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Jeffrey A. Gordon
Delaware City, Delaware

jgordon@aba.org

here’s a metaphor that’s become popular to the point of cliche lately but one that I believe is apt for 

these times. It says that should the airplane cabin become depressurized and the oxygen masks drop, 

it’s important to put the mask on oneself first, and then and only then assist children and others under 

your care. To do otherwise may seem altruistic but actually risks everyone suffocating. At its worst, this idea 

can be used as a cover for hedonic indulgence and selfishness. But I think there’s a real truth in it—if you’re 

not taking at least minimal care of yourself, your ability to care for others is going to be very limited indeed.

In trying, confusing, and/or stressful times, it’s nearly always helpful to get outdoors and go birding. The 

blood pressure drops, the mind clears and focuses, and one’s sense of scale and priorities snap back into a more natural order. 

The benefits one gets, while certainly not identical, are similar to those of working out or meditating. A lot of us depend heavily 

on our birding, and our birding community, to help us make sense of things.

Yes, many people, sometimes including birders themselves, see birding as a frivolous or inconsequential activity, and it can 

certainly be that. But for most birders, it is far, far more. It’s an escape that leads you into reconnection. A recreation that actually 

does re-create our bonds with ourselves, our community, our world.

That belief in the redemptive and restorative powers of birding, and of caring for and participating in the birding community, is 

a cornerstone of the American Birding Association’s mission to inspire all people to enjoy and protect wild birds. Here in the pages 

of this Birder’s Guide to Conservation and Community, I hope you will find real inspiration—a breath of fresh air that will refresh you 

and encourage you to keep on getting out there—for yourself, for your fellows, and for the birds.

Good birding,

Jeffrey A. Gordon

President, American Birding Association

elcome to the fourth 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 build-

ing, and environmental education—all of which lead to healthier bird populations. In particular, 

the popular “Conservation Milestones” (see p. 10) highlights the real accomplishments of birders like you. 

Consider nominating someone you know—or even yourself—for profiling 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

From the President

From the Editor

T

Michael L. P. Retter
Fort Worth, Texas

mretter@aba.org

W
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Elise Faike is a geologist and adventure 

travel planner who lives in Challis, 

Idaho with her husband Dave and 

their little blue heeler Tater. She enjoys 

birding and watching wildlife locally 

and around the world. Elise also likes 

holding and releasing banded birds for 

her “birds held” list, which includes a 

Little Blue Penguin in New Zealand.

Tasha Goldberg is a traveling writer, edi-

tor, and video producer for negotia-

tions on sustainable development with 

the United Nations. She has published 

and presented on topics relating to 

ethnobotany, sustainability, and cul-

ture. As a trained ethnobotanist and 

cultural practitioner, Tasha is drawn to 

the mystical aspects of culture, along 

with its political and social fabrics. 

Through her consultancy, Sustainable 

Solutions, Tasha has worked with di-

verse international clients in both the 

private and public sectors.

Daniel Lebbin is a lifelong birder with 

a special passion for tropical birds 

and their conservation. As the Vice 

President of International Programs 

at American Bird Conservancy (ABC), 

he works with ABC’s partners in Latin 

America and the Caribbean to reduce 

threats and to establish, expand, and 

manage nature reserves for the most 

threatened birds. He is the lead author 

of ABC’s Guide to Bird Conservation 

and contributed to the Birds of Bolivia 

field guide. Daniel earned a Ph.D. 

from Cornell University, where he re-

searched habitat specialization among 

Amazonian birds in Peru. 

Noah Strycker, Associate Editor of 

Birding, lives an adventurous life of 

birds, at home in Oregon and around 

the world. He writes and lectures 

about our fascination with birds for a 

wide range of audiences. Noah has au-

thored three books—Among Penguins 

(2011), The Thing with Feathers 

(2014), and Birding Without Borders 

(2017)—and works as an on-board 

naturalist for expedition cruises to the 

Arctic and Antarctic.

Alison Világ is a senior environmental 

writing and media production student 

at Unity College in Unity, Maine. A life-

long birder originally from Michigan, 

Alison has spent the past two field sea-

sons guiding tours on Alaska’s St. Paul 

Island. After graduation, she plans to 

continue guiding and sharing nature 

in as many mediums as she can. 

About the Authors
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As a warden with Bahamas National Trust on the 

island of Abaco, Marcus Davis is responsible for 

managing Abaco National Park and securing nesting 

habitat for the “Bahama Parrot”, a locally endemic 

subspecies of Cuban Parrot. The parrots nest in rock 

cavities on the ground, so they are susceptible to

predation. Through efforts to manage invasive  

predators, the parrots’ population has rebounded. 

Thanks to Birders’ Exchange, Davis now has bino-

culars to use and share for field work and educa-

tional programs. 

Migdalia López Segura is from the village of La Maquina, Guatemala. She 

was one of three women in a class of 20 students to successfully complete 

Audubon’s basic bird guide course given last year in Yaxhá, the second-most-

visited archaeological site in the Petén. Although 

only 18, Segura shows promise for a long career in 

guiding. Since taking the course, she has pursued 

her interest in birds and followed in her brother’s 

footsteps as a tour guide. She is currently enrolled 

in the local tour guide program offered by the na-

tional training institute, INTECAP, and will have just 

received her license as we go to press. On behalf 

of Birders’ Exchange, National Audubon was happy 

to deliver to her, on April 25, 2016, a new 8x42 

Vortex Viper binocular and a copy of Ernest Preston 

Edwards’s Field Guide to the Birds of Mexico and 

Adjacent Areas.

Moises Pérez Díaz, of Jobompiche, Guatemala, has worked more than half of 

his life as a park guard in the Cultural Triangle Yaxhá-Nakúm-Naranjo National 

Park, yet he has until recently never owned a pair of binoculars. Over the past 

eight years, he has served as a community tour guide, and he was recently 

named a senior park guard. Díaz was an enthusias-

tic participant of Audubon’s basic bird guide course 

given last year in Yaxhá, which will allow him to 

knowledgeably and ably expand into bird guiding, 

adding to his current repertoire of knowledge in 

Maya archaeology. On behalf of Birders’ Exchange, 

National Audubon delivered a Swarovski binocular 

and a copy of Kenn Kaufman’s Guía de Campo a las 

Aves de Norteamérica to Díaz on April 25, 2016. 

Coincidentally, he mentioned earlier in the day that 

he wished he had a copy of this book.
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Ah, the Power of Partnerships
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

hrough our Birders’ Exchange program, the ABA aims to 
provide binoculars, spotting scopes, and tripods—donated 
by members like you—to programs and organizations in 

need. These resources help further research, provide educational 
opportunities, and foster community awareness in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. The year 2016 was a very successful one for 
the program. We formed strong partnerships  with the National 
Audubon Society (NAS) and with Holbrook Travel, both of which 
served as couriers for donated optics to designated recipients. 
Between these two partnerships alone, the ABA has donated more 
than 50 pieces of optical equipment, plus educational materials, 
to such places as The Bahamas, Belize, Guatemala, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Cuba, and Paraguay.

The NAS has an active program training local residents in bird 
guiding, ecotourism, nature preserve management, data collec-
tion, community education, and citizen science. As John Beavers, 
NAS Vice President, International Alliances Program, shared, 
“Having equipment and bird guide materials is essential for a 
guide’s continued education. Audubon is proud to partner with 
ABA’s Birders’ Exchange program to deliver equipment to some 
of the most promising guides who have successfully completed 
their training.”

Partnering with bird tour companies has proven to be an ex-
tremely effective way to put optics into the hands of the most 
deserving individuals. Couriers also gain a strong sense of sat-
isfaction for their efforts. For instance, during a birding trip to 
Cartagena, Colombia, tour participants Ken and Linda Burgener 
hand-delivered a spotting scope to biologist Victoria Aristizabal. 

For Birders’ Exchange to continue its work, the ABA depends 
on members like you to donate lightly used, fully functional op-
tics, tripods, and equipment—or, just as important, funds to cov-
er the costs of shipping and processing equipment. If you would 
like to contribute or have questions about the program, please 
contact me via the email address above. 

Please consider joining us for our first-ever Birders’ Exchange 
Rally from 1–7 December 2017 in Honduras. There, you’ll en-
joy terrific birding with people who are making a difference for 
tropical and migrant birds. It will be a ton of fun and provide 
a fantastic window into challenges and opportunities as Birders’ 
Exchange makes its way into the 21st Century. 

Thank you and good birding,

Bill Stewart

Director of Conservation and Community 
American Birding Association 
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Grand Valley Audubon Society:
Homes for Owls
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
At a time when Western Screech-Owl 
populations are declining in Colorado—
by 65%, according to the latest Colorado 
Breeding Bird Atlas—you might wonder 
why the screech-owl tally in the Grand 
Junction Christmas Bird Count routinely 
ranks the highest in the world.

Nic Korte, conservation chairman of 
Grand Valley Audubon Society, is only too 
happy to solve the mystery.

“Here in Grand Junction, on the edge 
of their territory, we have counted 99, 
86, and 75 screech-owls in the past three 
years,” he says. “Much of the reason for our 

high counts is that, over the past decade 
in particular, we’ve maintained a large owl 
box program. We have about 200 boxes in 
our count circle. In those same three years 
for the CBC, we attributed 49, 48, and 33 
of the owls to boxes. There could be more, 
but these were the ones in or next to boxes 
when seen or heard.”

As in the rest of the state, owl popula-
tions around Grand Junction would be 
expected to drop as the community grows 
and people cut down cottonwood trees 
where owls like to nest. The CBC numbers 
offer evidence that the owls have stuck 
around, using the nest boxes in cemeter-
ies, golf courses, schoolyards, parks, and 
areas of subdivision development. 

“In Grand Junction,” Korte says, “we like 
to think that we have bucked the trend of 
screech-owl decrease with our conserva-
tion program relying on owl boxes.”

Check out the Audubon group’s website 
(www.audubongv.org) to learn more.

Stephanie Seymour:
Cardinal Flower Magic
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
In her yard in Ringwood, New Jersey, 
Stephanie Seymour has helped nature 
achieve pollination perfection.

Shortly after she and her husband, Rob-
ert Perry, moved into their new house in 
the summer of 2014, they planted a small 
garden of native flowers to make their yard 
even more bird- and butterfly-friendly than 
it already was. The next spring, they added 
Echinacea and butterfly weed (Asclepias tu-

Conservation Milestones are published in the Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community to 

recognize efforts toward building a better future for birds and for birders. If you have a con-

servation milestone to share, or know someone who deserves to be lauded for conservation 

and community activities, please contact Conservation Milestones Editor Noah Strycker <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.

Conservation Milestones

berosa). In the fall, they put in seven cardi-
nal flowers (Lobelia cardinalis).

“We weren’t sure they would make it 
through the winter,” Seymour says, “but 
the following spring, we watched as six 
cardinal flowers began to push up through 
the mulch along with the milkweed.”

Most of the flowers grew spectacularly, 
to over five feet tall—a few were taller 
than Seymour—and produced hundreds 
of brilliant red blooms. Then the pollina-
tion magic began.

“We soon happily realized that the 
Ruby-throated Hummingbirds absolutely 
loved the cardinal flowers,” Seymour says.

Cardinal flowers have adapted to a sin-
gle pollinator—hummingbirds—and the 
Ruby-throated Hummingbird is the only 
hummer species that resides in north-
eastern North America where Seymour 
lives. Seymour was delighted to watch the 
Ruby-throats sip nectar as they performed 
their pollination services for the plants. 

An avid eBird user, Seymour tracks all 

Grand Valley Audubon Society’s large owl box 
program in Colorado gives homes to Western 
Screech-Owls, such as this one photographed 
in spring 2011. Photo © Brett L. Walker

A Ruby-throated Hummingbird sips nectar from 
a cardinal flower in Stephanie Seymour’s bird-
friendly garden—pure pollination perfection. 
Photo © Stephanie Seymour

http://www.audubongv.org
mailto:strycker@gmail.com
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of her sightings of the Ruby-throats and 
other species in her bird-friendly garden.

“On September 30, 2016, I broke a 
personal late-date fall record for a Ruby-
throated Hummingbird yard sighting,” she 
says, “and I believe it is because those car-
dinal flowers were one of the few remain-
ing food sources in the area before those 
tiny critters began their migration journey.”

Cardinal flowers have become a focal 
point in the Seymour/Perry yard. Every-
one who visits asks about them. 

“We also planted three rosettes under 
our bay window,” Seymour says. “Hope-
fully next summer, we will see humming-
birds while sitting on the couch!”

Marcy Summers:
Community-Centered Conservation
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Sometimes you just fall in love with a 
place. That’s what happened to Marcy 
Summers in the remote Tompotika Penin-
sula of Sulawesi.

Summers was a program officer at The 
Nature Conservancy, stationed in Indone-
sia, in 2006 when she first came to know 
Tompotika. As a field biologist and profes-
sional conservationist, she witnessed both 
the remarkable biodiversity of the area and 
its dwindling prospects due to human de-
velopment.

Among many other gems, Tompotika 
is home to some of the last, best breeding 
grounds of the endangered Maleo (Macro-
cephalon maleo). Maleos are chicken-like 
creatures with bulbous protrusions on 
their heads that resemble football helmets; 
they are from a family of ground-dwelling 
birds that don’t incubate their nests with 
body heat but instead cover their eggs with 
big mounds of vegetation and soil that re-
lease heat while decomposing. Gone from 
nearly all of its former range, virtually ev-
ery Maleo egg laid was being taken and 
sold as a luxury item for egg collectors by 
the time Summers arrived. 

If ever there was a place crying out for 

on-the-ground, community-based con-
servation, it was Tompotika. Summers 
jumped right in, leaving the security of 
her job and founding a tiny, dual-country 
non-profit organization: Alliance for Tom-
potika (AlTo).

In the past 10 years, AlTo has notched 
success after success, a testament to Sum-
mers’s persistence, humility, and faith in 
the community-centered approach to con-
servation. AlTo now employs 10 full-time 
local staffers, including community orga-
nizers and conservation officers.

Today, virtually all Maleo poaching in 
Tompotika has ceased. Maleo numbers at 
the Taima nesting ground are steadily ris-
ing—the only place on Earth where Maleo 
numbers are known to be increasing. For-
mer egg poachers now earn a better wage 
by guarding nesting grounds.

The success of Summers’s program in-
spired other local villages to invite AlTo 
in. That led to similar projects protecting 

sea turtles, bats, and forest habitat, includ-
ing the creation of the 10,000-hectare 
(25,000-acre) Tompotika Forest Preserve. 
Beach patrols and egg relocation have re-
sulted in a quadrupling of sea turtle hatch-
lings returning to the ocean each year, and 
critical fruit bat habitat has been protected 
through the establishment of a Local Ma-
rine Protected Area at Tangkuladi Island. 
Outreach to government and law enforce-
ment has led to more enforcement of wild-
life laws.

AlTo’s achievements for non-human 
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Through education and other activities,
the Alliance for Tompotika started by Marcy 
Summers improves life for humans and non-
human species on the remote Tompotika 
Peninsula of Sulawesi. Photo © Pandji Kresno

In the past 10 years, numbers of the
endangered Maleo have increased on their
Taima nesting ground in Sulawesi, with help
from the community-centered Alliance for 
Tompotika. Photo © Kevin Schafer

mailto:noah.strycker@gmail.com
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Conservation Milestones

species came out of a genuine passion for 
improving the lives of local people. The 
organization’s “human” programs include 
teaching organic agriculture, provid-
ing microloans to artisans, distributing 
eyeglasses, access to clean water, proper 
trash disposal, and an art festival. AlTo 
has education programs in every one of 
Tompotika’s more than 100 schools.

For more information about AlTo, and 
to donate, visit tompotika.org

Bailey Eichhorn:
Second-Grade Birders
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Bailey Eichhorn of Lexington, South Caro-
lina, started birding at the age of four—
before he actually knew what birding was. 
Now in the seventh grade, he’s spreading 
the pleasures of birding to second-grade 
kids.

For his entry in the ABA’s Conserva-
tion/Community Leadership module of 
the 2017 ABA Young Birder of the Year 
Contest, Eichhorn taught 16 second grad-
ers at Joseph Keels Elementary School 
about birds. Eichhorn won first place in 
the module and was named one of the two 
overall Young Birders of the Year in the 11- 
to 13-year-old age group.

“One of my goals,” he says, “was to in-
clude and educate young kids, who are 
not often exposed to the birding commu-
nity, about the joys of birds and birding.”

With the guidance and support of the 
school principal, Alvera Butler, and sci-
ence teacher Mitchell Bailey, Eichhorn cre-
ated three days of science lessons to teach 
children the basic biology of birds, how to 
go birding, and how to identify some com-
mon South Carolina bird species: Carolina 
Wren, Osprey, Northern Cardinal, North-
ern Mockingbird, and Red-bellied Wood-
pecker.

The second graders got a chance to use 
their new knowledge during two outdoor 
bird walks and were especially excited to 
see an Osprey soaring overhead.

“I had a wonderful time teaching these 
children and exposing them to something 
that will enrich their lives and enjoyment of 
the outdoors,” Eichhorn says. “I have a feel-
ing that they might all grow to be birders!”

The project also had a positive impact 
on Eichhorn, both as a birder and as a 
teacher. The kids, he says, “were an inspi-
ration for me to continue to share my pas-
sion with others.”

Delta Wind Birds:
Migratory Shorebird Support
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
In the Mississippi Delta, migrating shore-
birds have more places to stop, eat, and rest 
on their journey, thanks to an innovative 
program operated by Delta Wind Birds.

Through its Habitat Incentive Program, 
Delta Wind Birds works with catfish farm-

ers and sporting groups on repurposed 
catfish farms to maintain their off-season 
ponds as stopover habitat for shorebird 
migration. Catfish ponds can be drawn 
down temporarily to create mudflats 
around the edges, and abandoned ponds 
can be flooded with shallow water.

“In 2016, we contracted with two differ-
ent private landowners, providing approxi-
mately 100 acres of high-quality habitat for 
fall migratory shorebirds in Humphreys 
County, Mississippi,” says Delta Wind 
Birds Board member Jason Hoeksema. 
“This habitat was used by upwards of 
9,000 migratory shorebirds, plus hundreds 
of wading birds, including herons, egrets, 
Wood Storks, and Roseate Spoonbills.”

The Habitat Incentive Program is an 
outgrowth of the successful Migratory Bird 
Habitat Initiative funded by Congress for 
a limited time to provide migratory bird 
habitat after the Deep Water Horizon oil 
spill in 2010.

Delta Wind Birds is a small non-profit 
group in northern Mississippi with a big 
mission: to assist declining bird popula-
tions, prevent decline of common spe-
cies, and integrate bird conservation into 
broader conservation efforts in the region. 
The group also promotes birding and eco-
tourism in the mid-South, particularly in 
the Delta, with workshops, presentations, 
and field trips.

The group’s work is financed by Straw-
berry Plains Audubon Center, a grant 
from Patagonia, a gift from the Memphis 
chapter of the Tennessee Ornithological 
Society, and many individual contributors 
across Mississippi, Tennessee, and sur-
rounding states.

With engaging classroom presentations and outdoor bird walks, Bailey Eichhorn helped spark an inter-
est in birds among these second graders. In the process, he was inspired, too. Photo © Mitchell Bailey

Long-billed Dowitchers are among the bird spe-
cies benefitting from the Delta Wind Birds Habitat 
Incentive Program in Mississippi. Photo © J. R. Rigby

http://tompotika.org
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“Looking ahead,” says Delta Wind Birds 
Board member J. R. Rigby,, “we plan to 
work on refining the management prac-
tices at our two primary habitat stopover 
sites, focusing on water use efficiency 
while increasing habitat quality to sup-
port more birds. We also intend to provide 
more education opportunities.”

Visit the Delta Wind Birds website to 
learn more: deltawindbirds.org

Will & Matthew Gladstone:
Blue Socks for Boobies
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Twelve-year-old Will Gladstone and his 
9-year-old brother, Matthew, of Arling-
ton, Massachusetts, got interested in Blue-
footed Boobies as part of a school science 
project. When the boys learned that the 
birds were threatened in the Galápagos 
Islands—possibly because of a decline in 
the availability of sardines—they wanted 
to do something to help. 

“Blue-footed Boobies are super-cool 
birds, and I think everybody should be 

able to experience just how awesome they 
are,” Will Gladstone says. “I thought, if 
they have blue feet, why don’t we just sell 
blue socks to raise money for them?”

In 2016, the boys launched the Blue 
Feet Foundation, got on the TV news, and 
started a brisk business selling their bright 
blue socks with a whimsical Blue-footed 
Booby design. People from around the 
world have purchased the socks at $12.50 
per pair, and the foundation has raised 

more than $20,000 so far. With 
donations from the foundation, 
the Galápagos Conservancy 
hired a biologist to start a popu-

lation study and conservation plan.
“We hope we go out of business,” Mat-

thew Gladstone says, “because that means 
we’ve saved the Blue-footed Booby!”

The Gladstone boys’ story will be in-
cluded in an upcoming book by National 
Geographic Kids titled 100 Ways to Make 

the World A Better Place. Meanwhile, 
you can visit their foundation’s website 
(bluefeetfoundation.com) to learn more, 
buy socks for adults and kids, and cruise 
the photo gallery of Blue-footed People.

Eva Matthews:
Tropical Teen Week
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Eva Matthews and a small group of teens 
went south last year to make the conserva-
tion connection between North American 
summer breeding birds and their Neotrop-
ical wintering grounds.

In December 2016, Matthews, who is 
Program Manager of Hog Island Audu-
bon Camp in Bremen, Maine, led a small 
group of teen birders from across the U.S. 
in the first Hog Island Tropical Teen Week 
in Costa Rica.

“This was a one-of-a-kind learning op-
portunity for teens in the lowlands of Costa 
Rica over winter break,” she says. “We spent 
time with researchers at La Selva Biological 
Station and Tirimbina Biological Reserve, 
floated down the Sarapiquí River, and bird-
ed at high elevation to see our summer mi-

Young birders from across the U.S. pose for a photo after planting more than 50 trees on a farm in 
Costa Rica in December 2016—a highlight of Tropical Teen Week. Photo courtesy of © Eva Matthews

The Blue Feet Foundation started by Matthew 
(left) and Will Gladstone of Arlington, Massa-
chusetts, has already netted more than $20,000
in sales of blue socks to support Blue-footed 
Booby conservation. Photo © Peter Gladstone

The bright blue socks sell for 
$12.50 per pair and sport a whim-
sical Blue-footed Booby design. 
Photo courtesy © Will Gladstone

http://deltawindbirds.org
http://bluefeetfoundation.com
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grants on their winter territory. “
The group also attended nightly lectures 

by local ornithologists and researchers 
about Costa Rican efforts to create bio-
logical corridors and protect bird species 
in decline. Matthews organized Tropical 
Teen Week with support from the National 
Audubon Society and Holbrook Travel.

A highlight of the trip was an afternoon 
spent working on a reforestation proj-
ect through the Sarapiquí Conservation 
Learning Center.

“The teen birders planted more than 50 
trees that will one day become the habitat 
of Great Green Macaws and Scarlet Ma-
caws, which are experiencing a success-
ful conservation comeback to the region,” 
Matthews says. 

She says Tropical Teen Week will 
become an annual tradition for Hog 
Island Audubon Camp as part of its aim to 
provide conservation education to young 
birders, families, and adults. Learn more 
at hogisland.audubon.org/programs/
teen-week-costa-rica

Claire Wayner:
Bird-Friendly Stream
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Stony Run is an urban stream that runs 
through Baltimore, Maryland. It’s a trea-
sured green corridor that connects neigh-
borhoods, city parks, and school cam-

puses—and it was the perfect place for 
16-year-old Claire Wayner to help raise 
awareness about urban birds.

Wayner took on two projects at Stony 
Run—a bird box trail and an urban fes-
tival—as her entry in the Conservation/
Community Leadership module of the 
2017 ABA Young Birder of the Year Contest. 
Wayner won second place in this module 
in the 14- to 18-year-old age group.

Both of Wayner’s projects were success-
ful and are likely to become permanent 
fixtures.

In spring 2016, Wayner enlisted the 
help of students at her high school, Bal-
timore Polytechnic Institute, and Boy 
Scout Troop 1000 to build nest boxes 
for House Wrens, Carolina Chickadees, 
White-breasted Nuthatches, Eastern Blue-
birds, and Tree Swallows. The students 
used NestWatch blueprints, and the proj-
ect was financed by the Baltimore Bird 
Club. After nine boxes were mounted on 
poles, fences, and trees along the Stony 
Run trail, male House Wrens started nests 
in every box; females chose to lay eggs in 
some of them, and an estimated 15–20 
chicks fledged successfully.

The Friends of Stony Run group liked 
the project so much that they incorporated 
bird boxes into the new strategic plan for 
the Stony Run watershed.

In September 2016, more than 150 par-

ticipants—including more than 50 chil-
dren—took part in the first Urban Bird 
Fest at Linkwood Park along Stony Run, 
which Wayner organized to attract visitors 
to the Stony Run stream, parkland, and 
footpath and to educate people about the 
importance of urban birds and habitat.

“Everyone had a fantastic time enjoy-
ing birds in nature,” Wayner says. “It in-
creased awareness of urban birds and 
other wildlife in Stony Run and recruited 
more members for Friends of Stony Run.”

Friends of Stony Run (stonyrun.org) in-
tends to make the festival an annual event, 
and Wayner plans to continue her bird 
conservation activities.

Augusta–Aiken Audubon Society:
School Wildlife Garden
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
A new wildlife garden at Aiken Elementa-
ry School in South Carolina is giving stu-
dents a place to see and learn about birds 
and nature up close.

“Bird feeders are starting to attract visi-
tors, and the toad house has an occasional 
resident,” reports Alice Walker, Augus-
ta–Aiken Audubon Conservation Chair. 
“After benches are built, we hope to start 
using the garden as an outdoor classroom 
this spring.”

The idea of building a permanent wild-
life garden at Aiken Elementary grew out 

Conservation Milestones

As part of the Urban Bird Fest she organized at Linkwood Park in 
Baltimore, Maryland, in 2016, Claire Wayner (right) prepares for
a bird walk. Photo © Courtney McKeldin

It took time to teach volunteers to make bird boxes properly, but Claire Wayner 
believed it was important to involve students. Here, Asia Moore (left) drills 
starter holes for screws while Tori Legaspi looks on. Photo © Claire Wayner

http://stonyrun.org
http://hogisland.audubon.org/programs/teen-week-costa-rica
http://hogisland.audubon.org/programs/teen-week-costa-rica
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this possible, and we can all be proud of 
the final outcome,” Walker says.

The wildlife garden fits into Audu-
bon’s ongoing Creating Bird-Friendly 
Communities initiative. To learn more, 
visit www.audubon.org/content/creating- 
bird-friendly-communities-1

Daphne Gemmill:
Vieques Bird Lady
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
On Vieques Island about eight miles off the 
east coast of the main island of Puerto Rico, 
they call Daphne Gemmill the “Vieques 
Bird Lady”. And no wonder—she is a rec-
ognized expert on the island’s birds, having 
surveyed them for 34 consecutive years.

It started in 1983, when a friend’s 
mother who had a house on Vieques in-
vited Gemmill to visit, with the hope that 
Gemmill would find an endangered spe-
cies so that the island’s undeveloped habi-
tat could be protected. What she actually 
found was lots of birds, and she started 
counting them all. In 2002, the Vieques 
National Wildlife Refuge was created. 
Today, Gemmill’s surveys are even more 
important, as the habitat is threatened by 
those who want to sell off public lands. 
Currently, most former Navy lands are 
protected from development.

Gemmill, of Washington, D.C., who 
conducts one to three an-
nual surveys during dif-
ferent times of year, also 
serves as the island’s eBird 
reviewer. She’s pleased that 
her data have been used 
to support conservation 
initiatives for the Vieques 
Conservation and Histori-
cal Trust, Friends of the 
National Wildlife Refuges, 
and the Vieques National 
Wildlife Refuge. It was also 
gratifying in 2015 when 
the Journal of Caribbean 
Ornithology published as a 
special edition Gemmill’s 
book, The Birds of Vieques 
Island, Puerto Rico: Status, 
Abundance, and Conserva-
tion, which is the definitive 
work on the island’s avifau-

na (available at Buteo Books: buteobooks.
com/product/14509.html).

Gemmill has a long and productive his-
tory with the ABA. She led the develop-
ment and adoption of the association’s first 
conservation policy and served as the first 
chair of the conservation committee. 

“I have been interested in natural his-
tory my entire life,” she says. “In 1978, I 
took a Smithsonian ornithology course 
that engaged me in the fascinating world 
of birds.  By 1988, I had an ABA list over 
600 and was on the board of directors of 
the ABA, on which I served until 1999.”

Go online to learn more about the Vi-
eques Conservation and Historical Trust 
Visit (vcht.org) and Vieques National 
Wildlife Refuge (fws.gov/refuge/vieques). 

Longtime bird surveyor Daphne Gemmill, a.k.a. 
the “Vieques Bird Lady”, leads bird walks and 
gives public lectures and workshops at the 
Vieques Conservation and Historical Trust on Vi-
eques Island, Puerto Rico. Photo © Kathy Viet

of a 2015 program by Augusta–Aiken 
Audubon that paid for kindergarten teach-
ers to train in a curriculum introducing 
students to the outdoors. Instructors at 
the Ruth Patrick Science Education Center 
conducted the training, which included 
two field activities for students. 

“We felt that if the children were to con-
tinue to develop an interest in the natural 
world around them, they would need an 
area close by where they could observe na-
ture, long after the funding was gone for 
field trips away from the school,” Walker 
says. “So we hatched a plan to build a 
wildlife garden.”

The garden project turned out to be a 
real community effort. The school provid-
ed an unused courtyard, and the princi-
pal personally paid for pavers and plastic 
sheeting for solarization. The Aiken Master 
Gardener Association supplied advice and 
$500 for mulch and an irrigation system. 
Grovetown, Georgia, Scout Troop 108 
donated labor. The Silver Bluff Audubon 
Center and Sanctuary gave native plants 
dug up from their land. Audubon South 
Carolina put in money for bird feeders 
and water features. Students painted trel-
lises and plant labels. And Augusta–Aiken 
Audubon donated many hours of labor 
and planning. 

“A lot of groups came together to make 

Kindergarteners at Aiken Elementary School in South Carolina 
learn about the outdoors during a “field day” supported by 
Augusta–Aiken Audubon in 2015. Photo © Alice Walker

http://www.audubon.org/content/creating-bird-friendly-communities-1
http://vcht.org
http://fws.gov/refuge/vieques
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Joaquin Galindo:
Raptors of the Rio Grande
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Joaquin Galindo, a 13-year-old from 
McAllen, Texas, isn’t quite sure why birds 
have always fascinated him.

“It may be the flight or it might be the 
feathers,” he says.

Whatever the reason, Galindo is often 
out in the Rio Grande Valley watching, 
studying, and photographing birds. When 
he spied adult and juvenile Gray Hawks in 
the suburbs of McAllen in 2015, he con-
tacted raptor expert Bill Clark—and since 
then, Galindo has been helping Clark with 
studies of Harris’s Hawks and “rare” breed-
ing raptors in south Texas.

Galindo described this research as part 
of his Conservation/Community Leader-
ship module entry in the 2017 ABA Young 
Birder of the Year Contest. Galindo won 
second place in the module and received 
third place as the overall Young Birder 
of the Year in the 11- to 13-year-old age 
group.

The purpose of The Rare Breeding Rap-
tor Project is to identify non-native raptor 
species summering and nesting in the Rio 
Grande Valley, and to assess the distribu-
tion of native Gray Hawks and other rap-
tors in the area. Galindo and Clark have 
spent many hours in the field searching for 

perching, nesting, and flying raptors, often 
in sizzling heat.

“We have found Swainson’s Hawks sum-
mering throughout the Rio Grande Valley, 
a Red-shouldered Hawk, and a Cooper’s 
Hawk pair that successfully nested,” Galin-
do says. “We located Gray Hawks in tradi-
tional habitats along the Rio Grande River, 
and we were surprised to also find them 
throughout cities and towns, far from their 
traditional habitats.”

To share his knowledge 
and enthusiasm for raptors 
and other birds, Galindo 
gives free presentations at 
local libraries. Nearly 200 
kids have attended the four 
events Galindo has offered 
so far. 

“Librarians and parents 
were amazed that even small 
children gave their undi-
vided attention,” Galindo 
says. “Kids quickly learned 
to identify birds, and Gray 
Hawk was the runaway fa-
vorite raptor species.”

Galindo’s busy schedule 
of bird conservation and 
community activities shows 
no signs of slowing down, 
and he plans to keep work-

ing with Clark on raptor research.
“We do not know why Swainson’s 

Hawks and other non-native hawks are 
over-summering in the Rio Grande Valley 
or why Gray Hawks are beginning to move 
into urban areas,” he says, “at least not yet.”

Peter Wilkinson & Colin Shawyer:
Bringing Back Barn Owls
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Barn Owls in the U.K. are getting a boost 
from an informal group of birders coordi-
nated by ABA member Peter Wilkinson 
and his colleague, Colin Shawyer, both of 
Hertfordshire.

Wilkinson, who has been banding birds 
in the U.K. for more than 50 years, first got 
involved with Barn Owls in the late 1980s. 
At that time, he was asked to train Shaw-
yer, who had organized a survey of Barn 
Owls in the U.K. that revealed the species’ 
significant population decline during the 
20th century. Barn Owls had dipped in the 
U.K. from more than 12,000 pairs in the 
1930s to about 4,500 pairs in the 1980s.

Concerned, Shawyer created the vol-
unteer Barn Owl Conservation Network 
(BOCN), which has for many years put 
up owl nest boxes to replace traditional 
breeding sites in large cavities of old-style 
barns and trees.

Conservation Milestones

Continued on page 18

With his sisters, 8-year-old Gabriela and 11-year-old Catarina, Joaquin Galindo has given 
four public library presentations about raptors and other birds, holding more than 200 kids 
spellbound. Photo © Gloria Galindo

ABA member Peter Wilkinson has reason to smile. His efforts to
conserve U.K. Barn Owls, including these healthy chicks, are
making an impact. Photo © Allistair Berry



http://aba.org/coffee


18 Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community   |   May 2017

Conservation Milestones

Fortunately, Barn Owls have responded 
well to the artificial nest sites, and many 
local farmers and landowners have been 
thrilled to have owl boxes and owl fami-
lies on their property. Perhaps as many as 
70% to 80% of the population in the U.K. 
now breed in human-provided sites, and 
the population has increased significantly 
from its low point.

Alongside the wider work, Shawyer 
coordinates the informal group with 
Wilkinson.

“We now monitor about 2,000 boxes a 
year,” Wilkinson says, “not all of them oc-
cupied by Barn Owls, of course, but some 
of those that aren’t are used by Eurasian 
Kestrels or Stock Doves—both species of 
continuing conservation concern.”

In addition to installing and monitor-
ing owl nest boxes, their group bands the 
owls—mostly chicks, but some adults, 
too—to track their progress. Over the 
years, the small group has banded more 
than 18,000 Barn Owls.

Derek Stoner: Birding Trail
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
If you build it, the birds and birders will 
come. Just ask Derek Stoner of Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania.

In 2011, Stoner led the effort to create 
the Middle Run Birding Trail, a one-mile 
loop hike at the heart of the 860-acre Mid-
dle Run Natural Area in northern Delaware 
managed by the Delaware Nature Society.

“Middle Run is a magnet for migrants,” 
Stoner says. “The Middle Run Birding 

Trail showcases the conservation efforts of 
dedicated volunteers—many of them bird-
ers—who help improve habitat through an 
extensive reforestation effort that creates 
prime, early successional habitat for birds.”

This year, the Middle Run reforestation 
project celebrates its 25th anniversary, 
along with some impressive numbers. 
Over the years, more than 55,000 trees 
and shrubs have been planted by more 
than 6,000 volunteers who collectively 
contributed more than 40,000 hours of ef-
fort to improve the land and benefit birds.

And what do the birds think of the 
young forest of native trees—oaks, tulip-
trees, sycamores, and more—and thickets 
of shrubs—viburnums, winterberries, and 
serviceberries—that thrive along the trail? 
Those numbers are equally impressive.

“More than 175 species are observed 

annually, and more than 50 species breed 
within view of the trail,” Stoner says. “Prai-
rie Warbler, Yellow-breasted Chat, and 
Black-billed Cuckoo are just a few of the 
species of conservation concern that are 
regular breeders along the trail.”

The carefully designed trail is easily ac-
cessed and great for birding. It takes bird-
ers on a tour of five habitat types, offering 
plenty of good views and featuring num-
bered and named trail markers (such as 
Cherry Tree Island) to orient hikers and 
designate good birding spots.

Every spring and fall, birders come from 
around the region to experience songbird 
migration on the trail, as more than 30 
species of warblers and large mixed flocks 
of Neotropical songbirds visit and take ad-
vantage of the food and cover in the refor-
ested areas. Guided walks during peak mi-
gration get people close to the birds, and 
opportunities such as summer camps, bio-
blitzes, and migration watches help spread 
the bird conservation message.

In September 2015, ABA member Bruce 
Berman of Arizona ticked three Eastern 
migrant specialties (Least Flycatcher, Yel-
low-bellied Flycatcher, and Broad-winged 
Hawk) on the trail and reached his goal of 
600 species in the Lower 48 states. 

“This story,” Stoner says, “hits right at the 
heart of the stated purpose of the Middle 
Run Birding Trail since its creation: Con-
necting the community to conservation.”

To learn more about the Middle 
Run Birding Trail, visit delnature.org/ 
middlerun  

Volunteers from Bank of America plant native trees and shrubs along the Middle Run 
Birding Trail in northern Delaware. Photo © Derek Stoner

Peak fall migration brings out flocks of birders to witness the swarms of songbirds in the thickets 
along the Middle Run Birding Trail. Photo © Derek Stoner

Continued from page 16

http://delnature.org/middlerun
http://delnature.org/middlerun
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Do you never leave the house without your binoculars? Are

birds always on your mind? How would you like to stretch and grow

your birding skills under the guidance of some of the most respected

birders in North America, have a lot of fun in the process and win some

great prizes? If you are age 10 to 18 years old and enjoy any or all

aspects of birding, then the ABA Young Birder

of the Year Contest is for you!
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

REGISTRATION NOW OPEN!
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

To the right are just a few photo and illustration entries from our

2016 Young Birder of the Year winners Caroline Biel and Avery Scott

For more information,

including how to enter, prizes,

and deadlines, please visit:

youngbirders.aba.org/young-birder-of-the-year-contest

http://www.buteobooks.com
http://www.pngtours.com
http://youngbirders.aba.org/young-birder-of-the-year-contest
http://youngbirders.aba.org/young-birder-of-the-year-contest


20 Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community   |   May 2017

t’s humid and closed-in—a shade op-

pressive, even—about how I’d imagine 

it feels to sit inside the Earth’s lung. 

Bornean gibbons whoop their eerie wakeup chant 

over the surrounding forest; the gloom brightens 

to emerald as the rising sun plays its fingers up 

broad trunks, across gnarled vines. Suddenly, I’m 

engulfed in waves of sound. A few I recognize: res-

onant Rhinoceros Hornbill braying, a barking deer’s 

forced blat, the ever-present whine of mosquitoes. 

Many, I do not. Here I sit, immersed in Borneo’s 

dawn chorus, entertaining pipe dreams about the 

day ahead: A Bornean Ground-Cuckoo? A clouded 

leopard? A sun bear? Here, all are possible.

“Here” is an overgrown logging road snaking 

through the depths of Deramakot Forest Reserve 

in Malaysian Borneo’s northeastern state, Sabah. 

It’s the second morning of our stay; so far, the re-

serve has been good to us: the slow loris peering 

between leaves on last night’s drive; the plucky 

I
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White-fronted Falconet that sallies for butterflies outside 

our dining hall. At dusk yesterday from this very patch 

of leaf litter I’m sitting in now, an endemic Blue-banded 

Pitta delighted in the frustrating way their kind do—call-

ing, teasing, drawing close just to fall silent for a spell—

and, finally, hopping up on a nearby log for us to ogle its 

impossible scarlet and indigo hues. A meal and a sleep 

later, I’m back, greedy for more. A small army of tiger 

leeches scrunch towards my ankles in celebration of my 

return. I flick them away and continue the vigil.

n Borneo’s rainforests 
are home to a wealth of 
threatened biodiversity. 
Photo © Jay Packer

mailto:vilag.alison@gmail.com
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Deramakot appeared on my radar 
in September 2015. Then, I was in 
Alaska’s Pribilof Islands...cold, wet, 
and aching for trees. Naturally, the 
thing to do in such a situation is to 
plan a trip to Southeast Asia, so I did. 
During the planning, Deramakot 
came up: a forest reserve in central 
Sabah that read like a mammal-
watcher’s dream. (Tarsier! Orangutan! 
Clouded leopard! Pangolin!) Reading 
more, however, I wasn’t sure I liked all 
I saw. Because Deramakot is an active 
logging operation, an image search 
yielded photos of leopards and pyg-
my elephants but also of muddy log 
yards and timber-burdened trucks. 
In Sabah—and for that matter,  
Southeast Asia—unsustainable land 
use has been an ugly problem for de-
cades. I didn’t want to visit or sup-
port a place where the populations 
of orangutans and pygmy elephants 
I’d enjoy had an expiration date im-
posed by greedy timber concession-
aires. However, when the guide I’d 
been talking to sent me a promising n Deramakot Forest Reserve is located in central Sabah, the Malaysian

state in the northeast of Borneo. Map © Rad Smith

n Sabah Forestry manages Deramakot. Its outpost
on the Kinabatangan River inside the preserve is
used to monitor the preserve and discourage
poaching. Photo © Alison Világ
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include a 40-year rotation cycle (where 
only nine trees of a specific diameter can 
be taken per hectare), employing resi-
dents of nearby communities to mark 
boundaries and replant logged areas, 
and leaving fruiting trees that feed wild-
life. Every five years, the forest is recer-
tified by the FSC; its next evaluation is 
scheduled for 2019.

These sorts of practices anywhere 

are laudable. They’re especially vital in 
places like Sabah, which has suffered 
from decades of unsustainable logging. 
For many years, timber sales constituted 
the state’s top export. Then, oil palm 
plantations, one of the few endeavors 
that would thrive in such poor soil, took 
root in the cutover spaces. By 2002, 
palm oil had usurped lumber as the top 
export, but this was no reprieve to the 
integrity of Sabah’s forest ecosystems. 
Sabah, Malaysia’s third-poorest state, to-
day contains the most palm plantations 
in the country. Palm oil, a common in-
gredient in processed foods and cosmet-
ics, can bear fruit two times a month, 
as opposed to once a year with many 
other crops. It could appear a veritable 
savior in a country where, in 2015, 15% 

trip report (Bornean Bristlehead!) and an 
equally enticing quote, my misgivings 
ebbed. My friend Scott, equally eager for 
a change of scenery from the Pribilofs, 
would join me for three nights there. 
We’d give it a go.

As it turns out, the state-owned, 
342-square-mile (550-square-kilometer) 
Deramakot Forest Reserve is a crown 
jewel of Sabah’s forestry department—
and, for that matter, of any commer-
cial forest in Southeast Asia. Since 
1997, Deramakot has been certified as 
a well-managed, sustainable forest by 
the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). 
To qualify for this label, a stringent 
multi-use plan that demonstrates how 
the forest will provide economic, en-
vironmental, and social needs must be 
developed, approved by the FSC, and 
followed. Not only was Deramakot the 
first forest in Southeast Asia to receive 
this designation, but it is also the world’s 
longest-established Forest Stewardship 
Council-certified tropical rainforest. 
Though Deramakot is an active logging 
operation, the multi-use plan drawn to 
FSC standards accounts for more than 
financial gain. Implemented practices 

n The sustainable forestry practices employed at Deramakot allow the reserve
to support one of the highest densities of orangutan in Borneo. Photo © Jay Packer

n The elegant Whiskered Treeswift graces Derama-
kot’s accommodations and roads. Photo © Jay Packer

n With some luck, you can find all of Borneo’s
lowland broadbills, like this stunning Green
Broadbill, at Deramakot. Photo © Cede Prudente
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of the population lived under the pov-
erty line. However, the plantations have 
marginalized wildlife populations; tropi-
cal foresters have estimated that a paltry 
hundredth of the species that would be 
found in a healthy tropical forest can 
use oil palm plantations. In Sabah, some 
of the most emblematic species (orang-
utans, big cats, pygmy elephants) are 
unable to thrive in oil palm plantations. 
As the timber is felled and the land con-
verted, these species and many others 
struggle to maintain viable populations.

This problem is one without an easy 
solution, and its severity is blatant to 
anyone who visits Sabah. Traveling be-
tween the remaining forest islands re-
quires a monotonous haul over endless 
kilometers of road flanked by planta-
tions and clogged by trucks, burdened 
by the reddish fruit, that labor up the 
steep grades. It’s demoralizing.

The drive to Deramakot from Kinabalu 

Park is one of these—four hours of paved 
road through the unchanging monocul-
ture. Mynas and Spotted Doves pant on 
wires; a few Oriental Pied-Hornbills—
the only of Sabah’s eight hornbill species 
that eats the oil palm fruit—flap across 
the road. Just beyond the dusty town 
of Telupid, we turn off the sealed road 
to venture into the bowels of the plan-
tation itself. Two hours over a bumpy, 
puddled road remain before we enter 
Deramakot. We pass through uniform 
palm rows, denuded terraces awaiting 
seedlings, and frond skeletons littering 
the ground. The drudgery is broken 
only when we roll up to a candy-striped 
gate where proud roosters and defeated 
dogs loiter—a common sight in this part 
of the world. Then, we pause for vary-
ing amounts of time to shell out varying 
amounts of ringgit. Mike, our guide, a 
Scottish rambo who wields a long lens 
in place of a machine gun, mutters. 

n Left: The distinctive shrieking of Black-and-yellow Broadbills is an emblematic sound
of lowland Borneo and accompanies any walk at Deramakot. Photo © Jay Packer

n Below: Visiting Deramakot requires a two-hour drive through oil palm monoculture. Photo © Alison Világ
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“Extortion” is the only word that emerg-
es from the accent. Price paid, the gate 
raises, and chickens scatter.

Finally, we reach our last gate, the 
one operated by Sabah Forestry at the 
border of Deramakot. Our permits are 
examined, and we enter the reserve. 
From here to our accommodations, it’s 
a 40-kilometer drive over rough logging 
roads punctuated by heaps of elephant 
dung. We pass by a nursery, a log yard, 
and sunny secondary forest. I wonder 
how Deramakot will compare to Danum 
Valley Conservation Area, which I’d 
visited a few months earlier. Danum is 
one of Southeast Asia’s ecological gems 
and a real nature-lover’s paradise. There, 
Crested Firebacks saunter around the 
paths; the canopy walkway provides 
a kaleidoscopic experience of joining 
bright leafbirds and flowerpeckers in 
massive treetops; if you’re lucky, you’ll 
experience the uncanniness of lock-
ing eyes with an orangutan. Danum is 
phenomenal, and its reputation for pro-
viding a premier Asian rainforest expe-
rience is well-deserved. Although both 
Danum and Deramakot are state-run,  
there is a key difference: at Danum, log-
ging is banned, and some of the forest 

has remained intact. Deramakot is man-
aged as a multi-use forest, one where 
revenue, conservation, and recreation 
are all priorities. There, logging is a reg-
ular activity.  

The four days Scott and I spend at 
Deramakot are a thorough exploration, 
a medley of sweating (and sometimes 
swearing) up hilly paths and sitting qui-
etly at murky swamp forest stakeouts. 
During tropical downpours, we linger 
at meals under the ambiance of a pop-
ping bug-zapper; later, we hop into the 
back of the truck to cruise the steamy, 
sparkling jungle night—stars above, 
fireflies around, civet and flying squir-
rel eyeshine in the trees, Mike plying the 
light while our driver Lang deftly ma-
neuvers the ruts. Time and time again, 
Deramakot proves its merit. There’s 
the road that provides access to an area 
strewn with the sign of banteng, a shy, 
endangered forest cattle, haunted by a 
Giant Pitta whistle—an area that was 
logged just the previous year. There are 
numerous orangutan nests and sight-
ings, the Bornean Bristleheads we luck 
into during a midday walk down the 
main road, innumerable tales from Mike 
about clouded leopards, elephants, and 

n The entrance to Deramakot Forest Reserve is a welcome sight for visitors. Photo © Alison Világ

n Asian Paradise-Flycatchers are delightfully 
common at Deramakot. Photo © Cede Prudente
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even a pangolin. Everywhere we go, we 
find hopeful signs that Deramakot is 
accomplishing its goals as a successful 
multi-use forest.

This is not the only evidence, how-
ever, that sustainably-managed forests 
can cater to economic, environmental, 
and social needs. Aerial surveys con-
ducted throughout Sabah have found 
Deramakot to have denser populations 
than Danum, which shows that a well-
managed multi-use forest can be at least 
as valuable as a primary forest reserve; 
ongoing research at the reserve provides 
support for the payoff of its manage-
ment practices; there, rare mammals can 

n Left: Small forest kingfishers, such as
Oriental Dwarf-Kingfisher, are readily found
at Deramakot. Photo © Jay Packer

n Below: Deramakot is a sanctuary for much of 
Borneo’s charismatic wildlife, including these 
Bornean pygmy elephants. Photo © Jay Packer
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maintain healthy populations. Although 
commercial logging and oil palm gener-
ate a higher amount of immediate rev-
enue, Deramakot has been in the black 
since 2002, and in 2015, Deramakot’s 
profit was the highest ever at nearly $1.7 
million. This came mostly from tim-
ber sales (sustainably produced lumber 
fetches a “green” premium because of its 
desirable production practices). In 2015, 
Deramakot also welcomed its highest 
number of visitors (392), who contrib-
uted to the profit—visitors like us.

My last full day at Deramakot, I sit 
in the leaf litter watching the leeches 
inch towards my ankles. White-bellied 
Woodpeckers knock thunderously on a 
giant snag downslope, and long-tailed 
Asian Paradise-Flycatchers float wraith-
like around my head. I remain, kept by 
a feeling the morning still has some-
thing to deliver. In the distance, a Blue-
headed Pitta, another Bornean endemic, 
whistles. I whistle back; it draws closer. 
The pitta and I play its game for about 
a half hour, and then it falls silent. My 
attention is wavering when suddenly, in 
front of me, a glowing cobalt and russet 
chunk—an iridescent Easter egg with 
legs—bounces across the road. I capture 
it in my binoculars for a second before it 
disappears into the gloom. Satisfied with 
the morning, satisfied with Deramakot, 
I take my leave. The sun is higher, the 
cicadas crescendoing over the bird song, 
my stomach is rumbling. I walk out 
on the old logging road, created by the 
Sabah Forestry Department when they 
logged this area more than ten years 
ago. Then, the road created profit; now, 
its existence made it possible for me to 
see a Blue-headed Pitta. Because of the 
management plan that permitted its 
construction, Deramakot has become 
a refuge for the forest-dwelling wildlife 
that throughout Sabah is unduly pres-
sured by unsustainable land use.

Because of Deramakot’s success, the 
Sabah Forestry Department is looking 
to certify more of its commercial for-
ests under the same Forest Stewardship 
Council guidelines. Of Sabah’s remain-
ing tropical forests, 85% allow some 

form of logging, and only 3% of these 
forests are protected through intact 
preserves like Danum. Researchers 
have stated that, alone, this diminutive 
amount of unlogged forest is not enough 
to support viable populations of Sabah’s 
most emblematic wildlife. However, be-
cause of Deramakot’s success, the Sabah 
Forestry Department has begun mod-
eling more of their commercial forests 
with a sustainable multi-use approach. 
Now, nearly 45% of these are being 
managed similarly to Deramakot. If the 
charismatic Southeast Asian species like 

n All eight hornbill species found 
in Borneo thrive at Deramakot. 
These are Rhinoceros Hornbills.
Photo © Jay Packer

Access

Deramakot Forest Reserve is remote. Getting there requires a rugged journey 

deep into the heart of Sabah. Its mammal-watching opportunities are unparal-

leled in Malaysian Borneo, and this is the premier site to see clouded leopard, 

anywhere. Birding at Deramakot is also rewarding; the same cadre of species 

sought at Danum Valley can be found here. Accommodations are comfortable, 

though not luxurious. (Each room has air-conditioning and a bathroom.) To visit, 

it is essential you have a guide, driver, and 4X4 vehicle; for this, I highly rec-

ommend Adventure Alternative Borneo (adventurealternative.com/borneo). Its 

staff is skilled, personable, and accommodating. To maximize the chances of 

connecting with your target species, I recommend a stay of at least four nights. 

Your time will be divided between walking roads and trails, boat trips on the 

Kinabatangan River, and night drives.

orangutans, pygmy elephants, and more 
are to survive anywhere in the world, 
they have a fighting chance in Sabah, 
where the idea of well-managed forests 
like Deramakot is gaining traction.

http://adventurealternative.com/borneo
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The tree planters belong to com-

munities that have been here since 
the heyday of the Incan Empire, 
which built the 14th-century for-
tress of Machu Picchu nearby. 
Today these villages support the 
Vilcanota Reserve Network, work-
ing together to plant thousands of 
Polylepis, or (their Quechua name) 
queuña, trees as part of an intense 
effort to restore the area’s wood-
lands and protect the source of 
their water. This ecosystem sup-
ports some of the rarest forest birds 

in the world. But centuries of burning 
for agriculture, cutting trees for fuel, and 
overgrazing have reduced it to less than 
3% of its original area, threatening the 
Royal Cinclodes and other birds that de-
pend on these woodlands. 

The tree planters are working to 
change that. As they walk, the planters 
pass by stone walls and irrigation canals 
built by their ancestors, and traditional 
stone huts covered by thatched roofs. 

The area’s growing investment in con-
servation has brought new features to 
the village, including vegetable green-
houses, a solar water heater for hot 
showers at the village school, and solar 
panels to power electric lighting. 

The women wear traditional hats 
that shield their eyes from the sun and 
also signal their marital status. A few 
European tourists look on, here on 
a holiday trek to see the area’s snow-
capped mountains and glaciers, and 
the remains of its Incan past. Having 
just visited the ruins at nearby Machu 
Picchu and Ollantaytambo, they see that 
this is the living Inca Trail.

Mountain Forests, Rare Birds
The trees, too, have been here for cen-
turies. In the Vilcanota Mountains, 
Polylepis woodlands grow at higher el-
evations than any other forests in the 
world. The trees represent several spe-
cies of the genus Polylepis, members of 
the rose (Rosaceae) family, and many 
of these species are endangered. The 
trees have small, serrated leaves and 

n ABOVE: Royal Cinclodes is the rarest 
and most sought-after bird in the 

Vilcanota Mountains.  
 Photo © Fabrice Schmitt

n BELOW: Communities have built 
trails, restrooms, and visitor facilities 

to welcome tourists to enjoy these 
mountains, forests, glaciers, and 

birds. Seen here is the Abra Malaga 
entrance. Photo © Daniel Lebbin
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the mountain peaks.
Not only are these forests critically 

important for these and other birds, but 
they also matter to people. Communities 
have traditionally depended on these 
forests for fuel and construction mate-
rials, medicinal plants, and, most im-
portantly, water. Moss that grows on the 
ground in the forest shade helps capture 
and hold water during the rainy season. 
The forests slowly release that stored 
water during drier seasons, providing 
local farmers with a year-round supply 
for drinking and agriculture. As climate 
change melts local glaciers and changes 

thick, gnarled trunks covered with 
red flaky bark—the general impres-
sion being of the treelike Ent charac-
ters in J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth in 
The Lord of the Rings. These woodlands 
harbor a unique community of forest 
birds that depend entirely on this habi-
tat. The Royal Cinclodes is the rarest of 
the birds here. Critically Endangered, 
it numbers roughly 230–280 individu-
als, all of which are found in Peru and 
Bolivia. The largest population of these 
birds—about 150 in all—survives in the 
Vilcanota range. 

Also found here are the Ash-breasted 
Tit-Tyrant, a spritely endangered fly-
catcher with an oversized pied crest, and 
the White-browed Tit-Spinetail, also en-
dangered and endemic to southern Peru. 
Other charismatic habitat specialists in-
clude Tit-like Dacnis, Giant Conebill, 
Thick-billed Siskin, and Stripe-headed 
Antpitta. Andean Condors can some-
times be seen soaring overhead among 

n RIGHT: Polylepis trees have scaly gnarled bark 
and small serrated leaves, evoking fairly-tale 
settings. Many Polylepis species are them-
selves endangered.  Photo © Mike Parr 

n BELOW: Restoration efforts are achieved by 
and for local indigenous communities that 
dress in traditional colorful clothing.
Photo © Phillip Tanimoto 
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rainfall patterns, these forest remnants 
help ensure consistent water supplies 
for local people as well as for bustling 
urban areas and tourist venues in the 
Sacred Valley below.

Connected to the Spirits
of the Mountains
Constantino Aucca grew up in these 
mountains. He’s president of Asociación 
Ecosistemas Andinos (ECOAN), a lead-
ing bird-conservation organization that 
works with U.S. partner American Bird 
Conservancy (ABC) in the Vilcanota 
range to protect and restore forests. The 
work has both ecological and spiritual 
meaning for him.

“Since childhood, we learned from 
our parents about ancient practices and 
their meaning,” Aucca says.

That includes respect for apus, pro-
tective mountain spirits often associated 
with the highest snow-capped peaks.

“These places are the origins of our 
gods, where our water originates, and 
home to our spiritual protectors like 
pumas and condors,” Aucca says. “In 
August, we make food offerings and 
blessings to the apus and mother Earth, 
including all the protectors, to give 
thanks for so much provided to all of us.”

Nemesio Echame Melo shares that 
sense of deep connection to the moun-
tains. Melo is the president of the local 
Huilloc community, which is in the pro-
cess of creating a protected area for its 
forests. “The queuña forest represents a 
relic of our ancestors,” Melo says. “It’s 
part of our identity, just as our clothing 
is. The forest represents our experience.”

Huilloc and other indigenous com-
munities have turned that ancestral 
connection into conservation action. 
Working with ECOAN and ABC, in-
digenous communities of the Vilcanota 
range have planted more than one mil-
lion Polylepis trees to restore the an-

n Top: Polylepis forests grow at higher
elevations than any forests on Earth.
Photo © Mike Parr 

n Bottom: Community members carry
Polylepis saplings, tools, and their babies
on the way to replant forests. Photo © ECOAN
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road that birding guides typically use to 
take visitors to look for Royal Cinclodes 
and other birds.

ABC, concerned by data showing the 
loss of Polylepis forests and the plight 
of their birds, engaged with ECOAN in 
an ambitious plan to halt forest loss in 
the area. Thanks to the initial support 
of Adrian Forsyth and Enrique Ortiz 
through the W. Alton Jones Foundation, 
ABC and ECOAN started restoring habi-
tat in conjunction with local commu-
nities. As word of the project’s success 
spread, ABC and ECOAN attracted new 
partners in the conservation commu-
nity to support this work, including the 
Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, 
the Global Conservation Fund, the 
Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund, 
FONDAM (Fondo de las Américas), the 
MacArthur Foundation, and others.

ECOAN began as a group of four 
friends from Cusco, two botanists and 
two ornithologists serving as birding 
guides, who together worked on conser-
vation in their spare time. The founding 
members of ECOAN “came from farm-

cient woodlands, and they have pro-
tected more than 18,000 acres in Private 
Conservation Areas. PCAs are reserves 
owned and managed by the communi-
ties within the Vilcanota mountans, and 
they are recognized by the Peruvian gov-
ernment as part of the national system of 
protected areas.

Since 2015, communities, donors, 
and volunteers have organized an annu-
al Queuña Raymi festival to plant more 
than 50,000 Polylepis trees in a week-
end. In some areas, forests are naturally 
regenerating within areas fenced by the 
communities to keep livestock out.

The area’s birds are benefiting along with 
the forests. ECOAN has been monitoring 
local bird populations since the refores-
tation efforts began. The group’s surveys 
indicate that Royal Cinclodes numbers—
once thought to be declining—have at 
least stabilized and may be increasing. As 
the trees mature, they create the shady, 
humid conditions that support the moss 
that the birds forage on for invertebrate 
prey. The Ash-breasted Tit-tyrant, which 
forages on the outer parts of the tree, ap-
pears to be recovering even faster.

Planting the Seeds of a 
Conservation Network
Without these conservation efforts, 
Vilcanota’s forests and their endemic 
birds could well have continued to dis-
appear. ECOAN’s work in the area dates 
back to 2000, when the group began 
to talk with the people of a communi-
ty called Abra Malaga about the plight 
of the local forests. Abra Malaga made 
sense as a starting point; it was the most 
accessible patch of forest near a paved 

n TOP: Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant is a Polylepis 
specialist occurring in both Peru and Bolivia. 
Photo © Fabrice Schmitt 

n BOTTOM: Hundreds of people circle around the 
saplings they will plant at the Queuña Raymi 
festival. Photo © Alejandro Tello

American Bird Conservancy works with partner 
organizations and communities to conserve 
birds elsewhere in Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, 
Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, and other coun-
tries in Latin America and the Caribbean. Learn 
more about these projects at abcbirds.org/pro-
gram/communities/. If you are interested in 
visiting reserves established by ABC partners, 
learn more at www.ConservationBirding.org, 
which includes other community-run reserves 
for great birds such as the Red-fronted Macaw 
in Bolivia and Marvelous Spatuletail in Peru. 

http://www.ConservationBirding.org
http://abcbirds.org/program/communities/
http://abcbirds.org/program/communities/
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ing families and went to university to be-
come leaders and give back to our com-
munities,” Aucca recalls. “Forest conser-
vation provided us this opportunity.”

ECOAN’s founding members rec-
ognized that successful conservation 
depended on local involvement. They 
spoke Quechua and knew that the local 
people depended on the forest for fuel-
wood for cooking and heating. As a first 
step, the group began to provide commu-
nity members with fuel-efficient stoves 
that cut their fuel demands by 80%, 
which meant that less fuelwood had to 

be harvested. ECOAN also provided al-
ternative fuelwood harvested from less-
sensitive areas at lower elevations.

Isidro Calisaya is the president of 
the Abra Malaga Thastayoc community 
where ECOAN first started working in 
the Vilcanota Mountains. With ECOAN’s 
help, Calisaya and his neighbors cre-
ated the Abra Malaga Thastayoc Private 
Conservation Area. It protects not just 
nature but a way of life.

“Many animals, birds, and other wildlife 
live there, and we are part of the forest,” 
Calisaya says. “Our pure water comes from 
the forest springs, and our livestock and 
our agriculture depend on this. The bigger 
the forest, the more clean water. Without 
the forest, there would be no life.”

n Women in the Vilcanota Mountains pro-
duce high-quality textiles, which are great 
purchases for tourists.  Photo © Daniel Lebbin

http://scottandnix.com
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as souvenirs. Several communities in the 
Vilcanota Reserve Network have built 
visitor centers and lodges. The hope is 
that, as they work together to support 
and attract still more tourism, and by 
collecting and reinvesting the entrance 
fees paid by visitors, these communi-
ties will be able to expand and support 
the reserve network they have created 
while continuing to improve their lives. 
The Vilcanota area provides an authen-
tic trekking experience that offers visi-
tors an alternative to the popular but 
busy Inca Trail while remaining close to 
the amazing birding of Machu Picchu, 
where birders search for Torrent Ducks, 
Inca Wrens, Andean Cocks-of-the-rock, 
and a dazzling variety of hummingbirds 
and tanagers, some of which have highly 
restricted ranges.

Land and Livelihoods
In the Vilcanota Mountains, the local com-
munities control the land where the forests 
and birds survive. These lands are not for 
sale, and working with the people who live 
here is the only option to conserve them. 
Local livelihoods depend on these forests 
as well, providing natural incentives for 
conservation, and local traditions are well 
suited to reserve management.

For instance, the villagers patrol and
manage the reserves via Rondas Campe-
sinas. These teams of volunteers keep an 
eye on community territory and maintain 
law and order on their lands. The Rondas 
began as self-defense teams decades ago, 
when Peru suffered domestic terrorism, 
and the system has been maintained in re-
mote areas where police rarely travel.

The tree-planting efforts draw on an 
even older local tradition. Communities 
in the Vilcanota Mountains gather to-
gether for one day each month to work 
on a community project. Known as faena 
communal in Spanish or minka or minga 
in Quechua, these work days are manda-
tory for every member of the communi-
ty, and the practice dates back to ancient 

Over the years, ECOAN has contin-
ued to work with Abra Malaga and with 
20 more communities, building the trust 
that is essential to successful conserva-
tion partnerships. In total, ECOAN and 
ABC’s project has provided 6,765 stoves 
to more than 8,059 people over 10 years 
to reduce fuelwood demands.

The communities faced other chal-
lenges, including how to improve nutri-
tion for people, especially children, who 
depended on a diet traditionally domi-
nated by meat and potatoes. ECOAN 
helped communities construct 60 vege-
table greenhouses to grow cabbage, car-
rots, and other produce.

The communities’ legal status pre-
sented another opportunity for ECOAN 
to be of service and to build trust. 
These farming communities, known 
as Comunidades Campesinas, were 
only legally recognized by the Peruvian 
government in 1987. ECOAN helped 
them define and legalize their boundar-
ies to reduce conflict with neighboring 
groups. Not only does that empower 
local people, but clear land tenure is a 
prerequisite for establishing nationally 
recognized protected areas in Peru.

Designated protected areas carry sev-
eral benefits beyond ecosystem conser-
vation. They put places on the map, at-
tract tourists, and enable better zoning 
and land-use planning within each terri-
tory.  Together, these communities have 
formed the Vilcanota Reserve Network 
to increase tourism and conservation 
throughout the region.

Drawn by scenery and history, many 
tourists already visit the area for trek-
king, mountain biking, horseback rid-
ing, and birding, creating economic op-
portunities for residents. Community 
members work as guides and cooks, 
handle mules and horses, and host visi-
tors in their houses. Women weave intri-
cate and colorful textiles, and sell these 

n White-browed Tit-Spinetail is a Polylepis 
specialist endemic to southern Peru and
most easily observed by birders in the 
Vilcanota Mountains. Photo © Greg Lavaty

http://www.jocotoursecuador.com
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services so the communities here can 
capture their fair share of the tourism 
revenue flowing through their lands.

“It is heartbreaking for us to see clients 
paying thousands of dollars for a trip 
to Peru while operators try to save by 
avoiding the few dollars in fees it would 
take to support the very resource they 
depend on for the long run,” says Mike 
Parr, ABC’s Chief Conservation Officer. 
“This is neither fair nor sustainable.”

Make a Difference
The Vilcanota Mountains offer amazing 
opportunities for trekking, experienc-
ing Andean culture, and birding as a 
stand-alone trip or as an add-on to visits 
to Machu Picchu and Cusco. If you go, 
make sure your tour operator supports 
local communities by paying the en-
trance fee. Visitors can also support lo-
cals by purchasing textiles as souvenirs. 
Respect these lands by taking only photos 
and leaving only footprints. Thousands 
of tour companies operate in this region. 
ECOAN recommends the following 
five as responsible agencies: Amazonas 
Explorer, Outlook Expeditions, LATA, 
Grupo Inka, and Discover Adventure. 
Several larger international bird tour 
companies use these ground agents, as 
well. You can also support this work 
with a tax-deductible donation through 
American Bird Conservancy.

Inca culture. Group tree-planting efforts 
take place on these days, which help re-
duce the labor costs of reforestation.

Community-driven conservation works 
because people want to protect their for-
ests and watersheds. They want their 
lands to be in better condition for their 
children. Where community demands for 
conservation align with bird conservation 
goals, there is tremendous opportunity to 
work together. 

Christopher Quispe Laucata is the 
president of the Rumira Sondormayo 
community, which has established the 
Qosqocahuarina Private Conservation 
Area. “The forest is our livelihood, and 
something we leave to our children as a 
legacy of our ancestors,” he says. “Our 
forest sequesters carbon, so it helps us 
reduce global warming.” The people of 

Rumira Sondormayo recognize that the 
forest “is the birthplace of our lakes and 
wetlands, and sustains our agriculture,” 
he says. “Each year, we work to continue 
planting more trees with the support of 
ECOAN, because if we do not plant, we 
might not have water.”

More Work to Do
As Laucata notes, forest conservation 
in the Vilcanota Mountains is ongoing. 
The Peruvian government is reviewing 
proposals for additional reserves, and 
ECOAN and ABC continue to help com-
munities develop ecotourism. Besides 
creating a structure to collect and rein-
vest admission fees charged for protected 
areas, the groups help communities with 
business plans and marketing strategies 
in consultation with tourism profession-
als in the region. The goal is to assist the 
communities to make the most of the 
products and services they provide to 
visitors and, ultimately, sustain tourism 
as a viable source of local income.

Some tourism operators, including 
Amazonas Explorer, actively support 
conservation work and tree-planting 
efforts. But some operators still bring 
groups of foreign tourists into the re-
serves and communal lands without 
paying entrance fees. ECOAN and the 
reserve network are working to create 
consistent policies on entrance fees and 

http://www.bradfordcamps.com
http://sanjorgeecolodges.com
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ABA Event

Tanzania Birds & 
Big Game Safari

When: March 31–April 10, 2018

Where: Arusha, Tarangire National 
Park, Ngorongoro Crater, and 
Serengeti National Park

Hosts: Jeff & Liz Gordon, Adam 
Riley, George Armistead and others

Cost: $4250 (single supplement $495)

Limit: 120 (small field groups of 12 people)

Tanzania is without doubt one of the most exciting 

trips a birder can make, with hundreds of species 

of birds, many of them large, tame, and colorful. 

Add to that the iconic mammals, scenery, and 

culture and you have a experience that will rank 

as among the most memorable of a lifetime. Our 

itinerary includes the Serengeti, famous for its 

extravagant megafauna, but also home to star 

birds like Gray-crested Helmetshrike, Red-throated 

Tit, and Steel-blue Whydah. Our tour is timed 

with hopes to see the magnificent migration of 

wildebeest, zebra and antelope. We will also visit 

Ngorongoro crater, Earth’s largest intact volcanic 

caldera, which also harbors dense populations of 

large mammals, as well as forest brimming with 

birds such as Hildebrandt’s Francolin, Schalow’s 

Turaco, and dazzling Tacazze Sunbirds, among 

others. For superb birding, masses of iconic

animals, and photo ops galore, join the

ABA and Rockjumper for an incredible

adventure into the heart of Africa. 
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Birds … are sensitive

indicators of the

environment, a sort

of “ecological litmus

paper” … the observation

and recording of bird

populations over

time lead inevitably

to environmental

awareness and can signal

impending changes. 

—Roger Tory Peterson

n Gulches in Nakula NARs 

protected areas are becom-

ing a mix of mature and

young vegetation with

young koa trees coming

up as shown here.

Once released,

Maui Parrotbills

and other native

forest birds will use the

full diversity of the cano-

py structure for foraging

and nesting activities.

Photo © Zach Pezzillo

mailto:buildingbridgeshub@gmail.com


The Maui Forest Bird Recovery Project (MFBRP) 

was formed and is funded and guided by the 

State of Hawaii Division of Forestry and Wildlife 

and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Guidance 

also is sought from partners including, but not 

limited to, the East Maui Watershed Partnership, 

Haleakala- National Park, Leeward Haleakala-

Watershed Restoration Partnership, the American 

Bird Conservancy, The Nature Conservancy, San 

Diego Zoo Global, and West Maui Mountains 

Watershed Partnership. MFBRP operates as a part 

of the Pacific Cooperative Studies Unit, University 

of Hawaii at Manoa.

Continued on page 42
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mosquitoes (Culex quinquefasciatus) which 
in turn brought avian malaria (Plasmodium 
relictum) into the remote areas of the rain-
forest. Additionally, the introduction of 
other exotic animals—such as rats, mon-
gooses, cats, and other forest birds—
threaten Maui Parrotbills as predators and 
as competitors for food.

Climate change and pressures from land 
use have caused parrotbills to retreat to 
higher altitudes. While they once resided 

in drier koa forests, they how have to eke 
out a living in incredibly wet ‘o-hi‘a forests.

In this new habitat, heavy rainfall adds 
another challenge and often leads to very 
unproductive breeding seasons. Typically, 
between November and June, the female 
builds a nest out of Usnea lichens and 
twigs of pu-kiawe (Styphelia tameiameiae). 
Fledglings typically stay with both of their 
parents for 5–17 months to learn how to 
properly forage. This long dependency 

time restricts the species to a maximum 
of one chick per year. Furthermore, stud-
ies from the Hanawi Natural Area Reserve 
in east Maui determined that a mere 19% 
of nests were successful and that, in many 
years of research, only 49 of 106 breeding 
pairs successfully produced a fledgling.

The Maui Parrotbill was designated as an 
endangered species in 1967. Between 1976 
and 1983, the population was calculated 
to be about 500 individuals, 71% of which 
occurred above 5,000 ft. (about 1500 m) 
in elevation. Since then, population sizes 
have remained consistent. In 1984, the 
Maui-Molokai Forest Birds Recovery Plan 
began building fences in east Maui in an 
attempt to mitigate the threat of feral un-

n An adult male Maui Parrotbill perches in The Nature 

Conservancy’s Waikamoi Preserve. Photo © Robby Kohley

n Habitat recovery efforts for the endangered Maui Parrotbill are underway 

in designated areas on the Hawaiian Island of Maui. Map © Rad Smitn

Currently, Maui Parrotbills are restricted to exceptionally wet forest on the windward slopes 
of the island, such as shown here at Hanawi Natural Area Reserve. Photo © MFBRP
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The Maui Forest Bird Recovery Project has plans to repatriate Maui
Parrotbills to the drier leeward slopes of the island within
Nakula Natural Reserve Area, shown here in
2012, before reforestation efforts.
Photo © Chris Farmer

Continued from page 40Maui’s Kiwikiu
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gulates. Still, the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature currently lists 
the species as critically endangered.

“These birds are confined to about 50 
square kilometers of really wet rainfor-
est,” says Dr. Hanna Mounce, coordina-
tor for the Maui Forest Bird Recovery 
Project (MFBRP), which was formed in 
1997 and has focused on saving Maui 
Parrotbills since 2006. “They are there 
because that is the only pristine forest 
left on Maui—but it is really hard to be 
a 20-gram bird living in an area that gets 
300 inches of rain.” 

The species’ low density in a marginal 
habitat means that releasing more birds 
won’t help the situation by itself.

“We really can’t sustain more birds 
within the forest we have,” Mounce says. 

So the solution isn’t more birds. It’s 
more—and more suitable—forest.

Reestablishing a native habitat entails 
repatriating native species and excluding 
non-native ones, both plant and animal—
a daunting task. This is exactly what the 
MFBRP took on when it first formed. 
Operating out of an old warden’s house 
from a defunct jail, a small group of pas-
sionate people has been working towards 
this lofty goal. With support from the 
University of Hawaii and other sources, in 
2012 the MFBRP finally set about creat-
ing that more suitable forest. Progress has 
been steady. MFBRP and State of Hawaii 

partners have planted more than 53,000 
native plants in a 420-acre fenced area of 
the Nakula Natural Area Reserve on lee-
ward Haleakala-, and 10,000 more are due 
to be planted this year.

A captive breeding program was estab-
lished to rebuild the population, and the 
first chick hatched in 2003. In January 
2018, the MBFRP plans to repatriate the 
first group of Maui Parrotbills. These in-
dividuals will come from the two captive 
populations maintained by San Diego 
Zoo Global as well as individuals taken 
from wild populations. After this point, 
the project’s focus will pivot to support-
ing breeding and self-sustenance within 
the new populations.

It took almost 200 years for the Maui 
Parrotbill’s forests to disappear, and re-
storing that habitat won’t happen over-
night. “It might take 25 years to have a 
really beautiful koa forest,” Mounce says, 
“but we still have to start now.”

When Maui Parrotbill populations 
flourish, it will signify that water re-
sources have stabilized, soil integrity has 
improved, and native forests are once 
again intact—thanks to conservation ac-
tion and community support. 

To learn more about the efforts of the Maui 
Forest Bird Recovery Project, contact Hanna 
Mounce at mounce@hawaii.edu. 

Unlike most other native Hawaiian birds, such as the ‘I‘iwi 

and the ‘Akiapo-la-‘au, it seems the Maui Parrotbill did not 

have a native Hawaiian name. Or, at least, the name was 

lost over time as the birds quickly disappeared from most 

of the island. After years of observation, the Maui Forest 

Bird Recovery Project organized an official naming cer-

emony in 2010. There, the Hawaiian Lexicon Committee 

dubbed it the Kiwikiu. It is named for its curved, sickle-

shaped bill, its whistle, and the cold wind blowing over 

the mountain on which it lives. During the naming cere-

mony, Sam Ohu Gon III, a local expert in Hawaiian culture, 

shared a chant that reveres the bird, its beauty, and the 

beauty of its home.

From the lofty summit of Ha-na Mountain

The high, dark forest flank is visible

However, it is obscured by the strata of clouds

The upper windward flank of countless birds is hidden

The echo of many bird voices comes up from below

And the Ko‘olau district is brimming with birds

But harken now to this that strikes the ear

The clear call is carried by the kiu mountain wind

The call of the understory shrubs it is heard

By the birds of the wet forest so

By the ‘I‘iwi that is dampened by the rain

By the ‘A
-
kohekohe grumbling in the forest

By the yellow Nukupu‘u with its curved bill

Oh Kiwikiu

Oh Kiwikiu

You’re such an outstanding bird and blessed with beauty

Oh Kiwikiu

Oh Kiwikiu

Your stout curved bill is always snapping

Approach and occupy your perch

Here is a thriving bird

And may you thrive indeed

—Sam Ohu Gon III

mailto:mounce@hawaii.edu
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ne of the most exciting events in the world of birding is wit-

nessing hummingbird banding, affectionately called “hum-

banding” by enthusiasts in Idaho. It’s fascinating to watch the 

banders in action and to listen to them spout intriguing humming-

bird facts, such as “The Calliope Hummingbird is the smallest bird 

in the United States. At 2–3 grams, it weighs about the same as a 

penny. Black-chinneds weigh about a nickel.” But the coolest part 

of all is when it’s your turn to hold a hummer for release, and 

the bander places it gently on your open palm. Sometimes, 

before a bird realizes it’s free to leave, it may stay there 

for a moment. Its tiny, rapidly beating heart 

feels electric in your hand.

O

n A Rufous Hummingbird 

shimmers from its perch

in Challis, Idaho.

Photo © David Faike

Humbanding in Idaho
Hummingbirds Inspire the Next Generation  o
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tion  of Conservationists

Experiencing this may 
not be easy for everyone 

to arrange, but it’s possible at 
two different venues in Idaho that 

are open to the public: the Intermountain 
Bird Observatory (IBO) banding sta-
tion at Idaho City, affiliated with Boise 
State University, and the Rudeen Ranch 
Hummingbird Roundup in southeastern 
Idaho. At both places, the banding is con-
ducted on private property that the owners 
graciously open to researchers and visitors.

Although definitely fun, the true pur-
pose of banding hummingbirds is to study 

and monitor their population dy-
namics and migrations, to learn 
about their life histories, and to 
contribute to their conservation. 
The return rate of all banded birds 
is relatively low—generally less 
than 1%, but for humming-
birds in Idaho up to 15%—so 
the more birds banded, the bet-
ter the chances are for banders 
to someday hear about one of their 
own bird’s travels. Each recaptured bird 
teaches us something new, and some have 
amazing stories to tell, often tales revealed 

mailto:faikeatp@yahoo.com
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only through humbanding.
Two different Black-chinned Hummers banded 

in Louisiana have turned up in Idaho. One band-
ed in Idaho turned up in Colorado. And yet an-
other, banded at Rudeen Ranch, was recaptured in 
Hamilton, Montana, one month later. Interestingly, 
Rudeen Ranch recaptured the same bird originally 
banded in New Mexico two years in a row.

Permits and Rules 
A U.S. Federal Bird Banding and Marking Permit is 
required to band any wild bird in the U.S. Permits 
are issued by the Bird Banding Laboratory at the 
U.S. Geological Survey Patuxent Wildlife Research 
Center in Laurel, Maryland, which also provides 
bands and stores all data collected. The Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game also issues state per-
mits. To discourage hobbyists, it has become more 
difficult to obtain a master banding permit. Today, 
permits are issued only to legitimate researchers.

To maintain the highest standards possible, hum-
banders adhere to a strict code of ethics that applies 
to every aspect of banding. The North American 
Banders’ Manual for Banding Hummingbirds includes 
“The Bander’s Code of Ethics”. While banders have 
additional responsibilities, such as ensuring data 
are accurate and complete, they are first and fore-
most responsible for the safety and welfare of the 
birds they study.

Humbanding in Action 
If there’s anything you’d like to know about hum-
mingbirds, just ask the humbanders as you watch 
them in action. You may also take photographs at 
almost every step.

To catch hummingbirds, the bander selects a 
place with active, ongoing feeding and then goes 
fishing for hummers. The bander takes down all 
but the most popular feeder so birds won’t have a 
choice where to feed, then sets up a cage on an ad-

TOP TO BOTTOM:

n Stacy Peterson measures a hummer on the author’s
dining room table. Photo by © Elise Faike

n Fred Bassett checks a hummingbird’s new jewelry for a 
proper fit. Ola, Idaho, 30 July 2012. Photo by © David Faike

n Stacy Peterson holds #N05909, a Black-chinned Hum-
mingbird banded at Rudeen Ranch in 2003. It was the 
very last bird caught in 2010 (and, here, photographed on 
31 May), and it was recaptured every year through 2010. 
Banders at the ranch have recaptured several other of their 
own 8-year-olds, but none older. The longevity record is 
a 12- to 13-year-old Black-chinned captured in Durango, 
Colorado. Photo by © Elise Faike
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termine its species, age, sex, and general 
health. Other data recorded include tail, 
wing, and bill lengths, bill grooving, num-
ber of gorget feathers, and fat.

But first, using small special pliers, the 
bander places a miniature aluminum band 
on the bird’s leg—a band cut from a 4” x 
5” sheet with 300 uniquely numbered and 
lettered pieces, rolled and strung onto a 
clip, in order. It’s tedious to do, but the 
reward is getting to clamp the “jewelry” 
onto a bird’s leg. The bander then checks 
to make sure the band fits correctly.

Even for birds so small, there are differ-
ent band sizes, in increments of 0.2 mm, 
each with its own specific pliers. For ex-
ample, gravid (“pregnant”) females require 
larger bands to accommodate swelling in 
their legs, which they use with their bellies 
to incubate eggs. Males take smaller bands. 
Don’t worry—the bands are so light the 
birds hardly feel them. 

Grooving on the bill determines age. 
“Hummers hatch with ‘wrinkles’ on their 

justable table to surround the feeder. The 
wire cage has a sliding door attached to a 
fishing line on a fishing reel. When a hum-
mer flies inside, the bander instantly drops 
the door and traps the bird. Reaching in-
side, the bander carefully grasps the tiny 
creature, puts it into a cloth bag, and 
brings it to the banding table.

Soft-sided mesh traps are also used, de-
pending on the situation and the bander’s 
choice. All traps are constantly checked to 
ensure no birds are left inside for too long 
before removal and processing. 

Next, the bander checks to see if the bird 
is already banded. If so, is it from another 
place or time, or one that was just handled 
and recaptured? Some banders put tempo-
rary paint on the birds’ heads to tell more 
easily whether they have been captured 
recently.

After enfolding the hummer with a cor-
ner of nylon or flannel, “processing” be-
gins. This means that the bander inspects, 
measures, and weighs the hummer to de-

n ABOVE: Shown here is one of several types of 
soft mesh traps. It operates up and down around 
the feeder on a fishing line. Idaho City, Idaho, 25 
August 2012. Photo by © Elise Faike

n BELOW: Visitors surround the banding table to 
watch humbanding in action and learn about 
hummingbirds at the Rudeen Ranch Hummingbird 
Roundup. A girl holds a cooperative hummer for 
release while others observe a bander processing 
another hummer. Stacy Peterson (in the red jack-
et) sits with the banders as Carl Rudeen stands to 
his left (in the Hawaiian shirt) explaining intrigu-
ing hummingbird facts. Rudeen Ranch, Idaho, 30 
May 2010. Photo by © Elise Faike
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bills,” says Fred Bassett, an Idaho humband-
er. “As they age, the grooves fill in, making 
their bills smooth.” If many grooves remain, 
it’s a young bird. Otherwise, it’s an adult. 

Iridescent gorget feathers on the throat 
help determine age and sex. The iridescence 
is created by a combination of pigments 
(that absorb and bend light) and microscop-
ic structures (that bend light). Tail feather 
colors and shapes, and tail and wing mea-
surements help determine species and sex.

Next, the bander uses a soda straw to 
softly blow feathers aside in order to look 
beneath the transparent skin at the amount 
of yellowish fat stored on the bird’s body. 
Fat collects on the breast, below the chin, 
and on the sides, and its presence or ab-
sence is a good indicator of a bird’s health. 
More fat is better, because the bird will 
burn it quickly during migration. 

Finally, the bird is weighed on a digital 
scale and given a drink of sugar water be-
fore its release.

Sharing Hummers
Now the real fun begins. Younger school-
children and scouts are first in line to hold 
and release the hummers. As one of them 
takes the tiny bird on his palm, listening 
carefully to the bander’s instructions as 
they watch and wait for it to fly away, 
the delight on the kids’ faces is im-
measurable. All of this is sure to 
make a lasting impression.

And, indeed, that’s the 
idea behind IBO’s public 
education programs. 
IBO’s mission is 
“to impact human 

lives and significantly contribute to the 
conservation of western migratory land-
birds and their habitats through coopera-
tive research and public education.” Via its 
community outreach programs, IBO ac-
tively promotes public involvement, stew-
ardship, and wildlife viewing. Hundreds of 
visitors from all over the U.S. and beyond 
come to their banding stations and events 
at Lucky Peak near Boise, Idaho City, and 
other venues every year. Birders, school 
children, college students, scout troops, 
parents, teachers, volunteers, international 
interns, and other interested guests all can 
enjoy world-class encounters with wildlife. 

Hanging out with the birds is way too 
cool to keep to themselves; accordingly, the 
humbanders delight in sharing their work 
with the public. Their infectious enthusi-

asm and impressive knowledge can’t help 
but rub off. Hands-on close encounters like 
these can lead to a subconscious conserva-
tion ethic.

“While IBO’s research is all-important 
and interesting,” says IBO’s Executive 
Director and co-founder Greg Kaltenecker, 
“we believe that it means nothing if we 
can’t share the results with the general 
public. Only through their knowledge of 
our research will we really ever affect con-
servation of these species in the long run.”

The humbanders at 
Rudeen Ranch agree. 

“The one-day roundup is held as a repeat-
able sampling event at the same time each 
year to build a long-term dataset docu-
menting the population,” says humbander 
Carl Rudeen. “Opening the event up to the 
public for education is arguably more valu-
able than the data. It’s hard to reach more 
than a few people at a time if you don’t 
have an organized way to do it.”

Idaho’s humbanders always eagerly an-
ticipate their next banding sessions. Their 
ongoing research and monitoring efforts 
provide a deeper understanding of the re-
gion’s hummingbirds and help to foster in 
the public a love and greater appreciation 
of nature and its conservation. 

Making Reservations 
Humbanding takes place in Idaho City from mid-May through mid-August. Crews band for five 

hours, starting at sunrise. Usually, about 500 Calliope, Black-chinned, and Rufous hummers 

are banded per season. Because these events have become so popular, a prior reservation is 

required. Please contact the Intermountain Bird Observatory for a reservation: ibo.boisestate.edu

The Rudeen Ranch Hummingbird Roundup is currently held during the first weekend in June. 

No reservations are required for this free event, but for the exact date and directions, visit 

hummingbirdroundup.com. An average of 550 Black-chinned, Broad-tailed, and Calliope hum-

mingbirds are captured at the ranch each year.

n A girl calmly holds a newly banded and 
painted hummingbird to release it. This hummer 
stayed in her hand much longer than usual, to 
the delight of everyone watching at the Rudeen 
Ranch Hummingbird Roundup. Rudeen Ranch, 
Idaho, 28 May 2007. Photo by © Elise Faike

n Calliope
Hummingbird,
Challis,
Idaho.
Photo ©

David Faike

http://ibo.boisestate.edu/
http://ibo.boisestate.edu
http://hummingbirdroundup.com


http://www.leica-sportoptics.com


http://www.sirui.com

	BIRGID_991.pdf
	BIRGID_992.pdf
	BIRGID_1.pdf
	BIRGID_2.pdf
	BIRGID_3.pdf
	BIRGID_4.pdf
	BIRGID_5.pdf
	BIRGID_6.pdf
	BIRGID_7.pdf
	BIRGID_8.pdf
	BIRGID_9.pdf
	BIRGID_10.pdf
	BIRGID_11.pdf
	BIRGID_12.pdf
	BIRGID_13.pdf
	BIRGID_14.pdf
	BIRGID_15.pdf
	BIRGID_16.pdf
	BIRGID_17.pdf
	BIRGID_18.pdf
	BIRGID_19.pdf
	BIRGID_20.pdf
	BIRGID_21.pdf
	BIRGID_22.pdf
	BIRGID_23.pdf
	BIRGID_24.pdf
	BIRGID_25.pdf
	BIRGID_26.pdf
	BIRGID_27.pdf
	BIRGID_28.pdf
	BIRGID_29.pdf
	BIRGID_30.pdf
	BIRGID_31.pdf
	BIRGID_32.pdf
	BIRGID_33.pdf
	BIRGID_34.pdf
	BIRGID_35.pdf
	BIRGID_36.pdf
	BIRGID_37.pdf
	BIRGID_38.pdf
	BIRGID_39.pdf
	BIRGID_40.pdf
	BIRGID_41.pdf
	BIRGID_42.pdf
	BIRGID_43.pdf
	BIRGID_44.pdf
	BIRGID_45.pdf
	BIRGID_46.pdf
	BIRGID_47.pdf
	BIRGID_48.pdf
	BIRGID_993.pdf
	BIRGID_994.pdf

