Contents

BIRDER’S GUIDE TO CONSERVATION & COMMUNITY
MAY 2016 • Vol. 28, No. 2

Correspondence

4
4
6

From the President
Jeffrey A. Gordon
From the Editor
MichAel l. P. retter

8

About the Authors

Articles

8
14

Conservation Milestones
noAh Strycker

18

Conservation and Community
in Northern Mexico
Jennie duberStein

26

Birders Making a Difference in
National Wildlife Refuges
JASon A. crotty

40

Nest Attentiveness:
Brooding and Fledging Young Birders
tiffAny l. kerSten

46

Genesis: How the Gay Birders
of North America Came to Be
Jennifer rycenGA

50

Female Leadership in the Birding
Community: Thoughts on Moving Forward

Connecting Community with Conservation
to Secure a Future for Kirtland’s Warbler
WilliAM rAPAi

On the cover: Birders enjoy an afternoon
along a Massachusetts beach. Birding—and
bird conservation—isn’t just about birds. It’s

18

14

50
26

also about the delight and support we fnd in
each other’s company. Photo © Jeffrey A. Gordon

May 2016 | Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community

1

BIRDER’S GUIDE TO CONSERVATION & COMMUNITY
May 2016 • Vol. 28, No. 2
EDITOR

ADVERTISING

Michael L. P. Retter

John Lowry • Bill Stewart

COPY EDITORS

DESIGN & PRODUCTION

Amy K. Hooper
Noah Strycker

Ed Rother

TECHNICAL REVIEWERS

Nick Block
Frank Izaguirre
Geoff Malosh

PHOTO EDITOR

Mary Gustafson
WEB DEVELOPMENT

David Hartley
Greg Neise

Advertising information: John Lowry <jlowry@aba.org>, American Birding Association, PO Box 744,
93 Clinton Street, Suite ABA, Delaware City, Delaware, 19706; 830-895-1144.

Membership inquiries: PO Box 3070, Colorado Springs, Colorado, 80934; 800-850-2473. Annual membership dues are payable in U.S. currency: Individual, $45 (Canadian and foreign, add $10); Student,
$25 (Canadian and foreign, add $10); Household, $52 (Canadian and foreign, add $11); Supporter, $75;
Sustaining, $150; Benefactor, $300; Leader, $500; Trailblazer, $1,000; Legacy, $2,500.
ABA membership dues paid beyond the frst $25/year are fully tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law.
Birder’s Guide (ISSN 2380-4432 (print); ISSN 2380-4440 (online); USPS 003-289) is published quarterly
by the American Birding Association, Inc., PO Box 744, 93 Clinton Street, Suite ABA, Delaware City,
Delaware, 19706. Periodicals postage paid at Newark, Delaware and additional mailing offces. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Birder’s Guide, PO Box 3070, Colorado Springs, Colorado, 80934. Membership prices are as noted above. Copyright © 2016 by the American Birding Association, Inc. Printed by
Publishers Press, Shepherdsville, Kentucky. All rights reserved. The views and opinions expressed in this
magazine are those of each contributing writer and do not necessarily represent the views and opinions of
the American Birding Association or its management. The ABA is not responsible for the quality of products
or services advertised in Birder’s Guide, except those products or services offered directly by the Association.
Return postage guaranteed: Send undeliverable copies and POD Forms 3579 to PO Box 3070, Colorado
Springs, Colorado, 80934. For Canadian returns mail to WDS, Station A, P.O. Box 54, Windsor, Ontario,
N9A 6J5. GST Registration No. R135943454. Canadian Publications Agreement No. 40033104.

Are you impressed with this magazine?
Looking for more on birding?

Well, join the club...literally!
The ABA is all about birders sharing the wonder and excitement of birding across North America
and around the world. We are the voice and face and heart and soul of the birding community.
Joining the ABA will make you a better birder. You joining the ABA will make birding better for all.

aba.org/join
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education programs develop birding skills, an understanding of birds, and the will to conserve. The ABA’s
conservation programs offer birders unique ways to protect birds and their habitats.

CHAIR
Louis Morrell

DIRECTORS
Carl Bendorf
Michael Bowen
Matthew Fraker
Scott Fraser
Kenn Kaufman
J. Drew Lanham
Robin Leong
Jennifer Owen-White
Terry Rich
Paul Riss
John C. Robinson
Linda Rockwell
Bill Sain
Lili Taylor

PRESIDENT
Jeffrey A. Gordon

FINANCE
Lisa Slocum

MEMBERSHIP & COMMUNICATIONS
David Hartley, Webmaster
LeAnn Pilger, Member Services
Liz Gordon, Adjutant
Greg Neise, Web Developer
Nathan Swick, Social Media

CONSERVATION & COMMUNITY
Bill Stewart, Director
Liz Gordon, Birders’ Exchange Logistics
Jennie Duberstein, Young Birder Liaison

EVENTS
George Armistead, Coordinator

PUBLICATIONS
Ted Floyd, Birding
Michael L. P. Retter, Birder’s Guide
Edward S. Brinkley, North American Birds
John Lowry, Advertising
Ed Rother, Design & Production

PAST BOARD CHAIRS
Dick Ashford (2009–2010)
Tom Pincelli (2007–2009)
Bettie R. Harriman (2006–2007)
Richard H. Payne (1999–2006)
Allan R. Keith (1997–1999)
Daniel T. Williams, Jr. (1993–1997)
Allan R. Keith (1989–1993)
Lawrence G. Balch (1983–1989)
Joseph W. Taylor (1979–1983)
Arnold Small (1976–1979)
G. Stuart Keith (1973–1976)
G. Stuart Keith (1970 pro tem)

May 2016 | Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community

3

From the President

Jeffrey A. Gordon
Delaware City, Delaware
jgordon@aba.org

A

t the American Birding Association, we favor a two-pronged approach to bird conservation. On
one hand, we support direct, traditional “boots on the ground” efforts at habitat protection and enhancement, such as planting jack pine seedlings in order to bolster the breeding success of Kirtland’s
Warblers, which you’ll read about in this issue.
On the other hand, we aim to build a bigger, stronger, more inclusive and effective birding community, because birders are not only the benefciaries of conservation: they are also one of its key constituencies. We see
every new birder as a win for birds and bird habitat, and we are working to understand not only how to build
a bigger birding tent but also to make sure that the contributions of birders are encouraged and recognized. You’ll see some great
examples in our Conservation Milestones.
Also in that community realm are efforts to increase inclusion and remove barriers to participation. This issue features some
thoughtful voices sharing insights on how we can increase the number of female birders in leadership roles. Talking openly and
honestly about where imbalances exist, as well as what we as birders can and should do to encourage diverse faces and voices in
leading roles, is important, as is sharing experiences of where progress is being made.
And truly, there is so much progress to salute and so many passionate birders working tirelessly and creatively to literally build
a better world. You can see it all coming together in something like the Sonoran Joint Venture, also profled here. Led by the incredibly talented and committed Jennie Duberstein, who also serves as the ABA’s Young Birder Liaison, the Sonoran Joint Venture
works across borders of many different kinds in a region of vibrant ecological and cultural diversity. It’s a perfect example of the
importance of conservation and community, how we must attend to both our birds and our people if we are to pass on the richest
legacy to the birders of tomorrow.
Good birding,

Jeffrey A. Gordon
President, American Birding Association

From the Editor

W

Michael L. P. Retter
Fort Worth, Texas
mretter@aba.org

elcome to the third annual issue of Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community. Our goal is to
highlight the positive efforts being made in the realms of habitat conservation, community building, and environmental education—all of which lead to healthier bird populations. In particular,
the popular Conservation Milestones (see p. 8) highlights the real accomplishments of birders like you.
Consider nominating someone you know—or even yourself—for profling in next year’s edition!
As always, let us know what you did and didn’t like in this issue, so that we may start planning for the
future. If there’s a topic missing that you feel deserves coverage, please pass it along. Even better, write about
it yourself for the next issue! Finally, please consider sharing this issue with a friend. You can gift your hard copy when you’re
done, or simply send this link, where the entire issue is available online, and for free: aba.org/birdersguide/
Now let’s get out there and do even more for bird conservation!
Happy travels!

Michael L. P. Retter
Editor, Birder’s Guide
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Shanin Abreu is a self-proclaimed free spirit and registered
nurse who has been birding for only a few years. She is
a single mom who stays busy keeping up with a 5-yearyear-old, travel, photography, and a birder-boyfriend. She
is interested in butterfies, native plants, and insects, especially odonates. With interests in political, social, and
environmental issues, she loses sleep at night in central
Illinois dreaming of ways to bring our world together.
Elsa Alvear Rodríguez started birding in her thirties, and
she loves traveling internationally to see new birds. She
worked as a wetland restoration feld biologist before receiving her master’s degree in biology. Her thesis was on
Roseate Spoonbills and water management in Florida Bay.
Elsa manages the natural and cultural resources of Biscayne
National Park in Florida for the U.S. National Park Service.
She launched her agency’s frst certifcate-earning birding
trail. She really wants to see a tropicbird one day.
Megan Crewe has been birding since childhood, when
she discovered she could get her father all to herself if
she was willing to get up very early on Saturday mornings and tromp around the woods in search of birds. That
early training led to a career (18 years and counting) as
a professional birding tour guide; she is now one of the
owners of Field Guides, Inc. In addition, she has served
on the councils of the Delaware Valley Ornithological
Club and the Neotropical Bird Club, and leads walks for
Cape May Bird Observatory.
Jason A. Crotty is a birder and lawyer living in Portland,
Oregon, with his wife and two-year-old daughter.
Originally from San Francisco, California, he has visited
more than 40 national wildlife refuges in 20 states and
frequently includes refuges in his travels. He has seen
numerous lifers on refuges, including Falcated Duck at
Colusa NWR in California and Tundra Bean-Goose at
Nestucca Bay NWR in Oregon.
Since 2001, Jennie Duberstein has lived in southeastern
Arizona, where she currently coordinates the Sonoran
Joint Venture. Her area of expertise is conservation social
science: understanding the relationship between people
and the natural world to improve conservation efforts.
Jennie has developed community-based conservation and
ecotourism projects in the U.S.-Mexico border region, including coordinating and leading programs on ecotourism, environmental education, and bird monitoring. She
has worked with young birders through the ABA and
other organizations since the late 1990s, directing summer camps, leading feld courses, organizing conferences,
and editing young birder publications. Jennie volunteers
as the ABA’s Young Birder Liaison, directs the ABA’s Camp
Colorado, co-leads VENT’s Camp Chiricahua, and is a
proud member of the Leica Birding Team.
A native of Palo Alto, California, Shawneen Finnegan began birding in her mid-twenties and immediately became
passionate about bird ID. She led and managed tours for
WINGS, served as photo editor at Birding, worked as an
associate naturalist for Cape May Bird Observatory, and
for 24 years managed the BirdArea database used by
BirdBase and AviSys. She has served on four different state
bird records committees, now sits on the ABA’s Recording
Standards and Ethics Committee, and volunteers as an
eBird reviewer. Shawneen is an accomplished artist who
travels as a keynote speaker and teaches workshops about
bird identifcation and how to draw them.
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Melissa Hafting loves to twitch and photograph rare birds
in British Columbia and Washington, as well as to watch
the common birds everywhere, including her own backyard. She holds a bachelor’s degree in agricultural sciences with a minor in geography from the University of
Lethbridge and has comprehensive experience in veterinary animal care, biology, and conservation. Melissa’s interest in volunteering with youth has led her to organize
and facilitate youth birding feld trips and a Christmas
Bird Count for Kids. She started a local youth birding
group that travels around B.C. promoting youth birding.
Alvaro Jaramillo was born in Chile but began birding in
Toronto, his childhood home. He authored the recent
ABA Field Guide to the Birds of California and writes the
“Identify Yourself” column in Bird Watcher’s Digest. He
runs Alvaro’s Adventures, a birding tour company that
emphasizes birding as a fun, rich experience, and which
believes that food, culture, and camaraderie are an integral part of birding. He leads fun and informative pelagic
trips out of Monterey and Half Moon Bay (his home port)
in California.
Kimberly Kaufman is the Executive Director of Black
Swamp Bird Observatory, where she helped found the
Ohio Young Birders Club and The Biggest Week in
American Birding, a spring event that has become one of
the largest birding festivals on the continent. She is a contributing editor to Birds & Blooms magazine, and coauthor of the Kaufman Field Guide to Nature of New England
and the Kaufman Field Guide to Nature of the Midwest.
Kimberly is Vice Chair of the Ohio Bird Conservation
Initiative, and serves on the American Bird Conservancy
Board of Directors. In 2015, she received the ABA’s
Chandler Robbins Award.
Tiffany Kersten manages the McAllen Nature Center in
McAllen, Texas. She has spent the past 12 years as an environmental educator, planning and administering programs across the country, with the U.S. Forest Service,
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Sigurd Olson Environmental
Institute, Massachusetts Audubon Society, Cape May Bird
Observatory, and Quinta Mazatlán World Birding Center.
She holds a bachelor’s degree in Natural Resources from
Northland College.
J. Drew Lanham is a Master Teacher and Distinguished
Alumni Professor of Wildlife Ecology at Clemson
University. A birder since the age of eight, he is an active
member on several conservation boards, including those
of the American Birding Association, BirdNote, and the
Aldo Leopold Foundation. Drew has birded in 42 of the
United States and South Africa and South America. He is
a regular tour leader and speaker at the Biggest Week in
American Birding and the Rio Grande Valley Bird Festival.
He is a widely published nature writer and poet whose frst
solo works, Sparrow Envy and The Home Place—Memoirs of
a Colored Man’s Love Affair with Nature, will be published
in late 2016. Drew’s favorite bird is the next one he sees!

Maureen Leong-Kee is an avid birder and amateur naturalist residing in Salem, Oregon, where she is on the
Board of the Directors for the Salem Audubon Society.
She enjoys learning about local fora and fauna, and
enjoys seeing them even more. She loves drawing and
photography, especially of birds and nature. She is
married to her best friend and co-obsessive birding
partner, Nicholas. They blog about their adventures at

HipsterBirders.blogspot.com. Exploring new habitats and
seeking out birds energizes Maureen’s soul.
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teaches at San José State University in the Humanities
Department; she is completing a cultural biography of
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University Press, 2011). In 2015, he set a new world Big
Year record by seeing 6,042 bird species—almost two
thirds of the bird species on Earth—in one continuous
trip spanning seven continents and 41 countries.
Lili Taylor is an actress living in Brooklyn, New York.
Among her many credits, she is perhaps best known for
appearances in Mystic Pizza, Say Anything…, I Shot Andy
Warhol, and Six Feet Under. More recently, Lili has appeared on ABC’s American Crime. She currently serves on
the ABA’s Board of Directors.
Charlotte Wasylik lives and birds on the family farm in
east central Alberta. A recent high-school graduate, she
is a keen nature photographer and digiscoper. Charlotte
attended Bird Studies Canada’s Young Ornithologists’
Workshop in 2012 and the Young Ornithologists’
Internship in 2013. She’s a regular contributor to Ray
Brown’s “Talkin’ Birds” radio show out of Massachusetts
and established the Alberta Birds Facebook group.
Charlotte blogs at prairiebirder.com and is president of
her local naturalist society. You can fnd Charlotte on
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram as “Prairie Birder”.
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Conservation Milestones
“Conservation Milestones” is published in Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community in
order to recognize efforts toward building a better future for birds and for birders. If you have
a conservation milestone to share, or know someone who deserves to be lauded for conservation and community activities, please contact Noah Strycker at noah.strycker@gmail.com.
We are especially enthusiastic about stories that include photos and contact information or
other resources that inspire others to make their own contributions.

Henry Ingersoll:
Bring Back the Wetland
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
In 2007, Henry Ingersoll, a physician
living in California, inherited his father’s
320-acre farm in Maryland on the eastern
shore of Chesapeake Bay, along with his
siblings. Together, they set out to restore
wetland habitats on the property.
Many wetlands in this area were
drained for farming during the 20th century, and associated bird species have declined. By restoring the habitat, Ingersoll
hoped to beneft birds like waterfowl and
Field Sparrows, which he remembered
seeing on the farm when he was a child.
He got in touch with Chesapeake
Wildlife Heritage, a local conservation
organization that specializes in restoring

native habitats. After a few years of planning with the federal Conservation Reserve Program, the heritage built a berm
to create a 20-acre seasonal wetland, and
planted an additional 30 acres with native grasses to restore meadow habitats.
Then, to document the birds using the
property, Ingersoll reached out to Wayne
Bell, a senior associate at Washington
College’s Center for Environment and Society. Bell designed a protocol to survey
for birds on the farm. So far, these surveys have produced nearly 400 checklists
and have tallied 135 species, including a
rare Connecticut Warbler in September
2015.
Two undergraduate students at Washington College analyzed these data as
part of their degree requirements. In

A view of Ingersoll’s Maryland farm before restoration, in November 2010.
Photo © Henry Ingersoll
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2015, they found that avian diversity increased 10% and that avian abundance
rose a whopping 46% since the habitats
were restored. Surveys found 14 species
of waterfowl and shorebirds that were not
present before the wetland was brought
back, and birds like Field and Swamp
sparrows are now using the meadows.
The Conservation Reserve Program,
designed for farmers, helps people improve wildlife habitat, reduce soil erosion,
and improve water quality by planting
native vegetation, creating windbreaks
and buffer strips, and taking care of riparian zones on croplands. Learn more
about the program, and how to enroll, at
tinyurl.com/enroll-CRP.

Amy Simso Dean:
Fledging Young Birders
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
“Imagine 14 enthusiastic fourth-graders
screaming, ‘BIRD! BIRD!’ and charging pell-mell across a feld to get a better look… at a pigeon,” says Amy Simso
Dean, an enthusiastic birder, raptor center volunteer, and parent of two kids at
Burroughs Community School in Minneapolis, Minnesota. “We’re working on the
screaming part,” she adds with a smile,

The same view in June 2015, after a historic wetland was recreated
in the meadow. Photo © Henry Ingersoll

Photo © Amy Simso Dean

Left: Burroughs Birding Club members Lucy Cullen
and Ellery Dean check out a monarch butterfy at
close range. Photo © Amy Simso Dean

“but there are no ‘junk’ birds here. These
are not your typical bird walks.”
With the help of two local birders, Julie Brophy and Amber Burnette, Simso
Dean launched Burroughs Birding Club
in 2015, which now has a couple dozen
members—all fourth- and ffth-graders.
They mix things up with art projects, owl
pellet dissections, ID contests, migration
hopscotch, Bird Bingo, and other fun activities.

This is serious sidewalk science: The
kids contribute to eBird, participate
in Project FeederWatch and Celebrate
Urban Birds, and learn about bird conservation.
“Habitats need to be protected as we
do our homes because [birds] need to
have shelters to grow properly,” says
ffth-grader Peter Nguyen. “I love to look
at them and hear them sing. Birds make
my life more meaningful.”
Meanwhile, Simso Dean keeps things
fun.
“Mostly we just get them outside where
they discover that nature is way more fun
than an Xbox,” she says. “After a long
day in class, it works best if any learning
happens spontaneously. A pile of feathers
sparks a conversation about predators,
feathered and furred. A downed monarch

Creswell, Oregon
noah.strycker@gmail.com

Noah Strycker
Above: Some enthusiastic members of Burroughs
Birding Club: Peyton Knock-Swanson, Peter
Nguyen, Alex Calvillo, Eddy Day, Thea Dean, Tessa
Sander, Anders Peik, Elly Ruch, and Ellery Dean.

butterfy leads into a talk about planting
milkweed.”
Several organizations have pitched in
to help provide the students with binoculars, feld guides, notebooks, and other
materials, and the program quickly expanded to two sessions each fall, winter,
and spring.
Kids’ families have gotten into it, too,
with a new appreciation for their feathered friends. One family came across a
Great Blue Heron trapped in fshing line
and rescued it. Another adopted a Purple
Martin house. Through this young birders’ club, interest in birds is spreading
through the community.
“We ourselves may not be able to
change the world,” says Simso Dean, “but
we all can inspire some kids who may go
on to change it.”

Mya-Rose Craig:
Spotlight on an Oil Spill
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
On December 9, 2014, a cargo ship collided in heavy fog with the oil tanker
Southern Star VII, anchored along
the Shela River in Bangladesh. As the
tanker sank, more than 92,000 gallons
of oil spilled into the surrounding area—
the world’s largest mangrove forest, a
UNESCO World Heritage Site called the
Sundarbans. The spill was an ecological
catastrophe, and the local government in
Bangladesh admitted it had little capacity to clean it up.
A 12-year-old birder named MyaRose Craig, who lives in the U.K. and is
known as “birdgirl” for her various birding achievements at a young age (she is
now 13 with a life list above 4,000 species), heard about the spill and felt it hit
particularly close to home. Craig is half
Bangladeshi and was planning to visit
the Sundarbans in February. She realized
that the oil spill was getting little coverage in western media and decided to
help spread the word.
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charity set up by actor Mark
Ruffalo—raise $30,000 in
one week toward cleanup
efforts. The spill damaged a
large ecosystem full of birds
(including the endangered
Masked Finfoot), dolphins,
and other creatures. Initially, locals tried to clean
up the oil with their bare
hands and buckets, risking their health, but their
efforts were inadequate,
not to mention dangerous.
When the word got out, a
Mya-Rose Craig gives her talk at Dhaka for the Bangladesh
team of experts was disBird Club. Photo © Helena Craig
patched from the U.K. to
Craig began tweeting about the spill
aid the cleanup. Thanks to Craig, news
and, within a week, put up the frst of a
about the Sundarbans oil spill reached
series of blog posts about it, which evena wider audience with that much more
tually had 18,000 views. She gave a talk
ability to help on the ground.
to a group of young U.K. conservationShe continues to promote conservaists and traveled to Dhaka, Bangladesh’s
tion, activism, and general birding in
capital city, to give another talk, which
the U.K. and abroad. Recent posts from
resulted in a furry of media coverage in
Craig’s wide-ranging blog cover a trip
both Bangladesh and the U.K. Craig was
to Antarctica (her seventh continent),
interviewed several times, and her blog
thoughts on sexism in nature magaposts prompted an article in The Indepenzines, her speech at a rally about climate
dent, a national British newspaper, with
change, and a visit to the Wildlife Phoextra coverage of the oil spill.
tographer of the Year exhibition. You can
She also wrote a guest post for The ABA
follow her at birdgirluk.blogspot.com
Blog, which helped Water Defense—a
and @BirdgirlUK.
Right: Jason
Ward holds an
immature Barn
Swallow that
was rehabilitated
by Atlanta
Wild Animal
Rescue Effort.
This bird was successfully released
with three of its
siblings. Photo ©
Melanie Furr

Left: Jason
Ward points out
a bird during a
Junior TreeKeepers
Summer Camp in
Atlanta. Photo ©
Lauren Sandoval
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Jason Ward: Blazing a Trail
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Jason Ward, a passionate Atlanta birder,
wants to make it “cool” to care about
wildlife.
He remembers the thrill of visiting his
local library and reading animal books as
a kid growing up in the Bronx, in New
York City.
“I was always hungry to learn as much
as I could,” he says. “But being into wildlife as a young minority was a lonely
road. It wasn’t cool to be into that kind
of thing.”
In 2013, Ward started birding around
Atlanta, “just wanting to test the waters”.
By early 2014, he was leading his own
regular bird walk in Atlanta’s Piedmont
Park on the frst Saturday of each month.
He soon became involved with Atlanta
Audubon Society, volunteering to help
manage its social media accounts and
putting up and monitoring nest boxes for
Brown-headed Nuthatches. He also started working with Trees Atlanta, a nonproft
organization dedicated to promoting urban green spaces, to teach birding basics
at a Junior TreeKeepers Summer Camp.
“Most kids want to emulate their favorite sports athlete or favorite music artist,”
Ward says. “Kids gravitate toward images
Continued on page 12
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Continued from page 10

that look like them, images they can relate to. When you turn on ESPN or MTV,
there are relatable images galore–but not
on Animal Planet, not on the Discovery
Channel, not on National Geographic.
My ultimate goal would be to break
down those doors, to blaze a new trail for
minorities.”
Ward has also been active in helping
identify bird photos in the ABA’s “What’s
This Bird?” Facebook group, a page where
anyone can post pictures of mystery birds
for comment. The group has more than
2,500 members, and new photos are posted every day. Check it out at facebook.
com/groups/whatsthisbird.

Elsa Alvear:
Certifable Birding Fun
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
For visitors to Biscayne National Park
south of Miami, Florida, birding is not
only enjoyable and challenging. It’s also
certifable.
Since 2013, the park has partnered
with Miami-based Tropical Audubon Society to award “lifetime achievement certifcates” to encourage people to identify as
many native birds as they can within park
boundaries. Full-color certifcates, signed
by the park superintendent and executive
director of Tropical Audubon, are given at
four levels, recognizing lifetime achievement in identifying at least 30 bird species
(Double-crested Cormorant Certifcate),
60 bird species (Royal Tern Certifcate),
90 bird species (Brown Booby Certifcate),
and 120 species (Mangrove Cuckoo Certifcate). Birders can submit bird lists to
earn higher-level certifcates as their species counts increase, and youngsters aged
18 and under can earn a Junior Bird Certifcate for identifying at least 10 species.
The program is free and available to any
park visitor and has already awarded more
than 50 certifcates.
The creative genius behind Biscayne’s
certifcate-earning program is Elsa Alvear,
the park’s chief of resource management.
“My idea was to create a fun program
that would engage birders in the park, engage youth in wildlife watching, increase
awareness of biodiversity and natural habi-
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Above: Elsa Alvear leads a youth bird walk in Biscayne National Park in 2008. Photo © National Park Service
Below: The Mangrove Cuckoo Certifcate recognizes lifetime achievement in identifying at least
120 bird species on the Biscayne Birding Trail. Image courtesy of © National Park Service

tat, and augment wildlife data collection
efforts via citizen science,” Alvear says.
“This is the frst time that a national park
has offered a certifcate program like this—
and I hope it inspires other parks.”
Several parks have expressed interest in starting their own certifcateearning programs, and media interest
has been high, with articles in the
Miami Herald and Pinecrest Magazine. Alvear was awarded a Miami
Birding Achievement Award for her
efforts.
To earn certifcates, visitors are
encouraged to visit several locations on the Biscayne Birding Trail,
where more than 200 bird species
have been documented, and to
follow ABA birding ethics. The beautiful
photography on the certifcates features
bird species associated with the park. For
example, Brown Pelicans and Doublecrested Cormorants are frequently and
easily seen, and the park has the highest
density of Mangrove Cuckoos in the U.S.
In addition to the certifcate program,
Alvear keeps busy organizing Junior
Birder events, connecting the park to local
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low-income communities in order to “create a new generation of birders with avian
conservation and natural resource stewardship”. She has also worked for years
to replace mowed lawns around

the park’s visitor center
and parking lot with bird-friendly native
landscape, and she has obtained grants to
bring minority youth to the park to learn
how to identify birds.
Learn more about the Biscayne Birding
Trail Certifcate Program by contacting Alvear (elsa_alvear@nps.gov) or visiting the
website at tinyurl.com/BiscayneBT.
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Connecting Community
with Conservation
to Secure a Future
for Kirtland’s Warbler
H

ere in northern Michigan, members of
the Kirtland’s Warbler Alliance (KWA) are
planning our annual Jack Pine Planting
Day in May. During the event, we’ll create new nesting habitat for the endangered Kirtland’s Warbler.
As with the previous planting days, we are preparing extensively, including making lists of everything needed for a successful event. We’ll need a
two-acre location. We’ll need canopies to shelter
us from the weather. We’ll need young jack pine
trees and planting tools. We’ll need medical supplies—just in case. We’ll need water, snacks, and
box lunches.
And we’ll need the most important thing of all:
volunteers.
The KWA is a relatively new organization, created in 2013 to help ensure the long-term viability
of Kirtland’s Warbler. Part of our mission is to educate the public about Kirtland’s Warbler and why
efforts to create new habitat are so important to
its future. The species’s population will always be
small because it prefers to nest on sandy soil underneath the overlapping branches of young jack
pine trees—conditions that occur only in parts of
northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and Ontario. We
believe the best way to help people see the connection between the warbler and its habitat is to have
them visit northern Michigan’s desolate outwash
plains and get their hands and knees dirty planting
young jack pine trees.
The motivation for our volunteers is the opportunity to do something concrete to protect an
endangered species. Our motivation, however, is
the chance to chat with and teach people about
the connection between an endangered bird and its
habitat so that they can use their knowledge to help
Kirtland’s Warbler in the future.
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service may soon
take Kirtland’s Warbler off the Endangered Species
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List, so public support for jack pine conservation is
becoming more important. Although the population is only an estimated 4,300 birds, the original
Kirtland’s Warbler Recovery Plan, written in 1976,
called for the population to be “recovered” at 1,000
pairs or 2,000 total birds from fewer than 400 as recently as 1987. Now that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service has met its goal and the threats have been
controlled, the agency is considering its removal
from the list of Endangered Species.
But since Kirtland’s Warbler is a conservationreliant species, an effort to delist it comes with substantial challenges. Other bird species have been removed from the Endangered Species List and have
fourished without additional human intervention;
Bald Eagle and Peregrine Falcon come to mind.
That will not happen for Kirtland’s Warbler.
Until the 20th century, Kirtland’s Warbler depended upon fre to create new habitat. The jack
pine forest in northern Michigan is a fre-dependent ecosystem. But fre was no longer allowed
to run across the landscape unimpeded after
northern Michigan was logged and humans began to move into the region. With habitat declining throughout the frst half of the 20th Century,
another threat emerged. Logging allowed Brownheaded Cowbirds, which lay their eggs in the nests
of other bird species, to expand their range into

n Background image: Kirtland’s Warbler habitat.
Photo © Zachary Frieben
n Top left: Kirtland’s Warbler. Photo © William Rapai
n Top right: Volunteers at Jack Pine Planting Day.
Photo © Huron Pines
n Bottom: Kirtland’s Warbler tour during the 2015
Kirtland’s Warbler Festival based in Roscommon,
Michigan. Photo © Erica Straton

Grosse Pointe,
Pointe Michigan
brapai@aol.com

William
Rapai
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A Future for Kirtland’s Warbler

n Above: A Kirtland’s Warbler

on 2015’s Home Opener Tour.
Photo © Shelley Martinez

n Right: A boy poses with a skull

in the kids’ tent at the 2015
Kirtland’s Warbler Festival in
downtown Roscommon,
Michigan. Photo © Erica Staton
n Below: Jack Pine Planting Day
volunteer group. Photo © Huron Pines
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northern Michigan. The one–two punch of lack
of habitat and cowbird nest parasitism pushed
Kirtland’s Warbler to the brink of extinction.
For the foreseeable future, survival for
Kirtland’s Warbler will hinge on continued human intervention. Both the Michigan Department of Natural Resources and the U.S. Forest
Service annually create new habitat, and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has been responsible for removing Brown-headed Cowbirds.
If Kirtland’s Warbler is removed from the
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Endangered Species List, responsibility for
conservation will shift away from the federal government to the Michigan Department
of Natural Resources. Because of that, it has
never been more important that the people
of Michigan feel a connection to this rare
bird and its unusual habitat—and also generate fnancial and political support.
Over the years, the agencies have done
a laudable job creating new habitat for
Kirtland’s. Annually, the agencies cut and
replant jack pine so that there will always
be at least 38,000 acres of nesting habitat
available. In the process of deciding which
tracts of land will be replanted with jack
pine, the Michigan Department of Natural
Resources now reserves two acres for our
volunteer project.
The job of planting young jack pines is
not easy. It’s back-breaking, ankle-twisting,
knee-bending work. It involves stepping
over old stumps and limbs, and in and
out of the trenches that have been dug by
machine to prepare for the planting. And
given northern Michigan’s notoriously wild
weather swings, we could be planting in
anything from 50-degree rain to 80-degree
heat. But ask volunteers, and they will tell
you it’s worth it.
“I’ve always left with a sense of fulfllment, knowing that I have done something
good,” said volunteer Warren Zimostrad of
Grand Rapids, Michigan, in an email. “It’s a
fun time spending the day with like-minded
individuals, getting dirty and planting trees.
“I never knew how many acres of land
are planted up in northeastern Michigan
each year”, he added. “It’s fantastic to learn

n Frequent fres are a necessity for adequate Kirtland’s Warbler habitat. This young burn, in Crawford
County, Michigan, is known as the Meridian Boundary Jack Pine Stand. Photo © Phil Huber

each year there are so many different people
and organizations that work together for the
good of the Kirtland’s Warbler and the ecosystem as a whole.”
Zimostrad’s point about the larger ecosystem is important because Kirtland’s Warbler
does not live in a vacuum; conservation
work on behalf of this warbler also benefts
two other rare species—Hill’s thistle and
secretive locust—as well as some common
mammals (e.g., snowshoe hare, badger, and
black bear), and bird species (e.g., Upland
Sandpiper, Spruce Grouse, Prairie Warbler,
and Brewer’s Blackbird).
Our Jack Pine Planting Day turned out
to be the starting point of our efforts on
behalf of Kirtland’s Warbler. The KWA has
helped to rejuvenate the formerly defunct
Kirtland’s Warbler Festival and created a
spring celebration of the birds’ return from
their Michigan nesting grounds called the
Kirtland’s Warbler Home Opener. The alliance also schedules regular visits with
state legislators to inform them of how
this tiny bird has a big economic impact

on the region. For us, getting started with
one community event—Jack Pine Planting
Day—became a catalyst for so much more
to ensure the protection of a rare bird that
still needs a little help.
To fnd out more about upcoming KWA
events or to make a contribution to the effort, visit kirtlandswarbler.org
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Conservation
and Community
in Northern

Mexico
T

he frst time I visited Álamos, Sonora, it was August. The tropical deciduous forest of southern Sonora is usually miserably hot and humid
that time of year, but somehow I lucked out. It was overcast and relatively cool: wonderful birding weather. We were there to lay the groundwork
for a bird guide training workshop that we were coordinating later that fall.
It was my frst visit to tropical deciduous forest. Tropical Kingbirds squawked
outside my window. Mexican Parrotlets few by noisily. Black-throated MagpieJays and Purplish-backed Jays jumped around in the trees. I was less than 500
miles south of Tucson, but in a different world.

Binational Bird Conservation:
Migratory Bird Joint Ventures on the Border
The change in birdlife isn’t the only difference across the border. Land ownership patterns, access to resources and conservation programs, and capacity
to actually do conservation all look different depending on which side of the
border you stand. And when you work in an ecosystem that spans the international border, that’s a whole other issue.
How do you conserve birds in the U.S.–Mexico border region, where issues
like immigration, border walls, and national security often trump conservation
concerns? You begin by forging partnerships in unexpected places. As we’ve
learned through experience, any conservation effort has to include the local
community.
One of the most successful models for building community linkages for
bird and habitat conservation in northern Mexico is the Migratory Bird Joint
Venture program. Joint ventures are cooperative, regional partnerships among
government agencies, nonproft organizations, universities, industries, tribes,
and private citizens that work together to conserve habitat to beneft birds,
other wildlife, and people. Joint ventures cover all of the U.S. and Canada and
extend into northern Mexico (learn more at mbjv.org).
Two joint ventures cover the boundary of the southern U.S. and northern
Mexico. I work for the Sonoran Joint Venture in the southwestern U.S. and
northwestern Mexico (sonoranjv.org), while the Rio Grande Joint Venture
(rgjv.org) covers northeastern Mexico and parts of the southern U.S. These

n The pink blossoms of an amapa tree (Tabebuia impetiginosa) set against the imposing
profle of Cerro Redondo in Sonora’s Reserva Monte Mojino. Photo © Richard Webster
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Northern Mexico

n Young birders in the Wildlife Trackers of Monte Mojino eco-club.
Photo © Lydia Lozano Angulo

border joint ventures are binational in
every sense of the word. Our boards and
technical teams have members from both
countries; we publish in both English and
Spanish; and, most importantly, when we
consider conservation priorities, we think
about the big picture. Birds don’t recognize international borders. Neither can the
people who are working to protect them.

Birding in Mexico
Interest in birding in Mexico is growing.
Just a few years ago, if you asked about
the challenges to bird conservation in
Mexico, I’d have said that there just isn’t

n Military Macaws. Photo © René Valdés

a strong birding culture in the country.
But that is rapidly changing. According
to the Mexican National Commission for
the Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity, at
last count there are 54 bird clubs in 22
states, plus Mexico City. Regular outings,
lectures, and chances to meet other birders are connecting a growing community
of birders in Mexico.
It isn’t just about birding, though.
From research and habitat protection to
citizen science and community outreach
and education, Mexican birders are making important contributions. Christmas
Bird Counts, Breeding Bird Surveys—

they’re all happening. Mexico even hosts
a Spanish-language portal for eBird
(averaves.org). As interest in birding in
Mexico has increased, so has the capacity
for involving communities in bird conservation work.

Community-based
Conservation in Action:
Reserva Monte Mojino
Reserva Monte Mojino (natureandculture.org/mexico) is located in southern
Sonora, northeast of the city of Álamos.
The reserve itself, a conservation project
of Nature and Culture International and

n Conducting the Christmas Bird Count at Reserva Monte Mojino. Photo © Jennifer MacKay
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Naturaleza y Cultura Sierra Madre, A.C., is
aimed at protecting tropical deciduous forest. It lies within the 93,000-hectare Sierra
de Álamos–Río Cuchujaqui Federal Area
for the Protection of Flora and Fauna and
is part of the Sonoran Joint Venture region.
The Cuchujaqui watershed of southern
Sonora is important to many bird species
of conservation concern for the Sonoran
Joint Venture, including Military Macaw,
Lilac-crowned Parrot, Laughing Falcon,
and Rufous-bellied Chachalaca.
In 2010, the Sonoran Joint Venture partnered with the reserve and other groups to
train local residents to be bird guides and
give them skills to work as feld technicians
in conservation efforts. In the two-year program, participants learned bird identifcation, how to use feld equipment, group
management and leadership, birding ethics,
and basic English. They also got involved
in local conservation and education efforts,
doing everything from habitat restoration
to giving talks and leading bird walks for
schools and local residents. In Álamos, this
project resulted in one of Sonora’s frst bird
clubs: Alas de Álamos (Wings of Álamos).
Although this club is no longer active, it
was a precursor for a thriving eco-club that
connects young people from the communities in and around the reserve to birds and
nature (read on to learn more).
The bird guide project formally ended
in 2010, but the reserve hired several of
the program graduates as park guards. The
guards do habitat restoration and protection work, provide bird monitoring, and
support and guide visiting researchers and
birders. The reserve now has a year-round
bird-monitoring program with support
from the Sonoran Joint Venture, Tucson
Audubon, and other partners.
Clockwise from top:
n Graduates of the Álamos bird guide training
program. Photo © Jennie Duberstein
n Practicing bird identifcation and feld guide use

with the Kaufman Guía de Campo a las Aves de
Norteamérica. Photo © Jennie Duberstein
n The staff and gorgeous landscape of Reserva
Monte Mojino. Photo © Rosario Jorge Sauceda Nieblas
n A local youngster selling bread in El Sabinito

Sur, the community that neighbors Reserva Monte
Mojino. Photo © Jennifer MacKay
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Northern Mexico
Several of the park guards live in the
nearby community of El Sabinito Sur,
about 10 miles east of Álamos. El Sabinito
sits amid tropical deciduous forest inside
the reserve. The people of El Sabinito are
a wealth of knowledge about the forest,
the Río Cuchujaqui and its tributary arroyos, and the backcountry. Working with
residents of El Sabinito, as well as other
communities, is an important part of the
reserve’s conservation strategy.
Supporting rural economies helps the
reserve accomplish its conservation goals.
In an area where mining and cattle are traditional income sources, fnding new, sustainable ways to make money can make
a real difference for conservation. One of
the ways that the reserve does this is by
encouraging artisans of El Sabinito, who

do embroidery work and weave baskets
and mats out of the native sabal palm. The
wives of reserve park guards take a special
interest in doing embroideries of native
birds, mammals, and plants. The reserve
makes an effort to showcase this handwork and basketry and provide opportunities for the women to sell their crafts.
Inspired by the Alas de Álamos bird club
model, the reserve developed a successful eco-club program, Wildlife Trackers
of Monte Mojino. With the support of the
Disney Conservation Fund, they created a
program that is enthusiastically attended
by 45 children from three schools in the
Álamos region. They produced a manual,
along with other educational activities, to
increase club members’ understanding and
appreciation of the biodiversity and wildlife within the reserve, especially the jaguar.
And it isn’t just children who beneft
from the eco-club. Families also take part
in activities and outings. When the ecoclub made trips to the reserve to set up
camera traps and explore the natural world,
parents helped transport children and
Continued on page 24

Top to bottom:
n El Sabinito crafts inspired by birds
and nature. Photo © Jennifer MacKay
n Rufous-bellied Chachalaca.
Photo © René Valdés
n The Wildlife Trackers of Monte Mojino

is a local youth eco-club. Members are
pictured here in a box canyon within
the reserve. Photo © Adolfo Zayas Yepiz
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Northern Mexico
Top to bottom:
n Purplish-backed Jay. Photo © René Valdés
n Reserve staff teaching youngsters about birds
in Álamos. Photo © Lourdes María Alcantar
n Eared Quetzal. Photo © Michael Retter

of the social challenges that the community faces, this project has found creative
solutions that lead to conservation of birds
and habitats.

How Can You Support
These Efforts?

Continued from page 22

participated in the activities. Many
had never been to this area, even
though it is only 12 miles from
town. Family participation made
the reserve’s education impact even
stronger and increased attendance
at other outreach events for the
wider community.
Education is a vital part of conservation, and the reserve has supported efforts to improve access to
education for El Sabinito Sur residents. For example, a staff member—together with community
members—organized a fundraising
drive to overhaul the local kindergarten building. It was a small, tinroof shack sided with pine shakes
and chicken wire that was hot in
the summer, cold in winter, and
fooded when it rained. The drive
quickly secured enough money to purchase building materials and educational
supplies. According to the latest update,
“The structure will be made in the traditional style of the region—with local, sustainable adobe and wood. It will be cool
and dry in the summer and warm in the
winter. And it will have big windows looking out on the beautiful tropical dry forest in their backyard. The children in this
community are the future guardians of the
tropical dry forest on their doorstep. Let’s
give them a place to start their education!”
The reserve has been so successful because of community involvement at many
different levels. From hiring local residents
to work in the reserve to addressing some
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One of the best ways birders can support
and encourage community-based conservation in northern Mexico is by going
there, hiring a local guide, and supporting
locally-owned businesses. Check out the
Sonoran Joint Venture’s “Mexico Birding
Trail” to learn more about the birds and
conservation issues in the Álamos region
and elsewhere in northwest Mexico, plan
an itinerary for a trip, and connect with
local guides at mexicobirdingtrail.org and
facebook.com/MexicoBirdingTrail.
Volunteering for Christmas Bird Counts
or Breeding Bird Surveys is another way to
contribute. For example, Reserva Monte
Mojino does a Christmas Bird Count every
year and is expanding monitoring efforts
throughout the year, which offer many opportunities to get involved. You can get in
touch via its website: natureandculture.org/
mexico
Since that frst visit to Álamos, I have
returned multiple times. And, yes, I eventually got to experience the heat and humidity of the Álamos summer in its full
glory—hot and humid—but the birds
were still spectacular. It’s been interesting
to watch events unfold, from the initial
idea of training bird guides to the transformation of participants in those frst
workshops into skilled feld biologists and
conservation leaders. It goes to show: A
small drop can have a huge ripple effect,
especially when conservation comes from
the community.
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ABA Event

New Zealand Safari
When: January 4–15, 2017

Photo © Rich Lindie
Photo courtesy of Heritage Expeditions

Where: Invercargill & Auckland, NZ
Hosts: Jeff & Liz Gordon, Adam Riley, Forrest
Rowland, George Armistead and others
Cost: $5020 and up
Photo © Adam Riley

A hotbed for Polynesian Triangle endemics, New Zealand hosts
charismatic seabirds, such as albatrosses and penguins. Famous
for the skulking Kiwi, stunning scenery, and unique landbirds,
with marvelous Maori names, like Kokako, Tui,
and Takahe, we hope you’ll join your friends
at ABA for an expedition down under.
SIGN UP TODAY!

For more details and registration, go to:

events.aba.org
eve n t s @ a b a . o r g • 8 0 0 . 8 5 0 . 2 47 3

Photo courtesy of Heritage Expeditions

Dear Birder and ABA Member,

Please,
support the
birders of
tomorrow
by helping
us reach
our goal of

$25,000
Thank you!

When Greg Miller of Wildside Nature Tours set out to do a new kind of ABA Big Year in 2016, one where he chose to focus as much on sharing the excitement of birding
with others as on building the largest list, he chose the ABA’s Young Birder programs as the cause for which his efort would raise funds. I think that speaks volumes.
I’m writing today to ask you to join Greg and Wildside in supporting the ABA’s celebrated Young Birder Programs through this special Nesting Season Appeal. Our
goal is to raise $25,000 before July 1. Birder and ABA member Greg Miller is famous as one of the trio of birders chronicled in Mark Obmascik’s book, The Big Year, and
for providing the inspiration for the character, Brad Harris, played by comedian Jack Black in The Big Year movie.
What you may not know is just how devoted Greg is to building and strengthening the birding community. He has seen frsthand the positive impact that the
ABA’s Young Birder Camps, our Young Birder of the Year mentoring program, and our various safe, friendly, online Young Birder resources have made. He’s working to
make those experiences and opportunities more widely available. Your generous gift of support will help make that possible.
During the brief nesting season, it is up to the adult birds to give the next generation a strong start for the perilous migrationn
ahead. Members like Greg Miller know that young birders need the strongest start possible, too.
For decades now, the American Birding Association has worked hard to mentor and encourage birding’s next generation, meetting with notable and gratifying success. Please help us build a brighter future for birds and for birding.
g.
Good birding,

Jefrey A. Gordon, President
American Birding Association

Greg Miller

Donate at aba.org/gift today!
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A

mong the fnest birding spots in the United
States are the more than 550 national wildlife refuges run by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (FWS). The refuge system has millions of
acres of land dedicated to the preservation of birds
and other wildlife. Many refuges also have visitor
centers, public trails, boardwalks, viewing platforms,
or auto tour routes that add to the birding experience, and a number of refuges are venues for birding
festivals.
Countless birders have experienced the epic fy-ins
of Snow Geese at Bosque del Apache NWR in New
Mexico, or observed Whooping Cranes at Aransas
NWR in Texas, or studied at close range hundreds
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n Snow Geese

at Bosque del
Apache National
WIldlife Refuge.
Photo © mwwlle

Portland, Oregon
jasonacrotty@ymail.com

Jason A.
Crotty
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National Wildlife Refuges
of waders at J.N. “Ding” Darling NWR in
Florida. At Kilauea Point NWR in Hawaii,
one can stand on solid land in the shadow
of a historic lighthouse and, within a matter
of minutes, observe Laysan Albatross, Redtailed Tropicbird, White-tailed Tropicbird,
Red-footed Booby, and Great Frigatebird.
Surely the iconic blue goose symbol of
the National Wildlife Refuge System is
well-known to birders. Perhaps less wellknown is the fact that the system and its
supporting nonproft organizations provide birders with numerous opportunities

to make a meaningful impact on conservation and education. Indeed, volunteers are
a critical part of the refuge system and are
actively encouraged by the FWS. A substantial amount of volunteer work is done
under the auspices of “Friends” groups,
nonproft organizations that are dedicated
n Like a number of other refuges, Balcones

Canyonlands NWR in Texas was established
in part to preserve a particular bird species
—in this case, Golden-cheeked Warbler.
Photo © Jason A. Crotty

n Volunteers count Laysan Albatross nests at Midway Atoll
NWR in the Pacific Ocean. Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
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to supporting a particular refuge, for example, the Friends of the Laguna Atascosa
National Wildlife Refuge. Birders who are
interested in conservation and the preservation of birds should have a special interest in the health and well-being of the U.S.
National Wildlife Refuge System.

The National Wildlife Refuge System
The refuge system did not develop as
a carefully selected group of properties with a common set of conservation
goals. Rather, beginning in 1903 when

President Theodore Roosevelt established
Pelican Island in Florida, it developed as
a patchwork of units that were later combined into a single system by Congress.
Nonetheless, numerous refuges were established to help preserve migratory birds
and lie along one of the four major North
American migration fyways. Others were
established to protect specifc bird
species or subspecies, or species of
plants or other animals. Many
units are actively managed
for migrating and wintering

birds, particularly waterfowl.
There are refuges in every state; in fact, a
refuge lies within a one-hour drive from almost every major U.S. city. These include a
number of urban refuges in or near major
metropolitan areas such as San Francisco,
Houston, and Philadelphia. There are
units in Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin
Islands, and territories in the Pacifc
Ocean. The system includes virtually
all of the habitats in the United States
and includes several Important Bird
Areas. Because NWRs are often
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National Wildlife Refuges
surrounded by farmland, urban areas, or other
degraded habitats, refuges are often particularly
important for birds and other wildlife, far beyond their sometimes modest size. Accordingly,
the FWS reports that more than 700 bird species
have been observed on refuge lands. NWRs attract many people as well: 47 million in 2014,
according to FWS.
One of the most signifcant challenges for avian conservation is habitat loss. The refuge system preserves and, in many cases, restores key
bird habitat. As of 2014, there were 562 national
wildlife refuges and 38 wetland management
districts. Together, these units contained approximately 150 million acres (234,375 sq. mi.)
of protected land. Moreover, because of Duck
Stamp purchases, other sources of federal funds,
and donations, the system is continually growing, both by the expansion of existing refuges
and the creation of new units.
As a result, the National Wildlife Refuge
System is instrumental to bird conservation. The
system’s conservation mission and the birding
opportunities uniquely available within the system provide a natural opportunity for birders to
contribute, and many do.

Volunteers have supported the refuge system
for decades. Volunteer contributions are particularly important to the FWS, which plays budgetary second fddle to the smaller but far more
prominent National Park Service (NPS). On a peracre basis, the FWS receives only a fraction of the
funding of the NPS, and the FWS has more than a
billion dollars in deferred maintenance on NWRs.

Volunteering with Friends Groups
In the late 1990s, the FWS and the National
Wildlife Refuge Association, a nonproft that supports the refuge system, committed to expanding
the nature and scope of “Friends” groups. This successful program was called the Friends Initiative.
The number of Friends groups increased from approximately 115 in 1997 to approximately 230 today. There is now a Friends group for a majority of
the staffed refuges nationwide, and some unstaffed
refuges have groups as well.
Friends organizations work closely with FWS
employees to staff visitor centers, improve habitat, conduct wildlife research, raise funds, write
grant proposals, and provide educational programs, among other activities. Some Friends
groups also organize birding festivals or other

n At Kilauea Point NWR, visitors may

observe Laysan Albatross, Red-tailed and
White-tailed tropicbirds, Red-footed Booby,
Wedge-tailed Shearwater, Hawaiian Goose,
and Great Frigatebird. Photo © Jason A. Crotty
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n Above: “Aleutian” Canada Geese are largely

dependent on the refuge system in the winter.
These are at Nestucca Bay NWR in Oregon.
Photo © Dave Irons

n Right: Volunteers work with the U.S. Fish &

Wildlife Service to help restore native plants
at William L. Finley National Wildlife Refuge.
Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
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events at the refuge.
Most Friends groups operate according to a formal written agreement with
the FWS, and all are membership-based.
Many have a website or Facebook page.
All are eager for new members, volunteers,
and contributors, and there are opportunities available for volunteers of many
backgrounds and abilities. The National
Wildlife Refuge Association provides support services to Friends groups through
training workshops, communications networks, and partnerships.
As one example, The Friends of Tualatin
River NWR near Portland, Oregon, supports an urban refuge. In 2013, it contributed more than 17,000 hours of volunteer
time, including 4,000 hours in the wildlife
center, 3,000 hours in on-site environmental education, 500 hours on maintenance,
and 1,000 hours planning the Tualatin
River Bird Festival. The Friends work

closely with local government, the local
chamber of commerce, and other organizations regarding refuge issues. The board of
directors typically includes representatives
from several of these groups, including former mayors, and the organization’s number
of hours contributed annually is now approaching 30,000.
The Friends of Tualatin River NWR also
advocates for funding of land purchases
and facility developments, including successfully working with local Congressional
representatives to obtain funding for a new
headquarters building and visitor center.
The group has engaged in restoration activities, planted thousands of trees, and
removed invasive plants. It even initiated
litigation in federal court regarding the
cleanup of an old unlined landfll near the
refuge. Settlement of the litigation provided cleanup funds for the landfll, benefting
the refuge and its neighboring community.

Perhaps most signifcantly, the Friends
support a range of educational activities
that are provided to thousands of students
who visit the refuge each year. The Friends
trained teachers, conducted Spring Break
Exploration Days, hosted numerous feld
trips, led themed walks, and organized a
popular preschool environmental education
program called “Puddle Stompers.” For these
and other accomplishments, The Friends
of Tualatin River NWR was selected as the
the National Wildlife Refuge Association’s
Friends Group of the Year in 2014.
One hundred miles south of Portland, The
Friends of the Willamette Valley National
Wildlife Refuge Complex support three refuges in Oregon: William L. Finley NWR,
Baskett Slough NWR, and Ankeny NWR.
This Friends group started in 2005 with
the encouragement of the refuge complex’s
then-Project-Leader Doug G. Spencer, who,
now retired from FWS, currently serves as

n Whooping Cranes would likely be extinct if not for the national wildlife refuge system—specifically, Texas’s Aransas NWR. Photos © Klaus Nigge/USFWS
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president of the Friends. The group supports
its refuges in a variety of ways, from running a
nature store at the visitor center of William L.
Finley NWR to organizing events and performing maintenance.
The Friends and its members (which include
many birders) are frequently the public face of
the refuges, as they staff the store at the headquarters area and conduct outreach on behalf
of the refuge. For example, the Friends organized a celebration of the 50th anniversary of
William L. Finley NWR in 2014, which included events for children, guided walks highlighting restoration achievements for threatened or
endangered species on and off the refuge, and
food and entertainment for visitors. As with
the store, all proceeds from events are invested
back into the refuges.
Mr. Spencer, who has seen the work of
Friends groups from the perspective of FWS
and as a leader of a Friends group, is optimistic regarding the Friends group he leads and
n Some people become birders because of volunteer work at NWRs. Lynne Braden (middle), volunteered at Bosque del Apache NWR, utilizing one of
the RV hookup sites at the refuge (bottom). She has
staffed the visitor center (top) and assisted with
tours and with photography workshops. She is now
a birder with a Sibley guide, an eBird account,
and a blog (winnieviews.blogspot.com).
Photos © Lynne Braden
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n Ross’s Geese at Merced NWR in California.
Huge numbers of waterfowl are a common
winter spectacle at national wildlife refuges
across the U.S. Photo © Jason A. Crotty
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the Willamette Valley National Wildlife Refuge
Complex. None of its accomplishments could
have been achieved without its members and
volunteers. “Not only do our volunteers help
maintain and restore unique habitats on our
refuges, they also get the enjoyment of viewing
wildlife in areas of the refuges that most of the
public doesn’t venture into,” he says.

Volunteering Directly with the FWS
In addition to volunteer work performed by
Friends groups and their members, many individuals volunteer directly with the FWS. To
facilitate this, the FWS has employees dedicated to coordinating volunteers both at a

national and regional level. Some individual
refuges with high visitor counts also have dedicated volunteer coordinators. Not surprisingly,
these refuges receive far more volunteers.
There are volunteer opportunities for virtually all ages and skill levels, from those who
need complete on-the-job training to those who
bring highly relevant skills to the table, including wildlife surveying, carpentry, accounting,
or heavy machinery operation. To the extent
possible, the FWS attempts to match volunteer
skills to the work to be done. Time commitment
ranges from a few hours to several months.
For example, the truly dedicated can volunteer for a six-month tour of duty monitoring
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National Wildlife
Refuge Association
Founded in 1975, the National Wildlife
Refuge Association is an independent
nonproft organization that works to improve and expand the refuge system. Its
mission is to conserve America’s wildlife
heritage through programs that protect
and enhance the refuge system. The
NWRA provides education, training, and
other support to Friends organizations,
as well as advocacy on their behalf in
Washington, D.C. It is the only national
advocacy organization dedicated to promoting and protecting the refuge system.

n The blue goose symbol of the National Wildlife Refuge System was created
by J.N. “Ding” Darling, the first head of
the U.S. Biological Survey, the predecessor of FWS. The famous refuge on
Sanibel Island in Florida is also named
in his honor. Photo © Jason A. Crotty

n The Friends of Tualatin River NWR helped obtain funds to build the
visitor center and headquarters, which overlooks the refuge grounds.
The center has classrooms, photography displays, interpretive exhibits,
restrooms, and the Friends store. Photo © Jason A. Crotty
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seabirds and restoring habitat at Midway
Atoll NWR in the remote Pacifc Ocean.
Midway hosts nearly three million nesting
birds each year, including Laysan Albatross
and the incredibly rare Laysan Duck. Near
San Francisco, seagoing volunteers deliver
supplies to other volunteers conducting research at Farallon NWR, which comprises
a group of rocky islands 30 miles from the
Golden Gate Bridge. The Farallones host the
largest colonies of breeding seabirds south
of Alaska, including Ashy Storm-petrel,
Cassin’s Auklet, Rhinoceros Auklet, and the
southernmost breeding Tufted Puffns.
Perhaps more realistically for most people, they can wear a nametag and staff a
visitor center, or don a pair of boots to remove invasive plants, or wield a hammer
to construct a boardwalk or observation
platform at their local refuge. Many refuges
utilize volunteers to lead educational programs for local elementary schools or other
groups. Other volunteers band birds, tag
fsh, conduct fsh and wildlife population
surveys, do laboratory research, manage
cultural resources, write grant proposals,
and perform maintenance.
Some refuges provide housing or RV
hook-ups for resident volunteers who
agree to work a certain number of hours
for several weeks or months. A number of
these refuges have a community center and
kitchen, laundry facilities, free wi-f, and
bathrooms and showers for volunteers as
well. Some who avail themselves of these
opportunities and amenities are serial vol-

unteers, exchanging their work for hookups or housing at a variety of refuges, national parks, or other public lands.
For example, Marilyn Kircus has spent the
last few years hopscotching across America
volunteering at various national wildlife refuges. She has volunteered at Okefenokee
NWR in Georgia, Red Rock Lakes NWR and
National Bison Range in Montana, Anahuac
NWR in Texas, the Sacramento NWR
Complex in California, Malheur NWR in
Oregon, and Pea Island NWR and Alligator
River NWR in North Carolina. A former
science teacher from Texas who wanted to
travel after she retired, she does not have
an RV, so she lives in whatever housing the
refuges provide, from small houses to bunkhouses to trailers. As a volunteer, she has
performed a diverse array of assignments,
including staffng visitor centers, installing
nest boxes, planting trees, assisting FWS
biologists, conducting wildlife surveys, and
countless others.
Ms. Kircus is particularly proud of her
considerable efforts to replant trees at
Anahuac NWR after Hurricane Ike’s effects
in 2008. Anahuac sustained signifcant
damage, and it took years for the soil to suffciently recover from saltwater damage to
even begin replanting. The replanted trees
will provide important habitat for resident
and migrating birds. An avid birder, she has
conducted birding tours on several refuges.
When a wayward Falcated Duck wintered
at Colusa NWR, she even performed birder
crowd control. She continues to volunteer
on NWRs and recently passed 7,000 volunteer hours. She says, “I have never been
in a happier time in my life, getting to
develop intimate relationships with birds
and other animals, making a difference in
our world, and meeting wonderful new
friends.” She maintains a lively blog entitled Adventures of a Vagabond Volunteer
(mkircus2.blogspot.com).
Of course, most volunteers contribute
far less time and do so primarily at their
local refuge. But it adds up. According to
the FWS and the National Wildlife Refuge
Association, more than 42,000 volunteers
donate in excess of 1.5 million hours every
year. This provides a 20 percent boost to
the refuge system workforce—the equivalent of more than 750 full-time employees.

n Marilyn Kircus has volunteered at refuges across the U.S., including Okefenokee
NWR in Georgia. Photo © Marilyn Kircus

n A National Elk Refuge volunteer leads a binocular lesson for a group of students in Wyoming.
Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

What About the ABA?
The ABA is a member of the Cooperative Alliance for Refuge Enhancement
(CARE), a nonproft entity consisting of more than twenty wildlife, sporting,
conservation, and scientifc organizations. CARE believes that the funds allocated to operate and maintain the refuge system are inadequate and that this
shortfall has adverse consequences on the system and its communities. CARE
advocates for the system on behalf of its member organizations. The ABA has
also encouraged its members to purchase Duck Stamps, one of the easiest and
most effective conservation measures available to birders.
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The FWS has stated that there are about
eight times more volunteers than federal
employees within the refuge system, making volunteers vital.

How to Get Involved
Friends groups have membership and volunteer opportunities, and they can generally be contacted from their web pages

or by phone. The NWR Association has
a list of all affliated Friends groups on
its website (tinyurl.com/friends-groups).
Individuals interested in volunteering directly with the FWS should review the opportunities posted at volunteer.gov. They
can also contact the feld offce of a specifc
refuge, the FWS volunteer coordinator for
a region, or the FWS national headquar-

n Colorado’s Monte Vista NWR provides a safe resting place
for thousands of Sandhill Cranes. Photo © Mark A. Bauer/USGS
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ters. Additional information can be found
on the FWS volunteer page at fws.gov/volunteers.
Regardless of how birders contribute,
the National Wildlife Refuge System is a
key part of avian conservation in America,
and it needs volunteers. With more than
550 NWRs across the U.S., there are almost surely opportunities nearby.

n Midway Atoll NWR provides insurance in the form of a second home
for the critically-endangered Laysan Duck. Photo © John Klavitter/FWS

n The Friends of Tualatin River NWR organize a popular “Puddle Stompers” program for children on the refuge. Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
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NEST ATTENTIVENESS:

Brooding &
Fledging

Young
Birders
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S

ome of my fondest childhood memories were
created in my family’s residential, double-lot
backyard in central Wisconsin. My brothers and
I mashed up grass blades to make a green chlorophyll
goo, and we boiled black walnut shells over a camp
stove to make a natural dye. In knee boots, we splashed
around in the ditch behind our house. We discovered
burrows of eastern cottontails stuffed with babies and
challenged ourselves to catch as many toads as we could
in a single day. We released them before sunset, only to
repeat the hunt and strive to beat our total the following day. Nature was a bottomless pit of mysteries to be
solved and discoveries to be made.
Working for a dozen years as an environmental educator has left me with the stark realization that my generation—and only a segment of it, really—was the last to be
locked outdoors all summer long, left with nothing to do
but explore nature.
Many birders have a unique story about being introduced to the avian world. Perhaps one may have been a
backyard birder for years until one day when a strange

visitor to their feeder sparked an interest to
learn more. Or it may have been a slippery
slope from the very beginning—fnding a
window-stunned woodpecker or visiting injured hawks at a rehab center. Others were
eight years old when they began, and still
others were 80. Some have been birding for
two years, some for two dozen years, and
some for what may feel like two hundred.
For me, the “spark” was a Wisconsin cornfeld packed full of thousands of spring-anxious, calling, and dancing Sandhill Cranes,
putting on their ritual mating display. I was
12 years old, and to this day, I can recall
precisely the way I felt while taking in those
glorious sights and sounds: it was a harmonious combination of serenity and excitement.
Along with my mom in her thirties and a platoon of retired birders, I witnessed something
that I had considered (and still now consider) pure magic. This trip to view the cranes

was through my local nature center, which
hosted a series of eight weekly evening feld
trips, each to a different location. The only
details I remember beyond the cranes were
discussions of warbler species that were apparently invisible to me, and being forbidden from attending an addendum to one of
the trips—a visit to a feld where American
Woodcocks were “peenting”. I didn’t know
what that meant, but everyone else sounded
pretty darned excited about it. Alas, I was in

Mission, Texas
tiffanykersten@gmail.com

Tiffany L.
Kersten

n Participants in ABA’s

Camp Avocet enjoy birding
on the beach in Cape May,
New Jersey (below), which
included great views of endangered Piping Plovers (left).
Below: Photo © Bill Schmoker
Left: Photo © Tiffany Kersten
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n No Binoculars Needed: Aidan Griffths and the author soak in the spectacle of thousands
of Tree Swallows swarming overhead in Cape May, New Jersey. Photo © Devin Griffths
n Sites that offer close-range views can be a great hook to beginning birders. When seen well,
even relatively dull birds, such as this Least Sandpiper at the Leonabelle Turnbull Birding Center
in Port Aransas, Texas, can inspire a young mind. Photo © Tiffany Kersten
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sixth grade, and it was bedtime.
Precisely a decade later, in a college ornithology class, I peered through a scope
teed up on a Lake Superior mudfat and
immediately identifed a dowitcher without ever having seen one. I surprised myself by recalling the photos studied in a
feld guide during the summer following
my middle school birding trips. I had spent
10 years not birding—from age 12 to age
22—not because I wasn’t interested, but
because there had been nobody available
to show me how. I had fantasized about
seeing creatures like Blackburnian Warbler
and Red-headed Woodpecker, but I had no
idea where to go to fnd them, and neither
did my mom. So, birding had gone by the
wayside for all of my teenage years. With
this sudden rediscovery of my passion, the
latter of my college years included surveys
for waterfowl, Kirtland’s Warblers, nesting
raptors, and breeding birds. I was hooked.
Following my college graduation in
2010, I began on the hawk watch platform in Cape May, New Jersey, helping

visitors understand migration and identify
birds. One October day, a 10-year-old boy
climbed on up and was identifying accipiters about as distantly and quickly as I was.
His name was Aidan Griffths, and he was
visiting from Massachusetts with his father
and his grandma, who are also birders. I
was incredibly impressed with his skills,
and we exchanged contact information.
Aidan and I periodically exchange emails,
and have birded together in New Jersey,
Massachusetts, and Texas. He is now a
sophomore in high school, and I’m happy
to report that I can’t imagine he is going
to put down his binoculars anytime soon.
Aidan is one of few young birders who has
a solid set of birding friends his own age.
The ABA has been working to make
Aidan’s situation—a young birder with a
plethora of young birder friends—a more
common one. It has been aiding in networking young birders with one another—
and with older, more-experienced mentors—through different initiatives. A highlight of the ABA’s young birder program are
week-long teen birding camps. Three years
ago, I was fortunate enough to have the opportunity to be one of the leaders for Camp
Avocet, and what an inspiring experience
it was! Watching the kids get to know one
another, challenge one another with bird
identifcation, and discover that they’re not
the only kids in the world with a passion
for birds were all wonderful things to witness. Humans are social creatures, and seeing these teens discover that they weren’t
the only quirky ones with this “weird”
hobby worked miracles on their birding
skills. Many of them had never birded with
someone their own age until this camp. I
was thankful that these teens were given
the chance to continue to pursue their passions with the support of one another in
the years to come.
I fnd that middle school and high school
students seem much more receptive to me
than to family members who are also birders.
We all remember being a teen: Oftentimes,
no matter how much we might actually like
something, if it is already our parents’ interest, it might just be the most uncool thing
on the planet. Sometimes just having someone from outside of the family with whom

n Feeder watching can be a great initial hook for
beginning birders. Broad-billed Hummingbird in
Madera Canyon, Arizona. Photo © Tiffany Kersten

to share interests is all it takes for a child to
continue to pursue a hobby. Although I’ve
been working on youth birding curricula
as a part of my career, it’s not necessary to
reroute your career path to make an impact
upon young birders. Here are a few suggestions on brooding and fedging them within
your own community:
• Offer a family bird walk in your neighborhood park. You don’t have to be an
expert on birds to do this. Make a simple
fyer, and put an ad in the local paper. Be
sure to stress that no experience is necessary. Expect people to arrive without binoculars. Bring extra to share, or enjoy the
birds near feeders or focking in the open
without binoculars. The behavior of Rock
Pigeons and House Sparrows can be entertaining! Stick to the basics, and be sure
not to overwhelm them.

n Three generations of birders: Dad, son, and
grandma from Massachusetts all birding together
in south Texas. Photo © Tiffany Kersten

• Jump on a pre-existing birding event,
and invite a new birder along. Christmas
Bird Counts run from mid-December to
early January. Project FeederWatch is a
citizen science birdwatching and bird
reporting event in in February. (Check
out www.birds.audubon.org to learn
more about both programs.) Pledge to
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Fledge is an annual August weekend,
with events worldwide, focused on recruiting new birders of all ages. Host
your own event or fnd one that’s already planned for your area. Learn
more at globalbirdinginitiative.org.
• Take a young birder under
your wing. Do you know
of a youngster in your local bird club? Are
his or her parents
interested or knowledgeable
about
birding? Ask how
you can help.

44

Invite a young birder on one of your regular outings, or offer to show a new nature
spot. You don’t have to go far. Your local
urban park will do just fne, at least to
start with. Don’t focus solely on putting
names to birds, and be sure to allow time
to observe behavior. Give the young birder ample time to work out his or her own
identifcations.
• Start a young birder’s club or help out
with an existing one. Find a list of existing
clubs at ebird.org/content/ybn/clubs. Youth
birding clubs are sometimes associated with
local Audubon chapters. At a few schools,
teachers have started youth nature organiza-

Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community | May 2016

tions as an after-school program. If you don’t
feel you have the time to dedicate to starting
a youth club, pair up with parents of students and make it a group effort. If it is a
general nature club, offer to take charge of
the birding portion of it.
• Think from a new birder’s perspective.
Not everyone begins with the drive to see
something rare. Enjoy common
birds doing interesting things,
like an American Kestrel eating
dragonfies while on the
wing or Least Sandpipers
probing the mudfats at close
range. Watch a Snowy Egret

wiggling its yellow feet, actively baiting
its prey, or Purple Martin parents bringing insects to their young at a local park.
Remember that everything is fair game
while in nature. Take advantage of whatever cool plants or other animals you happen upon on your adventure.

Young birders and nature lovers—like
my pal, Aidan, and all the teens in attendance at ABA’s young birder camps—are
the future of conservation. One must
know something to love it, and one must
love something to protect it. We are all
responsible for lending a hand and teach-

ing the children of our world to love,
respect, and protect nature. What better way to do that than through our love
of birds? Network with younger birders, and share your passion with them.
Just as birds build a nest near suitable
foraging habitat, our surroundings are
important to us, too. In the same way
a bird broods and fedges its chicks, we
must nurture and mentor today’s youth
to become responsible environmental citizens who will soon be making
choices about the future of our natural spaces.

n Sandhill Cranes over

Whitewater Draw Wildlife
Area, Arizona. Sandhill
Crane was the author’s
spark bird at age 12.
Photo © Tiffany Kersten
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Genesis:
How the

Gay Birders

of North America
Came to Be
C

ivil rights and social acceptance do not
arrive, with a Hollywood fourish, all
at once. Many small steps are needed
for a society to overcome its prejudices. One of
the crucial lessons of the liberation movements
in the latter half of the 20th century was the
need for members of any oppressed group to
talk to each other in order to overcome the silences that had defned their social status. After
being reviled, persecuted, and condemned for
so long by church, state, and medicine, LGBT
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) people
especially felt this need to share and compare
our experiences.
In the late 1990s, as an out lesbian, I felt
the cross-currents of both fear and acceptance.
There were political and religious movements
seeking to castigate us, but there were also
signs of progress. Yet, in 1998, in the heart of
San Francisco, there was a hate-flled, violent
assault against a gay man on my street, just four
doors from my house.
The general birding community, with high
levels of education and scientifc literacy,
was not the center of homophobia in North
America. But there were homophobes out
there; I’ll never forget the birder in Arizona
sporting a hat with the logo of an anti-LGBT
rights organization who promised me he
“wouldn’t hold it against me” that I hailed from
San Francisco! The last place that I wanted to
fnd out that someone didn’t approve of my
way of loving and living was one mile into a
n Watching Yellow-winged Tanagers and digiscoping
a Brassia orchid in the montane rainforest of El Ocote,
Chiapas, during the 2015 GBNA meeting in Mexico..
Photo © Don Kienholz
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n Birding near Sabine Pass during GBNA’s 2011 meeting on the Upper Texas Coast. Photo © Laurie Foss

fve-mile hike. Thus the idea of assembling an LGBT birding group, regionally
and nationally, grew naturally enough
from the circumstances of the time.
Around the beginning of the new millennium, I searched to see if any such
groups already existed. The Internet was
not yet the fount of all data, as it now

pretends/portends to be, but I did discover a gay/lesbian Sierra group. One
grueling hike with no pauses to look at
anything convinced me that (a) I was out
of shape and (b) these were not the people for whom I was searching! I found
a group of local lesbians who liked outdoors adventures; there were some bird-

ers amongst them who eventually joined
Gay Birders of North America (GBNA).
But I still sought a group whose primary
focus/obsession was birds.
By 2001–2002, I had uncovered
similar efforts under way, notably in the
U.K., where Andy Webb and friends had
started the Gay Birding Club in 1995. In
June 2002, Webb visited California; we
had a great day birding the San Mateo
coast, fnding a few rarities, and chatting
up a storm. Along with Webb was Mal
Hodges, mastermind of the long-running
GAGGLE group, which comprises
gay and lesbian birders of the Atlanta,
Georgia, area. Once we realized that we
had been thinking along the same lines,
it was easy to combine GAGGLE and
GBC’s perspectives and start a North
American group. In July 2002, the email
group GBNA was born, and communication among LGBT birders blossomed.
As was true for many people when they
frst came out, many newcomers to the
list remarked, “I thought I was the only
one”—but here meaning, “I thought I
was the only LGBT person into birding!”
What came next, though, was unexpectedly delightful. Contrary to nay-saying critics and smart alecks, GBNA did
not become a singles bar for LGBT ornithologists. Instead, it transformed into
a group where LGBT birders feel at ease
asking for trip-planning assistance (with-

n Looking for King Rails and Least Bitterns at Anahuac NWR during GBNA’s 2011 meeting in Texas. Photo © Laurie Foss
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out having to disguise pronouns), as
well as an extended friendship network.
GBNA lives primarily as an email list
(and Facebook page), but we have come
to so enjoy each other’s company that
GBNA has organized biennial meetings/
trips, beginning informally with a meetup in Minnesota during the epic 2005
owl invasion year. Formal meetings followed, with Vermont (2007); the Black
Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming
(2009); Beaumont, Texas (2011); Half
Moon Bay, California (2013); and Tuxtla
Gutiérrez, Chiapas, Mexico (2015). Our
2017 plans call for a February visit to
Albuquerque, New Mexico.
From the beginning, GBNA has welcomed supportive straight allies (who
make up a substantial percentage of
meeting attendees), been supportive
of gay birders with non-birding partners, and created a place for discussion of issues affecting LGBT folk—as,
for instance, in spirited debates about
whether to visit countries with rich avifaunae but poor human rights records.
As the climate for LGBT civil rights has
expanded in the U.S., our connections
within GBNA refect that. For instance,
this February my wife and I attended
the marriage of a fellow GBNAer to his
husband, and birded with two other
GBNAers in southeast Arizona in the
days before the nuptials. This network
of birders—a kind of LGBT-friendly
Birding Pal—was a necessary lifeline in
2002, when it provided a haven and a
connection that would have been diffcult to imagine otherwise. Now, in
2016, as tolerance, acceptance, and
coexistence become the civilized norm
around the world, groups like GBNA
can help bridge the generations within
LGBT communities, encourage interest
in nature viewing, and use our continued existence as a lever against prejudice in our travels.

n Top: Meetings have given attendees opportunities to comfortably travel to places (and see birds)
they might otherwise not have. This
Orange-breasted Bunting was seen
during the 2015 GBNA meeting in
Chiapas, Mexico. Photo © Rich Hoyer
n Bottom: GBNA’s second formal

meeting was in the Black Hills of
South Dakota in June of 2009. Here,
meeting organizer Douglas Chapman
(front right), leads a feld trip to look
for American Three-toed Woodpecker,
White-winged Crossbill, and Pacifc
Wren. Photo © Paul Pisano

For more information on GBNA, visit our
Facebook page and Yahoo! email group:
• facebook.com/groups/80840538462/
• groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/
gaybirding/info
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Female Leadership in

the Birding Community:
Thoughts on Moving

Forward
AS

recent study of 7,505 high school students (tinyurl.com/girls-in-science) found that
simply discussing the issue of sexism had a measurable positive effect on the prob-

lem by making people aware that it existed. Fortuitously, Birder’s Guide had just asked a
variety of birders to share their thoughts about women in birding! Here, they refect on progress so far—and what we birders can do to promote more female leadership in the birding
community. You can join the conversation at aba.org/birdersguide

Shanin Abreu
Bloomington, Illinois
shanin8@gmail.com

Birders, male and female, appreciate details
and nuances. Being aware of birds tends
to lead to noticing bird behaviors, diets,
habitats, threats, abundance, or scarcity.
The ability to appreciate how small details
can impact a larger picture becomes easier
when you start paying attention. It’s the
same when it comes to being aware of how
sexism affects women in general and female
birders in particular.
Male allies, especially those well known
in the community, can take a leadership role
in combating sexist behavior by acknowledging that it exists and by actively calling
it out and confronting it when they see it.
The seemingly benign act of a mentor passing by a woman to ask a man “Seeing anything today?” sends a small but potentially
escalating message to the woman and any
young people around that a woman probably doesn’t have anything important to say.
The same can be said of interactions on social media platforms.
Beginning birders of all ages look up
to those more knowledgeable, and by
observing their mentors, beginners learn
not only about bird identifcation, but
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also about whom we deem to be qualifed
leaders. As birding becomes more popular, mentors who show newcomers that
our community is egalitarian will help to
set a standard that ultimately affects how
women are viewed and treated, even outside the birding community.
A Facebook group, World Girl Birders,
has recently emerged and amassed more
than 1,800 users supporting female birders. That so many are interested in supporting female birders reinforces my belief
that progress has been made in the past few
years that I have been birding, and it gives
me hope for the future.

Elsa Alvear Rodríguez
Miami, Florida
elsa_alvear@hotmail.com
When I frst started birding, I had female
role models and mentors in the Miami
birding community. Three highly respected
women—Michelle Davis, Robin Diaz, and
Liz Golden—run the Cape Florida Banding
Station, where I occasionally volunteer.
Robin is also our county eBird Coordinator
and a Christmas Bird Count (CBC) compiler. Several years ago, she did me the great
honor of asking me to be a CBC team leader for Anhinga Trail in Everglades National
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n Annie Reeves serves

as Conservation Chair
for the Delaware Valley
Onrithological Club, one
of the world’s oldest
birding organizations.
Photo © George Armistead

May 2016 | Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community

51

Female Leadership in Birding
Park. I was a little nervous to say yes, but
Robin is a calm and reassuring mentor.
Being a team leader is not just about knowing birds. You have to organize, coordinate
logistics, make decisions, and communicate. I’ve been leading this team for several
years now, and it’s still a thrill every time.
Since then, others have further empowered
me by asking me to co-compile another
CBC and co-lead trips at a birding festival.
There are already many women out birding. We just need to empower them, as has
happened with me. We can start by entrusting them to guide bird walks, training them
to compile CBCs, and asking them to speak
at festivals. This process holds true for increasing participation of any group of underrepresented people. Here in Miami, our local
Audubon chapter president is Hispanic, as
are some of the local birding guides. This undoubtedly has the effect of making Hispanic
people feel more welcome in the birding
community. The same phenomenon is true
for women. The process is simple: Invite, respect, entrust, and empower.

Megan Crewe
Cape May, New Jersey
mcrewe@feldguides.com

As a professional birding tour guide, I know
I’m in a very small group; I can count on two
hands the total number of women I’ve ever
met working full time in my profession. And
that doesn’t surprise me. The job requires me
to be away from home for extended periods.
It’s hard enough to leave behind my husband, who’s supportive of my career choice.
Whether it’s due to societal infuences or innate maternal instincts, I would have found
it impossible to do the same to a child. I
would not have made the same career choice
had I had children, and I believe many other
women (both those who already have children and those who hope to have children
someday) feel the same. Heck, these days
even male guides with children often cut
way back on the number of days they lead.
Getting women into leadership roles in
our clubs and on our records committees
will require a change in behavior on everyone’s part. Intentionally or not, institutional
sexism still exists in North American birding circles, and we women are to blame
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for some of our lack of inclusion. It’s my
experience that we are far less likely to
push ourselves forward for such appointments (though we may grumble behind the
scenes about not being considered), less
likely to volunteer to lead club bird walks
(unless our spouse is also leading), and less
likely to volunteer to be the primary leader
than to trail along at the back of the group.
Fortunately, things are changing. When
I frst joined the Delaware Valley Ornithological Club in 1993, it had not yet been
a decade since women were allowed to be
members. Women made it onto the club’s
board within a few years of gaining membership, and Sandy Sherman became the
club’s frst female president before the end
of the century. That type of progress needs
to be happening everywhere!

Shawneen Finnegan
Portland, Oregon
shawneenfnnegan@gmail.com

Since I began birding in the early 1980s, the
percentage of female birders has grown remarkably, both in quantity and quality. In
recent years, there has been a noticeable
and welcome increase in people seeking
women’s participation in leadership roles
(including articles such as this one). And indeed, leaders are the people who make a difference. Great leaders are described as having a combination of attributes: confdence,
good communication skills, a positive attitude, and the ability to inspire others.

Women with these qualities are found
on the boards of local bird clubs, out in
the feld conducting surveys, banding, and
getting degrees in ornithology. Yet when
it comes to authoritative positions in the
birding world, men continue to dominate.
We are shy on female identifcation experts,
tour leaders, keynote speakers, and records
committee members.
How do we change this? A great frst step
is for birding event planners to seek out
talented women as speakers, guides, and
teachers. Exposing young men to strong
female authority fgures is as important as
it is for young women. Showing both genders that women can be good leaders sets
the foundation for nurturing and accepting
future female leadership.
For those women who think it is too late
become experts, I encourage you to read up
on Claudia Wilds, who didn’t begin birding
until she was in her forties. Her passion for
study led her to become a foremost expert
in shorebird, tern, and gull identifcation.
Observing her critical thinking skills and
her confdence to express opinions on all
matter of topics at ABA board meetings was
inspiring to me as a young woman. Though
we lived on opposite coasts, she was my
role model.
The role of women in our society is
changing rapidly, and I believe we are on
the right track in developing more female
leaders, but it will take time. Let’s help each
other develop confdence and help those
who are passionate to achieve excellence.

n Texas “Girl Birders” hiking in Arizona’s Ramsey Canyon. Photo © Norma Friedrich
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Melissa Hafting
Richmond, British Columbia
mhafting@hotmail.com

One way to make birding more attractive to
women is to hold social nights for women
in our communities and to advertise them
on birding listservs, websites, and other
fora. We need to be proactive and get more
girls out birding with us. We can plan conferences and meetings on diversity in the
birding community.
Men can also invite women to bird with
them, instead of just birding with their
male buddies. Expanding social circles
with new blood is not an easy thing to do
for some people, but the potential rewards,
both for the individual and the avocation
as a whole, are great. Men can nominate
women to high positions in birding committees, especially qualifed women of First
Nations and non-Caucasian descent.
It is also vitally important to foster young
children, including young female birders.
If girls are included from an early age in
birding activities, they will feel more welcome. In “The Freedom to Bird”, published
on The National Audubon Society’s website
(audubon.org/news/the-freedom-bird), J.
Drew Lanham said, “Color doesn’t limit
birds; it simply enhances their lives and our
enjoyment in seeing them. I think it should
be the same with us.” He is so right. Let’s
get out there and enjoy the birds as nature
intended. More diversity in birding is in everyone’s best interest!

Alvaro Jaramillo
Half Moon Bay, California
alvaro@alvarosadventures.com

I believe that birding is so versatile and
rich a pastime that it adapts and refects the
interests of those who take part in it, particularly so with leaders in the community.
What we see as birding today is what those
leaders have—consciously or not—constructed over their tenure. While many are
thrilled by Big Days and vagrants, these are
but a tiny fraction of what is possible to fnd
exciting and fulflling in birding. Birding can
only blow open as something that millions
of people will enjoy (and I think it will)
when multiple versions of birding are avail-

able, thereby making it easier for each individual to fnd a ft.
I would venture to say that in North
America, most birders are in fact women:
perhaps 55%–60%. If I am even close on
these numbers, then women are the most
underrepresented group in positions of
leadership. You might say, “Well, hold on.
There are fewer African Americans, Asians,
and Latinos in leadership positions.” And
you’d be right. But these groups are also
a tiny proportion of the total number of
birders. They may in fact be better represented (proportionally) than women.
So what to do? If I had the answer, I
would be talking about it more often than I
do gull identifcation! But perhaps one way
forward is for magazines, Audubon groups,
records committees, and tour companies
to make a concerted effort to make women
feel accepted. The hobby, commerce, and
general health of birding will improve as
a result. If you are a man in a position of
power in the birding world, consider giving up some of that power to a woman—
even to someone who in your mind may
not quite be ready to take the reins. A new
person allowed into the system can gain
experience quickly. If new people are kept
out, for whatever seemingly rational reason,
a network is created whereby only the “ingroup” is ever in. Turnover is crucially important in cultivating new leaders.
I say, “Go for it!” Enjoy the new perspectives that come with new and diverse faces.
Can you imagine if, at the next meeting of
your local bird club, there were hundreds
of people in attendance, instead of just a
dozen? Imagine if those people were a real
refection of the community: women and
men, kids and grandparents, working class
and upper class, gay and straight. A more
diverse birding community will help us to
conserve the wonderful world we live in. It
all begins by opening up. We all deserve to
have birds in our lives!

Kimberley Kaufman
Oak Harbor, Ohio
kimkaufman@bsbo.org

A lot of discussion on this subject seems to
focus on the lack of female birders leading
feld trips. If we view the issue through that

n Amy Cooper (l) and Myia Tariq (r) watch a

Bar-tailed Godwit during ABA’s Camp Avocet.
Photo © Carrie Samis

narrow lens, women could certainly be better represented. But if we widen the lens
just a bit, female leaders come more sharply
into focus. Most of the major birding festivals in the country are organized by women. Women are directing Audubon centers,
managing wildlife refuges and bird observatories, and holding leadership positions
with the American Ornithologists’ Union.
But I won’t deny that we still have work
to do. At a recent birding festival in Florida,
a Q&A session featured an all-male panel
of experts. Several equally qualifed women
were in the room, but none were on the
panel. Was it a conscious decision to ignore them? No. Did I bring it to the festival’s attention anyway? You bet I did! I’ve
also heard from many women who’ve been
overlooked, underestimated, and disrespected in the feld, the perception being
that they must not be “serious” birders because of their gender. But I believe these
situations are less and less common, partly
because the generation of men raised under
the mentality of “guys are better at outdoor
things than girls” is fading out.
I encourage women to take a proactive
approach. If you feel underestimated and
disrespected in the feld, don’t be afraid or
embarrassed to speak up. Set the person
straight, and then prove yourself in the feld.
My personal experience has shown that far
too many women say nothing at the time but
take to social media later to rally the troops
around them. Why not own the moment
and take a stand? If approached with grace
and dignity, these experiences can be turned
into something positive for everyone.
Color me optimistic, but I see the birding community blazing the trail. We’re
breaking down barriers for women, changing gender stereotypes that have been re-
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inforced throughout time, and setting an
example for the rest of society to follow.
Looking to the future, I encourage women
to serve as role models and mentors. A decade of experience working with the Ohio
Young Birders Club has proven that there
are many young women out there just
looking for an entry point into the birding
community. And all it really takes is someone to give them a chance.

J. Drew Lanham
Seneca, South Carolina
jos.drewlanham@gmail.com

Women have been the igniters and inspiration for most of my 40-plus years of birding. My second grade teacher, Ms. Beasley,
gave me a mimeographed mockingbird to
color. Dr. Patty Gowaty, a renowned avian
behaviorist, gave me the opportunity to
formalize my passion as a graduate student. And hundreds of present-day female
friends and colleagues continue to inspire
me as great birders and conservation-minded kindred. Birding can be an awesome
societal leveler—if we allow it to be. As a
black American, I’m keenly aware of the biases that can enter into everyday life.
In my world, birding is an equality I escape to—not just for the birds, but for the
people who accept me for my love of the
same things that they adore. My ethnicity and culture, I hope, brings a favor to
the mix that’s value added—kind of like a
different species in the fock. It should be
the same with other aspects of diversity, including gender.
So how do we encourage more women

to bird? It’s really the same question I get
about diversifying the birding and conservation feld. For most of us, every bird
matters. Each individual has its own story
of survival through the seasons. Each species has a unique set of traits that not only
helps us identify it, but also to appreciate it.
It’s about acceptance and recognition. If we
love birds for their diversity, then it would
seem to follow that we’d want to see it in
our human lives. Wings and feathers are
wonderful things. When we gather to celebrate them, wonderful things can happen.
Think about it: Women gathering to talk
about ways to save birds from the feather
trade in the late 1800s were not only at the
vanguard of bird conservation, but were
also working towards securing the vote as
suffragists. Fast forward to Rachel Carson,
and environmentalism fedged on the pages of her masterpiece Silent Spring, as the
country moved through the Civil Rights era
and the fght for equal rights for all. A better understanding of the pivotal role that
women have played in bird conservation
provides the basis going forward.
Inclusion begins with information. How
many people truly know the historic and
current role of women in the birding community? We need more information to
inspire the future. Want “modern” inspiration to bolster the historic? I only have
to open my various social media portals to
fnd hundreds of bird-loving female friends
that run the gamut from super-hyped feld
birders to backyard noticers. I love them all
for the different elements they bring. That
love includes a respect frst for them as individuals. Emily Dickinson claimed birds
as harbingers of hope. I think they make
great social glue, too.

Maureen Leong-Kee
Salem, Oregon
mleongkee@yahoo.com

n Matylda Lally watches a Red-throated Loon
off the Chicago lakeshore. Photo © Tom Lally
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I have had the privilege of being in birding
communities with very active and knowledgeable women birders and leaders. They
have paved the way for other women to be
welcomed and accepted as equals. While I
was living in Savannah, Georgia, the leaders of the Ogeechee Audubon Society were
women, as were some of the best birders I
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ever met in Atlanta. I never felt that they
were treated as “women birders”; instead,
the birding community simply revered
them as the top-notch birders and knowledgeable mentors that they are.
Male birders can support female birders
without doing so in a way that is patronizing. Sometimes when my husband and
I are birding together, older male birders
will address my husband and not really include me in the conversation unless I speak
up to show that I know what I’m talking
about. With many of the senior couples I
encounter while birding, the husband is
the birder, while the wife hangs back and
may be there just to be supportive. It can
be a challenging adjustment, but if male
birders approach both genders as equals
in the feld, then they can create a sense
of inclusion that makes all feel welcome.
And when a female birder does make a
mistake or a misidentifcation, it’s important to kindly point out why rather than
attributing it to her sex. It’s also important
for men to validate women’s worth as birders. Most seasoned birders are excited to be
a resource for willing learners, and there’s
enough enthusiasm to go around.
After about seven years of birding, what
I have been pleasantly surprised to see is
that more and more younger birders are
out and about, and a good portion of them
are women. It’s really encouraging to see
that there are others like me who want to
trudge through the mud and spend hours
searching for birds just as much as the
next guy.

Ann Nightingale
Victoria, British Columbia
motmot@shaw.ca

I reluctantly concede that there are differences between how many (but not all)
women prefer to bird and how many (but
not all) men embrace the hobby. Most of
the women birders I have met are less competitive than men. This casual approach is
what drew many of them to birding. For
some, it is an escape from other responsibilities, an opportunity to detach from their
normal workaday world, and a pastime
they can share with a few close friends.
That said, it is puzzling to me that often

the women who decry the lack of female
leaders would never consider taking a leadership position themselves. It’s not because
they couldn’t; they just don’t want to.
If we want things to change, we need to
identify the women birders who actually
are interested in becoming leaders. Here
are a few ways I think we might improve
the situation:
• Try to have more than one woman on a
committee or board. While there are a lot
of women who are quite comfortable in
the company of men, others don’t like to
feel singled out. In a gender-imbalanced
group, none of the men will likely feel
that they are representing all men; however, the only woman may feel that she
is expected to represent not just her own
views, but those of all women. That’s a lot
of pressure!
• Don’t keep asking the same few women
to serve on every committee or project.
Seriously, they want some time for birding, too! Do ask those women for recommendations of others who might be interested. The next great leader might just
be waiting to be asked.
• If you are a potential woman leader,
speak up. Let everyone know you are interested in taking a leadership role. Don’t
take it personally if you have to ask multiple times. Sometimes there are people
ahead of you. Keep asking.
• If you are a man unsure how to interact
with female birders, just treat us like your
favorite sister. Let us know that you are
happy to have us there (in the feld, on
your Big Day team, or at the board table).
Most importantly, all birders should be
encouraged to let the current leaders know
who they want to see in leadership positions. Name names. Until we start sharing our recommendations, those making
the decisions will continue to turn to their
own friends and contacts, maintaining the
status quo.
I think the biggest positive change since
I started birding is that we are actually talking about diversity. Birding is often a solo
activity, so awareness of “the community”
is not always at the top of mind. As we
recognize ourselves as members of a larger
group, the diversity issue is defnitely, and
appropriately, getting a higher profle.

n Mary Gustafson (white shirt) leads a shorebird workshop at Lower Rio Grande Valley
National Wildlife Refuge. Photo © John Yochum, TPWD

Debi Shearwater
Hollister, California
debi@shearwaterjourneys.com
There is no question that the birding world
has become more inclusive of women over
the past 40-plus years that I’ve been in the
feld, especially in North America. We’ve
come a long way on some issues, but still
have a long way to go. The question remains: What can birders do to help promote women taking leadership positions
in the birding community? I propose three
paths: mentoring, modeling, and dialogue.
I was fortunate to have a kind birding
mentor in my life: the late Ed Kutac. The
defnition of “mentor” is “an experienced
and trusted advisor”. Ed taught me birds
and so much more. He introduced me to
the greater world of birding at the many
Texas Ornithological Society meetings we
attended. His weekend feld trips to farfung regions of the state were as legendary as his deep knowledge of Texas botany.
He taught me that birds and plants were
interdependent. Ed had three daughters
about my age, and I became his “birding
daughter”. Whether Ed had been a male
or female would not have mattered. The
period when Ed mentored me is one of my
life’s most treasured times. Mentoring is
something that both men and women can
offer the birding world. Take on a female
birder, whether she be 17 or 70.
Female leaders or “models” in the birding world are desperately needed. Leaders
are often more “public” than mentors. In
many rural areas, a birding mentor may not
be available. Female leaders, or “models”,
with high-profle positions in the birding
world can help fll this gap by showing female beginners that people like them can
succeed in the birding world. The ABA
has been in existence for nearly 50 years,

and though there is an ongoing effort to
include women as members of the Board
of Directors, 10 of 13 current board members are male; only once in its history has
the ABA had a female board chair. It has
never had a female president. How can we
increase women’s participation and pave
the way for more female leaders?
Here’s one way: Dialogue about the issues
of women in birding might be at the top of
the list. The need for this discussion cannot
be overstated. A newly created Facebook
group, “World Girl Birders”, attracted 1,000
members in just the frst 72 hours. This
speaks to the pent-up need for women to
have a safe space to discuss what’s on their
minds, whether it be a sexist slight they perceived last weekend or a trip they’re planning the next. Dialogue is something that
every birder, male or female, can participate
in, and when done civilly, it adds a positive
dimension to birding.
Finally, I would say that although the
issues surrounding women in birding are
the topic here, the same issues surround
other underrepresented groups in birding.

Lili Taylor
Brooklyn, New York
Most readers of this magazine probably
know that women are underrepresented in
science, technology, engineering and math
(STEM). Why is this? One of the culprits
is gender bias, or more specifcally, secondgeneration gender bias. Here is a clear and
simple defnition from Wikipedia:
Second-generation gender bias refers to practices that may appear neutral or non-sexist,
in that they apply to everyone, but which discriminate against women because they refect
the values of the men who created or developed the setting, usually a workplace.

Gender bias is a diffcult thing to prove, but
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a rigorous study from 2012 (tinyurl.com/
PNAS-gender-bias) did just that. Science
faculties were presented with identical application materials from male and female
graduates. Not only were male applicants
favored, but women were likely to receive
$4,000 less in funding than their male
counterparts. And troublingly, a more recent study (tinyurl.com/Handley-et-al)
found that when presented with evidence
of gender bias in the STEM felds, men inside the felds found the evidence unconvincing and unimportant.
So what can be done about this discouraging situation? Even though the latter
study indicates a lack of openness to the
situation, the frst step is acknowledging
the problem exists, and that all of us—both
men and women—are affected by gender
bias. If you’re curious how you stack up,
you can take an implicit gender bias test
at implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/. Receiving
my test results was humbling, but I was
comforted by the fact that one of the creators of the test also scored positive on racial and gender bias. I think the following
example might be an area where gender
bias is covertly operating in my life.
I am one of three women who currently sit
on the ABA’s Board of Directors. Have I done
anything to increase our numbers? Sadly, I
haven’t. Here I am, a feminist and believer
in equal opportunity, and yet I’ve taken no
action to get more women on the board—
and this is precisely the kind of place where
we can effect substantial change. I’m not
sure why I haven’t taken direct action. It

could be due to a feeling of powerlessness,
complacency, or even laziness.
But I don’t want to get too caught up
in dwelling on why. (See Rue Mapp’s article in the 2015 issue of Birder’s Guide to
Conservation & Community.) The key is
to accept the bias and take action. With
these essays, the ABA has opened the door
so that we can examine this problem and
share our thoughts and solutions with one
another. Writing this was the push I needed
to refect and get honest with myself about
the problem and my part in it.

n Anya Auerbach, Alex Hale, and Maia

n Tashonna Grant, a Junior Outdoor Afro Leader,
is excited about the fve Snowy Owls she saw
on Assateague Island. Photo © J. Drew Lanham

Paddock (l to r) having a great time at VENT’s
Camp Chiricahua. Photo © Jennie Duberstein
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Charlotte Wasylik
Vermilion, Alberta
cnafarm@gmail.com

What makes one a member of the “upper
ranks” of birding? Some metrics used have
included the “top 10” of eBird lists, records
committee members, the top 100 ABA
Area listers, Big Day record holders, and
members of the ABA Checklist Committee.
Some of these categories seem to me rather
arbitrary and not entirely appealing. I don’t
know that it helps birding, or women,
to limit who we consider infuential or a
leader in this way.
When I consider what constitutes leadership, I think of the experienced birders
who share their passion and their knowledge so generously with a new generation.
I think of Dr. Bridget Stutchbury, head of
the Stutchbury Lab at York University; of
Sharon Stiteler, whose Birdchick blog is
opinionated and irreverent; and of biolo-
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gist and author Myrna Pearman, who has
contributed greatly to the conservation of
Mountain Bluebirds in Alberta. There are
many more women providing such leadership, and I hope—even though they may
not ft into one of the categories listed
above—that we will recognize them and
their accomplishments as role models to
inspire us. I do.
I have had opportunities to learn from
many encouraging and knowledgeable
mentors, most of them men, but I’ve never
been made to feel uncomfortable or like
less of a birder because I’m a young woman.
Growing up in a rural area with few local
birders of any age, I was fortunate that my
mother decided to help me explore various
birding resources online, join the provincial listserv, and help me to start a blog so I
could post my sightings and photographs.
I was brought up to be independent, and
with two younger brothers, I’m also pretty
competitive and assertive. But the mentoring I’ve received from adults, including
older men, has brought particular challenges for my (non-birding) parents. When do
they trust that I can go safely with another
birder, often in a vehicle? And when should
they accompany me? For them, it means a
long day away from their busy farm to engage in an interest they don’t share. Luckily,
all of the birders I’ve met, men and women
alike, have been remarkably trustworthy,
generous, and enthusiastic about sharing
their passion.
So when we think about how to get more
women interested in birding leadership positions, it seems to me we should help them
to become strong, confdent, and passionate. I think those of us who have beneftted from mentors and more knowledgeable
birders have a responsibility to offer a similar role to the next generation, to encourage
them not only in their enthusiasm for birding, but also more generally with opportunities for experience and skills that foster,
say, self-reliance and a willingness to volunteer. The birding community in general also
needs to open up its defnition of leadership
and success—looking beyond ticked boxes
on a checklist, the fnders of rare birds, and
records committees—toward such areas as
research, education, communication, and
conservation efforts.

