behavior
the
understanding
of and engagement
prior to clutch completion—data that
in
scientific
processes.
are key to testing one of our hypotheses. Participants noted this problem A data logger (lefthand corner), ready to
Caren B. Cooper is a research associate
and, headed by Keith Kridler of Mount record temperatures in a nest cup with
in the Lab’s Bird Population Studies.
Pleasant, Texas, and Mary Roen of River bluebird eggs.
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The artist behind the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s logo
By Diane Tessaglia-Hymes

I

Diane L. Tessaglia-Hymes

have been fascinated by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s logo for
a long time. In college, before I
was aware of the Lab’s renown, I
was struck by how the logo captured the essence of birds in a simple
yet elegant design. It made me want to
be part of such an organization. Years
later, after I started working at the Lab,
I learned that it was designed by Peter
Parnall, an illustrator best known for
his children’s books. He has written or
illustrated more than 80 books, including
Everyone Needs a Rock, I’m in Charge
of Celebrations, and Hawk, I’m Your Artist Peter Parnall near his home in
Brother. At the dedication ceremony Waldoboro, Maine.
for the Lab’s Johnson Center for Birds
and Biodiversity in 2003, architect Alan Chimacoff mentioned how the shape of
the new building was inspired by the Lab’s logo.
Wanting to know more about what, in turn, inspired the Lab’s logo, I traveled
to Maine to visit with Peter Parnall on his farm in mid-coast Maine. Parnall is an
interesting man with eclectic interests. Although not a birder, he is interested in
birds—particularly hawks and owls, but he also likes horses and nature. He does
bonsai, creates rock gardens, likes guns and shooting, and restores and rides motorcycles. He is outspoken and a good storyteller. We sat on the back deck of his
house, overlooking his bonsai and rock gardens, while he recounted stories and
adventures and allowed me a glimpse into the person behind the Lab’s symbol.

Before I was asked to design the logo,
Doug Lancaster, then director of the
Cornell Lab of Ornithology, contacted
me about doing a print to raise money
for the Lab. So in 1975 I did an illustration of a Peregrine Falcon sitting on eggs.
Doug and I signed about 1,000 prints
and we made $90,000 or something
like that. That money went to support
The Peregrine Fund’s reintroduction
program. About six months after that
I did the logo.

Did you have a particular
species in mind when you
designed the Lab’s logo?
Nope. Just flight. And cruising. The Lab
of Ornithology’s trademark was one of
my favorite ones to do. In a way, the
Lab’s logo was a little more illustrative
than some other logos I’ve done—with
the bird and the wing and all that.
Most people when they stylize any
part of animal life, they generally make
it too complicated.

How did you get started in art?

Peter Parnall

I went to Cornell in 1954 because I
wanted to be a veterinarian, but I had
a little too much fun. Got pneumonia
when I took my mid-terms in freshman
Diane Tessaglia-Hymes is the Lab’s senior graphic designer.
year and flunked them all. After I left
Cornell, I went out West
to train horses. Came
my father’s birthday, so I
drew him a picture of a
horse. He hung it on his
wall and told me I should
go back to school and be
an artist. So I got in the
car and went down to
the Pratt Institute with
the picture of the horse.
They’d already given the
entrance exam so I saw
the dean of admissions
and told him, “You might
Peter Parnall’s prints of a Peregrine Falcon sitting on eggs helped raise money for The Peregrine
as well let me in because
Fund in 1975. On the left (see inset), Parnall drew a tiny hawk diving into a flock of birds. Parnall
I’m coming here anyway
said, “Once, the illustration was on display at the Lab, and Roger Tory Peterson was looking at it.
next year. Why waste a
He pointed to that little flock of birds on the left, and I asked him, ‘What kinds of birds are those?’
year of my time?” I went
After looking at them for about five seconds he said, ‘Those are White-winged Doves.’ He was right.
there for two years. Got a
They’re only about one-sixteenth of an inch long, but he knew by the attitude what they were.”
little bored, so I quit.
12

Nest Boxes (continued from page 10)

How did you come to
design the Lab’s logo?
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The first job I got was art director of a little magazine called Travel
Magazine. Meanwhile, I had a freelance
business in advertising. Advertising was
fun. Great fun. My clients included Mr.
Potato Head, G.I. Joe, restaurants, and
all kinds of things. But later I got tired
of convincing people they should buy
stuff they don’t need.

Your art has a combination
of Southwestern and Asian
feeling to it. I would have
expected that you would be
living in Arizona right now.
Hmm! (Laughs). I was raised in the
Mojave Desert, a little place called Willow Springs. It was an old stage-coach
and ore wagon stop. There were four
adobe houses, a tavern, and a corral,
and that’s it.
I was at a show once in Ann Arbor
(Michigan) and some Asian students
there asked me what Asian printmakers I had studied. Which is flattering.
And I couldn’t really name one in particular. But I’ve always been interested
in Asian things.

Do you take photographs as
resources for doing drawings?
Do you draw from life?
Well, I know the birds, so I don’t need
anything. Maybe some feathers or something. If you draw a bird that has only
three primary feathers—you’d better have
the right spots on it, you know.

What is your favorite
thing to do?
Well pen and ink, first of all. And I
guess, the birds.
I had been working on a carving of
an angel out in the workshop downstairs for about a year. Almost ended
up in the wood stove several times.
And I finally decided the other day,
the hell with it. I’m going to do a pen
and ink drawing of that. Pen and ink,
pen and ink. Isn’t anything I like doing more than that.

but more importantly, giving them a
way to communicate through art and
building their self-confidence.
The “hands-on” aspect of building
boxes may be the reason some teachers
begin monitoring nest boxes with their
students. Tammie Sanders, a teacher in
Princeton, Kentucky, holds birdhousebuilding workshops for students and
parents. The excitement generated by
the workshops gets the school and local
community interested and involved in
placing nest boxes around the schoolyard and incorporating a birdhouse
trail on the school grounds
Karen Vitek of Poughkeepsie, New
York, uses nest-box monitoring to facilitate science inquiry in the classroom.
Working in small groups, students research the stages in birds’ life cycles,
monitor birdhouses at school, and
use a digital video camera to produce
movie documentaries. Other nest-box
enthusiasts mentor youth for school
science clubs and for Boy Scouts earning merit badges. These are just a few
examples of how nest-box monitoring can provide a rich and rewarding
activity for making interdisciplinary
connections with art, technology,
woodworking, science, language arts,
and even history.

N

est-box monitoring has also proven
to be a valuable tool for data
collection. During the last 8 nesting
seasons, citizen scientists across North
America have collected nearly 50,000
nesting records of breeding birds for
The Birdhouse Network. These records
will be added to some 300,000 records
from the Nest Record Card Program
that were collected beginning in the
1960s. Because birds are considered
bio-indicators of environmental quality,
these long-term and widely distributed
data sets can be used to address issues
of global importance such as climate
change, environmental contamination,
and habitat fragmentation.
Even for those with little or no access to nest boxes, the technology of
the Nest Box Cams can bring people
closer to nature and enhance their ap-
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Bruce Riche

Peter Parnall

Stephen Riche from Flemington, New Jersey, created a bluebird trail monitored by
Boy Scouts and other volunteers.

preciation of it. We estimate that since
1999, more than one million people have
visited the Nest Box Cam at <www.
birds.cornell.edu/birdhouse>. Many of
these people are in cities and offices,
far away from natural areas. Many
share the sentiment of a Nest Box Cam
visitor from Connecticut who wrote,
“Everybody at my place of employment
is enthralled with the nest cams. We
click on several times each day to keep
updated on the progress of the nests
and their inhabitants. Throughout the
day at work it can be heard, ‘What’s
happening with the birds?’ and everybody knows exactly what the question
is in reference to. Thank you so much
for bringing this piece of wildlife study
into our work day!”
People engaged in nest-box monitoring have demonstrated the many facets
of what it has to offer. What begins
as a spring and summer hobby may
grow into a community-based outreach
program, a schoolyard habitat restoration project, a nest-box manufacturing
company, a concerted conservation effort, and a desire to inquire about the
world around us. Nest-box monitors
discover the great rewards of regularly
checking nest boxes and share a common goal of being stewards of their
environment. We applaud everyone
who carries out this work on scales
both large and small. Thanks to all of
the dedicated nest-box monitors who
have proven that a nest box is much
more than just a birdhouse.
Tina Phillips is project leader of The
Birdhouse Network.
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A Golden Opportunity

Experts on Golden-winged Warblers convene to share research
results and work for conservation
By Sara Barker

T

Golden-winged
Warblers

(male)

(female)
Illustrations (6) by Cindy House from A Field
Guide to the Warblers by Jon L. Dunn and
Kimball L. Garrett. Copyright ©1997 by Jon
L. Dunn and Kimball L. Garrett. Reprinted by
permission of Houghton Mifflin Company. All
rights reserved.
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may be at a reproductive disadvantage.
If that’s the case, theory predicts that
the sex ratio of their offspring might be
skewed. Using genetic techniques, Neville
found that the sex ratio of the nestlings
of hybrids was 50:50, suggesting that hybrid females are reproductively healthy.
Understanding hybrid survivorship and
reproduction will go a long way in helping us understand how hybridization is
influencing changes in populations of
Golden-winged Warblers.
Rachel Fraser, the symposium organizer, is a visiting research fellow in
the Lab of Ornithology’s Evolutionary
Biology Program. Her work focuses on
hybridization and mate-choice decisions of blue-wings and golden-wings.
Until now, researchers have estimated
hybridization levels based on paired
birds they see in the field. Sometimes,
however, the birds mate with additional
partners other than the one with whom
they share a nest. By conducting genetic
work to determine parentage of nestlings, Fraser is improving the accuracy
of hybridization estimates and is documenting how gene flow will influence
these species given the recent range
shift and overlap.
Three talks explored habitat associations on a regional scale. Amber Roth
works for the Wisconsin Department of
Natural Resources and is a state coordinator for GOWAP. Using data from
the Wisconsin Breeding Bird Atlas and
GOWAP, she found that golden-wings
prefer aspen clear-cuts, and lowland
deciduous shrubs such as alder and dogwood, and willow swamps. In contrast,
only 2 percent of golden-wings were in
coniferous habitats.
John Confer from Ithaca College
discussed how the Sterling State Forest
in southern New York is the only area
where golden-wings and blue-wings have
coexisted for more than 50 years with
little genetic mixing. They inhabit managed utility right-of-ways and old upland

Hybrid “Brewster’s”
Warbler (male)

Hybrid “Lawrence’s”
Warbler (male)

near dense shrubs. His results suggest
that clear-cutting may provide better
habitat than managed utility right-ofways with the proper forest cover type
and presence of goldenrod.
Three studies investigated the potential
benefits of reclaimed mine sites. Abandoned coal mines create a mosaic of early
successional habitat within contiguous
forest, mimicking natural disturbance
at the landscape scale. Lesley Bulluck
from the University of Tennessee found
golden-wings in the Tennessee Cumberland Mountains associated mostly
with sites reclaimed 6–20 years prior
to her study. Laura Patton, from the
University of Kentucky, found breeding golden-wings on reclaimed lands
at lower elevations (393–783 meters),
when previously they were thought to
be rare and restricted to high elevations
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on Black Mountain in Kentucky. Proper
management of these sites could propagate important golden-wing breeding
habitat in some of the most southern
regions of their range.
Ron Canterbury from Concord College, who studies golden-wings at old
coal mines in West Virginia, suggested
that elevation and slope are significant
predictors of density and nesting success.
Virtual replacement of golden-wings by
blue-wings is occurring within 5 years
in lowland sites, whereas for the last 13
years there appears to be a stable coexistence at upland sites on old contour
mines. Ron stated that vast mountaintop
removal mining sites mimic lowland
sites, with a higher percentage of bluewings and hybrids.
Looking at the larger picture, Dave
Buehler from the University of Tennessee discussed the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service status assessment. Both the assessment and GOWAP concur that loss
of early successional habitat is the greatest contributing factor to golden-wing
decline in the southern Appalachians,
whereas in the Northeast both loss of
habitat and hybridization with blue-wings
are threats. The assessment warns that
numbers may be starting to decline even
in past golden-wing strongholds such
as Ontario, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and
Michigan, and populations will become
less viable if they become isolated.
According to Tom Will of the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service’s Midwest
region, the Natural Resources Research
Institute in Duluth estimates that goldenwings in Minnesota are common and
not declining within the state. Because
managers in the Midwest have the perception that golden-wing populations are
stable, they are reluctant to commit to
increasing the population at the potential expense of forest interior species. In
Minnesota there are also debates over
which habitat type best supports the species. Meanwhile, Partners in Flight has
placed the Golden-winged Warbler on
its Watch List and has set an objective
of doubling the continental population
over the next 30 years. GOWAP hopes
to provide more data in the future to
address some of these forest management questions.

Blue-winged Warblers

A common thread seemed to develop
within this symposium: golden-wings
appear to be using different habitats
regionally. In the coming year, GOWAP
hopes to shed some light on habitat
features that golden-wings use to select
where to breed in a larger landscape
context. We also plan to collaborate with
Rachel Fraser and the Lab’s Evolutionary Biology Program to build a genetic
atlas, helping to provide the underlying
genetic population structure behind our
hybrid index map. We hope to strengthen
the connection between state conservation agendas and range-wide objectives

(male)

(female)

(continued on page 18)

www.birds.cornell.edu/programs/AllAboutBirds/

Golden-winged Warbler

Vermivora chrysoptera
Order PASSERIFORMES
Family PARULIDAE

T

he Golden-winged Warbler is a
small, strikingly marked warbler
of eastern early successional habitats.
Its population increased for more than
100 years as forests were cut down.
Now, however, it is losing ground,
both because of reforestation and
displacement by the spreading Bluewinged Warbler.

Isidor Jeklin/CLO

he Golden-winged Warbler
is federally listed as a species
of special concern and has
been declining dramatically
throughout the northeastern
United States. Population declines are
associated with loss of shrubland habitat,
overlap with competing Blue-winged
Warblers, and hybridization between
the two species.
In 2004, researchers from around the
continent joined forces to advance our
knowledge of this declining species at
a special symposium at the American
Ornithologists’ Union annual meeting
in Quebec City, Canada. Major research
themes included genetics, habitat relationships, and conservation. The Cornell
Lab of Ornithology contributed nearly
complete results from the Golden-winged
Warbler Atlas Project (GOWAP), the
only range-wide study of this species that
incorporates a population assessment
and map showing the hybrid zone where
golden-wings and blue-wings overlap.
Kate Neville and Rachel Fraser from
Queen’s University gave talks relating to
genetics and hybridization. Many researchers have assumed that hybrid females

fields undergoing succession. Goldenwings also nest in swamp forest in the
absence of blue-wings. These habitats are
similar to areas where Golden-winged
Warblers have been extirpated after the
expansion of blue-wings in other areas
of the Northeast. Confer is investigating
whether habitats in the Sterling Forest are
sources (places good for reproduction)
or sinks (areas where many golden-wings
may attempt to breed, but fail).
Jake Kubel from Pennsylvania State
University studies golden-wings near
State College, Pennsylvania. This area
has frost pockets of natural “mini-shrub
land” that do not need to be managed
to remain in this stage of succession. In
comparison with oak forests, he found
a higher rate of reproductive success
in clear-cuts with aspen cover where
patches of rough-stem goldenrod occur

Cool Facts:

• The Golden-winged Warbler hybridizes extensively with the Bluewinged Warbler, giving rise to the
distinctly plumaged “Brewster’s” and
“Lawrence’s” warblers.
• Hybrids sing either normal Bluewinged Warbler or Golden-winged
Warbler songs, not intermediate song
types. Some birds sing both songs.

Sound

Song a high buzzy zee bee bee bee.

Conservation Status

Federal Species of Special Concern

Habitat

Breeds in patchy shrubland and forest
edge, such as shrubby fields, marshes,
and bogs. Winters in tropical forests.
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Mary Samelson

Citizen Science

Citizen Science

Seeking participants for the House Finch Nest Survey

Birds in Forested Landscapes

A

Birds in Forested Landscapes began as
a forest fragmentation study followed
by the addition of recreation sites, and
most recently an acid rain component.
We are very excited about our future as
we continue to study the effects of environmental contaminants on bird population declines in a landscape context.
We ask veterans and new participants
to join us in this exciting venture. To
sign up, see the contact information in
the table below.
—Sara Barker Swarthout,
project leader

s spring approaches, keep a lookout for House Finches
and their nests. Your observations are valuable to the
House Finch Nest Survey for studying how nesting success
influences House Finch eye disease prevalence the following fall and winter. In particular, we want to know how early
House Finches begin nesting and how late in the season they
continue to breed across North America.
During the pilot season in 2004, we received nest record
cards from participants in 14 states and provinces. We were
excited that participants sent detailed and accurate data, often
backed up with photographs, to help us corroborate nestling
ages. Many wrote about the rewards of participating in the
study. Others hoped to participate but could not
find House Finches near their homes. For tips
about attracting breeding House Finches,
see the article below.
We hope you’ll join us this year in
looking for House Finch nests and
monitoring them twice per week.
There is no fee to participate. To sign
up, contact the House Finch Disease
Survey (see page 17) or visit <www.
birds.cornell.edu/hofisignup/nestsignup.
html>. We will send instructions and
nest data cards, and be available to answer
your questions.
—Melanie Driscoll and Sarah Goodwin,
House Finch Nest Survey

If You Build It, They Might Come

“I had three successful House Finch nests this summer
on our second-floor covered porch….I worried about
nestlings in severe weather and cautiously eyed a
Blue Jay that hung around for a while, and I was impressed with the attentiveness of the parent birds as
they built the nest, incubated the eggs, and protected
and fed the nestlings. Thank you for the opportunity to participate and for teaching me about House
Finches and how to observe our suburban wildlife. I
have learned so very much this summer.”

—Patricia Walsh,
House Finch Nest Survey participant, Evanston, Illinois

H
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Our comprehensive review of 78 models
of binoculars: “The Age of Binoculars”
Are birding binoculars reaching the
pinnacle of evolution?
Become a Lab member
today and receive a
subscription to Living Bird.
(800) 843-2473 or
(607) 254-2473
<www.birds.cornell.edu/membership>

Citizen Science at a Glance

Citizen-Science Project

Web site/email

The Birdhouse Network

www.birds.cornell.edu/birdhouse
birdhouse@cornell.edu

Birds

www.birds.cornell.edu/bfl
forest_birds@cornell.edu

Collect breeding data on cavity-nesting
birds in your nest box(es).

Left: Mary Samelson from Citrus Heights, California, kept tabs on a
House Finch nest on her porch light. Right: Jo Freeman of Richmond,
Virginia, sent nest record cards along with a scrapbook chronicling the
lives of a House Finch family that nested in a wreath.

in

Forested Landscapes

Study habitat requirements of forest birds.

overhang. Cut off the top portion of a
cardboard carton (such as quart-sized
juice or milk carton) so that the bottom portion fits on the platform, then
secure it with duct tape. This makes it
easy to clean out the platform after the
nest becomes inactive.
House Finches may also nest in your
yard in ornamental plantings and cacti.
Carefully search vine-covered walls
or trellises. The winding, interwoven
branches are an ideal nest support or
camouflage, creating protective nooks
that House Finches use readily. The
branches of deciduous and coniferous trees—especially pine, spruce and
cedar—also make great homes for the
finches. If finches are coming regularly
to your feeding station, you might be

able to observe parent birds going to
their nest. However, the finches may
be difficult to track if they are traveling
long distances.
If a House Finch nest eludes you
despite your efforts, consider talking
to your neighbors. They might let you
know if they find a nest near their home
or allow you to search their property.
You can also look for House Finch nests
near local shops and businesses, especially around walkways with overhangs
and landscaped areas with small, dense
evergreens.
For a complete instruction manual,
contact the House Finch Disease Survey
(see page 17) or visit <www.birds.cornell.
edu/hofisignup/nestsignup.html>.
—Sarah Goodwin and Melanie
Driscoll, House Finch Nest Survey
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82

www.birds.cornell.edu/cfw 8
Kids do research and submit data to scientists classroomfw@cornell.edu
via the Internet. Price includes curriculum. Webzine: www.birds.cornell.edu/classroombs

Classroom FeederWatch

Phone

Season

Fee†

(607) 254-2416

Spring/
Summer

$15
($12)

(607) 254-2413

Spring/
Summer

None

(607) 254-2403

November
through
March

$99

(607) 254-2106

Year-round

None

(607) 254-2465

Spring/
Summer

None

e B ird

www.ebird.org 8
ebird@cornell.edu

Golden-winged Warbler
Atlas Project

www.birds.cornell.edu/gowap
forest_birds@cornell.edu

Great Backyard Bird Count

www.birdsource.org/gbbc 8
cornellbirds@cornell.edu

(607) 254-2473
(800) 843-2473

February 18–21,
2005

None

House Finch Disease Survey

www.birds.cornell.edu/hofi 82
housefinch@cornell.edu

(607) 254-2469

Year-round

None

Project FeederWatch

www.birds.cornell.edu/pfw 82
feederwatch@cornell.edu

(607) 254-2427

November
through March

$15
($12)

Project PigeonWatch

www.birds.cornell.edu/ppw 82
pigeonwatch@cornell.edu
Español: www.birds.cornell.edu/ppw/esp

(607) 254-2455

Year-round

$15
($12)

Urban Bird Studies

www.urbanbirds.org 8
urbanbirds@cornell.edu
Español: www.birds.cornell.edu/avesurbanas

(607) 254-2455

Year-round

None

Report and explore bird sightings year-round
with this continentwide online checklist.

Tips for enticing House Finches to nest
ouse Finches will take advantage
of any number of objects left out
on houses, porches, barns, or garages
to nest in. They will build nests in evergreen wreaths, hanging plants, small
baskets, and on house decorations and
light fixtures. Because they prefer to
have cover above and behind the nest,
it helps to put up possible nesting sites,
such as hanging plants, under a roof
or eaves.
You can also create an easy-to-clean
nest site by building a nesting platform
made of thin wood, such as plywood.
Cut a 4 3/4-inch by 4-inch piece for the
bottom. Then cut three side pieces
that are each 4 1/2 inches long and 2 3/4
inches high. Nail the sides to the bottom
piece, then attach the platform under an

This Month in
Living Bird

2

Survey breeding sites of golden-wings,
blue-wings, and hybrids.
Help create a continentwide snapshot of
winter bird populations.
Help researchers track the spread of
House Finch eye disease.

Count birds at your feeders for science.
Help answer the question, “Why are there
so many colors of pigeons?”
People of all ages study doves, crows,
gulls, and other city birds.

8 after the Web address indicates projects with online data entry; 2 indicates paper data entry forms are available.
† Annual fee. Fee for Lab members is in parentheses.
BirdScope Winter 2005 y Cornell Lab of Ornithology

17

Science and Education

ScienceScope
California, and the more clearly whistled
phrases from the Copper River drainage
in Alaska, and Mooseonee, Ontario, to
hear for themselves the striking regional
differences described in the text. Readers
may also find helpful the accompanying
sonograms produced by Raven software
from the Lab of Ornithology’s Bioacoustics Research Program.
Unlimited by page restrictions, BNA
Online offers more images than the
print version could accommodate. An
image gallery for each species showcases
drawings and photographs of birds and
their nests, eggs, and habitats. Contributors include renowned photographers
and artists, including Arthur Morris,
David Sibley, John Schmitt, and Julie
Zickefoose.
Electronic search features make it
easier than ever to find the answers to
questions about birds. Users can quickly
call up information using searches by
species, topic, or keyword. Soon, more
advanced search features will allow
researchers to quickly compile specific
information from numerous species
accounts—for example average clutch
size of all cavity-nesting songbirds, or
the range in wingspans of hawks.

Lab members and friends generously provide most of our annual operating support,
but there are always special projects that could use a little more help. Following is
a short list of giving opportunities that reflect some current needs at the Lab.

Online Bird Guide
This free resource is a quick reference
guide to 500 North American breeding
birds, with information from The Birds
of North America Online.
www.birds.cornell.edu/programs/
AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide

Golden (continued from page 15)
when creating management plans for
Golden-winged Warblers.
As this group of researchers looks for
more clues, state and provincial governments will continue to take the lead in
protecting golden-wing populations and
critical habitat. As a follow-up to the
symposium, two meetings will be held
within the next year to help coordinate and
facilitate golden-wing research, monitoring, and conservation in the immediate
future. We commend Rachel Fraser for
initiating this important cooperative effort and look forward to continuing our
contribution to the conservation of the
Golden-winged Warbler.

Sponsor a classroom for Classroom FeederWatch .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . $99
Sponsor a worthy student by providing a scholarship for
the Home Study Course in Bird Biology. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  $300
Sponsor a Latin American biologist for our conservation work
in Cuba and Mexico .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  $500–$4,000
Sponsor an intern for our Conservation Science Program  .  .  .  .  $2,000
Support one undergraduate in the Tropical Field Ornithology
course in the Dominican Republic .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  $2,200
Sponsor a classroom nest box camera for
The Birdhouse Network  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  $5,000
Sara Barker is project leader of the GoldSupport an undergraduate student for summer research  .  .  .  .  . $6,000 en-winged Warbler Atlas Project.
To sponsor a special project or for more information, please contact Scott Sutcliffe
at (607) 254-2424 or <sas10@cornell.edu>.
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To participate in the Golden-winged
Warbler Atlas Project, see the contact
information on page 17.
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New and noteworthy in the scientific literature

Weighty Issues

not be predicted by weight at capture.
Thus, the higher weight was the result
Staff scientist Wesley Hochachka explains new of dominance and not the other way
results showing how life among strangers around.
The most striking result of this study
may affect a bird’s weight and well-being
was that when the dominant individuals
irds face the same weight-related
were moved to new flocks, the subordiissues as humans: being either too
nate birds in these
heavy or too light
new flocks altered
is bad. However,
their daily weight
unlike people, birds
changes , ending
can lose and gain 5
the day at a higher
percent or more of
weight (thus risking
their total weight
increased chances
in mere hours, due
of predation) and
to their high metastarting the mornbolic rates. For small
ing at a lower weight
birds, particularly
(suggesting a closer
in winter in colder
brush with starvaclimates, this high The Great Tit is a member of the same
tion). The authors
family, Paridae, as North American
rate of weight loss
suggest that this
chickadees and titmice.
presents a critical
result could be exproblem. If, for examplained if stress levels made it less likely
ple, a chickadee does not gain enough
for the birds to go into torpor at night—a
weight before nightfall, it might starve
standard energy-saving strategy—after
to death before morning. Conversely,
the strange bird was introduced.
carrying too much weight during the
These results show that even someday makes a small bird less maneuverthing as simple as being in a familiar
able and thus more likely to be captured
social network can increase a bird’s
by a predator.
probability of surviving the winter.
In the past decade, researchers have
—Wesley Hochachka
shown that birds are keenly aware of the

B

need to steer a careful course between
being overweight and underweight. A
recent addition to this literature comes
from Sweden where two researchers
from Stockholm University, Henrik
Lange and Olof Leimar, showed that
birds even adjust their weights according to whether they are in a familiar
or unfamiliar social setting (Behavioral
Ecology, July 2004).
These researchers created several
small groups of Great Tits (Parus major,
relatives of chickadees) in captivity. After
the birds had sorted out their pecking
orders, clear differences emerged in the
amount of weight that dominant and
subordinate birds put on during the day.
Dominant birds were always heavier in
captivity, even though dominance could

Golden-crowned Kinglet

Sometimes simple observations triumph over complicated calculations. It
is a rare scientific paper that contains a
sentence like “I saw three kinglets when
I was perched about 12 meters up in a
spruce tree,” but what Bernd Heinrich
(Wilson Bulletin, June 2003) found in
the treetops on a cold Maine night has
solved the mystery of how kinglets keep
warm in the winter.
Two groups of kinglets observed by
Heinrich conserved heat by huddling
tightly together throughout the night.
By turning their tails outward and tucking their heads into their feathers, they
collectively lowered their surface-areato-body-size ratio and thereby greatly
reduced their heat loss. In a sense, they
turned themselves into a single, larger
bird. The answer to the mystery: kinglets
survive the cold by cuddling.
Bernd Heinrich

Giving Opportunities Abound at the Lab

Visit the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s

STAFF PICKS

Nigel Blake

the text. For example, the text explains
seven different ways that Peregrine
Falcons hunt for prey. What’s the difference between “contour-hugging” and
“shepherding”? Two video clips show
dramatic footage of a peregrine using
these hunting strategies above a marsh.
BNA Online offers about 40 video clips
from the Lab of Ornithology’s multimedia Macaulay Library, with hundreds
more expected to go online in the next
12 months.
BNA Online also draws on sound
recordings from the Macaulay Library
to clarify and enliven technical descriptions of bird vocalizations. AuFor access to demo acdio recordings
counts or to subscribe
allow readers
to BNA Online visit
to hear, for exbna.birds.cornell.edu. Inample, how the
dividual subscriptions are
“repeated series
$40 per year.
of plaintive nasal waa-aa-n”
sounds of a Red-breasted Nuthatch differ
from the “regular series of hah-hah-hah”
notes uttered by a White-breasted Nuthatch. With a few clicks of the mouse,
people can listen to recordings of buzzy
Fox Sparrow songs from Yuba Pass,

The Lab of Ornithology’s Information
Technologies group is also developing
BNA Online as part of a new Scientific
Knowledge and Education Network
funded by the National Science Digital
Library. BNA Online will serve as the first
model in a network that will transform
traditional scientific reference volumes
into exciting new interactive resources
that can be updated with information
from authors, experts, and members
of the public. Web harvesting devices
called “spiders” will also automatically
search the Internet for new sources of
information and update bibliographies
in real time. With these capabilities,
classic works such as The Birds of North
America will always reflect the current
state of knowledge. The first 18,000
pages are just the beginning.

Donald Waite/CLO

BNA Online (continued from page 1)

Kinglet Buddies
Evolutionary Biology Program director Irby
Lovette recounts how a simple observation
solved a longstanding mystery about how
kinglets keep warm in winter

G

olden-crowned Kinglets are tiny birds
that weigh less than two pennies,
yet they overwinter in northern forests
where temperatures often drop far below
freezing. Because small birds lose heat
much faster than larger birds, scientists
have long been puzzled by how kinglets
make it through cold spells: calculations
have shown that kinglets should lose
more energy during the night than they
could possibly gain back during the day
by eating insects.

BirdScope Winter 2005 y Cornell Lab of Ornithology

Biologist Bernd Heinrich made dozens of
attempts to follow kinglets to their roosts
at night before he finally found a group
of three huddling together. Later, he observed and sketched another group of
four kinglets roosting together in a pine.

This observation also solves a secondary puzzle: why do kinglets flock during
winter? In cold climates, kinglets have
to huddle to survive cold spells, making
it essential for each bird to stick close
to a group of buddies so that they eat
as long as it is light but still find each
other fast as the sun goes down.
—Irby Lovette
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Bird in Focus

Requiem for a Little Bird
We Hardly Knew

W

Paul Baker, Maui Forest Bird Recovery Project

forests all over the world, and nowhere is
this more evident—or more deadly—than
on the Hawaiian Islands. On Maui, pig
excavations also permitted the spread
of the introduced garlic snail (OxychiMourning the loss of the last known Poouli
lus aliarius), further reducing
populations of the native
By John W. Fitzpatrick
snails on which Poouli
depended. Introduced
e mourn no trag- No others are known to
black rats preyed on
edy more painfully exist. This is probably
their nests, and Pothan the death of a the end of the Poouli no doubt sucyoung child. It is not ouli, a peculiar specumbed to malaria
just losing the pure cies with no close
and avian pox carheart of youth that makes such a loss relatives remaining
ried by mosquitoes
hurt so much. We ache because there on earth. And we
introduced to Hawas so much life left to live, so much hardly knew it.
waii in the 1800s.
more to have learned and loved. Dear
Discovery of the
Our misdeeds to
child, we hardly knew you.
Poouli in 1973 made
the
earth are noWith this very sense of loss we mourn huge news in the orwhere
more appartoday the quiet disappearance of a little nithological world. A Poouli on a branch of an ohia tree,
ent
than
on tropical
bird, on November 26, 2004, barely 30 A member of the photographed on Maui in 1997.
islands.
Evolution
years after the species was discovered Hawaiian Honeyon
these
tiny,
isolated
paradises
proby a group of University of Hawaii creeper family, it represented a mysteriduced
specialists
marvelously
but
incollege students. The individual that ous genus new to science. Studies over
nocently
adapted
to
local
conditions.
died was a male Poouli (Melamprosops the ensuing 20 years showed the species
phaeosoma), quite possibly the last of to be hanging on precariously close to Many exquisite examples were destroyed
his kind in the world. This bird was old, extinction, limited to a small area of with the first wave of human settlement
and was missing one eye. Although he extraordinarily steep terrain and high across the Pacific a thousand years ago,
died in captivity, he had lived quietly, by rainfall, between 1,800 and 2,100 meters and we know them only from fossils.
himself, for seven or eight years in the elevation. The birds fed mainly on small Others disappeared as sailors arrived
dense, foggy, moss-draped understory tree snails and arthropod larvae, which and industry took hold, and these we
of stunted ohia forests on the northeast they probed out of billowy mosses and know from early tales and from specislope of Haleakela Volcano on the island lichens in the understory and occasion- mens. Still others hang in the balance
of Maui. Because he was growing old, ally even on the ground within the very today, and we struggle to keep them
and apparently doomed to a life without densest portions of the native forest. alive while we labor to restore their
a mate, biologists and conservationists Alarmingly, the population was not just places and their balance. Alas, Poouli,
you we hardly ever saw, and only barely
decided last year to capture him. With tiny, but it was also crashing.
luck the one or two other solitary inBetween its initial discovery and the knew. Will our tears be dry before the
dividuals known to remain might also 1990s, the population dropped from next Hawaiian bird follows? Although
be captured, thus giving the species a more than a hundred individuals down we found you too late to save you, at
chance to breed—and survive—in cap- to just a handful. Importantly, studies least you showed us what went wrong.
tivity. Capturing the male required 14 showed the Poouli to exist only in the We vow to undo what we’ve done to
tries and nearly a year of effort. Dur- few areas remaining in the Maui rain- your home.
ing this same period, despite arduous forest where the density of introduced
searching, nobody ever saw the other pigs was lowest. Feral pigs destroy both John W. Fitzpatrick is director of the
Cornell Lab of Ornithology.
two individuals. They are feared dead. the structure and composition of native

