
B 
irds need your help 

because their popu-

lations are declining. 

Habitat loss, disease, 

collisions with man -made 

structures, and many other 

factors contribute to these 

declines. The Wild Bird Feed-

ing Industry (WBFI) has devel-

oped a six step program to 

help us help the birds!  

 

 

1) Put out the welcome mat!  

Habitat loss is the biggest 

challenge facing birds. You 

can help by making your 

neighborhood more at-

tractive to birds by land-

scaping with native 

plants that provide natu-

ral food sources, shelter 

from the elements and 

predators, and nesting 

sites. Providing feeders, nest 

boxes, and water also benefit 

birds.  

 

2) Prepare a proper menu.  

Providing the appropriate 

foods year round will attract 

more birds to your yard and 

help ensure that they have a 

safe and nutritious diet. Refill 

feeders regularly with food 

desired by birds in your area.  

3) Keep feed and feeding 

areas clean.  

To help reduce the possibility 

of disease transmission in 

birds, clean feeders and feed-

ing areas at least once a 

month. Plastic and metal 

feeders can go in the dish-

washer or rinse these and 

other styles with a 10% solu-

tion of bleach and warm wa-

ter. Scrub birdbaths with a 

brush and replace water 

every three to five days to 

discourage mosquito repro- 

 

duction. Rake up and dispose 

of seed hulls under feeders. 

Moving feeders periodically 

helps prevent buildup of 

waste on the ground. Keep 

seed and food dry; discard 

food that smells musty, is 

wet, or looks moldy. Hum-

mingbird feeders should be 

cleaned every three to five 

days or every other day in hot 

weather. Itõs good hygiene to 

wash your hands after filling 

or cleaning feeders.  

 

4) Birds and chemicals donõt 

mix.  

Many pesticides, herbicides, 

and fungicides are toxic to 

birds; avoid using these near 

areas where birds feed, 

bathe, or rest. Always follow 

directions provided by chemi-

cal manufacturers.  

 

5) Keep cats away from 

birds.  

Scientists estimate that cats 

probably kill hundreds 

of millions of birds each 

year in the U.S. This is a 

big problem, but itõs 

easy to fix. Many people 

who enjoy feeding the 

birds also love cats. The 

best solution is to keep 

cats indoors. They will lead 

longer, healthier lives, and 

your yard will be safer for 

birds. Install feeders in areas 

not readily accessible to cats 

or install fences or barriers to 

help keep stray cats from 

feeder areas. Collar bells, de -

clawing, and keeping cats 

well fed will not solve the  

problem.  
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T 
he entrance to my neighbor-

hood in Milford is lined** with 

Bradford pear trees. One day 

last winter (January 2008) I 

was taking my morning walk and was a 

bit surprised to see what I thought was a 

red-bellied woodpecker on the lower 

trunk of one of these street -side trees. 

As I approached for a better look, I real-

ized it was a yellow -bellied sapsucker 

not a red -bellied woodpecker. Then I 

looked closer and saw the tell -tale signs 

of sapsuckers: horizontal rows of small 

holes around the trunk of the tree! As I 

continued my walk I noticed that the 

majority of the pears on our street were 

pocked with sap wells. Sap makes up 

about 20% of the sapsuckerõs diet and 

also supplements the diet of many other 

bird species and insects.  

 The 9-inch yellow -bellied sapsucker 

has a white stripe on its side and black/

white blurry barring on its back. The 

male has a red chin, throat, and crown; 

the femaleõs throat is white and her 

crown may be black or red. Both have a 

yellowish belly and upper chest.  

 This is the only North American 

woodpecker that is migratory. Yellow -

bellied sapsuckers spend the winter in 

the southeastern quarter of the U.S. and 

some move as far south as Panama. 

Their breeding range is in Canada and 

the northern United Sates. In late April/

early May the male and female sap-

sucker work together for 2 -4 weeks ex-

cavating a nest cavity in a tree. The fe-

male lays 5-6 white eggs in the chips at 

the bottom of the hole. Both sexes incu-

bate the eggs for 12-13 days. The young 

leave the nest after about 25 -29 days 

and are cared for by both parents for 

another 10 days.  

 If you notice rows of small holes in 

the trunks of trees this winter, youõve 

been visited by yellow -bellied sapsuck-

ers. You might entice them closer if your 

bird feeding station includes suet.  

  

**Note: This should read òwas linedó as 

most of these beautiful trees, including 

ours, were destroyed or severely dam-

aged by Hurricane Ikeõs visit in Septem-

ber 2008! 

predators are vulnerable to window col-

lisions. If this is happening at your 

house, consider moving feeders within 

three feet of the windows so that birds 

continued from page 1  

6) Reduce window collisions.  

Collisions with glass windows kill millions 

of wild birds every year. Depending on 

their size and location, some windows 

reflect the sky or vegetation, and birds 

are fooled into thinking they can fly 

through them. To eliminate this problem 

identify windows that cause collisions 

( typically larger, reflective windows, 

those near the ground, or those that 

òlook throughó the house). Attaching 

decorative decals or other decorations 

to the outside surface of the glass can 

reduce reflections. Feeder birds fleeing 

cannot accelerate to injury level speeds 

while flying away. Problem windows can 

be covered with a screen so that birds 

bounce off, rather than hit the glass.  

 

Please follow these WBFI guidelines and 

make your neighborhood and backyard a 

better place for the birds!  

 

 

 

Six Steps ...  

ò...the tell-tale signs of 

sapsuckers: horizontal rows  

of small holes around the  

trunk of the tree.ó 

Species Specifics: Yellow -bellied Sapsucker  

Page 2 Wild About Birdsõ BirdChat 

òCollisions with glass windows  

kill millions of wild birds  

every year.ó 

References: Cornell Lab of Ornithology & the 

Princeton Field Guide of Nests, Eggs, and Nestlings 

of North American Birds  

Ann Geise sketch: Yellow-bellied Sapsucker  

References: Wild Bird Feeding Industry (WBFI) 

(www.wbfi.org)  



Kidsõ Kwik Kwiz 

 
 

Below are some words youõll find in this edition  

of BirdChat! Can you unscramble them? 

 

1. TTBAAHI      6. BTIADRHB 

 

2. ERSPUAKCS     7. PAECSALDN 

 

3. YGRAOTRMI     8. RAWPOSR 

 

4. VCYATI      9. YNAVNARESIR 

 

5. RDEEEF         10. LLEGOOICA 
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I 
n the July/August 2008 issue of 

BirdWatcherõs Digest the following 

appeared in the òQuestion Boxó 

section authored by Kevin J. Cook. 

As this is a question we often hear, I 

thought youõd like to read Kevinõs expla-

nation.  

 

Q: I have six feeders and put out every 

type of seed, but all I have is house spar-

rows. I think I have enough shelter: two 

bird houses plus five trees including 

birch, maple, and three I donõt know. I 

used to have cardinals, chickadees, jun-

cos, and some others; but they all disap-

peared. What happened? 

 

A: The phenomenon you describe has 

slowly but steadily become one of the 

three most commonly asked bird -feeding 

questions. In well more than half the 

situations like yours, no specific ecologi-

cal circumstances can be pinpointed as a 

cause. Sometimes, however cause-and-

effect are very clear. Consider these in 

context of your own situation:  

    

   �‡Community -based land use changes. 

The birds that use your yard use a lot of 

other real estate besides your yard. 

Ergo, any land-use changeñbuilding new 

houses, cutting trees, or spraying exotic 

plantsñwithin a half mile will influence 

the bird activity in your yard.  

    

   �‡Site-based changes. Clearing un-

wanted shrubs crowding a fence, ex-

panding a driveway or patio ñall manner 

of little things can have a collective ef-

fect on birds.  

 

   �‡Eccentric weather events. Drought, 

temperature extremes, winds, or all of 

these in combination can influence bird 

populations directly through survival of 

young and indirectly by quantity of wild 

foods produced. 

    

   �‡Diseases. Bird feeders can increase 

certain avian diseases. You might keep 

your feeders clean, but do all your 

neighbors do likewise? Even those that 

are blocks away? 

   �‡Urban versus rural contexts. Urban 

birds have much smaller patches of suit-

able habitat, hence land -use changes 

and weather more dramatically affect 

their populations.  

 

 Imagine all of these, some a little 

and others a lot, going on at the same  

time.  

 House sparrows thrive where other 

birds decline because they are so eco-

logically well suited to exploit land-

scapes modified by people. Whether 

snuggling a light bulb to stay warm 

through a freezing night, bathing in a 

roof gutter, picking insect food from a 

car grille, or nesting in a clothesline 

pole, house sparrows have found living 

next to people a gold mine of opportu-

nity.  

 As a naturalist, I am not concerned 

about the decline of your other song-

birds if indeed your yard remains stable. 

Their disappearance could very well be 

ornithological serendipity; in which case 

they will be back. Losing house sparrows 

would be much more indicative of an 

ecological disaster in the making.  

 

òHouse sparrows...exploit land-

scapes modified by people.ó 

Where are the Birds?  

Reference: Bird Watcherõs Digest, Vol. 30 No. 6, 

July/August 2008 (www.birdwatchersdigest.com)  

Answers: 1. habitat, 2. sapsucker, 3. migratory, 4. cavity, 5. feeder, 

6. birdbath, 7. landscape, 8. sparrow, 9. anniversary, 10. ecological 


