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Turning Your Backyard into Wild Bird Habitat:
Stopover Sites for Neo-tropical Migrants

f the nearly 700

species of birds

that breed on the

North American
continent, 160 are neo-
tropical migrants that nest in
the US. Neo-tropical migrants
are birds that breed in the
United States and Canada
during spring/summer and
winter in Mexico, Central
America, South America, and
the Caribbean. Some neo-
tropicals that nest in or pass
through the Cincinnati area
are ruby-throated humming-
birds, indigo buntings, purple
martins, rose-breasted gros-
beaks, orioles, warblers,
thrushes, vireos, and tana-
gers.

Scientists have detected a
decline in the numbers of our
neo-tropical migrants during
the past few decades. About
half the birds that migrate
south in the fall don’t return
to their breeding grounds the
following spring. This popula-
tion decline has been blamed
on the destruction of tropical
forests, predation, bad
weather during migration,
collisions with man made
structures, and being shot or
trapped by hunters. Recently,

however, more attention is
being given to the loss of
what is called “stopover habi-
tat”— places where migrating
birds can rest and refuel dur-
ing their long journey.
Migrating birds, often
traveling more than one thou-
sand miles, must put on enor-
mous amounts of fat, some-
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Male Rose-breasted Grosbeak

times doubling their weight.
Most of them can’t accumu-
late enough fat to make the
trip in a non-stop flight; they
must stop along the way to
find shelter and food.
Suitable stopover habitat

must be rich with insects,
fruits, seeds, and flower
buds; it must provide ade-
quate cover from predators
and a source of water. Much
of the natural habitat along
migration routes has been
destroyed for development.
Since migrating species spend
almost half of the year on the
move—heading north in the
spring, south in the fall—the
habitat they depend on for
their stopovers is critical for
their survival.

We can help the neo-
tropical migrants by turning
our backyards into stopover
habitat. Landscape with lay-
ers of plants—tall trees, small
understory trees, berry
bushes, vines, briers,
brambles, nectar rich
flowers, and groundcover.
Maintain a year round water
source—a bird bath or pond—
and keep your bird feeders
well stocked especially during
migration in spring and fall.

Provide these travelers
with food, water, and shel-
ter; maybe next spring more
than 50% will make their way
back to us!
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Species Specifics: Red-breasted Nuthatch

ast winter we heard from

many customers who were

observing red-breasted nut-

hatches at their feeders for
the first time. The red-breasted nut-
hatch’s year round territory includes
Canada and the northern U.S. Many spe-
cies irrupt out of their normal range
when winter food supplies are low as
they were last year after the very hot
and dry summer of 2007.

0...the only No
nuthatch withaneye-s t r i p 4

This little nuthatch (4%2”) is the only
North American nuthatch with an eye-
stripe. It has a dark blue-gray back and a
light reddish orange belly. Like our year-

round resident nuthatch, the white-
breasted nuthatch, the red-breasted
species climbs down tree trunks head
first probing the bark crevices with its
beak. It feeds on insects and the cone
seeds of spruce, fir, larch, and cedar.
Red-breasted nuthatches will also visit
birdfeeders for sunflower seeds and pea-
nuts. They also store food for later use;
last winter | observed a nuthatch stash-
ing in our woodpile peanuts it obtained
from a feeder on our deck! The red-
breasted nuthatch’s call is a series of
nasal “v a n k y high&ritched and
faster than that of the white-breasted.

It hin d\dit @ofther® Bréeding territory
. 1@d-breasted nuthatches build their

nests in tree cavities or birdhouses. They
smear pine pitch around the entrance
hole presumably to keep insects out of
the nest. In order to avoid the sticky
resin the red-breasted nuthatch flies
straight into the hole! The nest is made
with grasses, bark, and pine needles
lined with finer materials. About 5-6

Litter Kills in More Ways Than One by kevin J. cook

cabinet in my garage holds

two treasures: a 10-ounce

Fanta bottle and a very crin-

kled paper sack. The grape
soda and the doughnuts are long gone,
but neither bottle nor sack is empty.
Each holds a connection to birds.

The sack holds a Bullock’s oriole nest
built entirely of fish line, plastic Easter-
basket grass and string. The structure
contains no natural building materials,
but it does bear 37 fishhooks plus the
lower leg, foot, and toes of a parent
oriole. It also cradles the skeletal re-
mains of four nestlings.

The parent bird became tangled in
the fish line and died; the nestlings
starved to death.

The bottle holds the desiccated car-
casses of perhaps a thousand crickets,
grasshoppers, beetles, moths, and spi-
ders. Though such a mausoleum may not
provoke the same sentiments as a death
trap for nestling birds, the tally repre-

sents enough to feed four nestling ori-
oles for almost a week.

Litter connects with birds in two
ways. Aesthetically, it detracts from the
pleasure of seeing a pretty bird in a
lovely place; functionally, litter kills. It

Red-breasted e%}\uthatch

smooth white eggs dotted with reddish
brown are incubated by the female for
about 12 days. The young nuthatches
fledge after about 16-21 days.

| don’t wish a food shortage on any
creature but | sure wish these little guys
would visit our feeders more often!

References: Cornell Lab of Ornithology
The Sibley Guide to Birds
Stokes Eastern Field Guide to Birds
Petersonds Eastern
Ann Geise sketches: Red-breasted Nut-
hatch, Rose-breasted Grosbeak (page 1)
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may cause death directly by entangle-
ment or other injury or indirectly by
depriving nestlings of their parents or by
reducing a local food supply.

Adult birds do not live forever, and
most young birds never reach adulthood.
The manner of a bird’s death would
seem irrelevant if litter merely ex-
changed one kind of death for another.
But it does not.

When birds are killed by litter, bird
predators such as sharp-shinned hawks
and northern pygmy-owls are deprived of
prey. Thus, rather than replacing one
manner of death for another, litter-
caused deaths add to mortality in a bird
population, escalating bird loss.

Just as a cricket can feed a nestling
oriole or can perish in a bottle, an oriole

bcen Geadma gygniy-awil o darepérish in a
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| treasure the sack and bottle for
their pedagogical value and for their
constant reminder: If something is out of
place and can hurt birds, bend over, pick
it up, and dispose of it so it can cause no
harm.

The litter-bird connection needs to
be disconnected.

Reprinted with permission from Bird
Watchers Digest, Backyard Bird News,
Winter 2000. Visit BWD at:
www.birdwatchersdigest.com.
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20% OFF

any 1 regularly priced item!

Wild About Birds
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Mark your calendar !
Annual Spring Seed Sale
Feb 20—Mar 15, 2009

***** =

April 1, 2009 is Wild About Birds 20th Anniversary! We thank
you for 20 years of support by offering you a 20% discount on
a different item every week through 2009. We won’t tell you
what’s on special, you’ll have to come in and look for it...you
never know, one week your favorite feeder might be 20% off!

1133 Main Street, Milford, OH 45150
(513) 248-2044  www.birdchat.com

Wild bird feeding supplies,
qarden décor, and gifts.

(Coupon expires 11/23/08)

Annual Sidewalk Sale
Father’s Day Weekend
June 19, 20 & 21, 2009
Our 20th Anniversary Party is tentatively planned for this
weekend also. Final plans will be announced in the spring
BirdChat published in late April.

Conservation is for the Birds

nthropologist Margaret Mead
said, “Never doubt that a
small group of thoughtfully
committed citizens can
change the world. Indeed, it’s the only
thing that ever has.” According to the
1998 Statistical Abstract of the United
States, American backyards total at least
35 million acres or more than 50,000
square miles! Turning your backyard into
wild bird habitat is conservation; so,
yes, we can make a difference, one yard
at a time.
David Sibley, author and bird artist,
says, “The most important thing bird

Wild About Birds...

n the last issue of BirdChat (Spring

2008, April) | told you all about the

origin of Wild About Birds in early

1989; now here’s the rest of the
story.

My husband Ken and | met while
working for a bank in California. While
we were in CA the only birds | paid much
attention to were the road runners and
quail we came across during our walks in
the foothills behind our home; we fed
only hummingbirds then. In 1991 we
moved to St. Louis and | decided not to

lovers can do is to create bird habitats in
their own backyards.” Wild birds require
four basic elements for their survival -

mak e
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food, water, shelter and places to raise
their young. You will attract beautiful
wild birds if your backyard meets their

How it all Began, Part 2

get back into the corporate life. One
Saturday during that first winter, |
dragged poor Ken to an early morning
presentation about birds; we won the
door prize—a birdfeeder and a bag of
seed. With a lot of free time on my
hands for the first time in 20 years, |
started noticing what was going on in our
backyard and a whole new world opened
up to me. My girlfriends got sick of me
talking about all the different birds I’d
identified and suggested | check out the
wild bird store in town; | did just that

—

needs. Birdfeeders, properly placed and
stocked with seeds, nuts and suet, will
attract a wide variety of wild birds. A
year round source of water, like a bird-
bath or small pond, is also a necessary
part of your wild bird habitat. Cavity
nesting pifdsemayebenattrected to your
yarghig yougrovide birdhouses. Birds will
use the trees and shrubs in your land-
scape for shelter and places to build
nests.

Provide for the birds in your own
backyard and you’ve made a valuable
contribution to conservation.

and started working there two days
later. | learned a lot about birds and the
wild bird store business from that first
shop owner. | was also a Volunteer Natu-
ralist with the Missouri Department of
Conservation and in that capacity fur-
ther increased my knowledge.

| started working part time at Wild
About Birds a few months after moving
to Milford in 1994. In early 1998 the
original owner, Gary Hetzell, decided to
sell the shop and...well, as they say, the
rest is history!
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WingTips
y/4

The fall is a great time to get your feed-
ing station in order as the birds start
looking for winter feeding opportunities.
Make sure all your feeders are clean and
make any necessary repairs.

Migration is well underway; watch for
northern visitors like white-throated
sparrows and juncos.

Put up roosting boxes for birds to sleep
in on cold winter nights. If you don’t
have roosting boxes, “winterize” nesting
boxes by adding a layer of dried grass to
the bottom and sealing the vent slots
with removable caulking. At Wild About
Birds, we carry roosting boxes and blue-
bird boxes that convert into roosting
boxes.

Save branches from your fall pruning and
create a brush pile for birds to use for
cover this winter.

Did you know that goldfinches don’t mi-
grate? They just change into their dull
winter plumage, so keep the nyjer seed
feeders clean and full all year!

Many birds will eat live mealworms all
winter. My mealworm feeder is on my
deck rail and Carolina wrens, chickadees
and titmice are frequent visitors! Don’t
forget, we stock live mealworms year
round.

Now is a good time to ensure that your
heated birdbath or deicer is in good
working order. If you have a clay, ce-
ramic, stone, or cement birdbath that
you will not be deicing, you better bring
it in before the first real freeze or it
may crack. WAB offers several different
styles of heated birdbaths and deicers.

If you suspended the feeding of suet
during the warm summer months it’s
time to get your feeders back out for the
hungry woodpeckers this fall/winter.
Our suet special is always “buy 3 get the
4th cake free”!

Dear BirdGal

Dear BirdGal, | saw the strangest new
bird in my yard late this past summer. It
looked like a cardinal but it had a black
head. What kind of bird was it? Per-
plexed in Loveland

Dear Perplexed, | hear about “bald” car-
dinals and sometimes “bald” blue jays
every fall. Their heads look black (and
very small!) because all the head feath-
ers are missing and their skin is dark.
The head is the one area of the bird’s
body it can not reach for preening and
removal of parasites. Feathers destroyed
by mites will fall out leaving the bird
temporarily “bald”; the feathers will
grow back during the birds normal molt
in the fall. BG

Submit your BirdGal questions to:

1133 Main Street, Milford, OH 45150 or
pflierl@birdchat.com




